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Background to the Study 



Aims 
Do you like Irish?   Always, Sometimes, Never 

 
 Explicit focus on Gaeilge in first wave of 9 year-old 

cohort GUI data 
 
 
 
 Factors that impact on engagement with Gaeilge over 

and above general engagement with schooling 
 
 

 



Language Learning: 
Attitudes and Attainment 

 Attitude: A set of beliefs in relation to target language 
cultures and learner’s own culture (Brown, 2007).  

 Causal relationship?  Does a positive attitude towards 
language learning brings successful learning outcomes 
or if success in language learning engenders positive 
attitudes? (Lightbown & Spada, 2006) 

 High levels of motivation can compensate for 
“considerable deficiencies both in one’s language 
aptitude and learning conditions” (Dörnyei, 1998, 
p.117) 
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Difficult to ascertain…. Given that attitudes and motivation are influenced by other affective factors such as learner intelligence, aptitude, age or personality There is a general consensus that the concept of attitude and motivation is complex (Ellis (1997); Dörnyei, 2000, 2003; Lightbown & Spada, 2006; Skehan 1989). 

2. Definition of attitude
Attitudes can be simply defined as “internal states that influence what learners are likely to do” (Tahaineh & Daana, 2013, p. 164). Stern considered three types of attitudes specific to second language learning: “(a) attitudes towards the community and people who speak the L2; (b) attitudes towards learning the language concerned; (c) attitudes towards languages and language learning in general” (Stern, 1983, pp. 376-377). 
     Brown (2007) simply defines attitudes as a set of beliefs that the learner possesses in relation to the target language culture and also his/her own culture. Gardner and Lambert (1972) postulate that a person’s motivation to learn a language is determined by the learner’s attitudes towards the target language group and also towards the language learning task (Tahaineh & Daana, 2013) and thus considers attitudes as a contributing factor to language motivation in conjunction with several other researchers (Oscamp (1997); Ushioda (1996); Lightbown and Spada (2006)). 

3. Definition of language motivation
Gardner describes language learning motivation as “the extent to which the individual works or strives to learn the language because of a desire to do so and the satisfaction experienced in this activity” (Gardner, 1985b, p. 10). Gardner and Lambert  maintained that language learning motivation differed from other types of learning motivation given that learning a language was not mere study of a subject but entail a willingness “to identify with members of another ethnolinguistic group and to take on very subtle aspects of their behaviour, including their distinctive style of speech and their language” (Gardner & Lambert, 1972, p. 135). This is why L2 motivation theory is not applicable to other school subjects

4. Motivation- High levels of motivation can compensate for “considerable deficiencies both in one’s language aptitude and learning conditions” (Dörnyei, 1998, p.117)
A motivated learner will always strive to do well, and L2 motivation can make up for low language aptitude/ unsatisfactory learning conditions i.e. learner level and learning situation level issues 
A learner who expends effort is not necessarily motivated, whereas a motivated learner will always expend effort (Nunan, 1999)
5. Gardner & Lambert’s seminal work- dichotomy of Integrative Motivation/ Instrumental Motivation
Gardner and Lambert defined  integrative orientation as “reflecting a sincere and personal interest in the people and the culture presented by the other group” (Gardner & Lambert, 1972, p. 132). Integrative motivation can be defined as  the desire to learn a language for one’s own enrichment and cultural development (Lightbown & Spada, 2006); it involves a wish to identify with the target culture and integrate with the speakers of the target language (Tahaineh & Daana, 2013). 

In contrast, an instrumental orientation reflected “the practical values and advantages of learning a new language” (Gardner & Lambert, 1972, p. 135). 
Instrumental motivation refers to language learning for practical or more functional reasons such as securing a job or passing an examination (Crookes & Schmidt, 1991); it is more utilitarian in purpose and represents a desire to achieve a functional goal (Ellis, 1997). It is noted that integrative and instrumental motivation should not been considered as mutually exclusive (Tahaineh & Daana, 2013); a person can be both integratively and instrumentally motivated at the same time thus different types of motivation “should be seen as complimentary rather than as distinct and oppositional” (Ellis, 1997, p. 76).

