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This paper presents an analysis of primary schoolchildren’s attitudes to the Irish
language, Gaeilge, in the context of national policy in the Republic of Ireland.

In particular, the study examines the factors (social, cultural, cognitive and
organisational) that may be related to a pronounced excess in disengagement with
Irish over and above general engagement with schooling. The data derives from
the 9 year old child cohort of the national longitudinal study of children, the
Growing Up in Ireland (GUI) survey. Unlike previous findings in relation to
general engagement with school, excess disengagement with Irish is not found to
be related to socio-economic or ethnic factors, factors related to teacher profile,
training, self-efficacy or style or school ethos. As expected, children with less
exposure to spoken Irish in school or at home are more likely to show excess
disengagement with the language. Literacy activity, special education needs and
school patronage are also found to be related to excess disengagement.
Significant random effects indicate the importance of the individual teacher and
school in the development of pupil engagement with Irish. The current study
presents a timely perspective on attitudes to Irish among the younger population

and possible implications for policy.
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Introduction

The Irish language, Gaeilge, is the first official language of the Republic of Ireland and
an official working language of the European Union since 2007. While the majority of
people in Ireland speak English as a first language, there is a small minority for whom
Irish is the language of their community. It is spoken as a household or community
language by approximately 3% of the population of the island of Ireland. The census
figures report that approximately 42% of the population speak Irish but only 1 in 20 of
the population use Irish on a daily basis outside the school system (CSO, 2011).
Watson and Nic Ghiolla Phadraig (2011) estimate the number of people who can
engage in all or most conversations in Irish to be closer to 16%. Within a national
context which over the last 20 years has rapidly become linguistically and ethnically
diverse with over 180 languages spoken in Ireland today (CSO, 2011) with continued
positive migration flows from non Irish-nationals throughout the ecomonic downturn,
there is a picture of declining use and proficiency of Irish in traditionally Irish speaking
Gaeltacht areas (O Giollagain & Mac Donnacha, 2008) and in the education system
(Harris, Forde, Archer, Nic Fhearaile, & O’Gorman, 2006b). However, the huge
majority of the population (89%) remains positively disposed to the language (MORI
Ireland, 2005).

In terms of language policy, the maintenance and growth of the language across
the country has been largely reliant on the education system since the 1930s (Harris,
2007). Indeed, the school system is the principal means by which people in Ireland
come into contact with the Irish language (Murtagh, 2007). Most schools in Ireland use
English as the medium of instruction, with Irish being taught as a second language in a
discrete language lesson every day. Irish is a compulsory subject in Irish schools with

pupils at primary and secondary level spending between three and four hours per week



studying the language. Over recent years there has been a rapid expansion of
Gaelscoileanna (i.e. Irish immersion primary schools), where Irish is the medium of
instruction (Parsons & Lyddy, 2015). These schools have been growing in popularity
since the 1980s and have demonstrated considerable success in maintaining a high
standard of Irish (Harris et al., 2006b). However, concerns about proficiency in the
language were to the fore in Harris et al.’s longitudinal study of achievement in Irish,
(Harris et al., 2006b) which found a significant drop in standards of proficiency across
Irish primary schools since the 1980s: for example in the category of listening
comprehension the percentage of children achieving mastery in 1985 was 48%,
dropping to 8% in 2002. At present it is the school-going population who report most
use of Irish on a daily basis (CSO, 2011) and this consistent decline in proficiency
levels is of concern.

The recent 20-Year Irish Language Strategy (Government of Ireland, 2010) aims
to shift the locus for the language from the school alone to the wider community to
generate a language revival increasing the number of daily speakers of Irish to 250,000.
Education is one of the nine actions identified in the strategy as it recognises that the
education system is one of the main methods of promoting the Irish language. The
formal education system structures afford opportunity to further language acquisition
through curriculum, availability of resources, teacher education and standardised
assessment. In addition to the formal education system however, the strategy aims to
promote opportunities for children and families to engage naturally through the medium
of Irish outside of the school context, building sustainable language communities. This
extension of Irish language policy outside of the education system is to be welcomed
but its implementation and impact may be limited by the recent challenging economic

climate.



