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Introduction

This research was the result of a request from the Department of Education to submit a
report and policy recommendations to inform the development of a policy on Irish-medium
education outside of the Gaeltacht which includes the early learning and care sector, primary
and post-primary schools. This summary report is structured according to the categories set
out in the call for tenders. The information is based on more comprehensive reports on all
aspects of the consultation process to develop a policy on Irish-medium education outside of
the Gaeltacht. The reader is directed to these reports for more comprehensive information

on the recommendations below.

Methodology

We drew on the following sources when analysing this summary:

1. Analysis of a public questionnaire
Analysis of submissions submitted by the public and organisations
Analysis of focus groups with primary school pupils, post-primary students and
stakeholders

4. Analysis of 10 jurisdictions around the world where immersion education is

practiced.

The number of participants, groups and jurisdictions is shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Number of participants, groups and jurisdictions

Number of participants/groups/linches

Questionnaires 10,499

Submissions 159 (33 organisations, 18 parents, 3 students, 17 educators,
90 statements from individuals that were almost identical)

Focus groups 308 participants, 25 groups

Analysis of comparative 10

jurisdictions



Results

Models of provision for Irish-medium education

The analysis of the comparative jurisdictions showed that immersion education is the most
successful educational model to achieve language proficiency in the minority language for
second language learners. There are better language outcomes when it comes to an
immersion education unit or a standalone educational setting rather than a unit or stream.
There was a clear message from participants in the consultation that they want Irish-medium
settings. It is recommended that the number of Irish-medium settings needs to be increased
significantly so that all parents have access to them for their children from early childhood
education to post-primary school. In areas where there is insufficient population density to
establish a stand-alone setting, it is recommended that a satellite model be adopted, or a
free travel system put in place while the demand is growing.

For this to happen, a definite plan is required which includes a vision, a definition of
immersion education models, and time-bound targets for the number of students who would
receive education through the medium of Irish. The growth rate of Irish-medium education
has declined over the last 15 years. Feedback from the participants in the consultation
shows that the system is failing to meet the current demand. Given that the establishment of
new schools is expected to decline significantly due to demographic trends, a new approach
is required to meet the demand of the community. The fact that parents have legal rights to
request education in the target language in the Basque Country and in Scotland is significant
and that the relevant authorities must respond to their requests for immersion education. It is
recommended that parents in Ireland would have the right to request Irish-medium education

for their children and that the relevant authorities would be obliged to meet that demand.

Reconfiguration and transfer of schools

A small number of English-medium primary schools in Ireland have become Irish-medium
schools. In the main, these have been small schools so far, but there are lessons to be
learned from their experience. It is a process that takes time, but the change can take place
gradually. Parental participation and support for teachers is essential. There are interesting
examples of the approach being taken in Wales and in the case of Fryslan in the
Netherlands. There are plans in place in those jurisdictions with definite targets and a
support package for schools to assist them. The possibilities of attracting English-medium
schools to transition to Irish-medium schools over time should be explored. It would require a

definite process and a support team for schools. The Basque Country has achieved



significant growth over a 40-year period. One of the key factors was their emphasis on
prestige planning. They ensured the provision of a high standard of education in Basque-

medium schools and that these would be the parents’ first choice.
Participation in Irish-medium education

It was the view of participants in the consultation that the level of participation in Irish-
medium education would greatly increase if all parents/guardians had access to it for their
children. The clear message was that more naionrai, primary and post-primary schools need
to be established. The main obstacles mentioned were the absence of sufficient settings or
that those that were in existence were too far away from students’ homes. This lack of
places means that education through Irish is being denied to a significant proportion of the
participants. Due to the entry policies in some settings, participants felt that education
through Irish was not open to all. In line with the recommendations so far, it is recommended
that a plan be put in place with definite goals, as in other jurisdictions, to significantly
increase the provision of Irish-medium education. Educational settings should be inclusive,

multilingual, multicultural and welcoming to all.

It is interesting that children and young people from different socio-economic backgrounds
are attending Irish-medium settings but that this percentage could be increased. It is
noteworthy that learners from disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds are doing as well
or better in immersion education programmes compared to their peers who attend regular
education programmes in the Republic of Ireland, Northern Ireland and in the context of

Maori in New Zealand.

