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Summary

This thesis presents an empirical exploration of language support for English as a Second
Language (ESL) students in Irish post-primary schools. The presence of large numbers of ESL
students can be attributed to the unprecedented large-scale migration into Ireland since the
1990s. The arrival of so many students presented schools with new challenges. The Department
of Education and Skills (DES) provides a special teaching allocation for language support but many
schools struggle to devise programmes which develop students’ English language proficiency

while drawing them into curriculum subject learning.

To find out what the varied landscape of language support in Irish post-primary schools looked
like, | developed an empirical plan to explore provision and practice in schools. Data were
collected to investigate language support in a small number of schools in the Dublin area. The
research presented in this thesis complements the work of the Trinity Immigration Initiative’s (TIl)
English Language Support Programme (ELSP), which conducted a larger survey of provision of in

post-primary schools.

My research was undertaken from a broadly Gramscian perspective, which describes how
dominant cultural ideology can be reproduced in education systems, which in turn maintains the
disadvantage of minority cultural groups. This thesis also draws on research from the rapidly
expanding fields of educational linguistics and of the education of children from migrant
backgrounds. One key argument which runs through this thesis is that of the ‘gap’ between the
kinds of knowledge presented by the school system, as well as the culture of school in general,
and the knowledge and experience of disadvantaged and/or minority students. ESL students have
the additional challenge of a linguistic ‘gap’. The thesis explores how pedagogical approaches can
bridge the gap, and indentifies how such approaches can and should form part of a school’s

language support provision.

The empirical research was divided into 2 phases. Phase 1 was a preliminary exploration
undertaken in ten schools in the Dublin area. |interviewed principals, ESL coordinators, ESL
teachers and mainstream teachers about their ESL students and their language support
programmes. The data collected show that provision varies widely in schools. While each school
environment is different, some identifiable facets of a successful language support programme
emerged. However, most of the schools were struggling to open up access to education for their
ESL students; only very few schools in my sample appeared to have established successful

language support programmes.



Phase 2 consisted of three case studies; | collected data from three schools over the school year
2008/2009, which were analysed to compare and contrast how the schools developed their
language support programme, how the students responded to it and what happened in the
classroom to make provision successful or unsuccessful. There was a wide variation in the level of

support the three schools offered to ESL students.

Of the three schools, only one appeared to be offering its ESL students a programme which
effectively drew them into the mainstream curriculum while developing their English language
proficiency. The other two schools either failed to use DES teaching allocation for the intended

purpose of English language support, or did so in an inadequate and haphazard way.

The conclusion refers back to the literature of chapters 1 and 2 to establish the characteristics
which contribute to successful language support and educational provision for migrant students in
the irish post-primary school setting. The one successful school was characterised by, inter alia, a
supportive principal, a defined language policy, a flexible language support timetable which was
frequently revised, an ESL coordinator who had developed expertise in the area and a student-

centred/learner autonomy pedagogical approach across the mainstream and ESL classrooms.
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Introduction

Migration into Ireland is a recent phenomenon; in the 1990s and the early part of this century
thousands of migrants arrived due to various reasons, such as the economic boom, changes in
policy regarding asylum seekers and expansion of EU membership. The arrival of unprecedented
numbers of migrants naturally had an impact on Irish schools. Thousands of children who speak
an L1 other than English arrived in classrooms, in front of teachers who struggled to deal with the
challenges these students brought. These students arrive with varying levels of English language
proficiency and so schools must provide English language support to enable them to access their

education.

The Department of Education and Skills (DES) provides funding for such students in the form of a
per capita teaching allowance so that schools can provide English as a Second Language (ESL)
teachers and develop a language support programme to complement mainstream learning. From
2000 until its closure in 2008, Integrate Ireland Language and training (IILT) was commissioned to
support ESL teachers in both primary and post-primary schools. This thesis concentrates
exclusively on the post-primary (second level) school system. Support for post-primary teachers
and schools was not as developed as the primary sector and so the Trinity Immigration Initiative’s
(TI) English Language Support Programme (ELSP) was established to complement and advance
the work which had been begun by IILT. Among the ELSP’s aims were to survey language support
provision in a number of Irish post-primary schools; the findings were published as a report in

2009 (Lyons & Little).

This PhD thesis builds on the ELSP’s findings and is a first attempt to focus in detail on what
happens in the classroom. Research shows that English language support is delivered in Ireland’s
schools in an ad hoc manner resulting in unsatisfactory educational outcomes for the ESL students
and dissatisfaction for many of the professionals involved. Built on growing research in the Irish
context, this study provides a further survey of ten schools from the Dublin area, and an in-depth
case study analysis of three schools. The case studies focus on policy, the whole school
environment and how both of these factors interact and are interpreted as classroom practice. It
is important to note that that is, in reality, very little research on the Irish context and therefore

international research perspectives are particularly important.

This thesis is written on the basis of a conviction that national education systems should be
governed by principals of equality of entitlement and of access to education, and of responsive
pedagogy. At the same time, every effort is made to ensure that this does not prejudice the

interpretation of the data.



Chapter 1 looks at society level pedagogy and presents Gramsci’s theory of cultural hegemony,
which provides the theoretical framework. The chapter draws on his approach to the relationship
between the distribution of power and social control (Gramsci, 1971: 12-13). My research
highlights the unintentional cultural reproduction inherent in the education system (Nowlan,
2008: 255). Bourdieu (1991) and Freire (1970) explore concepts of social capital and critical
pedagogy respectively, by analysing the influential role of education in a society, its potential to
change society (Freire), and its potential for excluding minority groups from education, thereby
preventing these groups from participating fully in society while maintaining their lower
socioeconomic status (Bourdieu). The chapter also draws on Barnes (1976), who described the
gap between schools and disadvantaged students. A key concern throughout this thesis is with

the role of language support in bridging this gap for ESL students.

Lentin & McVeigh (2006) and Fanning (2007) address current trends in immigration and racism,
and suggest that a cultural bias against migrants’ participation in Irish society can be identified

across many sectors.

In Chapter 2 | move on to address pedagogy in the classroom. Little & Lazenby-Simpson (2004),
Devine (2005), Nowlan (2008) and Lyons & Little (2009) look at concepts and issues involved in
educating minority language students within the Irish school system. The conclusion many of
these researchers arrive at reveals how provision for ESL students is inadequate and inconsistent.
This chapter also draws on existing research in the field of minority language students in
mainstream education (Willig, 1985; Skutnabb-Kangas, 1988; Ramirez, 1992; Thomas & Collier,
1997; Cummins, 2001; Ferguson, 2006). Much of this research is directed at identifying
characteristics of successful language support programmes. Cummins (2000), Collier (1987),
Skutnabb-Kangas (1988) and Tosi, (1988 & 1984) look at educating minority language students in
mainstream schools, and make the distinction between basic communication skills (everyday
fluency) and language needed to access the education process, and the positive impact of valuing
first language and culture. Using these studies as a springboard, | extract a framework of
characteristics of a successful programme relevant to the context of Ireland’s post-primary

schools. This framework provides the survey and case studies with criteria for evaluation.



Chapter 3 explains the empirical research structure. It sets the thesis in the context of the TlI,
first of all describing the scope of the ELSP. It then describes the overall research objectives of the
empirical component: to build a picture of practice in schools in the Dublin area and to see if
examples of best practice are evident in three schools. | draw on a number of sources in general

educational research to develop Phase 1 —a survey, and Phase 2 — the case studies.

In Chapter 4 | present and analyse the data which were collected in schools in Phase 1 during the
early months of 2008. The findings from the survey are presented first of all school-by-school; |
provide background information about each school, a summary table of the key points raised by
each participant (principal, ESL coordinator, ESL teacher and mainstream teacher), and an
overview of the language support programme. In the discussion | analyse the data from all ten

schools and compare the findings to similar research presented in Chapter 2.

Chapter 5 presents the findings from Phase 2: case studies of language support and educational
provision for migrant students in three schools (which were also participants in Phase 1). First of
all I describe the participant profile of each of the schools, before moving on to describe
approaches to meeting the needs of ESL students. Then the chapter illustrates the procedure the
schools followed when ESL students came to the school, from initial assessment to organisation of
the timetable. The considerable part of the chapter is devoted to observations; of students (in
their classroom and via assessment), of practice (via lesson observations) and of the school
environment (via general observations). The analysis is drawn together in an overview of the
approach each school takes to language support, under the headings of ‘leadership and ethos,’

‘flexibility,” ‘curriculum,” ‘teachers’ and ‘pedagogy’.



1 Gramscian Perspectives

1.0 Introduction

Children from migrant backgrounds in Ireland are entitled to educational opportunities equal to
those of their peers (Little & Lazenby Simpson, 2009), which means an education that enables
them to “operate at their fullest potential, to equip them with tools and the sense of opportunity
to use their wits, skill, and passions to the fullest” (Bruner, 1996: 67). This study draws on a multi-
disciplinary framework to evaluate how Ireland’s post-primary schools facilitate access to
education for those students from migrant backgrounds who have English as a second language
(ESLY). The range of disciplines this study draws on is broad, as is usual in this field, “educational
linguistics is a cross-over field where a diverse range of expertise from linguistic disciplines
engages with aspects of educational policy, provision and practice” (Leung, 2010b): including
Second Language Acquisition (SLA), minority language students’ education, immigration, power
relations within society, racism and interculturalism, and critical pedagogy. Given the range of
sources, one underpinning theoretical perspective is required to provide both the foundation and
the core argument running though the study. In this thesis, Gramsci’s theory of cultural
hegemony (Gramsci, 1971) unites the strands of argument and underpins my principal research

questions.

The topic of educational linguistics is problem-oriented (Skutnabb-Kangas, 1988; Hult, 2008: 10;
Leung, 2010b), and both socially significant and controversial. The challenges and opportunities
of immigration for the Irish educational context in recent decades reflect issues faced by many
national contexts with diverse school populations (Skutnabb-Kangas 1988: 9; Devine, 1999: 6).
Overall, the thesis is concerned with how best to enable ESL students to learn in the Irish post-
primary school. The focus is on English language support; how post-primary schools establish and
develop ESL programmes, and how practice is driven by both policy and provision. The English
language support programme in a school brings to light countless interrelated components of the
whole school approach and attitude towards the education of migrant students. A programme

which develops proficiency in English is both empowering and necessary:

3 Leung (2010b) adopted the commonly used acronym EAL (English as an Additional Language) to refer to
“the educational policy, provision and curriculum practices associated with language minority students” and
| use ESL (broadly synonymous with EAL) in the same way throughout this thesis, as well as to refer to the
students themselves.
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If [migrant students] want to get a good education...and if they want to
participate in the social, economic and political life of their country, they have
to know the official language.

Skutnabb-Kangas, 1988: 10

In the course of my research on the links between education and society | have drawn on
Gramsci's approach to the distribution of power and social control (Gramsci, 1971). Accordingly,
this opening chapter explores how Gramsci’s theory of hegemony can be applied to Ireland’s ESL
context, describes how underlying structures and assumptions in education and society can have
an unfavourable impact on a student’s future, and then moves on to examine how Ireland’s
Department of Education and Skills (DES) operates in this context. | also consider the role of
individual schools/educators in interpreting DES policy. Based on initial findings, | argue that
rather than providing equal education for ESL students, Ireland’s schools often do not bridge the
gap between such students and the education system they are expected to engage with. The

chapter closes with my main research question.

1.0.1 Gramsci’s cultural hegemony

Hegemony is defined as the implicit control or influence of one group over another: “The
apparatus of state coercive power which ‘legally’ enforces discipline on those groups who do not
‘consent’ either actively or passively” (Gramsci, 1971: 12-13). Hegemonic control is in contrast to
situations of forced domination or violent control: “[Hegemony means] the consensual basis of an
existing political system within civil society” (Adamson, 1980: 170), or “coercion plus consent”
(lves, 2004a: 30). Power and social control are secured via the fixing and distribution of public
knowledge (Tosi, 1988: 90), and this means that selected groups in a society are privy to valuable
knowledge (such as school knowledge or qualifications, cf. Bourdieu, 1991) which can be used to
maintain a higher social status or positions of power, while those without access to the
information are unable to effectively participate in social structures, which affects their life and

their position within that society.

A contemporary analyst who is observing minority students in a school system considers the

circumstances which display characteristics of hegemony thus:



[H]egemonic leadership of one group is still characterized by the exercise of
power, but this is not founded on the overt use of the system to impose its
interests on those other groups. Instead, it relies on its covert ability to
combine the interests of other classes or groups with its own interests. When
this is achieved the hegemonic group has succeeded in extending its cultural
control to include all state institutions and will therefore present itself as the
sole authorized representative of all the different interests of a socially and
culturally diverse society.

Tosi, 1988: 91

Responding to Italy’s ‘questione della lingua’ with the theory of hegemony, Gramsci draws
attention to the role of language in politics (lves, 1998 & 2006: 62; Gramsci, 1984), valuing
language as a commodity, which encompasses symbolic status, and as a means with which to
distribute knowledge (cf., Bernstein, 1997). Gramsci was a student of linguistics and his interest in
language influenced his theory of hegemony (lves, 2004a: 3-4). He recognised that high-prestige
and lower-prestige speech communities existed (see Gramsci, 1985: 164) in the same way that
the class system is reflected in the dialects and accents of present day UK and Ireland; minority
languages within Ireland may similarly be perceived as lower status than English.> Gramsci
compared language to other institutions of society, claiming that it could be exploited as a marker
of status. Drawing on his theory | suggest that the dominant socio-cultural group in Ireland (the
white, Catholic, English/Irish speaking middle-class) reproduces its norms via the education
system, and that language and associated cultural differences are significant barriers which divide
and exclude minority groups from accessing knowledge in the school. This exclusion limits the
potential of those groups, which may include students from a low socio-economic background,
Irish national ethnic minority groups (Travellers), Irish-born ethnic/linguistic minority groups, as
well as ESL/migrant students. Their potential is limited by the education system, which on the one
hand promises equal access while on the other hand withholds adequate support on an official
and/or school level. Thus, their potential as citizens of a democratic society, which the education

system is intended to foster, is inhibited by their educational experience.

Gramsci associated language with hegemony by commenting on attitudes towards language
varieties and culture in a way which reflects how the status of minority languages may be viewed

in Ireland today, as when he writes:

2 Or Irish, in the Irish speaking communities and schools.



Language is transformed with the transformation of the whole civilisation,
through the acquisition of culture by new classes and through the hegemony
exercised by one nationai language over others.