Motivation and Attitudes to the Irish language

There is a general consensus that the concept of attitude and motivation in language
learning is complex but strongly correlated with successful language acquisition
(Dornyei, 2001; Ellis, 1997; Lightbown & Spada, 2001). In the case of Irish, a
distinction must be drawn between attitude to the language and attitude to learning the
language. As noted above, representative samples of the Irish adult population tend to
be very positively disposed towards the Irish language (MORI Ireland, 2005). Higher
social class and more positive attitudes to Irish appear to be strongly associated
(Committee on Irish Language Attitudes Research (CILAR), 1975; Padraig O Riagain,
2007), however, the nature of this relationship is contested (Watson & Nic Ghiolla
Phéadraig, 2011). However, as noted above, this general positivity does not always
translate into language proficiency or use. In a study of school-leavers, Murtagh (2007)
found that the motivation to learn Irish was strongly related to the language medium of
the school with students in English medium-schools at best neutral and at worst
negative towards learning Irish. Motivation was strongly correlated with achievement
levels in spoken and written Irish. In this study, the learners tend to be instrumental
rather than integrative in their motivation to learn the language. Watson and O Riagain
(2011) develop an interesting cultural capital argument in relation to this linked to the
historical role of Irish competence for access to third level education and in securing a
civil service or teaching post.

As regards the focus for this paper, children of primary school age, Harris and
Murtagh’s Twenty-Class Study (Harris & Murtagh, 1999) is perhaps the most
comprehensive body of research to date on primary school children’s attitudes towards
the Irish language in English-medium primary schools. In a nationally representative

sample of 20 sixth-grade classes, approximately half of children demonstrated a positive



attitude to Irish. In terms of the relationship between proficiency and attitude, children
with a more positive attitude demonstrated higher proficiency in Irish. In terms of
teaching approach, there was a statistically significant correlation between a
communicative teaching approach and positive attitudes towards the language.

This study led to the introduction of a new communicative curriculum for Irish
in primary schools in 1999 (National Council for Curriculum and Assessment, 1999).
This curriculum was strongly communicative in nature in order to enable the child to
use the language in a natural way. In 2008 a review of this new curriculum (National
Council for Curriculum and Assessment, 2008) reported that the new curriculum had
led to an increase in children’s enjoyment of Irish lessons and an increase in their sense
of pride in the language.

Building on the NCCA review, McCoy et al (2012) used data from the Growing
Up in Ireland longitudinal study to look at teaching and learning in the primary schools
from both student and teacher perspectives. The study found that the children’s attitudes
were least positive to Irish relative to Reading and Mathematics, with only a fifth of
children always liking it. Boys were more disengaged than girls, with approximately

one third of boys never liking Irish compared to approximately a quarter of girls.

Motivation and Identity

Motivation for language learning is additionally complex as it includes a component of
identity and identification with another linguistic group (Gardner & Lambert, 1972, p.
135). Inthe Irish context, the association of Irish with particular political and religious
communities, particularly in Northern Ireland, appears in the past to have had a strong
impact on individual attitudes to learning the language (O Riagain, 2007). Furthermore,

the degree to which the Irish language and/or Irish language proficiency is associated



with “being Irish” is a contested space in the population of the island of Ireland (Fahey,
Hayes, & Sinnott, 2005; O Riagain, 2007) which may further complicate the

relationship between attitudes to Irish and identification with Irish people or Irishness.

Motivation and School Context

Other key contributors to language learner motivation are external agents, in particular
teachers (Dornyei, 2005; Williams & Burden, 1997). The role of the teacher in
generating a low stress, highly motivating learning context has also been identified as
central to facilitating language learning and encouraging learner autonomy (Dérnyei &
Csizér, 1998; Littlewood, 1984; Ushioda, 1996). In the Irish context, the attitudes of
teachers to the teaching and learning of Irish has seen a decline (Harris et al., 2006b).
The Harris et al. longitudinal study gives some very insightful comparisons between
teacher attitudes in 1985 and 2002. The data would suggest that while in 2002 the
majority of children in primary school classrooms had teachers who were favourable
towards Irish, there had been a decrease of almost 9% since 1985. The percentage of
children whose teachers derive satisfaction from teaching Irish has fallen by 25% in that
time period, with a corresponding increase of 16% in those whose teachers reported
dissatisfaction.

