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5  Retention of Irish skills: The longitudinal study  

5.1  Introduction 

This chapter describes the second part of the study and its outcomes.  Thus, the focus 
will be on the Final Sample of participants (see section 3.2.4), their background and 
proficiency profiles.  In order to assess change in proficiency over time, the language 
tests administered at Time 1 were used again with the Final Sample at Time 2.  Full 
details of these tests and the Participant’s Questionnaire can be found under the 
heading ‘Research Instruments’ in Chapter 3 (see section 3.3).   
 To begin with, a description of the data collection procedure at Time 2 will be 
outlined.  Then, the Final Sample will be described in terms of self-assessed ability in 
spoken Irish and extra-school use of Irish at Time 1.  These data will be compared 
with corresponding data for those other students in the Initial Sample who did not 
partake in the follow-up study.  In section 5.4, the Participant’s Questionnaire which  
was used at Time 2 provides data relating to the retrospective views of the Final 
Sample in relation to the teaching of Irish and their choice of course level in Irish in 
the Leaving Certificate programme.  For this and subsequent analyses, data will be 
listed separately for participants from each of the three instructional categories (see 
section 3.2.1).   
 Section 5.5 conducts a general comparison of Final Sample participants’ profiles at 
Time 1 and Time 2.  It assesses the extent of change in self-assessed ability in spoken 
Irish and use of Irish generally over the eighteen months since they ceased learning 
Irish at secondary school.  Section 5.6 examines the significance of measures of 
association between key background factors at Time 1 and Time 2.  In sections 5.7 and 
5.8, various forms of descriptive and statistical analyses are used to compare 
proficiency (listening, speaking and general) in Irish at the beginning and at the end of 
the ‘retention’ interval.  Achievement and maintenance of Irish skills are also related 
to key background factors of interest.  Exploratory regression analyses assess the 
relative impact of these key factors in skill maintenance.  Section 5.9 shows the 
potential which qualitative analyses of participants’ profiles and comments can have in 
explaining trends in the data.  The chapter is summarised in section 5.10. 

5.2  The interview at Time 2 

At Time 2, all but two of the participants in the Final Sample were attending third 
level colleges in the Dublin area.  As participants were well dispersed in terms of 
college location and course followed, interviews could only be arranged on an 
individual basis.  It will be recalled from the previous chapter that at Time 1 testing 
took place during school term with a much larger sample and thus, for practical 
reasons both the listening section of the Test of Proficiency in Spoken Irish and the 
Irish C-Test were group administered.   
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 Only when participants presented themselves for interview were they told the exact 
nature of the interview and the sequence of language tests.  A large proportion of those 
interviewed voluntarily commented that they had little or no opportunity to speak Irish 
generally since leaving secondary school.  During the interview the researcher gave 
explanations/directions in whichever language (Irish or English) participants indicated 
they would be most comfortable with.  With the exception of responses to the 
speaking test, the majority of participants preferred to use English rather than Irish 
when communicating.  For consistency with Time 1, the versions of the language tests 
with Irish instructions were administered to all Instructional Category 3 participants 
(ex-immersion school students).   
 The listening section (Appendix D) of the Test of Proficiency in Spoken Irish (TPSI) 
was administered first because the oral discourse contained in the tasks (e.g. 
conversations, news reports etc.) was considered to be a good warm up for the 
subsequent speaking section (Appendix F).  The Irish C-Test (Appendix E) was the 
last of the three tests (see section 3.3.2) to be administered.  
 During the last 15 minutes of the interview session participants completed the short 
Participant’s Questionnaire (Appendix H) described earlier in Chapter 3.   

5.3  Profile of the Final Sample at Time 1 

Before going on to describe the results of data collection at Time 2, it may be useful to 
make some brief post-hoc comparisons of certain key characteristics of the Final 
Sample at Time 1 and those of the other students in the Initial Sample at Time 1.  The 
following sub-sections compare the two groups in terms of their achievement in Irish 
just before they graduated from secondary school, their self-reported use of Irish 
outside of the school and their attitude/motivation in relation to the learning of Irish at 
that time. 

5.3.1  Achievement in Irish at Time 1 
The data in Table 5.1 show that listening test scores are more or less the same in the 
Final Sample and in the ‘Rest’ of the Initial Sample.  C-test scores at Time 1 are 
significantly (p<.05) higher among Final Sample students (67.7) than among others in 
the Initial Sample (59.9).  Achievement on the speaking test at Time 1 is also 
significantly (p<.01) higher in the Final Sample (46.1) than among the remaining 
students in the Initial Sample (37.5).  It should be pointed out, however, that the latter 
comparison group only involves 36 students because only those who, at Time 1, 
indicated a willingness to participate at Time 2 (i.e. the Target Sample) were 
administered the Speaking Test at that time.    
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Table 5.1 
 Time 1: Comparing achievement on Irish language tests among students in (i) the Final Sample 

 and (ii) the ‘Rest’ of the Initial Sample  
 
 
Achievement at Time 1 
  

TPSI 
Listening 

score 
(max =34) 

TPSI 
Speaking 

score 
(max = 66)

TPSI 
Total 
score 

(max=100) 

Irish 
C-Test 
(ICT) 

% score 
Final Sample                              Mean  27.6 46.1 73.6 67.7 
                                                   SD 4.1 11.8 15.1 23.1 
                                                    (n) (59) (57) (57) (59) 
‘Rest’ of the Initial Sample        Mean  26.6 37.5 62.9 59.9 
(Initial minus Final Sample)       SD 4.5 14.6 18.7 22.7 
                                                    (n) (170) (36) (36) (170) 
Independent Samples T-test     
 t -1.46 -3.12 -3.02 -2.26 
df 227 91 91 227 
Sig. NS p<.01 p<.01 p<.05 

5.3.2  Self-assessed ability in spoken Irish and use of Irish at Time 1 
Table 5.2 and Table 5.3 below show information for the Final Sample of students and 
the ‘Rest’ of the Initial Sample in relation to self-assessed ability to speak Irish, the 
extent to which Irish is used in the home, their overall opportunity to use Irish outside 
school at Time 1 and the situations in which Irish was used.   

