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Summary

The aim of the present study is to investigate the acquisition of Irish by sixth-class pupils in
all-Irish primary schools, with a particular focus on the features of their spoken Irish.
Although there is a long historical precedent for Irish-medium education, the instructional
strategies employed are similar to those in immersion settings throughout the world that seek
to maximise contact with the second language (L2).

Chapter 1 presents a brief overview of the current state of the Irish language and its
historical role in the education system since the foundation of the Irish Free State in 1922.
While early State policies in relation to Irish-medium education were successful in many
respects, the general public resented its compulsory nature and the number of Irish-medium
schools declined in the 1950°s and 1960°s. The growth of a ‘bottom-up’ movement during the
1970’s that led to the establishment of new all-Irish schools is described and the critical
features of these schools are delineated. The role of these schools in the revitalisation of Irish
is also explored.

Chapter 2 reviews the literature on L2 learning theories from a number of
perspectives: the influence of previously acquired languages on the pupils’ L2, the manner in
which L2 input is processed by pupils, the negotiation of form and meaning in peer-peer
interaction, L2 learning from a sociocultural perspective, and the sociolinguistic context in
which the L2 is acquired in immersion education. The potential of interlanguage corpora to
provide insights into the underlying mental representations and developmental processes that
influence L2 production is examined. Research on L2 development in immersion programmes
generally and on the acquisition of Irish as a second language is also scrutinised. Specific
features of Irish that may present difficulties for immersion pupils are identified.

Chapter 3 describes the main elements of the mixed-method’s approach adopted for
the study, the main element of which was the compilation and analysis of a 35,000-word
corpus of pupils’ speech. Samples of the spoken Irish of eighty 11-12 year old sixth-class
pupils from nine Irish immersion primary schools throughout the country, as well as from
pupils in two Gaeltacht schools, were obtained. Evidence in relation to factors that influence
pupils’ Irish was obtained by means of stimulated recall sessions, pupil questionnaires and

teacher interviews.



Chapters 4 and 5 describe the detailed analysis of the pupils’ corpus using
WordSmith wordlist and concordance tools. Examination of the corpus revealed that the most
common features of Irish that had not yet been mastered by immersion pupils were use of the
copula and the syntax associated with the verbal noun. The incidence of code-mixing and the
mapping of English syntax onto Irish in the corpus were also established. Other aspects of
Irish language use, such as the most frequent words used, were also compared across
immersion and Gaeltacht schools.

Chapter 6 describes the stimulated recall process that gave pupils an opportunity to
reflect on their use of Irish by viewing video extracts of their participation in the collaborative
task. Results show that pupils do not critically monitor their spoken output when speaking
with their peers, acquire inaccurate forms embedded in their peers’ output, and gradually
consolidate these errors in their linguistic repertoire through habitual use.

Chapter 7 describes the results of the Attitude/Motivation Test Battery administered
to 172 pupils in eight all-Irish schools. While pupils have very positive attitudes and
motivation in relation to Irish, and identify with native speakers, these affective factors are not
strong enough to motivate pupils to approximate to native-speaker norms.

Chapter 8 gives an account of the analysis of interviews with five sixth-class teachers
and seven principals in all-Irish schools. The analysis reveals that all schools have strategies
and policies in place to deal with pupils’ inaccurate oral production, and that while teachers
would like their pupils to be more accurate, remedial practices have had limited success.

Chapter 9 summarises the thesis and sets out the main findings. It outlines the
implications for Irish immersion schools and for immersion education more generally.
Recommendations are made for future research, and for changes in pedagogic practice, based

on the results of the study.
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Introduction

Background to study

The education system was given a central role in the Irish Free State’s Irish language
revitalization policy when it was founded in 1922. One of the key policy initiatives at that time
was to introduce Irish-medium education wherever there were teachers qualified and
competent to teach through the medium of Irish. This early policy initiative has resulted in a
long tradition of Irish-medium education in Ireland. There have been periods of growth and
decline in the number of schools teaching through the medium of Irish during the intervening
years. The last 35 years however, has seen a period of sustained growth in the number of all-
Irish' schools driven in the main by parental demand this time rather than by state initiative.
This all-Irish school movement is viewed by many as one of the most positive enterprises in
language promotion in the history of the State (Council of Europe, 2008; Mac Murchaidh,
2008). Despite all this, there is very little in the way of objective evidence about the
proficiency in Irish of the pupils that participate in these programmes.

The research data that is available from a number of studies by Harris (1984) and
Harris et al. (2006) on all-Irish primary school pupils are very positive regarding the impact of
immersion. These studies indicate that all-Irish pupils significantly outperform their peers in
English-medium schools in terms of their ability in Irish. Systematic investigation of
immersion pupils’ Irish and the extent to which it approaches native-speaker norms has been
limited. Concern has been expressed from time to time about the grammatical accuracy of
pupils’ spoken Irish (NCCA, 2006; H. O Murchu, 2001). It has been suggested that pupils
speak a school dialect which is closer to English than Irish in syntactic terms (Nic Phaidin,
2003). The evidence is largely anecdotal however, and it is not known to what extent the
features of the pupils’ Irish are linked to immersion specifically or to the nature of the larger
sociolinguistic context within which schools operate. Notwithstanding the issue of

grammatical accuracy, there is evidence that immersion pupils achieve high levels of

" The term ‘all-Irish school’ is favoured throughout this report over ‘Irish immersion school’ or ‘Irish-medium
school’ as this is the term in common use since the 1970’s to denote ‘scoil 1an-Ghaeilge’. These all-Irish schools
are similar to immersion centres as opposed to dual-track schools elsewhere. All subjects apart from English are
taught through the medium of Irish, hence the term ‘all-Irish school’. The term Gaelscoil, meaning ‘Irish school’
has latterly become popular also.



competence in Irish by the end of their post-primary education (Murtagh, 2006) having
participated in up to 14 years of an immersion programme.

While one kind of Irish-medium school has been implicitly referred to so far, in reality
it i1s necessary to distinguish between two types of Irish-medium school, Gaeltacht (Irish-
speaking area) schools and the all-Irish schools already mentioned, outside the Gaeltacht.
Gaeltacht schools are located in Irish-speaking areas where Irish is the community language.
These areas are mainly located along the western and south-western sea-board. All-Irish
schools are located outside the Gaeltacht areas and the vast majority of pupils are monolingual
English speakers when they start school. The programme provided can be described as early
immersion, where the pupils are immersed in Irish, their second language (L2), from their first
day in school. It is pupils in this latter type of Irish-medium school outside the Gaeltacht that
are the principal focus of the present study. English dominates the lives of these pupils and
their contact with Irish is largely confined to the school. Their sociolinguistic background is
similar in many aspects to that of French immersion pupils in Canada or to Gaelic immersion
pupils in Scotland.

A number of comprehensive studies of the Gaeltacht in Ireland have shown that these
areas are becoming increasingly bilingual and that the number of native Irish-speaking
children in Gaeltacht schools has declined (Mac Donnacha, Ni Chualain, Ni Shéaghdha, & Ni
Mhainin, 2005). There are also fewer families in Gaeltacht areas transmitting the language to
the next generation (O Giollagain, Mac Donnacha, Ni Chualin, Ni Shéaghdha, & O’Brien,
2007; O hlfearnain, 2007; Romaine, 2008). The potential language revitalization role played
by all-Irish schools is all the more critical in the light of this lack of transmission. This critical
revitalization role of all-Irish schools distinguishes them from many other immersion
programmes where the language of instruction is a widely spoken world language such as
English, French, Spanish or Mandarin. The Irish immersion context may be more comparable
to the situation pertaining to Gaelic in Scotland or Welsh in Wales. It is in a stronger position
however, than Maori in New Zealand (May & Hill, 2005) or the aboriginal language
immersion programmes of First Nations in Canada, where there are less than 10,000 speakers
of the majority of the languages (M. Richards & Burnaby, 2008). If a French immersion pupil
in Ontario fails to acquire target-like features of French from a French immersion programme,
the future vitality of the French language is unlikely to be under threat. That pupil also has

access to large Francophone populations in other parts of Canada in which they can immerse



themselves in the language should they so wish. The future vitality of the Irish language is
more dependent however, on the quality of all-Irish pupils’ Irish.

O Riagain (1997) points out that, the education system in general and the immersion
schools in particular need to produce substantial numbers of competent bilinguals to
compensate for the insufficient rate of intergenerational transmission. Producing competent
bilinguals does not guarantee language revitalisation however (Baker, 2001, 2002), and
experience over the last 80 years in Ireland bears this out where a language learned in a
classroom has: ‘not led to its spoken use in everyday life, nor its intergenerational
transmission’ (Romaine, 2006, p. 456). There is some evidence however, that all-Irish schools
are successful: ‘in introducing students to Irish language-speaking networks that facilitate
maintenance and use of Irish after they leave school’ (Murtagh, 2007, p. 450). The fact that
all-Irish schools are producing increasing numbers of competent bilinguals gives them a
central role in the revitalization of Irish (Harris, 2007; Murtagh, 2003; Shannon, 1999). An
important issue arising from this is the extent to which the Irish language skills acquired by
these pupils prepare them for participation in the Irish-language speech community (O Laoire,
2000, 2004). The greater the level of competence that pupils have in speaking Irish the greater
the likelihood that they will participate in Irish-speaking networks in the future (O Riagain,
Williams, & Vila i Moreno, 2007). For those that go on to participate in Irish-speaking
networks and to set up Irish-speaking families, achieving a high standard of Irish is critical
because these speakers have the potential to influence the evolving character of the language.
Their opportunities to improve that quality are diminishing however, due to the decline in the
number of native speakers referred to above. This in turn places a heavier burden on schools.
Evidence from other immersion programmes, discussed below, suggests that immersion
schools tend to produce speakers who speak a ‘school code’ that deviates from native-speaker
norms. If this is the case in Ireland, it is likely that the variety of Irish spoken by these new
speakers will be different from traditional speakers of the language and the authenticity of this
variety will be contested unless it replaces the traditional variety in the future (Romaine,
2006).

The overall aim of the present study is to examine the proficiency in Irish of 6™ class
pupils in all-Irish schools in their eighth and final year of a primary school immersion
programme. Its structure and scope were determined by a number of factors — the unique role

of all-Irish schools in the revival of the Irish language, the lack of clarity about whether the



variety of language spoken by all-Irish pupils is possibly a result of unique aspects of the
immersion acquisition context or, in part, due to the nature of the local sociolinguistic context
in which all-Irish schools operate. The study adopts a broad-based approach, examining both
the variety of Irish spoken by the pupils and the extent to which it deviates from native-
speaker norms, establishing the extent to which pupils are aware of and attempt to acquire a
native-like variety and the extent to which issues of identity and motivation are involved.

The anecdotal evidence indicates that the Irish spoken by all-Irish school pupils
contains non-target like features. If this were correct, a comprehensive analysis of the pupils’
Irish would help to inform teachers of precisely which features are not being mastered after
eight years of immersion. There are many factors that potentially contribute to a lack of
grammatical accuracy in a pupil’s speech; including the nature of the immediate immersion
context, the pupils’ attitude and motivation to learn Irish, their lack of exposure to Irish
outside the school and the pedagogical approach adopted in schools. In order to gain insights
into these issues the present study sets out to compile a corpus of all-Irish pupils’ speech and
to analyse it. A collaborative task, that involved groups of pupils working outside an
instructional context, was designed to facilitate the compilation of a substantial corpus of
pupils’ speech. During a subsequent showing of a video-recording of the group interaction to
the pupils, they were given an opportunity to express their own opinions and insights into their
proficiency in and their use of Irish in a naturalistic context. The attitudes and motivation of
pupils to learning and speaking Irish, including proficiency, were gathered by means of a
questionnaire. Finally, 6™ class teachers and principals were interviewed to ascertain their
views of the pupils’ Irish and the nature of the proficiency typically achieved by them, and the

instructional strategies that teachers adopt in class.

Outline of study

The dissertation is set out in nine chapters. The remainder of this introductory chapter
presents a brief overview of the current state of the Irish language in order to place the study in
context. The role of the Irish language in education since the foundation of the Irish Free State
in 1922 is then examined. An account of early State polices in relation to the language is given
and the success of these policies is assessed. Particular attention is paid to the role of all-Irish

schooling during this period. This is followed by a description of the growth of a new grass



root’s movement during the 1970’s that saw an interest in all-Irish schools that has continued
unabated to this day.

The field of second language acquisition research is wide-ranging and quite diverse. It
covers areas such as language learning in naturalistic contexts and in instructional contexts. As
it was beyond the scope of the present study to review all of this literature, a number of
theoretical perspectives on second language learning that have particular relevance for
language learning in immersion programmes, and those that might be relevant to the unique
situation in Ireland, are presented in Chapter 2. The theories that underlie that research have
been influenced by a variety of perspectives and approaches. Among those are Universal
Grammar, socio-cultural, sociolinguistic, cognitive, and interactionist approaches to second
language learning.

Chapter 3 describes the design and methodology of the study, indicating the selection
of schools for participation in the study and the instruments used for data gathering. The pilot
phase of the study conducted in five schools is described with particular emphasis on the
development of a collaborative pupil task that was central to the study. This collaborative task
was designed to gather speech samples from 65 of the pupils and this provided a corpus for
analysis. In order to gain a greater understanding of the features of the pupils’ language, the
opinions and insights of the pupils in relation to learning Irish and to their proficiency in Irish
were gathered. This was done through an Attitude/Motivation Test Battery and through a
stimulated recall activity. As it was beyond the scope of the study to include classroom
observations, teachers were interviewed to seek their views and an account of their practices in
relation to their pupils’ proficiency in Irish.

Chapters 4 and 5 examine the corpus of pupils’ spoken Irish from different
perspectives. Chapter 4 presents the analysis of the corpus compiled from the speech samples
gathered in nine all-Irish schools. It is the first corpus of its type for Irish in the primary
school. As there is no standard oral corpus of Irish available for adults or for children it was
also necessary to compile a second corpus of native speaker (Gaeltacht) pupils for
comparative purposes. The most common words used by pupils in each school-type are
identified. The corpus is also analysed for the presence of grammatical errors. This is followed
by an account of the pupils’ code-mixing and code-switching behaviour.

The analysis in continued in Chapter 5 with the focus on the syntactic and lexical

features of the pupils’ Irish. Issues such as the pupils’ use of the copula and of the substantive



verb in Irish are examined in detail, together with the morphology of the most common verbs
used. Instances of indirect speech forms, the use of prepositional pronouns, interrogative
pronouns and numbers are then examined. The mapping of English syntax onto Irish is also
considered. The chapter concludes with a brief discussion of the findings and their
implications for pedagogy.

Chapter 6 gives an account of the pupils’ opinions and insights into their language
performance. It outlines the ‘stimulated recall’ activity where 65 pupils were shown selected
excerpts from a video-recording of their interaction while they were engaged in a collaborative
task. The excerpts selected contained non-target features of Irish. Each group viewed the
excerpts a number of times and were given an opportunity to assess their own proficiency in
Irish, to identify what expressions and forms they saw as ‘mistakes’ and to establish to what
extent they were capable, on reflection, of self-correction. The features that the pupils
corrected and those that went unnoticed are discussed as they give insights into their
underlying competence in Irish. Errors that could be corrected with prompting and pupils’
views on code-mixing are also described. The insights gained through this activity will help to
inform effective instructional strategies that seek to enable all-Irish school pupils to emulate
native-speaker competence.

Chapter 7 describes the analysis of the pupils’ responses to the Attitude/Motivation
Test Battery (AMTB) that was administered to 172 pupils in the study. The purpose of the
AMTB is to provide background information about the nature and strength of pupils’ attitude
and motivation towards Irish, since positive attitudes can help to support and maintain the
motivation to learn Irish over the long period required to attain mastery in that language. A
modified and adapted AMTB was used in the present study. Individual items of particular
interest to the present study are reported and analysed in greater detail. These areas include the
pupils’ integrative motivation to learn Irish, the support they receive from their parents, their
perceptions of their ability in Irish, their long-term goal in terms of the degree to which they
aspire to native-speaker norms and the level of grammatical accuracy desired. There were
write-in items that allowed the pupils to express views about learning Irish in their own words.

Chapter 8 describes the interviews conducted with 6™ class teachers and principal
teachers to establish their views about the features of the pupils’ Irish. These interviews give
insights into the teachers’ efforts and strategies as they try to improve their pupils’ proficiency

in Irish. They provide an opportunity to explore how teachers deal with the non-target like



features of their pupils’ Irish and the extent to which they implement best practice in their
classes. The professional development needs of teachers in relation to improving their pupils’
Irish are also discussed together with the overall implications for their views on pedagogy.

The thesis concludes in Chapter 9 with a summary of the design of the study and its
results. The conclusions of the individual chapters are drawn together and are related to
emerging issues pertinent to the Irish language, all-Irish immersion and the study of language
learning in immersion- and second-language classrooms. The limitations of the study are also
outlined. The findings are assessed and their implications for pedagogy in all-Irish schools are

outlined. Areas for further research are also delineated.



Chapter 1: Irish-medium education in Ireland

1.1. The Irish language in education

This chapter will place the study in a broader historical, linguistic and educational
context. The first section outlines the role that the education system played in the language
revitalization efforts from the foundation of the Irish Free State in 1922 to the early 70’s.
The all-Irish schools established between 1922 and 1972 were for the most part the
outcome of an explicit State policy, unlike the all-Irish schools that were established since
then and which have arisen from parental demand. This new generation of schools is
described in section 1.2. This is followed in section 1.3 by an analysis of the sociolinguistic
context in which all-Irish schools operate and the manner in which this influences pupil
achievement in Irish.

The Irish language has been in decline since the early seventeenth century. The
language revivalists of the late nineteenth century tended to over-simplify the causes of this
decline and blamed ‘Daniel O’Connell, the Catholic clergy and the National schools’ for
the decline (Wall, 1969, p. 81). To place a disproportionate blame on these three factors is
to overlook the fact that by 1800, the Irish language no longer had a role in political,
judicial and civil service business and had ceased to be the language of those who were
successful in life or who aspired to be successful (Wall, 1969). The majority of Irish
language speakers were relatively poor rural dwellers and the ravages of famine and
emigration hit this section of the population particularly hard reducing the number of Irish
speakers significantly (O Tuathaigh, 2008; Wall, 1969).

There is no doubt that the National schools contributed to the decline of the Irish
language, as no Irish was taught in the schools when the National school system was
established in Ireland in 1831, not even in the Gaeltacht, the areas of the country where
Irish was the only language of the people (Coolahan, 1973; H. O Murchu, 2008; O Riagdin,
1997). This represented a negation of the identity of Irish speakers (Marti, 2005). Education
policy relating to Irish in this era was consistent with the more fundamental British policy,
to use the schools to spread the use of the English language by prohibiting the use of the

vernacular language in schools (Coolahan, 1981). It is important not to overstate the role of



the National schools in the decline of Irish and to ignore the fundamental language-shift
that was already underway before 1831.

The language revival movement in the final quarter of the nineteenth century
attempted to stem the tide of decline (O Tuathaigh, 2008). The Society for the Preservation
of the Irish Language founded in 1876, led a campaign to improve this situation in the
National schools and as a result the teaching of Irish as an additional subject after school to
5" and 6™ classes was permitted in 1878 (Hindley, 1990; O Buachalla, 1984; O
hUallachain, 1978; H. O Murcha, 2003; M. O Murcha, 2001). The founding of Conradh na
Gaeilge (The Gaelic League) in 1893 saw renewed efforts for further progress in this area.
The campaign achieved some success in 1904 when the Commissioners for National
Education were persuaded to allow the introduction of a bilingual programme in areas
where Irish was spoken (O hUallachain, 1978; O Riagain, 1997).

When the Irish Free State gained independence from Great Britain in 1922 the Irish
language was seen as critical to the new state’s identity. In order to build a new nation the
language of the coloniser, English, was to be replaced with the local vernacular, Irish
(Romaine, 2008). The National schools were identified by the newly independent Irish
Government as central to its policy of reversing the language shift from English back to
Irish (Coady & O Laoire, 2002; Kelly, 2002; O Laoire, 2008; O Riagain, 2007). Early in
1922 the Irish Free State Government announced that Irish would be taught and used as the
medium of instruction for at least one hour per day where there were teachers with
sufficient Irish to implement this policy (Macnamara, 1966; National Programme
Conference, 1922). The government also decided, arising from the National Programme
Conference which was organised by the Irish National Teachers Organisation (INTO) in
1921, that Irish should be the sole medium of instruction in infant classes (Coolahan, 1973;
Mac Aogain, 1995; O'Connell, 1969; O hUallachéin, 1978). Irish was to be a compulsory
requirement for matriculation, for entry to university and for many jobs in the public sector
(Baker, 2002; 0O Tuathaigh, 2008).

The emphasis was placed on infant classes initially due to a lack of native-speaker
teachers or others with near native-speaker ability (National Programme Conference, 1922).
The result of this was that only the infant programme was to be taught entirely through
Irish. Irish was to replace English in other classes over time as more teachers became

fluent. The conference was influenced by the ideas of the Rev. Timothy Corcoran,



Professor of Education at University College, Dublin (Coolahan, 1973, 1981; O Laoire,
2000) who believed that the language shift of the 17™ and 18" centuries from Irish to
English was brought about mainly through the schools. Corcoran maintained that by totally
immersing children in Irish from an early age it would be possible for them to reverse this
language shift and to achieve native-speaker competence thus restoring the native language
(Corcoran, 1925). This was quite a revolutionary policy even by the standards of the most
advanced linguistic theories of the time (O Riain, 1994) and represented a complete
reversal of the policy of the National Schools of 1831 (O Buachalla, 1984). O’Connell
(1969) reports that there was some unease with this policy among INTO members at the
National Conference but that they acquiesced for the sake of reaching agreement. The
evidence from An Claidheamh Soluis, a contemporary Irish language newspaper, was that
there was overwhelming support for the initiative from teachers even though it placed a
heavier burden on them (Ui Chollatain, 2004).

The extra burden on teachers appears to have been too heavy for some to bear and
led to calls for a second national programme conference, convened in 1925. While some
parents expressed concerns at the time of the first programme conference, these concerns
were ignored:‘[A]n early move to take account of the wishes of parents in the matter was
quietly discontinued’ (O Riagéin, 1997, p. 15). Other groups of parents indicated their
support for education through Irish for their children when the review of that programme
started in 1925 (Ui Chollatain, 2004). The conference yielded to the representations made
by teachers and decided to allow English to be used prior to 10.30 a.m. (Coolahan, 1973).
As the report of the second conference stated: ‘The work in the infants classes between the
hours of 10.30 and 2 o’clock is to be entirely in Irish where the teachers are sufficiently
qualified” (National Programme Conference, 1926, p. 22). The reference to teachers’
qualifications is important because many teachers did not in fact have sufficient
competency in Irish to teach Irish as a subject or to teach other subjects through the
medium of Irish. At the time of the report of the second national programme conference in
1926 there were 13,000 national schoolteachers in total in the National schools. 3,414
(26%) of them held Ordinary Certificates in Irish, 2,197 (17%) held Bilingual Certificates
and 589 had an Ardteastas (Higher) Certificate. The remaining 7,390 (57%) teachers had
no qualification in Irish (Coolahan, 1973). By 1935 only 20% of teachers had no

qualification in Irish (Coolahan, 1973). One can imagine the difficulties in implementing
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the programme for schools where so many teachers lacked the basic competency in the
language. Even where teachers possessed an Ordinary or Bilingual Certificate it did not
guarantee sufficient competency. O’Connell (1969) believed that much damage was done
to the progress of Irish in schools because the authorities deemed a bilingual certificate
sufficient to teach through the medium of Irish. One of the steps taken to improve teachers’
competency in Irish was to establish six Irish-speaking residential preparatory colleges in
Irish-speaking areas, the first four of which opened in 1926 (Coolahan, 1973). Places were
reserved in these colleges for pupils that scored highly in oral Irish tests and for pupils who
were native speakers of Irish.

Despite the unease of teachers, parents and some TDs (parliamentary deputies)
during this period (Kelly, 2002), Tomas O Deirg, the Minister for Education from 1932-
1948 (with the exception of 1939-40 when Eamonn de Valera held the position) (Ferriter,
2007), reiterated the state’s policy in relation to Irish through the Revised programme of
primary instruction 1934. He took the position that the schools should bear the major
responsibility for the revival of the Irish language (Coolahan, 1981). Due to frustration with
the progress being made in the use of Irish as the medium of instruction prior to this, O
Deirg’s programme reverted to the 1922 position of Irish only in the infant classes while
lightening the load in other curricular areas (Coolahan, 1981; Department of Education,
1934; Kelly, 2002). The policy in relation to the infant classes has been considered very
successful in achieving proficiency in Irish as these classes were taught predominantly
through the medium of Irish from 1922-1960 (O hUallachain, 1978; O Riain, 1994).

Although the government did not succeed in replacing English instruction with Irish
in the other more senior classes in all schools, by 1936/37 there were 288 schools outside
the Gaeltacht teaching through Irish. There were a further 2,032 schools where Irish was
the sole medium of instruction in certain standards (An Roinn Oideachais/The Department
of Education, 1937). As a result of O Deirg’s revised programme, the number of schools
teaching through Irish grew to 704 (Gaeltacht and outside of Gaeltacht) in 1939 that was
the highest number it reached. That number had decreased to 523 by 1951 (Coolahan,
1981). Mac Aogain (1995) maintains that the schools achieved excellent results in language
proficiency by today’s standards due in part to the dedication of teachers and parents

towards the national policy which was viewed as essential for the identity of the state.
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Notwithstanding the expansion of Irish language teaching led by the Government,
there was continual criticism of the State’s policy in relation to teaching through Irish
particularly from the Irish National Teachers Organisation (INTO). A motion was passed at
the INTO congress of 1936 to establish a committee of enquiry into the use of Irish as a
teaching medium to children whose home language was English (Irish National Teachers'
Organisation, 1941). One of the findings of that committee, which reported in 1941, was
that 39.5% of teachers surveyed were in favour of the ‘all Irish’ policy in infant classes for
the sake of the revival of Irish, whereas 60.5% were in favour of the use of both English
and Irish in infant classes. The recommendations of the committee were ignored however
(Coolahan, 1981). There was criticism from parents also: ‘parents ... were wont to say,
however groundless the charge, that nothing except Irish was being taught in the schools’
(O'Connell, 1969, p. 365). O’Connell (1969) reported that many children did not like Irish
which he felt was mainly due to the lack of ability and training of teachers to teach through
the medium of Irish. These criticisms fed into the growing public protest against what
became known as ‘Compulsory Irish’ (O'Connell, 1969, p. 360). The policy of teaching all
infants classes through Irish was revisited in 1960 with the issuing of Circular 11/60 which
stated that schools were no longer required to teach all subjects through Irish (Ni
Fhearghusa 1998).

There was a dramatic decline in the number of schools teaching through Irish from
the high point in 1939 to the 1970s’ (Ni Fhearghusa 1998). By 1972 there were only 10 all-
Irish schools outside the Gaeltacht. Many reasons have been cited for the decline in the
number of all-Irish schools and O Riain (1994) gives the following:

e the closure of the preparatory colleges which provided candidates for the training;

e colleges with a good standard of Irish;

e the ending of compulsory Irish in infant classes;

e the Macnamara (1966) report which claimed to show that teaching through Irish
was having a detrimental effect on the pupils’ achievement in English and
Mathematics the Primary School Curriculum of 1971;

o the ending of the practice of educating trainee teachers through Irish in the training

colleges in the 60s.
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Although the Irish language policy in schools was on the surface very successful
from 1922 to the 1940s’, the revitalization policy was not pursued with the same vigour in
other domains. As Ferriter stated: ‘The real obstacle to the Irish-language policy was the
failure of adults to make the language a part of their daily lives’ (2004, p. 351). While the
domain of the school is important for language maintenance (Myers-Scotton, 2006),
schools can not revive a language without support in other domains (Baker, 2001, 2002;
Fishman, 1991; Marti, 2005). They can be overburdened with the implementation of state
language policy (Ferguson, 2006), and this does appear to have been particularly the case in
Ireland. The schools produced Irish speakers whose opportunities to use the language
outside the domain of the school were limited. Enabling children to acquire competence in
a language, particularly a minority language, does not guarantee that they will choose to
speak it in adult life (O Riagain et al., 2007). May (2001) maintains that without links to a
native speaker community, schools may not be able to revive a language that is in decline.
A similar sentiment was expressed by O Riagain (1997): ‘neither the school nor the
community can satisfactorily replace the home as an effective agency in language
reproduction’ (1997, p. 133). The architects of the State’s Irish language policy in 1922
would probably have been very disappointed with the results achieved 50 years later in
1972. They acted most vigorously in the domain in which they had the greatest capacity to
influence the use of Irish. The policy may have been more successful if it had been

supported by systematic research (O Buachalla, 1984).

1.2. All-Irish schools since the 1970’s

The belief grew among the majority of the population during the 1960’s and 70’s
that educating pupils through Irish was detrimental to their English language skills
(Cummins, 1978). These views were influenced by the Macnamara (1966) study of 1,000
primary pupils at the time in which it was claimed that the competence in Irish gained by
pupils that were taught through the medium of Irish, was being achieved at a cost to
English language skills. Despite many people’s misgivings in relation to all-Irish schooling
in the 1970s’ not all parents were averse to them. Cummins’s (1977b) critique of
Macnamara’s findings helped to assuage many parents’ fears in this regard (Baker &
Hornberger, 2001). Some parents were unhappy with the standard of Irish in English-

medium schools and the change in State policy towards the Irish language in the education
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system (H. O Murchii, 2008). They wanted to ensure that their children would achieve a
reasonable competence in Irish (National Forum for Early Childhood Education Secretariat,
1998). This led to the establishment of parent-led naionrai (Irish-medium pre-schools)
(Mhic Mhathtina, 1993) and gaelscoileanna (all-Irish schools) (H. O Murchi, 2001). In
many cases it was the success of the naionra in a community that led to parent demand for
the establishment of an all-Irish primary school. This new generation of all-Irish schools
represented a new direction in Irish language education (Ni Mhurchu, 1995; H. O Murchu,
2003). The schools resulted from the wishes and desires of parents rather than from State
policies (Department of Education, 1998; Ni Fhearghusa 2002; O Riagain, 1997). Evidence
of that parental support was found by Cummins (1977a) in his small-scale study of reading
achievement by all-Irish school pupils. It heralded the beginning of a bottom-up movement
as opposed to the top-down approach that had existed for the previous 50 years. The type of
bilingual education offered in these schools is described in the research as immersion
education (Swain, 2000a).

Gaelscoileanna, the co-ordinating body for all-Irish schools, was set up in 1973 and
there has been sustained growth in the number of all-Irish primary schools established since
then (O Baoill, 1999). The growth in relative terms is very dramatic considering it started
from a small base in 1972. That growth can be clearly seen in the graph in Figure 1.1

The number of all-Irish primary schools in the Republic of Ireland has grown from
10 in 1972 to 140 in 2008. There were 23,704 pupils attending these all-Irish schools in
2006 (Mairtin, 2006) and a further 9,560 pupils attend Gaeltacht schools (Mac Donnacha,
2005). This means that approximately 7.5% of pupils receive their primary school
education through the medium of Irish (Mairtin, 2006). Survey data indicate that there is
scope to increase this percentage threefold, as 23.4% of respondents in the O Riagain
survey cited above stated that they would send their children to an all-Irish primary school
if one were located near their homes (O Riagain, 2007).

These all-Irish schools differ from immersion schools in some other jurisdictions in
two key areas. First, they are whole-school immersion centres established under the rules
for national schools with an independent board of management. They are not immersion

units, tracks or streams within English medium schools. Irish is the first language of
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Figure 1. 1
The growth of all-Irish schools in the Republic of Ireland 1972-2008
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the school and this is recognised in the curriculum for Irish language (An Roinn Oideachais
agus Eolaiochta/Department of Education and Science, 2007). Second, while there is a
variety of practice in relation to English instruction in infant classes, once instruction in
English commences, it amounts to approximately 14% of the school day and remains
constant from 1% to 6" classes. All other subjects such as history, geography, science,
mathematics, music, drama, visual arts, physical education, and social personal and health
education, are taught through the medium of Irish. Instructional time through the medium
of Irish does not decrease as in some immersion programmes where the proportion of
instructional time typically decreases to 50% by Grade 6 (Genesee, 2008). Pupils
attending all-Irish schools are educated through the medium of Irish, which for the vast
majority of them is their second language.

The majority of all-Irish schools employ an ‘early total immersion’ model where
children are immersed in Irish from their first day in school in junior infants (Ni Mhaolain,
2005). The introduction of English as a subject is usually delayed until some point in senior
infants, the children’s second year in school. Some all-Irish schools however, teach English
from the start of junior infants for 30 minutes per day (NCCA, 2006; Ni Bhaoill, 2004).

Irish is also the communicative language of the school and pupils are expected to converse
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in Irish at all times within the school environment including the school playground at
break-time (Ni Mhaolain, 2005). The school curriculum is the same as that for all other
schools in Ireland except for the Irish language itself. All teachers are bilingual and pupil
exposure to Irish is effectively confined to the school environment. English is the dominant
language of the community ensuring that there is adequate support for the pupils’ first
language.

For the period 1999-2007, the number of contact days per year for primary school
pupils Ireland was 177. Pupils attend primary school for eight years. In the case of all-Irish
schools, instruction time through the medium of Irish is estimated to be 3.5 hours per day in
infant classes and approximately 4.25 hours per day in first to sixth classes. The total
number of hour’s exposure to Irish in the two years of infant classes, therefore, might be
estimated as 1,239” hours. A similar estimate for the six years of first to sixth classes would
be 4,513 hours. By the end of 6" class then, children in primary all-Irish schools will have
received approximately 5,750 hours of instruction through the medium of Irish. The
comparable figure for Grade 6 French immersion pupils in the Toronto District School
Board is 4,830 (Pearce, 2008). It might be expected that children would be able to speak
Irish fluently, and with a good degree of accuracy, by the time they are in 6™ class having
received that amount of exposure to Irish. Indeed, the research carried out in this area to
date indicates that these schools have been successful in this respect. The research suggests
that pupils in 6™ class in all-Irish schools, in their eighth year of immersion education,
appear very successful in their acquisition of basic literacy and conversational skills thus
enabling them to function effectively in an Irish-speaking setting and to learn through the
medium of Irish (Harris et al., 2006). They often succeed however, in getting their meaning
across in a way that is grammatically inaccurate, using language that would not be viewed
as appropriate by native speakers. In a recent study of practice in three all-Irish schools
(NCCA, 2006) teachers drew attention to this issue. Harris et al. (2006) identify specific
areas of concern. Mastery of the objective of understanding the morphology of verbs on a
listening test, for example, had decreased significantly since a previous study in 1985. The
mastery of control of the morphology of verbs on a speaking test had also decreased but not

significantly. These concerns have also been documented in the literature on immersion

2177x3.5x2=1239
3177 x425x 6=4,513
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education in Canada (Kowal & Swain, 1997), Wales (D. Jones, 1996) and Northern Ireland
(Henry, Andrews, & O Cainin, 2002).

1.3. The sociolinguistic context of Irish immersion education

While schools have a very important role to play in the revitalization of Irish, they
represent only one domain of children’s lives as noted above. Without the support of other
domains in children’s lives such as family, peer-group and society in general, revitalization
efforts are less likely to be successful. This section will examine the sociolinguistic context
in which all-Irish school pupils are learning Irish and the current state of the Irish language
in general.

The Irish language appeared doomed to extinction in the final quarter of the
nineteenth century (O Tuathaigh, 2008). That it has survived, and the achievements since
then have been described as miraculous by Fishman (1991). There are many outward signs
of vitality in the language such as the establishment of TG4 the Irish-language television
station in 1996 and the popularity of its innovative programming (O Laoire, 2007); the
growth of all-Irish schools since the 1970’s as described above; the volume of works of
prose published in Irish in recent years (Nic Eoin, 2008); the enactment of the Official
Language Act 2003 (O Laighin, 2008); the appointment of An Coimisinéir Teanga
(Language Commissioner) in 2004; the Irish Government statement on the Irish language
(Government of Ireland, 2006); the achievement of ‘official working language’ status for
Irish in the European Community in 2007; the 20 year strategy for Irish (Department of
Community Rural and Gaeltacht Affairs, 2008); the naming of housing estates with Irish
names; the demand for Irish-language courses for adults and Gaeltacht courses for
teenagers; the extended use of Irish by Brian Cowen TD in his first speech as Taoiseach
(Prime Minister) of Ireland in 2008. These signs combined with new language planning
approaches indicate that there is a new vitality in relation to Irish (H. O Murchu, 2008).

Behind these outward signs however, there are underlying trends that are less
favourable. Irish is a lesser-used language that is in under threat from English and the
number of daily-speakers of Irish is relatively small and thinly dispersed. The Irish
language has been in competition with English as a community language for centuries and
is now categorised as a minority or lesser used language (O Cathain, 2001). Even in the

Gaeltacht areas in the west of Ireland, Irish is perceived to be under threat (M. O Murchu,
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2000). Mac Maolain (1957) noted 50 years ago that the influence of English was evident in
the variety of Irish spoken by native speakers in Gaeltacht areas. The situation outside the
Gaeltacht, where the all-Irish schools are located, is more fragile. While there are networks
of Irish speakers they are quite dispersed and the opportunities for primary school pupils to
come into contact with them are very limited. In circumstances where the language is not
visible to pupils outside the context of the school their motivation to learn the language
may weaken as the language becomes more complex. Pupils may not be able to sustain the
effort required to acquire the more difficult structures of Irish if they do not see a practical
application for their efforts in their lives outside of school.

An examination of the figures from the 2006 Census of Population reveals the
fragility of the Irish language. On a positive note, the number of Irish-speakers was
recorded as 1.66 million representing 41.9% of the entire population. Over one million of
this 1.66 million however, never speak Irish or speak it less than once per week. This leaves
525,355 speakers who use it on a daily basis. A large proportion of these speakers are
primary and post-primary school pupils that study Irish as a subject in school and who may
not necessarily speak Irish outside of the school or language learning context. Table 1
below, shows the figures for daily speakers of Irish outside education. When one removes
those that speak Irish within the education context only, there are 72,148 daily-speakers of
Irish, 22,515 in the Gaeltacht and 49,633 elsewhere.

Table 1.1
Daily speakers of Irish outside education recorded in the 2006 Census of population.

National total  Gaeltacht

5-19 years 17,542 4,460
3-4 and 20+ years 54,606 18,055
Total 72,148 22,515

Sources: Census of Population 2006 (Central Statistics Office, 2007a; Punch, 2008)

In survey data gathered in 2000 and reported by O Riagain (2007), 14.6% of 1,000
randomly selected adults over 18 years in the Republic of Ireland responded that they had a
high ability in Irish which included two categories namely ‘most conversations’ and ‘native
speakers’. As the survey was confined to adults over 18 years it is likely to have excluded

the majority of those in full time education other than those studying Irish at 3™ level or
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those working in the education sector. This high level of self-assessed ability in Irish
indicates that there is potential to expand existing Irish-speaker networks. The ‘20 year
strategy for Irish’ (Department of Community Rural and Gaeltacht Affairs, 2008) seeks to
tap that potential and has set a target of 250,000 daily speakers of Irish by the year 2028.

Most active Irish speakers live in social contexts that are heavily influenced by the
increasing language contact between Irish and English. The global dominance of English is
also increasing the extent of code-mixing of the two languages a common feature of the
speech of Irish speakers (Nic Eoin, 2005; O Dénaill, 2000). O’Malley Madec noted in her
research ‘that fluent native speakers of Irish in all age-groups use a great deal of English
words and phrases in their speech’ (2001, p. 260). Her study of English discourse markers
led her to classify them as borrowings rather than code-switches (O'Malley Madec, 2007).
She also found that the more formal an interaction was, the fewer borrowings there were.
Speakers appeared to use English discourse markers to denote a speaker style. This use of
English has led writers such as Nic Phdaidin (2003), to refer to the Irish as spoken in the
Gaeltacht areas as a creole. The language lacks the richness that it once had and is now
heavily influenced by English syntax (O Baoill, 1981). Mac Mathuna (1997) goes so far as
to state that one cannot be certain even that native speakers have a grasp of correct
grammatical structures.

Although the number of all-Irish schools is increasing, the pupils in these schools
have limited exposure to Irish outside of school or school-based activities apart from some
exposure to 7G4, the Irish language television station. Murtagh (2003) did find however,
that pupils who had attended an all-Irish school were more likely to participate in Irish-
speaking networks outside of school than pupils who had attended English-medium
schools. The variety of Irish spoken by pupils in all-Irish schools has been referred to as
Gaelscoilis (Mac Mathuna, 2008; Nic Eoin, 2005; Walsh, 2007), a type of interlanguage
similar to Lyster’s (1987) ‘immersion speak’ or Hammerly’s (1991) ‘Frenglish’. This
interlanguage is characterised by a high level of fluency but a lack grammatical accuracy
and with many borrowings from English. This variety of Irish has been described as
Gaeilge liofa lofa [Fluent Irish with grammatical errors] (Ni Ghréachain, 2006; H. O
Murcht, 2001). Although the promotion of fluency may be a necessary first step for
immersion pupils, many involved in immersion education believe it must be built on in a

structured way throughout the school years (Mac Mathtna, 1997). The lack of grammatical

19



accuracy has led O Ciobhain (1999) to consider the possibility that a new creole will
emerge from all-Irish primary and post-primary schools. McCloskey (2001) however,
praises the creativity of the language use of these immersion pupils and the variety of Irish
that they are creating through a creolisation process.