Gramsci, 1971: 452

For Gramsci, there is little distinction between language as a ‘social structure’ and other social
structures (which may predetermine an individual’s potential) and he advanced theories on the
nature of language being closely linked to culture, nationality and history (lves, 2004a: 19). One

commentator on Gramsci’s writings compares ‘language’ to ‘hegemony’ as follows:

[L]anguage, like hegemony, is not something that is ever completed. Instead,
language is a process..like hegemony, this process of turning chaos into
coherent structures is necessary and important...That is not to say that all
coherence and structure is preferable to all forms of chaos. In fact, it is
precisely the chaos and the lack of coherence among the world views of
various subordinated and oppressed social groups in modern capitalist
societies that enables bourgeois ideology to dominate.

Ibid: 23-24

The ideas expressed here are developed from Gramsci’s time as a student of linguistics; his
lecturer at Turin University, Professor Matteo Bartoli, directed much thought to the question of
how one group within society could secure power over another without resorting to violence,
instead imposing “customs and modes of thought” on the dominated group (lves, 2004a: 28).
There is much in Gramsci's writing about empowering dominated groups so that they may gain
status in society. Gramsci was concerned, for example, about educational reforms in Italy which
abolished the teaching of standard grammar (which in the context of Italy’s search for a national
language meant teaching children the standard language; most inhabitants of Italy spoke
mutually-unintelligible dialects) — his concern was particularly directed at children from
subordinated social groups (Ives, 2004a: 43) and the disadvantage this lack of knowledge might
bring them, as a knowledge of the standard grammar indicated an educated background (ibid:
90). This process draws comparison with the Irish ESL context and the learning of standard
English; if schools are failing to facilitate the acquisition of English for school purposes, then ESL

students will not have equal access to the curriculum.

Laclau & Moffe (1985) observed that the notion of hegemony encompasses the idea of a
‘collective will’, or the construction of a social-cultural unity (as noted by Ives, 2006: 64), where
the non-dominant social group may express democratic requirements in a process which is not
attributable to an existing structure — thereby acting against hegemonic control. Gramsci focuses
on this element of free will and social mobility, and argues against economic determinism (lves,

2006: 65). Leung (2010b) points out that “in so far as people are not completely subservient to
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structure, human enactment promises the possibility of modification of structure in the process of
enactment and reproduction,” thus recalling debates about ‘agency’ and ‘structure’ (Giddens,
1979: 50 & 2006: 8; Bryant & Jary, 1991). In this case ‘structure’ refers to factors such as an ESL
student’s L1, social class, culture, religion and ethnicity, and ‘agency’ refers to the free will and
capacity to act against hegemonic control. According to these arguments, the Irish post-primary
education system has the potential to support structures which may limit migrant students’
volition, or may support and enable their capacity to question existing structures and

assumptions.

My interpretation of Gramsci’s theory of hegemony focuses on its relevance to education, and
links power relationships to the transmission and accessibility of knowledge. My grasp of
hegemony in this context owes much to Tosi (1988) and his discussion of the exercise of influence
of one group over another within one society (Tosi, 1988: 90-91). He defines and elaborates on

the meaning of hegemony with its relevance to education as:

[T]he organization of consent through invisible cultural dominance rather than
visible political power. Thus Gramsci’s approach and the current concern of
sociologists of education converge in their common attempt to interpret the
role of educational changes in order to understand the mechanism of control
which is exercised through social and cultural reorganisation.

Ibid: 91

Educational sociologists and applied linguists have applied Gramsci’s theory of hegemony to the
context of compulsory schooling, developing arguments in relation to the availability of school

and educational knowledge (Tosi, 1988; Fischman & McLaren, 2005).

1.0.2 Hegemony and Ireland’s ESL students

The role of schools in a society was observed by Gramsci to be fundamental in forging the spirit by
which the dominated groups would, in the future, be able to transcend their predetermined (by
existing structures) socio-economic status and reach their full potential as citizens in society
(Gramsci, 1985: 42). In order for this to happen, Gramsci suggested that existing structures
should be demolished to allow new standards, a new psychology and new ways of living and
thinking to develop, thus paving the way for a more just distribution of power; not only political
and economic but also intellectual power (Gramsci, 1985: 41). Gramsci was explicit in his belief
that the state’s responsibility to educate children should include, along with foundation skills such
as reading, writing and mathematics, the teaching of ‘rights and duties’, by which he means
developing the capacity to challenge the ‘common sense’ notions learned from the social

environment (Gramsci, 1971: 322; Dewey, 2007). These notions can be related to the current



educational situation in Ireland; schools’ capacity to cope with the arrival of unprecedented

numbers of ESL students over the past two decades is brought into question. ESL students:

[M]ay have difficulty accessing education without support because of a limited
command of the language through which the curriculum is delivered. This is
likely to be the case for those who have recently arrived in Ireland, but may
also apply to children who were born in Ireland or are living here for a longer
time whose home language is not English.

Nowlan, 2008: 253-254

Lyons & Little (2009), Nowlan (2008) and Devine (2005) recognise that Ireland’s ESL students face
significant obstacles in accessing education: social, cultural and religious barriers, as well as
linguistic ones. Research into these issues benefits not only ESL students but also English and Irish
L1 students who, while having been born in Ireland to Irish parents, may face similar obstacles
due to their social and/or economic disadvantage, and lay the foundation to prepare all students
for participation in an increasingly diverse society. During this research | came across underlying
pedagogy, policy and practice that result in unfavourable outcomes not only for ESL students but
also for Irish-born students from lower socio-economic backgrounds, for English L1 students with
learning difficulties, for students who are susceptible to underlying gender bias - in short, for
most categories of students in an Irish post-primary school. In response to the changing
economic and social conditions in Ireland, “the received wisdom or ‘common sense’ of education

as it was practised when we were at school may no longer be appropriate” (Daniels, 2001: 2).

Irish newspapers report negative perspectives on the situation in schools and support for migrant
students: “46% of teachers aware of racist school incidences” (Irish Times, 2010a), “Clearly the
whole system needs a thorough review, and not one simply based on cost-cutting imperatives”
(Irish Times, 2010b), “Proficiency in the English language is of critical importance to migrants... but
there is inadequate support for schoolchildren” (Irish Times, 2010c), “Current government policy
in this area has nothing to do with meeting children’s English language needs...” (Irish Times,
2010d) and “Language support in schools ‘essential’ to avoid ghettoes” (Irish Times, 2010e) are

quotations from articles current in the press at the time of writing.

1.02.7 Immigration growth

To set the context for this study, an explanation of the scale of immigration and changes of social
profile is necessary: “Irish society has undergone rapid, unprecedented change in recent decades,
with dramatic economic growth, globalisation and increasing migration as major contributing

factors” (Nowlan, 2008: 253). In the 1990s and the early part of this century thousands of



migrants arrived due to reasons such as the economic boom, change in policy regarding asylum

seekers and expansion of EU membership.
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Figure 1-1 Migration in Ireland 1987-2009 (CSO, 2009)

Ireland was traditionally a country of emigration and so the sudden impact of immigration on the
post-primary school system has been significant. An estimated 17,000 migrant students enrolled
in post-primary schools in 2006/07 (Ryan, 2007) and up to 28,000 in the school year 2009/10
despite the drop in net migration; around 60% of these migrant students have a mother tongue
other than English. All children of school age have the right to state education, and the
Department of Education and Skills (DES) offers guidelines stating that “...schools with an
enrolment of fourteen or more non-national students with English language deficits are entitled
to an additional teacher” and that each ESL student is entitled to a maximum?® of two years of
language support (DES, 2003 & 2009a). Overall, language support teachers (in both primary and
post-primary schools) have fallen to 1,550 down from 2,180 in 2008/09, in response to education

budget cuts (Irish Times, 2010c) despite the fact that Ireland will remain multicultural (Tll, 2010).

3 Exceptions to this limit exist, though the process of application for an extension is often complicated and
time consuming in schools.
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1.022 Non-national students in Irish post-primary schools

Practice in place for many ESL students maintains the privileges and power of dominant cultural
ideology, at the cost of provision of equal chances for Ireland’s new migrant students. This
practice is not overtly enforced but, as Gramscian hegemony illustrates (Gramsci, 1971 & 1985;
Cummins, 2000: 31-53; Ferguson, 2006: 40) quietly negotiated via procedures where educational
structures exclude groups who fall outside the dominant culture, by promoting an assumption
where biculturalism and bilingualism are viewed as deficits (Ward, 2006), and via a state of

confusion which leads to a tolerance and perpetuation of ‘worst’ practice.

Gramsci, displaying foresight ahead of his time, recognised the dangers of preventing children
from speaking their own language® or dialect (Ives, 2004a: 43-44): he was concerned with the
effects this would have on the child’s intellectual development and instead praised the
advantages of a child learning several languages or varieties of language. | observed a tendency in
Irish schools to encourage monolingual instruction via the suppression of L1 in favour of exclusive
use of English, apparently based on the belief that L1 obstructs L2. Chapter 2 develops these

arguments further by presenting an outline of research into Second Language Acquisition (SLA).

Educational disadvantage is found in many contexts, and many minority groups are addressed in
the literature. A common thread of argument is the recognition that students who are raised in
an environment similar to the school environment have an unquestionable advantage in achieving

success within that school system. This suggests that:

In a whole series of families, especially in the intellectual strata, the children
find in their family life a preparation, a prolongation and a completion of
school life; they ‘breathe in’, as the expression goes, a whole quantity of
notions and attitudes which facilitate the educational process properly
speaking. They already know and develop their knowledge of literary
language...

Gramsci, 1971: 31

Gramsci identified, at the beginning of the twentieth century and from a prison cell, key concepts
which are relevant to the education of ESL students in Ireland’s post-primary schools. There is a
gap between students who are brought up in an environment which promotes values and
knowledge similar to those expected of the typical school environment, and students who are
not. ESL students are largely at a disadvantage when it comes to accessing the mainstream

curriculum because their background experiences, culture and L1 are unacknowledged. The ESL

4 Anecdotally, some teachers have been known to ban the L1 in Irish schools and even recommend that
parents speak only English at home.
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student often brings many resources, inter alia a rich experience of language and of culture, into

the classroom, which are not recognised by the national curriculum in Ireland, a curriculum which
reflects the environment and experiences of white, Catholic and middle-class Irish-born students
(Devine, 2005; Nowlan, 2008; Irwin, 2009). Gramsci could have been speaking of ESL’s own

‘questione’ when he wrote:

The individual consciousness of the overwhelming majority of children reflects
social and cultural relations which are different from and antagonistic to those
which are represented in the school curricula...

Gramsci, 1971: 35

To conclude, Nowlan’s (2008) findings confirm such challenges:

Just as society is changing, the education system needs to change in order to
ensure that the schooling provided to all people prepares them for life in an
increasingly pluralist society. The needs of all students must be met, including
those who are not from the majority ethnic group (i.e. Irish, white and Roman
Catholic).

Nowlan, 2008: 253

1.1 Education and society

1.1.1 Bourdieu and ‘cultural capital’

Much research into inequalities in the education system draws on Bourdieuian theory, specifically
that of cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1997; Robbins, 2005). Wacquant (1998) elaborates the theory
thus: rather than education acting as an equalizer in a prejudiced society with all participants
afforded equal opportunity, success in education is based on the cultural experiences, social ties
and economic resources that each student has access to (ibid: 216; Mills and Gale, 2007: 433). In
other words, in order to succeed in school a student must draw upon these experiences, social
ties and economic resources — their ‘cultural capital’. Bourdieu (1997) described ‘capital’ thus:
“the set of constraints, inscribed in the very reality of the world, which governs its functioning in a
durable way, determining the chances of success for practices” (ibid: 46). This recalls the concept

of ‘structure’ | touched upon earlier in the chapter (page 8).

Bourdieu specifically defines cultural capital as being “convertible, on certain conditions, into
economic capital and it may be institutionalised in the form of educational qualifications” (1997:
47), thereby linking cultural capital to education and economic gain. Nowlan (2008) draws on
Bourdieu’s ideas of cultural capital, arguing that “society was stratified according to the
possession of cultural as well as economic capital” (Nowlan, 2008: 254). What does this mean for

an ESL student in Ireland? Nowlan develops this point, reflecting that “minority language
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students in particular, may be discriminated against within the education system since they lack
the means to acquire the particular cultural capital which is necessary in order to do well at
school” (ibid.) and also therefore to participate equally in society after school. Bourdieu is
interested in social inequality, and he turns much of his attention to education, language and
symbolic power (Bourdieu, 1991), particularly how subordinated groups progress (or not) in
society (Mills and Gale, 2007: 434). In education systems, he observed how children draw on

their existing capital to extract educational knowledge:

The notion of cultural capital initially presented itself to me...as the theoretical
hypothesis which made it possible to explain the unequal scholastic
achievement of children originating from the different social classes by relating
academic success, i.e., the specific profits which children from the different
classes and class fractions can obtain from the academic market, to the
distribution of cultural capital between the classes and class fractions.

Bourdieu, 1997: 47

Thus, Bourdieu recognised that schools simply reproduce inequality; the following quote

illustrates how this reproduction results via a hegemonic process:

[TIhe development of this system [the education system] involves a certain
kind of objectification in which formally defined credentials or qualifications
become a mechanism for creating and sustaining inequalities, in such a way
that the recourse to overt force is unnecessary. Moreover, by concealing the
link between the qualifications obtained by individuals and the cultural capital
inherited by virtue of their social background, this mechanism provides a
practical justification of the established order. It enables those who benefit
most from the system to convince themselves of their intrinsic worthiness,
while preventing those who benefit least from grasping the basis of their own
deprivation.

Thompson (Ed.) in the introduction to Bourdieu, 1991: 24-25

Bourdieu’s concept of ‘habitus’ (“a set of dispositions which incline agents to act and react in
certain ways” [Thompson in Bourdieu, 1991: 12]) is a useful one for this study; in his introduction
to Bourdieu (1991), Thompson develops the definition to include reference to how social power is
maintained via a process where practices, perceptions and attitudes are generated and
considered as the norm (‘common sense’; [Gramsci, 1971: 322]) so that conscious enforcement
isn’t necessary — again recalling hegemonic mechanisms. These dispositions (beliefs, values,
conduct, speech, dress and manners [Mills & Gale, 2007: 436]) are acquired via early childhood
experience and unavoidably reflect the surrounding social conditions (ibid.); in an educational
setting this means that for an ESL student, considerable obstacles (cf. ‘structure’; Giddens, 1979;
and page 8 of this thesis) to success are faced due to disparity in background from the dominant

group. The acquisition is unconscious and therefore “not readily amenable to conscious reflection
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and modification” (ibid: 13). The education process in Ireland hardly encourages this conscious

reflection, as studies by Lyons & Little (2009) and Nowlan (2008) suggest.