 
Table 5.2 

Time 1: Comparing self-assessed ability to speak Irish and use of Irish outside of school 
 in the Final Sample and the ‘Rest’ of Initial Sample 

Percentage of students  
 
How would you describe your 
ability to speak Irish?  SASI-1 

Final  
Sample 
(n=59) 

‘Rest’ of 
 Initial Sample 

(n=180)  
1 No Irish 1.7 .6 
2 Only the odd word  1.1 
3 A few simple sentences 11.9 11.7 
4 Parts of conversations 33.9 39.4 
5 Most conversations 39.0 26.1 
6 Native speaker ability 13.6 21.1 
How often, is Irish used by anyone 
in your home at present?  UIH-1 

  

1 Never 30.5 43.3 
2 Seldom 27.1 25.6 
3 Occasionally 30.5 18.9 
4 Often 10.2 7.8 
5 Very often 1.7 4.4 
During the past year how much opportunity have you 
had to speak Irish outside of school? OSI-1 

  

1 None at all 27.1 34.4 
2 Not very much 27.1 17.2 
3 A little 15.3 21.7 
4 Quite a bit 25.4 17.2 
5 A great amount 5.1 9.4 
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Table 5.3 
Time 1: Situational use of Irish among Final Sample and ‘Rest’ of Initial Sample 

Percentage of students   
 
 
Situations in which Irish is used outside of the school 

Final 
Sample 
(n=59) 

‘Rest’ of  
 Initial Sample

(n=181) 
Never 15.3 27.1 
As much as possible  1.7 
Home use   
At home with parent(s)/siblings(s) 23.7 11.6 
Family/friends/neighbours   
Occasional words/phrases with friends/family (often for fun) 6.8 8.8 
Friends who speak Irish or who are interested in Irish 8.5 16.6 
Socialising with friends 3.4 5.5 
Irish-speaking family or relatives 6.8 6.6 
Neighbours 1.7 0.6 
With anyone who speaks Irish 1.7 2.2 
So people don’t understand what I’m saying (e.g. foreigners) 8.5 7.7 
When abroad with friends 8.5 7.2 
Gaeltacht/Irish college   
Gaeltacht (visits/courses) 22.0 12.7 
Irish Summer Colleges/Courses 6.8 8.3 
During reunions from Irish College/Gaeltacht 5.1 0.6 
Irish clubs/activities   
Irish club activities (e.g. Cumann na bhFiann)  4.4 
Irish events or functions 3.4 3.9 
In clubs/organisations which use Irish (e.g. Sea Scouts) 1.7 1.7 
School-related Irish activities    
Practising oral Irish school work with friends or during ‘grinds’ 6.8 6.6 
On school trips 3.4 2.2 
During inter-school debates 1.7 0.6 
Non-Irish specific activities    
Pub or club 3.4 3.7 
On bus or train 5.1 3.3 
In sports  (football, hurling, camoige) 3.4 2.2 
Watching TV e.g. TG4 1.7 2.2 
In part-time job 5.1 0.6 
In town 3.4  
Reading  1.1 
For religious practices – occasional prayer or Irish Mass  1.1 

  
 The crosstabulations in Table 5.3 indicate some small differences between the two 
groups in certain categories.  For example, fewer Final Sample participants (13.6%) 
rated themselves as having native-like speaking ability than the rest of the Initial 
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Sample (21.1%).  Paradoxically, actual test results (Table 5.1) showed higher 
achievement in the Final Sample than in the rest of the Initial Sample at Time 1.  
Furthermore, while 30.5% of the Final Sample reported that Irish was ‘never’ used at 
home, 43.3% of remaining students in the Initial Sample reported it as never having 
been used.  Data collected on ‘Opportunity to speak Irish outside of school’ also 
follows a similar pattern with 27.1% of the Final Sample reporting ‘no’ opportunity 
compared to 34.4% for the remainder of the Initial Sample.  Notwithstanding these 
small differences in ratings between the two groups in relation to all three variables, 
chi-square tests show that the differences are not statistically significant.  
 Table 5.3 above provides information obtained via an open-ended questionnaire item 
relating to the kinds of situations outside of school in which Irish was used at Time 1 
for both groups of students.  This data suggests that Irish was more likely to be used in 
the homes of Final Sample students (23.7%) than in the homes of the ‘Rest’ of 
students (11.6%).  There is also a notable difference between the two groups in their 
use of Irish via Summer courses in the Gaeltacht while in secondary school.  While 
22% of Final Sample students listed these as occasions when they used Irish outside of 
school, the corresponding percentage for ‘other’ students was 12.7%.   

5.3.3  Attitude/Motivation to learning Irish at Time 1 
The last comparison between the Final Sample and the ‘Rest’ of the Initial Sample 
focuses on three affective factors of interest in the current study (see Table 5.4 below).  
First to be examined is overall student motivation in relation to learning Irish.  This is 
measured by the Motivation Index (MIndex) which is a composite of the three 
motivation scales - Attitude to Learning Irish, Desire to Learn Irish and Motivational 
Intensity (see section 4.2.2).  The data in Table 5.4 indicate that even though the trend 
is in the direction of higher Motivation scores and higher levels of Parental 
Encouragement for Final Sample students, the difference between the two groups is 
not significant.  However, Irish Class Anxiety is significantly different in the two 
groups.  In general, Final Sample students reported significantly (p<.05) lower levels 
of anxiety (14.5) in the Irish classroom than other students (17.2) surveyed at Time 1. 
 

Table 5.4 
Time 1: Comparing ‘Final Sample’ students with all other students on 3 affective variables: Motivation, 

Irish Class Anxiety and Parental Encouragement  
 
 
  

Motivation  
Index  

    (MIndex)     

Irish Class 
Anxiety 
 (ICA) 

Parental  
Encouragement 

(PE)   
Final Sample                                       Mean  93.3 14.5 45.0 
                                                            SD 23.1 8.3 11.7 
                                                            (n) (59) (59) (59) 
‘Rest’ of Initial Sample                       Mean 88.4 17.2 42.8 
                                                            SD 24.3 8.7 13.3 
                                                            (n) (182) (59) (59) 
Independent Samples T-Test    
t -1.34 2.09 -1.11 
df 239 239 239 
Sig. NS p<.05 NS 
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5.4  Time 2: Retrospective views on learning Irish 

In this section, Final Sample participants’ retrospective feelings about the learning of 
Irish in secondary school are examined.  This information was collected at Time 2 via 
Section 3 of the Participant’s Questionnaire.   

5.4.1  Reasons for choosing course level in Irish for Leaving Certificate 
The data in Table 5.5a & Table 5.5b below show the main reasons why participants 
chose their particular course level (Ordinary or Higher) in Irish for Leaving 
Certificate.  It will be recalled that both Leaving Certificate students in Instructional 
Category 2 (Higher Level Irish in ‘ordinary’ schools) and Instructional Category 3 
(Higher Level Irish in immersion schools) followed the Higher Level Irish course.  
One of the most striking outcomes in Table 5.5a is the finding that all but one (91%) 
of the eleven ‘all-Irish’ school graduates in the Final Sample agreed that their 
particular liking of the Irish language influenced their choice of the Higher Level 
course while 64% agreed that it was ‘important to learn their national language’.  More 
pragmatic reasons such as the likelihood of ‘getting a good grade in Irish’ was selected 
by just 54% while only one Instructional Category 3 (IC3) participant’s choice was 
motivated by getting a high number of third level entry ‘points’.  Instructional 
Category 2 (IC2) participants, in contrast, were much more likely to emphasise the 
value of the Higher Level course in terms of the ‘points’ (55.3%) or grade (57.9%) 
which could be attained in the Leaving Certificate Examination.   
  