The effectiveness of integrative versus instrumental motivation classifications have been questioned; for example a person learning a language for travelling abroad is not easily identified as clearly akin to either orientation (Ushioda, 1996). Furthermore the relevance of integrative motivation in its strong form in the context to the context of language learners at school (Ushioda, 1996); As Ellis notes “it is possible that many learners do not have distinct attitudes, positive or negative, towards the target-language group” (Ellis, 1997, p. 76). This can often be the case with foreign language learners who have had little or no exposure to the target language or culture outside the classroom. 

Dörnyei’s framework of L2 motivation 
Three levels- language level, learner level and learning situation level



Findings from McCoy et al. 
(2012) 

Factors impacting on attitude to Gaeilge 
 

 Study child gender 
 Mother’s education 
 Household type 
 Special Educational Need 
 Gender mix of school 
 Language medium of school 

 
 

 



Initial Expectations 

 Would the linguistic or cultural background of the 
child impact on their engagement with Irish? 

 Would the literacy habits of the child impact on 
engagement with Irish? 

 Would teacher’s teaching and assessment style 
impact on engagement? 

 Would the principal’s attitude to Irish in the school 
impact? 

 

 



Data Analysis 



Do you like Irish?   

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 Positively disposed:  74% 

Do you like  Irish? 

Always like it 22.5% 

Sometimes like it 51.5% 

Never like it 26% 
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Excess disengagement with Gaeilge 
compared to other core subjects 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 36% of students have a less favourable attitude to Irish 
compared to School 

 The corresponding Stat. for Maths & Reading are 17% and 9% 
respectively 

Do you 
like  

Irish? 
What do you think 
about school? 

Always Sometimes Never 

Always like it 10%  13%    3% 
Sometimes like it  12%   37%    20% 
Never like it  0.5% 1.5%   3% 
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Statistical Model 
 Ordinal logistic regression with a cumulative logits link function 

(Agresti, 2010). 
 Corrected for general school engagement in order to focus on differences 

in engagement with Irish among otherwise 'similar' students – i.e. . 
include other engagement measures as factors in the model. 

 Looked at a wide selection of predictors at the child, teacher & school 
levels 

 Model building using AIC and LRTs and investigated the possibility of 
two-way interactions among factors. 

 Included random effects at the teacher and school levels to model 
multilevel aspect – this made a considerable difference. 

 Interpretation of random effects as modelling 'latent factors'. 
 Software: Ordinal package (R) & Proc Glimmix (SAS) 



Factors at Child Level 



Factors at Teacher Level 



Factors at School Level 
Region 
 

School gender mix 
 

DEIS status  
 

Patronage  
 

Language medium of 
instruction 
 

Is Irish important to the 
school? 
 

Number of admin staff 
(FTE) 
 

School size 
 

Principals’ job stress & 
satisfaction 

Principals’ assessment 
of teachers’ job 
satisfaction 



Results 



Results: Child level  
Variable Comparison Odds 

Ratio 
Confidence 

Interval 
95% 

Engagement   
School   Sometimes/Always 2.3*** 2.1, 2.6 

Teacher Sometimes/Always 1.6*** 1.4, 1.7 

Reading Sometimes/Always 1.7*** 1.6, 1.9 

Maths Never/Always 1.1 0.9, 1.4 

- girls schools 2.4** 1.5, 3.8 
- resource hours 1.9** 1.2, 3.2 



Variable Comparison Odds 
Ratio 

Confidence 
Interval 

95% 
Multilingualism 

Home language English / +Irish 1.6*** 1.4, 1.8 
English / +Other  0.9 0.8, 1.2 
English / +Irish +Other 0.9 0.6, 1.2 