In schools, where the culture of the dominant group is promoted, educational differences and
failure are often misrecognised as resulting from a lack of academic talent, when in reality they
stem from class differences or cultural diversity (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977 & 1979: 22-23). And
so, while success at school is celebrated by the dominant social groups as based on merit,
Bourdieuian theory shatters the illusion of a meritocracy and instead suggests a concern that
schools merely reproduce dominant ideology by simply refusing to recognise that the established

order is problematic (Bourdieu, 1993a: 123; Mills & Gale, 2007: 438).

Many students may be permanently labelled academic failures (Hyland, 1999: 32): “If intelligence
continues to be defined and measured in a linear norm-referenced way, then there is no way up
for those who are repeatedly told they are unintelligent and failures” (ibid.). Such practice may
be a result of the ‘exclusive’ origin of Ireland’s post-primary schools, when schools were open to
only a small number of wealthy families (ibid: 33). The tendency to stream students in some Irish
schools is another legacy of this and Nowlan (2008) points out that many ESL students are placed
disproportionately in lower stream groups. Research shows that such students do worse in state
examinations than students of a similar ability level in mixed-ability classes (Hyland, 1999: 33), so

the practice is another form of hegemony, reinforcing disadvantage.

A key argument in this thesis (see Gramsci's perspective, page 11 above) is that of the unfair
advantage of students already raised in the habitus reflecting the education system, and
particularly those possessing the ‘language of education’ (cf. restricted/elaborated codes
[Bernstein, 1971]). Bourdieu observed that linguistic capital is unequally distributed, that the
education system adds value to the linguistic capital of the dominant group (Bourdieu, 1991: 51-
57), and that developing familiarity with the language (or language variety) with the ‘most’
linguistic capital (academic English) depends on prolonged exposure (ibid: 61-62). Therefore,
both family and education are principal factors in acquiring the language required to access
education. So, as | have previously observed, those with a family habitus which is analogous to
the school environment have a clear advantage over those whose family habitus does not reflect
the dominant culture (see also my discussions on pedagogy in the classroom, page 38). The
education system plays a decisive role in instructing the student which language, or which form of

language, is legitimate (Bourdieu, 1991: 48-49).

Bourdieu observed the fate of immigrants (and of other ‘deprived’ classes) in the school system,

focusing on how the inherent inequalities in educational processes can lead to conditions
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favouring ‘delinquent culture’, often a response to educational failure (ibid: 266). Many teachers
voice fears of the ‘ghettoisation’ of migrant groups in Irish schools as a result of inadequate

immigration/integration policy across all spheres (Irish Times, 2010e). Bourdieu observes:

[B]lecause school systems tend to distribute pupils in classes that are as
homogeneous as possible with regard to academic criteria, and, correlatively,
with regard to social criteria, so that the peer group tends to have an influence
which, as one moves down the social hierarchy...contradicts...the effects that
may be produced by the educational process...

Bourdieu, 1991: 97

Regarding linguistic capital, in Irish schools academic English has been ‘fixed’ as the only
legitimate form: “In order for one mode of expression among others...to impose itself as the only
legitimate one, the linguistic market had to be unified and the different dialects (of class, region
or ethnic group) have to be measured practically against the legitimate language...” (Bourdieu,
1991: 45). And in doing so, the education system as a ‘system of reproduction’ legitimises and
reproduces the cultural values of the dominant group (Bourdieu, 1993a: 212). Bourdieu argues
that legitimisation is a form of racism: “IQ racism is a racism of the dominant class that differs in a
host of ways from what is generally called racism...This racism is characteristic of a dominant class

Iu

whose reproduction depends to a large extent on the transmission of cultural capital” (Bourdieu,
1993b: 177). The product of such a process is a kind of justification of privilege and an
assumption of superiority, with educational qualifications presumed to be markers of intelligence

(ibid.).

Educational practices which legitimise one culture over another display this ‘I1Q racism’ where
intelligence is measured against ‘fixed’ cultural norms of the dominant group, and such practices

can be devastating for a student from a minority group:

Educational classification is a euphemized version of social classification, a
social classification that has become natural and absolute, having been
censored and alchemically transmuted in such a way that class differences turn
into differences of ‘intelligence’, ‘talent’ ...in educational classification, a social
discrimination is legitimized and given the sanction of science.

Bourdieu, 1993b: 178

Bernstein (1996) extensively explored the disadvantages faced by children from lower socio-
economic backgrounds, observing the position of power and privilege which remains in the hands
of the middle-class (ibid: 20). He also theorised the ‘language device’ which embodies the rules of
communication, or rather the way to communicate according to context. These rules are learnt

as transmitted via our cultural surroundings, as Halliday (1978) and Bernstein (1996: 27) suggest,
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much in the same way as cultural reproduction operates; “Thus, from this point of view, the

relative stability of the rules may well have its origin in the concerns of dominant groups” (ibid.).

According to Bourdieu’s theories ESL students do possess rich cultural capital, that of their varied
linguistic abilities and cultural experiences which are distinct from the often (more) homogeneous
linguistic and cultural experiences of students born in Ireland (not ignoring the differences in
social background of these students). Research shows that “Bilingual students’ linguistic abilities
are not valued as cultural capital... there is a danger that stereotypes will emerge and become self
perpetuating, resulting in lower expectations on the part of both students and teachers” (Nowlan,
2008: 262). Mills and Gale (2007) summarise these issues: “For marginalized groups, the cultural
capital of their families, the ways in which they see and experience the world, is not highly valued
in schools or at least by the schooling system in general,” (ibid: 435); | argue that this opinion is

true across many areas of the Irish ESL context.

1.1.2 Freire and ‘critical pedagogy’

Education as the practice of freedom — as opposed to education for the
practice of domination — denies that [people are]..abstract, isolated,
independent, and unattached to the world; it also denies that the world exists
as a reality apart from people.

Freire, 1970: 62

Fischman & McLaren (2005) observe and explore links between Gramsci and Freire. Critical
pedagogy examines social injustices and supports democratic education. Critical pedagogy theory

argues that schools exist to:

[E]xpand human capacities in order to enable people to intervene in the
formation of their own subjectivities and to be able to exercise power in the
interest of transforming the ideological and material conditions of domination
into social practices which promote social empowerment and demonstrate
democratic possibilities.

Giroux & Simon, 1988: 10

Freire (1970) argued in his theory of critical pedagogy that a ‘culture of silence’ is maintained
(often unintentionally) by school systems. The silence prevents the disadvantaged from acquiring
the cultural and critical awareness necessary for equality. An education system which positions
itself away from authoritarian models towards a more student-centred approach based on
students’ own life experience and a reciprocal teacher-student relationship has the potential to
shift the unequal power distribution in a society to offer all citizens opportunity to participate in
democratic processes: “Critical pedagogy is an approach through which students and teachers

engage in learning as a mutual encounter with the world” (Nieto, 1999: 103). This reflects the
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learning theories (explained in Chapter 2) which focus on students as co-creators of their learning

experience.

Such an approach is particularly relevant as a response to increasing diversity in schools (Gogolin,
2002). While diversity has always existed in Irish schools (on socio-economic background and
gender grounds, for example), recent immigration has uncovered insufficient provision for a
diverse student body within the education system: “second language learners, who were seen as
the ‘barium meal in the X-ray’, showing up deficiencies in the schooling system that affected the
progress of many other students” (Bourne, 2003: 26). Critical pedagogy is concerned with the
potential role of education as a true preparation for future citizens: “The social and political
dimensions of schooling, the need to understand and transform schools and society, and the key
role that educators in these processes play are core themes shared by many critical educators”
(Fischman & Mclaren, 2005: 426). Those who challenge critical pedagogy claim that it lacks
“coherent and testable theory” and that it isn’t applicable “to the reality of classroom
experiences” (Knight & Pearl, 2000: 198). However, | argue that such an approach can be
transformative (Cummins, 2001: 169-172) and that it recognises democracy as a journey rather

than a destination (Knight & Pearl, 2000: 198).

Pedagogy itself can be defined in many ways, and in this context may be referred to as “a
deliberate attempt to influence how and what knowledge and identities are produced within and
among particular sets of social relations” (Giroux & Simon, 1988: 12). Knowledge (which may be
in the form of cultural and social capital [Bourdieu, 1997: 47-53]) is fixed as desirable (usually by

the dominant group) and transferred to the general population via:

[A] particular curriculum content and design, classroom strategies and
techniques, a time and space for the practice of those strategies and
techniques, and evaluation purposes and methods. All of these aspects of
educational practice come together in the realities of what happens in
classrooms.

Giroux & Simon, 1988: 12

McGregor (2009) puts forward the perspective that:

[E]ducation is a ‘gatekeeper’ to the paths of either social reproduction or social
transformation...educational change is inextricably bound up with social
changes that are shaped by many powerful external forces.

Ibid: 384
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In Chapter 2 | focus on the classroom perspective of pedagogy; | concentrate here on the view
that what happens in classrooms influences and is simultaneously influenced by the political and
cultural setting. Is there an assumed superiority of capital representing the white, Catholic,

middle-class dominant group in Irish schools or among some individual teachers?

The role of teachers in critical pedagogy is relevant to those teaching diverse
groups of students ...teachers must find ways of creating space for mutual
engagement of lived difference that does not require the silencing of a
multiplicity of voices by a single dominant discourse; at the same time teachers
must develop forms of pedagogy informed by a substantive ethic that contests
racism, sexism and class exploitation as ideologies and social practices that
disrupt and devalue public life.

Giroux & Simon, 1988: 16

Freire’s concept of ‘banking education’ (1970: 53-54) compares education to an act of simply
depositing knowledge into the (blank?) mind of the student, and in doing so establishing an
unequal power relationship, with the ‘giver’ of the knowledge in a position of higher status.
Students simply memorise and repeat the information, completely passively and removed from
active inquiry. Freire argues that banking education both forms and maintains unequal power
distribution in society and hinders students’ creativity (ibid: 1970: 54). While critical analysis and
inquiry, as well as active participation in the learning process, are often claimed in schools as
established methodologies, studies point to the fact that many modern curricula maintain at least
some elements of a banking education approach (Halsey et al., 1997). Teachers in Ireland often
complain that exam pressure (along with lack of resources) can cause a reliance on simply filling
students up with text book facts and past exam papers, which mirrors what Freire is saying

regarding depositing information.

Diametrically opposed to banking education is Freire’s proposal of ‘problem-posing’ education,
which emphasises intention and consciousness in the process of engaging cognitive interaction
rather than simply transferring information: “In problem-posing education, people develop their
power to perceive critically the way they exist in the world with which and in which they find
themselves,” (Freire, 1970: 64, emphasis in original). In doing so people can picture themselves as
participating in society’s ongoing transformation and their own “becoming” (Freire, 1970: 65),
removed from the determinism of hegemonic, cultural reproduction and fostering a setting where
‘agency’ can prevail over ‘structure’. Freire believed that education paves the way for
transforming society (Freire, 1974: 29-31) and that the building blocks of democracy are
developed by those emerging from this ‘problem-posing education” which cultivates a critical

consciousness (Freire, 1970 & 1974: 39). The whole approach stresses that the educational
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process is founded on negotiation with the minority group, and isn’t imposed on them (Freire,

1970: 30 & 36), promoting authentic dialogue and facilitating discovery:

A revolutionary leadership must accordingly practice co-intentional education.
Teachers and students (leadership and people), co-intent on reality, are both
Subjects, not only in the task of unveiling that reality, and thereby coming to
know it critically, but in the task of re-creating that knowledge. As they attain
this knowledge of reality through common reflection and action, they discover
themselves as its permanent re-creators.

Freire, 1970: 51 (emphasis in original)

Discourse on critical pedagogy often focuses on what is considered to be a successful outcome;
“schools continue to reproduce social inequality and suppress alternative knowledge frameworks”

(McGregor, 2009: 347).

I have made reference to the argument that research into ESL prompts measures that benefit all
students by fostering more student-centred educational processes. Many of the problems which
obstruct students’ opportunities in school reflect problems that existed before the recent
migrants’ arrival. ESL students and students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds share similar
obstacles in accessing education and both groups are consistently at the lower end of
achievement in international studies (OEDC, 2006). The shared linguistic obstacles include
accessing academic content via academic language, which the difference being that native
speakers of English speak a different variety of the standard/academic language, while ESL
students speak a non-native L1. ESL context highlights issues already present in school systems
(see Bourne discussion above p. 17); Freire suggests that adopting a critical pedagogy benefits all
strata of society, “this pedagogy ceases to belong to the [minority group]...and becomes instead a
pedagogy of all people” (ibid: 1970: 36). In a passage resembling a description of how, in
hegemonic contexts, consent is negotiated via subtle means, Freire illustrates how a ‘banking

education’ approach suits the needs of a dominant group in society:

[T]his concept is well suited to the purposes of the [dominant group]... whose
tranquillity rests on how well people fit the world [they]...have created, and
how little they question it. The more completely the [dominated
group]...adapt to the purposes which the dominant minority prescribe for
them...the more easily [they] can continue to prescribe.

Freire, 1970: 57
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1.1.3 Education and cultural reproduction

In his writings, Gramsci suggested that reproduction of cultural norms occurs in many education
systems (Gramsci, 1985: 40), and discussed structures to counteract this. He was concerned with
knowledge as a social commodity and critically questioned who should have the task of fixing the
‘rights of knowledge’ (Gramsci, 1971; Adamson, 1980: 210): “For Gramsci linguistic relations are
not only representations and historical traces of past and present power relations but are also
paradigms for other relations of cultural influence and prestige” (Forgacs & Nowell-Smith’s

introduction in Gramsci, 1985: 165).

While early research in the field of ESL emphasised the role of L1 and L2 in a child’s education,
trends have developed towards an emphasis on context, societal relations and political power
(Ferguson, 2006: 40; Cummins, 2000). Students from migrant backgrounds face obstacles to their
participation in a society, not least because immigration is often viewed as an inconvenience
causing problems for the dominant majority group (Tosi, 1988: 81). Cummins emphasises how
the migrant student is disempowered by education institutions throughout the world (Cummins
1998: 138), and much literature claims that this disempowerment is a reflection of the habitus of
the individual educators (Nowlan, 2008), of institution-wide and national policy/legislation (Lentin
& McVeigh, 2006; Kuhling & Heohane, 2007) and of the society in which the educational
institution is set. The DES recognises the role disadvantage plays in preventing groups of students
from accessing mainstream education: “[educational disadvantage prevents] students from
deriving appropriate benefit from education in schools” (DES, 1998). Therefore, disadvantage
(referring here to a wide range of socio-economic factors that lead to disadvantage) prevents

many children from actively participating in and contributing to the education process.