Intensive language acquisition courses are provided for students in Wales under the age of
14 who would like to attend a Welsh-medium school. The programme is suitable for

immigrants and focuses on developing language skills to enable the student to participate in
Welsh-medium education. There are also intensive preparatory courses available in Finland

for immigrants who would like to attend a Swedish- or Finnish-medium school.

The participants also suggested that participation could be increased by launching an
awareness campaign so that parents would firstly understand that they do not need to have
Irish themselves for Irish-medium education to be suitable for their children. An awareness
campaign could explain the benefits of bilingualism to people and that Irish-medium schools
are welcoming and suitable for people from all socio-economic, linguistic, ethnic and
religious backgrounds and for all abilities. It could encourage parents from different cultures
to send their children to an Irish-medium setting and information and publicity material would

need to be available in different languages. The consultation revealed that some students do



not continue from Irish-medium primary schools to Irish-medium post-primary schools as
their parents believe that post-primary education through Irish would not prepare them for
courses through English at third level. Issues such as this could be included in an awareness

raising campaign.

An obstacle to participation in Irish-medium education at pre-school level was that sessions
that last only three hours were insufficient for parents as they were unable to send their
children to a naionra and collect their children in the middle of the day due to other
responsibilities. Parents recommended that day-long education and early childhood care
services be provided through Irish.

At post-primary level the lack of choice of subjects and teachers who can teach the subjects
through Irish is an obstacle.

Provision of resources

When patrticipants recommended that more naionrai, primary schools and post-primary
schools be established through the medium of Irish they called for these settings to be in
proper buildings with plentiful teaching, learning and staff resources. Students and educators
in particular referred to the urgent need for resources comparable to those available through
English. Educators spend a lot of time and effort in translating and creating resources in
Irish. There are publishing agencies in other jurisdictions such as Brittany, the Basque
Country and Northern Ireland. It is recommended that the capacity of An Chomhairle um
Oideachas Gaeltachta agus Gaelscolaiochta (COGG) be increased to meet the demand for
resources. The role of COGG, An Gum, and Foras na Gaeilge could be clarified in terms of
resource provision. A renewal of the Séidean Si programme is required at primary level. It
would be worthwhile to build on the existing cooperation with the Council for Curriculum,
Examinations and Assessments (CCEA) and An tAisaonad in Northern Ireland to enhance
the provision of resources. A marketing and promotional budget is needed to make

educators aware of the resources available.
Provision and training of educators

The supply of educators for immersion education is a challenge in most jurisdictions as it is
in Ireland. The Basque Country is an exception where the immersion education system is
producing sufficient competent Basque speakers for roles in education and the workplace in
general. To achieve this situation, they invested millions of euros in the 1980s and 1990s
providing sabbatical schemes for teachers. Wales is now following this model to increase

teacher supply there. Another scheme in Wales is the provision of grants to students to



undertake initial teacher education courses for the teaching of Welsh or Welsh-medium
teaching. Teachers in Fryslan, Scotland and Wales, for example, have opportunities to

undertake free language courses.

Educators who took part in the consultation who are not currently working through Irish
stated that they would be interested in working in Irish-medium settings if they had more
confidence in their Irish language proficiency. It is recommended that a range of courses and
scholarships be provided to educate and enable more early years educators, teachers and
special needs assistants to work in educational settings through Irish. Educators identified
gaps in their own practice and would like opportunities for professional development
presented by facilitators with expertise and understanding of immersion education. Further
pre-service and in-service courses through the medium of Irish are required to fill the current
gap and to cater for an enlarged sector. Many participants requested that the allowance to
teach through Irish be paid to all teachers in the Irish-medium sector in recognition of the

extra work they must do.