Table 5.5a 
Final Sample : Reason(s) for choosing Higher Level Irish in the Leaving Certificate programme 

Percentage of participants  
 
Reasons for choosing Higher Level Irish  

IC2 
(n=38) 

IC3 
(n=11) 

Total 
(n=49) 

 
I particularly liked the Irish language    

 
50.0 

 
90.9 

 
59.2 

I felt I would be likely to get a good grade in Higher Level Irish 
in the Leaving Certificate Examination  

 
57.9 

 
54.5 

 
57.1 

 
I considered it very important to learn my national language  

 
50.0 

 
63.6 

 
53.1 

Since I had to study Irish anyway I felt I would get more out of 
the higher level course in terms of CAO* ‘points’   

 
55.3 

 
9.1 

 
44.9 

 
I was particularly inspired by my Irish teacher    

 
28.9 

 
18.2 

 
26.5 

 
I particularly liked the Irish course  

 
5.3 

 
27.3 

 
10.2 

I knew that I needed Higher Level Irish to gain entry to certain  
third-level courses 

 
2.6 

 
 

 
2.0 

Other reasons: Details      
Attending ‘All-Irish’ school – so to be expected…..  27.3 6.1 
Had spent a lot of time in Gaeltacht -  to be expected 2.6  2.0 
Important for cultural identity  e.g. to speak own language 5.3  4.1 
Political reasons  9.1  
Took Ordinary Level Maths: Wanted only one ‘pass’ subject 2.6  2.0 

 *Central Applications Office grade points for entry to third level courses 
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 A particular liking for the Irish language was selected by a half of IC2 participants, 
though still not rated as highly as in the case of IC3 participants (91%).  A half of  IC2 
participants also considered Irish to be an important symbol of national/cultural 
identity.  The option which mentioned the influence of an ‘inspirational’ Irish teacher 
on their choice of course level was selected by 30% of IC2 participants but only by 
18% of IC3 participants.  About one-quarter of IC3 (ex-immersion students) 
participants reported that their course level choice related to the fact that they 
‘particularly liked the Irish course’.  Significantly, only 5.3% of IC2 (ex-Higher Level 
Irish in ‘ordinary’ school) participants agreed with this option.  Finally, among the 
additional reasons listed by IC3 respondents was the general expectation that as an 
‘all-Irish’ school student they would automatically choose the Higher Level Irish 
course.   
 Turning now to Table 5.5b, it can be seen that the reason most frequently selected 
(80% of IC1) for choosing Ordinary Level Irish was that the Higher Level course was 
perceived as being ‘too difficult’.  Twenty percent of Instructional Category 1 
participants reported that they wanted to concentrate on other subjects in order to get 
as many ‘points’ as possible for entry to third-level courses.  On a positive note, 40% 
of this group reported that they were ‘particularly inspired by their Irish teacher’ and 
that they ‘particularly liked the Irish language’, while 30% felt it important to learn the 
national language.  Less positive, however, is the fact that none of the group 
(Instructional Category 1) agreed with the option that they ‘particularly liked the Irish 
course’. 
 

Table 5.5b  
Final Sample (Instructional Category 1): Reasons for choosing Ordinary Level 

Irish in the Leaving Certificate (LC) programme 
 
 
Reasons for choosing Ordinary Level Irish  

Percentage 
of IC1 

participants 
(n=10) 

Higher Level Irish would have been too difficult for me 80.0 
I particularly liked the Irish language     40.0 
I was particularly inspired by my Irish teacher     40.0 
I felt I would be likely to get a good grade in Ordinary Level Irish in the LC exam 40.0 
I considered it very important to learn my national language   30.0 
I wanted to concentrate on other subjects in order to get as many ‘points’* as possible 20.0 
Since I had to study Irish anyway, I thought Ordinary Level would require less effort 10.0 
I particularly liked the Irish course  - 
Other reasons    - 

*Central Applications Office grade points for entry to third level courses 

5.4.2  Benefits of having learned Irish at secondary level 
Table 5.6 below shows that a substantial majority (67.8%) of the Final Sample 
believed the Irish course helped them attain a satisfactory level of competence in Irish.  
However, there is a large variation in satisfaction across instructional categories.  All 
of Instructional Category 3 (ex-immersion) participants reported that the Irish course 
helped them ‘a lot/somewhat’ compared to 65.8% of Instructional Category 2 and just 
40% of Instructional Category 1.    
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Table 5.6 

Final Sample: Extent to which participants perceive Irish course in secondary school helped her/him 
attain a satisfactory level of competence in Irish  

Percentage of participants 
Instructional Category 

 
Extent to which Irish course helped 
attain competence in Irish IC1 

n=10 
IC2 

n=38 
IC3 

n=11 

Final 
Sample 
N=59 

It helped a lot 10.0 34.2 45.5 32.2 
It helped somewhat 30.0 31.6 54.5 35.6 
It helped a little 50.0 31.6  28.8 
It was of no help at all  10.0 2.6  3.4 
Not sure if it helped     

 
 
 Almost 60% of the Final Sample believe that the learning of Irish in school has 
helped them in their learning of a foreign language (Table 5.7).  Immersion school 
graduates (Instructional Category 3) are most likely to see benefits: all of them believe 
Irish helped them either ‘somewhat’ (54.5%) or ‘a lot’ (45.5% ).  In contrast, only a 
half of the participants from the other two instructional categories think that Irish 
helped at least ‘somewhat’ in this respect.    
 The data at the bottom of Table 5.7 show that participants from Instructional 
Category 3 are also more likely than those from the other two instructional 
backgrounds to believe that the study of Irish will help them in learning additional or 
foreign languages in the future: all of them believe Irish will help at least ‘somewhat’.  
Corresponding figures for Instructional Categories 2 and 1 are 28.9% and 30% 
respectively.   
 
 

Table 5.7 
Final Sample: Participants’ perceptions of  benefit of study of Irish in learning a foreign language 

Percentage of participants 
Instructional Category 

 
Extent to which studying Irish 
helped in learning a foreign 
language 

IC1 
n=10 

IC2 
n=38 

IC3 
n=11 

Final 
Sample 
N=59 

It helped a lot 20.0 10.5 45.5 18.6 
It helped somewhat 30.0 39.5 54.5 40.7 
It helped a little 20.0 13.2  11.9 
It was of no help at all  20.0 13.2  11.9 
Not sure if it helped 10.0 21.1  15.3 
No response  2.6  1.7 
     
Extent to which studying Irish will 
help in learning foreign languages 

    

It will help a lot  10.5 18.2 18.6 
It will help somewhat 30.0 18.4 63.6 40.7 
It will help a little 10.0 2.6  11.9 
It will be of no help at all  20.0 10.5  11.9 
Not sure if it will help  26.3  15.3 
No response 40.0 31.6 18.2 1.7 
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Table 5.8 
Final Sample: How attitude to learning Irish may change with the passage of time 

Percentage of participants  
As you get older, will you value more 
the Irish you learned at school?  

IC1 
(n=10) 

IC2 
(n=38) 

IC3 
(n=11) 

Final Sample 
N=59 

 Yes 80.0 68.4 90.9 74.6 
 I am not sure 10.0 26.3 9.1 20.3 
 Definitely not 10.0 5.3  5.1 

  
 Finally, almost three quarters of the Final Sample believe that as they get older they 
will value more the Irish they learned while at school (see Table 5.8 above).  This 
optimistic response though strongest among Instructional Category 3 participants 
(90.9%) is also subscribed to by 68.4% of Instructional Category 2 and 80% of 
Instructional Category 1 participants.   