1.17.3.1 Ireland and cultural bias

There are many studies which identify racist attitudes in Irish society in general, as well as in the
education system (Lentin and McVeigh, 2006; Keogh and Whyte, 2003; Devine, 2005; Nowlan,
2008): “Ireland lies far behind other European countries in addressing racism in terms of anti-
racist legislation” (Tannam, et al., 1998: 11). Theories of racism in the Irish context highlight a
tendency to give with one hand while taking away with the other; this contradiction is discussed
by Lentin & McVeigh (2006: 5-6), and in this thesis | observe several instances that show how this
tendency is reflected in the education system. One could argue that opening the doors to its
schools but failing to provide the support necessary to access the curriculum is representative of
Ireland’s migration policy: a policy characterised by legislation which is “intended to control rather
than liberate those people who are the subjects of Irish racism” (Lentin & McVeigh, 2006: 2). The

issue of race is ‘problematized’ and ‘common sense’ legislation (see Gramsci, 1971: 322, for
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discussion of ‘common sense’ notions) seeks to manage “‘the problem’ of racial and ethnic

difference” (Lentin & McVeigh, 2006: 2).

Diversity in the Irish population is not new: “Minority ethnic groups, including the indigenous
Traveller community, as well as relatively small immigrant Jewish, Italian and Chinese
communities, for example, have been part of Irish society for a long time” (Nowlan, 2008: 255).
So, the recent influx of immigrants doesn’t initiate or uncover a new problem, it reveals existing
problems in the education system. Discrimination in schools reflects the inequality within the
broader society: “school practices are understood to be influenced by their location within the
broader social and policy contexts, as well as by the individual actors in schools — students,
teachers and parents” (Nowlan, 2008: 254), and much recent research in the field of diversity in
Irish schools has concentrated upon such issues (Devine, 2005). Highlighting the role of teacher,
school and the DES is significant — they all play a role, have major influence on students’

education and all share responsibility for ESL programmes.

Keogh and Whyte (2003), in their study on the experiences and aspirations of immigrant students
in second level schools, draw attention to the fact that within their sample schools no Traveller
students were participating in the Senior Cycle (Keogh and Whyte, 2003: 1); there was a history of

disadvantage in Irish schools before the new migrants arrived.

Racism in Irish society reflected as institutional racism in schools is revealed by, on the one hand,
a tendency to ‘provide for’ minorities (as mentioned above, page 6, and in Lentin & McVeigh,
2006: 5-6) — observe the current wave of ‘intercultural’ and ‘anti-racist’ education initiatives
(NCCA, 2006), and on the other hand reluctance to fully implement educational programmes
which enable migrants to learn. There is evidence to suggest that debate in Irish society tends to
reinforce the unequal distribution of power (Guerin, 2002: 92), and attitudes in the media are
visibly racist (McVeigh, 2002: 21). Policy reflects the white, Catholic hegemony in its viewpoint
that racism is “caused by the ‘strangeness’ of incoming immigrant groups (rather than by the

‘host’ society)” (Lentin, 2002: 229).

Gramsci advances a linguistic theory within that of his cultural hegemony, addressing the issue of
consent from the subordinated classes and how it is achieved by the dominant social groups. A
state with many languages may experience friction, and it is that very friction which can often be
unintentionally exploited by the ruling classes in order to maintain control, because the minority
language groups do not form one unified group and may not have proficiency in the national
language; “[the dominant social group]...can govern even when the democratic majority have

interests that are systematically opposed to the government because that majority is divided and
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fragmented” (lves, 2004a: 48). And so, in Ireland the significance of a lack of adequate language
provision in the school system prevents those students accessing education, maintaining an

underclass of immigrants and their families:

Educational inequalities both affect and are affected by such national
discourses. These discourses interact with State policy in relation to
immigration and citizenship, which serves to maintain a racialised, stratified
system at the top of which are Irish citizens with full civil, social and political
rights (Loyal 2003; Ruhs 2005).

Nowlan, 2008: 256

1.2 DES and ESL policy

Irish schools perform averagely well according to international evaluation studies such as PISA
(DES, 2004: 5). School is compulsory from the age of six until 16 (or after three years of post-
primary education). The post-primary (second level) education system (starting at 12 years of
age) consists of two levels, the Junior Cycle and the Senior Cycle. At the end of the three year
Junior Cycle students take the Junior Certificate. Upon completion of the Senior Cycle students
take the Leaving Certificate which forms the basis of entry to third level education. Students and
schools are free to decide if they want to participate in the Transition Year, which is interposed
between the two cycles (Smyth et al., 2007: 146) and has a more vocational emphasis. Second
level education is further divided into secondary, vocational, community and comprehensive
schools, which all follow the state curriculum (DES, 2004: 6). Post-primary schools are owned and
managed by religious bodies, Boards of Governors or Vocational Education Committees (in the

case of VECs) (ibid: 13).

Training for teachers is offered by specialist colleges for primary level teachers, while second level
teachers complete an undergraduate degree and then a postgraduate course in education (one
year full time) at one of the Irish universities. Courses differ from university to university, and this
system has been criticised as providing inadequate preparation for post-primary school teachers
(Eurydice, 2009: 78). Whether the postgraduate education course provides prospective teachers
with any grounding in educating the diverse classroom and ESL students varies from
establishment to establishment. However, anecdotal evidence collected during my interviews
with teachers (including many newly qualified teachers) suggests that diversity in education is

either not covered, or is covered in a deficient manner:

22



The narrow vision of ‘Irishness” which was promoted continues to permeate
both the education system and society, as evidenced by the continued
dominance of the Catholic Church in areas such as school ownership and
teacher training, and the persistently ethnocentric curriculum (Lodge and
Lynch 2004).

Nowlan, 2008: 255

The structure for Irish post-primary schools and the training background for those teaching in
them need to be considered in the context of what the DES has established to be desired
educational goals. Defining what ‘education’ means in general for the Irish post-primary school
sector, how schools are supported to deliver this education, and how ESL provision fits into this

context follows in the next section.

1.2.1 DES mission statements

The mission statements published by the DES on its website address cutting edge issues in
contemporary education, and offer an optimistic view of a student’s prospects within the Irish
education system. Starting with one of their more global statements, DES implies that long term
investment is valuable and critical if education is to fulfil its role of preparing students for future
participation in society: “It is recognised and accepted that education is a critical driver of
economic success and social progress in modern society” (DES website, accessed 20 March 2009)
— later updated to “plan for education that is relevant to personal, social, cultural and economic
needs” and which promotes “inclusion” (DES website, accessed 9 July 2010). Furthermore,
according to its mission statements, DES is prepared to respond to a changing and more diverse
society, with the same view that such a long term investment is worthwhile “in achieving the
objective of an inclusive society where all citizens have the opportunity and the incentive to
participate fully in the social and economic life of the country” (accessed 20 March 2009). Nowlan
(2008: 256-257) cites a 1998 paper in which the Irish government recommend that schools
respect and promote respect for diversity of students and their families regarding values, beliefs,
traditions and languages. DES continues to identify current and future challenges at the forefront

of its remit:
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The mission of the Department of Education and Skills is to provide high-
quality education, which will:
e Enable individuals to achieve their full potential and to participate fully
as members of society, and [c]ontribute to Ireland’s social, cultural and
economic development
In pursuit of this mission, the Department has the following...goals:
e To promote equity and inclusion
e To promote quality outcomes
e To promote lifelong learning
DES website, accessed 20 July 2010
Such goals certainly recognise education as the foundation for a democratic society in which
students emerging from the system are able to contribute to Ireland’s economic and cultural
progress. They also establish the education system as a reflection of current society, which is a
diverse society. Furthermore, the DES emphasises the individuality of each student, which bodes
well for the recent ESL students who often have very different needs — needs which must be met

if an equal education for all, as stated above, is to be achieved:

Each child is entitled to an education and learning environment, which
facilitates the nurturing of her/his educational potential, in all its richness, and
diversity. ...The school environment should be a caring one in which each
child’s right to a joyful and safe childhood is guaranteed at all times.

DES, 1995: 14

Consequently, one of the questions this thesis asks is whether the DES meets these goals,
particularly in the context of ESL students’ educational provision. Nowlan refers to an education
system where, “Despite stated intercultural aims, the approach to diversity continues to reflect a
hegemonic Roman Catholic, nationalistic culture” (Nowlan, 2008: 255), a research based
observation which seems to contradict the goals stated above. Repeatedly in this thesis | draw

attention to the discrepancy between DES stated goals and policy, and actual practice.

1.2.2 DES and school structures

In this sub-section it is appropriate that ‘structure’ refers both to the organisation of a school and
to the “bodies of valued knowledge and the patterns of their use” (Leung, 2010b), for the analysis
which follows centres on the limitations of both. Gramsci himself observed that “Ministers of
education are placed in office because they belong to a political party, not because they know
how to administer and direct the educational function of the state” (Gramsci, 1985: 39). The
Department of Education and Skills is responsible for “general regulations for the recognition of
schools, prescribes curricula, establishes regulations for the management, resourcing and staffing
of schools” (DES, 2004: 7) and these duties are centralised. However, in recent years the DES has

restructured itself and assigned certain responsibilities to external agencies such as the State
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Examinations Commission (ibid; Devine, 2005; Smyth et al., 2007: 145), the intention of this move
being to allow the DES to concentrate on policy issues and allow schools’ management to direct
the implementation of individual policy, establish their own ethos and organise the delivery of
each student’s education. These last three points are significant when assessing the guidelines
issued for English language support (see below) and when analysing how these guidelines are
implemented in schools, because an evaluation of provision for migrant students must scratch
beneath the surface of simply locating one ‘problem’ or ‘inadequacy’, and look at all of the actors

who influence such students (DES, school management and teachers).

Ireland’s schools and the way in which they are organised lend themselves particularly well to
hegemonic control due to this partially decentralised structure — not one actor is responsible for
policy and practice, and so behaviour which may not be effective go unquestioned. The
responsibility for running a school in Ireland is given over to (predominantly and historically)
religious bodies (O’Flaherty, 1999), as is teacher training. Sisamakis (2006) summarises the
establishment of Ireland’s education system on religious grounds due to historical events, which
lead to the relative freedom enjoyed by Irish schools when organising their timetable, subject
provision and so on (Sisamakis, 2006: 44). On the one hand individual schools need a degree of
flexibility when implementing a policy according to their own ethos and structures. However, a
major shortcoming is that schools can get away with maintaining inadequate provision standards

due to the lack of rigidly enforced guidelines. This means practice can vary widely across schools.

Furthermore, the role of religious bodies as administrators in the education system has led to
concern, particularly “the exemption that denominational schools currently enjoy from equality
legislation, allowing them to discriminate in terms of student admissions and teacher
appointments in order to protect their ethos” (Nowlan, 2008: 256), which means that a school can
exclude an ESL student on the grounds of their religious background — a practice which has
received heavy criticism (UNCERD, 2005). Devine draws our attention to the long history of
domination by the church in the education system: “The moralisation of the young, through
religious instruction, continued to be perceived to be ‘a fundamental part of the school course’
and in line with the overall principles of the curriculum, was to be implemented in an integrated
and child centred manner” (Devine, 1999: 21). Furthermore, “[t]here is evidence to suggest that
the greater the religious involvement in second-level schools, the higher will be the participation
rates of the middle to upper-middle classes in such schools,” (O’Flaherty, 1999: 62). Given the
majority stake the Catholic Church has in post-primary schools in Ireland, there is further potential

for reproduction of dominant group social and cultural norms.
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Analysis of recent, context-specific literature came across criticism of the way official DES policy is
constructed and disseminated, and of the non-uniform way in which many schools and teachers
implement the policy (Devine, 2005; Nowlan, 2008; O Riagain, 2009), while other studies propose
solutions and recommendations (Little, 2008; Lyons & Little, 2009; Little & Lazenby Simpson,

2009; also discussed from page 63 in Chapter 2).

1.2.3 Circular 0053/2007 and Circular 0015/2009

The aim of language support is to ensure that each child has sufficient
language skills not only to benefit from but also to contribute to the
educational activities taking place in the school.

Mary Hanafin, T.D., Minister for Education and Science (now Skills), February
2005
At present, the DES distributes ‘circulars’ to communicate to schools updates in policy,” new
policy initiatives and general business. It is up to the individual school to decide on the best way
to implement the policies as set out by the DES; the School Inspectorate examines whether the
implementation meets the original demands of DES policy via a series of evaluations, either whole

school or for each subject department.

DES response to the changing levels of diversity in society, and therefore in the student
population, began in 1999 by making funding available for English language support (Nowlan,
2008: 253). Circular 0053/2007 (DES, 2007) is entitled “Meeting the needs of pupils for whom
English is a second language” and this three page document was issued by DES in 2007 to address
a situation which had necessitated intervention since the arrival of Ireland’s new migrants at least
a decade or two earlier. Earlier documents (see DES, 2003) set out availability of funding available

to support ESL.

Circular 0053/2007 is a starting point for my research, and the provision guidelines it states were
a starting point for schools and teachers looking to establish and develop ESL programmes (see O
Riagain, 2009, for discussion of the Circular’s elements). According to the Circular, its purpose is
“to assist schools in providing an inclusive school environment to meet the needs of pupils for
whom English is a second language and outline the resources that are available to assist schools in
this task” (DES, 2007: 1). It goes on to provide limited guidelines on the subject of creating an
inclusive school environment, without saying how such guidelines should be carried out: “The

school’s commitment to creating an inclusive school environment should be evident in the school

) u

2 Leung (2010b) uses the term ‘policy’ “to refer to formal and quasi-policy statements as well as other
discursive expressions found in official guidance and professional discussions” and | have used the term in a
broadly similar way.
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plan, the promotion of parental involvement, the provision of equality of curriculum access, the
facilitation of professional development opportunities and in whole school and classroom

practice” (ibid.).

The circular offers a brief description of the role of an ESL teacher: “Language support teachers
are appointed to assist schools in providing additional language support teaching for pupils” (DES,
2007: 1). Many such teachers describe a situation of confusion, isolation and often blurred
boundaries between a school’s ESL programme and its special needs® department (Nowlan, 2008:
261). And while the Circular requests that ESL teachers collaborate with parents and other
teachers, there is no mention of provision of teaching periods or structures to help achieve this
collaboration. However, many mainstream teachers appear not to inform themselves about
matters related to ESL, even though the circulars clearly state that mainstream teachers are

responsible for ESL students in their mainstream lessons (DES, 2007 & 2009a).