More recently, O Laoire (2007) published a study on student teacher attitudes to
Irish. He found that the majority of student teachers showed a positive attitude towards
Irish, which is in line with previous research (Committee on Irish Language Attitudes
Research (CILAR), 1975; P O Riagain & O Gliasain, 1984, 1994). However, O Laoire
suggests that this attitude is primarily a functional one relating to doing well in exams or

getting a job. He claims that the positive attitude of these student teachers is a “passive



stance rather than a proactive attitude”, as there is no evidence that they are taking
active steps to promote Irish speaking (p.181).

In relation to classroom environments for Irish, the National Inspectorate have
issued two reports in recent years which deal with Irish in the primary school. A
dedicated report in 2007 describes findings from an investigation of Irish teaching and
learning in 40 schools and 159 classrooms in 2005 (Inspectorate, Department of
Education and Science, 2007) . The report found that 23% of teachers had
unsatisfactory levels of Irish (3% with significant difficulties and 20% with scope for
improvement in their spoken Irish). The standard of teaching and learning was poor or
fair in half the classes observed, with only 6% of classes showing excellent teaching.
The report notes the link between language and teaching competencies in that teachers
with a stronger competence in Irish often displayed better teaching methodologies. A
more recent Chief Inspector’s report for 2010-2012 describes findings for the teaching
of Irish that are significantly less positive than those for Reading and Mathematics
(Inspectorate, Department of Education and Skills, 2013). Standards of Irish teaching
were deemed unsatisfactory in one fifth of lessons, while Irish learning outcomes were

unsatisfactory in one quarter of all lessons.

Bilingualism and the Continua of Biliteracy

One of the main motivations for carrying out this study was to explore the
relationship between languages and between language competencies and attitudes
towards the learning of Irish. This dimension of the study takes as its theoretical basis
the Common Underlying Proficiency model of language competence (Cummins, 1979)
whereby language competencies may transfer across languages at a given threshold of
competence and, in relation to the written word, Hornberger’s (2004) Continua of

Biliteracy. This framework offers a means of conceptualising the multiple and inter-
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related dimensions of literacy and language across and within languages. Over the last
20 years, the Irish population has undergone a demographic transformation from a
predominantly homogeneous society to one where approximately 10% of residents are
non-Irish citizens from over 180 countries (Conrick, 2009). This increase in cultural
and linguistic diversity presents both an opportunity and a challenge for the Irish
language in Ireland. Recent work in the Basque Country and Catalunya have explored
the language attitudes of diverse populations in bilingual contexts (Huguet, 2006;
Ibarraran, Lasagabaster, & Sierra, 2008; Lasagabaster & Huguet, 2007). The findings
of these studies would suggest that language attitudes are not stable across linguistic and
culturally diverse populations but nor are they stable over time with increases in
positive attitudes in evidence after a period of integration within school and society
(lanos, Huguet, Janés, & Lapresta, 2015). In terms of literacy practices, Hornberger’s
(2004) Continua provide a framework for exploring the range of relations that may exist
between literacy practices across different language, proficiency levels and contexts.
Martin-Jones’ ethnographic study of young adult bilinguals in Wales for example
emphasised the diversity of digital and print literacy practices across languages which
the participants engaged in outside the school context (Martin-Jones, 2009). This study
aimed to explore inter- and intra-language factors impacting on attitudes towards Irish,
looking at multilingual competencies of the child and engagement with language skills

generally, in particular literacy.

The study presented here uses the national longitudinal study of children, the Growing
Up in Ireland Study (Green et al., 2010), to investigate socio-economic, linguistic and
ethnic identity, parent, teacher and school factors in relation to 9 year old children’s
attitude towards the Irish language. This research reported here is novel in providing

the perspective of the learners aligned with their teachers and parents or caregivers as



represented in the GUI data to explore attitudes to Irish specifically as distinct from

schooling in general.

Data Analysis

The Growing Up in Ireland study represents the first longitudinal study of the well-
being and development of children in Ireland and is conducted by the ESRI and Trinity
College Dublin. The full GUI dataset is extremely rich, including an infant and a child
cohort, currently in two waves of data collection, with multiple informants (child,
caregivers and educators). Wave 1 of The Growing Up in Ireland Survey (9 year
cohort) consisted of a stratified random sample of 8568 nine year old students from 910
schools throughout Ireland conducted between 2007 and 2008. The Wave 1 data used
in this study is made available through the Central Statistics Office subject to the
Statistics Act, 1993 and the authors of this paper were appointed Officers of Statistics

for the duration of this research project.