The comments of these authors illustrate that the issue of errors in Irish usage
generally is a topic of greater concern and sensitivity than it might be in other
sociolinguistic contexts due to the perceived fragile status of the language. While in other
more widely used languages, caregivers are not unduly concerned about developmental
errors, there is a heightened sense of alarm that young speakers of Irish may not go on to
become fluent accurate speakers (Harrington, 2006). This concern applies to all-Irish
school pupils also, particularly since all-Irish schools are the source of more competent
bilinguals than the Gaeltacht schools. The evidence from Wales (D. Jones, 1996; G. Jones,
1988), Northern Ireland (Henry et al., 2002), Scotland (Johnstone, Harlen, MacNeil,
Stradling, & Thorpe, 1999) and Canada (Lapkin & Swain, 2004; Lyster, 1987; Swain,
Brooks, & Tocalli-Beller, 2002) indicates that developmental errors are a feature of
immersion programmes and that it is only realistic to expect pupils to achieve a ‘high,
though non native-speaker, level of proficiency...” (Swain & Johnson, 1997) in the target
language. Pupils in all-Irish schools may be performing as well as can be expected. The
analysis of the corpus of Irish collected and analysed in this study will help to inform that

debate.
1.4 Summary

The tradition of Irish-medium education in Ireland has been described in this
chapter. It was characterised in the early years of the Irish Free State by top-down policies
that were successful at some levels but did not appear to have engendered popular support.
Following a period of growth up to the 1940’s the number of schools teaching through Irish
declined after that and there were only 10 primary schools, outside the Gaeltacht, teaching
all subjects through the medium of Irish by 1972. There was renewed interest in Irish-
medium education in the 1970’s and a parent-led demand for these schools. This demand

has increased to the present day and there are now 140 primary all-Irish schools teaching
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through the medium of Irish outside the Gaeltacht. It is the pupils of these schools that are
the subject of the present study.
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Chapter 2: Literature review

2.1 Introduction

The purpose of the present study is to investigate the proficiency in Irish of 6" class
pupils in primary all-Irish schools, to provide a corpus-based comprehensive description of
the characteristic features of their variety of spoken Irish and to examine the different
factors that may be linked to or help to maintain this variety. These latter factors may
include the quality of instruction, pupil attitude and motivation in relation to Irish, the
quality and amount of Irish spoken by pupils, support from parents, peer acceptance and
support for the variety spoken, the perceived status of Irish more generally, and the extent
of their exposure to Irish in the environment outside of school. Although it is not clear how
these factors combine to influence all-Irish pupils’ second language acquisition it is
important to investigate them in any comprehensive description of their language.

There is a large body of research on second language acquisition (SLA) that
potentially can inform the present study. SLA research encompasses language learning in a
number of different contexts, such as naturalistic acquisition, language learning in core-
language (subject-only) classrooms and language acquisition in immersion classrooms
where language and content learning are integrated. While research in the latter domain is
probably of greatest relevance to the present study, the other areas of research and theory
mentioned are also likely to contribute insights. This is especially so in the case of a broad-
based approach to the study of a topic that has not to date been extensively investigated.

In addition to this interactional literature, there are also local studies. The research
to date on SLA in Irish at primary level has tended to be small-scale in nature with the
exception of the assessment studies of Harris (1984) and Harris et al. (2006). Neither has
there been a great deal of research on SLA in Irish immersion. As research on the
acquisition of Irish is directly relevant to the present study previous, studies in this field
must be examined. A review of this literature will help to inform the present study and
provide a greater understanding of some of the factors influencing pupils’ acquisition of
Irish. The patchy nature of this literature suggests that a broad-based approach based on a

substantial number of schools would be more useful in order to describe the features of the
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pupils’ Irish and to understand how the factors outlined above influence the level and kind
of proficiency achieved.

The review of the research commences in Section 2.2 with a general overview of
different theoretical approaches to second language learning. Specific research topics
relevant to the study within each theoretical approach are examined in greater detail.
Section 2.3 examines the outcomes of research in immersion education. Section 2.4
examines research in an Irish context, first in relation to the acquisition of Irish as a second
language generally, and second in relation to the acquisition of Irish in all-Irish schools.

The chapter concludes with a synthesis of the issues raised in the research in Section 2.5.

2.2 Second language acquisition research

The field of second language acquisition research has seen a great deal of activity in
the last three decades that has added greatly to our knowledge of how second languages are
learned. Much of the research can be categorised into different theoretical approaches such
as cognitive, sociocultural, sociolinguistic etc. It is beyond the scope of the present study to
describe the different approaches in detail. This study will draw on the main findings from
the different approaches and consider where appropriate how they might relate to child
second language acquisition in an immersion context. In large part, the purpose will be to
identify the features of the second language produced by immersion pupils and to try to
explain why these features are present.

The next section (2.2.1) will examine some aspects of child second language
acquisition that inform second language acquisition in immersion programmes. This is
followed by an account of language processing from a cognitive perspective. Interactionist
approaches to second language learning will then be examined. This examination will
concentrate of the roles of input and output, and proactive and reactive strategies such as
feedback and focus on form. Sociocultural theory as it applies to second language learning
will then be outlined with a particular focus on languaging and learner autonomy. Finally,
the contribution of sociolinguistic theory will be examined as it applies to learning a second
language in a school context, and in the immersion setting in particular, where learners are

immersed with other learners with similarly faulty interlanguages.
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2.2.1 Child second language acquisition

It is important for the purposes of the present study to examine the extent to which young
children in an early immersion programme differ from adults in the way they acquire a
second language. Chomsky observed that children appear to acquire their first language
relatively quickly and effortlessly and that they could not do so, based on the input that they
have received, without some innate language ability (Lightbown & Spada, 2006). Cook
(1994) maintains that even if second language learners do not achieve native like mastery
of the target language an explanation is required as to how learners know more about the
language than could be expected from the limited input that they have received. DeKeyser
(2003) argues that children’s access to Universal Grammar (UQG) is outside their awareness,
whereas, adults use their analytical abilities to compare structures in the L2 with their L1. A
study by Harley & Hart (1997) compared the proficiency in French of continuing early
immersion pupils with late immersion pupils in an 11" grade class. They found: ‘L2
proficiency outcomes from early immersion being more closely associated with memory
ability and late immersion outcomes with analytic language ability’ (1997, p. 397). While
the authors state the need for further research, their findings may provide evidence to
support DeKeyser’s position that:

Somewhere between the ages of 6-7 and 16-17, everybody loses the mental
equipment for the implicit induction of the abstract patterns underlying a human
language, and the critical period really deserves its name. (2000, p. 518)

DeKeyser (2000) concludes that children are better at acquiring a language
implicitly than adults whereas adults and adolescents are better at figuring out language
structures explicitly. He cautions however, that children require a large amount of input to
acquire a language implicitly. He suggests that only a total early immersion programme can
provide this amount of input. This view may lend support to those writers (Harley, 1989,
1993; Lyster, 1994, 2007; Stern, 1990, 1992) who cite the need for a more analytic
approach to immersion pedagogy. It is argued below that a shift in emphasis to analytic

strategies may be appropriate towards the end of primary school at ages 10-12.
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2.2.1.1 Effect of previously acquired languages

Although young children in an early immersion programme may be able to acquire
a language implicitly, a key difference for them when compared to children acquiring their
first language is that as second language learners they have already acquired their first
language. Because they already know one language, the way in which they experience
acquisition of the second language is different to that of native speakers (Henry & Tangney,
1999; Philp, Mackey, & Oliver, 2008). The immersion context puts pressure on the learner
to comprehend the input being received. Comprehension is not the same as speech however
(Gary & Gary, 1981), a listener may make meaning from the input through vocabulary,
lexical information, extra-linguistic information or a combination of these (Krashen, 1982).
In speech or production on the other hand the speaker must utilise aspects of grammar such
as concord, definite/indefinite distinctions, singular/plural in order to be easily understood
(Gary & Gary, 1981). Pupils, using their L1 processing strategies may not pay attention to
all the information regarding L2 structures and forms which is available to them in the
input as they did when they acquired their L1 (Doughty, 2003; Harley & Swain, 1984).

It could be stated that the learner in an immersion context may be principally
decoding while listening but unless those language structures are being encoded also, the
learner will not have access to them when speaking. If DeKeyser (2000) is correct then this
encoding will happen implicitly. The evidence of early immersion research however, shows
that the learners develop their receptive skills to a greater degree than their productive skills
(Allen, Swain, Harley, & Cummins, 1990; Harley, 1987; Lapkin & Swain, 2004).
Language learning that leads learners to develop their productive skills requires them to
attend to relevant language features in the input (Harley, 1998) and on restructuring their
knowledge (DeKeyser, 1998). White (1991) suggests that second language learners may
need to have their attention drawn explicitly to features of their second language that are
not grammatical, as they may be influenced by structures from their first language. One
way to achieve this is to focus learners’ attention on form, which may lead them to notice a
‘hole’ or gap in their interlanguage (Swain, 2000b). Interlanguage was the term used by
Selinker (1972) to describe the language system constructed by the learner from the

linguistic input received.
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Some writers such as Chomsky (1965), Canale & Swain (1980) have made a
disctinction between linguistic competence and linguistic performance. While this
distinction is not accepted univiersally, White argues that it is: ‘possible that L2 learners’
underlying competence is to some extent hidden by performance factors, such as the
demands of processing or parsing’ (2003, p. 37). Limited processing capacity can lead to
learners making performance mistakes, which if they had greater time to think, they would
be able to correct. Errors on the other hand are features of the second language yet to be

mastered by them (Corder, 1967; Larsen-Freeman & Long, 1991).

2.2.2 Language learning from a cognitive perspective

A cognitive approach to second language learning views language learning as
being similar to any other type of learning. The more we know about how the brain
processes and learns new information the greater our understanding will be of the process
of second language learning (Mitchell & Myles, 2004). This section will draw on the
findings of researchers in this field in order to offer an explanation for the incomplete
acquisition of the target language in immersion programmes that will be examined later.

VanPatten recognised the role of input in second language acquisition and

developed a model for input processing as follows:

Figure 1.2
VanPatten’s model of processing and acquisition [adapted from VanPatten (1996, p. 41)]

input — intake —— developing system — output

VanPatten examined how learners process language and his studies have shown that
they have a tendency to process input for meaning rather than for form (VanPatten, 1990,
2002). This view is supported by Sharwood-Smith (1993) who maintains that learners
attention will be on content words first in order to negotiate for meaning. In VanPatten’s
model in Figure 2.1, he explains that if the input is processed successfully it might lead to
intake. He defines intake as: ‘the linguistic data actually processed from the input and held
in working memory for further processing’ (VanPatten, 2002, p. 757). In order to hold
information in the working memory learners need to have sufficient attentional resources
available from their limited attentional capacity (Lee & Benati, 2007). VanPatten (2002)

was primarily interested in the first stage above where input may lead to intake though he
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acknowledges a role for output as well. He wanted: ‘to affect the ways in which learners
attend to input data’ (VanPatten, 1996, p. 2). He devised tasks where learners got
processing instruction on how to notice structural features available in the input as well as
negotiating for meaning (VanPatten, 1993). This was done by manipulating ‘learner
attention during IP (input processing) and/or manipulating input data so that more and
better form-meaning connections are made’ (VanPatten, 1996, p. 763).

The results of research in this area have generally supported VanPatten’s theories
(Ellis, 1999; Skehan, 2003). While DeKeyser et al. (2002) acknowledge VanPatten’s
important contribution to the field they caution that there has been overgeneralization and
over interpretation of the results. There appears to be agreement however, that if we want
learners to process for form, then some pedagogical intervention will be necessary
(Doughty, 2003; VanPatten & Cadierno, 1993). This attention to form could be through
explicit grammar teaching, explicit error correction or indirectly through input
enhancement (DeKeyser, 2003). While VanPatten’s theory is useful for the understandings
that it provides in relation to incomplete input processing it does not explain how intake
may be incorporated into the developing interlanguage system (Mitchell & Myles, 2004).

Schmidt (2001) formulated the noticing hypothesis in which he maintains that
learners must pay attention to ‘elements of the surface structure of utterances in the input —
instances of language’ (2001, p. 5). He also believes that noticing can be influenced by
instruction and also by frequency and salience and notes that individual differences among
learners also play a role in how input is processed. Skehan (1998) suggests that noticing
must take place within short-term or working memory. If the learner has sufficient
attentional resources available within their working memory to notice form in the input it
may be incorporated and coded into long-term memory. The manner in which input
processed in this way may have an impact on output will now be examined.

Skehan has examined how learners draw on their developing language system when
producing output. One of the most important ways that native speakers are able to speak at
normal rates in real time according to Skehan is by drawing on lexical modes of
communication. He suggests that in order to maintain a free flow of speech when speaking,
that speakers do not create each utterance:

mint fresh ... and so require considerable computational power, we economize by
stitching together language chunks which free processing resources during
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communication so that planning for the form and content of future utterances can

proceed smoothly. (1998, p. 3)

Native speakers’ speech according to this view, is derived from a mixture of
creativity and prefabricated chunks (Mitchell & Myles, 2004). This has been also been
found to be the case with young children, both native speakers (Wray, 2000) and second
language learners (Mhic Mhathtina, 2005). Second language learners will initially be more
dependent on controlled processing which ‘involves the temporary activation of a selection
of information nodes in the memory, in a new configuration’ (Mitchell & Myles, 2004, p.
100). Lantolf and Thorne maintain that declarative knowledge is converted to procedural
knowledge through restructuring and fine-tuning and converted in production rules (2006,
p. 298). This procedural knowledge is accessed initially through controlled processing. This
places a heavy burden on short-term memory but with repeated practice these rules become
automatised and are stored in long-term memory. Once automatised however, these forms
are less susceptible to change.

Skehan conceptualises a dual-coding approach to language performance and
language learning as he explains:

The dual-coding requires us to account for the use of a rule-based system in
economical and parsimonious performance and a memory-based system which
provides for fast access. (Skehan, 1998, p. 4)

According to Skehan, the rule-based system follows the pattern of restructuring
under the operation of a Universal Grammar or other cognitive process where rules are
developed over time as the learner’s language capacity develops. The memory-based
system on the other hand relies on the accumulation of formulaic language chunks that can
be accessed from long-term memory. When coding takes place it can lead to restructuring
in the interlanguage system. The use of language chunks frees up time for planning the rest
of what a speaker wishes to say which may entail shifting to analytic mode. Exemplar-
based representations can also become rule-based (McLaughlin & Heredia, 1996).
Unanalysed chunks that learners have memorised may be analysed at a later stage and lead
to productive rules (Mitchell & Myles, 2004; Myles, Hooper, & Mitchell, 1998).

Skehan cautions that these memorised chunks drawn from the exemplar-based

system may not necessarily be coded correctly. If optimum language learning conditions
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prevail more accurate forms will replace premature lexicalisations. However, if the learner
finds these lexicalisations useful and communicatively effective then:

‘...the erroneous exemplar may survive and stabilize, and become a syntactic fossil.
In this case paradoxically, it is the usefulness in communication of a premature
lexicalization that is the source of the enduring problem.’ (Skehan, 1998, p. 61)

If the language chunks that learners draw upon are deviant forms of the target
language, there may a danger that habitual practice of these will lead them to become rule-
based prematurely. This can lead a degree of permanence or stabilisation as suggested by
Skehan that is difficult to modify even if there is ample contrary evidence in the input.
Learners may continue to produce these deviant features particularly if they do not cause a
communicative difficulty (Doughty, 2003).

Many researchers have noted the fluency of immersion pupils (Harley, Cummins,
Swain, & Allen, 1990; Lyster, 2004a; Nadasdi, Mougeon, & Rehner, 2005) and
commended the creative way in which they use the target language (McCloskey, 2001).
One aspect of this creativity in the manner in which young L2 learners will draw on
features of their L1 to produce structures in the L2 that are too complex for their level of
proficiency in the L2 at that point. One example of this is the way that children may carry
L1 word order into their L2 (Nicholas & Lightbown, 2008). If these structures become
embedded in the memory-based system, it may appear at a later stage that the learners are
translating from their L1 although this may not be the case.

Hammerly (1989) has been more critical of the language use of immersion pupils
however, suggesting that it would be more desirable if pupils were made to think before
speaking so that their utterances might be more accurate. The communicative demands of
the immersion classroom put pressure on pupils to express ideas and concepts that are
sometimes ahead of their second language ability (Stern, 1990). In such situations, their
limited processing capacity may be directed more towards communicating their intended
meaning than towards its form. Skehan (1998) maintains that learners are more likely to
access their exemplar-based system in these situations. Interlanguage change on the other
hand, is more likely to occur when accessed through the rule-based system rather than the
exemplar-based system. Thus second language use or output cannot be guaranteed to lead

to language change.
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In terms of production practice Skehan’s dual-coding system calls for the need for
two types of practice: controlled practice and communicative practice (Lyster, 2007).
Communicative practice can be effective for promoting fluency and confidence but tends
not to engage the learner’s language awareness, reducing the likelihood of changes to the
interlanguage system (Skehan, 1998). Controlled practice on the other hand can engage
learners’ language awareness and rule-based system, reducing over-reliance of
communicative strategies and effecting change in interlanguage (Rannta & Lyster, 2007).
Controlled practice, which tends to take place in context-reduced situations can provide
opportunities for learners to practice new knowledge available in declarative form leading
to automaticity and its conversion to procedural knowledge (Anderson, 1983). Lyster
(2004a) argues that prompts also assist in the transition from declarative to procedural
knowledge. The role of feedback, together with output and practice will be discussed
further in the next section. In conclusion, the evidence from classrooms and from
processing theories suggest that learners need to have their attention drawn to form at
certain times, to direct their limited attentional resources to form rather than meaning

(Lightbown, 1990).

2.2.3 Interactionist approaches to second language learning

2.1.3.1 Interaction hypothesis

Interactionist approaches to second language learning are interested in second
language input, second language output and the interaction between learners and other
others (Mitchell & Myles, 2004). Krashen (1984) developed the input hypothesis where he
argued that if language learners receive sufficient comprehensible input in the target
language, then they should be able to acquire that language. This was conditional to some
extent on the affective filter hypothesis that the learner could allow the language in for
processing (Krashen, 1982). The fact that the speaking and writing skills of the French
immersion students were different from their francophone peers caused Swain and others to
question Krashen’s input hypothesis (Harley & Swain, 1984; Swain, 1985, 1995, 2000a,
2005). This led Swain to develop the output hypothesis that will be discussed below.
Before that however, we will examine the Interaction Hypothesis.

Long (1996) put forward the interaction hypothesis as a development of Krashen’s

input hypothesis. He examined the interaction between native-speaker (NS)-non-native
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speaker (NNS) and NS-NS dyads. From his examination of these type of interactions he
maintains that not only does conversation provide an opportunity for learners to practice
specific language features but is also a means through which learning takes place (Gass,
2003). It is negotiation for meaning in particular that provide the best opportunities for
learning as he explains:

...environmental contributions to acquisition are mediated by selective attention and
the learner’s developing L2 processing capacity, and that these resources are
brought together most usefully, although not exclusively, during negotiation for
meaning. Negative feedback obtained during negotiation work or elsewhere may be
facilitative of L2 development... (Long, 1996, p. 414)

Links can be made with this formulation of the interaction hypothesis and the
contribution of the cognitive approach discussed above in relation to the learners ‘selective
attention’ and ‘processing capacity’. One of the difficulties with interaction studies is to
determine if learning has actually taken place as a result of the interaction. One study that
claimed to demonstrate that learning had taken place was a study by Swain and Lapkin
(1998) with Grade 8 French immersion students where the analysis of one pair of pupils

demonstrated that their interaction had mediated learning.

2.1.3.2 Output hypothesis

The Swain & Lapkin (1998) study arose from the output hypothesis put forward by
Swain (1985). The output hypothesis will be briefly described in this section although
Swain locates her hypothesis in a sociocultural approach to language learning (Swain,
2000b; Swain & Lapkin, 2002). Producing language or output has a role in developing
fluency. As noted in the discussion of the cognitive approach, controlled processing of
different structures can lead to automatisation that in turn can aid fluency. Producing
language alone however, will be insufficient in developing accuracy. Swain (1985, 1993,
1995, 2000b, 2005) has demonstrated the important role that output plays in second
language acquisition. This role goes beyond merely that of practice (Mitchell & Myles,
2004). When learners have to produce language they are required to ‘create linguistic form
and meaning, and in so doing, discover what they can and cannot do’ (Swain, 2000b, p.
99).

The type of output that Swain advocates is a ‘pushed’ output where pupils are

required to reflect on their language use and to produce the target language accurately.
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Swain (2000a, 2005) contends that output is not just the product of language learning but is
in fact part of the learning process. She describes three functions of output to illustrate this:

1) the noticing or triggering function which she claims may cause a learner to
notice gaps in their linguistic knowledge when they go to convey something
precisely in the target language.

i1) the hypothesis testing function allows the learner to try out ways of expression
to see if they work

1i1) the metalinguistic (reflective) function is the use of language to reflect on the
language produced by self or others and she claims that the process of doing this
mediates second language learning. (Based on Swain, 2005)

Her claim is based on collaborative tasks designed to encourage pupils to engage in
dialogue where they are engaged in problem-solving and knowledge-building. She traced
the language used by pupils at a later stage, back to dialogues that occurred when these
pupils were engaged collaboratively on a task. The dialogues involved pupils talking about
their own language output and represents second language learning in progress (Swain,
2000a). The pupils were ‘pushed toward the delivery of a message that is not only
conveyed, but that is conveyed precisely, coherently, and appropriately’ (Swain, 2005, p.
473). It has been disputed however, whether these processes have any ‘long- or short-term
impact on IL (interlanguage) development and L2 internalization’ (Shehadeh, 2002, p.
612).

Another role of output is that of providing an opportunity for pupils to produce
language that contains errors. These errors are to be welcomed and recognised as part of the
learning process. They give an indication of the current state of learners’ interlanguages and
their understanding of the rules of the target language (Bobb Wolff, 2000; Harley, 1987).
By monitoring pupils’ output teachers can design and adapt their programmes to address
pupils’ needs and also give corrective feedback (Nig Uidhir, 2001). This could be
considered a proactive approach to developing pupils’ interlanguages (Lyster & Mori,
2008). In the next section we will examine reactive approaches (Lyster, 1998b) to

weaknesses in learners’ target language use.
2.1.3.3 Role of error correction and feedback

One aspect of interaction that has received a lot of attention from researchers is

negotiation for meaning. Many who subscribe to an interactionist approach believe that
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negotiation for meaning can lead to second language acquisition (Adams, 2007). It
facilitates second language acquisition because: ‘it provides language learners with three
elements crucial for L2 acquisition success-namely comprehensible input, comprehensible
output and feedback’ (Oliver, 2002, p. 97). It has been argued that negative feedback
available in interaction may have a role in the development of second language skills (Gass,
1997; Gass & Mackey, 2006; Long, 1996).

Oliver (1998) in a study of 8-13 year old pupils paired in 92 dyads found that when
presented with a communicative task that they negotiated for meaning just as adults do in
similar situations. Some differences were noted when compared to adults however. The
children were more inclined to focus on constructing their own meaning rather than
facilitating that of their partners. Notwithstanding this the communicative tasks provided
the child language learners with exposure to the three elements of comprehensible input,
the opportunity to manipulate comprehensible output and feedback (Mackey, Oliver, &
Leeman, 2003; Oliver, 1998). It was not possible to prove however, that such negotiation
resulted in acquisition.

Another type of negotiation is negotiation of form. A quasi-experimental study was
conducted by Van den Branden (1997) to investigate the effects of negotiation on pupils
output and the extent to which they negotiate for form or meaning. The participants were
forty-eight 11-12 year old learners of Dutch divided into three groups of sixteen. Each
group contained both NS and NNS pupils. They were paired into NS-NNS dyads to
perform a communicative task where there was an information gap. It was found that the
pupils: ‘negotiate on each other’s output on the levels of meaning and content, but not on
the level of form ... (they) modify their output when confronted with negative feedback,
irrespective of whether this feedback is provided by a peer or a teacher’ (Van den Branden,
1997, p. 626). The pupils in the study sought clarification when they failed to negotiate the
meaning of what their partner had said but were not concerned with ungrammatical
utterances, as long they understood the meaning. Van den Branden also found that those
pupils who were pushed to produce a greater quantity of output outperformed their peers
when asked to participate in the same task with a new partner in a post-test. These
negotiations had no effect on syntactic complexity or grammatical correctness however.
Dalton-Puffer (2007) got similar results from a quantitative analysis of content and

language integrated classes where students according to her either do not notice or do not
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care about phonological or morphosyntactic errors. She also found that many language
errors went uncorrected by teachers also. This contrasted with factual errors which resulted
in content repair in 90% of cases.

Shehadeh (1999) examined the hypothesis-testing role of output using a picture
description task with 16 participants in 8§ NS-NNS dyads. He defined a hypothesis-testing
episode as:

‘any utterance or part of an utterance in which the learner externalizes and
explicitly experiments with his or her hypotheses about the target language by (a)
verbalizing these hypotheses to test which sounds better or (b) explicitly testing
hypotheses against the competences of the (NS) interlocutor by means of (1)
requesting confirmation or (2) appealing for help. (Shehadeh, 2002, p. 634)

He found that the NS interlocutors only provided feedback to 13% of the learner
hypothesis testing episodes and these were occasions where the NNSs appealed for help or
sought clarification. In situations where the NNS receives no feedback it is possible that
their hypotheses will be confirmed and may lead to internalisation. In can be seen then that
even when L2 learners seek feedback it may not always be forthcoming and may lead to
internalisation of incorrect forms. In both Van den Branden’s and Shehadeh’s studies
above, although the L2 learners had access to native speakers with which to negotiate or to
test their hypotheses, they did not always receive feedback which might alert them to non-
target forms in their interlanguage.

The corrective feedback that teachers provide to learners in classroom discourse is
deemed to be reactive. A study of immersion teachers’ use of feedback found that ‘47% of
all signs of approval occurred immediately after errors’ (Lyster, 1998b, p. 70). This
happens where a teacher acknowledges the content of a pupil’s utterance without drawing
attention to a linguistic inaccuracy. The actions of a teacher in this situation may be quite
understandable but they are likely to be a source of confusion for pupils. A similar pattern
was noted in an observational study of nine Grade 3 and ten Grade 6 classes in French
immersion schools. It was found that only 19% of grammatical errors were corrected and
that there was ‘a lack of consistent and unambiguous teacher feedback’ (Harley, 1987, p.
12). Thus, teachers are unable to provide feedback for every inaccurate utterance of the
pupils and often show signs of approval that can be at best misleading and at worst

detrimental to pupil leaning (Allen et al., 1990).
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In another study Lyster & Rannta (1997) investigated learner uptake in response to
feedback in four Grade 4-6 immersion classes. They identified six different types of
feedback provided by the teachers in their study that they defined as follows:

Explicit correction refers to the explicit correction of the correct form.

Recasts involve the teacher’s reformulation of all or part of a student’s utterance,

minus the error.

Clarification requests indicate to students either that their utterance has been

misunderstood by the teacher or that the utterance in ill-formed in some way and

that a repetition or reformulation is required.

Metalinguistic feedback contains either comments, information, or questions related

to the well-formedness of the students utterance, without explicitly providing the

correct form.

Elicitation refers to at least three techniques that teachers use to directly elicit the

correct form from the student...elicit completion...elicit correct forms...ask

students to reformulate their utterance.

Repetition refers to repetition, in isolation, of the student’s erroneous utterance.
(Lyster & Rannta, 1997, pp. 46-48)

They calculated an error rate of 34% in the pupils’ utterances, which include
unsolicited use of the L1. The predominant type of feedback provided by teachers were
recasts. When they focused on pupil-generated repair of their utterances they found that:

...recasts do not account for any repairs, while elicitation is responsible for 43% of
all student-generated repairs. Metalinguistic feedback, clarification requests, and
repetition account for the remaining self-generated repairs: 26%, 20% and 11%
respectively. (Lyster & Rannta, 1997, p. 55)

The type of feedback provided by the teacher is important then if the goal is that
pupils will be able to correct their own errors. This is not to conclude however, that
negotiation of form in this way leads to L2 learning.

One of the difficulties for teachers in providing negative feedback is that although
this can be implemented in a 45-minute language lesson, it may not be feasible for an
immersion teacher to continually correct pupils’ target language errors throughout the
school day as this could disrupt the flow of a lesson and impair content learning (Pica,
2002). Lyster (1998c, 2002) found from his classroom observation data that none of the

feedback types described in their study impeded the flow of classroom interaction.
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2.1.3.4  Focus on form

Many researchers have suggested that focus on form activities can help focus
learners’ attention of the desired features in the input (Nassaji & Fotos, 2007). By
encouraging learners to pay attention to form it is argued that it may influence the degree to
which the input is processed and thus lead to uptake (Doughty & Williams, 1998; R. Ellis,
1994).

Although as we have seen it may not be possible for teachers to correct all the pupil
target language errors that they hear, they must nonetheless address the learners’ linguistic
weaknesses in a systematic way. It could be argued that the immersion context produces a
natural focus on language use and on meaning but it appears to lack a focus on form.
Cummins (1999) maintains that if pupils are to acquire more target-like forms in the L2
then teachers must focus on language also. Within this he includes awareness of language
forms. The challenge however, is to determine the most effective way in which to focus on
form.

Doughty & Williams (1998) maintain that focus on form type of activities are useful
in drawing learners’ attention to grammatical errors as they occur incidentally in classroom
use. They found that a combination of communicative pressure such as the need to use
particular forms in reporting experiments and narrowly focused frequent recasts, were
effective in drawing learners’ attention to form. The type of focus on form activity that is
being referred to here is located within an immersion context where there is a content based
approach to language teaching (Harley, Howard, & Hart, 1998). It is different from explicit
focus on forms in decontextualised grammar lessons and rule presentation which some
claim have not been shown to be successful (R. Ellis, 1994). Long (1996) agrees that focus
on form type activities in the context of meaningful interaction are far more beneficial than
decontextualised grammar lessons. Long & Robinson (1998) suggest that ‘focus on form
often consists of an occasional shift of attention to the linguistic code features — by the
teacher and/or one or more students — triggered by perceived problems with comprehension
or production’ (1998, p. 23). This view is supported by others and many studies (Ellis,
Loewen, & Erlam, 2006; Nassaji & Fotos, 2007; Spada & Lightbown, 1993; Swain &
Lapkin, 2001) have found evidence that incidental correction that is carried out regularly in
context was more effective than explicit form-focused instruction. Harley and Swain (1984)

believe however, that there needs to be more than merely incidental correction and that
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explanation of some selected forms is required bearing in mind the maturity of the learners
and their metalinguistic ability.

The results of a research synthesis and quantitative meta-analysis by Norris &
Ortega (2000) are interesting in light of the research findings above. They concluded from
their analysis of 49 studies in instructed second language acquisition in the period 1980-
1998 that:

On average, instruction that incorporates explicit (including deductive and
inductive) techniques leads to more substantial effects than implicit instruction...In
addition, instruction that incorporates a focus on form integrated in meaning is as
effective as instruction that involves a focus on forms. (2000, p. 500)

While focus on forms may be as effective as focus on form in a meaningful context,
it may not be as easy to implement focus on forms instruction with young children in an
early immersion programme. It is interesting to note that explicit techniques are more
effective than implicit ones. If pupils receive help in focusing on the information present in
the input, i.e. making it more explicit they may be enabled to process it in a different way
and to acquire the target structures. This has been described as moving the learner from
semantic to syntactic processing (Kowal, 1997, 1998; Kowal & Swain, 1997). In order to
master the L2 structures, their existing knowledge must be reorganised in order to
accommodate the new knowledge and pupils will require analytical learning strategies in
order to do this (Little, 1991). Indeed there are certain features of the target language where
comprehensible input alone, which of its nature is implicit, will not suffice. These are the
features of the target language which are ‘semantically lightweight, and/or perpetually
nonsalient, and/or and cause little or no communicative distress’ (Long & Robinson, 1998,
p.- 23). Although Skehan (1994) does not refer directly to immersion education in his
article, it appears that the system as currently structured fosters an emphasis on semantic
processing to the detriment of syntactic processing.

A critical issue for teachers in early immersion programmes is the timing of the
introduction of these types of activity. While it may not be appropriate to introduce these
activities in the early grades, at a later stage however, when pupils have attained basic
communicative competence, error correction and feedback could be used to encourage
them to reflect on their language use. Harley et al. (1998) conducted research with Grade 2

French immersion classes in five schools. They hypothesised that if the gender of French
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nouns was made more salient that they would be noticed more by the pupils in the input
leading to more effective learning of this form. Age-appropriate materials such as games,
songs and the creation of personal dictionaries were designed for use in the experimental
classes over a five-week period. At the end of the school-year when the results of delayed
post-tests were examined it was found that the pupils in the experimental classes were more
successful in assigning correct gender to familiar nouns indicating item-learning. There was
no evidence however, that they could generalise this knowledge and apply it to new nouns
unfamiliar to them. While the later result may be disappointing, the overall outcome of the
study indicates that focus on forms such as noun gender in French can be an effective

learning experience for relatively young children in Grade 2.

2.2.4 Sociocultural theory and second language learning

Some second language theorists believe that interaction has a more important role
than merely providing input for processing. For social constructivists interaction and living
together in a society are the ‘nucleus and foundation for all mental and personal
development’ (Stetsenko & Arievitch, 1997, p. 161). Their theories are based on the work
of Vygotsky (1978) who hypothesised that language was a mediating tool in mental
processes. According to this view learning is also a mediated process (Saville-Troike,
2006).

Vygotsky maintained that both language and learning were socially derived as
Stetsenko and Arievitch explain: ‘Psychological processes emerge first in collective
behavior, in co-operation with other people, and only subsequently become internalised as
individual’s own “possessions” (1997, p. 161). One of the concepts of most relevance to the
present study is that of the zone of proximal development (ZPD), which Vygotsky defined
as:

The distance between the actual development 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.
(1978, p. 86)

Of note here is the distinction between what has already been completed and
possibilities for future development (Lantolf & Thorne, 2006). The social nature of the

process is also evident from the interaction with others. Teachers can make use of ZPD as a
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conceptual tool to identify pupils’ emerging capacities and to create the learning conditions
conducive to the acquisition of new knowledge (Lantolf & Thorne, 2006). Vygotsky stated
that:

‘an essential feature of learning is that it creates the zone of proximal development;
that is, learning awakens a variety of internal developmental processes...Once these
processes are internalized, they become part of the child’s independent
developmental achievement. From this point of view, learning is not development;
however properly organized learning results in mental development. (Vygotsky,
1978, p. 90)

It is clear from this that Vygotsky sees development as following learning only if
the learning is internalised. Recalling the first definition of ZPD, the child can carry out
tasks and activities under the guidance of others through a process of other regulation. The
adult can assist the process through scaffolding. If these processes are internalised the child
may progress to self-regulation (Mitchell & Myles, 2004). When applied to second
language learning it is suggested that second language development can be enabled during
teacher-pupil interaction. Studies such as Spielman-Davidson (2000) and those examined
by Mitchell and Myles (2004) claim to show that effective scaffolding and feedback
appropriate to the learner’s ZPD is more effective than randomly selected feedback. As
with other second language research not all are in agreement with the causal explanations

provided for these research outcomes.

2.14.1 Languaging

The role of output was discussed above in the context of interaction approaches to
second language learning. Swain (2000b) however, locates her output hypothesis within a
sociocultural framework. She argues that the productive skills of speaking and writing are
cognitive tools that we use to mediate learning (Swain & Lapkin, 2005). Regardless of
whether it is the first, second or third language, we use these tools to learn about all areas of
the curriculum be it mathematics, science or language. These are the tools that we use to
solve language problems for example. Swain and colleagues have examined L2 learners
engaged in dialogue on collaborative tasks. They claim that this dialogue on linguistic data
can become part of their own mental activity and mediate learning (Swain & Lapkin, 1998;
Tocalli-Beller & Swain, 2005). They elaborate further that by verbalising thinking in

speech (and or writing), ideas can be crystallised and sharpened and inconsistencies
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become more obvious (Swain & Lapkin, 2005). This type of activity has more recently
been termed ‘languaging’ by Swain as she explains: ‘languaging serves as a vehicle
through which thinking is articulated and transformed into artifactual form’ (2006, p. 97).
The implication for second language learning is that conditions should be created through
for example jigsaw or dictogloss tasks, where learners are enabled to externalise their
thinking about language related issues. These externalised thoughts can become objects on
which to reflect and mediate internalisation creating new knowledge (Swain, 2000b, 2006;

Swain & Lapkin, 2005).

2.14.2 Learner autonomy

Learner reflection also plays a key role in learner autonomy. Sociocultural theory
has been applied to this area and one of its proponents is David Little (1991, 2000, 2002).
The application of sociocultural theory led Little to suggest that three interacting principles
govern success in second language teaching: ‘learner involvement, learner reflection and
target language use’ (2007, p. 23). This can only happen if facilitated by the teacher
however. According to Little (1991), learners need to be enabled to become autonomous
learners who gradually take ownership of their own learning. He defines autonomy as ‘a
capacity — for detachment, critical reflection, decision-making, and independent action’
(Little, 1991, p. 4). This may appear daunting for a five-year-old pupil in an immersion
class but as Little argues the promotion of language learning: ‘requires us to grant learners
freedoms that can be sustained only if they take charge of their own learning’ (2007, p. 27).
While this is a challenging proposition it is one that may have to be realised if immersion is
to be more successful particularly in a context where learners may perceive the target
language speech community as being quite remote.

The early years in immersion schools promote acquisition and fluency in a
naturalistic way. While this may be appropriate initially, as pupils acquire literacy skills
they must be enabled to assess and critically reflect on their language learning. It is also
important to ensure that the content is targeted towards the communicative needs of the
children. Little (1991) maintains that the target language is often seen as the content of
second language classes but not the medium. It could be argued that the target language is
often the medium of the immersion class but not the content. A greater emphasis may need

to be placed at appropriate times on the target language forming an equally important part
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of lessons in immersion schools as the subject content in order to facilitate syntactic
processing. The role of enhanced input (Sharwood Smith, 1993), focus on form (Doughty
& Valera, 1998) and negative feedback (Lyster & Mori, 2006) to help pupils acquire the
structures which cause them difficulty may be warranted and merit further investigation. A
more fundamental requirement however, for these strategies to be effective may be to
encourage learners to be more autonomous. Immersion programmes facilitate implicit
language learning through language use in communicative contexts. There may be a need to
supplement this with: ‘reflection by which we review what we have learnt and decide what
we need to learn next’ (Little, 2000, p. 19).

Returning to Little’s (2007) three interacting principles of learner reflection, learner
involvement and appropriate target language use. It is argued here that immersion
pedagogy involves the learner in his/her learning and this is done entirely through the target
language. The weaknesses identified below in immersion pupils’ grammatical accuracy
appear to indicate however, that there may not be sufficient opportunities for learner
reflection in current immersion pedagogy. According to constructivist learning theories,
new knowledge is created by examining what we already know in relation to new
information, ideas and experiences (Little, 2007). Enabling the language learner to reflect
on previous conceptions of the L2 in the light of new input may lead to the restructuring of

their existing interlanguage and lead to the creation of new knowledge.
2.2.5 Sociolinguistic perspectives on second language learning

The final area to be examined is that of the sociolinguistic perspective. Of concern
here is the study of language in use and the context in which second language learners learn
the target language, and immersion pupils in particularly. The two areas that will be
discussed are the acquisition of a second language in a school setting, and the effect on

outcomes of immersing pupils with others who have similarly faulty interlanguages.

2.1.5.1 Acquisition in a school setting

The school setting is limited in that it does not provide the wide range of language
functions in the target language that a child acquiring its first language encounters in its
speech community (Harley, 1993; Lyster, 1998b; O Laoire, 2000, 2003; Schinke-Llano,

1990). Where exposure to the L2 is confined mainly to the school and the classroom one
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cannot expect that there will be the same opportunities for output or for the diversity of
input required (Willis, 1990). It has been found in relation to input that teachers, not just in
immersion classes, mainly use the present tense and imperative verb forms in linguistically
unplanned talk which provides little exposure to other tenses (Harley, 1993). In such
situations of limited and restricted target language exposure it is highly unlikely that pupils
will achieve native-like competence (Genesee, 1986). Even some of the target language
features which may be relatively common in teacher talk may not be perceptually salient to
the pupils (Harley, 1993). In these situations the pupils may be learning the content but
failing to learn the linguistic features of the L2.

In relation to output it has been observed that the teacher does most of the talking in
content-oriented classes with pupils having little opportunity for sustained production
(Andrews, 2006; Harley, 1993). Pupils’ production results almost exclusively from
teachers’ questions and tends to be from one or two words in length to a single clause
(Allen et al., 1990). Myers-Scotton (2006) concludes that:

‘becoming bilingual mainly (or exclusively) by learning and using the minority
language in the school system means that children will be unlikely to have complete
mastery of the grammar of that language. And what school learners often miss
learning are the styles more associated with informal situations. (2006, p. 96)

Baker noted in this context that the vernacular of the street is different to the
language of the curriculum and that in bilingual education in a minority language there is a
danger: ‘that the language becomes a language of school but not of play; a language of the
content delivery of the curriculum but not of peer culture’ (2003, p. 101). Thus while
immersion schools in a minority language context can play an important role in language
maintenance they cannot deliver such maintenance in isolation (Baker, 2002). Another
limitation in the school setting for acquiring a second language and particularly a lesser
used language is that the integrative social motivation is absent as there is little or no
exposure to the language outside of school (Council of Europe, 2008). If the language is to
live outside the school context then it is vital, difficult as it may be, that plans are put in

place to extend its use in the community (Baker, 2003).
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2.1.5.2 Pupils immersed with other learners with similar faulty interlanguages

Hammerly (1991) maintains that weaknesses in the immersion school context for
language acquisition are further compounded because the pupils in an immersion class are
interacting with other pupils with similarly faulty interlanguages which only compound the
difficulties of achieving greater accuracy. O Baoill (1989) cites a similar situation in
relation to learners of Irish also where the learners’ peers have the greatest influence of
acquisition. In a situation where pupils are influenced by their peer group, these social
factors can ‘govern the learners' choice of reference group, which affects the variety of
target language they choose as their model' (R. Ellis, 1994, p. 239). Although the teacher
may wish that pupils would be enabled to integrate with the Irish speech community, that
community is quite remote from primary all-Irish school pupils. The speech community of
the classroom is more immediate and influential. It appears that as long as pupils can
communicate with one another in the target language that grammatical errors do not
concern them (Mac Corraidh, 2008; Maguire, 1991; Ni Chaisil, 2000; Ni Mhaolain, 2005;
Walsh, 2007).