5.5  Comparing background data at Time 2 and Time 1 

This section examines how stable the Final Sample participants’ self-reported ability 
to speak Irish and home/societal use of Irish has remained over time.  The relevant 
data can be found in Tables 5.9-5.12.  The last column in each table provides 
comparative Time 1 data for the remainder of the Initial Sample.   

5.5.1  Self-assessed Ability to Speak Irish (SASI)  
The data in the fourth column of Table 5.9 indicates that, in general, Final Sample 
participants’ self ratings of their ability to speak Irish are somewhat lower at Time 2 
than at Time 1.  A paired samples t-test shows that the overall difference from Time 1 
to Time 2 is significant (t=-4.5, df=58, p<.01)  
 

Table 5.9 
Time 1 & Time 2: Self-Assessed Ability to Speak Irish (SASI) 

Percentage of participants   
How would you describe your 
ability to speak Irish?   
 
TIME 2 (SASI-2) 

(Final Sample) 
Instructional Category 

      IC1           IC2          IC3 
    (n=10)     (n=38)      (n=11) 

Final 
    Sample 

Total 
 n=59 

‘Rest’ of 
Initial  
Sample 
(n=180) 

1 No Irish      
2 Only the odd word 40.0 5.3  10.2  
3 A few simple sentences 50.0 15.8  18.6  
4 Parts of conversations 10.0 42.1  28.8  
5 Most conversations  36.8 54.5 33.9  
6 Native speaker ability   45.5 8.5  
TIME 1 (SASI-1)    
1 No Irish 10.0   1.7 .6 
2 Only the odd word     1.1 
3 A few simple sentences 50.0 5.3  11.9 11.7 
4 Parts of conversations 30.0 44.7  33.9 39.4 
5 Most conversations 10.0 50.0 27.3 39.0 26.1 
6 Native speaker ability   72.7 13.6 21.1 
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 The pattern of decline can be seen most clearly in Instructional Category 2 and 
Instructional Category 3 where the percentages in the highest ability category in each 
group has dropped noticeably from Time 1 to Time 2.  For example, the proportion of 
Instructional Category 3 participants who see themselves as having native-speaker 
ability declined from 72.7% at Time 1 to 45.5% at Time 2.  At the other end of the 
self-assessment scale, only 5.3% of Instructional Category 2 rated their speaking 
ability at the level of ‘a few simple sentences’ or lower at Time 1 but at Time 2 the 
corresponding proportion for this group was 21.1%.   

5.5.2  Use of Irish at home and general opportunity for use 
We recall from section 5.2 that at Time 1 self-reported use of Irish outside of school 
was somewhat higher in the Final Sample than in the ‘Rest’ of the Initial Sample.  At 
that time, 42.4% of the Final Sample reported at least ‘occasional’ use of Irish by 
someone in the home.  The data in Table 5.10 below, however, indicate a small decline 
in the use of Irish in these homes since that time: only 25.4% at Time 2 reported the 
same level of use (‘occasionally’ or less frequent).  However, a paired samples t-test 
shows that the t value (t=1.73; df=58; NS) just falls short of statistical significance.  It 
will be noted that in the case of former ‘all-Irish’ school students (IC3) in the Final 
Sample, only 18.2% (n=2) used Irish frequently ‘often’/’very often’) in the home at 
Time 1 and at Time 2. 
 

Table 5.10 
Time 1 & Time 2: Use of Irish in the home (UIH)  

Percentage of participants   
Frequency with which Irish is used 
by anyone in the home at present?  
 
TIME 2: UIH-2 

(Final Sample) 
 Instructional Category 

      IC1           IC2         IC3 
    (n=10)     (n=38)     (n=11) 

Final  
Sample 
Total 
n=59 

‘Rest’ of 
Initial  

Sample 
 (n=180) 

1 Never 10.0 39.5 18.2 30.5  
2 Seldom 50.0 44.7 36.4 44.1  
3 Occasionally 30.0 13.2 27.3 18.6  
4 Often 10.0 2.6  3.4  
5 Very often   18.2 3.4  
TIME 1: UIH-1  
1 Never 30.0 31.6 27.3 30.5 43.3 
2 Seldom 20.0 31.6 18.2 27.1 25.6 
3 Occasionally 20.0 31.6 36.4 30.5 18.9 
4 Often 30.0 5.3 9.1 10.2 7.8 
5 Very often   9.1 1.7 4.4 

  
 
 The data in Table 5.11 below suggest that once young adults leave secondary school 
the general opportunity to speak Irish decreases.  This can be seen from comparisons 
of data in the top and bottom of the fourth column in Table 5.11.  While 30.5% of 
Final Sample participants reported substantial opportunity (‘quite a bit’/’a great 
amount’) to speak Irish (outside school) at Time 1, the ‘corresponding’ proportion for 
Time 2 has dropped to 11.9%.  A paired samples t-test shows that the difference from 
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Time 1 to Time 2 on this variable is significant (t=-2.23, df=58, p<.05).  The decline in 
opportunity to use Irish is evident in the case of all instructional categories.   
 

Table 5.11 
Time 1 & Time 2: Opportunity to Speak Irish (OSI)  

Percentage of participants During the past year how much 
opportunity have you had to speak 
Irish?… 
 
TIME 2:  OSI-2 

(Final Sample) 
 Instructional Category 

      IC1             IC2            IC3 
    (n=10)       (n=38)        (n=11) 

Final 
Sample 
Total 
n=59 

‘Rest’ of 
Initial  

Sample 
(n=180) 

1 None at all 30.0 36.8  28.8  
2 Not very much 30.0 44.7 27.3 39.0  
3 A little 40.0 10.5 36.4 20.3  
4 Quite a bit  7.9 18.2 8.5  
5 A great amount    3.4  
TIME 1: OSI-1 
…. …outside of school? 

 

1 None at all 30.0 34.2  27.1 34.4 
2 Not very much 60.0 23.7 9.1 27.1 17.2 
3 A little  15.8 27.3 15.3 21.7 
4 Quite a bit 10.0 23.7 45.5 25.4 17.2 
5 A great amount  2.6 18.2 5.1 9.4 

 
 It will be recalled from the description of the Participant’s Questionnaire (see section 
3.3.5) that only six items are included from the original Desire to Learn Irish (DTLI) 
scale (items expressing a desire to learn and speak as much Irish as possible).  Scores 
from these items were added to give reduced scale totals (DTLI-1, DTLI-2) for Time 1 
and Time 2.  A comparison of these totals (data not shown in table) showed no 
significant change over time in overall Desire to Learn Irish (DTLI-1=11.9; DTLI-
2=11.8; t=.405; df=58; NS).  However, a closer analysis of responses to two multiple-
choice items from this scale reveals some small changes in responses over time.  The 
items relate to how frequently participants (i) watch TV programmes in Irish/listen to 
radio programmes in Irish and (ii) read Irish magazines/newspapers.   
 