References to ESL students as sometimes having “significant English language deficits” (DES, 2007:
2) reflect the viewpoint that ESL students themselves possess the ‘problem’, a common
perspective which is identified across the literature (Cummins, 2000). Overall, to summarise
provision as stipulated by Circular 0053/2007: limited instructions to provide for second language
issues, teaching materials and training are provided by IILT, per capita teaching allowance (equal
to one part-time teacher for under 14 students and one full-time teacher for over 14, which is
usually implemented as 2 hours of language support per week, for two years), and DES
recommends that language support should take place in small, withdrawal groups (O Riagain,

2009).

Both circulars (DES, 2007 & 2009a) have the potential to maintain hegemony within the school
system when implemented by many schools and teachers. At present, policy hasn’t fostered a
centralised, approved framework which educators can refer to in order to tackle the challenges of
educating ESL students, meaning that adequate support is left to more informal initiatives, often
from individual teachers. The other side of the same coin is how individual teachers can remain
unaware of provision due to lack of dedication to their own professional development, and

therefore a school can simply lose out on or misuse DES allocation.

The circulars, however, are not intended to be a comprehensive set of guidelines. While this is

advantageous, as previously mentioned, in allowing for flexibility in programmes and adapting the

® (DES, 2009b & 2010) Special education needs are met by DES by providing learning support/learning
resource teachers, and Special Needs Assistants (SNA).
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provision to best suit each individual school, initial research shows that rather than being used as
an advantage, this lack of clear guidelines is being used instead as a justification for not
implementing an adequate ESL programme. Gramsci notes the impact of not having a single,

agreed-upon and clearly defined shared script (Tosi, 1988).

Circular 0015/2009, intended to replace the previous one, came in response to the recession and
subsequent budget cuts across many spheres of Irish life. It is too soon to comment on the new

Circular’s impact in schools. At time of writing, the 2009 — 2010 school year had just finished, and
so changes to a school’s ESL programme as influenced by the new Circular were evident only to a

limited degree. A review of Circular 0015/2009 indicates (in summary):

e ESL teachers capped at 2 per school

e C(Clear guidance that ESL should have its own policy within a school

e The DES post-primary assessment kit should be used

e Schools with 14-30 entitled students receive allocation for 1 teaching post; schools with 31-
90 entitled students receive allocation for 2 teaching posts

e Schools with over 90 entitled students may submit an application for more teaching hours,
however the process has been made more complex and bureaucratic

Early feedback shows that many schools have lost teaching allocation equal to a full-time teaching

post from their ESL programme, even though student numbers have remained the same or

increased. Some schools reported more difficulties in appealing their allocation for students who

fall outside the 2 year limit. The most significant changes appear to be a limit of language support

teachers (usually two per school), limiting definitions of which students are eligible to receive

language support, and increased bureaucracy when applying for language support allocation.

The goals set out by the circulars do reflect best practice, but policy and practice are not in
harmony. |investigated this point further in my preliminary survey (see Chapter 4) and there are
no simple answers as to why this discrepancy prevails; | attempt to address the complex

interaction between all actors, and between ‘structure’ and ‘agency’ in this thesis.

1.2.4 Prospects for ESL students in Ireland
This sub-section discusses Irish context research and findings. Lyons & Little (2009) and Little &

Lazenby-Simpson (2004) identify the specific challenges faced by ESL students:

e ESL students arrive at any time in the school year

e Students present with varying levels of the English language and experience of English
language learning

e Students present with extremely diverse educational experience

e lLack of expertise of ESL teachers

e Older age group have more to learn if they are to catch up with English-speaking peers
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In addition to these challenges, my exploratory research and review of the literature have
highlighted, for example, inadequate teacher training (for ESL and mainstream teachers’),
language support limited to 2 years, impact of age of post-primary students on learning English,
often unstable accommodation of students, state exam pressure and lack of cross-curricular
resources. Many studies also reveal the practice of placing students in low-ability groups or, in

Ireland, in the Transition Year programme, irrespective of ability or age (Nowlan, 2008).

Nowlan’s study (2008), and emerging literature in the field, has identified gaps in ESL provision in
the Irish post-primary system and contributes to emerging literature which addresses educational
policies for Ireland’s migrant students and practice in schools (Devine, 2005; IILT, 2007; Little,
2008; Lyons & Little; 2009; O Riagain, 2009). An area widely identified as being insufficient is the
amount and length of ESL allocation: “Student entitlement to language support (effectively two
hours per week for two years) was widely held to be inadequate” (Nowlan, 2008: 260). Lyons &
Little’s survey (2009) showed that ESL students fare badly due to poorly coordinated English
language support and lack of communication between ESL and mainstream teachers. Other areas
of concern identified by Nowlan (2008) include inadequate teacher training which hasn’t

equipped Ireland’s teachers for the diverse classroom context (ibid: 253; Kearney: 2008).

Ireland’s ESL provision, as it stands, seems to be offering its students compensatory education
(Tosi, 1988: 83), often spoken of in the same breath as special needs education (indeed, due to
the often minimal amount of teaching hours provided by DES, and schools’ interpretation, special
needs education and English language support are often one and the same thing). While some
schools manage to interpret DES guidelines in such a way as to provide for an education based on
multiculturalism and building on students’ L1, this is usually attributable to one or several
individuals in the school who use their free time to develop more sophisticated programmes. This
highlights the need both for teachers and schools to take responsibility for professional

development and for DES to take responsibility for dissemination of information.

Inspectors’ evaluation reports from between September and December 2009 (DES website,
accessed 15 August 2010) reveal 5 main criticisms in their assessment of English language support
(I could only find mention of English language support in whole school evaluation reports,
although an ESL specific report is due later in 2010). While some schools were praised for
displaying at least some characteristics of what DES consider best practice, such as use of

Integrate Ireland Language and Training (IILT) resources, the five main causes for concern were: i)

' Availability of teacher training, dissemination of teacher training courses available, and uptake of the
teacher training which does exist are all problematic.
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misappropriation of allocated hours (DES allocation for English language support wasn’t fully
utilised and funding simply disappeared into the school system; the phrase “not all of these hours
are used for their intended purpose” was employed), ii) lack of school policy to address English
language support and teaching a diverse student population, iii) no post of responsibility to
recognise role of staff involved with ESL students, iv) ESL classes not organised in the best interest
of the students (for example, students being in age inappropriate groups), and v) lack of

mechanisms to facilitate communication with parents.

Assessment of ESL students’ English language proficiency is essential for accurate needs analysis
(Genesee, 1994: 212). Anecdotal evidence and research show that assessment is haphazard and
employs tools unsuitable for the context, if it takes place at all: “A wide range of procedures for
initial assessment were reported, none of which represented the breadth and depth of
assessment regarded as international best practice” (Nowlan, 2008: 261). IILT initiated the
development of a post-primary assessment pack, which DES published after the closure of IILT.
The packs were eventually delivered to schools in March 2009 with promises of in-service
training. The English Language Proficiency Benchmarks (IILT, 2003a), developed by IILT, were
circulated in 2000 via in-service seminars and a revised version was published in 2003. However, |
found them to be widely neglected in terms of usage in the classroom, often due to lack (or

perceived lack) of dissemination and training from the DES.

Regarding the two year limit for English language support, the oft-cited assumption that once a
student sounds reasonably fluent in English, then she/he will be able to fully access the
mainstream curriculum is evident in the way DES offer support. “In contrast to the 2 to 3 years
needed to reach proficiency in basic L2 skills, Cummins found that a period of 5 to 7 years of study
in the second language is required to reach native-speaker levels in school language” (reported in
Collier, 1989: 516). Chapter 2, page 49, of this thesis explores the issue of ‘how long?’ and there
are many studies addressing the issue that the two year limit on ESL provision for an individual
student is a misjudgement of what is expected of an ESL student in mainstream education: “For
school purposes, language acquisition also must include the vocabulary and special uses of
language for each subject area, such as metalinguistic analysis of language in language arts classes
and many other learning strategies associated with the use of language in each content area”
(ibid: 510). The most recent circular (DES, 2009a) alludes to more emphasis on mainstream
support (rather than withdrawal). However, there is little point in mainstreaming ESL, or of
expecting mainstream teachers to ‘take over’ ESL support if they are unprepared, unable or
unwilling to take responsibility for ESL students in their classroom or for the language component

of their subject (Keogh & Whyte, 2003: 48; Devine, 2005; Kearney, 2008, Nowlan, 2008: 253).
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1.3 Conclusion

In this study, | argue that cultural reproduction is an often unintended consequence of the
education process, and | focus on this phenomenon in Ireland, highlighting how the education
system reflects existing inequality in society as a whole. The goal of language support is to

provide students from migrant backgrounds with equal access to education.

Such students do possess what Bourdieu (1997) refers to as ‘capital’ — both cultural and linguistic.
However, their versions of capital, and the associated life experiences which helped build their
capital, are not automatically valued by the education system. In fact, this gap between the
capital valued by the school and that of the ESL student is a significant obstacle in accessing
education. Gramsci (1970) and Bourdieu (1991 & 1997) describe how children raised in an
environment which is rich in the capital promoted by the education system will thrive in that
system. If a student’s background doesn’t include the accepted cultural capital of the educational
and societal context of their current environment, gaining access to such capital is difficult unless
schools bridge the gap using the student’s existing capital as a starting point. Hegemony
describes the process whereby dominant ideology is reproduced in systems where such processes
can go unquestioned and therefore prevent the gap being bridged. Freire (1970) describes how a
tendency towards ‘banking education’ fosters such an environment which doesn’t facilitate
innovation and critical analysis, and studies show that elements of this ‘banking education’ are

apparent in Irish post-primary schools.

Freire (1970) also put forward his philosophy of a ‘critical pedagogy’ which can act against the
determinism of hegemonic, cultural reproduction. His ‘problem posing’ pedagogical approach
fosters a context where ‘agency’ can prevail over ‘structure’ (Giddens, 1979). Active participation
in learning, critical analysis and empowerment in the classroom are characteristics of such an
environment, underpinned by what Gramsci proposed as alternatives for existing paradigms of

cultural influence and prestige (Forgacs & Nowell-Smith’s introduction in Gramsci, 1985: 165).

Language, or linguistic capital, is significant in this context in two ways; first, ESL students must
develop proficiency in English, and second they must engage in the kind of academic English
through which curricular content is transmitted. Addressing these two perspectives is difficult in
light of the observations of a tendency towards ‘banking education’, among other processes
which prevent the gap being bridged. Educational differences, such as a different kind of
linguistic capital or cultural knowledge, can be viewed as lack of educational talent, thus
promoting further reproduction of disadvantage. This study looks to identify if this underlying
grasp of educational processes is facilitated by schools and their ESL programmes, and if not, to

consider how best to work towards bridging the gap.
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1.3.1 Moving from society into the classroom

As a researcher in this area | often found myself examining my role. Whether it is simply to
describe what is, or —in the emotive context of my study — whether | should also study and
suggest what ought to be (Garcia et al., 2006: 11). Inevitably, | have addressed both of these
perspectives within the scope of my thesis. Through my experience of observing and often
participating in school environments, | have found that though | started as an ‘outsider’, |
discovered that through the very act of situating myself within a minority setting and the
demands of developing skills which enable me to have a critical orientation towards my research
experiences, | became someone more inclined to belong ‘in the middle’ (ibid: 10). From such a
perspective, making evaluations and suggestions is inescapable, and if not as a researcher then as
a teacher it is my duty to stay in touch with the world as it is while keeping an eye on the
imagined ideals of the future (ibid: 11). However, my study is firmly situated within the current
policy and structures which define the Irish education system, and every effort has been made in

the interpretation of the data to let the participants speak for themselves.

Gramsci draws our attention to the significance of a ‘questione della lingua’ being a central
concern in public discourse — in his case the question of a standard Italian language, and in
ireiand’s case the ‘probiem’ that minority language students pose for the school system (see also
page 20 in this chapter for discussion on how this concern reflects cultural bias in society). For
Gramsci, “the problem of language figures in the discussion of hegemonic relations between
classes...the development of the national state, and the relations between state and civil society”

(Mansfield, 1984: 59):

Every time that the question of language surfaces, in one way or another, it
means that a series of other problems are coming to the fore: the formation
and enlargement of the governing class, the need to establish more intimate
and secure relationships between the governing groups and the national-
popular mass, in other words to recognize the cultural hegemony.

Gramsci, 1984: 147

Moving from the societal concerns of this chapter towards the classroom based approach to
pedagogy of the next, this thesis is concerned with identifying characteristics of best practice in a
school’s ESL programme (based on official policy [DES, 2007 & 2009a]) which lead to a successful
outcome, within existing structures, for the students concerned. So, the question is not whether
English language support, and therefore access to education, is provided in agreement with what
the literature claims to be best practice; rather, we should ask: “Under which circumstances can
the Irish education system, within the structure of its current organisation, provide a fair chance

to the ESL student so that she/he may succeed in school?” The National Council for Curriculum
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and Assessment (NCCA) define the challenge thus: “how to ensure that an education system
originally designed to serve the needs of an elite few can be re-shaped to meet the needs of a

broader, more diverse group of learners” (NCCA, 2005).

1.3.2 Main research question
In the opening paragraphs to this chapter | established a target for this study: to address the
question of how schools can enable ESL students to learn (both curricular content and English

language). Therefore, | address the following research questions in my thesis:

e What are the characteristics of effective ESL educational provision, within the framework of
current Irish post-primary school structures?

My literature review reveals several broad areas which point to best practice in the wider context

of educational provision for language minority students in mainstream contexts, and the following

subordinate questions focus on these areas:

e Do the main actors (teachers, schools and the DES) facilitate ESL programmes which:

- address the demands of the curriculum and the linguistic challenges of school?

- build on students’ prior experience?

- develop proficiency in the target language of instruction (English)?

- develop content knowledge in the mainstream subjects?