Long & Robinson (1998) observed that if an incorrect form does not cause a
breakdown in communication, such a feature will be difficult for the learner to notice. Thus
after three to four years in the programme, when pupils have reached the point where they
can make themselves understood by teachers and peers, ‘there is little impetus for them to
be more accurate in the form of the language they are using to convey their message’
(Kowal & Swain, 1997, p. 285). There may be a lack of sociopsychological motivation
within the immersion setting for the pupils to change and adjust their grammar (Baker,
2001; Day & Shapson, 1987).

A comparative study by Baetens Beardsmore & Swain (1985) demonstrated the
limitations of acquiring a second language exclusively at school compared to a situation
where there is also some exposure to the target language outside of the school. This study
compared pupils in French second language medium programmes in Brussels with those in
Canada. The pupils in the Brussels’s school were exposed to French outside the classroom
and school whereas the pupils in Canada were not. The study revealed that the pupils in
Brussels achieved comparable proficiency in French in half the time it took the pupils in

Canada to achieve the same level (Baetens Beardsmore & Swain, 1985).
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In summary it appears that pupils in immersion education are very successful in
achieving high levels of proficiency in the second language particularly in their receptive
skills of listening and reading. They are unlikely however, to achieve native like
proficiency in their productive skills of speaking and listening if their only exposure to the

second language is confined to the school setting.

2.1.5.3 The role of attitudes and motivation in second language learning

It was suggested in the previous section that pupils may lack the motivation to
continue to modify their interlanguages and to speak with accuracy. Motivation has been
shown to be one of the key variables in individual differences that significantly affect
success in second language learning (Dornyei, 2005, 2006; Dornyei & Skehan, 2003). The
role of motivation is also recognised in the official curriculum documents for Gaeilge (Irish
language) where one of the stated teaching aims is to promote a positive attitude towards
the Irish language (Department of Education and Science, 1999).

Much of the research work on motivation was first carried out by Robert Gardner
and his colleagues in Canada (Dornyei, 2006). A key element of Gardner’s (1985a) social-
psychological model was pupil attitude towards the L2 community. Dérnyei & Skehan
(2003) suggest that the former makes sense as few learners will master the language of a
community with low status. Gardner (1985a) divided language learner goals into two broad
categories, integrative orientation and instrumental orientation. Integrative orientation
concerned a positive interpersonal disposition toward the target language group and a
desire to interact and even become similar to respected members of that group. Instrumental
orientation was associated with personal gains that might accrue to an individual such as a
better job or higher salary. It was suggested that these categories determine an individual’s
motivation to learn a second language (Masgoret & Gardner, 2003). It is the former area of
integrative motivation that has seen the greatest level of research and is according to
Dornyei & Skehan made up of three major components:

(1) integrativeness, subsuming integrative orientation, interest in foreign languages,
and attitudes toward the L2 community:

(11) attitudes towards the learning situation, comprising attitudes toward the teacher
and the course;

(1i1) motivation, which according to Gardner is made up of motivational intensity,
desire to learn the language, and attitudes towards learning the language. (2003, p.
613)
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It was these components and their constituent parts that informed the development
of Gardner’s (1985a) Attitude/Motivation Test Battery. Research on learner motivation
continued to develop through the 1980’s and 1990’s. The original conceptualisation of
motivation was no longer sufficient as the following statement indicates: ‘The old
characterisation of motivation in terms of integrative vs. instrumental orientation is too
static and restricted’ (Gardner & MaclIntyre, 1993, p. 4). Gardner & Maclntyre’s (1992,
1993) research, demonstrated the dynamic nature of motivation showing a reciprocal
causation between motivation and achievement. Prior to that point motivation had been
conceptualised as a cause or a product of success in second language learning (Ushioda,
1996). Ushioda (1996) argues that within institutionalised contexts, motivation is
associated more with flux than stability and that it changes over time.

Dornyei & Skehan proposed a process model of learning motivation comprising the
three stages of pre-actional, actional and post-actional (2003, p. 619). They did not reject
Gardner’s (1985a) concept of integrativeness, but maintain his approach is of most
relevance to the pre-actional stage but is less useful for predicting actual L2 behaviours in
the classroom which tend to be rooted in situation-specific characteristics of the learning
context (Dornyei & Skehan, 2003, p. 618). Dérnyei (2005) conceived a new approach to L2
motivation which he termed the ‘L2 Motivational Self System’. Within this system he
equates integrativeness and integrative motivation with an ‘Ideal L2 Self’. As he explains:

If one’s ideal self is associated with the mastery of an L2, that is if the person that we
would like to become is proficient in the L2, he/she can be described ... as having an
‘integrative’ disposition. (Ddrnyeti, 2006, p. 53)

L2 motivation according to this model is seen as the desire on the part of the learner
to bridge the gap between the actual self and his/her ideal self. Another facet of this model
is the notion of an ‘imagined community’ (Dornyei, 2005, p. 102). The idealised self can be
seen as a member of an imagined community. It is interesting to note in the context of the
present study that the vitality of the L2 community influences both attitudes to L2 speakers
and instrumental motivation (Csizér & Dornyei, 2005). Another point of interest is the
distinction that Dornyei & Csizér (2002) make in the context of the global status of English
between world-language-learning and non-world-language-learning where they consider

the L2 motivational self system to apply more to the former than the latter.
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Notwithstanding these developments, Gardner’s Attitude/Motivation Test battery
(AMTB) is a well developed and tested instrument for survey type approaches to pupil
attitude and motivation where the concern is in-school and across-school factors in relation
to the target language. The modification and use of the AMTB described below (Chapter

3), takes these issues into consideration.

2.2.6 Interlanguage corpora and second language learning

The language produced by learners provides a valuable object of study where
researchers to wish to explore the underlying mental representations and developmental
processes that may influence second language production (Myles, 2005). One of the
difficulties in the past has been in collecting this type of data due to the labour-
intensiveness of the work. This was particularly true in the case of oral data that were more
difficult to gather than written data. With the advent of computer technology, this process
has become considerably more manageable. The compilation of large datasets of learner
language can help to inform not only linguistic research but it can also help to inform the
content of second language curricula (Granger, 1998). As Rule maintains: ‘The availability
of large scale tagged interlanguage corpora will allow much more effective and systematic
cross-checking of curriculum proposals against what is known about learner development’
(2004, p. 669). With the aid of computer technologies large amounts of data can now be
reduced to manageable lists and concordances which can facilitate the identification of
patterns in the text (Scott & Tribble, 2006). The identification of these patterns can enable
generalizations about learner development and Myles identifies oral data above written data
as being particularly useful in this regard:

.. an important window into learners’ underlying mental grammars, and may be
relatively freer of metalinguistic interference than written data, which is complicated
by additional layers of learnt knowledge and monitoring processes. (2005, p. 375)

Ellis (1994) distinguishes three types of data for second language acquisition

research as shown in Figure 2.2: language use, metalingual judgments and self-report data.
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Figure 2.2
Data types for second language acquisition research

comprehension
& production Clinical
Metalingual Experiential
Data types judgements
Self-report

(R. Ellis, 1994, p. 690)

As Granger (2002) notes, much of the data used by researchers to date tends to
favour elicited introspective and experimental data. One of the reasons Granger cites for
this is: ‘the difficulty in controlling the variables that affect learner output in non-
experimental contexts’ (2002, p. 6). One of the disadvantages associated with experimental
data is that they tend to be based on limited numbers of subjects, as it is difficult to conduct
this type of research with large numbers. This results in research findings being reported
from a narrow empirical base (Granger, 2002). A beneficial aspect of compiling learner
corpora is that they provide samples of learner output for analysis that can be collected in
relatively natural contexts, and so redress the balance with experimental data.

Granger (2002) describes two approaches to linguistic analysis of learner corpora,
Contrastive Interlanguage Analysis (CIA) and Computer-aided Error Analysis. The former
usually compares learner output to that of other learners or native speakers. This enables
the identification of deviations from native speaker norms and also the under representation
or over representation of particular phrases or structures. In the case of immersion
education for example, CIA can help to identify the over use of so-called ‘high-coverage’
items. Granger (2002) acknowledges that not all researchers agree with a comparative
model and that interlanguage should be studied in its own right. She argues that this model
can provide an understanding of the underlying interlanguage system while at the same
time providing an indication of the extent of deviation from native-speaker norms.

Computer-aided error analysis involves either identifying a particular error and

searching for it in the corpus, or alternatively tagging and coding all errors so that the
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corpus can be searched systematically. The latter is obviously the most comprehensive
approach but is also time-consuming. Software such as CHILDES contains parts of speech
tagging and error tagging for many world languages. Researchers of lesser-used languages
do not enjoy these advantages however. Granger (2002) once again acknowledges that error
analysis is not favoured by many researchers but argues that it can provide teachers and
material designers with vital information on what can be expected of learners at different
stages. In the case of immersion education, it may highlight features that are not acquired
by pupils that might benefit from focussed instruction. Chaudron (2003) cautions that the
evidence offered by corpora is more reliable for high frequency items than for low
frequency items.

Another benefit of learner corpora identified by Myles (2005) is their utility in
documenting and explaining learner development over time which can be facilitated by
longitudinal oral corpora. It must be remembered however, that the evidence from corpora
on underlying L2 competence is indirect (Mitchell, 2008). Myles (2005) is critical of many
of the studies that she reviewed because the majority of them had merely documented
differences between learner and native language but had made no attempt to explain them.
It is clear nonetheless that good quality oral corpora, longitudinal if possible, have a
contribution to make to research in second language acquisition. While the aim of the
present study is to describe the features of immersion pupils Irish, it also explains some of
the underlying reasons why these features manifest themselves in the pupils’ target

language use.
2.3 Research and pedagogy in immersion education

2.3.1 Background and features of immersion education

Immersion education is the term used to describe second language programmes that
were introduced in 1965 in Montréal in Québec, Canada (Genesee, Holobow, Lambert, &
Chartrand, 1989). Parents of English-speaking children felt that their children were not
achieving sufficient proficiency in French in order to participate fully and function in a
French-speaking community (Fortune & Tedick, 2008; Genesee, 1985, 1998; Swain &
Johnson, 1997) and to compete for jobs with their Francophone peers (Lyster, 2007). It

could be described as a pedagogical approach that promotes second language learning
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rather than a particular teaching methodology (Bernhardt, 1992; Genesee, 1985). Instead of
just teaching the second language, the second language itself becomes the medium through
which all other subjects are taught (Mac Corraidh, 2001; Stryker & Leaver, 1997). In early
total immersion programmes, all subjects are initially taught in the early grades through the
second language, with the percentage taught through the L2 decreasing grade by grade to
50% (Harley, 1993) as pupils progress through the programme, depending on the policy in
different countries and regions. Pupils learn subject matter and the target language
simultaneously (Lightbown & Spada, 2006). Baker & Jones (1998) include immersion
education in their typology of bilingual education, classifying it as a strong form of
bilingual education.

In French early total immersion programmes in Canada, for example, pupils enter
the immersion program in senior kindergarten and no English is taught until grades two,
three or four, depending on the region, and pupils are introduced to literacy in French
before English (Genesee, 1998). Immersion education was not an entirely new phenomenon
however, in 1965 as teaching through the medium of a second language has been part of
education systems for many centuries (Kenner & Gregory, 2003; Lyster, 2007). It was also
a feature of the Irish education system since 1922 as was discussed above.

Immersion education has a number of defining features however, which distinguish
it from merely teaching through the medium of a second language or bilingual education.

These features have been defined as follows:

The L2 is the medium of instruction
The immersion curriculum parallels the local L1 curriculum
Overt support exists for the L1
The program aims for additive bilingualism
Exposure to the L2 is largely confined to the classroom
Students enter with similar (and limited) levels of L2 proficiency
The teachers are bilingual
The classroom culture is that of the local L1 community.
(Swain & Johnson, 1997, pp. 6-8)

SR Rl e

Although there are numerous similarities between an immersion school and one that
teaches through the first language, in terms of structure, curriculum content and culture. It
can be seen that immersion schools place language at the centre of the process. Baker
(2001) maintains that immersion education has been successful because of the above

features and also because of the optional nature of the programme and the
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acknowledgement of the pupils home language. These features have been subject to change
however, in different contexts in recent times. The changes in the ethnic diversity of pupils
in immersion schools in Canada in the last decade, for example, have led Swain and Lapkin
(2005) to revise these core defining features somewhat. The main revisions are that as the
immersion language is often the third or fourth language of the pupils, statement 1 above
has been revised, as ‘the immersion language is the medium of instruction.” In the case of
French immersion pupils that come from a non-English speaking home, there may not be
overt support for English in the home. This has implications for pedagogy and thus
statement 3 becomes ‘overt support needs to be given to all home languages.” The culture
of the school may no longer reflect that of the pupils from ethnically diverse backgrounds
and so statement 8 becomes ‘the classroom culture needs to recognise the cultures of the
multiple immigrant communities to which the students belong.’

There has been a large increase in immigration to Ireland in the past decade also
(Central Statistics Office, 2007b) and this has impacted on pedagogy and language support
in schools (McGorman & Sugrue, 2007). There is no evidence to date, however, that a
substantial number of parents from diverse ethnic backgrounds are choosing all-Irish
schools for their children. This may change however, in the near future and so Canadian

experiences and thinking may become more significant.

2.3.2 Academic achievement of pupils in immersion programmes

2.3.2.1 Target language proficiency

Probably the most defining feature of immersion education as quoted above is that
of additive bilingualism (Genesee, 2008). This implies that by the end of the programme:
‘L1 proficiency should be comparable to the proficiency of those who have studied through
the L1. In addition, a high, though not native-speaker, level of proficiency is achieved in
the L2’ (Swain & Johnson, 1997, p. 7). Immersion pupils achieve high levels of fluency in
the target language and their receptive skills of listening and reading are close to those of
native speakers (Allen et al., 1990; Baker & Jones, 1998; Day & Shapson, 1996; Harley,
1987, 1993; Lazaruk, 2007; Lyster, 1987; Nadasdi et al., 2005; Swain, 2000a). Their
productive skills of speaking and writing however, contain many non target-like forms that
appear to persist over time (Baker, 2001; Genesee, 1985; Hammerly, 1991; Harley, 1993;
Kowal & Swain, 1997; Lyster, 1987; Mitchell & Myles, 1998; Neil, Nig Uidhir, & Clarke,
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2000; Rebuffot, 1993; Salomone, 1992; Swain, 2005; Swain & Lapkin, 1982, 2008).
Harley (1991) for example, noted that the productive skills of pupils at the end of grade 6
had not reached native-speaker levels on grammatical and sociolinguistic measures. Lapkin
et al. (1990) found that second level students were well behind their francophone peers in
the acquisition of these skills also. Bibeau (1984) maintained that the French of immersion
students contained many syntax and vocabulary errors of a serious nature which resembled
an artificial language or code. This code is used for communication but it is not like a real
language with social and cultural value (Calvé, 1986). While recognising that immersion
pupils achieve high levels of fluency and communicative competence in the target
language, these writers have highlighted areas of concern.

Studies that have investigated French immersion pupils’ second language
development have shown them to have the following characteristics:

¢ they have excellent understanding of the target language in context,

e they extract unanalysed meaningful chunks from the input they receive and use
them correctly in their production,

e they make use of “high coverage” items (e.g. choses ‘things’ or general verbs such
as aller or faire in French) which they stretch to cover a variety of contexts,

e they are adept at using communication strategies which allow them to circumvent
their lack of a word with for example mime, gesture or the substitution of an
English word,

e they can produce certain forms in the target language that have been learned as
formulas without necessarily understanding their functional range. In other words,
they do not wait until they fully comprehend a structure before they start producing
it. This indicates that comprehension and production may be developing
simultaneously.

e there is mother tongue influence on French language use.
Based on Harley (1991, p. 15).

Some studies in Canada have attempted to measure the error rates of French
immersion pupils over time. One such study was that of Spilka (1976). She examined the
second language proficiency of 20 early immersion pupils in Grade 5 and Grade 6, after 6
and 7 years of French immersion respectively. She recorded their speech throughout the
grades so that she could monitor their progress. She followed the same procedure with a
francophone control group for comparative purposes. She found that the immersion pupils
in Grades 5 and Grade 6 made more errors than they had in Grade 1. The Francophone

pupils on the other hand made fewer errors as they progressed through grades one to six.
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When she calculated the rates of error in the immersion pupils’ sentences she got a rate of
52.2% compared to just under 7% for the Francophone pupils. Spilka concluded that there
was little evidence of improvement in the grammaticality of immersion pupils between
grades one and six. Calculating a rate of error in mathematical terms could be considered a
limited measure of assessment as it does not account for fluency or complexity (Skehan,
1998).

Another study by Adiv (1980) examined a French and a French/Hebrew immersion
programme. She found a lack of grammatical development over the grades from grades one
to three. It was her belief that the continual pressure on the pupils to produce output did not
facilitate grammatical development. Finally, a study by Pellerin and Hammerly (1986) that
interviewed Grade 12 French immersion pupils after 7,000 hours and 13 years of
immersion found that they had an error rate in their sentences of 53.8%. This figure is very
close to the 52.2% of Spilka study above. The findings of these studies and others appear to
challenge Krashen’s (1985) input hypothesis which claimed that learners would acquire the
target language and its grammar if they received sufficient naturalistic input. Despite the
prolonged exposure to the target language of these immersion students their output contains
a high percentage of errors.

It appears then that early immersion programmes are successful in achieving their
aim of additive bilingualism where content learned through a second language has no
adverse affect on first language skills (Nig Uidhir, 2001). They are also very successful in
producing second language speakers who are very fluent in the target language. Where they
are less successful is in the area of grammatical accuracy that is non-target like and there is
some evidence that it does not develop over time. Classroom observation studies of
immersion classrooms have also found that teachers tend not put sufficient pressure on their
pupils to speak with grammatical accuracy (Genesee, 1987; Swain, 1998).

If immersion pupils are not required to speak with grammatical accuracy, they may
be operating from Skehan’s (1994) ‘least effort’ principle where the learner says what is
necessary to communicate but feels little pressure to adhere to native speaker norms and
grammaticality. Their output is not of the ‘pushed’ variety advocated by Swain (2005).
When pupils commence an early total immersion education programme, there is pressure
on them to communicate meaning through the target language. Skehan (1994) argues that

situations such as this can lead to fossilisation as the pressure to extract meaning and to
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express oneself overrides the motivation to restructure the interlanguage system. Pupils
may lack opportunities for reflection partly because they may be too young to engage in
such reflection and also because of pressure on the teacher to implement all aspects of the
school curriculum. The emphasis in the early years of immersion is focussed on
encouraging the pupils to produce language that communicates meaning. Teachers may not
see error correction and feedback that requires learners to reflect on language structures, as
appropriate or crucial at this stage.

If the pupils in an immersion programme are truly to discover what the target
language norms are, they may need feedback that alerts them to forms that are incorrect or
opportunities to reflect on their output. The pupils may communicate successfully with one
another, but if they do not receive feedback as to whether their message has been ‘conveyed
precisely, coherently, and appropriately’ (Swain, 2005) they are likely to continue to
communicate in this way and not to develop their interlanguages. There is little motivation
for them to stretch their use of language and they tend to restrict themselves to syntax and
lexis that they are comfortable and familiar with and thus gain little in terms of language
learning (Turnbull, 2002).

Vygotsky (1987) has suggested that knowledge is constructed as learners engage in
social interaction and that this knowledge can be internalised at a later stage. It could be
argued that in order for learners to be operating in the zone of proximal development (ZPD)
they need to be interacting with other learners or a teacher who has greater linguistic
expertise than them. In a study that has relevance for all-Irish schools, Genesee et al. (1989)
compared the attainments in French of English L1 pupils in all-French schools in Quebec
with those of English L1 pupils in early immersion schools. The all-French schools
resemble all-Irish schools in that English language arts were not introduced until Grade 4
and only amounted to 2.5 hours per week until the end of Grade 6. All other subjects were
taught through the medium of French. It was found that the early immersion pupils
performed as well as the pupils in the all-French school on French proficiency tests. While
it might have been expected that the all-French pupils would have outperformed their peers
in the early immersion schools due to greater exposure to French in the school context,

Genesee et al. suggested that:
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These results raise the possibility that an upper limit may exist to the second
language proficiency that can be attained in school programs that do not provide
substantial opportunities for peer interaction in the second language (1989, p. 260).

In other words, the early immersion exposure may have been sufficient to gain the
maximum impact from this type of programme. The type of interaction that he envisaged
was with French native speaker peers. There is some evidence to support the merit of this
suggestion from the study of Harris & Murtagh (1987). They administered tests of mastery
of various objectives in spoken Irish to pupils and Grades 2 and 6 in both all Irish and
Gaeltacht schools. The objectives covered the broad areas of general comprehension of
speech, understanding the morphology of verbs in listening and control of the morphology
of verbs in speaking. They expected that: ‘roughly equal percentages would obtain mastery
of the objectives in spoken Irish appropriate to their grade level’ (Harris & Murtagh, 1987,
p. 116). While this expectation was confirmed for all-Irish school pupils, the mean
percentage attaining mastery in Gaeltacht schools increased significantly. They offer as the
most plausible explanation for this:

‘... that children from English-speaking homes will be motivated to acquire native-
like competence in Irish where there are substantial numbers of native Irish speakers
in the class or where Irish is the dominant language in the community outside the
home’ (Harris & Murtagh, 1987, p. 119).

Due to the small number of native Irish speakers, and the remoteness of most all-
Irish schools from Gaeltacht areas, it is difficult to imagine how this interaction could be
facilitated on a large scale for all-Irish school pupils. The use of electronic media and class
trips to the Gaeltacht could provide some possibilities. However, as Genesee et al.
concluded: If the goal is native-like second language proficiency, then serious consideration
needs to be given to how to extend the language environment of programs that lack peer
models (1989, p. 262). Other possibilities emerge from a consideration of pedagogical

studies discussed in the section 2.3.3 below.

2.3.2.2 First language proficiency
Many parents with children in immersion programmes are attracted by the claim of
additive bilingualism. Notwithstanding this, they are often concerned initially that not only

will their children acquire competency in the L2 but that their L1 skills will not suffer
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(Genesee, 2008). Many studies have been conducted to investigate this area particularly in
Canada and the results have shown consistently that not only do L1 skills not suffer but that
their skills may even be better than their monolingual peers (Monique Bournot-Trites &
Tellowitz, 2002; Neil et al., 2000). The following findings are typical of those studies:

In Kindergarten through grade 3, immersion students lag behind their peers in the
regular program in some aspects of English language skills ...Such results are not
surprising, since no formal English language instruction is provided before grade 2,
3 or sometimes 4. By the end of grade 5, however, immersion children perform as
well as, or better than, their English-educated peers on all aspects of English
language skills measured by standardized tests. (Swain & Lapkin, 1982, p. 36)

The studies in Canada examined the effect of French, a world language, on the
pupils’ English language skills. The situation regarding Gaelic-medium education in
Scotland is closer to that which pertains to Irish in Ireland where both Irish and Scots
Gaelic could be described as language in the process of obsolescence (M. C. Jones, 1998).
A comprehensive study of the attainment of Gaelic-medium P7 pupils concluded that:

At the very least it may be claimed that children educated through the medium of

Gaelic are not disadvantaged in comparison with their counterparts who are

educated through the medium of English and that in the process they have gained

the advantage of becoming bilingual and bicultural. (Johnstone et al., 1999, p. 67)

The researchers also stated that it was in the area of English that the Gaelic-medium
pupils’ attainments were most encouraging.

Reference was made to the Macnamara (1966) study in 1.3 above where it was
claimed that teaching through Irish the weaker language, was having a detrimental effect on
the pupils’ achievement in English. When these data were re-examined by Cummins
(1977b, 1978) it was found that the immersion pupils had the same level of attainment in
English as the non-immersion pupils. These results were replicated in another study of
attainments in English reading of 167 Grade 3 pupils (91 all-Irish and 76 English-medium)
(Cummins, 1982).

The Department of Education in Ireland carried out a national reading survey of the
attainments of primary school pupils in English reading in 1988. There were 476 pupils in
fifth class in all-Irish schools at that time, all of who were tested as part of this survey.
When these pupils were compared to the national sample it was found that the pupils in the

all-Irish schools gained higher scores (Department of Education, 1991). One must be
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careful however, in interpreting these results as neither the socio-economic status of the
children nor their intelligence levels were not controlled for. A more recent study of the
English reading attainment of 1,881 second-class, and 1,471 fifth-class all-Irish pupils,
revealed that their Sten scores were significantly above the national average on
standardised tests (O hAiniféin, 2007).

The ‘interdependence’ or ‘common underlying proficiency’ principle developed by
Cummins (1984) helps to explain how pupils learning through the medium of their L2 can
attain skills in their L1 equal or better than their peers who have been educated through
their L1 (Baker, 2000, 2001). According to the interdependence principle: ‘transfer across
languages of conceptual knowledge and academic skills (such as learning and reading
strategies) compensates for the reduce instructional time through the majority language’

(Cummins, 2000, p. 186).

2.3.2.3 Academic achievement in other areas of the curriculum

A number of studies have examined the academic achievement of immersion pupils
relative to their English-medium peers. A large-scale early study was the Bilingual
Education Project in Toronto and Ottawa of Swain & Lapkin (1982). They compared the
achievement of early immersion pupils in Mathematics, Science and English at primary
level with English programme students in the same school or school board. The tests were
administered in English. When they controlled for 1Q and socio-economic variables they
found that no significant differences between the two groups for almost all comparisons.
More recent studies comparing the scores of immersion pupils on Mathematic tests with
their peers in English-medium schools confirmed Swain and Lapkin (1982) findings. There
were no significant differences in the pupils’ mean scores even where the tests were
administered in English although French was the medium of instruction (Monique
Bournot-Trites & Reeder, 2001; Turnbull, Lapkin, & Hart, 2001).

Similar findings emerged from a study in Wales that compared the achievement of
Welsh-medium pupils in Mathematics and Science of Key Stage 3 (11-14 yrs) with
English-medium pupils. No significant differences were found between the two groups for
the majority of comparisons (Bellin, 1996). In the comprehensive study of the attainment of
Gaelic-medium pupils in Scotland cited in relation to English above, the researchers also

examined attainment in mathematics and science. One of the measures used was data from
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the Assessment of Achievement Programme (AAP) of pupils in P4 (Grade 4) and P7
(Grade 7). In relation to mathematics it was found that the average attainment scores of the
Gaelic-medium pupils in both P4 and P7 were significantly higher than the national average
and they also performed better than the English-medium pupils in the same schools
(Johnstone et al., 1999). The attainments in science were less impressive from an
immersion perspective. While the P4 pupils' average attainment scores matched the
national average, they were significantly below the average scores for English-medium
pupils in the same schools. At P7 level, the Gaelic-medium pupils were still significantly
behind their English-medium counterparts in the same schools, although their attainments
were close to the national average (Johnstone et al., 1999). A possible explanation for the
poorer results in science offered by the research team was that there may have been
difficulties with the vocabulary for science and that the AAP assessments were conducted
in English whereas the medium of instruction was Gaelic.

Overall, the results of the studies reported here indicate that learning curriculum
content in the areas of science and mathematics through the medium of a second language

does not hinder pupil attainment.

2.3.3 Language acquisition and pedagogy in immersion education

Three of the main weaknesses of immersion programmes that may be linked to
unsatisfactory pupil linguistic outcomes have been identified:
(1) an over-reliance on comprehensible input where pupils acquire the target
language without reflection and analysis of target language structures
(1)  acquisition takes place in a school setting that cannot provide the range of
language functions required for full mastery of the language
(i)  pupils with faulty interlanguages are immersed with other pupils with similar
linguistic errors and the sociopsychological pressure to speak more accurately is
not there as a result.
In order to explore the possible origins of these weaknesses it is necessary to
examine how pupils acquire the target language in an immersion setting. This section will
outline the type of pedagogy adopted in immersion education and its impact on target

language acquisition is then examined.
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2.3.3.1 Experiential and analytic teaching approaches

In an early total immersion programme, pupils are exposed to the target language
from the first day that they enter the programme placing the language in an authentic
context (Harley, 1986). The teaching and learning that takes place is content-based where
language and content are integrated (Cloud, Genesee, & Hamayan, 2000; Met, 2004; Snow,
1987; Walker & Tedick, 2000). While pupils are engaged in learning about a particular
topic, they are acquiring the second language simultaneously (Mac Corraidh, 1999). They
also acquire literacy and academic skills in two languages, which is the additive bilingual
dimension of the programme (de Courcy, 2002; O Baoill, 1980; Swain & Johnson, 1997).
Teachers in immersion schools act as both content teachers and language teachers. They
attempt to create the naturalistic conditions in which first language learning takes place
(Genesee, 1985; Mac Corraidh, 2008). This type of teaching has been described as an
experiential teaching strategy where there is a meaning oriented teaching focus and the L2
is used naturally for subject-matter content (Allen et al., 1990; Hammerly, 1987; Harley,
1994; Harley et al., 1990; Harley & Swain, 1984; Mac Corraidh, 2008). The interaction
between the teacher and the pupils plays a key role in their second language acquisition.
The pupils are required to interpret the meaning of the teacher’s verbal utterances and the
nonverbal clues of the classroom context and it is through this negotiation of meaning that
they acquire the second language (Genesee, 1985). It requires great skill on the part of the
teacher to implement such a programme (Brinton, Snow, & Wesche, 2003). It is achieved
by choosing themes which are of interest to the pupils which in turn expose them to
authentic language use because the content excites their interest above and beyond the
language itself (Harley, 1993).

Genesee cautions however, that: ‘an exclusive focus on meaning or functional use
in dual language programs may not be optimal for developing students’ competence in the
target language’ (2008, pp. 32-33). Unless increasing demands are made on the learner’s
developing language system, continuous growth cannot be guaranteed (Genesee, 1987). In
the absence of this increased demand, the type of learning in a meaning oriented
programme leads to the development of implicit knowledge which is ‘knowledge that
learners are only intuitively aware of and that is easily accessible through automatic
processing’ (Ellis et al., 2006, p. 340). While an experiential approach leads to the

development of good fluency in the target language and near native-like ability in the
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receptive skills of reading and writing, it is less successful in developing grammatical
accuracy (Allen et al., 1990; Harley et al., 1990; Lyster & Mori, 2008; Mac Corraidh, 2008;
Stern, 1990). What appears to be lacking in immersion programmes are the analytical
strategies for organising that learning in a more conscious way or more explicit learning:
‘where the individual makes and tests hypotheses in search for a structure’ (N. C. Ellis,
1994, p. 2). Arising from the Allen et al. (1990) study that examined the teaching strategies
in both French immersion and core French classes, Stern (1990) made a tentative
recommendation that more attention should be paid to analytic strategies in immersion
programs. He emphasised that both analytic and experiential strategies should be viewed as
complementary and part of a continuum. Other writers have suggested that older learners
can cope with a more analytic approach (Philp et al., 2008).

Following Stern (1992), Lyster (1998a) suggested that teachers should endeavour to
create contexts within the classroom that are most conducive to learning. In an immersion
programme he maintains that the integration of an experiential and analytic approach will
be most beneficial. He has refined this recommendation over time and this led to the
counterbalance hypothesis:

Instructional activities and interactional feedback that act as a counterbalance to the
predominant communicative orientation of a given classroom setting will be more
facilitative of interlanguage restructuring than instructional activities and
interactional feedback that are congruent with the predominant communicative
orientation. (Lyster & Mori, 2006, p. 294)

In an early immersion programme where the predominant focus is on meaning then
an analytic approach is likely to be more successful in focusing learner’s attention on form.
When this hypothesis is applied to feedback then teacher prompts such as elicitation,
metalinguistic clues, clarification requests and repetition are likely to be more effective
than recasts or explicit correction (Lyster & Mori, 2008). Reflection on communication can
also be a critical component in focussing the learner’s attention on form: ‘Such interplay
between communication and reflection upon communication may be the key to effective
analytic language teaching in the predominantly experiential context of French immersion’
(Lyster, 1998a, p. 209). The context for this reflection on communication could be a jigsaw
task as in Lyster’s (1998a) study or a Dictogloss (Wajnryb, 1990) task as other studies such

as (Kowal, 1997) have demonstrated. These tasks have proved effective in engaging
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learners in reflection on their language use. Some aspects of this approach are studied in the

present investigation into all-Irish pupils’ use of Irish.

2.4 Research on the acquisition of Irish as a second language

Many of the studies on the acquisition of Irish as a second language to date have
been small-scale in nature and have tended to have a narrow focus. This section will
examine the different studies and their relevance to the present one. Section 2.4.1 reports on
studies of second language learners’ mastery of Irish in early immersion settings, in
primary schools and in post-primary schools. A number of studies have examined the errors
of Irish L2 learners in written production. Although the focus of the present study in on
immersion pupils’ oral production, the account of these studies may give an indication of
the typical errors that L2 learners of Irish are likely to make. The section concludes with an

account of a number of studies on the acquisition of Irish in immersion settings.

2.4.1 Mastery of Irish in early immersion education

The influence of naionrai (Irish-medium pre-schools) in creating a demand for the
new generation of all-Irish schools was referred to in Chapter 1. The first naionra was
opened in 1968 (Mhic Mhathuna, 1993) and by 2006 there were a total of 233 naionra, 70
in the Gaeltacht and 163 outside the Gaeltacht (H. O Murcha, 2008). A number of studies
have been conducted on how children learn Irish in naionrai, most notably Hickey (1997)

and Mhic Mhathtina (2005).

2.4.1.1 Hickey study

The Hickey (1997) study reports on data gathered as part of a comprehensive census
of 190 nafonra sessions’ in 1993. As well as gathering information on the number of
naionrai in operation at that time and statistics regarding the children, questionnaires were
administered to parents, stiurthoiri (leaders), stiurthoiri cunta (assistant leaders) and
comhairleoiri (advisors to the stiurthoiri). The census was distributed to all naionrai in the
Republic of Ireland and there was a response rate of 96% from 182 sessions. 225 children

(58 in Gaeltacht, 167 outside of Gaeltacht) were randomly selected and tested for

* A number of najonrai had more than one session per day, hence the use of this term.
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achievement in comprehension, production and imitation in Irish and it is this aspect of the
study that is reported here.

Table 2.1 shows the test scores of the children by home language. Columns 2 and 3
show that almost all children regardless of home language could answer 40% of the
comprehension items successfully with all the ‘Irish only homes’ children scoring at least
75%. Just over half (54%) of the ‘Irish and English’ group scored 75% or more but just
over one-third (35%) of the English only group scored 75% for Comprehension. There was
greater variation in the Production scores where just over half (53%) of the ‘English only’
scored 40% but only 6% scored 75% or more. These items were obviously more
demanding as only 72% of the ‘Irish only’ group scored 75% or more. There were higher
scores in general for the Imitation items compared to Production but they followed the

pattern that would be expected in terms of home language.

Table 2.1
Achievement test scores of naionra children by home language
Comprehension Production Imitation
Home language % reaching % reaching % reaching % reaching % reaching % reaching
40% 75% 40% 75% 40% 75%
English only
(N=142) 96 35 53 6 73 35
Irish and
English (N=71) 93 54 67 25 88 40
Irish only
(N=12) 100 100 100 72 100 68
(Hickey, 1997, p. 114)
As Hickey states:

These results show that the children’s achievement is appreciable, with the

overwhelming majority developing basic comprehension, and more than half having

relatively advanced comprehension and a limited ability to express themselves in

Irish. (Hickey, 1997, p. 115)

The children from these naionra that continue Irish-medium education in an all-Irish
primary school may find the transition easier because of the comprehension skills they have
acquired in Irish and in general the ability gained in Irish can only be advantageous to
them.
2.4.2.2 Mhic Mhathina study

Mhic Mhathuna (2005) investigated the role of storytelling as a vehicle for

facilitating second language acquisition in naionrai. She studied and recorded storytelling
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sessions in an in-depth study of one naionra, over a sixth-month period, using a case-study
approach. She transcribed 11 hours of recorded data and based on her analysis, she found
that the preschool teachers facilitated children’s participation in the sessions and that the
input received led in time to acquisition of Irish. The teachers read the same stories
repeatedly and this enabled the children to acquire formulaic utterances that they were able
to segment at a later stage and to use creatively. The language of each story tended to be
associated with that story only by the children, and features such as prepositional phrases
did not transfer from one story to another. Where the teacher used language from the stories
in interactional routines however, the children did transfer formulaic utterances in that case.
It was evident from later recordings that the children had made significant progress in
acquiring Irish. Children who had substantial exposure to Irish at home and experience of
being read to benefited from the language input that they received in the naionra and made
considerable progress. Although the focus here has been on the language acquired from
storytelling sessions, Mhic Mhathtina (2005) found that the children were enriched in many

ways by the experience of the storytelling sessions.

2.4.2 Mastery of Irish in primary school

2.4.2.1 English-medium schools

The most comprehensive studies in the mastery of Irish have been the evaluation
studies of primary school pupils conducted by Harris and his associates over a period of
years dating back to the late 1970’s (Harris, 1982, 1984, 2002; Harris et al., 2006; Harris &
Murtagh, 1987, 1999). Harris devised criterion referenced tests based on the curricular
objectives of the Nuachursai [new courses] programme in use in schools at that time and
which continued to be used until the advent of the current Curaclam na Gaeilge
(Department of Education and Science, 1999). The tests were administered to pupils in
second, fourth and sixth grade. The results of the first study in the late 1978 revealed that
on average about one-third of pupils in English-medium (ordinary) schools attained
mastery of the objectives, another one-third on average made at least minimal progress,
while the remaining one-third failed to make even minimal progress in the objectives at
each grade (Harris, 1984). A subsequent study in 1985 showed modest but statistically
significantly gains in the mastery of the sixth-grade objectives over the intervening seven

year period (Harris & Murtagh, 1988).
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A further national survey of achievement in Irish at 6" grade was conducted in 200
primary schools in 2002, seventeen years after the 1985 study. The latter study was more
comprehensive as it included a new test of reading in Irish. As with the 1985 study it
included English-medium schools, all-Irish schools and Gaeltacht schools. The results for
the English medium schools reveal that there has been a significant decline the level of
achievement since 1985. While it is beyond the scope of the present study to report the
results of the 2002 study (Harris et al., 2006) in detail, Table 2.2 below is included here as
representative of the scale of the decline in terms of the objectives on the speaking test. It
can be seen from the differences in the fourth column that there has been a statistically
significant decline in seven of the eight objectives. The decline in the first two objectives,
Communication (second grade objective) and Fluency of oral description are the most

significant.

Table 2.2
Percentage of sixth-grade pupils in ordinary schools who attain mastery on each objective on the
Irish Speaking Test in 1985 and 2002

Ordinary Schools Attain Mastery Difference
Irish Speaking Objectives 1985 2002 (2002-1985)
N .. 54.0% a 32.9% -21.1%
Communication (second grade objective) (2.98) (2.80)
. L. 50.3% a 29.9% -20.4%
Fluency of oral description (2.69) (2.69)
Speaki bul 22.8%b 8.8% -14.0%
peaking vocabulary (2.56) 1.27)
12.1%b 3.7% -8.4%
Control of the morphology of verbs (1.71) (1.06)
. 28.0% b 14.1% -13.9%
Control of the morphology of prepositions (2.30) (1.84)
] 27.3%b 21.6% -5.7%
Control of the morphology of qualifiers (2.52) (2.74)
21.9%b 15.8% -6.1%
Control of the morphology of nouns 2.17) 2.12)
19.7% a 7.5% -12.2%
Control of the syntax of statements (1.92) (1.24)

Significant differences (p <.05) are printed in bold. Standard errors are printed in italics. N 1985: a=1043,b=1112;
N 2002 = 950. The Irish Speaking Test was divided into two halves, with each half being administered to alternate pupils in 1985.

(Harris et al., 2006, p. 56)
2.4.2.2 All-Irish schools
The results on the Irish Speaking Test for the same objectives in all-Irish schools
are presented in Table 2.3 below. They reveal that the all-Irish schools maintained, to a
large degree, the attainment levels of 1985 with the exception of Control of the morphology

of verbs in speaking and Control of the syntax of statements. Harris et al. (2006) note that in
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the case of the former objective that a relatively small segment of the cohort switched from
mastery to minimal progress between 1985 and 2002. They caution however, that while this
change is not statistically significant it is a cause of concern. The decline in the Control of
syntax in statements is statistically significant however, with a decline of 34.2% in
attainment levels. The third column in the final row reveals that 59.6% achieve mastery of
this objective. The comparable figure for minimal mastery is 26.9% and for failure is 7.6%.
This level of failure is a cause for concern.

More generally, the performance of all-Irish schools was quite satisfactory given the
increase in the percentage of this school type from 1.1% in 1985 to 5% in 2002 (Harris et
al., 2006). The sociolinguistic background of pupils attending all-Irish schools had also
very likely changed substantially since the emergence of the new generation of all-Irish
schools in the mid 1970’s. For example, O Riagain and O Gliasain (1979) found that 51%
of fathers with children enrolled in all-Irish schools in Dublin used Irish in their jobs as
State employees. That situation is unlikely to pertain today. Coady & O Laoire (2002),
found in their study that the number of pupils from Irish-speaking homes had fallen from

24% 1n 1974 to 9% in 2000.