The use of digital technology to support education through

Irish

Technological resources such as apps, digital games, digital books and language
programmes are being developed in the immersion jurisdictions investigated but research on
the use of these technologies in the immersion setting is required. The digital hub is a
success under the Policy on Gaeltacht Education. It would be worth exploring this model for
gaelcholaisti to add to the range of subjects they can offer students. When Séidean Si is

being renewed, digital tools and applications should be developed as part of the process.
Special educational needs and assessments

One of the obstacles to participation in Irish-medium education is the belief that Irish-medium
education is not suitable for students with special educational needs (SEN). The experience
and emerging research in Ireland and other jurisdictions show that this is not accurate. We
recommend an inclusive approach in immersion schools and that schools must meet the
needs of each student and provide them with the appropriate supports. There are good
examples in Wales where special education is the responsibility of all stakeholders in the
education system. In Ontario, a guide for schools was set out to provide an inclusive system
for all with an emphasis on the benefits for all learners rather than on the obstacles. It is a
research-based policy and demonstrates that pupils with SEN can avail of immersion

education provided appropriate support is given to them. There are general difficulties with



teacher supply in Ireland in general and this is hindering provision of appropriate support to

students with SEN at present.

To support Irish-medium settings, it is recommended that educational professionals are
enabled to achieve competence and confidence in Irish and are knowledgeable about
relevant research findings. A wide range of assessments in Irish are required to accurately
assess students and an appropriate teaching programme to offer the support needed.
Teachers must be provided with professional development courses to enable them to meet
the needs of all students.

Use of Irish in the community

Research on the jurisdictions examined shows that there is a significant gap between
proficiency in the minority language and its use. Participants in Irish-medium settings
reported that a lot is done to promote the Irish language in the community. It is
recommended that they continue with these activities but recognise that there is a limitation
on what schools can do. The state also needs to invest in employing regional language
planning and development officers to build Irish language communities around the schools.
Students stated that it would help them to use their Irish if they had more opportunities to
participate in community events through Irish, such as youth clubs, shops, cafés, businesses
and the like.

The participants requested that Irish be strengthened as a social language in the community
by providing support to parents who do not have Irish, so that they could help with homework
and use Irish on the school grounds. Free Irish classes, face-to-face and online, were sought
for parents. Provision such as this could give certain parents the confidence to choose
education through Irish for their children, a factor that is currently hampering the expansion

of participation.

There is a good support system for teachers in the Basque Country. An additional teacher is
appointed in the school who has additional responsibility for the implementation of a
language plan in Basque and is given special time to undertake this duty. The NOLEGA unit
is part of the Department of Education, and the Ulibarri programme is now under the
umbrella of the programme. The programme provides a range of supports: grants,
professional development for teachers, prizes for schools for a high standard of Basque,
events to promote Basque, and links between schools. Staff are employed to promote a
language normalisation plan in schools. The department responsible for the programme
employs a coordinator and various officials. There is a committee in each school to promote

the language plan laid down. The school coordinator is given release time to draw up the



plan. There is evidence that the extra-curricular activities through Basque are supporting the

use of Basque in school. It is recommended that a similar programme be set up in Ireland.
Support services for Irish-medium education settings

There is support for immersion education in the jurisdictions we examined at policy and
curriculum level. Professional support services for teachers in Ireland have recently been
integrated in Oide. It is recommended that specialised staff be included as part of Oide who
would have the capacity to meet the professional development needs of Irish-medium
educators and that this support should be provided through Irish. Gaeloideachas should be
enabled to adequately meet the needs of naionra directors. It is recommended that
clarification and provision be made for the needs of special needs assistants in the Irish-

medium sector.

In other jurisdictions, education policies are implemented at a regional level or through local
authorities. If the sector is to grow in Ireland, clarity would be needed as to who is
responsible for implementing the different strands of the policy. Will a unit within the
Department of Education be responsible? What will the role of COGG, NEPS, NCSE, An
Gum, etc. be? What role will school patrons play? If an English-medium school/setting is to

set out a plan to become an Irish-medium one, who would support them?

Conclusion

The clear message that came through the consultation is that there are not enough Irish-
medium settings to meet the demand from the community. The main goal in any new policy
should be to significantly increase the number of Irish-medium settings. This will require
more educators, more resources and more supports. It is worth reflecting on the best

structures that might be put in place to meet these needs.