Literacy engagement 
Reads for pleasure less than weekly / Daily 1.4*** 1.2, 1.7 
Reads with parents No / Yes 1.1** 1.0, 1.2 
Screen-time 3 or more hours / Less 

than 1 
1.3*** 1.2, 1.6 

Special needs 
Resource hours  Yes / No 1.9** 1.5, 2.4 

-never like maths Yes / No 1.9* 1.2, 3.0 
- always like maths Yes / No 1.1 0.9, 1.4 



Variable Comparison Odds 
Ratio 

Confidence 
Interval 

95% 
School characteristics 

School language medium English /Gaelscoil 3.3*** 2.6, 4.2 
English / Gaeltacht 1.9** 1.2, 2.8 

Gender mix (sometimes likes 
maths) 

Boys / Coed 1.2 1.0, 1.5 

Girls / Coed 1.3*  1, 1.6 

Patronage Other / Catholic 1.5*** 1.2, 1.9 
Region Rural / Urban 1.1*  1, 1.3 

Teacher Characteristics 
Multi-class teaching Yes / No 1.2* 1, 1.3 

Results: School level  

NB. No other Teacher level factors were significant. 



Results: Random Effects 
80% interval for Random 

Effects ORs 

Teacher Random Effects* 0.6, 1.6 

School Random Effects *** 0.6, 1.8 

Combined Random Effects 0.5, 2.1 

NB: Random effects stayed significant and with only slightly  
attenuated effect sizes with all predictors included in model. 

 
 



Key Findings and Discussion 



Key Findings 
 74% of students like Gaeilge                                      

always or sometimes 
 
 
 Disproportionate disengagement with Irish 

compared to general engagement, compared with 
Maths and Reading 
 

 What are the relevant factors?   
 Engagement with reading 
 Urban / Rural differences 
 Teacher and School Random Effects 

 



Key Findings 
 74% of students like Gaeilge always or sometimes 

 
 Disproportionate disengagement with Irish 

compared to general engagement, compared with 
Maths and Reading 
 

 What are the relevant factors?   
 Engagement with reading 
 Urban / Rural differences 
 Teacher and School Random Effects 

 



Children’s attitude to Gaeilge 
Twenty-Class Study, Harris and Murtagh, 1999:  

 To investigate primary school language teaching and learning objectives 
(apart from language proficiency)  

     (i) to develop a positive attitude to Irish and speaking Irish 
     (ii) to foster a desire to continue to study the language  
 (iii) to develop an interest in learning other languages  

 Attitude to learning Irish: % agreeing strongly/slightly 
 I really enjoy learning Irish: 48% 
 I love learning Irish: 42% 
 I want to learn as much Irish as possible: 50% 
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Children’s attitude to Gaeilge 
 NCCA Review of Primary 

Curriculum found that the 
introduction of the 1999 curriculum 
for Irish had led to an increase in 
the children’s enjoyment of lessons 
and an increased sense of pride in 
the Irish language. 

  The review also identified some 
problems with language 
production due to an imbalance 
between communicative and 
analytical language activities 

 NCCA (2008) 
 

 
 



Key Findings 
 74% of students like Gaeilge always or sometimes 

 
 Disproportionate disengagement with Irish 

compared to general engagement, compared with 
Maths and Reading 
 

 What are the relevant factors?   
 Engagement with reading 
 Urban / Rural differences 
 Teacher and School Random Effects 

 



Engagement with reading 
 Gaeilge at early primary is largely oral 
YET 
 Engagement with reading impacts engagement with 

Irish 
 Transferable, cross-linguistic skills: metalinguistic 

awareness 
 Common Underlying Proficiency:   Developing 

literacy skills in one language supports literacy skills 
in another language (Cummins and Ó Duibhir, 2012) 
 

 Policy Implication: Valuing languages at primary 
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Key Findings 
 74% of students like Gaeilge always or sometimes 