- prepare students for state examinations?
I refer to literature which covers ‘best practice’ (leading to high degree of success — HDS
[Ferguson, 2006: 22]) and ‘worst practice’ (Willig, 1985; Collier, 1989; Ramirez, 1992; Cummins,
2001). My research took place at a point in time which presented specific challenges and
limitations; what happens when the goal posts keep moving, as in times of economic instability
(Lingard et al., 1993) with new and reduced DES provision (see pages 28 & 74 of this thesis)? To
answer these questions the following chapter reviews research relating to second language
learning and teaching, classroom pedagogy and the education of minority language students

(international and Ireland specific findings) in order to draw together an idea of what a framework

for a successful ESL programme might look like in Irish post-primary schools.
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2 Pedagogy in the Classroom

2.0 Introduction

This chapter follows on from the previous discussions of pedagogy and society to examine what
‘pedagogy’ means in schools and in the classroom. | address what happens at the ‘chalk face’, the
interface between the ESL student and educational processes. These processes include the
acquisition of academic English alongside the development of content area knowledge, as well as
linguistic interactions between the student, their teachers and their school. | ask how learning is
best enabled for ESL students, and then address how language support and mainstream learning

are most effectively facilitated in the Irish post-primary school setting.

The first part (2.1) of this chapter relates to the linguistic demands and learning processes at
various stages of the curriculum. It highlights the differences between academic language and
language varieties which many students are more accustomed to. | consider the role of L1 and
the complex ‘how long?’ question, and conclude with a look at some pedagogical approaches

which support successful second language acquisition (and learning in general).

The second part (2.2) moves on to describe the evolution of ESL in Ireland, focussing on school
and classroom based responses. | explore issues such as the B1 ‘cut-off’ point and conclude with

an analysis of provision and practice.

The third section (2.3) concludes with an analysis of the boundaries of Irish policy and draws
conclusions of best practice regarding possible policy, provision and practice for ESL students
within the boundaries of Irish post-primary schools. This acts as the rationale for the empirical

study which follows in the subsequent chapters.

2.1 Migrant students, language and education

This sub-section examines the nature of the challenge faced by ESL students entering mainstream
education. The task of acquiring the language of education is complex, as students must acquire
the specific academic English varieties required for school, while progression throughout post-
primary schooling moves towards more and more abstract uses of language (Collier, 1989: 512).
At the same time students are engaging with the subject knowledge transmitted by the language;
“We cannot make a clear distinction between the content and the form of the curriculum, or treat
the subject matter as the end and the communication as no more than a means. The two are
inseparable” (Barnes, 1976: 14). L1’s role in mainstream education, the issue of how long
language acquisition takes, and general second language acquisition (SLA) theories are also drawn

into the argument.
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2.1.1 Communicative demands of school

What are the linguistic demands of the mainstream curriculum? The role of dialogue in
developing the academic genre of language leads on to a discussion on Vygotsky, his theories on
learning and the role of social interactive communication. The gaps inherent in the school
system, highlighted by differences in language variety, are briefly presented and is followed by an

examination of language and the teacher.

Dialogue and academic genre
Language is at the centre of human life. We use it to express our love or our

hatred, to achieve our goals and further our careers, to gain artistic satisfaction
or simple pleasure. Through language we plan our lives and remember our
past; we exchange ideas and experiences; we form our social and individual
identities.

Cook, 2001: 1

The quote above underlines how language (including spoken, written and thought) is a central
marker of people as individuals. Children begin to acquire language at home and dialogue is a
catalyst which provides a driving force towards language use and the negotiation of meaning
(Mercer, 2000; Mitchell & Myles, 2004: 191). Dialogue aids the construction of knowledge as
children start to make sense of the world around them, a process which shifts to another level
when a child starts school where the language for many (perhaps most) children is very different
to the kind of language they experience at home (Maybin, 2007: 159). The role of language in
education is fundamental; “Learning to communicate is at the heart of education” (Barnes, 1976:

20).

Register is defined as “the constellation of lexical and grammatical features that characterizes
particular uses of language” (Schleppegrell, 2001: 431). | have noted that post-primary level
school language is progressively more abstract: “The language of schooling undoubtedly becomes
more complex at post-primary level, increasing in complexity and abstract quality as a student
progresses through the years” (Barnes, 1975: 83). On a cognitive level, students must engage with

abstract subject content and concepts, via discursive thinking:
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Because second language students find it difficult to learn new language skills
which refer to abstract concepts, cognitive operations or experiences which
are not yet part of their intellectual repertoire, they should first be given
opportunities to learn language in conjunction with experiences that are
compatible with their current abilities and knowledge. In this way, learning
new language skills to talk about what is already known or has already been
experienced will be facilitated. Once learned, these new language skills can
serve as tools to acquire and master other concepts and skills. The
interdependence between language and cognition becomes especially
important in the higher grades, where more and more of the academic goals
become abstract and dependent on language for their acquisition...

Genesee 1994: 4

Socially, the ability to understand the language used in the classroom means not only to
understand the content being expressed, but also to understand the socially appropriate nature

of the kind of language used, as Kress et al (2005) argue:

They [linguistic signs] need to be understood rationally, and to understand
them thus is also to understand them as an enactment of social relations. In
addition, signs have regularities of use. The more work a culture has put into a
semiotic resource, and the more it has been used in social life, the more fully
and finely articulated and ‘regularized’ it will have become.

Kress, et al., 2005: 19

Thus, familiarity with socially appropriate language is another task faced by all children entering
education (as aspect of the ‘hidden curriculum’ [Barnes, 1976: 17]), and a particular challenge for
those students who are in the process of acquiring English as a second language (defined as any

language other than L1, cf. page 46 below).

Vygotsky, classroom pedagogy and language development
Vygotsky’s theories highlight the relationships between the learner, their internal world (thought),

the educational setting, and how these relationships are mediated, with dialogue/speech being at
the centre of the development of thought A study by DaSilva-lddings & Jang (2008) cites
research carried out on Vygotsky, stating that social/cultural influences are not simply factors in

cognitive development, rather they are sources of such development, and:
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[lln the educational setting certain physical and symbolic artifacts (e.g.,
linguistic and numeric systems, books, pen, papers, diagrams, charts, and so
forth) mediate the relationships between individuals as well as between
individuals and their material and mental worlds and have the goal to help
students develop conceptual knowledge.

Ibid: 572

The relationships between speech and thought, social and internal dialogue, are exploited in
classrooms which successfully engage students in the learning process. From a Vygotskian
perspective this means that dialogue and learning are connected to the development thought and
drive the development f the higher cognitive functions. Students acquire language and
simultaneously construct their knowledge of the world (inside and outside of school). On a
functional level, a child manipulates (their level of) language in order to engage with their
environment and ‘narrate’ their activities, to organise their learning, to drive their learning and to
negotiate more learning (Mercer & Littleton, 2007). Social speech is internalised as its function
changes (Vygotsky, 1986: 86) to private speech and inner speech (Barnes, 1976: 19). When inner
speech is developed, the kind of discursive thinking necessary for second-level education can be

facilitated. Students can drive their learning on by drawing on a capable other.

Much discussion on Vygotsky and pedagogy centres on his ‘Zone of Proximal Development’ (ZPD)
(Vygotsky, 1978; Daniels, 2001: 56-68), “the discrepancy between a child’s mental age and the
level he reaches in solving problems with assistance” (Vygotsky, 1962: 103). ZPD is a metaphor
Vygotsky uses to describe the process of learning/development within a dialogic framework;
dialogue is the means by which learning happens. The theory proposes that learning takes place
in a theoretical space which bridges the gap between a learner’s prior knowledge and experience
of the world towards internalising new concepts and knowledge presented to them by the outside

world and:

[Tlhe distance between the actual developmental level as determined by
independent problem solving and the level of potential development as
determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration
with more capable peers.

Vygotsky, 1978: 86

Vygotsky’s ideas of pedagogy have implications for language learning in the school context.
Daniels (2001) defined Vygotsky’s pedagogy as “referring to forms of social practice which shape
and form the cognitive, affective and moral development of individuals,” (ibid: 1). This definition
is broad but is appropriate to the overall theme of this thesis, with classroom pedagogy being a

reflection of society-level pedagogy, in turn reproduced in school and so on (recalling hegemony).
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Vygotsky argues that pedagogy is never politically indifferent, “it has always adopted a particular
social pattern, political line, in accordance with the dominant social class that has guided its
interests” (Vygotsky, 1997: 348, cited in Daniels, 2001: 5). Underlying assumptions, which stem
from such social patterns, can inform the deficit perspective which in turn informs curricula,
provision and teaching (Ward, 2006). As it stands (Lyons & Little, 2009), provision in many schools
offers little opportunity to build on a school’s diversity as a resource: “Curricula rarely offer
studies that build on diversity as a resource and rarely give prestigious recognition to the

knowledge and culture of language minority children” (Lo Bianco, 1996: 587).

Bernstein, Barnes, inequality in schools and ‘bridging the gap’
| concluded Chapter 1 by emphasizing the significance of bridging the gap between an ESL

learner’s prior knowledge and the mainstream curriculum. | observed many classrooms (chapters
4 and 5) where the knowledge presented fell outside of the students’ ZPD. As Barnes (1969)
points out, “A pupil’s understanding of a new topic depends upon bringing what he or she knows
already to bear upon it...Meaning does not lie in words but in the cultural practices of those who
use them” (ibid: 26). Bernstein argues that pedagogic practice is “a fundamental social context
through which cultural reproduction-production takes place” (Daniels, 2001: 6). | link this concept
to the Irish context and observe how practices within the education system might be so deeply
ingrained that they are simply regarded as rational, valid and ‘common sense’ (Gramsci, 1971:
322) without reflection or questioning, such as the practice of assuming a deficit perspective

regarding students’ L1s.

Scientific and spontaneous (or everyday) concepts are embodied in another of Vygotsky’s
theories; scientific concepts are those which developed as the result of school instruction, and
“[s]pontaneous concepts are the result of generalization of everyday personal experience in the
absence of systematic instruction” (Karpov, 2003: 65). The concepts reflect, to some degree,
Cummins’ BICS/CALP distinction (Cummins, 1980 and see page 42 below). Bernstein’s horizontal
and vertical discourse theory also draws comparison with Cummins’ distinction, though both
concepts describe only the broadest theoretical perspectives of classroom discourse. Bourne

elaborates the theory:
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Bernstein thus sets up his own strong classification between pedagogic
(vertical) discourse and informal local discourses (horizontal). Pedagogic
discourse is not ‘disembedded’ from this position, but is embedded in a
different context and system of practices... This means that school contexts
must inevitably differ from informal contexts in crucial ways. Not only is the
vertical discourse of schooling strongly classified, it is strongly framed. School
discourses are goal focused, curriculum oriented, sequential and hierarchical,
driving towards socially set ends. Thus, within them there is limited
opportunity for local classroom negotiation, either for teachers or pupils.

Bourne, 2003: 5

This quote suggests how the student’s capacity to engage with the mainstream curriculum and
therefore with their own educational processes is dependent on their capacity to engage with the
teacher (see page 40, following, for more detail on teachers and language); the teacher should
mediate the development from the child’s natural and spontaneous ability (and knowledge)
towards the scientific concepts required in order to cope in mainstream education: “The
development of a scientific...concept, a phenomenon that occurs as part of the educational
process, constitutes a unique form of systematic co-operation between the teacher and the child”

(Vygotsky, 1987: 186, cited in Daniels, 2001: 55).

A dialogic pedagogy® (often referred to as synonymous with ‘Critical Pedagogy;’ [Freire, 1970;
Cummins, 2007: 686]) promotes learning processes by fostering language development as a
means to mediate meaning of the often new environment of the school, prepare and express
their thoughts on subject knowledge: “A central feature of dialogic pedagogy is a teacher-student
relationship that stresses mutual respect” (Cummins, 2007: 686). Vygotsky’s ZPD (1986) and

research around the topic illustrate the key role of supportive dialogue.

Barnes also observes how the pedagogical difficulties of addressing each student’s individuality
can be met to some degree by a pedagogy which encourages student participation and open

questions:

8 Dialogic pedagogy can be defined as interpretive (see page 48), collaboratively constructed, dialogue led
learning based on meaningful communication (Wells, 1999).
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The pedagogical problem in a room full of pupils is how to enable all of them
to bring to mind relevant knowledge and understanding, and to ‘recode’ it in
terms of the new framework offered by the teacher. That is why pupils’
participation in the formulating of ideas in speech or writing is of crucial
importance, since this is the readiest means by which the teacher can ensure
that their resources are brought to bear on the issue so that the new can
modify the old.

Barnes, 1969: 26

Barnes recognised that disparity between what the teacher thinks she/he is communicating and
what each individual child takes away from the classroom, “because what each pupil brings to the
lesson will be different” (Barnes, 1976: 21-22, emphasis in original). Each child brings a personal
history and has already acquired a great deal of complex knowledge before starting schooling
(Kalantzis & Cope, 2000: 121). Barnes (1976: 79) made the distinction between ‘School
Knowledge’ and ‘Action Knowledge’ and emphasised the role of talk in reshaping the child’s own
knowledge (Action Knowledge, cf. spontaneous concepts) in order to acquire what the teacher is

trying to communicate (School Knowledge, cf. scientific concepts).

Teachers and language
Studies suggest that the average amount of time a teacher leaves for the student to answer a

question in the Irish post-primary classroom is less than one second (according to Pauline Kelly of
Second Level Support Services, ESLTA seminar in 2009). The DES has noted a dominance of
‘teacher talk’ in the Irish classroom (2006: 31). The ‘silent period” hypothesis states that “[o]nce
they [L2 learners] discover that others are not speaking their language, many children enter a
‘silent period’, during which they produce few or no utterances in the presence of speakers of the
second language” (Ritchie & Bhatia, 2008: 45). This means that ESL students may be excluded
from any engagement with education due to an incorrect assumption that when undergoing the

silent period they are not undergoing learning.

In the classroom, the individual teacher introduces students to language use in school while
mediating the language and content of the mainstream subjects. The degree to which a teacher is
able to fulfil their role in educational dialogue can be subject to the demands of the situation,
which includes exam pressure, limited budget or limited time to get through a set amount of
information, and audience — which may be mixed ability, multi-lingual or with behavioural
problems (Kress et al., 2005: 20). While many teachers manage their teaching practice in such a
way that their students are provided with adequate access to language and content, situations
vary and a large number teachers do not engage in the kind of dialogic pedagogies required to
best promote students’ development of language and content knowledge. Dependence on this

classroom routine, which involves a teacher’s question (initiation), a student’s response
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(response) and then teacher’s feedback (follow-up), suggests that meaning is not necessarily
collaboratively constructed between the teacher and students,’ rather the traditional ‘banking
education’ (Freire, 1970) is predominant. The exploratory talk which leads to learning (Barnes,
1976: 18) is not well facilitated under these circumstances and instead the traditional power
relationship where the teacher represents the overall authority is maintained. ESL students may
also face obstacles in acquiring the foundations and rules of appropriate use (Schleppegrell, 2001:

43; cf. the ‘hidden curriculum’ [Barnes, 1969: 21]).