Table 2.3
Percentage of sixth-grade pupils in all-Irish schools who attain mastery on each objective on the
Irish Speaking Test in 1985 and 2002

All-Irish Schools Attain Mastery Difference
Irish Speaking Objectives 1985 2002 (2002-1985)
N N 99.3% a 94.6% -4.7%
Communication (second grade objective) (0.67) (3.59)
A 95.2% a 87.6% -7.6%
Fluency of oral description 2.21) (5.0)
Speaki bul 72.0% b 66.4% -5.6%
peaking vocabulary (5.17) (6.44)
65.0% b 50.2% -14.8%
Control of the morphology of verbs (5.73) (6.32)
. 85.4%b 78.7% -6.7%
Control of the morphology of prepositions 2.81) (5.48)
] 68.2% b 66.5% -1.7%
Control of the morphology of qualifiers (7.95) (5.25)
49.0% b 50.3% +1.3%
Control of the morphology of nouns (9.87) (5.48)
93.8% a 59.6% -34.2%
Control of the syntax of statements (2.94) (451

Significant differences (p <.05) are printed in bold. Standard errors are printed in italics. N 1985: a =145, b = 156, N 2002 = 208.
(Harris et al., 2006, p. 62)
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2.4.2.3 Effect of parental social class, ability in Irish and frequency of use of Irish

A notable finding in the Harris studies is that social class, parental ability in Irish
and the frequency of use of Irish at home were all significantly correlated with pupil
achievement in Irish (Harris, 2002; Harris et al., 2006; Harris & Murtagh, 1988, 1999). Use
of Irish at home was also found to make a significant contribution to pupils’ Irish attitude
and motivation (Harris & Murtagh, 1999). These findings are important for the present
study as parents in all-Irish schools generally come from higher social classes as measured
by the number of parents with Medical Cards. The respective percentages for medical cards
in both school types is 12.8% for all-Irish schools and 19.5% for English-medium schools
(Harris et al., 2006). Similarly parental ability in Irish is higher in all-Irish schools with for
example 20.3% of parents understating most conversations or having native speaker ability
compared to 5.9% for the same categories in English-medium schools (Harris et al., 2006).
In the case of use of Irish, all-Irish parents again use the language more often with 52%
using it ‘sometimes’, ‘often’ or ‘always’ compared to 21.9% for parents in English-medium
schools. These findings indicate that the location of an all-Irish school in terms of social
class will influence attainment in Irish. This conclusion is supported by the research of O

Fathaigh (1991) in English-medium second-level schools also.

2.4.2.4 Pupils’ attitude and motivation in relation to Irish

The role of attitude and motivation in second language learning were discussed in
2.2.5.3 above. These issues were studied by Harris & Murtagh (1999) in relation to Irish.
Their study, also known as the Twenty Classes Study, examined 6™ class pupil
attitude/motivation in twenty English-medium schools. The instrument used was an adapted
Attitude/Motivation Test Battery (AMTB) developed by Gardner (1985a) for use with
French second language learners in Canada. Among the findings from their study was:

... that pupils were reasonably well disposed towards the Irish language itself and
towards the idea of integrating with the Irish-language-speaking ‘group’. But
motivation, or actual commitment to learning Irish, is less positive. Pupils with
better motivation and attitudes are more successful in learning Irish. (Harris, 2002,

p. 88)

Pupil attitude and motivation in the context of all-Irish schools will be discussed

further in 3.4.3 below.
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2.4.3 Linguistic errors in learners’ written Irish

Because of the limited number of studies of linguistic errors in learner Irish, it is
useful to consider the studies of O Domhnallain & O Baoill (1978, 1979), and O Baoill
(1981) even though they deal with written errors. More recent studies by Walsh (2005,
2007) and O Conchubhair’ (O'Connor, 2002; O Conchubhair, 2003) also investigating

written errors, will then be examined.

2.4.3.1 O Domhnallain and O Baoill studies

O Domhnallain & O Baoill (1978, 1979), and O Baoill (1981) analysed the
examination scripts of a sample of 200 pupils that sat the Leaving Certificate Irish
examination in 1975. These pupils were drawn from both all-Irish and English-medium
schools. The Leaving certificate examination is the terminal examination at the end of
second-level education in Ireland. The study examined the students’ errors in their essays
on Paper 1 of that examination. The sample was evenly distributed between girls and boys
and those that sat the higher-level paper and the ordinary-level paper. Of particular interest
are the type of errors identified and the manner in which they were categorised for analysis.
That study used the following categories:

verbs

nominal words

qualifying words

prepositional words

pronouns

particles

interrogative words and conjunctions
syntax

In relation to verbs the most striking aspect is that the substantive verb bionn,
habitual present tense ‘to be’, was the verb used incorrectly most often. Of the times when
a verb was used, this verb was used 7.4% of the time. However, within that use it was
incorrectly used 51% of the time (O Domhnallain & O Baoill, 1978). The verb ‘Bi’ is
obviously one that is used frequently and its incorrect use will increase proportionately the

number of errors a learner will make.

> 0’Connor is the Anglicisation of O Conchubhair
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When the syntactic errors were examined it was found that 76% or just over three
quarters of them could be traced to the influence of English. This English influence was
sub-categorised as follows: direct translation, words omitted, the copula ‘Is’, words in the
wrong order, direct and indirect speech, incorrect words and a miscellaneous sub-category
(O Baoill, 1981).

Errors in use of the copula represented 10.3% of all errors. When students used the
copula in their essays they used it correctly 76% of the time i.e. with an error rate of 24%.
O Baoill (1981) describes the copula as an inherent part of the Irish language which
frightens learners. He ascribes learners’ lack of grasp of this feature of the language as
being the result of a lack of practice in natural speech and an overdependence on English as

a criterion.

2.4.3.2 Walsh study

The Walsh (2005) study, examined the errors in written texts collected from 17-18
year old 6" year pupils in six second level all-Irish schools in Dublin. She sought sample
essays from the five to six pupils most proficient in Irish in each school, one Irish (as a
subject) essay and another essay written in Irish from a different subject area. From the 60
essays that she received she analysed a total of 31 of them, 16 Irish essays and 15 in other
subject areas. These samples were the work of 15 different pupils. She estimated that her
analysis was based on 6,000-9,000 words of text. When she analysed the essays she found
752 errors in total, 369 from the Irish essay and 383 in the essays from a different subject
area.

Table 2.4 shows the top 15 errors in frequency order in the Irish essays. These
errors represent 89% of the error types in the analysis and there were 28 types in total.
Some of these errors such as spelling pertain to writing only and either do not arise or are
less obvious in the analysis of spoken language. Difficulties with lenition, eclipsis and the
genitive case account for a significant percentage of errors (38%). Regarding the genitive
case and adjectives some writers have called for a restandardisation and a simplification of
the rules associated with their use and acknowledge that the genitive case and the inflection
of adjectives is undergoing change in everyday use by native speakers (O Baoill, 2000;

Williams, 2002). Other aspects that are relevant to the present study are difficulties with
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the use of numbers, the use of the verb in general, translation from English, inappropriate
preposition usage, the verbal noun and the copula/substantive verb.

In contrast to the O Domhnallain & O Baoill study above, the error rate associated
with the copula and the verbal noun is considerably lower in the Walsh study. Walsh
(2007) had hypothesised that there would have been a greater error rate in the case of the
copula. This may be an indication that these features have been mastered by all-Irish school
pupils by this stage. Alternatively, the O Domhnallain & O Baoill scripts were Leaving
Certificate examination scripts, written under pressure, without time for reflection.
Possibly, Walsh’s were written in a more relaxed, reflective context. As shown later
below, reflection and time to become aware of errors can improve accuracy. It was also the
case that the sample essays collected from each school were from the pupils most

competent in Irish.

Table 2.4
The errors in 6™ year pupils’ Irish essays in frequency order
Frequency order
Errors N=369
Lenition and eclipsis associated with prepositions and other
74 20%
features
Genitive case 65 18%
Adjectives 22 6%
Difficulties with case and with use of numbers 21 6%
Use of the verb in general 20 5%
Translation from English 19 5%
Incorrect noun gender 17 5%
Inappropriate preposition usage 14 4%
Verbal noun 14 4%
Influence of oral pronunciation on spelling 13 4%
Words omitted 12 3%
Inaccurate or inappropriate phrases or words 12 3%
Errors arising from spoken Irish 10 3%
The verb — the copula/substantive verb 9 2%
The language of teenagers 7 2%
Total 329 89%

Adapted and modified from Walsh (2007, p. 34)

2.4.3.3 The O Conchubhair study

Another study that examined the use of the copula in Irish was O Conchubhair
(2003). He designed focus on form type tasks to teach the copula to secondary school
pupils in 1%, 3 and 6™ years in English-medium secondary schools. He administered pre-

tests, post-tests and delayed post-tests to the pupils. The tests were written tests as he
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thought that this would give the pupils a greater chance of success than oral tests.
Following the focus on form activities the pupils made significant gains in their mastery of
the copula and these gains were in most cases maintained in the delayed post-test. The area
that showed the greatest decline in the delayed post-test was the negative form of the
copula. The positive results of the O Conchubhair study suggest that focus on form
activities may be beneficial in teaching this feature of Irish. The pupils in O’Conchubhair’s
study were enabled to use forms of the copula in communicative contexts that may have

given them practice in using these forms correctly and aided retention.

2.4.4 Errors in the conversational speech of all-Irish pupils

This section will report on the findings of a number of studies that examined
features of the conversational speech of all-Irish school pupils in the Republic of Ireland
and Northern Ireland. The first study was an in-depth investigation of the features of Irish
in one all-Irish school in Belfast. The second set of studies reports on all-Irish pupils’
acquisition of word order or syntax in Irish. The final set of studies concern the acquisition

of the copula and other features of Irish by all-Irish school pupils.

2.4.4.1 Henry, Andrews and O Cainin study

Henry et al. (2002) documented the variety of Irish spoken by pupils in one Irish
immersion school in Belfast, Northern Ireland. The aim of that study was ‘to identify the
areas of difficulty, to explore why these particular areas cause problems, and to consider
how progress in these aspects of the language might be improved’ (2002). Data were
gathered from 21 pupils that came from English-speaking homes and were drawn from
classes P3-P5 or children in the 7-10 year age range. A research assistant engaged pairs of
pupils in conversations that were recorded.

They found that the pupils in the selected school become highly competent
communicators, who were able to speak Irish fluently and willingly. Most of the major
aspects of Irish grammar were acquired effectively through the use of Irish in the
classroom, without the need for specific grammar instruction. They found little evidence of
interference from English in most major grammatical structures and many of the early
errors that the pupils make appear to disappear without specific instruction. There were a

small number of target language errors however, that tended to persist for a considerable
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period. They found no evidence that these errors were the result of errors in teacher input.
Rather the errors arise as part of the language development process itself. The specific
areas, which they identify as having a tendency to fossilise, are the incorrect use of the
substantive verb in place of the copula, issues concerning syntax associated with the verbal

noun, incomplete mastery of pronouns and prepositions.

2.4.4.2 Word order: Henry and Tangney, and other studies

A number of studies have examined this aspect of the acquisition of Irish and all
have found that children acquire this feature without difficulty and there does not appear to
be any interference from English, the learners’ first language. Henry & Tangney (1999)
examined children in Belfast acquiring Irish at an early age in Irish-immersion preschools
and primary schools. These children had no contact with native speakers of Irish outside of
the school setting and their input was received from highly competent but not native
speakers. The immersion pupils in the Henry et al. (2002) study had no difficulty in
acquiring the VSO order in Irish. They displayed the ability to reset parameters for word
order in this case. Owens (1991), who conducted a case study on her daughter’s acquisition
of Irish in an all-Irish school in Dublin, also found that she acquired the VSO word order
without apparent difficulty. Ni Stilleabhain (1986) in her study observed that pupils in
immersion schools absorb ‘internal NP word order and the different determiner systems
with ease’ (1986, p. 149).

Henry & Tangney (1999) argue ‘that language acquisition involves tension between
the drive to create a maximally simple grammar in Universal Grammar (UG) terms and the
need to adopt a grammar that covers the input data’ (1999, p. 239). They believe that
learners will only adopt a more complex grammar where the input they receive has strong
evidence to support this. It appears that immersion pupils in all-Irish schools receive strong
and consistent evidence regarding Irish NP word order and that they acquire it without

difficulty. This may not be the case with other features of the language.

2.4.4.3 Various studies that examined the copula in Irish and other features
The acquisition of the copula in Irish does not appear to be as consistent however,
as for word order. Sentences with 74, present tense of the substantive verb Bi ‘be’, follow

the expected word order VSO described above. In the case of the copula however, ‘the
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predicate precedes the subject, which is marked with accusative case’ (Henry & Tangney,
1999, p. 245). Learners may not be able to reset their parameters to take account of this
variation particularly when one structure in their first language (English) has two
counterparts in Irish (Odlin, 1989).

Maguire (1992) examined the variety of Irish acquired by children and young adults
aged 8 to 18 in a small urban Gaeltacht in Belfast, Northern Ireland. The children were
raised by parents who had learned Irish as a second language and educated in an Irish-
medium school by teachers who had also learned Irish as a second language. The families
had limited access to other Gaeltacht areas and Irish speaking communities. Maguire notes
that it is hardly surprising then that the linguistic output of these children revealed many
linguistic features associated with second language learners. One 17 year old in the study
reflected on a trip to the Gaeltacht. He stated that the people spoke too quickly, with
peculiar accents and used words that he had never heard. He continued as follows:

Togann ta do chineal ndsanna cainte féin agus usann ti na focail a bheidh a dhith
ort agus ni bhacann ta le rud ar bith eile. Bhuel is maith an rud ¢ go dti go dtagann
ta chuig ait nd duine a mbacann leis an cineal rud sin ... (Maguire, 1992, p. 50)
[You construct you own speaking habits and you use the words that you need and
you don’t bother with anything else. Well that is all right until you come to a place
or to a person that does care about that sort of thing...]

It appears that the features of the Irish that he spoke with his family and friends
were communicatively sufficient for their context but that when he was confronted with
native speakers using Irish as their daily language, his concept of his own language
competence was challenged. This reflects the situation in immersion education many of
whose learners do not have an opportunity to interact with native speakers other than the
teacher. Maguire (1992) observes however, that there was a monitoring system within the
group of children in Belfast and that they would not tolerate certain irregularities. If one
speaker introduced an aberrant form another member of the group would supply the
accepted form in a natural inconspicuous way.

Another study which gathered data on the proficiency of pupils in all-Irish schools
was that of O Cathain (2001). He included data from a study of the symptoms of
contemporary Irish gathered in 1997, from six pupils who were in 6™ class at the time in
five different all-Irish schools in the greater Dublin area. The speech samples were

collected in interviews by the researcher with the subjects. Among the features that O
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Cathain (2001) observed in these learners was; the inappropriate use of the substantive verb
‘Ta’ instead of the copula ‘Is’, which was also noted by Henry et al. (2002) above. Other
features which he found were the use of incorrect syntax, English words directly translated
into Irish without being Gaelicised, Irish idioms being replaced by English ones. He notes
that these examples are not unique to the interlanguage of all-Irish school pupils but that
similar examples can be found in the speech of monolingual native speakers going back
150 years. While O Cathain acknowledges that language change is natural and that
languages are constantly changing, O Dénaill (2000) maintains that the case of Irish as a

minority language is not the same as that of major languages.

2.5 Summary and conclusions

Second language learning theories were examined from a number of perspectives to
help identify the critical elements in the second language acquisition of pupils in an early
immersion programme. The examination of UG revealed that the knowledge of previously
acquired languages can influence the learning of further languages. The cognitive
perspective on second language learning offers explanations as to how second language
input is processed. The concept of limited attentional resources is central to L2 learners’
ability to process input that may lead to language development. It was shown that L2
learners negotiate first for meaning rather than form, they may not pay attention to all the
information available in the input. This can lead to the coding in long-term memory of non-
target like interlanguage forms. When pressurised to communicate learners may draw on
these automatised forms to free up attentional resources to focus on the content of their
utterances. If these inaccurate forms prove useful in communication they may stabilise with
habitual practice and may not be susceptible to change. The interactionist perspective also
confirmed that child L2 learners tend not to negotiate for form.

In order to get learners to notice form in the input that they receive, some pedagogic
intervention is required. This is particularly relevant for features that are semantically
lightweight, non-salient and do not lead to a breakdown in communication. Such
intervention could be error correction and feedback, or focus on form activities that draw
learners’ attention to particular features. A difficulty highlighted with teacher correction is
that not every error is corrected, particularly in content classes and the feedback that pupils

receive can be contradictory. Another intervention that has been shown to be effective in
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experimental studies is providing opportunities for pupils to produce ‘pushed output’. This
type of output can help to draw learners’ attention to form in their output leading to
interlanguage development. This concept has been further developed as ‘languaging’ within
a sociocultural framework. Pupils working collaboratively with others can be scaffolded
and given feedback appropriate to their zone of proximal development (ZPD). The process
of verbalising their thinking about their L2 can mediate learning. Just as languaging
requires reflection on language use so too does learner autonomy. It has been argued that
successful second language learning depends on learner involvement, target language use
and learner reflection. It is the latter element that may be missing from immersion
programmes.

The limitations of learning a second language in a school environment were also
examined. In the case of a minority language where there is little or no contact with the
language outside of the school, acquisition of native like ability may be too high an
expectation. The speech community of the classroom exerts its own norms also which may
militate against acquiring target like forms. The features of immersion pupils’ L2 have been
documented in many studies. The experiential nature of immersion programmes have been
cited as promoting negotiation for meaning rather than form. It has been suggested that a
more analytic approach is required where pupils would have opportunities to reflect on
their interlanguage hypotheses. This could be done through interactional feedback and tasks
such as Dictogloss and jigsaw tasks. Lyster (2007) proposed the counterbalance hypothesis
to deal with the over-emphasis of experiential approaches in immersion programmes and an
over-emphasis on analytic approaches in traditional language classes.

The research on Irish as a second language highlighted areas that learners find
difficult to acquire. The acquisition of the copula and verbal noun are two areas that have
been shown to be problematic. In the research on immersion education in an Irish context
the pupils have been shown to attain high levels of achievement relative to their peers who
learn Irish as a core-subject in English medium schools. They use non-target like forms in
their interlanguage however, and these forms persist over time similar to the findings of the
general body of research in immersion programmes. No study to date in the Republic of
Ireland has provided a detailed examination and description of the features of all-Irish
pupils’ Irish in a range of immersion schools while engaged in peer-peer naturalistic task-

based communication. If the nature of the non-target like features is to be understood the
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first step is to document them. This study aims to not only document the features of all-
Irish pupils’ Irish, but to provide comprehensive analyses of them and their frequency of
use in unplanned oral production. A suitable method identified to analyse these features is
to compile an oral corpus. This can facilitate an understanding of pupils’ underlying
language development. In order to take account of the differences between language
performance and underlying competence, pupils were given an opportunity to reflect on
their language output by means of a stimulated recall activity. The insights gained from
pupils in this way add to the understanding of their language development by clarifying the
level of mastery of certain features. Attitude and motivation towards the target language has
also been shown to affect attainment levels and these issues were investigated using a
modified AMTB. Finally, instructional issues and how teachers seek to improve pupils’
proficiency in Irish were investigated through teacher interviews. Many factors influence
second language acquisition and it is not clear how they combine. The second language
learning theories examined briefly here from a number of different perspectives give a
better understanding of why immersion pupils’ interlanguages develop in the manner
documented in research studies. It is through this type of understanding that teachers may
be enabled to improve their pupils’ interlanguage development. The findings of the present
study should help teachers to make more informed judgements in relation to their pedagogy

in immersion classes.

74



Chapter 3: Design of study

3.1 Introduction

This chapter outlining the design of the study consists of four sections. Section one,
this introductory section, provides an overview of the chapter and lists the objectives of the
study. Section two gives an account of the different methods used in the study. This is
followed in Section three by a description of the participant pupils and schools, the manner
in which they were selected, and the underlying rationale for this selection. Finally, section
four reports on the data gathering instruments employed in the study.

Since the core aim of the study is to describe and analyse the linguistic features of
the spoken Irish of Irish immersion pupils in a naturalistic interactive context, a
collaborative task was designed to gather speech samples from pupils. This task, and its
evolution, is described in some detail in Section four. The level of detail given was deemed
necessary in order to give an understanding of the context in which the speech samples
were gathered. It may also help to inform the design of tasks in the future to study task-
based language use in immersion contexts and to facilitate the replication of this particular
task in future studies.

The study set out to obtain a broad picture of the pupils’ Irish, the range and nature
of the linguistic errors encountered and to investigate pupils’ awareness of and attitudes to
the features of the Irish spoken by them and of the extent to which it deviates from native
speaker norms. A key focus of the research was to investigate the broader communicative
and sociolinguistic context within which this variety of Irish develops. To try to identify the
source of these errors including the possibility that their occurrence might be linked to the
kind of exposure to and use of Irish by pupils, the availability of good models of correct
language use, and the social stimulus to correct the errors that they were aware of.
Ultimately it was intended that the study would provide the foundation for a preliminary
programme or the outline of a pedagogic approach that would improve the quality of Irish
immersion pupils’ Irish. Finally, it was hoped that the study would help to define more
clearly the kind of programme of research that is needed to provide a comprehensive

account of the particular variety of Irish spoken by immersion pupils.
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3.2 Methodology

3.2.1 Objectives

In order to obtain a broad picture of the pupils’ linguistic features a range of

objectives were identified as follows:

to develop a collaborative task that could be administered in any all-Irish school in
order to elicit typical peer-to-peer interaction

to gather speech samples from 6" classes pupils in a range of all-Irish schools in
order to describe the features of the Irish spoken by them

to compile a corpus of the speech of 6" class pupils and to perform a lexical and
syntactic analysis on this corpus leading to a documentation of the most common
linguistic errors made by them

to distinguish between those errors which pupils are capable of correcting when
stimulated to reflect on them and those which are more fundamental in character
(Ellis & Barkhuizen, 2005; 2006)

to establish the attitudes and motivation of the participating pupils to learning Irish
by means of an attitude motivation questionnaire based in part on the
Attitude/Motivation Test Battery (AMTB) (Gardner, 1985a)

to ascertain the judgements of teachers on the kind of proficiency acquired by their
pupils (using a semi-structured interview)

to obtain the assessments of native Irish-speaking teachers of the spoken Irish of
pupils engaged in the collaborative task.

A number of different research methods were employed including both quantitative

and qualitative approaches to achieve these objectives. While much of the data gathered in

the study was through qualitative methods, quantitative methods were used to analyse that

data where appropriate. An ethnographic approach was adopted in analysing the pupils

spoken Irish while they were engaged in a collaborative task and in the stimulated recall.

The AMTB represents a primarily quantitative approach to establishing the attitude and

motivation of pupils in relation to Irish. A phenomenological approach was deemed to be

most suitable in order to interview the teachers and to explore their views and experiences

76



of the grammatical accuracy in pupils’ spoken Irish. We will now look briefly at the merits

and demerits of the different research approaches represented in the present study.

3.2.2 Ethnomethodology: collaborative task and stimulated recall

The approach to the study of pupil’s Irish was ethnomethodological in character.
This approach derives from social anthropology where an attempt is made to describe the
situation form the perspective of the group members (Coolican, 2004). The data were
gathered through the audio and video recording of the peer-peer interaction as the pupils
worked on a collaborative task. The context created was one that was as close as possible to
typical peer-to-peer interaction. The researcher did not participate in the discourse other
than for clarification purposes where requested, placing him at the non-participant end of
the participant observation continuum (Coolican, 2004; Patton, 2002). As there was full
disclosure to the pupils of the purpose of the study in the consent letter that they received, a
‘Hawthorne effect’” may have occurred to some extent, i.e. the pupils’ performance may
have been affected by the knowledge that they were being observed (Roethlisberger &
Dickson, 1964). 1t is also likely that some or all the teachers would have encouraged the
pupils, before the researcher arrived, to use only Irish while they were working in their
groups.

The data collected in these recordings provide, for the first time, an extensive
corpus of Irish immersion learner language. The focus of the analysis of the data here is on
lexical and syntactic items (Mackey, Gass, & McDonough, 2000) and the pupils’ language
use rather than on a conversational analysis and communicative interaction type approach.
It is necessary to exercise care when these observable data are being analysed however, as
it may not always accurately reflect the underlying linguistic knowledge of the pupils.
Pupils engaged in the type of collaborative task used in this study may make grammatical
errors because their attention is on the task in hand and on communicating their thoughts
rather than on the linguistic form in which they are communicating them. An initial perusal
of the corpus may lead the reader to assume that the pupils only have access to a narrow
range of vocabulary. Seedhouse (2004) however, maintains that when two or more people
interact, they do not express every single aspect of their intended meaning, but rely on

mutually understood features of the context and background. He further draws attention to
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the fact that ‘utterances are not treated literally but are understood by reference to context
and assumptions about the other party’ (p. 6). The collaborative task in the present study is
located in the here and now and it facilitates the use of non-verbal messages. It is often in
these non-verbal messages between the interactants that meaning is relayed (Brown &
Rodgers, 2002).

In order to explore the pupil’s insights and the thought processes underlying their
own linguistic performance while they engaged in the collaborative task, a stimulated recall
was utilised. The use of a stimulated recall enables the pupils to correct any mistakes that
they made in the chosen extracts. This allowed a thorough exploration of the limits of their
underlying communicative competence. Stimulated recall has been described as an
introspective method that can be used as ‘a means of eliciting data about thought processes
involved in carrying out a task or activity’ (Gass & Mackey, 2000, p. 1). Groups of pupils
in each school were chosen to view a recording of themselves participating in the
collaborative task. They were given an opportunity to reflect on what thought processes
they might have used while engaged in the task. They were also asked to give their
opinions on their linguistic performance and on their knowledge of Irish grammar. The

stimulated recall methodology is explained in greater detail in section 3.4.2.

3.2.3 Quantitative approach: pupil questionnaire and analysis of pupil

speech

The pupil questionnaire was designed to gather data from pupils on their attitude
and motivation to learning and using Irish. The stimulated recall activity outlined above
enabled a small number of pupils at each sampling site to express attitudes and opinions
about their own performance on the DVD recording. The use of a questionnaire allowed for
the gathering of structured information from a larger sample of pupils that would be
statistically analysed at a later date (Coolican, 2004). The Attitude/Motivation Test Battery
(AMTB) is a validated instrument that has been used with 6™ class pupils in all-Irish
schools previously and was deemed to be suitable for the purposes of the present study
also. The fact that it had been used previously, enabled the comparison of results from this
study with that of Harris and Murtagh (1999). The pupil questionnaire will be described in

greater detail in section 3.4.3.
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The samples of the pupils’ speech gathered through the collaborative task were
analysed using WordSmith tools (Scott, 2004). This analysis, which is described in detail in
Chapter 5, enabled the most common features of the pupils’ spoken Irish to be quantified
providing a list of the high frequency words used by the pupils while engaged in the task,

and a comparison of the correct and deviant use of these words.

3.2.4 Phenomenology

The objective of the interviews with principal and class teachers was to explore
their views and experiences of grammatical inaccuracy and deviation from native speaker
norms and related problems in the speech of Irish immersion pupils. A phenomenogical
design (Denscombe, 2003), that focuses on the human experience of the teacher in the
classroom and school, was adopted. The grammatical inaccuracy on the part of immersion
pupils has been reported in the research literature as outlined in Chapter 2. The possibility
of teachers having different reactions to these is suggested by the fact that studies of
teachers in general have revealed significant differences in their reactions to errors (James,
1998). Adopting a phenomenogical approach opened up the possibility of developing a
greater understanding of ‘immersion speech’ in all its complexity within the environment
of individual classrooms and schools (Maykut & Morehouse, 1994). The semi-structured
nature of the interviews facilitated not just the exploration of what was happening in

classrooms but also the teachers’ understanding of why and how it was happening.

3.3 Participants

The pilot phase of the study involved all-Irish school pupils from classes ranging
from 4™ to 6", boys and girls about 9-12 years of age, and the main study concentrated on
pupils’ in 6" class, boys and girls about 11-12 years of age. As the data gathering in the
main study occurred before the 6™ class pupils had completed their eighth year in
immersion, they would have experienced approximately 5,000 hours of instruction through
the medium of Irish prior to the study. The purpose of the pilot phase was to identify ways
in which samples of pupils’ speech could be gathered in a reasonably naturalistic way that
would capture typical language behaviour. This section gives an account of the participants

in both phases of the study.
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3.3.1 Pilot phase and main study

In the pilot phase of the study data were gathered in five different schools. Four
were all-Irish schools and the fifth was a Gaeltacht school where a high proportion of the
pupils were native speakers. The four all-Irish schools chosen represent a cross-section of
different types of all-Irish schools from the greater Dublin area and surrounding counties.
While the schools differ in many ways, the complex range of educational and
sociodemographic variables which each represents can be suggested by the following labels
(a) urban disadvantage, (b) urban mixed social class, (c) commuter town and county town.
They had been in existence for periods ranging from a little more than ten years to nearly
forty years. The Pilot phase was used to test out the approach to studying pupils’ Irish and
to experiment with different versions of the collaborative task and the stimulated recall.

The number of schools was increased for the main study and eleven schools in total
were selected for data collection. Nine of these schools were all-Irish schools and two were
Gaeltacht schools. Two schools from the pilot phase were included in the main study, one
all-Irish school and one Gaeltacht school. The two schools from the Pilot Phase that were
included in the main study were those where the collaborative task had taken the final form

used in the main study.

3.3.1.1 Population and sample of schools
In order to select a sample of all-Irish schools, the list of schools on the

Gaelscoileanna website www.gaelscoileanna.ie was examined. Gaelscoileanna 1s the

coordinating body for all-Irish schools in the Republic of Ireland. Nine all-Irish schools
were chosen from the list of 130 such schools in the Republic of Ireland in the academic
year 2006-07. The schools selected represent the full range of different types of all-Irish
school found in the Republic of Ireland. The schools were carefully chosen against a set of
criteria that would represent the different educational and sociodemographic variables
present in all-Irish schools. Those criteria were:

e school size

e geographical location

e number of years established

e socioeconomic status of school community

e proximity or otherwise to a Gaeltacht heartland area
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e access or not to a post-primary all-Irish school.

These were all variables that might be expected to relate in one way or another to
the kind of educational and sociolinguistic circumstances determining pupils Irish in each
school. Selecting a simple random sample of schools would not have ensured that
variations in these important factors were represented in the sample of schools chosen for
the present study.

The sample includes two Gaeltacht schools, from Irish-speaking heartland areas, to
enable a direct comparison of the linguistic output of pupils in immersion schools located
in the main English speaking area of Ireland, with that of native speaker pupils of the same
age and stage of development living in Gaeltacht communities. In a similar fashion, Day
and Shapson (1996; 1987) used a Francophone comparison group when assessing the oral
communicative skills of French immersion pupils in the province of British Columbia,
Canada. The Gaeltacht schools included in the present study were chosen from areas where
67% or more of the community speak Irish on a daily basis. Areas with this level of daily
Irish usage have been identified by O Giollagain et al. (2007) as the strongest areas in
which Irish is spoken. They recommend in their study that these areas be classified as
‘Category A Gaeltacht communities’ (2007, p.41). That categorisation has been adopted in
Table 3.1 below to identify the two all-Irish schools chosen because of their proximity to a
‘strong’ Gaeltacht area.

Table 3.1 presents background information on the schools chosen for the study.
While the goal here is to present all the relevant information about each school, data had to
be omitted in a few cases where they might serve to identify a particular school. As can be
seen in Table 3.1, the all-Irish schools are located in cities and small towns. This is where
the vast majority of all-Irish schools are situated, as it requires a critical mass of parents to
create the demand for an all-Irish school. It was not possible to list the geographical regions
in which the schools were located, as it might have identified some of the schools. It can be
stated however, that of the nine schools, one is located in Ulster, two in Connacht, two in
Munster, two in Leinster outside of Dublin and two in Dublin.

Three schools were selected from those included in the Department of Education
and Science’s DEIS (Delivering Equality Of Opportunity In Schools) (2005) action plan for
disadvantaged communities. Two schools were selected from DEIS Band 2 schools and one

from DEIS Band 1. The schools in DEIS Band 1 are deemed to be schools in communities
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of greatest need. The two Gaeltacht schools selected have been included in the DEIS action
plan for rural schools. They are deemed representative of Gaeltacht schools as the majority
of Gaeltacht schools are located in isolated rural areas and are included in the DEIS action

plan.

3.3.1.2 Variables on which schools differ

The schools chosen have been in existence for a varying number of years, some
greater than 10 years and others greater than 30 years. Schools that were established in the
last 10 years were excluded, as they were less likely to contain sufficient numbers of 6™
class pupils. It generally takes seven years for the first cohort of pupils to reach 6" class
and a number of years after that to have a full complement of pupils in that class. All
schools are co-educational and employ an early immersion policy. Some of the schools
adopt an early total immersion policy where no English is taught to the pupils until
sometime in senior infants or first class i.e. their second or third year in school. Other
schools adopt an early partial immersion approach where English is taught for 2.5 hours per
week in infant classes with all other subjects being taught through the medium of Irish.
Following the pupils’ two years in infant classes all schools teach English as a subject for
approximately 3.5 hours, or 12.5% of the school week.

The all-Irish school pupils that participated in the study were drawn from 6" class
and ranged in age from 11-13 years. They would have been exposed to approximately
5,500 hours of instruction through the medium of Irish prior to the study. The pupils
featured in the transcripts have little or no contact with Irish outside of school activities and
come from English-speaking homes. The Gaeltacht school pupils follow the same
curriculum and the majority of those featured in the transcripts come from Irish-speaking

homes.

3.3.2 Invitation to participate in the study

In order to invite schools to participate in the study the information letter in
Appendix 3.1 was drafted for school principals. This letter was posted and was followed by
a telephone call to the principals. All principals contacted agreed to participate in the study
and were very supportive of the project. A date for data collection was selected and letters

were drafted for parents (Appendix 3.2) and pupils (Appendix 3.3) giving them information
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about the study and seeking their consent to participate in it. An information letter was also

prepared for the class teacher (Appendix 3.4).

Table 3.2
Background information on schools selected for the study
Proximity
Accessible toa
School ID to 2" level Location: No. of Gaeltacht
all-Irish Urban/  No. of years pupilsin  heartland Disadvantaged
All-Irish schools school Rural established school area status
School 1 X Town <20 yrs 200-300 - -
School 2 4 City <20 yrs 200-300 0-15 km -
School 3 4 City > 30 yrs >300 = =
School 4 v City > 30 yrs 200-300 - DEIS Urban 2
School 5 4 Town 20-30 yrs >300 30-45 km =
School 6 X Town <20 yrs <200 - DEIS Urban 2
School 7 v Town 20-30 yrs >300 = =
School 8 v City 20-30 yrs 200-300 - DEIS Urban 1
School 9 X Town 20-30 yrs 200-300 - -
Gaeltacht schools
School 10 v Rural > 30 yrs <200 Category A DEIS Rural
School 11 v Rural > 30 yrs <200 Category A DEIS Rural

3.4 The research instruments

An account is given in this section of the research instruments used to gather data in
the study. The following instruments were used:
e collaborative task for pupils
e stimulated recall exercise for a subgroup of pupils
e pupil questionnaire
e interviews with principal teacher and class teacher
The principal method of gathering data in the study was by means of a collaborative
task that was developed in the pilot phase of the project. This section commences with an
account of its development and administration. The account continues with a description of
the use made of excerpts from the video recordings of this task as a stimulated recall
exercise. Other instruments were also used to gather data in the study and they are then
described. A modified Attitude/Motivation Test Battery (AMTB) questionnaire was
administered to pupils in the participating schools to ascertain their attitude and motivation

towards learning and using Irish. The school principal and class teacher in each school were
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interviewed, where they gave their consent, to explore their judgements concerning their
pupils’ proficiency in Irish. Finally, a group of native Irish-speaking teachers were shown
excerpts of the pupils’ speech from the transcripts and asked to mark utterances containing

CITOT1S.

3.4.1 Collaborative tasks

3.4.1.1 Background

A number of interactive tasks were developed and tested during the course of the
pilot phase. The methods used for gathering the data in the different locations and the
changes made in tasks and procedures as the project progressed are described below. The
purpose of each task was to set pupils an assignment that would require them to work
independently of the teacher in collaborative groups. While they worked in their groups
they were to engage in purposeful communication with one another that would as far as
possible capture the typical peer-peer dialogue in which they engage. The tasks provided a
meaning-focused context in which to generate oral production in the target language. The
tasks were designed in this way in order to replicate the pupils’ immersion environment
where their primary focus in performing the task is on communicating meaning to one
another.

These tasks differ significantly from typical teacher-pupil dialogues that often
generate an initiation-response-feedback pattern generally controlled by the teacher. The
dialogues generated have a much looser structure involving unfinished utterances and
switches of topic (Maybin, 2006). They give insights into the features of the pupils’ Irish
while engaged in communicating with one another in situations not supervised by a teacher.
The tasks designed are in keeping with a sociocultural view of learning where °[...]
learning is dependent on the socially structured exchange of information between learners
in groups...” (Olsen & Kagan, 1992, p. 8). They differ from those referred to by Swain
(2005) where ‘collaborative dialogues were a source of language learning’ (p. 478). The
emphasis in the present study was on peer-peer communication where the pupils were not
pushed to communicate with a high level of grammatical accuracy unless they chose to do
so as this was not the purpose of the exercise. The samples of learner language gathered
through the collaborative tasks do however, give an insight into the communicative

performance of the pupils and will provide rich data for the stimulated recall at a later
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stage. This in turn will provide greater insights into the communicative competence of the
pupils.

The tasks were conducted during regular class time and all the pupils in each class
participated in them. Similar tasks could be easily replicated in any classroom. The pupils
were assembled in different group sizes during the pilot phase. Groups of two, three and
five pupils were set up in different versions of the task. Groups of three proved to be the
optimal size in that this number seemed to generate a reasonable amount of interaction
among the pupils and it was possible to distinguish between the different voices on the
recordings. Arising from the pilot phase, pupils were organised in groups of three in the
present study, unless circumstances militated against this such as insufficient space in a

classroom or a class grouping not divisible by three.

3.4.1.2 Development and modification of the collaborative tasks

This section describes the development of the collaborative tasks that were designed
to elicit typical task-based peer-to-peer interaction in spoken Irish. Each task is described
together with the manner in which it was administered in each school. The schools were
visited in order A to E. The accounts of the recording and analysis in each school are laid

out in chronological order.

Garden planning task

Pilot school A: All-Irish school

The pupils in 6™ class in this school had already been engaged in a class project to
design a school garden. It seemed that this existing task might lend itself to gathering
typical peer-to-peer interaction because it involved the pupils working collaboratively on
the garden plan. The pupils worked in groups of three. The teacher and pupils had
discussed the location of the garden and the range of plants that could be used there, prior
to the session at which the recording took place. The class teacher directed the class during
the recording session and the researcher adopted the role of a non-participant observer
(Swann, 2001). The children were very enthusiastic about the garden-planning task and
were prepared to put a good deal of effort into it. The task required them to use their
language skills in order to negotiate and communicate their ideas to one another, to reach a

consensus as to the best plan and to co-operate to complete the task.
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Recording took place while the pupils drew a design for their garden on a sheet of
A3 paper. Executing the drawing generated an animated discussion among the pupils. As
the pupils remained seated it facilitated the recording process. As with Swann (2001), the
presence of a video recorder in this case also appeared to intrude more than that of an audio
recorder, on the spontaneity of the pupils. It was not felt however, that it intruded unduly.
The audio and video recordings were later transcribed and the speech of the pupils was
analysed with a particular focus on the nature and the extent of the use of borrowings from

English and grammatical errors in Irish.

‘Bridge’ task
Pilot school B: All-Irish school

While the collaborative task just described above was considered specific to that
particular school, it seemed that it might be suitable for the purposes of the present study.
Unfortunately, it was embedded in the work of that school and might well be too ambitious
to be easily replicated elsewhere. It was decided therefore that a more generic task was
required for future settings. The new task that the pupils were set was to construct a bridge
made entirely from newspaper and clear sticky tape, a bridge that would span a gap of
30cm between two tables. The pupils worked in groups of three on this task also. The
purpose of the task from a communicative linguistic perspective was to engage the children
in a problem-solving activity where the focus of their attention would be on achieving a
solution, i.e. the construction of a bridge, rather than on the form of language that they were

using.

Initial use of ‘bridge’ task

The task was tried with a 6" class in the first instance where all children in the class
were divided into groups and engaged in the task simultaneously. The researcher explained
the task to the groups and as such adopted a participant observation role. There was no
preparation of the language required to complete the task. The class teacher remained in the
classroom and assisted the researcher in directing the activities. The recording equipment
used consisted of one video camera, one mini-disc recorder and three tape-recorders. One
group succeeded in constructing a bridge quite quickly and the majority of the other groups

in the class copied their effort. As a result, very little discussion was generated within the
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groups in the course of completing the task. When the recordings were scrutinised it was
clear that the task had failed to yield any sustained interaction. There was also a good deal
of background noise on the tapes and disks generated by the nature of the task, which

would have made any transcription very difficult.

Revised procedure for ‘bridge’ task

The same task was next given to pupils in 4™ class in the same school. On this
occasion however, the groups of pupils were withdrawn from the class one group at a time.
The researcher explained the task to each group and adopted a participant observation role.
The groups consisted of three pupils. Video recordings were later transcribed and the
speech of the pupils was analysed with a particular focus on use of English, the children’s
first language, and on linguistic errors in Irish.

The task proved more effective with this class, as each group worked independently
without distraction from other groups as they endeavoured to find their own solution to the
problem. Some of the groups successfully completed the task while others did not. The task
however, did not generate the desired discourse, as the pupils did not discuss possible
solutions before they tried them. If one pupil had an idea, then that idea was generally tried
uncritically, without much discussion.

The presence of the researcher may have been more intrusive in this instance as the
groups were withdrawn from the classroom to an open area on an adjacent landing. The
researcher was present with each group as they carried out the task. This experience made it
clear that it was more suitable for the purposes of this study to administer the task in whole

class situations where possible.

Final task: Playground design
Pilot school C: All-Irish school

In light of the experience in pilot schools A and B, a new task was designed for use
in all subsequent data gathering in the pilot phase and in the present study. The task
designed was similar to that used in school A but reconfigured in such a way that it could
be used in any school without exceptional preparation on the part of the pupils. The pupils
were asked to design a playground for children in a school in Zambia. A story about a girl

called Maggie attending a school in Zambia was read to the pupils (Appendix 3.5). The
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maps and photographs in Appendix 3.6, a copy of which was given to each group,
supported the story. The story was chosen in order to introduce an affective dimension into
the task. The girl in the story was of a similar age to the children but her life experience had
been very different to that of children in a developed country.