 

Table 5.12 
Time 1 & Time 2: Exposure to Irish language programmes in the media  

Percentage of participants 
(Final Sample) 

Instructional Category  

I watch Irish TV 
programmes or listen to 
Irish radio programmes... 
 
TIME 2  

IC1   
(n=10) 

IC2 
(n=38) 

IC3 
(n=11) 

Final  
Sample 

Total 
n=59 

 
Initial  
Sample 
n=240 

1 .. never 30.0 7.9 18.2 13.6  
2 .. sometimes 70.0 89.5 72.7 83.1  
3 .. as often as possible  2.6 9.1 3.4  
TIME 1      
1 .. never 10.0 31.6 9.1 23.7 31.3 
2 .. sometimes 80.0 63.2 72.7 67.8 61.7 
3 .. as often as possible 10.0 5.3 18.2 8.5 7.1 
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 The data in Table 5.12 above indicate a small decline over time in the proportions 
reporting that they ‘never’ watch/listen to Irish radio/TV programmes (Time 1 = 23.7; 
Time 2 = 13.6).  However, this growth in Irish language media contact occurs among 
Instructional Category 2 participants only.  A paired samples t-test indicated that the 
ratings (Time 1 = 1.8; Time 2 = 1.9) for the sample as a whole did not change 
significantly (t=.65; df=58; NS).  
 

Table 5.13 
Time 1 & Time 2: Reading of Irish magazines/newspapers  

Percentage of participants 
(Final Sample) 

Instructional Category 

 
I read Irish magazines 
and newspapers… 
 
TIME 2 

IC1   
(n=10) 

IC2 
(n=38) 

IC3 
(n=11) 

Final  
Sample 

Total 
n=59 

 
Initial 

Sample 
n=241 

1 .. never 80.0 68.4 36.4 64.4  
2 .. not very often 20.0 31.6 36.4 30.5  
3 .. as often as I can   27.3 5.1  
TIME 1       
1 .. never 90.0 26.3 9.1 33.9 36.5 
2 .. not very often 10.0 52.6 54.5 45.8 47.7 
3 .. as often as I can  21.1 36.4 20.3 15.8 

 
 
 The tendency towards increased exposure to Irish language programmes via the 
broadcast media in the Final Sample is not matched by a corresponding increase in 
participants’ reading of Irish language magazines/newspapers.  The data in column 
four of Table 5.13 show that the proportions reporting that they ‘never’ read Irish 
magazines/newspapers increased from 33.9% at Time 1 to 64.4% at Time 2.  A paired 
samples t-test shows (t=-4.0; df=58; p<.001) that the overall change in ratings (Time 1 
= 1.9; Time 2 = 1.4) is significant.  The pattern of extensive reading in Irish across 
instructional categories remains the same over time with Instructional Category 3 
participants being the most likely to read such texts and Instructional Category 1 
participants the least likely.   

5.5.3  Use of Irish in four skill areas at Time 2 
In this section we look at responses to the open-ended question which sought 
information from respondents relating to the kinds of situations in which they would 
normally ‘use’ Irish (since leaving school) for listening, speaking, reading and writing 
(Tables 5.14a-5.14d). 
 In order to quantify the data described below in some way, responses were grouped 
into ‘high’ , ‘medium’  and ‘low’  use within the various skill areas.  These three 
levels of use should be interpreted only in the context of use within this particular 
group of participants.  A ‘low’ label usually indicates ‘no’ use or a ‘negligible amount’ 
of use of the skill in question.  A ‘medium’ level of use refers to at least some, if 
infrequent, use of the skill area in question.  A ‘high’ label signifies a level of use 
which is more frequent than the average use of that skill in the Final Sample (i.e. 
occasional-regular use).  Four new quantitative variables or summary scores, Listening 
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Use (L-USE), Speaking-Use (S-Use), Reading-Use (R-Use) and Writing-Use (W-Use) 
were computed using these three levels of use (1=low, 2=medium and 3=high).  These 
four summary scores should facilitate the matching of the information on skill area use 
with data on achievement in Irish and other background variables later in this chapter. 
 Comparing data in Table 5.14a-5.14d below it can be seen that ‘listening’ is, by far, 
the most frequent mode through which these young adults maintain contact with Irish 
and this is done mainly through watching TV programmes (78%) or listening to radio 
programmes (45.8%) in Irish.  ‘Listening’ via conversations with friends (11.9%) or 
family (5.1%) is reported by substantially fewer respondents.  However, even in 
Instructional Category 1 only two of the ten respondents report that they ‘never’ listen 
to Irish in any form while half of the respondents in this category (Table 5.14b) still 
speak ‘the odd word’ of Irish with family or friends.    
   
 

Table 5.14a 
Time 2: Situations in which respondents ‘listen’ to Irish (since leaving school) 

Percentage of respondents 
Instructional Category  

 
  
 Response categories IC1 

(n=10) 
IC2 

(n=38) 
IC3 

(n=11) 

Final 
Sample 
n=59 

      No response / ‘Never’ 20.0 7.9  8.5 
     

1. TV programmes (e.g. Nuacht*, Rugby) 60.0 86.8 63.6 78.0 
2. Radio programmes (e.g. Nuacht) 30.0 47.4 54.5 45.8 
3. Friends who speak Irish 10.0 5.3 36.4 11.9 
4. Family members who speak Irish 20.0    9.1 5.1 
5. Other: Irish language Mass, music, ‘grinds’  2.6 18.2 5.1 
6. In Irish language club or college society  2.6   9.1 3.4 
7. Conversations in Irish generally e.g. bus, café  2.6  9.1 3.4 
8. Helping younger siblings with Irish schoolwork  2.6  1.7 
9. Odd word used with family/friends  2.6  1.7 

10. In course-related work  2.6  1.7 
       
   Summary                                                          High 
  L-USE    (Listening: Use since school)       Medium 
                                                                            Low 

 
50.0 
50.0 

5.3 
71.1 
23.7 

36.4 
63.6 

 

10.2 
66.1 
23.7 

 *News in Irish 
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Table 5.14b 

Time 2: Situations in which respondents generally ‘speak’ Irish (since leaving school) 
Percentage of respondents 

  Instructional Category 
 
 
 Response categories  IC1 

(n=10) 
IC2 

(n=38) 
IC3 

(n=11) 

Final  
Sample 
n=59  

      No response / ‘Never’  10.0 23.7  16.9 
      Speak it very rarely 10.0 7.9 18.2 10.2 
     
  1. Friends who speak Irish 10.0 15.8 54.5 22.0 
  2. Odd word/phrase with family/friends 50.0 15.8  18.6 
  3. In company of non-Irish speakers e.g. secret code 10.0 15.8 18.2 15.3 
  4. Irish speakers met socially e.g. school teachers  10.5 27.3 11.9 
  5. Family members who speak Irish 10.0 7.9 18.2 10.2 
  6. Helping younger siblings with Irish schoolwork 10.0 13.2  10.2 
  7. Irish language club e.g. Club an Chonradh  5.3 18.2 6.8 
  8. In Gaeltacht or Irish college  5.3  3.4 
  9. In college/course-related work  2.6  1.7 
10. Miscellaneous: give Irish ‘grinds’, work on Irish  
      language radio station  