Teacher expectation may influence the kind of language produced by the teacher and elicited
from the students; some studies show that in low-ability classrooms (if a school ‘streams’ its
students) teachers ‘water down’ the curriculum and aim for low grades in state exams (Kress et
al., 2005: 83). The implication for ESL students here is significant, as exposure to the kind of
authentic language required for school is essential if students are to engage in the level of
abstract thinking required of the later years of post-primary schooling. As studies show that
Ireland’s ESL students are often overrepresented in low-stream groups (Nowlan, 2008; Lyons &
Little, 2009), the effects of such low teacher expectation may have the opposite outcome to the
often-misguided intention of simplifying the language to aid understanding and support English
language acquisition, and lead to their (self) labelling as a ‘low achiever’. Scaffolding (which aims
to present information in steps [Mitchell & Myles, 2004: 195]), rather than a watering down of
the language of school, is a more appropriate approach. Another danger is the perception of
‘ability’ which, rather than being a neutral and objective label, is a subjective and often culturally

loaded assessment of a student’s potential:

Although we see ‘ability’ as produced by teachers and students in the context
of their interaction, that context is, of course, made up of the products of
other forms of agency. These include a discourse which produces dominant
‘commonsense’ ™ understandings of differential levels of intelligence: school
and departmental ‘traditions’; student cultures; the institutions established by
national, government policy; and the discourses associated with them.

Kress et al., 2005: 84

An easily overlooked aspect of the communicative potential of a classroom is the seating plan.

Underlying assumptions about communication are often reflected in the physical arrangements in

° Some researchers propose that the IRF routine is an effective teaching methodology, others are more
critical. See Wells, 1999: 167-208.

1% ‘Common sense’ recalls Gramsci's theories, especially the idea that common sense ideologies go
unquestioned and therefore the dominant cultural ideologies may continue to be reproduced (Gramsci,
1971:322)

41



the classroom, which can affect the students’ possibilities for collaborative knowledge
construction. The post-primary classrooms | observed tended to be arranged in such a way that
the teacher and her/his desk was placed at the front of the room, and the students’ desks were
placed in narrow rows facing the teacher and whiteboard (Chapter 5). Kress et al. (2005: 24)
argue that “room layout can be seen as an expression of the teacher’s preferred special and social
relations with the students.” Such arrangements can place barriers between the teacher and the
students who need the most help. For ESL students who need help with understanding, there is
quite literally no space for the teacher to attend to their questions and give individual attention.
Furthermore, according to Vygotsky’s theory of the zone of proximal development, learning takes
place when a student is stretched via dialogue with teachers and more capable peers (Vygotsky,
1986; Maybin, 2007: 158). Such a classroom layout discourages engaging with one’s peers and
dialogue with the teacher. The discussion of my data (Chapters 4 and 5) lends support to the
claim of Kress et al. that in the classroom “the effects of policy, of the social composition of the
school, of the professional formation of the teacher, can all be ‘seen’” (ibid, 2005: 35). When the
classroom is arranged to favour group work and collaborative learning, with small group tables,
the teacher adds ‘“facilitator’ to their role and pedagogy is student-centred (ibid: 40), which is the
kind of approach that can help bridge the gap between students’ knowledge and school

knowledge.

Language and knowledge are also mediated via classroom displays. The way a teacher organises
these is representative of power relationships in the classroom: “classroom arrangement and
display provide pedagogic resources; they are part of the technology of teaching and serve to
transmit to students pedagogical practices...that govern a school...” (Kress et al., 2005: 39).
Analysis of how teachers exploit display space in their classroom is as relevant as analysis of
spoken language and written textbooks, and | include observation of visual displays in the case
study (Chapter 4). “Visual displays...are thus a ‘pedagogical tool’, a medium to communicate
qualities and expectations of the teacher or school in a language that is to be lived as an identity-
building and identity-confirming experience” (ibid.), and display work serves not only as an
extension of the linguistic content of the lesson, but also as a reminder of subject content

knowledge.

21.1.1 BICS/CALP and literacy

The acquisition of literacy is “enormously important for children and for society in general,
because it leads to more abstract, explicit, rational, scientific thinking,” (Maybin, 2007: 159; Olson
et al., 1996). Literacy is an expected outcome of education: “Literacy is at the heart of education’s

promise” (Kalantzis & Cope, 2000: 121). Anthropologist Brian Street (1995) argues that school
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literacy is far from neutral; rather it reflects a particular culturally valued ‘essayist’ literacy;
different kinds (or registers) of literacy exist and children must develop competence in academic
literacy in order to succeed in the school setting (Street, 1990: 32-35). Collier suggests that
reading is a “better predictor of students’ academic performance in the second language at the
secondary and postsecondary levels” (1989: 521); later on in the case study plan for assessing ESL

students | use this fact to justify using only reading and writing assessments(see page 94).

Analysis of school language is inevitably analysis of the formal register typically mediated through
the written language of the textbook; “Academic genres draw on written norms, so a focus on
school-based language inevitably foregrounds grammatical differences that reflect the fact that
many school tasks involve use of written language” (Schleppegrell, 2001: 435). The difference
between everyday language and the language associated with literacy is often described as a
progression from participatory, situational and objective towards abstract, ‘intellectualised’ and
distanced uses of language (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000: 218). Cummins coined new terms and a new
framework for thinking about this distinction after working with language minority students in the
late 1970s: BICS (Basic Interpersonal Communication Skills) and CALP (Cognitive Academic
Language Proficiency) (see Cummins, 1980 & 1999-2003). While there has been some argument
over this distinction (Gee, 2000: 64-66) on the grounds that language is never ‘decontextualised’,

the distinction is still used (COE, 2009: 8). The terms are defined thus:

CALP is defined as those aspects of language proficiency which are closely
related to the development of literacy skills in L1 and L2. Basic interpersonal
communicative skills (BICS) in L1 such as accent, oral fluency, and
sociolinguistic competence may be independent of CALP for a variety of
reasons and it is not being suggested that these latter skills represent a unitary
dimension.

Cummins, 1980: 177

Cummins later elaborated his theory to clarify that the BICS/CALP quadrant doesn’t refer to a
dichotomy but a potential infinity of intersecting continua; “One can accept the perspective that
literacies are multiple, contextually-specific, and constantly evolving (as | do) while at the
same time arguing that in certain discursive contexts it is useful to distinguish between

conversational fluency and academic language proficiency” (Cummins, 2008).

As proficiency in reading and writing is significant for schools and state assessment, successful
acquisition of such skills for ESL students is an urgent challenge. Introduction to complex texts
and extensive reading (of materials which appeal to students and relate to their backgrounds) is

paramount, yet much of what | observed in ESL classrooms includes oral work (frequently simply
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the teacher speaking), and written work involving gap-fill grammar exercises unrelated to both

school content and the students’ lives.

Language can be a barrier in access to education for many groups of students, and especially for
ESL students, from two perspectives; students must acquire English as a second language while
simultaneously acquiring academic language. Furthermore, students’ experiences and knowledge
is often quite different to the knowledge presented by the school and this gap must also be
bridged if schools are to develop students’ acquisition of school knowledge based on their pre-

existing learning.

21.1.2 Cross curricular language and academic texts

Another reason why the challenge of language acquisition becomes more complicated in post-
primary school is the division of the curriculum into specialist subject areas, as well as the
specifics of the language conventions (register, style, vocabulary). Much research in this area
originates in the UK. While research which is specific to Ireland is more difficult to find, some
research in the area exists and more is emerging; Farr (2008) is one researcher who focuses on

language use in the Irish classroom.

The Council of Europe’s work (COE, 2009) has addressed this concept of the language in each
subject; the issue was also highlighted in the Bullock Report (1975: 529):

In the secondary school, all subject teachers need to be aware of:

- the linguistic processes by which their pupils acquire information and
understanding, and the implications for the teacher’s own use of language;

- the reading demands of their subjects, and ways in which the pupils can be
helped to meet them

To bring about this understanding every secondary school should develop a

policy for language across the curriculum. The responsibility for this policy

should be embodied in the organizational structure of the school.

The implication is that language should be taught across all subjects and that all teachers share a
responsibility for this. This responsibility should be shared across the whole school via defined
policy (Lyons & Little, 2009; Smyth et al., 2009: xv, xvi, 80 & 118). The different language genres
required for participation in the various mainstream subjects do not develop without conscious

exposure and instruction:
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The specific language-based competences needed in the different subjects do
not automatically transfer from the pool of already existing language
competences (mainly from language as a subject acquisition), nor do these
competences suffice, provided they exist and can be validly identified. Rather,
they have to be specifically developed, trained and expanded through
conscious teaching efforts in each and every subject... through the formulation
of explicit requirements in the respective curricula and through ways of
checking their stage of development (in terms of different types of
assessment).

COE, 2007: 15-16

Curriculum subjects differ in their use of language; the first broad distinction made in some
literature is between the science based subjects and the humanities/arts subjects. These
categories fall loosely into Barnes’ categories (1976) of ‘transmission’ based teaching and
‘interpretive’ based teaching. ‘Transmission’ based teaching involves the ‘banking’ style of
education (see Freire, 1970 and Chapter 1, page 45) and tends to be represented more in the
science subjects, as well as in the foreign language classroom. In empirical research in the 1970s
conducted in Leeds, Barnes discovered how “[i]t is possible to show that the way in which
teachers think about what constitutes knowledge is often linked to what they think learning and
teaching are” (1976: 139). Teachers’ beliefs that knowledge about science and foreign languages
exists outside of their students’ everyday experiences lead to a teaching approach which is
characterised by a perception of the learner as incapable of accessing and organising such
knowledge, and which places emphasis on memorizing established facts. Barnes goes on to
observe the tendency of the arts subjects veering towards the ‘interpretive’ model where
knowledge is viewed as being something to organise and reorganise via interaction (Barnes, 1976:
139-145). The ‘interpretive model’ suggests ‘problem-posing’ education (Freire, 1970). However,
all subjects have the potential to be taught with approaches under the ‘interpretive model’

description.

Lexical choice in academic texts varies according to the nature of the subject, but commonalities
exist in the high density of words of Latin or Greek origin, for example (Cummins, 2009), the
technical nature of academic lexical choices and high representation of nouns per embedded
clause (Schleppegrell, 2001: 440, 438-439). Overall, academic texts are characterised by “using
lexicalized and expanded noun phrases, marking discourse structure with linguistic elements that
are typical of written academic discourse, and choosing grammatical features that project an
authoritative stance...” (Schleppegrell, 2001: 434). For a more thorough analysis of features
which distinguish academic texts from other genres see Schleppegrell (2001) and Kostopoulou

(forthcoming).
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Science-based subjects are characterised in theory by enquiry based language and procedures,
but in the Irish classroom teachers tend to dominate the science class in the second level
classroom (Wilson, 1999: 128). Teacher talk can take up to 75% of the average lesson, and when
students have the opportunity to produce language this rarely goes beyond labelling (ibid: 129).
Language demands of the work produced by students vary from writing up experiments,
answering questions from the text book, to copying notes. However, the writing expectations of
Science present problems for students, primarily because there is limited opportunity to practice

extended writing in the appropriate scientific genre (Wilson, 1999: 132).

Art and Design is a subject many teachers perceive as being language reduced. However, it is
wrong to assume that there is no language to acquire in this subject. As well as the art production
processes, which involved labelling art specific objects and actions, the art curriculum in Irish
schools has an Art History component which requires students to produce extended texts,
conduct research into areas of art history and describe artefacts and paintings, using subject

specific vocabulary and appropriate structure (Hickman, 1999: 166-174; NCCA website).

2.1.2 Second Language Acquisition (SLA)

Despite research efforts to strengthen pedagogical methods and teacher
preparation programmes to address the needs of newly arrived immigrant
English language learners (ELLs) included in English-dominant classrooms,
these students continue to be underestimated in their abilities to learn.

DaSilva-lddings & Jang, 2008: 567-568

Two commonly cited questions are addressed in the following subsection; what is the role of L1 in
learning the L2? And how long does it take students to acquire L2 for school? The section moves
on to review SLA research and effective pedagogy. By applying it to the Irish context | identify
classroom methodology and techniques underpinned by appropriate pedagogy which are suitable

for Irish ESL programmes.

The role of L1
In this context, L2 means any language acquired after the start of acquisition of L1 (Mitchell &

Myles, 2004: 5). Therefore, referring to English as a second language is appropriate in this study,
even though for many ESL students, it may be the third or fourth language in their repertoire.
Research in this area often compares second language learning to first language acquisition.
While some processes are common to both first and second language acquisition, the subjects are
usually dealt with in distinct research areas, “the environmental circumstances for SLL [second
language learners] differ systematically from first-language learning...” (Myles & Mitchell, 2004:

12):
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One important finding in that lack of continuing L1 cognitive development
during second language acquisition may lead to lowered proficiency levels in
the second language and in cognitive growth.

Collier, 1989: 511

Research shows that L1 plays a role in L2 acquisition; Gramsci observed what is a common thread
in this second chapter, reminding us that the prior knowledge (L1, in this context) of the student
serves as the foundation for further learning (L2, in this context); “without including experiences
of pupils’ lives outside school —that is, in their neighbourhoods and within their families — the
problem of teaching...will be inadequate” (lves, 2004a: 11; see also Ives, 2004b; Gramsci, 1971:
35-6). Cummins conducted research into the role of L1 in the acquisition of an L2 for school
(1980) and found that L1 maintenance and bilingual education offer cognitive advantage to
immigrant students and their chances of success in school (Cummins, 1980; Collier, 1989).
Perhaps a fitting way of addressing the L1 issue in this context is to view the students’ L1s as part

of their prior knowledge.

Skutnabb-Kangas (1988) and the Universal Declaration of Linguistic Human Rights, Section 2
(UNESCO, 1996) call for L1 instruction as a right for all minority students. Where there are large
groups of students from the same linguistic background, such an approach is appropriate.
According to European rights, minority language groups do have a right to L1 educational
provision, provided that the group are indigenous members of the state, and not migrants (Extra
& Yagmur, 2004: 83-89). Therefore, ESL students in Ireland are not officially granted L1 provision.
Furthermore, one of the defining characteristics of the Irish ESL context, and one with significant
implications for policy and pedagogy, is the linguistic heterogeneity of the ESL students. So, while
explicit L1 instruction is appropriate for many minority education contexts, Ireland’s post-primary
schools are comprised of such an unequal distribution of L1s as to make this impossible. This
situation is not unique: Tingbjorn highlights the issue and names it the ‘small group problem:’
“perhaps the most complicated and difficult factor within immigrant education” (Tingbjorn, 1988:
114). Cummins (2001) addressed the ‘small group problem’ and suggests an underlying

assumption useful for the L1 in the Irish context:
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It should be noted that an additive orientation does not require the actual
teaching of the minority language. In many cases a minority language class
may not be possible, for reasons such as low concentration of particular
groups of minority students. Educators, however, communicate to students
and parents in a variety of ways the extent to which the minority language and
culture are valued within the context of the school. Even within a monolingual
school context, powerful messages can be communicated to students
regarding the validity and advantages of language development.