The children in pilot school C were informed in advance that there would be a prize
for the best design and that the winning group would be chosen by the children in school D,
the next school to be visited. This introduced an element of competition into the task, which
it was felt would help to motivate the children to engage more fully with it. The experience
in pilot school E however, where no such inducement was offered, was that the pupils
appeared to engage in the task with equal enthusiasm. Following the story the pupils were
asked to design a playground for Maggie’s school within a budget of €3,000. A list of
equipment and prices was supplied together with a map of the playground as in Appendix
3.7. The pupils had to bear in mind the ages of the children the weather in Zambia and
safety issues, as they designed the playground.

The pupils in pilot school C were in 5™ class and they worked in groups of five on
this task. Although groups of three pupils are viewed as optimal in order to transcribe the
discourse more accurately, the teacher had pre-arranged the pupils in groups of five and it
was decided not to change this arrangement. There were six groups of five in the classroom
with some space between the groups to ensure that they worked independently. By and
large the groups did work independently with occasional enquiries made to one another
regarding how much money that they had spent or the number of swings that they had
included for example.

Recording took place while the pupils drew a design for the playground on a sheet
of A3 paper that was supplied to each group. An A4 copy of this sheet is contained in
Appendix 3.8. The recording equipment consisted of one video camera, one mini-disc
recorder and four tape-recorders. The task generated an animated discussion among the
pupils and was deemed suitable for eliciting samples of their speech in as naturalistic a
situation as possible. The recordings were later transcribed and the speech of the pupils
was analysed with a particular focus on their use of English, the children’s first language,
and grammatical errors in Irish. (See Appendix 3.9. transcripts of pilot school C.)

Because of the success of this task in providing an authentic context for peer-to-peer

interaction, in motivating pupils to focus their attention on the task and to engage with it in
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an enthusiastic way, it was decided to use it for future data-gathering. It differed from the
first two tasks piloted since it could be used in any immersion school and as it facilitated

the recording process of the peer-to-peer interaction.

Pilot school D: Gaeltacht or Native speaker school

School D is located in a Gaeltacht or Irish-speaking heartland area in which Irish is
the main language of communication for the majority of the population. School D was
chosen in order to have samples of native speakers of the same age performing the same
task as pupils in all-Irish schools with which to compare the linguistic discourse generated
by the two types of speakers. This ensures an accurate comparison with actual native
speaker data rather than the researcher’s intuitions about what constitutes native speaker
data (Harley, 1991). As stated above, because the task employed in pilot school C proved
successful, it was decided to use the same task in pilot school D. The pupils therefore, were
set the task of designing a school playground for Maggie and her friends in Zambia. They
were drawn from 3™ to 6" classes. The analysis of the data however, was confined to 5"-
6" classes. Due to the small number of pupils in this school it was necessary to include 5t
class pupils in the analysis. The recording equipment consisted of one video camera, one
mini-disc recorder and six tape-recorders.

The recordings were later transcribed and the speech of the pupils was analysed
with a particular focus on the linguistic expressions used, Irish syntactic patterns, use of the
copula /s, code-mixing, and grammatical errors in Irish. Pilot school D is identified as

School 10 in the present study.

Pilot school E: All-Irish school

A further school was chosen in order to replicate the task of designing a playground,
and also to pilot the stimulated recall process after completion of the task (See 3.4.2
below). The researcher administered the task under the same conditions as employed in
pilot schools C and D. The pupils in this school however, were chosen from 6™ class, which
differed from school C where they were in 5™ class. The task proved successful once again
in eliciting peer-peer interaction. The children were grouped in threes. This facilitated

easier transcription of the recordings. The recording equipment consisted of one video
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camera, one mini-disc recorder and six tape-recorders. Pilot school E is identified as School

9 in the present study.

3.4.1.3 Recording of peer-peer interaction

The pupils worked in groups and their peer-peer dialogue was audio and video-
recorded for analysis at a later stage. The recordings were made initially with one mini-disc
recorder, one cassette recorder and one video recorder. This enabled the recording of three
groups at any one time. Further equipment was purchased in order to record a greater
number of groups. In the present study, three video recorders, one mini-disc recorder and
six cassette recorders were used. This enabled the recording of up to ten groups at any one

time, which was sufficient for all class sizes in the study.

3.4.1.4 Transcription

Experience in the pilot phase of the study established that video recordings were
easier to transcribe than the audio recordings, as it was possible to see which pupil was
speaking and on occasions, to lip-read, which considerably increased the accuracy of the
transcription. The video recordings also facilitated the stimulated recall as described in
3.4.2. For the purpose of generating a corpus of the pupils’ speech, it was decided to
transcribe the first twenty minutes of the video recordings in each school. The first twenty
minutes were chosen, as this was the period, which from experience, generated the greatest
level of energy and discussion from the pupils. After this period there were a greater
number of pauses where the pupils concentrated on the drawing of their design. It would
also have been prohibitive in the context of this study to transcribe and analyse the entire
recording for each group, which averaged 35 minutes. By choosing the first twenty
minutes, it was possible to generate up to 60 minutes of speech in each school i.e. three
groups of twenty minutes each. This target was achieved in the majority of the schools. On
a number of occasions, due to difficulties with camera settings or a microphone cable
loosening, not all recording was successful. In total however, 6 hours and 20 twenty
minutes of the pupils’ speech in all-Irish schools was successfully recorded and transcribed.
A further 60 minutes of pupils’ speech in Gaeltacht schools was also recorded in order to
enable a comparison between the all-Irish schools pupils and native speakers of a similar

age.
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The transcripts of the pupils’ speech were subsequently compiled into a corpus. The
recordings were transcribed initially using regular orthography and sentence punctuation.
They were presented in this fashion, as they were used as a stimulated recall exercise for
pupils whom it was felt would be most comfortable with regular orthography. As the focus
of the analysis was on lexical and syntactic items this format was retained for the final
corpus. The transcription conventions as set out in Appendix 4.1 were developed for
schools D and E. They are based on the work of ten Have (1999) in particular with
modifications drawn from the work of Cameron (2001), Harris and Murtagh (1999), and
Swann (2001). The excerpts selected in the text have been translated into English but it was

beyond the scope of this research to translate all the transcribed speech.

3.4.2 Stimulated recall

One means of allowing a subject to reflect on their language use is to video-record
them and to show them the video-recording a short time after the data gathering exercise.
These recordings can then be used to ask participants to explore their perceptions while
they were performing the task (Sato & Lyster, 2007). This type of study can be classed as a
retrospective study (Brown & Rodgers, 2002). This is where the exploration takes place
after the data gathering. The retrospective method used in this study has been called a
stimulated recall (Chaudron, 2003; Ellis & Barkhuizen, 2005; Gass & Mackey, 2000;
Mackey, 2002; McDonough, 1995; Polio et al., 2006). In a stimulated recall the researcher
can prompt participants regarding thoughts they had while engaged in a task (Gass &
Mackey, 2000). While asking 11 and 12 year old pupils to explore their states of
consciousness may not be possible or reliable (Brown & Rodgers, 2002) the recorded
extracts allow the pupils to reflect on their performance of the task and on the language
used. The stimulated recall presents the pupils with his/her own speech as an object upon
which to reflect. The researcher attempts to help the learner to externalise his/her thinking
and to gain insights into the current state of the learner’s interlanguage. The pupils are
given an opportunity to reflect on their output and to correct it upon reflection thus giving
more reliable evidence of their underlying linguistic competence. This provides richer data
than would be available if one relied merely on the evidence of the linguistic performance

in the initial recording.

91



The interactive tasks designed for this study focussed pupils’ attention on the
completion of the exercise itself rather than on the language being used. The stimulated
recall process allows the researcher to seek clarification of issues which might not
otherwise be capable of interpretation (Polio et al., 2006). The issues the learners notice in a
stimulated recall are also important as it gives an indication of where their attention was
focussed during the interaction. Polio et al. (2006) caution against drawing conclusions
from what is not noticed in the transcripts. In such cases it may be necessary to draw the
pupils’ attention to grammatical errors in order to check their understanding of the correct
forms.

Following transcription of Group I in Pilot school E in this school, which had been
video-recorded, it was noted that pupils failed to use the copula Is ‘is’ when appropriate.
Instead, they over used the substantive verb Bi ‘to be’. It was decided to explore this and
other aspects of the pupils’ communicative performance with them in order to gain a
greater insight into their understanding of these aspects of Irish grammar. The researcher
returned to the school and the pupils in this group were invited to participate in a stimulated
recall of excerpts of their group work.

There were three phases to the stimulated recall activity. In the first phase the pupils
viewed recorded video excerpts and gave their general thoughts on the extracts. As they
cited language related issues the researcher focussed the reflection on these issues easing
them into the activity in a non-threatening way and to gain their confidence and trust. In
this way they were enabled to share their observations and insights into their thought
processes with an interested enquirer. In the second phase the pupils were given a transcript
of the excerpt that they had just viewed and shown the recording a second time. After the
second viewing they were invited to correct any mistakes that they had noted in the
recording or in the transcript. The third phase focussed on the mistakes that the pupils
corrected. The issue of why they made mistakes when they knew the correct form was
explored with them together with their thought processes as they were engaged in the
collaborative task. As it transpired the pupils engaged in the process with enthusiasm and
appeared to enjoy the experience. The stimulated recall activity was replicated in all school
in the main study. Excerpts from the transcripts of the stimulated recall sessions are

examined in detail and the results are reported in Chapter 6.
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3.4.3 Pupil questionnaire

3.4.3.1 Introduction

This section describes the development of a 57-item questionnaire to measure
various aspects of all-Irish school pupils’ attitude and motivation in relation to Irish. The
scales developed include:

1. Integrativeness scales
a. Attitude to Irish speakers (7 items)
b. Integrative orientation to Irish (4 items)
2. Motivation scales
a. Desire to learn Irish (5 items)
b. Motivational intensity to learn Irish (4 items)
c. Attitude to learning Irish (8 items)
3. Other scales
a. Instrumental orientation to Irish (3 items)
b. Parental encouragement (7 items)
c. Irish-ability self-concept (8 items)
d. All-Irish school scale (11 items)

It was noted in Chapter 2 that pupil attitude towards the learning situation and
integrativeness can affect an individual’s motivation to learn a second language (Masgoret
& Gardner, 2003). Although a causal connection cannot be demonstrated between
attitudinal variables and proficiency and these affective variables can help to support and
maintain motivation to learn a second language over the long period required to attain
mastery in the second language (Harris & Conway, 2002). As noted by Ushioda (1996)
motivation can change over time and the responses of the pupils in the present study
capture their attitude and motivation as they come to the end of their primary education.

Pupils in all-Irish schools may be motivated to attain communicative competence in
Irish but may lack sufficient motivation to acquire the level of attainment necessary to
speak with grammatical accuracy. The stimulated recall activity in School E as described
above revealed interesting insights about the pupils’ perceptions of their own proficiency in
Irish. Arising from this experience it was deemed desirable to try to measure the attitudinal

variables and the integrativeness of the pupils in the study. The instrument chosen to
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measure these was the Attitude/Motivation Test Battery (AMTB) developed by Gardner
(1985a) in Canada. This AMTB was adapted by Harris and Murtagh (1999) and it was
further adapted for the purposes of this study. As the merits of administering an AMTB
arose at the end of the pilot phase it was only administered to Schools 1-8 in the present
study but not to School 9, which was part of the pilot phase. A total of eight schools then
and 172 pupils participated in this section of the research. The AMTB and stimulated recall
activity are seen as complementary to one another particularly in relation to the issue of
motivation. Ushioda maintains that:

a more introspective type of research approach is needed to explore qualitative
developments in motivational experience over time, as well as to identify the
contextual factors perceived to be in dynamic interplay with motivation. (1996, pp.
240-241)

The use of the two instruments provided both quantitative and qualitative data on
the issue of pupil motivation and the factors that affect it.

An AMTB consists of item-stems or statements to which the pupils are required to
indicate their response. Whereas the original AMTB developed by Gardner et al. (1979)
uses either a seven-point Likert (1932) type format or a multiple-choice format. A five-
point response format ranging from Easaontaim go mor ‘strongly disagree’ to Aontaim go
mor ‘strongly agree’ has been used in the present study following the approach adopted by
Harris and Murtagh (1999). The Harris and Murtagh (1999) AMTB is divided in two
sections. Section one contains 77 items of the five-point Likert type response format.
Section 2 contains three open-ended responses where pupils could give their opinions of the
learning situation. Their study used an Irish version and an English version of the
questionnaire depending on whether it was an Irish-medium or an English-medium school.
The Irish version was used in this study, as every school was an all-Irish school. The pupils
could look for clarification however, if they did not understand any item. Where
clarification was sought the item was explained using different terminology in Irish or was
translated into English where it was deemed necessary. An English version of the AMTB

was referred to on such occasions to ensure consistency of translation.
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3.4.3.2 Piloting of questionnaire

The 77 items in the Harris and Murtagh (1999) study were adapted and extra items
were added to suit the purposes of this study. Items 28 and 61 for example, were omitted,
as they were deemed less relevant to the all-Irish school context:

28.
61.

I get nervous and mixed up when I am speaking Irish in my Irish class.
During the Irish lesson, I wish that only Irish was spoken.

The following 20 items were designed to give a greater insight into the attitudes and
motivation of all-Irish school pupils. The focus of these new items was the pupils’ Irish-
ability self-concept, their use Irish outside of school and the importance that they attach to
speaking Irish with grammatical accuracy. In composing these items the development of
Gardner’s (1985a) model as proposed by (Dornyei, 2005) was taken into account. They

attempt to assess the pupils’ willingness to communicate in the target language (Dornyei &

Skehan, 2003) and include items associated with the ‘Ideal L2 Self” (Doérnyei, 2006):

1.

82.

86.

88.

90.

91.

92.

95.

Irish-ability self-concept (8 items)

Items as they appeared in questionnaire:

English translation of items:

Da  dtabharfainn  cuairt ar an
nGaeltacht, bheinn dbalta treoir a lorg
agus a leanuint i nGaeilge chun mo
bhealach a fhail.

Da mbuailfinn le cainteoir duchais
Gaeilge, thuigfeadh sé/i mo chuid
Gaeilge gan aon fhadhb.

Labhraim Gaeilge cosuil le cainteoir
duchais.

Ta feabhas an-mhor tagtha ar mo chuid
Gaeilge 6 bhi mé i rang 3.

Cheapfadh cainteoir duchais go raibh
Gaeilge an-mhaith agam.

Ta sé i bhfad nios deacra orm Gaeilge a
labhairt na Béarla.

Tuigim cainteoiri duchais gan aon
fhadhb nuair a bhionn siad ag labhairt
Gaeilge.

Ta sé deacair an Ghaeilge a labhairt an
t-am go léir ar scoil.

If T visited the Gaeltacht, I would be able
look for directions and follow them to find
my way.

If I met a native Irish speaker, s’he would
understand my Irish without any difficulty.

I speak Irish like a native speaker.

My Irish has improved greatly since I was
in 3" class.

I native speaker would think that my Irish
was very good.

It is much more difficult for me to speak
Irish than English.

I understand native speakers without any
difficulty when they are speaking Irish.

It is difficult to speak Irish at all times in
school.

Use of Irish by all-Irish school pupils (12 items)

Items as they appeared in

English translation of items:

questionnaire:
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53.

60.

61.

66.

83.

84.

85.

87.

88.

93.

94.

96.

Faighim leabhair i nGaeilge ar iasacht
on leabharlann uaireanta.

Bainim taitneamh as an [éitheoireacht
mar chaitheamh aimsire.

Taitnionn sé liom go bhfuil mé go
maith ag an nGaeilge mar gur féidir
liom cabhair a thabhairt do phdisti eile
ata da foghlaim.

Ba mhaith liom freastal ar mheanscoil
lan-Ghaeilge.

Bheinn  michompordach ag labhairt
Gaeilge le mo chairde scoile taobh
amuigh d’imeachtai scoile.

Is rud tabhachtach dom é Gaeilge a
labhairt gan aon bhotuin nuair a bhim
ag caint leis an muinteoir.

Labhraim Gaeilge go minic lasmuigh
d’am agus d’imeachtai scoile.

Tuigim go ndéanaim botuin uaireanta
nuair a bhim ag labhairt Gaeilge ach
bheadh an iomarca triobldide ann iad
a cheartu.

Tagann feabhas ar mo chuid Gaeilge
de réir mar a labhraim i nios minice.

Is rud tabhachtach dom é Gaeilge a
labhairt gan aon bhotuin nuair a bhim
ag caint le mo chairde ar scoil.
Ceapaim go dtiocfadh athru mor ar mo
chuid Gaeilge da rachainn chun
conaithe sa Ghaeltacht.

Ba mhaith liom a bheith in ann Gaeilge
a labhairt cosuil le cainteoir duchais.

I often borrow Books in Irish from the
library.
I enjoy reading as a pastime.

I like being good at Irish because I can
help other children that are learning it.

I would like to attend a second-level all-
Irish school.

I would be uncomfortable speaking Irish to
my school friends outside of school
activities.

It is important for me to speak Irish
without mistakes when I am speaking to
the teacher.

I often speak Irish outside of school and
school activities.

I know that I make mistakes when I am
speaking Irish but it would be too much
trouble to correct them.

The more [ speak Irish the more it
improves.

It is important for me to speak Irish
without mistakes when I am speaking to
my friends in school.

I think that my Irish would change greatly
if I went to live in the Gaeltacht.

I would like to be able to speak Irish like a
native speaker.

The addition of these 20 items and other amendments resulted in there being a total

of 96 items in Section 1. There were three open-ended questions in Section 2 of the Harris

and Murtagh (1999) AMTB to which a further question was added for the present study

namely: 100. ‘Seo iad na rudai a spreagann mé le Gaeilge a labhairt ..." (These are the

things which encourage me to speak Irish ...).

The AMTB as described was administered for the first time in School 1. A

questionnaire was distributed to each pupil in the class and a set of instructions (Appendix

7.4) was read out. When it was clear that the pupils understood the practice questions each

of the items 1-96 was read aloud, and repeated where necessary. This was done to ensure
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that no pupil would be unable to participate due to reading difficulties and this was the
approach adopted by Harris and Murtagh (1999). The questionnaire together with the
percentage of pupils choosing each response option is shown in Appendix 7.1. The items
have been grouped under the appropriate scales for the sake of clarity. The items in the
actual pupil questionnaire were presented in numerical order, which resulted in the scales

being scrambled.

3.4.3.3 Revision of questionnaire

The pupils in School 1 found the questionnaire rather long and became tired as they
approached the end of the exercise. As a result, it was decided to analyse the responses of
these pupils and to examine ways in which the questionnaire could be modified to make it
shorter.

The questionnaires from School 1 were analysed and items that had a high
‘neodrach’ (neutral) response were examined with a view to removing them. An example
of such an instance was item 72:

Ta mé nios fearr ag scriobh na Gaeilge na an chuid is mo de na daltai i mo rang.
‘I am better than most pupils in my class at Irish writing.’
Seven pupils out of 11 chose the neutral response for this item.
Another example was item 48:
Ba mhaith liom aithne a chur ar nios mo daoine a labhraionn Gaeilge.
‘I would like to get to know more people that speak Irish.’
Six out of 11 pupils chose the neutral response for this item.

There were three items in the Harris and Murtagh (1999) AMTB that dealt with use

of Irish at home. Items 55, 64 and 74.

55. My mother sometimes speaks Irish at home.
64. My father sometimes speaks Irish at home.
74. No one at home ever speaks Irish.

As the pupils’ exposure and use of Irish are viewed as important factors in the
pupils’ acquisition of Irish it was deemed necessary to elicit more information about this
aspect of Irish use. For the purposes of the pilot questionnaire items 55, 64 and 74 were
omitted and three new items were added (63,69,54) in an attempt to get a clearer picture of

Irish use in the home:
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54. Labhraimid Gaeilge sa bhaile cuiosach minic. We speak Irish at home fairly often.

63. Labhraimid Gaeilge sa bhaile uaireanta. We speak Irish at home sometimes.
69. Labhraimid Gaeilge sa bhaile i gconai nach We speak Irish at home almost
mor. always.

When the responses were analysed however, it was difficult to interpret them as to
the actual use of Irish at home. It was decided therefore to insert a new item on page one
which gathered background information about the respondents. The inclusion of the item in
this format also enabled a comparison with two other Irish studies where a similar item was
used. The studies in question are Murtagh (2003) and O Riagain & O Gliasain (1994). The

new item is item 1v:

. Anois is An- I
Riamh  Go hannamh , .. .. .,
aris Gominic  mhinic  gcoénai
1v. Labhraimid 0 0 0 0 0 0

Gaeilge sa bhaile

As this was a new item added for School 2 and subsequent schools, there are only 161
responses to this item.

Other items, upon further examination, were considered less central to the purposes
of this study and in some cases more relevant to pupils learning Irish as a subject in an
English-medium school and were consequently removed. It was important however, not to
compromise the integrity of the instrument in such a way that it would not be possible to
compare the attitudes and motivations of pupils in the present study with pupils in the
Harris and Murtagh (1999) study. The ten items associated with interest in second/foreign
language were removed, as were the five items associated with Irish lesson anxiety. The
items on Irish-ability self-concept were reformulated to reflect more closely the experiences
of pupils in all-Irish schools. The number of items for parental encouragement was reduced
from ten to seven. Following the amendments described above 57 of the original 96 items
were retained with the same four open-ended questions at the end. The results of the

AMTB are presented and discussed in Chapter 7.

3.4.4 Principal and class teacher interviews

On the first visit to each school the principal and 6™ class teacher were invited to

take part in semi-structured interviews (Dornyei, 2007) that were scheduled to take place on
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the second visit to the school. Seven principal teachers and five 6™ class teachers agreed to
be interviewed giving a total of 12 interviews.

Participants were given a Plain Language Statement (Appendix 8.2) and an
Informed Consent Form (Appendix 8.3) so that they were fully aware of the format of the
interview and the issues that were to be discussed. A reasonable estimate of the time
commitment required was offered. The issue of confidentiality was discussed and
participants were assured that no information would be disclosed to a third party without
their consent. All records and data were kept at a secure location and all identifiable details
were altered to ensure that disclosure of participants was avoided and to safeguard their
privacy. Consent was obtained in writing having ensured that participants had a full
understanding of what the study involved. The consent explained that participants were free

to withdraw from the study at any time without consequences.
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Chapter 4: Description of corpus of pupils’ speech

4.1 Introduction

One of the main purposes of the present study was to gather speech samples from
6™ classes pupils in all-Irish schools in order to describe the features of their spoken Irish.
A collaborative task was designed for this purpose as described in section 3.3.1. Recordings
were made of sixty-five 6" class pupils in nine all-Irish schools throughout the country and
it is these recordings that form the basis of the corpus that is analysed in this chapter. The
corpus also includes recordings of 15 pupils in two Gaeltacht schools for comparison
purposes. The Gaeltacht schools chosen are situated in Irish-speaking heartland areas where
there are substantial numbers of native speakers of Irish amongst the children. The
Gaeltacht school recordings were made with both 5™ and 6™ class pupils, unlike the
situation in the all-Irish schools where only sixth classes were used. This was due to the
multi-grade classes in the Gaeltacht schools.

The remainder of this chapter contains five sections. The first section commences
with a description of the corpus and provides a quantitative analysis of the data. This
description and analysis is complemented by a more qualitative analysis in Chapter 5. The
first section of the present chapter describes how the corpus was compiled and the methods
used to analyse it. The second section generates word-lists that compare the 50 most
common words used by Gaeltacht and all-Irish school pupils to see if there are differences
in the words used by each school type. This is followed in the third section by an error
analysis where the number of utterances with errors will be calculated with a view to
providing a general description of the corpus.

Section four examines the pupils’ behaviour in both school types in relation to code-
mixing and code-switching. An examination is made of the of word-lists generated in
section two to see whether the English words used by the pupils fall into the code-mixing
or code-switching category. This section also investigates pupils’ responses to their peers’
code-mixing and code-switching. The corpus will be searched for instances on language
related episodes where pupils self-correct, correct others or question the language use of

another pupil. The chapter will conclude with a summary and discussion of the findings.
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4.2 Description of corpus

4.2.1 Analytic systems

The data gathered and transcribed in the pilot phase of the present study were
analysed manually. This method was satisfactory for the initial stages of the study when the
quantity of data was manageable and the approach was primarily qualitative. As the
combined corpus of pupils’ speech in all-Irish and Gaeltacht schools in the present study
contains 35,340 words however, it was necessary to supplement a qualitative analysis with
a more comprehensive quantitative analysis using computer software. It is relatively easy
for a competent speaker to identify the frequently occurring deviant features in the pupils’
speech as they readily capture the reader’s attention. It was important to determine
however, if there was evidence in the corpus that pupils used these same features correctly
at other times and to be able to quantify the relative frequency of correct and incorrect use.
A tool was sought that would compile all examples of each feature of interest in the data
together, to provide a basis for counting the correct and incorrect instances. In this way an
accurate picture of the pupils’ mastery of each feature could be gleaned.

The other type of analysis that was required was one that would allow a comparison
of the language of the Gaeltacht school pupils with the all-Irish school pupils. It might be
expected that native speaker pupils would use a wider range of vocabulary and structures
than all-Irish immersion pupils, for example. By performing a word count and computing a
type-token ratio analysis it is possible to accept or reject this hypothesis for the present
corpora.

A number of software tools was examined in an effort to find the most suitable one.
WordSmith (2004) was examined to see if it suited the purposes of the present study.
WordSmith has been used extensively in the analysis of language corpora (Scott & Tribble,
2006). It contains two tools in particular, which were deemed suitable. The first tool is
WordList. WordList can produce word frequency lists that enable a comparison of the
range of vocabulary used by the Gaeltacht school pupils and the all-Irish school pupils. It
also counts the number of tokens (words) and types (distinct words) in a selected text. It
will calculate the percentage of each word in the text together with a type/token ratio. The
other WordSmith tool that is particularly useful is Concord. This tool allows a search of the

corpus by word or phrase. With this tool it is also possible to view the local linguistic
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context in which each word or phrase was used and helps to describe and possibly explain
the conditions under which the correct and incorrect forms were used i.e. the concordances.
WordSmith has the ability to reduce large amounts of language to manageable lists and
concordances which can facilitate the identification of patterns in the text (Scott & Tribble,
2006). WordSmith was selected then as the most appropriate tool to provide suitable
quantitative analysis to complement the qualitative analysis.

Before settling on WordSmith two other analytic tools were considered - AnnoTape
(Jackson, 2000) and CHILDES (MacWhinney, 2000). AnnoTape is an analytic tool that
enables a researcher to listen to recorded data and to code it without the necessity of
transcribing all of the data. It was felt however, that the transcription of the data was central
to the present study. Since one of the main purposes of the present study was to provide a
corpus of pupils’ speech that could be used for analysis in the present and in future studies.
To fully exploit the opportunity provided by this transcription, WordSmith was considered
to be more suitable. The following analysis provides a substantial amount of quantitative
data on all-Irish pupils’ speech that adds to the understanding of the features of their speech
in considerable detail for the first time. This analysis would not have been possible without
having the transcribed data available.

The other tool examined was CHILDES. This is a powerful analytic tool that has
been widely used by researchers to analyse the language of children. It contains a number
of analytic features that would potentially have been suitable for the purposes of this study.
Many of these features however, have only been automated for major languages and Irish is
not one of them. The task involved in modifying the CHILDES tools for Irish, and in the
transcription of the data to conform to CHILDES conventions, was beyond the scope of this
study, which is broad in nature and contains other elements apart from the compilation and
analysis of the corpus.

To implement the analysis using WordSmith, the transcripts of the pupils’ speech
were first saved in plain text format and imported into WordSmith. The WordList tool was
used to compile a wordlist for each school. Table 4.1 summarises the statistics from these
wordlists. Columns 1-3 identify the school, the number of pupils whose speech was
transcribed and the length in minutes of the transcripts. It will be recalled that following the
pilot phase the expectation was that about 40 minutes or more of pupils’ speech would be

required in each school. This aim was achieved in most locations. In the case of School 3 a
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microphone became disconnected and no audio signal was recorded. Another group in this
school completed the task very quickly with the result that only 26 minutes of speech
needed to be recorded in that school. In School 8 one group was inhibited by the presence
of the camera and whispered or used gestures to avoid being recorded on the videotape. The
transcription of this group was not included in the final corpus. The recordings in School 9
and School 10 were conducted as part of the pilot phase when only one video-recorder was
in use. As a result only 21 and 17 minutes of speech were transcribed in School 9 and

School 10 respectively.

4.2.2 Preliminary type/token analysis

Column 4 in Table 4.1 shows the number of tokens (words) transcribed in each
school. This figure ranged from 1,274 (School 9) to 5,438 (School 4). The number of types
(distinct words) is shown in column 5. This ranged from 274 (School 9) to 648 (School 4).
As the texts were of different lengths it was necessary to use a standardised type/token ratio
(STTR) in order to compare them. The tokens in this case are the number of words in the
text, and the types are the different or distinct words. WordSmith was set to compute the
type/token ratio every 1,000 words as it goes through each text file. A running average is
thus calculated, and the average type/token ratio is based on consecutive 1,000-word
chunks of text (Scott, 2004). This allows a comparison of the STTR where there are texts of
differing lengths. It can be seen then in column 6 that the STTR for all-Irish schools ranges
from 22.0 (School 1) to 25.4 (School 4), and the average, when all texts were combined for
these schools, was 23.3. In the case of the Gaeltacht schools the STTR ranges from 23.4 to
29.2, and the average, when all texts were combined was 24.9. The overall average for the
two school types does not appear to differ greatly at 23.3 and 24.9 for all-Irish and
Gaeltacht schools respectively. The only STTR that stands out in column 6 is 29.2 (School
10). This may indicate that the pupils in this school had greater lexical density than the
other schools. Scott (2004) cautions however, that the STTR value is a rather crude
measurement of lexical density.

Column 7 gives a value for the mean length of sentence, as measured by the number
of words, used by the pupils. A range of four to six words may appear rather short for 11-
13 year old pupils. It must be remembered however, that the focus of the task is on

interaction and short utterances would be expected in this type of unplanned conversation.
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Due to the concrete nature of the task it was possible for the pupils to point to the plan that
they were designing and to the list of equipment that they could buy without naming every
object. This proved true in both the Gaeltacht and all-Irish schools.

Table 4.1 gives summary statistics for each school type based on the results of the
analysis of the WordList tool in WordSmith, the next section will compare the 50 most

common words used by school type.

Table 4.1
School by school summary of the basic features of the corpus of all-Irish and Gaeltacht pupils’
spoken Irish
Mean
No. of pupils No. of No. of length of
School ID whose speech No. of tokens types Standardised sentence
was minutes (words) (distinct) type/token (in
All-Irish schools transcribed  transcribed transcribed words ratio words)

School 1 6 40 2,504 348 22.0 4
School 2 9 55 4,286 523 23.1 5
School 3 6 26 2,933 395 23.9 6
School 4 9 60 5,438 648 25.4 6
School 5 9 56 4,334 453 22.8 5
School 6 11 51 4,144 489 22.0 6
School 7 6 40 3,482 428 22.6 6
School 8 6 31 2,388 396 23.0 5
School 9 3 21 1,274 274 23.2 5

Total all-Irish 380
schools 65 (6 hrs. 20 30,783 1,527 233 5

mins.)

Gaeltacht schools
School 10 6 17 1,451 330 29.2
School 11 9 43 3,106 408 23.4 6
Total Gaeltacht 15 60 4,557 556 24.9 6
schools

Total for both 440
school types 80 (7 hrs. 20 35,340 1,680 23.5 5

mins.)

4.3 50 most common words: Variations by school type

The purpose of comparing the 50 most common words used by each school type is
to see if there are any significant variations or patterns to be found in word usage between
Gaeltacht schools and all-Irish schools. The composite list for all-Irish schools in the study
will be compared to the Gaeltacht schools. This list is based on the combined transcripts of

the nine all-Irish schools in the study analysed together. This may highlight similarities or
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differences between the pupils in the two school types that would merit further
investigation. It might be expected for example that native Irish-speaking pupils would use
a wider range of verbs in completing the task than their peers in all-Irish schools. As noted
in Chapter 2, immersion pupils have been found to use a number of high-coverage items
and stretch these to meet their needs in a variety of contexts (Harley, 1992; Harley et al.,
1990; Johnstone, 2002; McKendry, 2007). It should be borne in mind however, in the
context of the present study that the two subcorpora were based on a similar task and were
thus constrained by the subject matter and context of the discourse. The native-speaker
pupils may not have been extended in the context of the task to display the full range of
their ability.

One method of checking if this is the case in the corpus in the present study is to
compare the most common words used by pupils in each school type. Another area of
interest is the pupils’ use of English discourse markers and words borrowed from English.
The compilation of common word lists may also shed light on this area. Table 4.2 below
presents the 50 most common words used by the Gaeltacht pupils in order of frequency and
the percentage usage of each word is compared with that of the all-Irish school pupils. The
use by the all-Irish school pupils of those50 most common words is also presented in Table
4.2. While it is acknowledged that it is quite ambitious to try to show 50 words in the one
table and that the table is quite dense, it was considered important to display them in one
table as they represent a relatively high proportion of all the words used by the pupils.

Column 1 in Table 4.2 shows the 50 most common words used by the Gaeltacht
pupils. We can see the frequency order of the words used in column 2. The number of times
each word was used is shown in columns 3 and 6 for Gaeltacht and all-Irish school pupils
respectively. The figures that are of immediate interest in this table are the percentages in
columns 4 and 7. Column 4 gives the percentage of the number of times each word was
used out of the total corpus for Gaeltacht schools. Column 6 gives a similar figure for the
all-Irish schools. The total percentages are given at the bottom of columns 4 and 7. We can
see then in column 4 that the 50 most common words used by the Gaeltacht school pupils
represent 56.4% of all the words spoken in their corpus. An examination of column 7
reveals that the same 50 words represent 51.0% of all the words spoken by the all-Irish
school pupils. It appears from this analysis that there is a large degree of similarity between

the two school types in their frequency of usage of these 50 words.
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It may be of interest to note that some of the 50 most common words in the

Gaeltacht school list appear further down the frequency order in the case of all-Irish

schools. The corresponding frequency order for all-Irish schools is given in column 5. The

words from the all-Irish school corpus that do not appear in the Gaeltacht list for the 50

most common words are listed in Table 4.3 below. The analysis at this point is confined to

the 50 words in column 1 of Table 4.2.

When the frequency percentages in columns 4 and 7 in Table 4.2 are compared for

individual words a number of notable differences emerge. These differences are listed

below and highlighted in the table with an asterisk *:

The personal pronoun acu ‘at them’ is used almost thirty times more frequently by
the Gaeltacht pupils (1.83%) than the all-Irish school pupils (0.06%) as can be seen
in row 6 for example.

The eclipsed number gcéad (céad) ‘hundred’ is used almost three times as
frequently by the Gaeltacht pupils (0.94%) as compared to the all-Irish school
pupils (0.33%) in row 23.

The personal pronoun é ‘it’, is used almost twice as frequently by the all-Irish
school pupils (4.06%) as compared to the Gaeltacht pupils (2.29%) in row 4.
Although there are many other words used twice as frequently by one school
compared to the other, é is significant because of its high placing in the frequency
order for both school types.

The personal number beirt ‘two’ in row 24 is used just over seven times more
frequently by the Gaeltacht pupils (0.87%) than the all-Irish school pupils (0.12%).
If we combine rows 29 and 34 the numbers mile ‘thousand’ and its lenited form
mhile, they are used twice as often by the Gaeltacht pupils (1.21%) as by the all-
Irish school pupils (0.62%).

The verbal noun iarraidh ‘“try’ is used over three times more frequently by

Gaeltacht pupils (0.50%) than the all-Irish school pupils (0.14%) in row 47.
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Table 4.2
The 50 most common words in frequency order as used by the Gaeltacht pupils compared to the
all-Irish immersion pupils’

Gaeltacht schools All-Irish schools
Words Frequency No. of times o, Frequency No. of times o
order used order used
sin 1 251 5.47 1 1859 6.03
ta 2 176 3.84 4 998 3.24
an 3 150 3.27 2 1433 4.65
é* 4 105 2.29 3 1252 4.06
a 5 85 1.85 6 570 1.85
acu* 6 84 1.83 216 20 0.06
agus 7 84 1.83 5 758 2.46
againn 8 77 1.68 30 200 0.65
chéad 9 77 1.68 9 440 1.43
sé 10 74 1.61 8 499 1.62
ag 11 71 1.55 11 421 1.37
ceann 12 66 1.44 22 250 0.81
bhfuil 13 57 1.24 14 329 1.07
SO 14 54 1.18 13 335 1.09
dha 15 53 1.16 10 427 1.39
yeah 16 50 1.09 7 535 1.74
seo 17 46 1.00 29 213 0.69
ar 18 45 0.98 16 301 0.98
g0 19 45 0.98 18 279 0.91
nil 20 45 0.98 19 277 0.90
no 21 45 0.98 12 350 1.14
rud 22 45 0.98 15 350 1.14
geéad™ 23 43 0.94 67 103 0.33
beirt* 24 40 0.87 158 37 0.12
le 25 40 0.87 49 129 0.42
tri 26 37 0.81 41 144 0.47
cuig 27 35 0.76 27 215 0.70
beidh 28 31 0.68 45 139 0.45
mile* 29 31 0.68 83 83 0.27
0 30 30 0.65 26 236 0.77
bord 31 29 0.63 60 111 0.36
cad 32 29 0.63 33 184 0.60
euro 33 29 0.63 50 128 0.42
mhile* 34 29 0.63 63 107 0.35
fagtha 35 28 0.61 53 123 0.40
right 36 28 0.61 55 121 0.39
na 37 27 0.59 21 255 0.83
sleamhnan 38 27 0.59 47 132 0.43
fa* 39 26 0.57 114 59 0.19
fhios 40 26 0.57 93 78 0.25
seacht 41 26 0.57 91 81 0.26
ach 42 25 0.55 56 118 0.38
ata 43 25 0.55 80 84 0.27
ansin 44 24 0.52 17 294 0.95
mise 45 24 0.52 48 130 0.42
ta 46 24 0.52 20 266 0.86
iarraidh* 47 23 0.50 144 44 0.14
agam 48 22 0.48 84 82 0.27
caithfimid 49 22 0.48 61 110 0.36
choinne* 50 22 0.48 184 28 0.09
Total 2,587 56.4% 15,717 51.0%
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e Finally the usage of fa@ ‘by’ or ‘for’ in row 39 (26 times) and choinne in row 50 (22
times) by the Gaeltacht pupils are related. There is a compound preposition in

Ulster Irish fd choinne ‘for’, and this compound preposition was used 22 times by

the pupils in School 11. This explains the higher percentage of choinne (0.48%) for

the Gaeltacht pupils compared to the all-Irish school pupils (0.09%) in row 50.

As we have seen in Table 4.2 while there are many similarities in the most common
words used by pupils in the two school types, differences that merit further examination
have been highlighted. Among the differences are the use of prepositional pronouns acu  at
them’ and againn ‘at us’, the use of the pronoun é ‘it’ and the use of numbers such as beirt
‘two’, gcéad ‘hundred’ and mile ‘thousand’. These and other differences that emerge will
help to inform the qualitative analysis in Chapter 5.

Table 4.3 shows words that were in the 50 most common words used by the all-Irish
school pupils but not in the top 50 for Gaeltacht schools. There were 17 words in total in
this category. Column 2 shows the frequency order for the all-Irish schools and this can be
compared to column 5 that shows the frequency order for the Gaeltacht schools. Similarly
the percentage usage in columns 4 and 7 can also be compared. When these columns are
compared the striking features that emerge are the following:

e The preposition mar ‘like’ or ‘as’ (frequency order 23) and the English borrowing
‘like’ (frequency order 37) are both used five times more frequently by the all-Irish
school pupils than the Gaeltacht pupils.

e The present form of the copula Is ea ‘is’ is used almost ten times more frequently
by the all-Irish school pupils than the Gaeltacht pupils.

e The verbs Cuir ‘to put’, Déan ‘to do’ and Faigh ‘to get’ (frequency order 38, 39
and 40 respectively) are used almost twice or three times more frequently by the
all-Irish school pupils than the Gaeltacht pupils.

e Finally, the English borrowing ‘okay’ (frequency order 24) and the preposition i
‘in’ (frequency order 36) are used almost twice as often by the all-Irish school

pupils as by the Gaeltacht pupils.

These differences from Table 4.3 together with those previously observed from

Table 4.2 will be analysed in greater depth in Chapter 5.
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Table 4.3
A comparison by school type of the most common words used by the all-Irish immersion pupils
which were not in the top 50 words used by the Gaeltacht pupils (Table 4.2 above)

All-Irish schools Gaeltacht schools
Word Freq. order No. of times % Freq. order e, @IS %
used used

mar* 23 250 0.81 151 7 0.15
okay* 24 246 0.80 59 19 0.41
mé 25 241 0.78 53 21 0.46
sea* 28 214 0.69 242 3 0.07
just 31 196 0.64 87 13 0.28
dréimire 32 187 0.61 56 19 0.41
aon 34 182 0.59 258 2 0.04
eile 35 170 0.55 64 18 0.39
i 36 170 0.55 91 12 0.26
like* 37 169 0.55 180 5 0.11
cuir® 38 165 0.54 145 7 0.15
déan* 39 159 0.52 119 9 0.20
faigh* 40 154 0.50 90 12 0.26
ni 42 143 0.46 65 18 0.39
ehm 43 141 0.46 77 14 0.31
amhain 44 140 0.45 66 17 0.37
tar 46 136 0.44 51 22 0.48
Total 3,063 9.9% 218 4.7%

Table 4.4 summarises the statistics in Tables 4.2 and 4.3 is columns 4 and 7 in each
table. When the totals for the percentage usage of the 50 words in Table 4.2 and the 17
words in Table 4.3 are added we get a total of 60.9% for the all-Irish schools and 61.1% for
the Gaeltacht schools. These 67 words then represent a very similar proportion of the
corpus for each school type. It is the relative difference in percentage usage of each word

however, that is most informative for the analysis in the present study.