  
2.6 

 
9.1 

 
3.4 

     
   Summary                                                         High 
  S-USE  (Speaking: Use since school)        Medium 
                                                                            Low 

 
20.0 
80.0 

2.6 
39.5 
57.9 

63.6 
27.3 
9.1 

13.6 
33.9 
52.5 

 
 
 

Table 5.14c 
Time 2: Situations in which respondents ‘read’ Irish (since leaving school) 

Percentage of respondents 
Instructional Category 

 
   
 Response categories  IC1 

(n=10) 
IC2 

(n=38) 
IC3 

(n=11) 

Final  
Sample 
n=59  

     No response / ‘Never’ 60.0 31.6  30.5 
     Rarely read in Irish 10.0  7.9  9.1  8.5  
     
 1. Notices/posters/signs in Irish e.g. bus/ shop/college  47.4  36.4  37.3  
 2. Irish language articles in daily/weekly newspaper 10.0  18.4  45.5  22.0  
 3. Irish language newspaper e.g. Foinse  13.2  36.4  15.3  
 4. Letters, Irish documents  5.3  18.2  6.8  
 5. Helping younger siblings with Irish homework 10.0  2.6  9.1  5.1  
 6. Class/college related texts in Irish 10.0  2.6  9.1  5.1  
 7. Use Irish language option on ATM*   7.9   5.1  
 8. Literary texts for pleasure e.g. novels, short stories   18.2  3.4  
     
   Summary                                                         High 
  R-USE (Reading: Use since school)           Medium 
                                                                           Low 

 
30.0 
70.0 

5.3 
26.3 
68.4 

27.3 
54.5 
18.2 

8.5 
32.2 
59.3 

*Automatic Teller Machine (cash dispenser) 
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Table 5.14d 
Time 2: Situations in which respondents ‘write’ in Irish (since leaving school) 

Percentage of respondents 
Instructional Category  

 
       
  Response categories 
 

IC1 
(n=10) 

IC2 
(n=38) 

IC3 
(n=11) 

Final 
Sample 
n=59 

     No response / ‘Never’ 70.0 78.9 27.3 67.8 
     Hardly ever/rarely   27.3 5.1 
     Lack of opportunity/need to write it 10.0 5.3  5.1 
     
 1. Writing letters, emails  2.6 27.3 6.8 
 2. Helping siblings with Irish written homework 10.0 5.3  5.1 
 3. For college/course related reasons  2.6 9.1 3.4 
 4. Odd time - write name in Irish, sign letter in Irish  5.3  3.4 
 5. Irish language exam preparation e.g. Law Society   9.1 1.7 
 6. Write short stories in Irish   9.1 1.7 
 7. Taking notes sometimes 10.0   1.7 
     
   Summary                                                          High 
   W-USE  (Writing: Use since school)         Medium 
                                                                             Low 

 
20.0 
80.0 

5.3 
10.5 
84.2 

27.3 
18.2 
54.5 

8.5 
13.6 
78.0 

 
 Instructional Category 3 (ex-immersion) respondents are much more likely than the 
other two categories to report that they still speak Irish with friends.  Over a half of 
them (54.5%) report such social use compared to 15.8% of Instructional Category 2.  
IC3 respondents are also more likely to report speaking Irish in other social domains 
e.g. when meeting teachers from their ‘old’ school (27.3%) or when in an Irish club 
(18.2%).  Undoubtedly, proficiency plays an important factor in determining how 
often a respondent speaks Irish but these findings suggest that access to Irish speaking 
social networks is another key factor.   
 The kinds of situations in which respondents read Irish at Time 2 are outlined in 
Table 5.14c.  Sixty percent of Instructional Category 1 participants report that since 
leaving secondary school, they no longer read in Irish.  For those in Instructional 
Category 2 the most frequent type of Irish reading (47.4%) involved short functional 
texts such as the those found in notices, posters etc.  The reading of articles in Irish in 
‘daily or weekly newspapers’ is most frequently reported by Instructional Category 3 
respondents (45.5%).  The corresponding percentages for Instructional Categories 1 
and 2 are 10% and 18.4% respectively.  Only two participants, both from Instructional 
Category 3, report that they read novels or short stories in Irish.  Reading letters or 
documents in Irish is also rare (three participants overall, two from Instructional 
Category 3).   
 Finally, the data in Table 5.14d show that ‘writing’ is the skill area least likely to be 
engaged in.  Between 70%-79% of respondents from Instructional Categories 1 and 2 
never write anything in Irish, and of those from these categories who do, it is at a 
fairly basic level such as helping siblings with homework or signing their own name in 
Irish.  Instructional Category 3 respondents report the highest level of ‘sustained’ 
writing: three of the eleven respondents in this category report that they write letters or 
e-mails in Irish while one even writes some short stories in Irish.  
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5.6  Relationships between background factors  

In Chapter 4, it was noted that many of the individual background variables in the 
Initial Sample were highly interrelated.  For example, high levels of use of Irish 
outside school and high levels of parental encouragement were associated with high 
levels of student motivation in relation to learning Irish.  Similar relationships may be 
expected to be found in the present sub-sample i.e. the Final Sample.  Table 5.15 
below shows the intercorrelations between the key variables of interest which include 
background information on attitude and use collected at both Time 1 and Time 2.  The 
point biserial correlations reveal the existence of many statistically significant 
relationships.   
 Crosstabulations presented earlier have shown how the three instructional categories 
are associated with different levels of self-assessed ability to speak Irish, use of Irish at 
home and in other informal situations outside school at Time 1 and Time 2.  In all 
cases, participants from Instructional Category 3 are associated with the highest levels 
of self-assessed ability to speak Irish and use of Irish outside of school.  Instructional 
Category 1 participants are, on average, associated with the lowest scores in these 
areas.  As in Chapter 4 (see section 4.6.1), eta coefficients are used as measures of 
association between Instructional Category, a nominal variable, and other background 
variables.  The eta values in Table 5.15 show the relative strength of the relationship 
in each case.  By far the largest eta value is found in the case of Instructional Category 
and Self-Assessed Ability in Spoken Irish (Time 1 = .75; Time 2 = .74).  The next 
largest eta (.65) involves Instructional Category and ‘S-Use’, the latter measuring the 
extent of Irish use in ‘speaking’ situations since leaving secondary school (see section 
5.5.3).  The participant’s Desire to Learn Irish (measured on reduced DTLI scale) at 
Time 2 also shows a strong relationship with Instructional Category (eta=.60). 
 It will be recalled from Chapter 4 (see section 4.8.2) that ‘use’ and ‘attitudinal’ 
variables were highly intercorrelated.  The same pattern is found in the Final Sample.   
For example, Final Sample participants’ overall Evaluation of the Irish Course (ICET) 
at Time 1 is highly correlated (r=.78 ) with their overall Motivation in relation to 
learning Irish at that time (MIndex) while Motivation is itself, in turn, highly 
correlated with Irish Class Anxiety (r=-.70).  Furthermore, these attitudinal variables 
are significantly correlated with variables measuring Use of Irish in the Home and 
Opportunity to Speak Irish outside of an instructional setting i.e. the school.  
Motivation Index is also positively and significantly associated with Opportunity to 
Speak Irish at Time 1 (r=.58) and at Time 2 (r=.46).   
 As in Chapter 4, hierarchical regression analyses may help to partial out the unique 
effects on achievement in Irish for the highly intercorrelated group of independent 
variables considered here.  These will be presented and discussed in section 5.8. 