Ibid: 662

So, L1 can be encouraged, acknowledged and used as a resource. A further issue often used in
Ireland to support anti-L1 arguments is the poor grasp of L1 some students have, particularly in
literacy; again Skutnabb-Kangas illustrates how common an observation this is: “A poor
competence in the original mother tongue (which is a result of the neglect of the mother tongue
in institutions earlier on, i.e. as a result of earlier oppression) is then often used to legitimize
additional oppression” (Skutnabb-Kangas, 1988: 17-18). This is suggestive of how the ESL
students’ capital is undervalued, leading to their own negative identification with their L1, which
is then used to further justify a school’s decision to ignore/deny L1 (see page 163 for example in a

case study school); circumstances which demonstrate Gramsci’s hegemony.

Studies show that a “minority child’s first language (L1) has functional significance in the
development process and should be reinforced by the school” (Swain & Cummins, 1979: 5).
However, whether bilingualism is advantageous or a disadvantage depends on the social
background of the student. Studies reveal substantial advantages of being a bilingual from a
majority cultural group, in terms of general intellectual development and abstract thinking skills
(see Swain & Cummins, 1979: 11-12 for a summary of early findings), while the benefits are
negated if the bilingual child in question belongs to a minority group with a low social status (ibid:
12-13). This latter factor is of huge relevance to Ireland’s ESL students. It is accepted in research
that the status of L1 and L2, socio-economic status of learners and the nature of the school
programme all impact on L2 acquisition and success for minority language students in mainstream

settings (see ibid: 13)

Research shows that acquisition of L2 literacy is related to the stage of L1 literacy (Ovando et al.,
2006: 167-168) for language minority students, and that these skills have the potential to be
transferred as the language learner develops proficiency in L2. This issue is linked to the question
of the degree to which L1 interference influences second language acquisition, and whether
second language learners build on L1, or learn via direct access to an underlying (Universal)

grammar (Chomsky, 1965; Thomas, 2004):
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If second language learners have continuing direct access to their underlying
Universal Grammar, first language influence will affect only the more
peripheral areas of second language development. If, on the other hand,
learners’ only access to Universal Grammar is indirect, via the working
example of a natural language that the first language provides, then the first
language influence lies at the heart of SLL.

Mitchell & Myles, 2004: 20 (emphasis in original)

| have previously talked about the context of learning and the dynamic that causes learning to
happen, drawing on a Vygotskian perspective. Here, | am focussing on the different matter of
what happens when looking at the systematic structure of cognitive processes, from a Chomskian

perspective. The two perspectives do not overlap and here | am focussing on different issues.

Cummins (1980) was among the first to propose such an underlying proficiency with regards to
second language and language skills (pp. 179-180), which he referred as an interdependence of
CALP across languages. For the ESL learner in @ mainstream subject classroom this means L1 plays
a significant role in maintaining skills such as reading, analysis of content, abstract thinking and so
on, during the acquisition of L2. Cummins stated that, “Because L1 and L2 CALP are
manifestations of the same underlying dimension, previous learning of literacy-related functions

of language (in L1) will predict future learning of these functions (in L2)” (ibid: 179).

Apart from many teachers’ beliefs that L1 use may impede second language acquisition, there are
wider, societal ‘concerns’, such as how “immigrants are clinging to their first languages and
cultures, and resisting second-language acquisition and acculturation... second-language
development is poor because immigrants insist on using their first language,” (Nguyen et al.,
2001: 159). However, research shows us that rather than immigrants clinging to their L1s, the
opposite is true; immigrants’ use of L1 decreases both with time and down the generations (ibid.).
There is certainly widespread agreement in the literature that L1 use or instruction does not

interfere with L2 acquisition (Cummins, 1980).

Research suggests that L1 use/maintenance/instruction, or at the very least acknowledgement of
L1 is a pre-requisite for achieving both the related goals of success in mainstream education and
second-language acquisition. Studies suggest that L1 acknowledgement should contribute to at
least a part of a child’s school lessons, therefore addressing the linguistic gap between home and

school.

How long?
“Quick fixes do not work in education...” (Collier, 1992: 188): Ireland’s ESL students are generally

entitled to just two years of ESL support, often consisting of no more than a few withdrawal
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periods per week of haphazard English grammar instruction or work with TEFL materials, while
ongoing support is assumed to be taking place in the mainstream classroom. Collier (1980, 1987,
1989), Cummins (1981) and Ramirez (1991) dominate literature which addresses the ‘how long?’
issue. Starting points for this research address whether it is easier to learn a second language for
schooling when you are older or younger, what level of proficiency is adequate for mainstream

subject content learning, as well as the ‘how long?’ question (Collier, 1989: 509).

Research in the area often refers to ‘age on arrival’ and ‘length of residence’, usually abbreviated

as AOA and LOR, and defined thus:

Age on arrival (AOA) refers to the age at which an individual entered the
country in which the second language is spoken. It also marks the age at which
the immigrant's exposure to the second language began... Length of residence
(LOR) is defined as number of months or years of L2 exposure, both inside and
outside the formal classroom.

Collier, 1989: 514

The students in the schools | observed were aged between 12 and 18, so the question of whether
older learners take longer than younger learners is significant. The ‘critical period hypothesis’
(Lenneberg, 1964) theorised that there is a biological, age-defined limitation of the development
of language, usually set before the onset of puberty. In terms of L1, the theory states that
humans are genetically predisposed to acquire language via exposure and interaction only for a
defined period of time. After this period, complete language acquisition is impossible according
to this theory (by complete the theory means that all of the characteristics of language rather
than just, say, acquiring nouns without functional language or syntax) (summarised in Singleton &

Ryan, 2004: 32).

For second language acquisition, positions in research vary from stating that younger learners (i.e.
early childhood, before the onset of puberty) have an advantage in successfully reaching near-
native/native targets of second language proficiency, to the opposite view which claims that older
learners are more successful. The position which hinges most directly on the critical period
hypothesis states that after a certain age (around puberty) learners face qualitative disadvantages
in the second language learning process. Some state that that older learners are only better than
younger learners (and vice-versa) in some respects/in the long/short term (see Singleton & Ryan,
2004: 61 for a summary). While studies arrive at varying conclusions, only a number of the
findings are significant for my study, drawn from Singleton and Ryan’s (ibid: 115-116) synthesis of
the research. The common assumption that younger learners are more successful second

language learners is not supported by the literature, which is positive news for ESL students in
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Irish post-primary schools. Regarding academic language, “[o]n the question of a differentiation
in terms of basic communicative versus cognitive-academic skills, it is impossible to make a
definitive evaluation” (ibid: 115). While, students who begin to acquire a second language in early
childhood may achieve higher levels of proficiency in the long run, in general, the research
suggests that students at second level possess no major biological barrier affecting second

language acquisition.

ESL students may have arrived in Ireland between the ages of 12-18, or may have arrived during
primary schooling, but not usually below the age of 11 (if a student had arrived prior to this age,
ESL support is usually complete by the time the student arrives in post-primary school due to the
two year cap). AOA is one important factor, though studies such as Cummins (1981: 146) show
that LOR and the degree to which L1 is developed prior to arrival as significant too. Research
concludes that provided language minority students reached norm levels in L1, schooling and
cognitive deveiopment before arrival in Ireland, they have an advantage over younger students in
terms of length of time it takes to acquire an L2 for schooling, “Older learners acquire L2 CALP
more rapidly than younger learners because their L1 CALP is better developed,” (Cummins, 1980:

185). In more detail:

[Sltudies have consistently shown a clear advantage for older learners in
mastery of L2 syntax and morphology as well as in the cognitive/academic
types of L2 skills measured by conventional standardized tests...In relation to
age and L2 learning it is predicted that older learners, whose CALP is better
developed, will acquire cognitive/academic L2 skills more rapidly than younger
learners; however, this will not necessarily be the case for those aspects of L2
proficiency unrelated to CALP.

Cummins, 1980: 180

Research in the 1980s (Cummins, 1981; Collier, 1989) found that students take 2 -3 years to reach
proficiency in BICS. This finding explains why some students appear fluent, but still struggle with
their school work (Collier, 1989: 516) — a common concern of teachers. Some studies suggest that
acquiring CALP in the second language can take between 5 and 7 years (Cummins, 1981; Collier,
1987) while other studies propose that adolescents need from 7 — 10 years of L2 schooling in
order to catch up to peer norms. However, caution is vital when analysing the results of such
studies regarding control for the specific modes of classroom pedagogy employed (see following
paragraph). What can be extrapolated for the Irish context is that CALP is acquired at a slower
rate than BICS, and that acquisition of proficiency in academic English is likely to take longer than

2 years.
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The teaching methodology assumed by these studies tends to take for granted that a non-
interactive and non-dialogic pedagogy is used in the classroom. Studies tend not to report the
teaching methodology used. This was a consideration when developing my empirical research
plan. Mitchell and Myles (2004: 9) remind us that any theory put forward must show “systematic
procedures for confirming or disconfirming the theory, through data collection and
interpretation” and state “clear and explicit statements of the ground the theory is supposed to
cover,” and previous studies provide a useful and thorough starting point on which to base future,
larger scale (larger than this current study) empirical research takes teaching methodology and

interaction into account.

The structure of ESL provision in Irish schools is reflected in the following quote, applied to the

adolescent age-group:

Most students received 1 to 2 hours of ESL instruction daily for 1 to 2 years and
were immersed in the main-stream for the rest of their classes. Thus, these
studies provide an analysis of how students perform when they are immersed
in the second language in school with a small amount of ESL pullout
instruction. In this situation...it was projected that the...adolescent arrivals
would take 7 to 10 years to reach the 50th NCE.

Collier, 1989: 524

In recognition of the many complicated and interrelated issues which affect the rate of second
language acquisition (Spolsky, 1989), studies show that although motivation and personality type
are key factors there still may be apparently unexplained obstacles to progress, which find their

roots in more complex sociological factors:

[Clurrent ethnographies of second language communication and of second
language socialization offer a great deal of evidence about how the learning
context, and the learner’s evolving style of engagement with it, may affect the
rate of SLL. The patterning of learning opportunities, through communities of
practice with structured and sometimes very unequal power relationships, has
been invoked to explain learners’ differential success even where motivation is
high.

Mitchell & Myles, 2004: 255-256

We can conclude from research findings that ESL students typically need more than two years of
support to acquire academic English and the value placed on L1 within the school setting plays a

role in successful L2 acquisition.
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The target learner group of this thesis is not homogeneous. Second Language Acquisition (SLA)
research is not a homogeneous area of study; it addresses many factors which influence the
acquisition of a second language. Here | apply the theories of SLA and theories of pedagogy that
interact with SLA (Little, 1991; Dam, 1995). This section will cover SLA first, and then the related

issues of effective language learning in the classroom and school.

SLA
The key question here, and significant for this entire thesis is; how is second language acquisition

best enabled in the given context? Krashen argued in 1982 that language acquisition “occurs only
when comprehension of real messages occurs, and when the acquirer in not ‘on the
defensive’...The best methods are therefore those that supply ‘comprehensible input’ in low
anxiety situations, containing messages that the students really want to hear,” (ibid: 6-7,
emphasis added). His research attracts criticism for not emphasising the role of output and other
research counteracts that dialogue is both a driving force for second language acquisition (Swain

& Lapkin, 1998) and a support for content knowledge learning.

Krashen’s observations suggest that in order to facilitate use, the second language classroom
must respect the ‘silent period’ (see also page 40 above), offer comprehensible input and
maintain low levels of anxiety for the students. Krashen (1982) refers to the ‘difficult step’ from
theories on how one (best) acquires a second language to the actual practice of teaching (ibid:
57), and reflects a realistic viewpoint that considers it a difficult task to encourage proficiency via

the language learning classroom alone:

Quite simply, the function of the second or foreign language classroom is to
bring a student to a point where he can begin to use the outside world [or
mainstream classroom] for further second language acquisition...in other
words, all second language classes are transition, and no second language class
can be expected to do the entire job.

Ibid: 160-161

Successful language learning is the goal for both students and their teachers in the ESL setting.
However, many teachers are puzzled by a student’s perceived lack of progress, especially if
another student with similar background (in terms of AOA and LOR) seems to be making rapid
progress in acquiring English. SLA research addresses the differences in personality traits which

lead some learners to be more successful than others:
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Successful learners are those who reflect critically on how they engage with
native speakers and who are prepared to challenge the accepted social order
by constructing and asserting social identities of their own choice.

Ellis, 1997: 42

The above sentiment is suggestive of the prevailing ideology of Chapter 1, which cites Gramsci
and Freire and their respective notions of empowerment and critical pedagogy, as well as
implying learner autonomy. In essence, language learners’ ability to construct an identity which
promotes the belief that they have rights and therefore can participate in society is vital in
promoting language acquisition (Ellis, 1997: 42). The notion of the importance of social context

and learner identity can be applied to the student’s relationship with the educational setting.

Studies using corpus linguistic techniques have been useful in providing detailed and accurate
information on how language is used in the classroom (both oral language and in written texts
[O’Keefe & Farr, 2003]). Among the rationale behind the use of corpus linguistic data-analysis
techniques is the potential benefit of providing a foundation for classroom pedagogy which
promotes the most frequently used vocabulary and structures, so that educators can emphasise

the key linguistic routines which are useful to students:

Work in corpus linguistics has led to the increasing recognition that formulas
and routines play an important part in everyday language use by native
speakers... Analysis of second language data produced by classroom learners,
in particular, shows extensive and systematic use of chunks to fulfil
communicative needs in the early stages...Studies of informal learners also
provide some evidence of chunk use.

Mitchell & Myles, 2004: 17-18

Much research suggests that the output of second language learners is systematic (Mitchell &
Myles, 2004: 15-16), which means that ‘interlanguage’ (Selinker, 1972) is systematic and even
errors are patterned. Interlan<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>