This analysis was focussed on one of the variables recorded: the response of the student
to the question, “Do you like Irish?”. The student selected one response from three
offered: “Always like it”; “Sometimes like it”; “Never like it”. The focus of this paper
in on attitudes of school children towards the Irish language. Therefore, any references
to engagement with the Irish language are to be taken as referring to affective
engagement with Irish and not directly to the behavioural or cognitive dimensions of
engagement (Jimerson, Campos, & Greif, 2014).

This variable has previously been considered as part of a more widely focussed study by
McCoy et al. (2012). In that study binary logistic regression was used to model low
levels of engagement with school (three measures) as well as engagement with three

core subjects in the Irish primary educational system, i.e. Reading, Mathematics and
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Irish. The findings of McCoy et al. (2012) indicated the importance of certain common
factors across the various measures of educational engagement they examined.

However, levels of engagement with the subject Irish were not perfectly correlated with
levels of engagement with other aspects of the primary education system. In particular,
36% of students had a less favourable attitude to Irish than they had for school. This
compared with corresponding values of 17% and 9% for Mathematics and Reading
respectively. Clearly, there was evidence of what can be termed ‘excess disengagement’
with Irish compared to other core subjects. The purpose of this study was to identify

what factors, if any, are related to this specific form of excess disengagement.

Method

Ordinal logistic regression was used to model the probability of a student choosing one
of the possible responses to the dependent variable. Fifty different factors were
considered for inclusion in the regression model. As the focus in this analysis was on
identifying factors related to excess disengagement with Irish, those related to more
general forms of educational engagement needed to be controlled for. Thus, factors
related to engagement with school, teacher, Reading and Mathematics were included as
dependent variables in the model.

Statistical model building techniques using a stepwise AIC algorithm supplemented
with likelihood ratio tests were used to identify factors significantly related to the
response. Only statistically significant factors were retained in the model. Two way
interactions between factors were also considered where there were sufficient numbers
of observations to permit stable estimates of the interaction effects to be obtained.

These data were structured in a multilevel hierarchy, with students clustered within
teachers (classrooms) and teachers clustered within schools. Random effects at both the

teacher and school levels were used to model correlation within clusters. Statistically

10



significant random effects at a level in the hierarchy would indicate the importance of
unmeasured (latent) factors at this level related to the dependent variable (Agresti,
2010). The statistical significance of the random effects was established using
likelihood ratio tests, with appropriate p-value adjustments (Molenberghs & Verbeke,
2007; Stram & Lee, 1994).

Fitting ordinal logistic regression models with two random effects and a large number
of clusters presents a challenge to the currently available software. Therefore, the
models were fitted using both the ‘ordinal’ package in R (Christensen, 2013) and by
Proc Glimmix in SAS (SAS Institute Inc., 2011). The results were found to be

consistent between the two software platforms.

Results

The parameter estimates from fitting ordinal logistic regression to these data are shown
in Table 1, along with their estimated standard errors, p-values and odds ratios (OR).
The OR can be interpreted as effect sizes, with large OR values being indicative of a
stronger relationship between the factor and dependent variable. In this modelling
context, OR values of 2 or more may be considered relatively strong effect sizes; OR

values between 1.5 and 2 as moderate; and OR values between 1 and 1.5 as modest.

Student level factors

Disengagement with school was seen to have a strong effect size relationship with
excess disengagement (sometimes like school/always like school: OR=2.3, 95% CI 2.1-
2.6; never like school/always like school: OR=5.2, 95% CIl 4.1-6.7). In general,
engagement with Mathematics was not seen as related to excess disengagement, but is
strongly related in the case of all-girls schools (OR=2.4, 95% CIl=1.5-3.8) or for

students who are in receipt of resource hours (OR=1.9, 95% CI=1.2-3.2). Engagement
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with Reading (OR=1.7, 95% CI=1.6-1.9) and teacher (OR=1.6, 95% CI=1.4-1.7) were
found to have moderate effect sizes.

Less exposure to spoken Irish language was found to be strongly related to excess
disengagement. Students who attended English language schools (94% of the primary
school-going population) were significantly more likely to display excess
disengagement compared with students who attended Irish language schools (OR=3.3,
95%CI=2.6-4.1) or with students who attended schools located in Irish speaking
communities (OR=1.9, 95% CI=1.2-2.8). There was a moderate relationship between a
lack of exposure to the Irish spoken at home and the dependent variable (OR=1.6, 95%
Cl=1.4-1.8).