 
 Disproportionate disengagement with Irish 

compared to general engagement, compared with 
Maths and Reading 
 

 What are the relevant factors?   
 Engagement with reading 
 Urban / Rural differences 
 Teacher and School Random Effects 

 



Urban / Rural Divide 
 Children in urban areas more positively disposed 

towards Irish 
 

 More diverse populations?  
 But no effect of community background 

 Vitality of urban Irish speaking communities?  (Ó 
Broin, 2013) 
 

 Policy Implication: 20-Year Strategy for the Irish 
Language- focus on urban development plans 
(Government of Ireland, 2010) 
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Key Findings 
 74% of students like Gaeilge always or sometimes 

 
 Disproportionate disengagement with Irish 

compared to general engagement, compared with 
Maths and Reading 
 

 What are the relevant factors?   
 Engagement with reading 
 Urban / Rural differences 
 Teacher and School Random Effects 

 



“Irish depends on the 
attitudes, efforts and 

commitment of individual 
schools and teachers in a way 
that other subjects do not.”   

(Harris, 2007, pp.37-38) 
 



“By the same token, changes in 
teachers’ attitudes, motivation, self-

esteem, or professional satisfaction in 
teaching are also of greater 

significance in the case of Irish.”   
(Harris, 2007, pp.37-38) 

 



Motivation & The L2 Classroom 
 

 Framework of L2 motivation                                    
(Dörnyei, 1994):                                                                                      
L2 classroom featured                                                           
as a definitive level  
 

  
 
 
 
 

 

 
 Components of Motivational 

L2 Teaching Practice  
     (Dörnyei, 2010, p.112)  

 
 
 
 

 

 

Creating the 
basic 

motivational 
conditions 

Generating 
initial 

motivation 

Maintaining 
and protecting 

motivation 

Encouraging 
positive 

retrospective 
self-evaluation 
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2. Dornyei & Czisér (1998) offer ten commandments to improve the motivation of language learners in the classroom

1. Set a personal example with your own behaviour.
2. Create a pleasant, relaxed atmosphere in the classroom.
3. Present the tasks properly.
4. Develop a good relationship with the learners.
5. Increase the learner's linguistic self-confidence.
6. Make the language classes interesting.
7. Promote learner autonomy.
8. Personalise the learning process.

Dornyei identifies the components of motivational L2 teaching practice. Working in a cyclical process, it is necessary for the language teacher to
•	create the basic motivational conditions
•	generate initial motivation
•	maintain and protect motivation
•	encourage positive retrospective self-evaluation       (Z. Dörnyei, 2014, p. 112)

9. Increase the learners' goal-orientedness.
10. Familiarise learners with the target language culture.

3. Dornyei identifies the components of motivational L2 teaching practice. Working in a cyclical process, it is necessary for the language teacher to
•	create the basic motivational conditions
•	generate initial motivation
•	maintain and protect motivation
•	encourage positive retrospective self-evaluation       (Z. Dörnyei, 2014, p. 112)

Dornyei discourages the notion of trying to implement too many motivational strategies “to achieve Supermotivator status”(Z. Dörnyei, 2014, p. 111) in favour of the adoption of a few well-chosen strategies that suit both the teacher and the students which will create an overall positive motivational ambiance. 


Murtagh (2007) investigated out-of-school use of Irish, motivation and proficiency of secondary school students in their final year from both immersion-Irish schools and English-medium schools. The student cohort included students taking Higher Level Irish and Ordinary Level Irish in mainstream schools respectively, and students taking Higher Level Irish in immersion schools. 
Having noted a huge discrepancy nationwide between the number of people who claim to speak Irish and the number of people who speak Irish daily, or even weekly, Murtagh establishes that “such low-level use of Irish in daily communication means that real opportunities for mainstream students to practice their Irish skills are limited” (Murtagh, 2007, p. 429). Furthermore, Murtagh believes that the absence of a functional context for most learners of Irish not only limits their opportunities of contact with naturalistic use of the language, but also could impact negatively on instrumental and integrative motivation (Murtagh, 2007).