 



  

 
Table 5.15 

Eta and Pearson correlations: Instructional Category, gender, use and attitude variables in the Final Sample 
eta Pearson ‘r’   

Variables   
IC 

Gen-
der 

SASI
1 

SASI
2 

UIH1 UIH2 OSI1 OSI2 M-
Index

DTLI
T1 

DTLI
T2 

ICA 
 

PE 
 

ICE 
 

L- 
USE

S- 
USE

R- 
USE

IC  Instructional Category                     
Gender .17  
SASI-1 Self assessed ability to 
speak Irish – T1 

.75**  .0                 1

SASI-2 Self assessed ability to  
speak Irish – T2  

.74**  -.0 *               4  .82*

UIH-1  Use of Irish at home - T1 .19  .03  .23  .21              
UIH-2  Use of Irish at home  -T2 .37**  -.09  .14  .25  .60**             
OSI-1 Opportunity to speak Irish 
outside school -T1 

.47**  .09  .61**  .63**  .50**  .23            

OSI-2 Opportunity to speak Irish 
since secondary school -T2 

.51**  -.06  .50**  .54**  .30*  .40**  .46**           

MIndex  Motivation Index - T1  .44**  .13  .62**  .51**  .45**  .28*  .58**  .46**          
DTLI-1 Desire to Learn Irish  
(reduced scale ) - T1  

.40**   .34**  .32*  .25  .16  .25  .29*  .13  .53**         

DTLI-2 Desire to Learn Irish  
(reduced scale ) - T2 

.60**  .02  .50**  .50**  .17  .20 .50** .39** .45** .62**        

ICA  Irish Class Anxiety -T1 .44**  .18 -.66** -.57** -.27* -.13 -.53** -.43** -.70** -.29* -.39**       
PE  Parental Encouragement - T1 .48**  .06  .46**  .36**  .36**  .35**  .34**  .37**  .57**  .25  .19 -.43**      
ICE  Irish Course Evaluation - T1  .19  .08  .38**  .25  .44**  .25  .43**  .28*  .78**  .40**  .26 -.54**  .37**     
L-USE Listening: Use since school .47**  -.01  .52**  .61**  .17  .26*  .36**  .59**  .43**  .16  .30* -.47**  .17  .16    
S-USE Speaking: Use since school .65**  -.01  .46**  .60**  .30*  .35**  .46**  .53**  .41**  .10  .33 -.35**  .27*  .26*  .58**   
R-USE Reading: Use since school .46**  .17  .41**  .37**  .10  .15  .30*  .41**  .43**  .19  .32* -.41**  .25  .30*  .36**  .41**  
W-USE Writing: Use since school .44**  .09  .34**  .31*  .07  .18  .24  .42**  .33**  .18  .20 -.30*  .23  .23  .34**  .44**  .67**

                 

         *Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).  **Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).  T1=Time 1; T2=Time 2. 
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5.7  Achievement at Time 1 & Time 2: Attrition or Retention?  

In this section, Final Sample participants’ scores on the Irish language tests at Time 2 
will be compared with their scores on the same tests at Time 1.  The extent and 
significance of any changes (loss or gain) found in Irish language skills will be 
assessed in the case of each test, using Paired Samples t-tests.  Variation in scores 
according to Instructional Category will also be examined.   

5.7.1  Irish C-Test (ICT) 
This section compares C-test results at Time 1 and Time 2 in the Final Sample.  Table 
5.16 shows mean percentage scores for both the Final Sample as a whole as well as for 
individual instructional categories.  The overall mean scores for Time 1 and Time 2 for 
the whole group are practically identical.  A Paired Samples t-test indicated no 
significant difference in mean scores over time.  Though the mean scores suggest a 
small gain (31.8-35.3) for Instructional Category 1 participants, a separate t-test for 
that particular group showed that the difference was not significant (t=-1.37; df=9).  
 The histograms in Figures 5.1a & 5.1b, depicting the spread of scores at Time 1 and 
at Time 2, indicate some differences in the way individual scores are distributed. 
However, Table 5.16 shows that the pattern of ICT performance according to 
instructional category is similar from Time 1 to Time 2 with Instructional Category 3 
participants scoring highest, followed by Instructional Category 2 and then 
Instructional Category 1 participants.   
 
 

Table 5.16 
Time 1 & Time 2: Comparing Irish C-Test  (ICT) scores  

 Instructional Category   
 TIME 2 

 
N 

Mean 
% score 

 
SD 

 
SE 

IC1 Instructional Category 1 10 35.3 11.9 3.8 
IC2 Instructional Category 2 38 69.8 17.8 2.9 
IC3 Instructional Category 3 11 87.4 8.8 2.7 
C-test Total – Time 2 59 67.2 22.2 2.9 

                                                                          ANOVA:  F = 30.5; df= 2,56; p<.001 
  
 TIME 1 

 
N 

Mean 
% score 

 
SD 

 
SE 

IC1 Instructional Category 1 10 31.8 13.1 4.2 
IC2 Instructional Category 2 38 71.7 16.2 2.6 
IC3 Instructional Category 3 11 86.5 15.3 4.6 

 C-test Total - Time 1 59 67.7 23.1 3.0 
                                                                          ANOVA:  F = 35.87; df =2,56; p<.001 

  Paired Samples t-test                                          Mean         SD            t        df        Sig 
  ICT Total score (Time 1 – Time 2)                      .50            8.4         .46       58       NS 
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                            Figure  5.1a  Distribution of ICT scores - Time 1 
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             Figure 5.1b  Distribution of ICT scores - Time 2 
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5.7.2  Test of Proficiency in Spoken Irish: Listening Section 
The data in Table 5.17 show that, in general, scores on the Listening Test remain as 
high at Time 2 (mean=28) as at Time 1 (mean=27.6).  The Paired Samples t-test 
confirm the absence of any significant change over time in the Final Sample.  A small 
increase in mean scores (20.5-23.8) is noted in the case of the small Instructional 
Category 1 group.  A t-test shows the gain to be significant at the .05 level (t=-2.9; 
df=10; p<.05).  Table 5.17 also indicates that the overall trend in achievement across 
Instructional Categories remains the same over time with IC3 > IC2 > IC1 in terms of 
mean listening score.  
    