Literacy engagement was also found to be related to the dependent variable with those
students who read for pleasure less than once a week having a higher odds of excess
disengagement compared to those who read for pleasure daily (OR=1.4, 95% CIl=1.2-
1.7). Reading or not reading with parents (OR=1.1, 95% CI=1-1.2) and amount of
screen time (e.g. >3 hours per day versus less than 1 hour) (OR=1.3, 95% Cl=1.2-1.6)
were also found to be statistically significant with modest effect sizes.

In general, students in receipt of resource hours were found to have an increased odds of
excess disengagement, although this relationship was found to vary with the level of
engagement with Mathematics (e.g. OR=2.2 controlling for sometimes or never likes
Mathematics to OR=1.1 always likes Mathematics).

Just as interesting as the factors that were found to be related to the dependent variable
were the factors for which no evidence of such a relationship was found. These
included: various measures of the socio-economic status of the household (including

income); household composition (one/two parents, number of older/younger siblings);
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measures of literacy attainment (as opposed to literary engagement); educational

attainment of main care-giver and elements of multiculturalism within the home.

School level factors

Four school level factors were found to be related to the dependent variable. No
significant differences were found between boys attending single sex schools and
coeducational schools. For girls however there were differences, with girls in single sex
schools more likely to display excess disengagement.

There was a moderate effect size for non-Catholic schools compared to Catholic
schools, with non-Catholic schools associated with an increased risk of excess
disengagement (OR=1.5, 95% CI=1.2-1.9). A significant, if modest, effect size was
found for rural schools compared to urban schools (OR=1.1, 95% CI1=1.0-1.3).

Other factors at the school level where no relationship was found were: school size;
designated disadvantages status of a school; importance of Irish language/culture to the
school ethos; number of non-teaching staff; the principals’ levels of job
satisfaction/stress and the principals’ assessment of teachers’ happiness and

cooperation.

Teacher (classroom) level factors

Only one teacher level factor was found to be significantly related to the dependent
variable. Attending classrooms where one teacher is required to teach two or more
grades at the same time (multi-class teaching) was found to have a modest effect size
(OR=1.2, 95% CI1=1.0-1.3). Other factors were explored at this level, but none were
found to be significantly related to the dependent variable. These factors included:
teacher gender; teaching experience; teacher education (including basic and higher

qualifications/ continuous professional development and in-service training); hours
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spent teaching Irish per week; teaching style adopted (active /traditional); assessment
style adopted and various factors relating to teacher self-efficacy (control of teaching
methods and syllabi, job satisfaction and stress, pupil discipline, feelings about student

and colleagues happiness).

Random effects

The random effects at both the school and teacher levels were found to be statistically
significant (estimated variance of the random effect distribution at school level=0.33, p-
value=.0001; estimated variance of the random effect distribution at teacher level=0.26,
p-value=0.05). The significant random effects indicate the importance of individual
characteristics at the teacher and school level which are not otherwise accounted for by
the factors in the model. The effect sizes for these random effects depend on the
individuals being compared. Using the middle 80% range as indicative of the population
of possible effect sizes suggests that the random effects sizes vary between halving to

doubling the odds of excess disengagement with Irish.

Discussion

This section explores the results of the analysis of the GUI data in the light of the
literature on Irish language attainment and motivation to illustrate the current context

for language policy decision-making in Ireland.

Stable motivation for Irish

While the findings about children’s attitudes to Irish from the GUI study and Harris and
Murtagh (1999) studies cannot be directly compared, it is useful to draw some
inferences from the data in both, mapping the AMTB five point scale onto the GUI

three point scale. In the 1985 study, almost half of children either strongly or slightly
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agreed with the statement “I really enjoy learning Irish”. When the neutral group is
brought in to combine the top three points on the five-point scale, that percentage rises
to 58%. The percentage of children who sometimes or always like Irish in the GUI
study comes to 74%. These results give an indication that perhaps motivation for Irish
has remained largely stable since the 1980s. The NCCA review (2008) suggests that the
introduction of the new communicative curriculum for Irish led to a more positive
attitude to Irish among children. The GUI study suggests that there has at least been no
major decline in children’s attitudes and they may be comparable to attitudes among
Welsh children to Welsh in a recent WISERD study (Pearse, 2015) and minority

languages in Spanish autonomous regions (Huguet, 2006).