Teaching Context for Gaeilge 
 The absence of a functional context impacting on language 

use and motivation (Murtagh, 2007). 
 Irish tends to be ‘sealed off’ in English-medium schools 

which makes it “difficult for both teachers and pupils to 
identify an immediate goal or motivation outside school for 
learning to speak the language in the classroom” (Harris, 
2008, p.63) 

 

     
 
 
 
 

 Special role of teacher in teaching students                                   
Irish in English medium schools: “the use of                                    
Irish does not easily extend beyond the Irish                                        
slot without the special effort of the teacher”                             
(Harris, 2008, p.63) 
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Murtagh (2007) investigated out-of-school use of Irish, motivation and proficiency of secondary school students in their final year from both immersion-Irish schools and English-medium schools. The student cohort included students taking Higher Level Irish and Ordinary Level Irish in mainstream schools respectively, and students taking Higher Level Irish in immersion schools. 
Having noted a huge discrepancy nationwide between the number of people who claim to speak Irish and the number of people who speak Irish daily, or even weekly, Murtagh establishes that “such low-level use of Irish in daily communication means that real opportunities for mainstream students to practice their Irish skills are limited” (Murtagh, 2007, p. 429). Furthermore, Murtagh believes that the absence of a functional context for most learners of Irish not only limits their opportunities of contact with naturalistic use of the language, but also could impact negatively on instrumental and integrative motivation (Murtagh, 2007).


Harris argues that a reduction in teaching hours of Irish under the 1999 curriculum is a factor in the decline in student achievement; particularly so because “the use of Irish does not easily extend beyond the Irish slot without the special effort of the teacher” (Harris, 2008, p.63). Harris also acknowledges the special role teachers assume in teaching students Irish in English-medium schools in particular:
“Through no fault of schools or teachers, Irish tends to be relatively ‘sealed off’ within ordinary schools compared to other subjects. Pupils have little or no interactive contact with the spoken language outside school. This makes it difficult for both teachers and pupils to identify an immediate goal or motivation outside school for learning to speak the language in the classroom. Even within schools, it is very easy for Irish to become sealed off within the Irish slot in ways that other subjects, such as English reading or mathematics, do not”. (Harris, 2008, p.63)

Fleming & Debski argue that students attending English-medium schools need to be shown that Irish can be spoken as as a modern language of communication, and should be encouraged to progress from tokenistic use of the language to meaningful and frequent use of Irish. If English-medium school children had opportunities to use the Irish language inside and outside school and thus use the language in social domains “it would give relevance to the language in their eyes” (Fleming & Debski, 2007, p. 99). Furthermore it is recommended that healthy attitudes towards Irish displayed by schoolchildren should be nurtured. 



Teacher Attitudes to Gaeilge 
  Comparison of data from 1985 and 

2002, Harris 2006 
 Satisfaction derived from teaching 

Irish:  
 Satisfied: 80% - 55%: down 35% 
 Dissatisfied: 9% - 25%: up 16% 

 What factors most affect teacher’s 
emphasis on Irish? 
 Teacher’s own outlook on Irish: 46% to 30%: 

down 16% 
 Official policy: 14% - 28%: up 14% 
 School policy: 7% - 13%: up 6% 

 76.6% of teachers said Irish 
proficiency declined in schools 
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Student Teacher Attitudes to Gaeilge 
 

 Majority of student teachers showed positive attitude to 
Gaeilge (Ó Laoire, 2007) 

 This is in line with previous research - CILAR 1975, Ó 
Riagáin & Ó  Gliasáin, 1983, 1993. 