Table 4.4
67 words in Tables 4.2 and 4.3 as percentage of corpus for each school type
All-Irish schools Gaeltacht schools
No. of times used % No. of times used %
50 words in Table 4.2 15,717 51.0% 2,587 56.4%
17 words in Table 4.3 3,063 9.9% 218 4.7%
Total 18,780 60.9% 2,805 61.1%
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4.4 Analysis of corpus for the presence of errors

The description of the corpus above was supplemented with a manual analysis for
the presence of linguistic errors® at a lexical and syntactic level. Deviations from native
speaker norms were marked for further investigation. The Gaeltacht school corpus was also
examined for errors and it was found that while there were some errors they were very few
in number (see Table 4.6 below). It will be recalled that the Gaeltacht schools chosen were
in Irish-speaking heartland areas defined as Category A areas where over 67% of the
population speak Irish on a daily basis (O Giollagain et al., 2007). The groups whose
speech was selected for transcription were those whom the teacher considered to contain
the pupils with the strongest home background in Irish. Due to the prevalence of in-
migration to Gaeltacht areas (Mac Coéil, 2003; O Riagain, 2008) it was not possible to
ensure that every child recorded and transcribed was a native Irish speaker from birth.

The impressionistic view that the reader gets from reading through the all-Irish
school corpus is that there are many deviations from native speaker norms in the pupils’
speech. The purpose of the error analysis in this section is three-fold:

(1) to quantify the error rates in all-Irish and Gaeltacht schools

(2) to have native speakers (NS) judge which utterances deviate from native speaker

norms and to compare this to the judgements of a competent L2 speaker

(3) to establish if there were significant variations in the error rate from school to

school.

The procedure adopted was that three excerpts, from three different schools, were
selected from the corpus and sent to three adult native Irish speakers. These excerpts
combined contained 3,260 words representing 10.6% of the total all-Irish school corpus. As
the native speakers were engaging in this exercise on a voluntary basis it was felt that a
sample of this size was sufficient for the purposes of the present study. Each of the native
speakers represents one of the three main dialects of Irish in Munster, Connacht and Ulster.
It was considered important to have each dialect represented, as there are features of Irish
that would be acceptable in one area that would not be acceptable in another. The excerpts

were selected from a school in Ulster, a school in Connacht and a school in Leinster. Two

% Although a distinction has been made between mistakes and errors all deviations from native speaker norms
are treated as errors in this stage of the analysis.
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of the schools, one in Connacht (School 2) and one in Ulster’ (School 5) were deemed to
have characteristics of the dialect of their region and were selected for that reason. The
third school, located in Leinster (School 4) was representative of schools that are not
situated close to a Gaeltacht area.

The excerpts, each containing 190 utterances, were sent to the three native speakers
and they were asked to underline an utterance that contained an error. The presence of
borrowings from English in an utterance was not to be considered an error. When the
excerpts were returned, an utterance was considered to contain an error if each of the three
native speakers marked it as having one. In some cases two of the native speakers
considered an utterance to be incorrect but not the third. This arose where an utterance
although not grammatically correct according to the official standard, may be acceptable in
a particular Gaeltacht area. Where an utterance contained two or more errors it was simply
counted as being incorrect for the purposes of the analysis in the present study.

Table 4.5 presents the error analysis done by the three native speakers. There was a
relatively high level of agreement between the judgements of a competent L2 speaker and
the native speakers. Column one identifies the school, group and region in which the school
is located. Column two shows the number of errors in each excerpt from a total of 190.
When the number of utterances is divided by the number of errors we see in column three
that the overall percentage of errors is 33.0% or almost one in three utterances contains an
error. It is also noteworthy that the percentage by school varies from 24.2% (School 2) to
41.6% (School 4). Column four shows the number of errors marked by the researcher, a
competent second language Irish speaker. The number of errors judged by the L2 speaker is
fewer than the native speakers in all cases.

Whether judged by L2 or NS, there was a considerable variation in the number of
utterances with errors across the three schools. It was considered useful therefore to select
one group from each of the six remaining schools and to calculate the number of utterances
with errors per school. The researcher, using the same criteria as those used by the native
speakers, made the judgements in this case. The first 190 utterances of the transcript were

examined for each group selected. It was the first group from each school that was selected

7 Although this school is in the Ulster dialect region it is not in one of six counties of Ulster that form
Northern Ireland.
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with the exception of School 3 and School 6 where the first group’s transcript only contains

165 and 186 utterances respectively.

Table 4.5
Error analysis by three native speakers (NS) and competent L2 speaker of selected excerpts (N=190
utterances) from three schools

School No. of utterances with errors as No. of utterances with errors as judged by
and judged by NS competent L2 speaker
Group
Sclzg‘(’)lni acc;lrlg 01 46/190 24.2% 43 22.6%
School 4 Grp 01 79/190 41.6% 76 40.0%
(Leinster)
Sch"(‘{}lsstg;p 02 63/190 33.2% 59 31.1%
Total 188/570 33.0% 178 31.2%

Column two in Table 4.6 shows the number of utterances with errors in each
excerpt of 190 utterances. Columns 3 and 4 show the percentage of incorrect and correct
utterances respectively. Based on the total figure for all-Irish schools in Column 3 we can
expect to find errors in almost every three utterances out of ten in the corpus (29.2%).
There is a substantial difference in the percentage of errors across the schools. School 1
Group 2 for example, has 20.0% of errors whereas School 4 Group 1 has 41.6% of errors.
This is not to imply that the quality of the pupils’ Irish in School 4 is twice as poor as those
of School 1. It does however, as stated at the outset, give a measurement of the number of
pupil errors and confirm the impressionistic view that there are many deviations from
native speaker norms in the all-Irish school corpus.

The final two rows of Table 4.6 report the results of two Gaeltacht school groups. It
can be seen that there were very few errors in the Gaeltacht school corpus. No errors were
found in School 10 Group 2 and there were only five errors in School 11 Group 1. It is
interesting to note that it was the same pupil that made all five errors in School 11 Group 1.

This pupil may not have a strong home background in Irish.
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Table 4.6
Error analysis of selected excerpts (N=190 utterances) from the nine all-Irish schools and two
Gaeltacht schools

ch(:)l il No. of utterances % of utterances % of utterances
All-Il‘iSl(l) lslfhools with errors with errors without errors
School 1 Grp 2 39%* 20.5% 79.5%
School 2 Grp 1 46%* 24.2% 75.8%
School 3 Grp 3 53** 27.9% 72.1%
School 4 Grp 1 79* 41.6% 58.4%
School 5 Grp 2 63* 33.2% 66.8%
School 6 Grp 1 45%* 23.7% 76.3%
School 7 Grp 1 69%* 36.3% 63.7%
School 8 Grp 1 66** 34.7% 65.3%
School 9 Grp 1 42 %% 22.1% 77.9%
Total all-Irish schools 499 29.2% 70.8%
Gaeltacht schools
School 10 Grp 2 0** 0% 100%
School 11 Grp 1 5 2.6% 97.4%

* Judged by native speakers **Judged by competent L2 speaker

Figure 4.1 below compares the percentage of correct and incorrect utterances by
school and school type. Five of the all-Irish schools fall within a band of 72.1% to 79.5%
(Schools 1, 2, 3, 6 and 9) correct utterances and the remaining four all-Irish schools fall
within a band of 58.4% to 66.8% (Schools 4, 5, 7 and 8). The excerpts from Gaeltacht
schools 10 and 11 had very few if any errors in them.

This error analysis exercise enabled a quantification of the number of deviations
from native speaker norms that exist in the all-Irish and Gaeltacht school corpus. The all-
Irish pupils have a mean error rate of 29.2%, which is close to three incorrect utterances in
every ten. This error rate varies substantially from school to school with four out of ten
utterances in School 4 containing errors compared to two out of ten in School 1. It is not
intended however, to equate a lower rate of errors with a greater proficiency in Irish. The

next chapter will examine the features of those errors in greater detail.
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Figure 4.1
School by school variations in the proportion of errors in the utterances of all-Irish and Gaeltacht

pupils
100% - o
80% - —
60% -
100.0%
97.4% M Incorrect
400/0 4 79.5% 75.8% 72.1% 66.8°% 76.3% 5,37 77.9% Dcorrect
. 0 ()
58.4% o 63.7% E
20% +| — 4 1 1 1 HH 1 1
0% ‘
N o) 13 \2) © A Se) ) Q N
& 00\(1, R I DN SR ) o\\ o\\
Q¥ Q8 ¥ X8 X8 Q8 ¥ QO Q)
¢ o o & F F F F F &
All-Irish schools 1-9 Gaeltacht schools 10-11

4.5 Code-mixing and code-switching

An examination of the corpus reveals that pupils from both school types use
English words while speaking Irish. This phenomenon is quite common among bilinguals
(Ritchie & Bhatia, 2006) and we distinguish between code-mixing and code-switching in
pupils’ use of English. For the purposes of the present study, code-mixing will be taken to
mean ‘the use of various linguistic units (words, phrases, clauses and sentences)... within a
sentence’ (Ritchie & Bhatia, 2006, p. 337) or intrasentential use. Code-switching is
understood as ‘the use of various linguistic units (words, phrases, clauses and sentences)...
across sentence boundaries within a speech event’ (Ritchie & Bhatia, 2006, p. 337) or
intersentential use. The next section looks at the use of English words in general. This is
followed by an examination of the code-mixing behaviour of pupils with a particular focus

on the most common English words used by the pupils in each school type.
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4.5.1 Intrasentential use: The 25 most common English words

The word-list generated by WordSmith was examined to find the most common
English words used by pupils in each school type. A systematic examination of the all-Irish
school word-list revealed that there was a pattern to English word usage. The words fall
into three frequency groupings. The first comprises the seven words in Section A of Table
4.7. The second group comprises the 18 words in Section B of Table 4.7. The third group
comprises all the other English words used and can be examined in appendices 4.3 and 4.4.
The analysis in this section will concentrate of the first two groups, which are the 25 most
common English words used by the pupils in both school types.

It can be seen from the first section of Column 1 in Table 4.7 that there are seven
English words that are used more frequently than the remainder. The seven most common

<

words are, ‘yeah’, ‘no’, ‘so’, ‘okay’, ‘just’, ‘like’ and ‘right’. The first two (‘yeah’, ‘no’)
will be termed here as affirmative or negative (aff./neg.) particles and the remaining words
(‘so’, ‘okay’, ‘just’, ‘like’ and ‘right’) as discourse markers. Discourse markers have also
been termed pragmatic markers (Andersen, 2001), but it is the former term that will be
employed here.

These seven words represent 6.34% of the total all-Irish school corpus and 4.69% of
the Gaeltacht school corpus (Subtotal A Table 4.7). The difference in percentages is
perhaps smaller than might have been anticipated given the differences in the language
background of the two groups. The relatively high percentage usage of the aff./neg.
particles ‘yeah’ and ‘no’ may be determined by the fact that there are no simple words in
Irish for ‘yes’ and ‘no’. For agreement/disagreement conversationally in Irish it is normal
to echo the positive or negative form of the verb or to use the copula (Mac Congail, 2004).
Even if this factor influences the all-Irish school children who are L1 English speakers, it
does not however, explain the high usage of the particles by Gaeltacht pupils who are L1
speakers of Irish. The practice of prefacing their answers in Irish with the aff./neg. particles
‘yeah’ and ‘no’ has however, been noted in the speech of Gaeltacht speakers in Connacht
e.g. ‘beidh ti ag goil ann? No, ni bheidh. [you will be going there? No, I won’t.] (O
hUiginn, 1994, p. 608). The use of these particles may be for stylistic reasons and to add

emphasis rather than due to a lack of vocabulary.
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The remaining 18 English words in Section B of Table 4.7 are used less commonly

by the Gaeltacht school pupils (0.55%) than their peers in the all-Irish schools (1.12%).

Table 4.7
The 25 most common English words used by all-Irish and Gaeltacht school pupils divided into two
groups by order of frequency

All-Irish schools Gaeltacht schools
Word Frequency No. of % of Frequency No. of % of
order times used corpus order times corpus
used
yeah 7. 535 1.74 16 50 1.09
no 12. 350 1.14 21 45 0.98
SO 13. 335 1.09 14 54 1.18
okay 24. 246 0.80 59 19 0.41
just 31. 196 0.64 87 13 0.28
like 37. 169 0.55 180 5 0.11
right 55. 121 0.39 36 28 0.61
Subtotal A 1,952 6.34% 214 4.69%
‘cos/be 176. 37 0.12 132 8 0.17
cause
you 182. 29 0.09 N/A 0 N/A
but 189. 26 0.08 153 6 0.13
what 199. 24 0.08 555 1 0.02
here 208. 22 0.07 453 1 0.02
know 209. 22 0.07 157 6 0.13
then 226. 19 0.06 538 1 0.02
on 232. 17 0.06 N/A 0 N/A
only 233. 17 0.06 N/A 0 N/A
and 235. 16 0.05 N/A 0 N/A
do 244. 15 0.05 N/A 0 N/A
it 246. 15 0.05 N/A 0 N/A
of 248. 15 0.05 482 1 0.02
tent 252. 15 0.05 534 1 0.02
hang 258. 14 0.05 N/A 0 N/A
the 266. 14 0.05 N/A 0 N/A
wait 267. 14 0.05 N/A 0 N/A
see 275. 13 0.04 N/A 0 N/A
Subtotal B 344 1.12% 25 0.55%
Total 2,296 7.46% 239 5.24%

The examination of the corpus revealed evidence of differences in the frequency of

use of English aff./neg. particles and discourse markers across schools and school type.
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WordSmith concordance tools were used to search the transcript of each school for these
words and the results of that search are presented in Figure 4.2 below. It can be seen that
the all-Irish schools vary from 2.3% (School 8) to 11.15% (School 6). The two Gaeltacht
schools on the other hand are relatively close at 4.14% and 4.96%.

Figure 4.2
Gaeltacht and all-Irish pupils' use of English affirmative/negative particles and discourse markers
as a percentage of all words by school
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The percentages presented in Figure 4.2, although quite high in some cases, contrast
with the findings of Mac Fhlannchadha (1999). In his study of 7-8 year old pupils in 2™
Class in one all-Irish school, he found that single lexical items accounted for 63.25% of all
English words used, whereas aff./neg. particles and discourse markers only accounted for
13.87% of these.® Thus a large proportion of the switches were accounted for by nouns,
verbs, adjectives etc. that the pupils probably did not know in Irish. This signalled a lack of
lexical knowledge on the part of the pupils in his study. The pupils in all-Irish schools in
the present study however, do not show any evidence of this. Mac Fhlannchadha studied
pupils that were on average four years younger than the pupils in the present study and the
infrequency in the use of single lexical items by the older pupils suggests perhaps that there
may be significant language acquisition in those four years of immersion. This is in keeping
with research findings that the code-mixing of bilingual children decreases with age

(Genesee, 2001). Their language behaviour may indicate that they use discourse markers

¥ It should be noted that the English word usage percentages presented in this study are of all the words used
whereas Mac Fhlannchadha’s above, are as a percentage of all English words.
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and other features at an unconscious level which meet their communicative needs (Ritchie

& Bhatia, 2006). Analysis in the next section throws further light on this.

4.5.2 Code-switching: Use of larger chunks in English

We have seen from the previous sections that code-mixing accounts for the majority
of English word usage by pupils in both school types in the present study. The tendency
with code-mixing is for single English words to be used intrasententially. In this section we
will examine the use of English words in whole phrases or sentences where there appears to
be a switch from Irish to English. For the purposes of quantifying code-switches instances
where there were complete utterances in English such as ‘No, no, no’ or ‘No, no, okay’ or
‘Right, right, right’ were not regarded as switches. But, ‘Just anseo will we, no I don’t
know?’ can be regarded as a code-switch.

The number of switches in the all-Irish school corpus was counted. There are 64
utterances in total as illustrated in the second column of Table 4.9. Approximately one in
one hundred utterances (1.07%, Column 5) contain a code-switch, which is a relatively low
number and confirms that the use of English words by all-Irish school pupils tends to be for
code-mixing purposes. It can also be noted that the number of code switches varies across
schools. Schools 1 and 3 did not present any evidence of code-switching and the
percentages in the fifth column reflect this.

When the code switches were being counted it was noted that certain pupils had a
tendency to code-switch significantly more often than their peers. Two pupils in School 2
for example account for 15 of the 23 code switches, and similarly in School 8, two pupils
account for all the code switches.

Table 4.8 shows that School 8 had the greatest number of code switches. School 8
(Table 4.7) made the least use of aff./neg. particles and discourse markers (2.30%). School
5, which had the highest usage of aff./neg. particles and discourse markers (11.15%) only
has 1.45% of code-switches. No evidence could be found for a relationship between code-
mixing and code-switching for the schools in the present study. The only school that had a
high instance of both code-mixing and code-switching, 8.05% and 2.71% respectively was

School 2.
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Table 4.8
The code-switching behaviour of all-Irish school and Gaeltacht pupils

School ID % of code
No. of code % of pupils that  No. of utterances switches per
All-Irish schools switches code switched per school utterance

School 1 0 0 549 0
School 2 23 66.6 849 2.71
School 3 0 0 495 0
School 4 1 11.1 962 0.01
School 5 7 44.4 925 0.76
School 6 11 454 761 1.45
School 7 5 66.6 626 0.80
School 8 16 333 479 3.34
School 9 1 333 296 0.34

Total all-Irish schools 64 35.4% 5,968 1.07%*

Gaeltacht schools
School 10 2 333 283 0.70
School 11 1 11.1 606 0.16
Total Gaeltacht 3 20% 389 0.33%*

schools

*Calculated on the basis of the totals for Column 2 out of the totals for Column 4 (64 out of 5,968 and 3 out
of 889)

4.5.3 The general use of English words

The use of English words is a feature of the recorded speech of the pupils in both
school types in the present study. In order to examine the code-mixing and code-switching
behaviour of all-Irish school pupils a search was conducted for all the English words used
by the pupils in the corpus using the WordList tool in WordSmith. A full listing by each
school type is attached in appendices 4.3 and 4.4 for all-Irish and Gaeltacht schools
respectively. Table 4.9 presents a summary of that search. It can be seen from the second
row of the table that the all-Irish school pupils used 415 different words in English on 3,087
occasions and that this represented 10.03% of their corpus. The Gaeltacht pupils used 54

different words on 305 occasions and this represented 6.65% of their corpus.

Table 4.9
Gaeltacht and all-Irish school pupils' use of English words by school type

% of English words in school

No. of words in English  No. of times used corpus
All-Irish schools 415 3,087 10.03%
Gaeltacht schools 54 305 6.65%
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It can be seen that the all-Irish school pupils used an English word for one out of
every ten words and this was just over 50% more often than their Gaeltacht school peers. In
her study of two Gaeltacht communities O’Malley Madec (2007) found that adult speakers
in the core Irish-speaking heartland community, used English words 2.7% of the time in her
corpus. The figure of 6.65% for the use of English words by Gaeltacht pupils in schools 10
and 11 in the present study is almost two and a half times this rate. This difference may be
explained by the nature of the task in the present study that elicited speech in fairly densely
interactive, task-based communication. O’Malley Madec’s sample on the other hand was
drawn from informal discourse with adults. It is important nonetheless that when we
examine the spoken production on all-Irish school pupils that we compare them with their

peers of a similar age engaged in the same task.

4.5.4 Pupil-pupil exchanges: Language related episodes

When the pupils’ speech in the collaborative task was being transcribed for the
corpus it was noted that on the occasions where pupils code-mixed or code-switched that
their peers corrected them and displayed their disapproval either verbally or with gestures.
(1) below illustrates a typical example of this type of exchange. In this case Pupil L uses
the word ‘swing’ instead of the Irish equivalent /uascan, a word that was available on the
sheet with the list of equipment. A peer (F) discreetly corrects Pupil L by pointing to the
word on the sheet. Pupil C says the correct form and then Pupil L says the correct form and
apologises.

(1) 09 01_126-129

L Scriobh isteach cad a bhfuil sé (sic), 6 agus cuir na swings anseo. [Write in what it is, oh and put
the swings here.]
C  Ceart go leor. [All right]

<F points to the Irish word for swing on the sheet> Na luascdin. [The swings]

L Na luascdin, ta bron orm. [The swings, ’'m sorry. ]

In (2) when pupil S says ‘exactly enough’ he is immediately reminded of the school

norm of speaking Irish by pupil E.

(2) 04_01_207-208
S Ta exactly enough ag muidne. [We have exactly enough.]

E  Gaeilge! [Irish!]
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A similar instance was recorded in Gaeltacht School 10 as can be seen in (3). Pupil
P uses the word ‘idea’ and pupil D supplies the Irish equivalent smaoineamh. Pupil P then
rephrases in Irish to show that he has accepted the feedback. Pupil A joins in with the
reprimand Nda abairt (sic) Béarla. And Pupil P rephrases once again.
(3) 10 _04_35-39
P D taidea agam, ta idea agam. [D I have an idea, I have an idea.]
Smaoineamh, ta smaoineamh agat. [ldea, you have an idea.]

Ta smaoineamh agam. [I have an idea.]

Na abairt (sic) Béarla. [Don’t speak English.]

= > v g

Ta smaoineamh agamsa. [1 have (with emphasis) an idea.]

These type of instances where learners ‘question their language use, or correct
themselves or others' (Swain & Lapkin, 1998, p. 326) have been referred to as ‘language-
related’ episodes. A thorough search of the corpus revealed that there were 10 instances in
total of this type of episode in the all-Irish school corpus and one [(3) above] in the
Gaeltacht corpus. In all 11 cases a pupil was corrected for using English. In no instance in
the seven hours and twenty minutes of transcription in the corpus was a pupil corrected by
another for making an error in Irish. The only instance that was found that did not relate to
the use of English was (4) below where Pupil J engages in a hypothesis-testing episode
(Shehadeh, 2002) where he checks the initial mutation of the word picnic by repeating Don
phicnic. Pupil S confirms that he was correct in the first place.

(4) 03_03_250-252
J ... mar caithfidh sé bheith ar an ait don phicnic. [...because it has to be on the place for the

picnic.]
J  Don phicnic? [For the picnic?]

S Don phicnic. [For the picnic]

This type of interaction is typical of what might be expected in negotiation of
meaning type tasks where errors may be ignored in order to create an effective social
interaction (Swain, 2000b). It may also be that because the errors in Irish did not interfere
with the speakers’ message and did not lead to a breakdown in communication, attention

was not drawn to them (Garcia Mayo & Pica, 2000). When pupils code-mix or code-switch
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however, they are immediately corrected because it is against the school norms. These
findings are in keeping with those of Oliver (1998, 2002) and Van den Branden (1997)

where it was found that children did not negotiate for form in interactions with their peers.

4.6 Discussion of results

The recording of the 65 pupils in all-Irish schools has led to the compilation of a
substantial corpus of immersion pupils’ spoken Irish. The analysis of that corpus and of the
15 pupils in Gaeltacht schools in this chapter has yielded some interesting results. There is
a considerable degree of similarity in key linguistic features in the spoken Irish between the
two school types despite the differences in language background. One indication of this
was the standardised type/token ratio for both school types. The 50 most common words
used by the pupils in both school types were also similar and when a further 17 common
words used by the all-Irish school pupils were added, it was found that these 67 words
accounted for 60.9% of all words used by all-Irish school pupils and 61.1% by Gaeltacht
pupils. At a word level then, no major differences emerged between the two school types.
Although the most common words may have been very similar, Chapter 5 examines the
syntactic features of the pupils’ Irish to ascertain if this aspect of their language use
distinguishes the two school types.

An error analysis of the utterances from three sample groups by three native
speakers revealed that almost one in three utterances contained an error. This analysis was
extended to samples from all schools by the researcher and it was found that almost three
out of every ten utterances (29.2%) by all-Irish school pupils contained an error. The
presence of errors in the Gaeltacht examples was very few however (2.6%). The error rate
of 29.2% for all-Irish school pupils after 5,000 hours of instruction through Irish may
appear high. Chapter 2 recalled that a study of Grade 12 immersion students, were reported
to have an error rate of 54% after about 7,000 hours of instruction in French (Pellerin &
Hammerly, 1986). This figure is very close to the 52.2% error rate found in a study of
Grade 5 and Grade 6 early French immersion pupils (Spilka, 1976). A further study in the
French immersion context carried out by Lyster and Rannta (1997) got an error rate of 34%
in student to teacher turns. This also included unsolicited uses of the L1. It is not suggested

that it is possible to directly compare these results, as they were the product of different
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studies using different methods. It does however, give an indication of the extent of
immersion pupils’ errors.

In the present study, English words accounted for 10.03% of the all-Irish school
corpus and 6.65% of the Gaeltacht school corpus. While the all-Irish school rate is 50%
higher than the Gaeltacht school rate, a previous study of native-speaking adults in the
Gaeltacht only found a 2.7% rate of English word usage (O'Malley Madec, 2007). This
reinforces the importance of comparing all-Irish pupils with native speakers of their own
age performing a similar task.

The code-mixing behaviour of pupils was then examined. It was found that seven
words ‘yeah’ and ‘no’ (affirmative/negative particles), ‘so’, ‘okay’, ‘just’, ‘like’ and ‘right’
(discourse markers), accounted for the majority of the code-mixing and for the English
words used by pupils in both school types. These seven words accounted for 6.35% all
words used by all-Irish school pupils and 4.66% of all words used by Gaeltacht pupils.
Although the all-Irish school pupils engaged in code-mixing so did their native speaking
peers in the Gaeltacht. While it was speculated above that the all-Irish pupils’ English L1
and the fact that there is no direct way of translating ‘yes’ and ‘no’ in Irish, may influence
the all-Irish school pupils’ code-mixing, it could also be linked to a language contact issue
where they use the same discourse markers in Irish as they use when speaking English.

Code-switching was found to account for a small percentage of utterances and it
tended to be engaged in by particular pupils rather than by all pupils, and two schools had
no instances of code-switching. A significant finding resulting from the analysis of the
corpus was that there were very few examples of language related episodes where pupils
corrected one another’s Irish. In all instances where correction took place it was for code-
mixing or code-switching. In no case did a pupil correct another for using an incorrect form
in Irish. The school norm of speaking Irish appears to exert a strong influence on the pupils
and their interpretation of this is, not to speak English or use any English words. It does not
appear to extend to speaking Irish with accuracy. This may confirm that when pupils have
reached a level of communicative sufficiency in Irish, they lack the sociopsychological
motivation to improve on this level (Day & Shapson, 1987; Kowal, 1997).

The analyses reported in this chapter, which are generally at the macro-level, are
complemented by a more detailed analysis of the linguistic features of all-Irish pupils’ Irish

in the Chapter 5. That analysis examines the syntactic and lexical features of the pupil’s
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Irish at a micro-level. Differences that emerged in Table 4.2 relating the use of words by
Gaeltacht and all-Irish school pupils helped to inform the analysis. Those issues include use
of the personal pronoun acu ‘at them’, use of the personal pronoun é ‘it’ and the use of

numbers such as beirt ‘two’, gcéad ‘hundred’.
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Chapter 5: The syntactic and lexical features of all-Irish
school pupil’s Irish

5.1 Introduction

In Chapter 4 the similarities between the pupils in all-Irish and Gaeltacht schools
regarding the words that they used in performing the task assigned to them, and in the
manner in which they code-mixed were noted. They differed greatly however, in the
number of utterances that contained errors. Given that three out of every ten utterances of
the all-Irish school pupils in the present study contain errors, it is important to analyse more
closely the features of the pupils’ Irish. A description will be given of the features present
in the most common errors. An examination will be made of the number of instances where
particular aspects of Irish are used correctly or incorrectly. By presenting the features in
this way it is intended to inform teachers and schools as to the features that in general, are
not being acquired before 6" class in all-Irish schools and to inform pedagogical practice.

Before reporting on that analysis it is necessary to explain some aspects of Irish
linguistics that are relevant in the context the errors made by the pupils. This is not intended
to be a comprehensive account of linguistic differences between Irish and English but a
brief account that will help to anticipate some of the deviant features of the all-Irish school
pupils’ Irish and provide a greater insight into why such deviations are present in the

pupils’ speech.

5.2 Syntactic and morphological features of Irish

The main areas that will be dealt with in this section are initial mutations in Irish.
The word order or syntax in main clauses and subordinate clauses in Irish will then be
examined. This will be followed by an explanation of the operation of the copula /s and the
substantive verb Bi. Initial mutations in Irish will then be explained. The characteristics of
the use of irregular verbs by pupils as they pertain to the present study will then be
examined. Other areas such as the use of numbers, indirect speech, prepositional pronouns,
interrogative pronouns and the pronoun é ‘it” will be explained in the introduction to the

analysis of those features as they occur in Section 5.3.
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5.2.1 Initial mutations in Irish

Initial consonants in Irish can undergo mutation under certain circumstances. This is
also a feature of other Celtic languages. The two mutations that are of interest in the context
of the present study are lenition and eclipsis. Lenition is represented orthographically by
the insertion the letter ‘h’ after the initial consonant and it is said to soften the sound of the
consonant. One function of lenition is to distinguish gender in Irish nouns. In the following
example the noun is feminine and feminine nouns in nominative singular are lenited after
the definite article. E.g. bean ‘woman’, an bhean ‘the woman’. A masculine noun on the
other hand in genitive singular is lenited e.g. barr an bhoird ‘the top of the table’. Some
possessive pronouns also cause lenition such as mo pheann ‘my pen’. Another instance of
lenition is that triggered by certain preverbal particles such as ni in ni chuireann tu ‘you
don’t put’.

The effect of eclipsis is to suppress the sound of the initial consonant and replaces it
with a new sound. It is represented orthographically by the insertion of the letter of the new
sound in front of the initial consonant. E.g An bord ‘the table’ Ar an mbord ‘on the table’,
the letter ‘m’ is inserted before the initial consonant ‘b’ in the latter case. Certain numbers
such as seacht, ocht, naoi and deich (seven, eight, nine, and ten) also trigger eclipsis which
is of interest in the present study. Another relevant aspect is that certain preverbal particles

such as an ‘is’, an interrogative particle also triggers eclipsis.

5.2.2 Word order principles in main clauses

Canon Peter O’Leary, whose papers were collected by T. F. O’Rahilly in 1922,
stated that syntax is critical for the successful revival of Irish:

By far the most important matter for consideration in connection with the revival of

our language is the syntax. If the syntax be good, we have good Irish, even if half

the words were foreign. If the syntax be bad, the language is not Irish at all, even

though each separate word be the purest Irish. (Italics in original)

(O'Leary & O'Rahilly, 1922, p. 85)

While this statement might be regarded as quite unscientific it gives an indication of
the critical role of correct syntax in the acquisition of Irish. The typical subject, verb and
object (SVO) order that applies to English and many other languages is different in Irish.

Basic sentences in Irish have a VSO order where the verbs come before the subject (Bloch-

Trojnar, 2006; Genee, 1998; Hickey, 1992; Mac Coil, 2003; Mac Congail, 2004; Stenson,
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1981) and the verb raises out of verb phrase (VP) (Henry & Tangney, 1999). Another
aspect of Irish, which is different to English, is that adjectives generally follow the noun
(Stenson, 1981), and Irish has a high incidence of prepositional pronouns that are inflected

(H. O Murchu, 2008).

5.2.3 Word order principles in verbal noun clauses

Another feature of Irish that differs considerably from English and other languages
is the word order of verbal noun clauses. This type of clause has been described as ‘one of
the most complex categories of Irish grammar’ (Bloch-Trojnar, 2006, p. 15). In order to
illustrate this see sentence (a) below, its Irish translation and the morpheme-by-morpheme
gloss. In English the object comes after the verb, that order is reversed in Irish with the
insertion of the preposition a + lenition (Bloch-Trojnar, 2006). Thus the syntax in Irish is:

object+a (preposition)+verbal noun (Na Braithre Criostai, 1960, p. 249).

(a) We are going to put them beside the school.
Taimid chun iad a chur in aice na scoile.

Taimid chun iad a
be+Verb+PresInd+1P+Pl to+Prep+Simp them+ Pron+Pers+3P+Pl to+Prep+Simp
chur ...

put+Verbal+Noun+VB+Len

In order to translate ‘to put’ into Irish in the sentence above, we use the verbal noun
cur preceded by the preposition a. This preposition causes initial mutation of the verbal
noun where possible, hence a chur. Other phrases that are followed by the verbal noun in
this way are: Caithfidh ... ‘1 have to’ and An bhfuil cead agam...? Have I permission to...?
When the substantive verb Bi follows Caithfidh ... or An bhfuil cead agam...?, the

following structure is used:

(b) It must be with the tower.
Caithfidh sé bheith leis an tur.

Cuaithfidh sé bheith leis
must+Verb+PresInd+2P+Sg bet+Verbal+NountVB with it+ Pron+Pers+3P+Pl1
an tur.

thetDefArt tower+NountMasc+Com+Sg

When caithfidh is followed by other verbs such as déan, cuir, tarraing the object
must be placed before the verbal noun with the insertion of the preposition a as in (a)

above.

(c) We have to draw a picture.
Cuaithfimid pictiur a tharraingt.
Caithfimid pictiur a
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must+Verb+PresInd+1P+Pl picture+Noun+Masc+Com+Sg to+Prep+Simp
tharraingt
draw+Verbal+Noun+VB+Len

As noted by Bloch-Trojnar (2006, p. 63) this configuration is also found in other
modal constructions expressing ability, success or failure. Where the pupils use the
following verbs similar configurations would be expected e.g. Is féidir liom... ‘1 can...’, Td
orm... ‘I must...”, Ba mhaith liom... ‘I would like ...’ and D *éirigh liom ‘I succeeded...’.

Another aspect of the verbal noun that can cause difficulties is where a pronoun is
the object of the verbal noun. An example of this would a pupil expressing ‘doing it’ in
Irish as ag déanamh é instead of a d(h)éanamh. This construction has been found in the
early speech of native L1 Gaeltacht children (Harrington, 2006) and may be a

developmental error rather than the influence of English.

5.2.4 The copula Is and substantive verb Bi

A further area of difficulty for English speakers who are second language learners
of Irish is the use of a substantive verb and a copula to express ‘to be’. Irish is similar to
Spanish in this respect in that there are also two verbs in Spanish to express ‘to be’, ser and
estar (Genee, 1998; O'Connor, 2002). The two lexical items in Irish to express the verb ‘to
be’ are Bi and Is. Many writers have remarked that the use of the copula is an aspect of the
language which is difficult for learners to master (O Domhnallain & O Baoill, 1978). The
difficulty for learners of Irish whose first language is English is that the verb ‘to be’ in
English is expressed by two different verbs in Irish. There is the copula Is ‘is’ and the
substantive verb B/ ‘to be’ (Stenson, 1981). Research on post-primary school pupils, in
both all-Irish and English-medium schools, revealed that many of them had difficulty with
the correct use of the copula and substantive verb (O'Connor, 2002; Walsh, 2005). It might
be anticipated then that this aspect of Irish would emerge as a difficulty for the pupils in the
present study. An understanding of the forms of the copula and the substantive verb
described below is crucial for the investigation of how Gaeltacht and all-Irish pupils use
these forms and the analysis that follows.

The substantive verb Bi can be used to express ‘it is ...” or ‘he is ... in cases such
as the following, where temporary states are being described:

It is raining. = Td sé ag cur bdisti.
He is in the house. = 74 sé sa teach.
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It cannot be used however, where a permanent state is being described such as for
classificatory purposes where one wishes to describe what ‘a noun or a pronoun is or is not’
(Mac Congail, 2004, pp165). In such instances the copula /s must be used.

He is a teacher. = Is muinteoir é.
It’s a ball. = Is liathroid 1.

To make matters more complicated for the learner, when the copula is used with the
demonstrative pronoun sin ‘that’, the copula and the personal pronoun can be omitted (Na
Braithre Criostai, 1960; Stenson, 1981). Thus the following three sentences are all
acceptable ways to express the same thing i.e. ‘That is the table’.

Sentence (a) contains the copula /s and the personal pronoun é:

(a) Is é sin an bord.
Is é sin an bord
i$-COP it-M-3SG that-DEM the table-M-SG

Sentence (b) omits both the copula Is and the personal pronoun é:

(b) Sin an bord.

Sin an bord
that-DEM the table-M-SG

Sentence (c¢) omits the copula Is but contains the personal pronoun é:
(©) Sin é an bord.

Sin é an bord

that-DEM it-M-3SG the table-M-SG

In summary then, the substantive verb B should be used to express temporary
states. The copula should be used to describe permanent states. When the copula is used

with the demonstrative pronoun sin ‘that’, the copula Is or the copula Is and the pronoun é

can be omitted.

5.2.5 Irregular verbs

As well as the substantive verb B/ which is irregular, there are 10 other irregular
verbs in Irish (Mac Murchaidh, 2002; Ranndg an Aistriichdin, 1975). The main verbs that
are of concern to the present study are déan ‘to do’ or ‘to make’ and faigh ‘to get’ as they
were the most common irregular verbs used by the all-Irish school pupils in completing the
task in the present study. A verb is considered irregular if its root changes from tense to
tense (Mac Congail, 2004). In the case of déan the root changes in the past tense and there
is both an independent (rinne) and a dependent form (dearna) (Na Braithre Criostai, 1960).

There is also an alternate dialect form, dhein that is also acceptable. Faigh is subject to
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greater change than déan as its root changes from faigh to fuair in the past tense and there
are different dependent and independent forms in the past tense (fuair, bhfuair), future
tense (gheobhaidh, bhfaighidh) and conditional mood (gheobhadh, bhfaigheadh) (Mac
Giolla Phédraig, 1963). The analysis of the pupils’ use of these verbs will examine all
forms of the verbs used by them paying particular attention to the irregular forms of these
verbs.

The acquisition of these aspects of syntax will be described in the context of the
studies below, some of which examined written and conversational errors in both

immersion and non-immersion contexts.

5.3 The syntactic and lexical features of all-Irish pupils’ Irish

This section will examine the features of the all-Irish pupils’ Irish with a focus on
lexical and syntactic issues. The data summarised in Table 4.2 (Chapter 4) on the most
common Irish words used by the Gaeltacht and all-Irish pupils will be examined from a
qualitative perspective. If, as has been noted, there are similarities between the words used,
it was hypothesised that those words were used in different ways by the pupils in each
school type in order to account for the differences in the error rate. The following
categories were chosen in order to analyse the features of the pupils’ Irish. These categories
emerged from two sources, firstly the differences tabulated in Table 4.2 (Chapter 4) and
secondly the pilot phase of the study where many of the most common features were
identified:

word order

use of copula Is

use of substantive verb B/

morphology of the other most common verbs
indirect speech

prepositional pronouns

use of numbers

interrogative pronouns

pupils use of pronoun é ‘it’

mapping of English syntax onto Irish

Each feature will be examined in detail and exemplified with evidence from the

corpus. As this is the first time that the task of compiling a comprehensive account of all-
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Irish school pupils’ oral production has been undertaken, the analysis will include a
description of between-school variation of the main features identified. While the primary
focus will be on the all-Irish school corpus, reference will be made to the Gaeltacht school
corpus where relevant. In some instances the comparison with the Gaeltacht school corpus
will be very informative and will be dealt with in great depth. Where no reference is made
to the Gaeltacht school corpus it can be assumed that the Gaeltacht pupils used a particular

feature correctly as would be expected.

5.3.1 Layout of glosses

Examples of pupils’ speech will be selected from the pupils’ corpus to illustrate
how the pupils used the different features listed above. The examples are presented in four-
line or five-line glosses as in (Example 1) below. These glosses are based on the ‘Leipzig
Glossing Rules’ developed by Comrie et al. (2008). The first line presents the utterance
under consideration preceded by the identification of the speaker. Thus in utterance (1) in
the next section, ‘O1_’ is School 1, ‘02 _’ is group 2 in that school, ‘256 ’ is the line number
in the text and ‘A’ is the initial of the pupil. This enables the reader to locate the utterance
in the corpus in Appendix 4.2. Line one in the gloss presents the utterance, line two
separates the utterance into morphemes, line three provides a morpheme-by-morpheme
gloss. Line four provides a translation in normal speech (Lehmann, 1982). If the utterance
deviates from native speaker norms it is preceded by a star “*’ symbol, and the target form
is provided on line five.

(Example 1) School_Group _Line no. _Pupil initial
Line 1*  Pupil utterance as it appears in corpus.
Line 2 Pupil utterance separated into morphemes.
Line3  Morpheme-by-morpheme gloss.

Line4  English translation.

Line 5  Target form where the original deviated from native-speaker norms.

5.3.2 Syntactic features of pupils’ Irish

The evidence from the transcribed data is that the children in all-Irish schools in the
study succeed in mastering word order of Irish without difficulty i.e. VSO. English, as L1,

does not appear to interfere with the syntax of Irish in their spoken production in Irish. This
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may be because this aspect of Irish is salient in the input and is acquired in the early stages
of acquisition.

The other aspect that differs from English is noun adjective order. There are not
many examples of the use of adjectives in the transcribed data, but where there are, they are
used correctly. The final two words, pdisti beaga ‘small children’, in (1) below illustrate a
pupil using the correct noun adjective order.

(1) 01_02_256 A
...I gcomhair na pdaisti beaga?
i gcomhair na pdisti beaga
for-PREP PHRASE  the-DEF-PL children-M-PL  small-PL
'...for the small children?’

Successful mastery of verb subject object and noun adjective order was also noted
in the study of pupils in all-Irish schools in Northern Ireland (Henry et al., 2002). These
rules are quite consistent in Irish and although they are the reverse of the pupil’s first

language, they do not appear to require specific instruction.