Integration across languages

The statistical model set out in the previous section integrated factors relating to
language and cultural background of children and parents in order to explore the
hypothesis that multilingualism could have a positive impact on attitudes towards Irish.
However, this proved to be significant only in the case where the language in the home
or the school is Irish, as might be expected from previous Irish studies (Murtagh, 2007)
and studies of home (Huguet, 2006; Sanchez Lépez & Rodriguez de Tembleque, 1997)
and school (Safont Jorda, 2007; Welsh Government Social Research, 2008) languages
in other contexts . Children from diverse linguistic or cultural backgrounds did not
exhibit a statistically significant difference in disposition towards the language. It is
perhaps most noteworthy that there was no negative orientation to Irish among this
population as has been posited in studies of similar minority language educational
contexts in the Basque country (Ibarraran et al., 2008) and Catalunya (Bernaus,

Masgoret, Gardner, & Reyes, 2004).
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In relation to engagement with language skills, however, the findings suggest
that children who are engaged with literacy pursuits, for example reading for pleasure,
are more likely to be positively disposed towards Irish. This is particularly interesting
given that the teaching and learning of Irish in English-medium schools in early primary
school is predominantly oral. It is engagement, not achievement, with literacy which is
related here, therefore Irish attitudes are not acting as a proxy for school success, as
posited by Watson & Nic Ghiolla Phadraig (2011). This finding possibly supports the
notion that the integration of language skills across languages is valuable (Cummins and
O Duibhir, 2012). This is of particular interest in the educational policy context in
Ireland, where many schools have a multilingual student cohort. Integration of
language skills between languages is one of the core principles of the new integrated
primary language curriculum due to be operationalised in the 2015/2016 academic year
(O Duibhir & Cummins, 2012). However, as evidenced by the 2011 discontinuation of
a pilot initiative to introduce additional modern languages at primary school, the
principle of achieving efficiencies by teaching for transfer across languages may be

espoused but is not enacted in practice.

School Patronage/ School Type

In 2012 approximately 96% of Irish primary schools were under denominational, a fact
that is remarkable and somewhat unique by international standards (Coolahan, Hussey,
& Kilfeather, 2012). Historical and cultural reasons underpin and maintain this
denominational status while social, economic, cultural, demographic and educational
changes are providing the impetus for change in primary school patronage to a more
diverse and contemporary formation. Interestingly, it is not school ethos but school
patronage which has a moderate statistically significant effect in relation to the attitudes

of pupils towards Irish. This effect mirrors the findings of O Riagain (2007) and Fahey
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et al. (2005) where non-Catholics in the Republic of Ireland are less likely than
Catholics to claim strong competence in Irish or to associate speaking the Irish language
with “Irishness”. This effect is much more pronounced in Northern Ireland in previous
studies. The data available for the Republic of Ireland on religion and attitudes to Irish
derives from a 1999-2000 study (Padraig O Riagain, 2007) of adults. It is interesting
that this effect persists among children in the 2007-8 GUI data.

The second effect of school patronage or school type relates to Irish-medium immersion
schools where children are 3.3 times more likely to articulate a positive attitude towards
Irish, in line with other minority language contexts noted in the previous section.
Language rights have contributed to the growth and promotion of Irish language school
patronage seeking to promote the provision of education through the medium of total
immersion in the Irish language in Gaelscoileanna and Gaelcholaisti (i.e. Irish
immersion post-primary schools), recognising parents’ and children’s rights to Irish
language education provision.

To date, the foundation and establishment of Gaelscoileanna and Gaelcholaisti has
been centred around urban areas where a critical mass of parental demand has been
recognised by the Department of Education and Skills. Gaelscoileanna/ Gaelcholaisti
patrons aim to foster and develop an Irish language community aimed at promoting the
Irish language as a means of communication. Given that the changes in patronage and
emergence of greater number of Gaelscoileanna are relatively recent, the development
of an established and sustainable Irish speaking community outside of Gaeltacht areas is
in its infancy. A small number of Gaelscoileanna and Gaelcholaisti have existed for a
considerable length of time in urban areas which may contribute to the positive effect of

urban settings on attitudes to Irish. However, the establishment of a community
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background effect could take anything up to 14 years based on a child’s time in primary
and post-primary school.