 However, this appears to be a:  
 

“Passive stance rather than proactive attitude” 
p.181 Ó Laoire, 2007 
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Classroom Practice for Gaeilge 
 The Chief Inspector’s Report 2010-12: 
     Teaching of Irish in primary schools-
findings notably less positive than for 
English or Mathematics 
  Standard of Irish of teaching 

unsatisfactory in one fifth of lessons 
 Quality of learning unsatisfactorily in 

almost one quarter of lessons 

 
 
 
 
 

 Recommendations: (i) use of a more 
communicative approach, (ii) use of 
Irish throughout the school, rich 
language input by teachers, and 
improved assessment of the subject 
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The Chief Inspectors Report 2010-12 compiled by Harold Hislop (Chief Inspector of the school inspectorate) was published by the Department of Education in Autumn 2013. Its findings in relation to the teaching of Irish in primary schools and post-primary schools featured heavily in the media.  In the case of primary schools, the inspectors’ findings in relation to Irish were notably less positive than those for English or Mathematics; the standard of Irish teaching was unsatisfactory in one fifth of the lessons observed and the quality of learning was unsatisfactory in almost one quarter of the lessons observed (2013). Recommendations from the inspectorate include a change of teaching approach, use of a more communicative approach, use of Irish throughout the school, rich language input by teachers, and improved assessment of the subject.



Teacher cognition and 
identity 

 “What teachers think, know, believe and do” (Borg, 
2003, p.81) 
 

 “Complex interplay between the personal and the 
professional in teachers’ life-worlds” (Devine et al, 
2013, p. 103) 
 

 Possible to impact on beliefs and so practice at pre-
service and in-service (Borg, 2011) 
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 1. Dympna Devine , Declan Fahie & Deirdre McGillicuddy (2013) What is good teaching? Teacher beliefs and practices about their teaching, Irish Educational Studies, 32:1, 83-108, DOI: 10.1080/03323315.2013.773228

Pg.84-85 details teacher beliefs
Pg.104 “International evidence of the complex interplay between the personal and the
professional in teachers’ life-worlds (e.g. Day 2007; James and Pollard 2011) is borne
out in our research. Similarly our findings in relation to teachers in Ireland reiterate
Fives and Buehl’s (2011, 472) assertion of the centrality of teacher beliefs (related to
self, context, knowledge, pedagogy and students) to practise in classrooms.

Study highlights points that make a ‘good’ teacher….. 1. Passion for teaching and learning
2. 	Social and moral dimension
3. 	Reflective practitioner
4. 	Effective planning and management of learning
5. 	Love for children

2. Mary O'Sullivan , Ann MacPhail & Deborah Tannehill (2009) A career in teaching:
decisions of the heart rather than the head, Irish Educational Studies, 28:2, 177-191, DOI:
10.1080/03323310902884227

Mainly about the teaching of PE but intro has a couple of points…

“There is a growing body of research and scholarship highlighting the importance of
teachers and teaching to children’s learning and life opportunities (Bransford,
Darling-Hammond and P. Page 2005). A case is made that teachers have a stronger
influence on what students learn than factors such as class size and composition”
(Sanders and Rivers 1996). 




Key Findings 
 Some improvements 

 
 Very definite challenges 

 
 Areas to focus: literacy and the teacher 

 



Policy implications 
 Focus on teacher attitude and cognition 
 20 year Strategy:  

 CPD 
 Revised initial teacher education programmes: 

 Revised entry requirements 
 Changing gaeltacht requirement 

 Teachers and schools 
 National centre for Irish-medium teacher professional 

development 
 Supporting pre-school (naoinrai) 
 Short cycle and on-line CPD options 

 



Comparison to Wales 

 The recent Welsh language revival has been attributed to two main 
factors:  
 Welsh being made a compulsory language in schools 
 The availability of Welsh language television 

 The demand for education and services to be available through Welsh 
came from community, not government policy – link to Welsh identity 

 
 



Comparison to Wales 
"You can have as much legislation as you want, you 

can have as much policy as you want but unless 
you get in amongst the people and persuade them 
that the language is useful to them, there's no 
hope, I think."  

           Meirion Prys Jones 
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