5.3.3 Use of the copula ‘Is’

As discussed above in 5.2.3, the acquisition of the copula can prove to be difficult
for second language learners and the all-Irish school pupils in the present study are no
exception to this. An examination of Table 4.2 in Chapter 4 reveals that the demonstrative
pronoun sin ‘that’ is the most commonly used word in the corpus of pupils’ speech. This is
true for pupils from both school types and represents 5.51% of the Gaeltacht pupils’ speech
and 6.03% of the all-Irish pupils’ speech. Although the copula is continually referred to as
Is, it should be noted that the word Is does not appear in the 50 most commonly used
words. Is was only used 11 (0.24%) times by the Gaeltacht pupils and 70 (0.23%) times by
the all-Irish school pupils’.

Due to the complexities of copula use in Irish, an examination of how pupils used
the two words Is and sin will be central to this section. Another aspect that will also be
important in the analysis is the use of the substantive verb Bi ‘to be’. When the all-Irish

school pupils’ corpus was examined it was found that there were many examples of pupils

? The word is appears more often than this in the corpus for both school types. In the other instances however,
it is used as a contraction is=agus ‘and’.
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using the substantive verb B7 incorrectly instead of the copula. As will be discussed in
greater detail below, the most common reasons for these errors was using the substantive
verb to describe permanent states or inserting 7a ‘be’ (3sG- PRS of Bi) where the copula ‘Is’
was omitted. The analysis of pupils’ speech that follows will focus in particular on these
features and on the different ways all-Irish school pupils and Gaeltacht school pupils deal

with the these aspects of the copula.

5.3.3.1 Use of copula for classificatory purposes
The examples of the pupil errors in (2)-(5) are all instances of the employment of

the substantive verb B for classificatory purposes. They represent four errors of this type.
The first in (2) is the inappropriate insertion of the substantive verb 7d where the copula
has been omitted.

(2)08 02 83 A

*  Ta sin an phdirc sios ansin.

ta sin an phairc sios ansin
is-PRS that-DEM the-DEF park-F-SG down- ADV-DIR there- ADV-LOC
‘That’s the park down there.’

Sin an phairc thios ansin.

The second error in (3) is the use for the substantive verb 7d for classificatory

purposes where the copula Is should have been used.

3)09 01 18 C
*  Ta sé bord mor.

ta sé bord mor
be-PRS it-M-3SG table-M-SG big-M-SG
‘It is a big table.’

Is bord mor é sin.

In (4) the error is similar to (3) except that the negative form of the substantive verb
was used where ni, the negative form of the copula, should have been used.
(4)04 02 113 G
*  Nil sin tur.
nil sin tur

not-PRS-NEG that-DEM tower-M-SG
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‘That’s not a tower.’

Ni tur é sin.

Finally in (5), the dependent form of the substantive verb bhfuil ‘be’ has been
employed where the interrogative form of the copula an should have been used.
(5)01 02 315 S
*  An bhfuil sin gaineamh?
an  bhfuil sin gaineamh
is-Q be-PRS that-DEM sand-M-SG

Is that sand?

An gaineamh é sin?

5.3.3.2 Use of Is - the present form of the copula

The target forms presented in (2)-(5) above represent basic forms of copula use in
the present tense. WordSmith (Scott, 2004) concordance tools were used to search the
corpus of pupils’ speech for instances of correct use of the copula for both all-Irish and
Gaeltacht school pupils. The all-Irish school pupils used the present form of the copula Is in
70 utterances and the Gaeltacht pupils used it in 11 utterances. Table 5.1 summarises the
different uses of the copula Is by the pupils in both school types. It can be seen in the
second column of Table 5.1, that the majority of them comprise phrases such as Is féidir
liom. ‘1 can/I am able to’ (54), Is maith le ‘1 like’, Is brea liom ‘1 really like’, Is fearr liom
‘I prefer’, Is cuma liom ‘1 don’t mind/care’. There is evidence from the work of Mhic
Mhathana (2005) that these structures are acquired at an early stage in an immersion
context as formulas or unanalysed chunks. By 6™ class the children have learned to
manipulate these structures by interchanging the noun and prepositional pronoun. It is not
clear however, that they recognise them as copular structures. Apart from these phrases
there are nine other utterances that contained the copula Is. None of these use the copula for
classificatory purposes.

The corpus of the pupils’ speech in Gaeltacht schools was examined to ascertain
how native speaker pupils’ use the copula Is. Column 3 of Table 5.1 shows that the
Gaeltacht pupils used it 11 times. Four of them were of the form Is.... le/liom, the form
most common in the all-Irish pupils’ use. Examples of the remaining six utterances are

listed in the lower half of Column 3. It is interesting to note the frequent use of the structure
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Is féidir ... ‘can/able to’ by the all-Irish school pupils whereas the Gaeltacht pupils do not
use this structure at all. This may have been one of the ways in which the all-Irish pupils

expressed a possibility while avoiding the conditional mood.

Table 5.1
Use of present form of copula Is by all-Irish and Gaeltacht school pupils

All-Irish school pupils -  Gaeltacht school pupils

Phrases containing copula is . .
no. of instances - no. of instances

Is féidir liom/linn ‘I can/I am able to, We can etc.’
Is maith le/is brea liom ‘He/she likes’/‘I really 61 4
like’ Is cuma... ‘It doesn’t matter’

Other forms of copula is

Cé chomh hard is ata sé? ‘How high is it?’

Sea is... ‘Yes itis...’

Is é. ‘It is’

Is le C é. ‘It is C’s/It belongs to C.

...an ceann is fearr ...the best one’

—_ R =N ==
B

Cuir an cinn is mé. ‘Put the biggest one.’

Is docha/doigh... It is likely/probable - 2

Total 70 11

Following the concordance for Is, similar concordances were run for the following,
which represent the other principal forms of the copula (Na Braithre Criostai, 1960): i,
gur(b/bh), nach, an, ba, b’, ab, nar, ar(b/bh), ba, nior(bh) and nar(bh). The results from the
all-Irish school corpus reveal that in no instance is any form of the copula used for
classificatory purposes. Indeed very few examples of the copula are to be found other than
ones similar to those mentioned above such as, Ni féidir liom ‘I can’t/ am not able to’, or
Ni maith liom ‘1 don’t like’.
The only other examples in the data where these forms of the copula were found are
the following two cases in (6)-(7)
(6) 04 01 180 D
*  An éseo an dit...?
an é seo an dit
is-Q it-3SG this-DEM the-DEF-ART place-F-SG
Is that the place?

An i seo an dit...?
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(7)02_01_219_ A
An é sin...?7
an é sin?
is-Q it-3SG that-DEM
Is that... ?

Similar findings emerged from the Gaeltacht school corpus. It was found that the
Gaeltacht pupils in the present study did not generally use these forms of the copula for
classificatory purposes. As the all-Irish school pupils experienced difficulty with this
structure as seen in (2)-(5) above it was necessary to establish exactly how the Gaeltacht
school pupils classified objects for use in their design. The next section reports on the

results of that search.

5.3.3.3 Use of copula by Gaeltacht school pupils with demonstrative pronoun sin

When the Gaeltacht school corpus was searched it was found that they used the
demonstrative pronoun sin ‘that’ and omitted the copula /s ‘is” and the personal pronoun é
‘it’ in order to classify objects. Although the copula is omitted in these instances it is
implied. WordSmith concordance tools were used to search for the demonstrative pronoun
sin ‘that’ in the Gaeltacht pupils’ corpus. The following examples, (8)-(10) were found
where the copula and/or the pronoun é were omitted.

Pupil D could have said in (8) Sin é an geata (inserting pronoun ¢€) or Is é sin an
geata (inserting both pronoun ¢ and copula Is). He chose to omit both instead. The meaning
in each case would have been the same: ‘That is the gate’.

(8)10 01 62 D
Sin an geata isteach chuig an scoil.
sin an geata isteach chuig an scoil

that-DEM the-DEF gate-M-SG in-ADV to-PREP the-DEF school-F-SG
That is the gate into the school.

In (9) Pupil L could have said Is sleamhnan fada é sin (inserting the copula Is). Had

she done so the meaning would not have changed.

(9)11_01 35 L

Sin sleamhnan fada...
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sin sleamhnan fada...
that-DEM slide-M-SG  long-ADJ
That’s a long slide...

In (10) Pupil A could have said ...sin an bealach isteach (omitting the pronoun é) or
...Is & sin an bealach isteach (inserting the copula Is). Once again the meaning would have
remained the same.
(10) 10 04 26 A
...sin é an bealach isteach.
sin é an bealach isteach

that-DEM it-3SG the-DEF way-M-SG in-ADV
That is the way in.

It should be noted that in no instance did a Gaeltacht school pupil use the
substantive verb Bi inappropriately in place of the copula. The ability to use this feature
correctly is one that differentiates the pupils in the two school types and is fundamental to

mastery of Irish.

5.3.3.4 Deviant use of copula by all-Irish school pupils with demonstrative pronoun
sin
It will be noted in (8)-(10) above that the demonstrative pronoun sin is followed by
a noun, a personal pronoun, a cardinal number or the definite article. WordSmith
concordance tools were used to search the all-Irish school corpus for examples of the
demonstrative pronoun ‘sin’. Utterances (11)-(13) show examples of the demonstrative
pronoun sin ‘that’, where sin is followed by the definite article an ‘the’ and a noun. These
were the only correct forms to be found using sin, where a noun or a pronoun followed sin.
(11) 05_03_197_S
...sin an tent...
sin an tent

that-DEM the-DEF tent-M-SG

...that’s the tent...

(12) 04 02 242 G

Sin an dit ...
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sin an ait
that-DEM the-DEF place-F-SG
That’s the place...

(13) 07 01 _149 D
...sin an rud ata mar sui sa.
sin an rud ata mar sui sa
that-DEM the-DEF thing-M-SG be-PRS-REL like-PREP see-saw-M-SG

...that’s the thing that is like a see-saw.

(14)-(17) demonstrate examples of pupils’ incorrect use of the substantive verb Bi
‘to be’ with the demonstrative pronoun sin ‘that’. Pupil D in (14) used the dependent
present indicative form (bhfuil) of the substantive verb Bi7 ‘to be’. Had the personal pronoun
¢ ‘it’ been used instead of bAhfuil ‘is’, the utterance would have been correct.
(14)01_02_189 D
*  Ach an bhfuil sin an taobh...?
ach an  bhfuil sin an taobh...
but-CONJ is-Q be-PRS that-DEM the-DEF side-M-SG

But is that the side...?

Ach an é sin an taobh...?

In (15) pupil C has repeatedly used the present indicative 7d ‘is’ of the substantive
verb Bi ‘to be’. Had 7Ta been omitted then the utterance would have been correct.
(15) 08_01_141_C
*  Now, td sin an sli isteach, ta sin an geata, ta sin an siultan agus td sin an scoil.
now td sin an sli isteach ta sin an geata
now be-PRS-IND that-DEM the-DEF way-F-SG in-ADV be-PRS-IND that-DEM the-DEF gate-M-SG
ta sin an siultan agus ta sin an scoil
be-PRS-IND that-DEM the-DEF corridor-M-SG and-CONJ be-PRS-IND that-DEM the-DEF school-F-SG
Now, that is the way in, that is the gate, that is the corridor and that is the school.

Anois, sin an tsli isteach, sin an geata, sin an siultan agus sin an scoil.

Similarly had pupil T in (16) omitted the present indicative 7d ‘is’ of the
substantive verb Bi ‘to be’ and the personal pronoun é ‘it’, the utterance would have been

correct.
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(16)06_04 35 T
* Ta é sin seacht...
ta é sin seacht...
be-PRS-IND it-3SG that-DEM seven-M-SG
That is seven...

Sin seacht...

Again in (17) it can be seen that if pupil C had omitted the relative form of the
present indicative atd ‘is’ of the substantive verb Bi ‘fo be’, this aspect of the utterance
would have been correct.

(17)01_02_152_ C
*  Cad ata é sin, an bord picnic?
cad ata é sin an bord picnic
What-Q be-PRS-REL it-3SG that-DEM the-DEF picnic-table-M-SG

What is that, the picnic table?

Cad é sin, an bord picnice? or An bord picnice é sin?

Excerpts (2)-(5) and (14)-(17) above demonstrate the manner in which all-Irish
pupils use the copula incorrectly. When these examples are compared with the Gaeltacht
school pupils in excerpts (8)-(10) we see that there are three manifestations of this type of
error:

I. the insertion of the substantive verb Bi ‘to be’ instead of the copula Is.
II. the failure to omit the copula.
III. the failure to omit the personal pronoun é when appropriate.

I. can be illustrated most clearly when we re-examine and compare (8) with (15)
below. Pupil D, a Gaeltacht school pupil, said: Sin an geata ... which is the correct form,
whereas pupil C, an all-Irish school pupil, said: ...td sin an geata... inserting the present
form of the substantive verb 7a.

(8)10_01_62_ D

Sin an geata isteach chuig an scoil. [That is the gate into the school.]

(15) 08_01_141_C

* ... tdsinan geata... [...that is the gate...]
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Three forms of the copula are acceptable when used with the demonstrative pronoun
sin ‘that’. The form most commonly used by the Gaeltacht pupils to perform the task
assigned in the present study was the form in which the copula s and the personal pronoun
¢ are omitted as in (8) above. It appears that the pupils in all-Irish schools may not be
cognisant of this form or if they are, they do not think to use it. They tend to insert the
substantive verb Bi before sin as in (15). In order to quantify the extent of this deviant form
WordSmith concordance tools were used to search the corpus for pupils’ use of the copula
in different contexts.

The first feature examined was the pupils’ use of the form of the copula where the
demonstrative pronoun sin ‘that’ is followed by the definite article an ‘the’. This is the
form of the copula where the copula Is and the personal pronoun é are omitted. The first set
of columns in Figure 5.1 below show that there were 56 instances of sin an ‘that is’ in the
all-Irish school corpus. The pupils used this form correctly in 34 utterances and incorrectly
in 22 utterances. Where it was used incorrectly it was preceded in almost all cases by some
form of the substantive verb Bi such as the example above in (15) above.

Due to the nature of the task set for the pupils they were required to compute the
amount of money spent which required them to talk about numbers. The pupils’ use of the
demonstrative pronoun sin with numbers was the next feature examined. There were 196
instances where the pupils used the demonstrative pronoun sin followed by a number as in
(16) above. The second set of columns in Figure 5.1 show that in 137 cases they used this
form correctly and in 59 cases it was used incorrectly. (16) is an example of incorrect use
where the substantive verb Bi has been inserted before sin. As with the previous example
the inappropriate insertion of some form of the substantive verb Bi was the most common
feature of incorrect usage.

The number dha chéad ‘two hundred’ was then examined to see how the pupils
handled its use with the copula. Two hundred was chosen because dha and chéad ‘two’ and
‘hundred’ were the 15™ and 7™ most commonly used words respectively, by the pupils (see
Table 4.2 in Chapter 4). There were 196 instances of dhd chéad in the corpus. 49 of these
involved the use of the copula. The third set of columns in Figure 5.1 shows that the pupils
correctly used the copula in 35 instances and incorrectly in 14 instances. In every case

where it was used incorrectly, the pupils inserted some form of the substantive verb Bi.
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One further aspect of the pupils’ use of the copula was then investigated. This
concerned the manner in which pupils used the copula with nouns for classificatory
purposes. In order to design the playground the children discussed the different types of
equipment that they would buy. WordSmith concordance tools were used to search for

instances of the following words in the all-Irish school corpus:

balla ‘wall’ bonn ‘tyre’ bord ‘table’ capaillin ‘horse’
dion canbhdis ‘canvas roof’  dréimire ‘ladder’ fonsa ‘fence’ frama ‘frame’
gaineamh ‘sand’ luascan ‘swing’ ropa ‘rope’ sleamhnan ‘slide’
tur ‘tower’

In most cases the pupils used demonstrative pronoun sin and it is included in this
section for that reason. There were however, six examples similar to (18). In these cases,
had the pupils used the demonstrative pronoun sin, they would have been correct.

(18) 09 01_131 L
* Ta seé an dréimire.

ta sé an dréimire

be-PRS-IND it-M-3SG the-DEF ladder-M-SG

It is the ladder.

Sin an dréimire. or Is é sin an dréimire. or Sin é an dréimire.

It can be seen then, in the fourth set of columns in Figure 5.1 that the pupils in the
present study used the copula with nouns on 44 occasions. They used it correctly 26 times
and incorrectly 18 times. Once again where the copula was incorrectly used the pupils
inserted some form of the substantive verb Bi.

The analysis of these four features revealed that pupils used them correctly more
often than incorrectly. When the total number of instances of these features is calculated we
see in the fifth set of columns that pupils used them correctly just over twice as often as

they used them incorrectly.
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Figure 5.1
All-Irish school pupils' use of certain aspects of copula
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5.3.3.5 Summary of copula use by all-Irish school pupils

The all-Irish school pupils in the present study demonstrate partial mastery of the
copula Is in Irish. The facility to compare their use of this structure with the Gaeltacht
school pupils proved very revealing as it was found that neither group of pupils made use
of Is for classificatory purposes to any great extent. Part of the difficulty for the all-Irish
school pupils in attaining mastery of the copula may be that the information in the input is
not salient. Although grammar books such as (Mac Congail, 2004; Mac Giolla Phadraig,
1963; Mac Murchaidh, 2002) and the official standard for Irish (Ranndég an Aistritichdin,
1975) refer to the copula Is, the word Is was rarely used by the native speaker pupils in the
unplanned oral production required for the task in the present study. For the L1 English
speaking all-Irish school pupil ‘sin an geata’ may appear to be incomplete as it translates
literally as ‘that the table’. They may not be aware that the copula Is is implied. They may
be inserting the substantive verb Ta to complete the utterance resulting in errors such as
(15) Ta sin an geata [that is the gate]. The analysis of the corpus in the present study
suggests that the input received by the pupils may not be salient enough for them to notice

this form.
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5.3.4 The substantive verb Bi

There are 998 instances of 7d the present tense independent form of B7 in the all-
Irish school corpus (Table 4.2). When the other tenses of the substantive verb Bi are added,
there are 2,023 instances representing 6.57% of the corpus. An analysis of how the pupils
used the substantive verb will add to the understanding of the features of their Irish. As the
present form 7d was used so often by the pupils this form will be analysed separately, this
will be followed by an analysis of bAhfuil the present dependent form which was used 329
times. The examination of the substantive verb will conclude with an analysis of all the

remaining forms together.

5.3.4.1 Present tense 7d and Nil
WordSmith concordance tools were used to search for all the instances of 7a¢ and
Nil in the all-Irish school corpus. Figure 5.2 shows that there were 1,275 instances of Ta
and Nil. The first column in Figure 5.2 shows that 7ad and Nil were used correctly with
different structures 735 times. As there are such a large number of instances, and they were
used correctly in the majority of cases, it was not possible to categorise all the uses of 7a
and Nil. It was considered more informative for the purposes of the present study to
categorise the cases where there were errors. As was seen in the previous section, where
errors were found it was the inappropriate use of the substantive verb in place of the copula
that led to the errors in the majority of cases. These errors are quantified in columns two to
eight in Figure 5.2. There were 175 errors in total of this type out of 365. These errors were
similar to those in (15) and (16) above. (19) demonstrates a typical error of this type with
the negative form Nil.
(19)07 02 152 J
* ... nil sin aon rud.
nil sin aon  rud
be-PRS-IND-NEG that-DEM any-INDF thing-M-SG

... that is nothing.

...ni haon rud é sin.
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The final set of columns in Figure 5.2 compares the number of errors of this type
with all uses of 7d and Ni/ in the corpus. There were 175 (12.1%) errors out of a total of
1275 instances for 7d and Nil.

Figure 5.2
All-Irish school pupils' use of 7d and Nil - The present tense positive and negative form of the
substantive verb Bi
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If we exclude the inappropriate use of the substantive verb with the copula we see

that the pupils in the present study appear to have mastered the other forms of 74 and Nil.

5.3.4.2 Present tense dependent form bhfuil

The present tense dependent form of the substantive verb Bi which is bhfuil will
now be examined. There are 329 instances of bhfuil in the all-Irish school corpus. The
pupils handled most forms of bAafuil without difficulty as can be seen in the first four sets of
columns in Figure 5.3. Ca bhfuil ‘where’, go bhfuil ‘is’, and nach/muna bhfuil ‘is not’, all
had very few errors. Where errors were made in the case of an bhfuil, the interrogative form
of bhfuil, the pupils used the substantive verb instead of the copula as in (20).

(20)09 01 123 D
*  An bhfuil sin dion canvas?
An  bhfuil sin dion canvas

is-Q be-PRS that-DEM roof-M-SG canvas

Is that a canvas roof?
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An dion canbhdais é sin? (DEP =
dependent)

The other area that caused even greater difficulty is shown in the fifth set of
columns, a bhfuil. The most common error that the pupils made here was to use the

dependent form of the verb bhfuil, instead of the independent form 74 as in (21).

(21)03_02_110_S

*  Cé mhéad a bhfuil fagtha againn?
cé mhéad a bhfuil fagtha againn
how-Q much-M-SG-LEN to-PREP be-PRS-IND-DEP-Q left-ADJ at us-1PL
How much do we have left?

Cé mhéad ata fagtha againn? (LEN =
lenited)

The final area to examine in relation to bhAfuil is the seventh and final set of
columns. It will be recalled from 5.2.1 above that certain structures in Irish such as An
bhfuil cead...? require the use the verbal noun preceded by the preposition a. The all-Irish
school pupils failed to use the correct structure on 15 occasions following An bhfuil
cead...? ‘Have I permission to...” as in (22).

(22)05 01 234 J
*  An bhfuil cead agam déan pictiur?
an  bhfuil cead agam déan pictiur
is-Q be-PRS permission-M-SG at me-1SG do-PRS-IND picture-M-SG
Have I permission to do a picture?
An bhfuil cead agam pictiur a dhéanamh?

As this error pertains to the verbal noun that follows bAfuil in certain structures is
was left to the final column and not counted in the total in column 6. While the all-Irish
pupils use bhfuil correctly in 70.3% of cases it can be seen that they use it incorrectly in

three cases out of 10. This is a higher error rate than for 74 above (Table 5.2).
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Figure 5.3
All-Irish school pupils' use of bhfuil the present tense dependent form of the substantive verb Bi
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5.3.4.3 Past tense, future tense, conditional mood, verbal noun and present tense
relative form of the substantive verb bi

Figure 5.4 presents the all-Irish school pupils’ use of past tense bhi (independent
form), raibh (dependent form), the future tense beidh, the conditional mood bheadh, the
verbal noun bheith and the present tense relative form atd of the substantive verb Bi. In
general it can be seen from the total column that the pupils used these forms correctly three
times out of four. The areas where they had difficulty were the inappropriate use of the
substantive verb instead of the copula as in (23), and the failure to use the dependent form
where appropriate as in (24) which involves eclipsing the verb after the interrogative verb
particle an.

(23)06_04 20 N
*  Bhi é sin ceithre chéad.

bhi é sin ceithre  chéad

be-PST-IND-LEN 1t-M-3SG that-DEM four-M-SG hundred-M-SG
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That was four hundred.

B’in ceithre chéad.

(24) 02_01_149 A
*  An beidh spés...?
an beidh spas
1s-Q be-FUT-IND space-M-SG
An mbeidh spas...?
Will there be space...?
Figure 5.4

All-Irish school pupils' use of the following forms of the substantive verb: Bi, Bhi, raibh, atd, Beidh,
Bheadh and bheith
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5.3.4.4 Summary of substantive verb use by all-Irish school pupils

The evidence from the analysis of the all-Irish school corpus is that the pupils have
reasonable mastery of the independent forms of the substantive verb Bi in its different
tenses and forms. They have greater difficulty with the dependent forms however. As we
saw in the analysis of the copula, they often use the substantive verb incorrectly on

occasions where the copula should be used. They have mastered the use of the verbal noun
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bheith but have difficulty with structures where the form of the verb which follows the
substantive verb is the verbal noun form as in (22) above. When the totals for the
substantive verb Bi in Figures 5.2, 5.3 and 5.4 are combined, we see in Figure 5.5 that there

were 1645 correct uses (81.3%) and 378 incorrect uses (18.7%).

Figure 5.5
All-Irish school pupils' use of the of the substantive verb Bi

1800

1645

1600
1400 -

1200 1 14100

1000 -

Ocorrect
o .
3% Eincorrect

o]

800

600

378

400 314
231 1
175

200 1 | 98 105
0 .

Ta/Nil bhfuil all other forms bi

5.3.5 Morphology of the verbs cuir, caith, déan and faigh

In order to examine the all-Irish school pupil’s mastery of other verbs in Irish, the
list of the 50 most common words in Tables 4.2 and 4.3 (Chapter 4) were examined to see
which verbs the pupils used most often. Apart from the various forms of substantive verb
Bi the most common verbs were cuir ‘to put’, déan ‘to do’, faigh ‘to get’, numbers 38, 39
and 40 in Table 4.3 respectively. As both déan and faigh are irregular verbs in Irish, the
wordlist containing the 100 most common words used the all-Irish school pupils (Appendix
4.4) was examined to find the next verb on the list which was caith ‘to spend’ or ‘to have
to’ in certain phrases (No. 61 on wordlist). This verb is also a regular verb. The next most

common verb used was b fhéidir ‘maybe’ (No. 71 on wordlist). B fhéidir was considered as
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it is only used with the copula and it would be interesting to examine the pupils’ mastery of

this verb form.

5.3.5.1 The regular verb cuir ‘to put’

WordSmith concordance tools were used to search the corpus for all forms of the
verb cuir. There were 380 uses of some form of this verb and as can be seen from the final
set of columns in Figure 5.6, they were used correctly 281 times by the pupils. When usage
is categorised by mood and tense we see in the first set of columns that the imperative
mood was used correctly by pupils 165 times out of 181 times. Where it was used
incorrectly it was where the pupils pronounced it with a velarised sound as in (25) rather
than a palatalised sound.

(25)04 02193 D

*  Cur é sin isteach.

cur é sin isteach
put-IMP it-M-3SG that-DEM in-ADV
Put that in

Cuir isteach é sin.

It can be seen from the second, third and fourth sets of columns when combined,
that the pupils used cuir in the past, future and present tenses correctly 80 times out of 118
times. The 38 times where they failed to use it correctly it were, in the interrogative form
(15 times), failure to lenite the verb (12 times), failure to use the dependent form of the

verb after cén dit ‘where’ (11 times) as illustrated in (26), (27) and (28) respectively.

(26) 01_02_57 C
*  An cuir tu isteach sleamhnan gearr?
an cuir tu isteach sleamhnan gearr
1s-Q put-IMP you-3SG in-ADV slide-M-SG short-ADJ
Did you put in a short slide?

Ar chuir tu isteach sleamhnan gearr?

(27) 04_02_103 D
* ... cad a cuirfimid isteach?

cad a cuir  -fimid isteach

what-Q to-PREP put-FUT we-3PL in-ADV
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...what will we put in?
... cad a chuirfimid isteach?

(28)07_01_262_D
* Cén ait a chuirfimid an dréimire?
cén dait a chuir  -fimid an dréimire?
what-Q place-F-SG to-PREP put-FUT we-3PL the-DEF ladder-M-SG
Where will we put the ladder?

Cén ait a gcuirfimid an dréimire?

As explained in 5.2.1 above, certain structures, where there would be an infinitival
clause in English, require a rearrangement in the word order in Irish. In these cases the
object is placed before the verbal noun and the preposition « is inserted between the object
and the verbal noun. The fifth set of columns in Figure 5.6 shows that the pupils incorrectly
used the verbal noun 42 times out of 78 as shown in (29).

(29) 02_01 288 A
*  Tdimid in ann cur an dion canbhdis...
td -imid  in ann cur an dion canbhdis...
be-PRS we-1PL able-ADV-PHS put-VN the-DEF roof-M-SG canvas-ADJ

We can put the canvas roof...

Taimid in ann an dion canbhdais a chur...?

An examination of the Gaeltacht school corpus revealed that the verbal noun of cuir
was incorrectly used on two occasions out of eleven. It was pupils from School 11 on both
occasions. One of these instances is given in (30)

(30) 11_08_110 M
*  Thig linn cur na rudai sin...
thig linn cur na rudai sin...
can-PRS we-1PL put-VN the-DEF -PL things-M-SG that-DET

We can put those things...

Thig linn na rudai sin a chur...

There were only three examples of indirect speech using the verb cuir and the all-

Irish school pupils used them incorrectly on all occasions as shown in the sixth set of
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columns in Figure 5.6 and in (31). When the verb cuir is preceded by b fhéidir, the
dependent form of the verb must be used.
(31)09 01 122 F

*  B'fhéidir cuireann tu gach rud...

b’ fheéidir cuireann tu gach rud
1S-COP-PST maybe-COND put-PRS you-2SG every-DET thing-M-SG
Maybe you put everything...
B'fhéidir go gcuireann tu gach rud...
Figure 5.6
All-Irish school pupils' use of the regular verb cuir 'to put'
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It appears from the evidence in the corpus that the pupils demonstrate reasonable
mastery of the morphology of the regular verb Cuir. The aspects of it that have not been
mastered are the use of the verbal noun, the interrogative forms and the correct use of the

dependent form where appropriate.

5.3.5.2 The regular verb caith - ‘to spend’, ‘to have to’ or ‘to throw’

The verb caith can have a number of meanings in Irish depending on the context.
The pupils in the present study used it to mean, ‘to spend’, ‘to have to (must)’, ‘to throw’
and ‘to wear’. Where the verb caith is used to express a need as in the case of ‘to have to’,

the future form of the verb must be used to express both present and future time (Na
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Braithre Criostai, 1960). It can be seen from Figure 5.7 that on many occasions pupils did
not use the future form of the verb for this purpose.

As was noted above in the discussion on word order in 5.2.1, the verb caith when it
means ‘to have to” must be followed by another verb for example:

Caithfidh mé dul... = 1 have to (must) go...
or by the verbal noun preceded by the object and the preposition a:
Caithfidh mé peann a fhdil. = 1 have to (must) get a pen.

It 1s the latter form that is by far the most common in the all-Irish school pupils’
corpus. It should be noted that where they have a difficulty, is not with the verb caith itself,
but with the verb that follows it and this needs to be borne in mind in the analysis below.

Using the WordSmith concordance tools it was found that the verb caith was used
in various forms 291 times in the all-Irish school corpus. On 252 of those 291 times it was
used to express a need such as ‘to have to’. This explains why the fourth and sixth set of
columns in Figure 5.7 i.e. the future tense and infinitival clause are so high. The imperative
mood, conditional mood, verbal noun and indirect speech are the four sets of columns with
the lowest incidence of usage for caith in the corpus. Because of this low usage it is not
possible to draw any conclusions about these aspects of the pupils’ use. The third set of
columns shows that the past tense of caith was used correctly 16 times out of 24 by the
pupils. In the eight cases where it was used incorrectly it was the failure to use the verb in
the future tense that led to the error as illustrated in (32).

(32) 08 02 63 A
*  Agus caitheamar é a tharraingt anois.
agus caith -eamar é a tharraingt anois
and-CONJ have to-PST we-1PL it-3SG to- PREP draw-VN now-ADV

And we have to draw it now.

Agus caithfimid é a tharraingt anois.

The fourth set of columns shows that the pupils used the future form of caith
correctly on 83 out of 90 occasions. Where they failed to use it correctly it was generally
due to a failure to eclipse the interrogative of the verb as (33) illustrates. This difficulty also

manifested itself with the verb cuir above in Figure 5.6.
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(33)01 02 71_S
*  An caithfidh tu an bonn agus an slabhra a fhail?

an caithfidh  tu an bonn agus an slabhra

a fhail

is-Q have to-FUT you-2SG the-DEF tyre- M-SG and-CONJ the-DEF chain- M-SG
to- PREP get-VN

Do you have to get the tyre and chain?

An gcaithfidh tu an bonn agus an slabhra a fhail?

The sixth set of columns in Figure 5.7 is the one that is of greatest concern. The
pupils failed to use the correct syntax with the verbal noun after caith on 123 occasions out
of 162. The difficulty in (34) is not with the verb caith but with the verb fog that follows it.
Pupil M failed to use the verbal noun of 70g and to adjust the syntax of the sentence
accordingly.

(34) 06_01_125 M

*  Caithfimid tog amach é seo.

caith -fimid  tog amach é seo
have to-FUT we-1PL take-IMP out-ADV it-3SG this-DEM
We have to take this out.

Caithfimid é seo a thogail amach.

This difficulty also manifested itself with the verb cuir. The proportion of errors is
greater in this case however. If we include these structures which require the use of the
verbal noun after caith in the totals, we see in the eighth set of columns that the correct and
incorrect usage of caith are almost equal.

When the Gaeltacht school corpus was examined it was found that the verbal noun
following caith was incorrectly used nine times out of twenty-six. It was pupils in School
11 in all cases that made the nine errors. This may be an indication the structure:

caith+a+verbal noun, is difficult to master.
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Figure 5.7
All-Irish school pupils' use of the verb caith - 'to spend’' 'to have to' or 'to throw’
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5.3.5.3 The irregular verb déan ‘to do’

The all-Irish school pupils’ use of the verb déan ‘to do’ or ‘to make’, which is one
of the 10 irregular verbs in Irish (Mac Giolla Phéadraig, 1963; Mac Murchaidh, 2002), will
now be examined. Its root changes in the past tense and there is both an independent (rinne)
and a dependent form (dearna). When WordSmith concordance tools were used it was
found that various forms of the verb déan were used 535 times by the pupils in all-Irish
schools. Aside from the substantive verb 7d it was the most commonly used verb.

The first set of columns in Figure 5.8 reveals that the pupils used the imperative
mood of déan 136 times and correctly used it on 118 of those times. Where they failed to
use it correctly, they lenited the verb déan, inserting a ‘h’ dhéan as in (35).

(35) 06_02 242 D
*  Dhéan an frama in aice leis.
dhéan an  frama in aice leis.
do-IMP the-DEF frame-M-SG beside-CMPD PREP it-3SG

Do the frame beside it.

Déan an frama in aice leis.
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The conditional mood was only used five times by the pupils and it was incorrectly
used on all of these occasions as illustrated in the second set of columns in Figure 5.8.

The pupils used the past tense correctly 65 times out of 84 as can be seen from the
third set of columns. A higher error rate might have been expected here due to the irregular
nature of the verb déan as discussed above. When these 65 correct instances of past tense
use of déan are examined we find that the independent form rinne was used in 53 of these
and the dependent form dearna in the remaining 12 instances.

Where the children failed to use the past tense of déan correctly it was due in most
cases to either not using the past tense root (rinne) as in (36) or failing to use the dependent

root (dearna) as in (37).

(36) 04 01 212 G
*  Ach déan mé é sin go maith.
ach déan mé é sin go maith.
but-CONJ do-PRS me-1SG 1t-3SG that-DEM well-PART-ADV
But I did that well.
Ach rinne mé é sin go maith.
(37)05_03 2778
* ... lig, mar ni rinne sé rud ar bith.
lig mar ni rinne  sé rud ar bith
let-IMP because-CONJ not-PART do-PST he-3SG thing-M-SG any-PREP PHRS
...let, because he didn’t do anything.

... lig, mar ni dhearna sé rud ar bith. .

The evidence from the corpus indicates that the pupils have reasonable mastery of
the past tense root rinne but have yet to master dependent root dearna.

There were only five instances of the present tense of déan in the corpus and it was
incorrectly used on all these occasions. On four of these occasions the pupils failed to lenite
the present form déanann when preceded by a as in (38)

(38) 03 02 40 A
* ...conas a déanann tu é sin?
conas a déanann tu é sin

how-Q to-PREP do-PRS you-2SH it-3SG that-DEM
...how do you do that?
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...conas a dheanann tu é sin?

When we examine the pupils’ use of the future tense of déan, the fifth set of
columns reveals that it was used correctly in 51 out of the 78 instances. When the errors
were examined it was found that 22 of the 27 instances of incorrect usage were caused by
the pupils leniting the future root of déan as in (39).

(39) 03 03 305 S
* .. dhéanfaidh mise an ceann eile.
dhéanfaidh mise an ceann  eile
do-FUT I-18G-EMPH the-DEF one-M-SG other-DEM

...I’1l do the other one.

... déanfaidh mise an ceann eile.

As the future root of déan is regular this difficulty would not have been anticipated.
This error is similar to the one that was made with the imperative mood of déan also where
the root was incorrectly lenited as in (38) above.

Another area that caused difficulty for the pupils was the use of the verbal noun
déanamh. As illustrated in the sixth set of columns in Figure 5.8, the all-Irish school pupils
failed to use the correct form déanamh 117 times. This form caused difficulties for them in
a number of ways. The first case is where the pupils used a pronoun as a direct object of the
verbal noun as in (40). This structure is not permitted in Irish however (Mac Congail,
2004). A possessive adjective must be placed before the noun as in the corrected form in
(40).

(40) 03_03 207_S

* ... an bhfuil ti ag déanamh é sin?

an  bhfuil tu ag déanamh é sin

1s-Q be-PRS you-2SG doing-VN  it-3SG that-DEM
...are you doing that?

...an bhfuil sé sin a dheanamh agat?

The second aspect of the verbal noun that caused difficulty was the same as that
experienced with caith and cuir, where the object and the preposition @ must be placed

before the verbal noun. This was the error in (41).
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(41) 05 01 122 J

* ... thig linn déanamh sin.

thig linn déanambh sin.
can-PRS-IND we-1PL do-VN  that-DEM
...we can do that.

... thig linn é sin a dhéanamh.

The third difficulty was where the pupils failed to lenite déanamh after the
preposition a, and on other occasions they lenited déanamh when there was no need. The
number of errors made by pupils in their use on the verbal noun déanamh demonstrates a
lack of mastery of this form.

The final area illustrated in Figure 5.8 is the verbal adjective déanta in the seventh
set of columns. The incidence of this form was quite low and was used correctly in 17 out
of 24 cases. A typical error was where a pupil used the verbal noun instead of the verbal
adjective, as was the case in (42).

(42) 06 _02_179 E

* ...tasé sin dhéanamh againn.

td sé sin dhéanamh againn.
be-PRS-IND he-M-3PL that-DEM do-VN at us-1PL
...we have done that.

...ta sé sin déanta againn.

When the Gaeltacht school corpus was searched three errors were found in School 11,
on two occasions the verbal noun of déan had not been applied after the verb caith. Both of
these instances were captured in the discussion under the verb caith above. And on the

other occasion there was a failure to use the verbal noun after thig linn ‘we can’.
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Figure 5.8
All-Irish school pupils' use of the irregular verb déan 'to do'
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5.3.5.4 The irregular verb faigh ‘to get’

The verb faigh is another one of the ten irregular verbs in Irish. It is subject to
greater change than déan above as its root changes from faigh to fuair in the past tense and
there are different dependent and independent forms in the past tense, future tense and
conditional mood.

When the WordSmith concordance tools were used to compile the usage of the
various forms of faigh it was found that there were 394 instances in the all-Irish school
corpus. The first set of columns in Figure 5.9 shows that the pupils used the imperative
mood correctly in 82 out of 86 cases and appeared to have mastered this aspect of the verb.
The second set of columns shows that they used the past tense forms correctly 64 times out
of 86. When it was used incorrectly it was generally due to a failure to distinguish between
the dependent and independent forms. In (43) for example, the pupil failed to eclipse the
verb in the interrogative form. It is interesting to note that the pupil used the correct
preverbal particle an where ar would be the regular form for the past tense.

(43)06 02 68 T
X An fuair i ...?
an  fuair 1

is-Q get-PST-IND-DEP- you-M-2SG

Did you get...?
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An bhfuair tu ...?

The third set of columns reveals that pupils had difficulties with the future tense of
fuair. Again it was a failure to distinguish between the dependent and independent forms in
the future tense that caused the difficulties. In (44) for example the pupil used the
independent form where the dependent form should have been used.

(44) 03 03 123 N
*  An gheobhaimid frama dreapadoireachta eile?
an gheobh -aimid  frama dreapadoireachta eile
is-Q get-FUT-IND-DEP we-1PL frame-M-SG climbing-ADJ other-DEM

Will we get another climbing frame?

An bhfaighimid frama dreapadoireachta eile?

The present tense of faigh also presented difficulties for the pupils as shown in the
fourth set of columns in Figure 5.9. The most common error was a failure to lenite the verb
after the particle a. An example of this can be seen in (45).

(45)02_01 243 K
*  Conas a faigheann tu suas?
conas a faigheann tu suas
how-Q to-PREP get-PRES-IND you-2SG up-ADV

How do you get up?

Conas a fhaigheann ti suas?

The use of the verbal noun was the area that caused greatest difficulty for pupils as
illustrated in the fifth set of columns. The pupils failed to use it correctly on 103 occasions
out of 152. As with the other verbs discussed above there were two common errors with
this aspect of the verb. The first was a failure to use the correct form of the verbal noun as
in (46) and the second was the incorrect use of a pronoun as a direct object of the verbal
noun as in (47).

(46) 05 03 204 S
* ... thig leo faigh isteach.

thig leo faigh isteach

can-PRS-IND they-3PL get-IMP in-ADV
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...they can get in

... thig leo fail isteach.

(47)07_01_15_D
* ..tdimid ag fhail é sin...
ta -imid  ag fhdail ~ é sin...
be-PRS-IND we-1PL getting-IMP it-3SG that-DEM
...they can get in?

...ta sé sin a fhail againn...

Figure 5.9
All-Irish school pupils' use of the irregular verb faigh 'to get'
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The verbal noun also caused difficulties for the Gaeltacht pupils in School 11. There
were 30 instances of the verbal noun in the Gaeltacht school corpus. The pupils made errors
in 13 of these. All 13 errors were made by five of the nine pupils whose speech was
transcribed in School 11. The errors made were similar to (46) above where the syntax of
the sentence was not adjusted to place the object and the preposition a before the verbal
noun. The verbal noun itself varied with three different forms: Thig linn fail. Thig linn

fhail. Thig linn faigh (we can get).