In this study, the effect of the Gaelscoil is far more pronounced than that of the
Gaeltacht school. A number of recent studies have articulated current challenges in
Gaeltacht areas in relation to the linguistic complexity facing the Gaeltacht schools
(Mac Donnacha, S., Ni Chualain, F., Ni Sheaghdha, A., & Ni Mhainin, T., 2005; O
Giollagain & Mac Donnacha, 2008). This is perhaps reflected in this study in the
attenuated positive disposition of Gaeltacht school pupils relative to their Gaelscoil

peers.

Teacher and School Random Effects

An interesting if somewhat unexpected finding from this study relates to the random
effects of teachers and schools on children’s engagement with Irish. For many children
their only interaction with Irish is in the classroom (Murtagh, 2007), as in other
minority language contexts to varying degrees (Vila, 2014; Welsh Government Social
Research, 2008). The importance of effective language teaching methodologies for the
development of competencies and a positive attitude towards Irish has been widely
documented (Harris, Forde, Archer, Nic Fhearaile, & O’Gorman, 2006a) and is the
basis for most national policy. The GUI data provides a very rich dataset in relation to
teaching, learning and assessment methodologies used by teachers in the classroom.
The use of group work for example has been noted as related to general school
engagement (McCoy et al., 2012). However, no teaching related variable emerges as
related to engagement with Irish. As the variables related to teaching approach are not
subject specific, this could be explained by the fact that the GUI teacher survey does not

elicit pedagogical content knowledge necessary for effective language teaching. Itis
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also possible that the methodologies reported by teachers in general classroom use are
not those implemented during Irish lesson time. Indeed as noted above in the 2007
Inspectorate report, in up to 50% of Irish lessons observed the quality of teaching and
learning was not satisfactory (Inspectorate, Department of Education and Science,

2007).

In the light of these negative findings, the significance of teacher and school level
random effects strongly suggests that it is not teaching methodologies which impact on
children’s engagement with Irish but rather some dimension of the teacher and of the
school not otherwise captured in the data. The notion that the teacher plays a critical
role in establishing and maintaining motivation for language learning is well established
(Dornyei, 2010). What is interesting in the current study however, is that a range of
teacher variables relating to teacher demographics, teacher education, teaching style and
teacher self-efficacy are not statistically significant as regards excess disengagement
with the Irish language. As stated by Harris (2007):

Irish depends on the attitudes, efforts and commitment of individual schools

and teachers in a way that other subjects do not. By the same token,

changes in teachers’ attitudes, motivation, self-esteem, or professional

satisfaction in teaching are also of greater significance in the case of Irish.

(Harris, 2007, pp.37-38)

Given the importance of the teacher within the motivational cycle for Irish, the findings
of Harris (2006) in relation to the downward trajectory of both attitudes and
competencies of primary school teachers in relation to Irish are particularly worrying.
Furthermore, while studies of student teacher attitudes to Irish are largely positive

(CILAR 1975; O Riagain & O Gliasain, 1983, 1993; O Laoire, 2007), the impact of
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this positivity in the classroom is questionable as the positivity seems to be “passive
stance rather than proactive attitude” (O Laoire, 2007, p. 181). The literature on
language teacher cognition emphasises that what teachers do in the classroom is aligned
with what they know, and also importantly with their beliefs (Borg, 2003; Devine et al
2013). Furthermore, studies have shown that it is possible to impact on beliefs and
therefore practice as part of pre-service and in-service teacher education (Borg, 2011).
In this context, the need to address teachers’ beliefs and attitudes in relation to Irish, as
well as their use and knowledge of language teaching methodologies as part of the

continuum of teacher education becomes critical.

Interestingly however, Harris (2006) also found that teachers were increasingly
influenced by school and national policy as to the emphasis they place on the language
in the classroom. From a negative perspective, this might suggest that teachers are less
personally invested in the language than formerly. Conversely, this might suggest that
policy interventions may translate more readily to classroom practice, given the

appropriate professional supports (Fullan & Hargreaves, 1992).

Conclusions

The study presented here adds an empirically grounded dimension to the current
linguistic landscape which suggests motivation to learn Irish is notably stable among 9
year olds. The development of children’s attitudes from primary into post-primary
education will be explored in future work in a comparison of the child cohort data at 9
years (GUI wave 1) and 13 years (GUI wave 2). In the 9 year old cohort, engagement is
strongest in the Gaelscoil setting but in schools more generally it is critically dependent
on the classroom teacher. In a context of reducing motivation and proficiency among

teachers, this is not a sustainable position and certainly not one upon which to base a
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language revival as envisaged in the 20-Year Strategy (Government of Ireland, 2010).
This study would indicate that a focus on teacher attitudes towards Irish, in addition to
their teaching competencies, at pre-service and in-career could impact positively on
children’s engagement with Irish. Furthermore, the findings regarding the interaction
between engagement with literacy and with Irish would support the notion of a fully
integrated language curriculum at primary level, in the sense set out in the work of
Cummins and O Duibhir (2012). Similarly, it would suggest the current terms of
reference for an emerging national language policy which excludes Irish and primary
education are flawed, as integration across languages at primary school appears to have
a positive effect on engagement in this study. Perhaps the most important finding
however is the disassociation of motivational factors for Irish from a broad range of
child-related factors with the exception of those related to the school environment. In
the context of a 20-year strategy for Irish which aims to shift the locus for the language
from the school to the wider community, it is clear that there is major work to be done.
At the time of the data collection of this GUI study, the strategy was not active. Its
partial activation since that time may be positive in terms of policy implementation, if
not in terms of measured outcomes as yet.

Welsh and Catalan are often put forward of examples of successful language
revitalisation and maintenance (Johnson, 2013; Vila, 2014). In both cases, while the
education system is a key driver in this success what is of crucial importance is the
mobilisation of grassroots support not only to generate demand for bilingual educational
opportunities but also to establish an authentic context for use of the language outside
the school walls. While the demand for bilingual education in Ireland is strong and

increasing, the struggle remains here, as in other minority language contexts including
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Wales and Catalunya (Vila, 2014), to establish an authentic context for use outside the

education system.
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Table 1. Parameter estimates from ordinal logistic regression mixed model for factors

related to excess disengagement with Irish.

Factor
Likes school (ref: always)
sometimes
never
Likes teacher (ref: always)
sometimes
never
don't know
Likes reading (ref: always)
sometimes
never
Likes mathematics (ref: always)
sometimes
never

Language medium of School
(ref: English)
Gaelscoil
Gaeltacht
Multilingual Home
(ref: Irish spoken in home)
other language(s) spoken
Irish and other language(s) spoken
English spoken only
Reads for fun (ref: everyday)
a few times a week
once a week
less than weekly
Reads with parents, yes/no (ref:
yes)
Screen time (ref: more than 3
hours/day)
no more than 1 hour
no more than 2 hours
no more than 3 hours
Resource hours allocated, yes/no
(ref: no)
Interaction:
likes mathematics — resource
hours
sometimes — yes
never — yes
School gender mix (re:
coeducational)

29

Estima

te

0.848
1.657

0.456
0.972
0.690

0.555
0.937

0.146
0.128

-1.194
-0.623

0.519
0.329
0.461

0.012
0.161
0.359

0.122

-0.296
-0.127
-0.110

0.106

0.516
0.535

Standrd
Error

0.06
0.12

0.05
0.12
0.22

0.05
0.13

0.06
0.10

0.12
0.22

0.14
0.19
0.08

0.05
0.08
0.08

0.05

0.07
0.07
0.06

0.11

0.16
0.26

P-

vliaue

0.00
0.00

0.00
0.00
0.00

0.00
0.00

0.02
0.21

0.00
0.00

0.00
0.08
0.00

0.82
0.04
0.00

0.01

0.00
0.08
0.05

0.33

0.00
0.04

OR - risk of
excess
disengagement

2.3
5.2

1.6
2.6
2.0

1.7
2.6

1.2
11

0.3
0.5

1.7
14
1.6

1.0
1.2
1.4

11

0.7
0.9
0.9

11

2.2
2.2



all boys

all girls
Interaction:
likes mathematics — school
gender mix

sometimes — all boys
never — all boys
sometimes — all girls
never —all girls
School patronage, catholic/non-
catholic
(ref: catholic)
Region, rural/urban (re: rural)
Multilcass teaching, yes/no (ref:

yes)

30

-0.039
0.160

0.213
0.162
0.070
0.751

0.405
0.131

0.140

0.11
0.11

0.14
0.26
0.13
0.25

0.12
0.06

0.06

0.71
0.13

0.12
0.53
0.61
0.00

0.00
0.03

0.03

1.0
1.2

1.4
1.3
1.4
2.8

1.5
11

1.2