5.3.5.5 Summary of the morphology of the verbs cuir, caith, déan and faigh
The four verbs most commonly used by the pupils, apart from the copula Is and the
substantive verb bi, were examined in this section. They were the verbs cuir ‘to put’, caith

‘to have to, to spend’, déan ‘to do’, and faigh ‘to get’. Figure 5.10 provides a summary of
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the correct and incorrect usage of those verbs. It can be seen from the total column on the
right that the pupils used the correct forms on 1,060 occasions out of 1,674. This represents

a correct usage of 61.7% and an incorrect usage of 37.2%.

Figure 5.10
The four most common verbs used by the all-Irish school pupils in the corpus
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The aspect of these verbs that caused the greatest difficulty was the correct use of
the verbal noun. It was even found that some of the Gaeltacht pupils in School 11 had
difficulty with this aspect. O Curnain (2007) has also noted this phenomenon in the speech
of native speakers in the area of lorras Aithneach, an Irish heartland district in Connemara.
Figure 5.11 presents the statistics in relation to verbal noun use by pupils in both school
types. It can be seen that the all-Irish school pupils have difficulty with this feature just
over six times out of ten (61.4%). The Gaeltacht school pupils fail to use it correctly in just
under a quarter of cases (24.7%). It should be noted that it was Gaeltacht School 11 that
accounted for all of these 23 errors.

When the statistics on the all-Irish school pupils presented in Tables 5.10 and 5.11
are examined it can be seen that they made 612 errors (Figure 5.10) with these four verbs. It
can be seen from Figure 5.11 that 345 (56.4%) of those errors are accounted for by the
failure to use the verbal noun correctly. If this feature could be mastered it would greatly
improve the accuracy of their Irish. The other areas for improvement highlighted in this

section are the correct use of the dependent and independent forms of the four verbs.
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Figure 5.11
The all-Irish and Gaeltacht school pupils' use of the verbal noun for the verbs cuir, caith*, déan and

faigh
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*The use of the verbal noun in structures required by the verb caith are also included
except in the cases where caith is followed by the verbs cuir, déan or faigh

5.3.6 Indirect speech

The mastery of indirect speech in Irish involves the use of a verb such as abair
‘speak’, fiafraigh ‘ask’, iarr ‘ask’ etc. and making changes to the words that are to be retold
(Mac Murchaidh, 2002). The verbs ceap ‘to think’ and b’fhéidir ‘maybe’ also cause a
similar change in syntax. There are relatively few examples of indirect speech in the all-
Irish school corpus. There is an interesting example in (48) where Pupil L has failed to
insert the verbal particle go after ceapaim ‘I think’. He has however, attempted to insert a
verb particle after duirt ‘said” which was the correct thing to do. Unfortunately in this case
he chose the past form of the verbal particle gur instead of the present form go.

(48) 09 01 138 L
*  Ach ceapaim duirt an fear sin gur bhuaileann na luascdin...
Ach ceap -aim duirt an fear sin gur

but-ADV think-PRS-IND I-1SG said-PST the-DEF that-DEM man-M-SG that-DEM that-PART-PST

bhuaileann na luascain

hits-PRS-IND the-DEF-PL swings-M-PL

Ach ceapaim go nduirt an fear sin go mbuaileann na luascdin...
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In (49) we see a structure with b fhéidir. In this case the past form of verbal particle
gur was required.
(49) 03_03_168_J
*  B'fhéidir is féidir linn...
B’ fhéidir is féidir linn
is-COP-PST maybe-COND is-COP-PRS can-PRS-IND with us-1PL

Maybe we can...

B ’fhéidir gur féidir linn...

Figure 5.12 illustrates that the pupils failed to insert the verb particle after diirt in
10 cases out of 11. There was more success with ceap where they were correct in 12 cases
out of 25. When we examine the third set of columns for b fhéidir we see that the pupils
were incorrect in 24 cases out of 32. The total columns confirm that in general, the all-Irish

school pupils have not yet mastered this type of structure in Irish.

Figure 5.12
All-Irish school pupils' use of verbs following diirt, ceap and b'fhéidir
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5.3.7 Prepositional pronouns

There is a category of pronoun in Irish termed prepositional pronouns. A
preposition such as /e ‘with’ is joined to a personal pronoun # ‘you’ and the synthetic form

becomes leat ‘with you’, unlike English where they remain separate (Mac Congail, 2004).
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The most common prepositions used by the all-Irish school pupils in the corpus were ag
‘at’, do ‘for’, le ‘with’ and ar ‘on’ as shown in Table 5.2. Each preposition is inflected and
can form seven prepositional pronouns: 1%, 2" 3™ (masc.+fem.) person singular and 1%,
ond 3md person plural (H. O Murchi, 2008). These prepositional pronouns account for 719
words in the corpus or 2.33% of all the words, with ag and /e being the most common. It
will be noted that the 1** and 3™ person (masc) singular and 3™ person plural are the most

common forms used.

Table 5.3
The four most common prepositional pronouns used by all-Irish school pupils and the no. of times
used

Pronoun No. of uses Pronoun No. of uses Pronoun No. of uses Pronoun No. of uses

ag do le ar
agam 86 dom 16 liom 39 orm 5
agat 32 duit 5 leat 43 ort
aige 3 dé 57 leis 82 air 56
aici 0 di 0 1€i 1 uirthi 1
againn 200 duinn 0 linn 50 orainn 3
agaibh 0 daoibh 0 libh 3 oraibh 0
acu 20 doibh 10 leo 2 orthu 3
Total 341 88 220 70

Henry et al. (2002) noted in their study that pupils in all-Irish schools in Northern
Ireland sometimes failed to join the preposition and the pronoun and this was noted in the
corpus in the present study also. This practice among all-Irish school pupils was also
observed by Nic Phdidin (2003). The most common instances that were found in the
present study were ones such as /e é/iad ‘with it/them’, faoi é ‘about it’, ar é ‘on it’, thar é
‘over it’, de é/iad ‘of it/them’. WordSmith concordance tools were used to search the
corpus for instances of these and the findings of those searches are summarised in Figure
5.13 below.

The first set of columns in Figure 5.13 shows the pupils’ use of le/leis é and le/leis
iad. The correct forms of these are leis ‘with it/him’ and /eo ‘with them’ respectively (Na
Braithre Criostai, 1979). The main difficulty that the pupils appear to have here is the
insertion of the personal pronoun é ‘it” where it is not required as we can see in (50). The
pupils made this type of error 17 times out of 25 instances.

(50) 04_02_274 D

* ...stop ag pleidhciocht leis é sin.
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...Stop ag pleidhciocht leis é sin
stop-PRS-IMP messing-VN with it-3SG it-3SG that-DEM
...stop messing with that

...stop ag pleidhciocht leis sin

The second set of columns reveal how the pupils handled faoi an ‘under the’ and
faoi é ‘under it’. Faoi and an are generally joined in Irish as faoin. The pupils did this
correctly on three occasions in the corpus and failed to do so on 11 occasions. In the case of
faoi ¢ ‘under it’, the ‘it’ is understood in faoi and there is not need to insert it after faoi. The
pupils inserted it seven times in the corpus and used it correctly twice. When the two types
of usage of faoi are combined we see that the pupils used it correctly 5 times out of 18. It
will be noted that the insertion of é was a difficulty with leis in (50) above also.

The third set of columns in Figure 5.13 presents the pupils use of ar é ‘on it’ and air
‘on it’. The latter of these is actually the correct form and ar é is not used for this purpose.
The pupils used the correct form air on 51 occasions out of 100. We see in (51) an example
of incorrect use where the pupil says ar é instead of air.

(51)07_01_155_D

* ...cuir dion ar é.

cuir dion ar é
put-IMP roof-M-SG on-PREP it-3SG
...put a roof on it.

...cuir dion air.

The next set of columns in Figure 5.13 deals with the pupils’ use of de ‘of’. The
pupils used different ways to say ‘of them’ and most of them were incorrect. ‘One of them’
can be expressed in Irish as ceann diobh sin or ceann acu sin. The most common incorrect
forms in the corpus were de é sin (12 times), de iad sin (9 times), de seo (4 times), de sin
(35 times) and de siad (10 times). There were 4 correct examples of acu sin as can be seen
in the fifth set of columns in Figure 5.13. The sixth set of columns in Figure 5.13 show the
pupils’ use of doibh ‘for them’. On ten occasions pupils had incorrectly used this form in
place of diobh ‘of them’, the correct form. There were only two correct examples of diobh
in the corpus and it is this prepositional pronoun above all others that created the greatest

number of errors.
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It was noted in Row 4 of Table 4.2 that the Gaeltacht pupils used the prepositional
pronoun acu ‘at them’ almost thirty times as frequently (1.83%) as the all-Irish school
pupils (0.06%). It was the form acu sin, which the Gaeltacht pupils used to express ‘of

them’. It is clear that the all-Irish pupils in the present study have not acquired this form.

Figure 5.13
All-Irish school pupils' use of the prepositions le, faoi, air, de, acu and doibh
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5.3.8 Use of numbers

The forms of numerals in Irish differ from English in so far as there are different
cardinal numbers depending on whether the number is immediately followed by a noun or
not (Mac Congdil, 2004) and there are different forms for personal and ordinal numbers
also. Due to the nature of the task, as noted in the examination of dha chéad ‘two hundred’
above in 4.4.3.2, numerals were used quite frequently by the pupils in calculating the
amount of money that they had spent in their playground design. We saw in Figure 4.3 that
the pupils used the copula with two hundred — sin dha chéad ‘that’s two hundred’, correctly
on 35 occasions out of 49.

The issues that are of particular interest in this section are first, how the pupils
handled dha ‘two’ and ceithre ‘four’ because there are other forms of cardinal numbers for
these when not followed by a noun. These are do and ceathair respectively. The second

area of interest is to compare the word céad ‘hundred’, when preceded by a number, as
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there are different initial mutations to it (chéad/gcéad) when preceded by the numerals 2-6
and 7-10. The final area to be examined will be how the pupils used the word ceann ‘thing’
after dhda. Dha cheann is the correct form however, it was noted in the examination of the
corpus that pupils used dhd cinn on occasions.

The evidence from the first set of columns in Figure 5.14 is that the pupils chose the
correct form of the numeral dhd ‘two’ to precede a noun in almost every situation. This
contrasts with the second set of columns where ceathair ‘four’, the incorrect form to
precede a noun was chosen 45 times out of 80.

The third set of columns indicates that the pupils used the appropriate form of chéad
‘hundred’ after the numbers 2-6 and gcéad ‘hundred’ after the numbers 7-9 in the vast
majority of cases (541 out of 565). Although it was noted in Row 23 of Table 4.2 that the
Gaeltacht pupils used gcéad ‘hundred’ almost three times as frequently the all-Irish school
pupils, there is no evidence that the all-Irish pupils were incorrectly using another form
when they should have been using the eclipsed form gcéad.

In relation to dhd cheann ‘two things’, the correct form was used in 25 cases out of
72 as can be seen from the fourth set of columns in Figure 5.13. This form may be difficult
for the pupils to master, as it is an exception to the regular form of nouns after dhd. An
alternate form beirt ‘two’ is to be found in the Ulster dialect and this explains why the
personal number beirt ‘two’ was used just over seven times as frequently by the Gaeltacht
pupils as it is by the all-Irish school pupils (Row 24, Table 4.2).

Finally, in the fifth set of columns it can be seen that the pupils chose the lenited
form mhile correctly 109 times out of 146. This still represents an error rate of 25.3%. It
was noted in 4.3 (Chapter 4) that Gaeltacht pupils used mile and mhile twice as frequently
as the all-Irish school pupils. There was no obvious reason to be found in the corpus for this
difference.

Overall the mastery of the numbers examined in the corpus was good with
particular areas that have exceptions in Irish being more difficult to acquire accurately such
as dha cheann ‘two things’, the different forms of four ceathair and ceithre, and the

lenition of nouns after aon ‘one’, dha ‘two’ and tri ‘three’.
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Figure 5.14
All-Irish school pupils' use of the numbers: do/dhd, ceathair/ceithre, chéad/gcéad and dhad
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5.3.9 Use of interrogative pronouns Cad, Cad é, and Céard

The next area to be examined in relation to the pupils’ use of Irish in the all-Irish

school corpus is their use of the interrogative pronouns cad, cad é and céard. These are the

three most common forms in Irish used to express ‘what’ in English. They each have the

same meaning and are associated with the three main dialects in Irish: cad with Munster

Irish, céard with Connacht Irish and cad é with Ulster Irish. The difficulty that English L1

speakers learning these forms in Irish have is that they tend to use them to translate all

forms of ‘what’ in English. As noted by Mac Murchaidh (2002) cad may not be used as a

relative particle in Irish as in (52). In fact there was no need for the pupil to use the word

cad at all in his utterance as one can see from the correct from in line five. The pupil

appears to be translating the utterance from English almost word for word whereas this type

of statement actually uses the past form of the copula ba.
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(52)09_01_291_ L

*  Sin cad a duirt mé.
sin cad a duirt mé
that-DEM what-Q to-PREP say-PST-IND I-1SG
That’s what I said.

B’in a duirt mé.

There is a different type of translation illustrated in (53). The pupil appears to be
trying to say, ‘What are you like?’ and translates it directly from English.
(53)01_02_297 S
*  Cad atd tu mar?
cad  atd tu mar
what-Q be-PRS-REL you-2SG like-PREP

What are you like?

L L iy . . ol0
Cén sort ceann thu féin? or Cad atd tu ag smaoineamh air?

The first set of columns in Figure 5.15 shows that were 14 examples of this type of
construction where cad/cad é/céard was used to directly translate ‘what’ in the all-Irish
school pupils’ corpus.

The investigation of verbs in Irish above illustrated that there is an independent and
a dependent form. In the case of the substantive verb 7d and the irregular verbs faigh ‘to
get’ and déan ‘to do’ the pupils had difficulty in choosing the correct form to use and
generally used the independent form. When a verb follows cad, cad é or céard it is the
independent form of the verb that should be used. The second set of columns in Figure 5.14
shows that the pupils incorrectly used the dependent form on 53 occasions out of 80. (54)
Exemplifies this error. Pupil C uses the dependent form bAfuil of the substantive verb in
this case and also fails to use the correct verbal noun rd ‘saying’, and the correct syntax.

(54) 08 01 164 C
*  Cad a bhfuil tii ag abairt?

cad a bhfuil tu ag abairt

what-Q to-PREP be-PRS-DEP you-2SG saying-VN

' Pupil S offered this version in a stimulated recall session that followed a week later. These stimulated recall
sessions are the subject of Chapter 6.
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What are you saying?

Cad ‘ta da ra agat?

Although there are less than 100 utterances containing cad, cad é or céard in this
way, the pupils fail to use them correctly on 67 occasions out of 94. This is illustrated in the

total column in Figure 5.15.

Figure 5.15
The all-Irish school pupils' use of cad, cad é and céard 'what'
80
70 - 67
60
50
40 Ocorrect
Eincorrect

30 4 27 27
20 A 14

0 ‘

cad etc. = what independent/dependent Total
form of verb
5.3.10 Pupils’ use of the pronoun é ‘it’

One issue that emerged from the examination of different categories above was the
pupils inappropriate use of the pronoun ¢ ‘it’ or the failure to use it in certain structures.
The latter was the case in (14) for example we saw how pupil D used an bhfuil sin, instead
of, an ¢ sin. In (16) it was the former where pupil T said 74 ¢, which was not required as
the copula is was implied.

(14)01_02_189 D
*  Ach an bhfuil sin an taobh...?
ach an  bhfuil sin an taobh...
but-CONJ is-Q be-PRS that-DEM  the-DEF side-M-SG

But is that the side...?

Ach an é sin an taobh...?
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(16) 06 04 35 T
* Ta é sin seacht...
td é sin seacht...
be-PRS-IND it-M-3SG that-DEM seven-M-SG
That is seven...

Sin seacht...

Table 4.2 (Chapter 4) revealed that the Gaeltacht pupils used é 77 times, which
represented 1.69% of their corpus. The all-Irish school pupils on the other hand used it
1,252 times, which was 4.06% of their corpus or more than twice as often then as the
Gaeltacht school pupils. WordSmith concordance tools were used to compile all the
instances of ¢ in the all-Irish school corpus. It was found when they were examined that
368 (30.8%) utterances containing ¢ were incorrect. This level of error is very similar to the
number of utterances containing errors in Table 4.5 (Chapter 4), which was found to be
29.2%. It can be stated then that three in ten utterances containing the pronoun é ‘it’ have
errors. If all-Irish school pupils could master how to use this pronoun correctly it would
lead to significant improvements in their accuracy.

In order to examine the difficulties that the pupils have with the pronoun é ‘it’,
WordSmith concordance tools were used to form three word clusters containing é. Table
5.3 shows some of the resultant clusters that highlight their difficulties. Rows 1, 6, 7, 9 and
10 for example, show the use of forms of the substantive verb b/ where the copula Is should
have been used as discussed in 5.3.3 above. Rows 3 and 5 show the difficulties that the
pupils had with the verbal noun as discussed in the morphology of verbs above (5.3.5).
Rows 4, 8, 11, 13, 14 and 17 show the difficulties that the pupils had with the prepositional
pronouns as discussed in 5.3.7 above. Although cuir é ansin ‘put it there’ (line 18) in not
strictly speaking incorrect, it would be more natural, from an Irish syntax point of view, to

say cuir ansin é unless the speaker wished to emphasise the word é.
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Table 5.4
Clusters containing the pronoun é 'it' used by all-Irish school pupils

Three word clusters with € Frequency
1. taésin 62
2. mar ¢ sin 23
3. agfaighé¢ 19
4. deésin 15
5. agdéanamh ¢ 14
6. Dbhfuil é sin 12
7. nil € sin 12
8. leésin 10
9. an bhfuil é 7
10. ata é sin 7
11. faoi é sin 7
12. except for é 6
13. godtié 6
14. 6 éssin 5
15. déan é 3-d 5
16. sin mar ¢ 5
17. ceann de ¢ 5
18. cuir ¢ ansin 5
Total 225

It is clear from an examination of these clusters that the pronoun é ‘it’ cannot be
dealt with in isolation but much be discussed in the context of the other features that were
examined above such as correct use of copula, morphology of verbs and the correct syntax
with the verbal noun.

The issue of mapping English syntax onto Irish will be discussed in the next section
(5.3.11) below. At this point it is worth noting however, the influence that the English
pronoun ‘it’ appears to have on the pupils’ Irish syntax. In (55) below, it can be seen how
the pupils place é ‘it” immediately after the verb, as an English speaker would do — ‘Will
we leave it...?” It should be noted that this form is quite acceptable in Irish but would

normally be used in this way in order to emphasise the object ¢ ‘it’. In (56) the Gaeltacht
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pupil places ¢ ‘it” at the end of a similar utterance where emphasis is not required. This
form is more in keeping with the syntax of Irish.
(55)09 01 1 F
*  An fagfaimid é mar sin...?
an fag ~faimid é mar sin
is-Q leave-FUT-IND we-1PL it-3SG like-PREP that-DEM
Will we leave it like that...?
An bhfagfaimid mar sin é...7
(56) 11_01_200 M
Fagfaimid go dti an deireadh é.
fag ~faimid go dti an deireadh ¢
leave-FUT-IND we-1PL until-CMPD PREP the-DET end-M-SG it-3SG

We will leave it until the end.

Issues such as this will be examined in greater detail in the next section.

5.3.11 Mapping English syntax onto Irish

As English is the first language of the vast majority of the all-Irish school pupils in
the present study, the transcripts were examined for evidence of interference from English.
Notwithstanding the mastery of verb-subject-object (VSO) order and noun-adjective order,
as discussed in 5.3.2 above, there is evidence that other structures in Irish present more
difficulties to the pupils.

Some samples from the data suggest that on certain occasions the pupils may be
mapping English syntax onto Irish. This practice has also been observed in French
immersion pupils in Canada (Lapkin & Swain, 2004). The influence of the English pronoun
‘it” was discussed in the last section and is exemplified in (55). The all-Irish school corpus
was examined for other examples of English influence on Irish syntax. The examples found
can be divided into two categories. The first is where there is English influence on Irish
idiom (Mac Mathtina, 2008) and there appears to be a literal translation from English to
Irish and the second is where a sentence appears to be partially translated with the insertion

of Irish words and a syntactic structure that is closer to English than to Irish.
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5.3.11.1 Translation from English

The utterances (52) and (53) discussed above demonstrated examples where the
interrogative pronouns cad, céard and cad é are being used to translate the English word
‘what’. They represent one form of translation from English that would grate on a native
speaker’s ear. (57)-(60) below show other examples of the influence of English idiom on
Irish where pupils employ phrases that are not native to Irish phrases to translate their
thoughts. Although these utterances do not sound native to Irish they do demonstrate the
creativity of the all-Irish speakers in complying with the school norm of speaking Irish and
of communicating their thoughts at the same time. In (57) Pupil D literally translates ‘doing
my head in’.

(57) 04 03 132 D

*  Ta mise faigh confused le sibhse, ta an bheirt de sibh ag déanamh mo cheann

isteach.
ta mise faigh confused le sibhse td
an bheirt

be-PRS-IND [-1SG-EMPH get-IMP confused with-PREP you-2PL-EMPH be-PRS-IND
the-DET two-F-SG
de sibh ag déanamh mo cheann isteach

of-PREP you-2PL doing-VN my-1SG head-M-SG in-ADV
I’'m getting confused with you, the two of you are doing my head in.

Ta sibh ag cur mearbhaill orm, cuireann an bheirt agaibh soir mé. (Possible
translation)
In (58) Pupil S literally translates ‘over’, but the Irish word thar means ‘over’ in a

different context.

(58)03 03 9 S
Ag déanamh troid thar an balla dreapadoireachta.
ag déanamh troid thar an balla dreapaddireachta
doing-vN  fight-F-SG over-PREP the-DET wall-M-SG climbing-ADJ
Fighting over the climbing wall.

Ag troid mar gheall ar mballa dreapadoireachta.

In (59) Pupil A employs mhaith le which can mean would like in other contexts but

does not have the same meaning in this context.

(59) 08 02 71 _A
Cé mhaith le tharraingt?
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cé mhaith le tharraingt
who-Q  like-COND to-PREP draw-VN
Who wants/would like to draw.

Cé ta ag iarraidh tarraingt?

Pupil E, a Gaeltacht school pupil in (60) translated the discourse marker ‘like’ but
retained the English syntax in her utterance. The structure required here in Irish is the type
discussed in 5.2.1 where the object and the preposition a should be placed before the verbal
noun.

(60) 11_02_121 E

*  Thig linn déan cosuil le, dit fa choinne bord picnic...

thig linn déan cosuil  le ait fa choinne bord
picnic...

can-PRS-IND we-1PL do-IMP like-ADJ to-PREP place-F-SG for-PREP-CMPD picnic-
table-M-SG

We could do like, a place for the picnic table.

Thig linn ait a dheanamh fa choinne bord picnic...

5.3.11.2 Partial translation

There are numerous examples in the corpus of what appears to be code-mixing
behaviour as discussed in 4.5 (Chapter 4). In many cases however, it is not the insertion of
an English borrowing into an Irish sentence, rather the insertion of Irish words into English
sentences. It can be seen in (61) for example that the Pupil A’s utterance retains English
syntactic structure.

(61) 05 03 228 A

No ‘cos already fuair muid sin.

no ‘cos already fuair muid  sin

no ‘cos already get-PST-IND we-1PL that-DEM

No because we already got that.

Nilimid, mar fuaireamar é sin cheana féin.

Similarly in (62) although there is only one English word in her utterance this
Gaeltacht school pupil retains much of the English syntax. The exception is her partial

translation of ‘good idea’ as idea maith where she employs Irish noun-adjective syntax.

(62) 11_01_80_R
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Silimse go bhfuil an tur idea maith.

Sil -imse go bhfuil an tur

idea maith.

think-PRS-IND [-1SG-EMPH be-PRS-IND-DEP the+DefArt tower+Noun+Masc+Com+Sg
idea good-ADJ

I think that the tower is a good idea.

Silimse gur smaoineamh maith ata sa tur.

There are many more examples of this type of structure to be found in the pupils’
corpus (Appendix 4.2 and 4.3). They illustrate the influence that English has on their oral

production in Irish.

5.3.11.3 Summary of mapping English syntax onto Irish

An examination of the features of the all-Irish school pupils’ Irish would not have
been complete without reference to the influence of English on both lexical choice and on
syntax. Many of the features identified in previous sections such as the verbal noun, the use
of the pronoun ¢ ‘it’, indirect speech and copula use, involve issues of syntax and the
influence of English syntax. It was seen in this section that the pupils in one Gaeltacht
school were also influenced by English syntax. If the proficiency in Irish of all-Irish school
pupils is to be improved a narrow focus on particular features and structures is unlikely to
be successful without attention being paid to the broader issue of the influence of English

on their lexical and syntactic choices.

5.4 Discussion

The recordings that have been transcribed in the all-Irish school corpus reveal that
pupils in the present study have developed a high level of communicative ability having
spent over seven years in an immersion setting. They give an insight into the success of
Irish-medium education in producing pupils that are fluent in Irish and that can
communicate with one another with ease. They demonstrated the ability to access the
vocabulary required to carry out the task assigned to them effectively. On average 70.8% of
their utterances are accurate although they may be subject to the influence of English
syntax and may contain English discourse markers. The areas identified in this chapter
where the pupils deviated from native speaker norms will now be summarised and

discussed. A focus of that discussion will be to highlight the main areas that contribute to
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the 29.2% error rate in the all-Irish school pupils’ utterances and general suggestions as to

how they might be remediated.

5.4.1 Morphology of verbs

The first area examined was the pupils’ incorrect use of the substantive verb bi ‘to
be’ instead of the copula Is ‘is’. This manifested itself where pupils used the substantive
verb bi instead of the copula for classificatory purposes and where they failed to use the
correct form of the copula with the demonstrative pronoun sin. The examination of how
Gaeltacht pupils handle this feature of Irish revealed that the copula Is is omitted in many
cases and that this feature may not be salient enough in the input for all-Irish school pupils
to notice. There was an error rate of 32.7% in the aspects of the copula examined in the
analysis.

The other verbs addressed in the analysis were the verbs cuir ‘to put’, caith ‘to have
to, to spend’, déan ‘to do’, and faigh ‘to get’. These were the next most common verbs used
by the all-Irish school pupils apart from the copula and substantive verb. There were two
areas in particular where the pupils experienced difficulty, the first was the correct use of
the dependent and independent forms. This difficulty manifested itself with the two
irregular verbs déan ‘to do’, and faigh ‘to get’ in particular. The second area was the correct
use of the verbal noun. Overall across the four verbs the verbal noun was incorrectly used
just over six times out of every ten (61.4%). When all aspects of these verbs were taken
together there was an error rate of 37.2%.

As with the substantive verb and the copula above improvements in these rates of
error would have a significant impact on all-Irish pupils accuracy in Irish. The difficulty of
this task should not be underestimated as some of the Gaeltacht pupils in School 11 were
also found to have difficulty with the verbal noun. Walsh (2007) found that sixth year
pupils in all-Irish post-primary schools continued to have difficulties with both the copula
and the verbal noun.

There were only a small number of cases where the pupils used indirect speech in
the corpus. Where they did use it they made errors in almost every seven cases out of ten
(69.1%). This is obviously a difficult form for the all-Irish pupils to acquire and could be
dealt with in the wider context of verb usage and in the context of dependent and

independent forms of the verb in particular.
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The pupils’ use of the interrogative pronouns cad, cad ¢ and céard ‘what’ also
highlighted difficulties with the dependent and independent forms of verbs with pupils

incorrectly using the dependent form instead of the independent form after these pronouns.

5.4.2 Prepositional pronouns

The use of prepositional pronouns was another area that presented difficulties for
the all-Irish school pupils. When the six most common prepositional pronouns used by the
all-Irish school pupils were examined it was found that they used them incorrectly 71.2% of
the time with the pronoun de *of” being incorrectly used most frequently. It is obvious from
the data that the pupils have acquired the de form but appear to be unable to conjugate it
with accuracy. Once again it may be that the information in the input is not sufficiently
salient for the pupils to notice it. The all-Irish school pupils used forms such as de é sin, de
iad sin, de sin and de siad to express ‘of them’. When the Gaeltacht school corpus was
examined it was found that they used acu sin to express ‘of them’. The all-Irish school
pupils’ attention needs to be drawn to this form and other common forms of prepositional

pronouns. This could best be done perhaps through focus on form activities.

5.4.3 Use of numbers

In general the pupils had achieved a good level of mastery of most of the forms of
numbers examined in the corpus. Not surprisingly it was the forms that differ the most from
the English number system or those with exceptions in Irish that caused the greatest
difficulty. There were two main sources of error in the features examined in the all-Irish
school corpus. They were the ability to differentiate between ceathair ‘four’ when counting
and ceithre ‘four’ when followed by a noun, as in ceithre bhord ‘four tables’ for example.
The other area of difficulty was the lenition of nouns after aon ‘one’, dha ‘two’ and tri
‘three’. When aon ‘one’, dha ‘two’ and tri ‘three’ were followed by mile ‘thousand the
pupils failed to lenite it 25.3% of the time.

The fact that the pupils learn mathematics through the medium of Irish probably
helps with the mastery of numbers in Irish. The areas identified that cause difficulty for the

pupils could be remediated in focus on form activities as part of the mathematics class.
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5.4.4 Influence of English

A common theme throughout the analysis is the influence of English. This
manifested itself in different ways in the corpus. As discussed in 4.5 (Chapter 4) the all-
Irish school pupils engaged in code-mixing and code-switching. It was also evident in their
use of the interrogative pronouns cad, cad é, and céard for ‘what’. There were 14 examples
in the corpus where pupils used one of these forms to express ‘what’ in an inappropriate
context.

The pupils incorrect use of the pronoun ¢é ‘it’ also illustrated the influence of
English on the pupils’ Irish. This pronoun was only used 77 times (1.69%) by the Gaeltacht
school pupils but it was used 1,252 times (4.06%) by the all-Irish school pupils. When the
corpus was examined it was found that 30.8% of the utterances with é were incorrect. The
difficulties with the pronoun é intersect with other areas such as, incorrect copula use,
incorrect syntax and the failure to use the verbal noun correctly being the principal ones.
The three word clusters generated using WordSmith concordance tools revealed that the
English pronoun ‘it” was exerting a strong influence on the use of the pronoun é in Irish. In
many cases the pupils inserted é where it was not required as it was understood or
contained as part of another word such as a prepositional pronoun in Irish.

The code-mixing and code-switching behaviour of pupils was discussed in Chapter
4. It was viewed from a different perspective in this chapter however. Examples were
provided in 5.3.11 above from the pupils’ corpus of this type of language use. It was
illustrated how the use of English words interfered with Irish syntax. Although discourse
markers represent 6.35% (Table 4.6) of the all-Irish school corpus it is when the literal
translation and partial translation impose English syntax on the pupils Irish that gives rise

to the greatest cause for concern (Nic Phaidin, 2003).

5.4.5 Analytic teaching methodology

The principal sources of the 29.2% error rate of all-Irish school pupils in the present
study have been identified as difficulties with the copula, the morphology of verbs,
prepositional pronouns, some aspects of number use and the influence of English. These
features of the pupils’ Irish all involve syntactic difficulties that deviate from the natural

flow of the Irish language. They are likely therefore to grate on native speakers’ ears and to
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lead to disparaging descriptions of the pupils’ Irish as Gaelscoilis. Pedagogic practice needs
to address the high incidence of errors if pupils’ accuracy in Irish is to be improved. It is
suggested that a dependence on a largely experiential approach to language acquisition is
unlikely to bring about the required improvement. Continuing to teach the copula as it has
traditionally been presented in grammar books is unlikely to help pupils acquire the correct
form when used with the demonstrative pronoun sin. A programme in which there are
‘focus on form’ activities, opportunities for ‘pushed’ output and a more analytic approach
in general may help to improve pupils’ accuracy in Irish.

It 1s also suggested that the targeting of particular features needs to take place at an
earlier stage in pupils’ acquisition of Irish in order to guard against their fossilisation.
Walsh (2007) found in her study, that pupils in sixth year in post-primary all-Irish schools
still had difficulty in mastering correct use of the copula and of the verbal noun. Continuing
with current practice in the hope that the non target-like features identified in the present
study will eventually be accurately acquired over time is unlikely to be effective.
Recommendations regarding pedagogy will be discussed again later in the context of the

overall findings of the present study.
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Chapter 6: Pupils’ reflections on their communicative
performance in Irish

6.1 Introduction

This chapter describes the stimulated recall sessions (Ellis & Barkhuizen, 2005;
Gass & Mackey, 2000; Polio et al., 2006) where groups of pupils in each school viewed a
video recording of excerpts of their work on a collaborative task. This reflective activity
has a number of purposes:

1.  to facilitate pupils’ reflection and comment on the quality of the language that
they used;

2. toinvestigate the underlying communicative competence of all-Irish school pupils
with a particular focus on identifying the errors that they recognise and can
correct, as opposed to those they do not recognise as errors;

3. to create an environment where the pupils’ observations could be the starting
point for a collaborative exploration of why their language contains the lexical
and syntactic features identified in Chapter 5.

The data gathered in this phase of the study enabled the construction of a richer
interpretation of the data than would have been available had the findings been based solely
on the evidence of the linguistic performance in the initial recording and analysis in
Chapters 4 and 5.

Pupils in each of the nine all-Irish schools engaged in a stimulated recall activity
based on video-excerpts of their group work (Gaeltacht schools were not included in this
part of the study). This gave the participants in each school an opportunity to reflect on
their language use and to self-correct the mistakes that they noticed. The terms ‘recall
sessions’ and ‘reflective activity’ will be used interchangeably throughout the chapter to
refer to the stimulated recall sessions. This process will be described in the next section. An
account of the pupils’ perceptions of the quality of their Irish follows in section 6.3. The
pupils were provided with an opportunity to correct their mistakes and the results of this are
reported in section 6.4. A further phase explored pupils’ insights into the deviant features of
their Irish and this is described in section 6.5. The chapter concludes with a discussion of

the findings in section 6.6.
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6.2 Stimulated recall activity

The transcribed speech in the all-Irish school pupils’ corpus resulted from the
recordings of the pupils as they engaged in a collaborative ‘playground design’ task. Up to
three groups of pupils in each school, were video-recorded as they engaged in this activity.
All groups (22 in total) that were successfully video-recorded in the nine all-Irish schools
engaged in the stimulated recall. Excerpts of video recordings containing examples of the
most frequent deviant features analysed in Chapter 5 were chosen for presentation to pupils
to give them an opportunity to reflect on them. These features were, the copula, the verbal
noun and code-mixing. The rationale for choosing the most frequent features was that they
provide the most reliable evidence of linguistic competence compared to low frequency
items (Chaudron, 2003). In general, the extracts for any one group lasted no more than
three minutes and the sessions were conducted within seven to ten days of the initial
recording.

The stimulated recall sessions were conducted with the pupils assembled in their
original groups of three pupils each. The pupils were withdrawn from the classroom for this
purpose, to a quiet location in the school and the sessions were also audio-recorded. There
were three stages in the process. The first stage involved the pupils in viewing the selected
excerpts on a laptop computer, in an attempt to capture their initial thoughts and reactions
to the video excerpts and to the quality of their Irish in particular. A relaxed, collaborative
atmosphere was created at this point where pupils could reflect on their use of Irish.
Many of the groups were quite animated during the first viewing and commented on the
strangeness of their voices and there was occasionally some mild embarrassment for pupils
in looking at themselves on screen. Following this first viewing, the pupils were invited to
comment on their initial impressions about their voices, how they had worked on the task
as a group and particularly on the general quality of their Irish. On a small number of
occasions where a group was particularly animated the excerpt was played again before
these topics were explored.

During the second stage, the pupils were provided with a transcript of the excerpts
and asked to view the video recording again checking the accuracy of the transcript. They
were encouraged in this way to enter the role of assisting the researcher in ensuring that

their utterances had been captured correctly. This had the effect of focusing the pupils’
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attention on the language used in the playground design task. Following the clarification of
issues concerning the accuracy of the transcription, the pupils were invited to correct any
mistakes that they now detected on reflection and to comment on the quality of the Irish
that they had used. Ability to later correct mistakes was of interest as this might indicate
that their underlying competence was better than their performance on these tasks
demonstrated. As they self-corrected some of their mistakes the discussion progressed to
the third stage of the process which focussed on the pupils’ linguistic performance.

During the third stage, the observations of the pupils were used to focus the
discussion on the causes of the non-target like features that they had identified in their Irish.
This approach advanced the process in a non-threatening way and gained their confidence
and trust. Some groups required very little prompting is order to get them to engage in this
process and to reveal interesting insights. A small number of groups, on the other hand,
were more reluctant to go beyond commenting in a general way on the text of the
transcript. Some pupils found it quite easy to notice their mistakes and to self-correct
whereas others had to be prompted to do so. While all pupils engaged enthusiastically in
the process some were more forthcoming than others with insights into their linguistic
performance.

The recordings of the recall sessions were transcribed at a later date and the
instances where pupils commented on their linguistic performance and general use of
language were noted. These data were analysed using the NVivo software package (L.
Richards, 2005). The transcripts were read and the pupils’ contributions were coded and
grouped into categories. Particular themes emerged from these groups. Examples from the
transcripts are used in this chapter to illustrate the pupils’ views and insights. These
examples are identified in a similar fashion to Chapter 5 where 07 03 represents School 7,
Group 3. The letter on the left before each utterance identifies the pupil in question, thus A
represents Pupil A [see (1) below]. Where the comments and reflections of the pupils
contained linguistic errors, attention was not drawn to them, as this was not the purpose of
the exercise. An English version of the exchanges has also been provided but without the
morphological glosses.

The analysis of the pupils’ thoughts and insights is of a qualitative nature. Due to
the time constraints involved in revisiting schools and withdrawing pupils from class it was

not possible to go exhaustively through each error and count how many times an error was
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corrected or not. The non-target like features that were self-corrected and the insights
provided by the pupils do however, give a clearer picture of some aspects of their
underlying communicative competence and may have implications for how that
competence might be improved. Three major areas that emerged from the analysis in
Chapters 4 and 5 were the use of (i) the copula, (ii) the verbal noun and (iii) code-mixing
and code-switching. As these were also the three main areas of focus and comment by
pupils in the stimulated recall sessions the analysis of the data in this chapter will confine
itself to them also. The three stages of the stimulated recall are now described in more

detail.

6.3 Pupils’ perceptions of the quality of their Irish

The pupils generally responded in one of two ways in assessing the quality of their
Irish after the first viewing of the video excerpt. The first response was where they were
generally satisfied. As Pupil A stated in (1):
(1) 07_03
A Tasé ceart go leor. It’s all right.

In the second type of response, the pupil is quite critical of his Irish and it appears to
be a revelation to him:

(2) 09 01

F  Cheap mise go raibh an Ghaeilge, ni I thought that the Irish, it wasn’t good. |
raibh sé go maith. Ceapaim go raibh sé  thought that it was better when you are
nios fearr nuair ata tu ag caint le duine.  talking to someone.

In many cases, the pupils were still more critical of the quality of their Irish when
they viewed it a second time in combination with the written transcript. It appears in some
cases that until they saw their speech written down, they did not realise the level of code-

mixing and the number of mistakes:

(3)03_03
J  Mar cheap mé go raibh Gaeilge maith I thought that we had good Irish.
againn.
N. Yeah, nuair a féachann tu ar an Yeah, when you see it on the screen
scailedn agus atd tu in ann tu féin a and when you can hear yourself.
chloistedil.
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S.  Agus ansin nuair a bhfuil sé scriofa And then when it is written out.
amach.

There were many other groups in the present study that made similar comments.

Indeed Pupil N was very critical:

(4) 04_03

N. Ma thainig duine éigin isteach agus If someone came in and if he saw this
ma chonaic sé é seo agus ni raibh a and didn’t know who it was, he
fhios aige cé raibh sé, bheadh sé ag ra would say that these people have no
nil aon Ghaeilge ag na daoine seo ... Irish ... He would say they are in 3
Déarfaidh siad ta siad i rang 3 no rud class or something.
eigin.

As the pupils made comments of this kind, they were asked to say in what way their

Irish was not as good as they had thought it was. Pupil I identified the presence of English

words:

(5) 05_03

R'" Céard a shil sibh faoi sin? What did you think of that?
A Coinnigh mé ag ra ‘what’. I kept saying ‘what’.
R An raibh fhios agat? Did you know? [Were you aware?]
A Niraibh. No.
R Cad é a shileann sibh anois? What do you think now?
A Ta sé nios measa na a shil mé. It is worse than I thought.
I Thig leis a bheith nios fearr. It could be better.
R Cén bealach, nios fearr? Better in what way?
I Gan na foclai Béarla isteach san abairt. Without the English words in the

sentence.

The presence of English words was the focus of greatest dissatisfaction. Pupil A in
School 6 said:
(6) 06_03
A Ta alan focail Béarla istigh ann. There are a lot of English words in it.

The other feature highlighted by the pupils was the presence of mistakes and

grammatical errors.

"' R. stands for researcher unless otherwise stated and is represented on bold type.
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(7) 09 01

R Cén bealach nach bhfuil sé chomh In what way is it not as good?
maith?

L Bhi cupla mistakes ... botuin There were a couple of mistakes ...
ghramadach. grammatical mistakes.

The use of the stimulated recall process enabled the pupils to reflect on their
language use and to comment on it. In general, they were quite critical of their
performance, identifying code-mixing as the feature that was of greatest concern but also

commenting on grammatical mistakes.

6.4 Correction of mistakes following reflection on output

In the second stage of the stimulated recall process, the pupils were invited to
correct the mistakes that they noticed. They were asked to focus on their own utterances in
particular, but the collaborative nature of the process allowed other pupils in the group to
offer suggested improvements if they wished. As stated above, it is not intended in this
analysis to provide an in-depth account of the correction of every error type. The
description will focus on the correction of the copula, verbal noun, and the code-mixing
and code-switching behaviour of pupils. The correction of those mistakes will be described
below under those general headings.

First, an example of a corrected extract will be presented. The pupils made the
‘correctio