Table 5.17 
Time 1 & Time 2: Comparing Listening scores on TPSI* 

  Instructional Category  
 
 TIME 2 

 
N 

Mean 
(Min, max)

(0, 34) 

 
SD 

 
SE 

IC1 Instructional Category 1 10 23.8 3.1 .99 
IC2 Instructional Category 2 38 28.2 2.5 .40 
IC3 Instructional Category 3 11 31.0 1.0 .30 
Listening Total – Time 2 59 28.0 3.2 .42 
                                                                                   ANOVA:  F = 24.1; df =2, 56; p<.001 

  TIME 1   N Mean SD SE 
IC1 Instructional Category 1 10 20.5 3.4 1.1 
IC2 Instructional Category 2 38 28.6 2.3 .38 
IC3 Instructional Category 3 11 30.5 1.5 .45 
 Listening Total - Time 1 59 27.6 4.1 .53 
                                                                                   ANOVA:  F = 54.1; df =2, 56; p<.001 

  Paired Samples t-test                                             Mean      SD            t          df         Sig 
  Listening Total  (Time 1 – Time 2)                       -.41         2.9         -1.1       58        NS 
*Test of Proficiency in Spoken Irish 
 

5.7.3  Test of Proficiency in Spoken Irish (TPSI): Speaking section 
The data in Table 5.18 below show that overall performance on the Speaking Test in 
the Final Sample does not change significantly over time.  The Paired Samples t-test 
for the whole group was not significant (see bottom of Table 5.18).  A small increase 
in speaking achievement is indicated, however, in the case of Instructional Category 3.  
A separate t-test for this category alone shows this gain (55.6-59.4) to be significant 
(p<.05).  The lack of any remarkable change in speaking score over time in the main 
sample means that the pattern of achievement across instructional categories remains 
the same, with participants in IC3 continuing to score highest, on average, and those in 
IC1 scoring lowest, on average.  
 Paired Samples t-tests were also conducted on each of the individual speaking sub-
tests.  The analyses showed that there was a small, yet significant, gain in mean scores 
(Time 1 = 6.3; Time 2 = 7.1) only in the case of the ‘Tell a Story’ subtest in the Final 
Sample (t=3.12; df=56; p<.001).  It will be recalled (see section 3.3.4) that in this task 
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(maximum score=10) candidates had to construct and tell a story based on a series of 
six pictures.  Further analysis of data for this subtest shows that though growth in 
mean scores is found in each Instructional Category (IC1=+0.6; IC2=+0.3; IC3=+2.1), 
the gain is only significant in the case of the IC3 group (t=4.08; df=10; p<.01).  
 It may also be remembered (see section 3.3.4) that grammatical competence was 
assessed in just three speaking subtests (no’s 3, 4 & 5).  Individuals’ scores on the 
scale ‘Grammatical Accuracy’ on these three subtests were summed to give an overall 
idea of candidates’ grammatical competence in spoken Irish.  An analysis of these 
total scores show that at Time 1 the global mean score in terms of ‘Grammatical 
Accuracy’ for the Final Sample was 7.7 which is just over a half of the maximum 
possible of 14.  At Time 2, the score had risen slightly to 8.1.  However, once again 
the Paired Samples t-test showed that this difference was not significant (t=-1.7; 
df=56; NS).   
 

Table 5.18 
Time 1 & Time 2: Comparing Speaking scores on TPSI* 

  Instructional Category  
 
 TIME 2 

 
N 

Mean 
(Min, max)

(0, 66) 

 
SD 

 
SE 

IC1 Instructional Category 1 10 27.6 10.3 3.2 
IC2 Instructional Category 2 36 48.1 7.4 1.2 
IC3 Instructional Category 3 11 59.4 2.8 .83 
Speaking Total – Time 2 57 46.6 12.3 1.6 

                                                                            ANOVA:  F = 50.0; df =2, 54; p<.001 
  TIME 1   N Mean SD SE 
IC1 Instructional Category 1 10 28.7 9.6 3.0 
IC2 Instructional Category 2 36 48.0 8.6 1.4 
IC3 Instructional Category 3 11 55.6 4.8 1.4 
 Speaking Total - Time 1 57 46.1 11.8 1.6 
                                                                                 ANOVA:   F = 30.6; df =2, 54; p<.001 

 Paired Samples T-Test                                            Mean        SD           t         df       Sig 
 Speaking Total (Time 1- Time 2)                           -.58          5.0        -.87      56        NS 
 Subtest: Telling a Story** (Time 1- Time 2)          -.72          1.7      -3.12      56        .01 
                               (Mean:  T1: 6.3 ;  T2: 7.1)                          
  *Test of Proficiency in Spoken Irish 
**This was the only one of the six speaking subtests which showed change from Time 1 to Time 2. 
 

5.7.4  Test of Proficiency in Spoken Irish (TPSI): Total Score 
Total scores on the Test of Proficiency in Spoken Irish (TPSI) at Time 1 and Time 2 
are presented in Table 5.19 below while a graphic distribution of scores are shown in 
Figures 5.2a & 5.2b.  As may be predicted from the results for listening and speaking 
sections, there is no significant change over time in the Final Sample in terms of TPSI 
total score though (as in the case of speaking scores) a small gain is indicated in 
Instructional Category 3 (t=-2.64; df=10; p<.05). 
 

 



Retention and attrition of Irish as a second language 130

Table 5.19 
Time 1 & Time 2: Comparing TPSI*  total scores 

   Instructional Category  
 
 TIME 2   

 
N 

Mean 
(Min, max)

(0, 100) 

 
SD 

 
SE 

IC1 Instructional Category 1 10 51.4 12.7 4.0 
IC2 Instructional Category 2 36 76.2 8.7 1.5 
IC3 Instructional Category 3 11 90.4 2.9 0.9 
Test Total – Time 2 57 74.6 14.9 2.0 

                                                                            ANOVA  F = 52.6; df =2, 54; p<.001       
 TIME 1   N Mean SD SE 
IC1 Instructional Category 1 10 49.2 11.7 3.7 
IC2 Instructional Category 2 36 76.6 9.6 1.6 
IC3 Instructional Category 3 11 86.1 4.8 1.5 
Test Total - Time 1 57 73.6 15.1 2.0 

                                                                            ANOVA  F = 45.8; df =2, 54; p<.001 
  Paired Samples T-test                                            Mean         SD           t         df       Sig 
  TPSI Total (Time 1 – Time 2)                                -.93          5.8        -1.2       56       NS 

          * Test of Proficiency in Spoken Irish 
 
 
 
 

Figure 5.2a  Distribution of TPSI Total scores - Time 1 
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Figure 5.2b  Distribution of TPSI Total scores  - Time 2 
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5.7.5  Correlations between achievement and background variables 
The correlation data in Table 5.20 below show how Final Sample background factors 
relate to the participants’ proficiency in Irish at Time 1 and Time 2.  The largest 
measure of association is found in the case of Instructional Category and achievement.  
Table 5.20 shows that eta values involving Instructional Category and total score on 
the Test of Proficiency in Spoken Irish at Time 1 and Time 2 are .79 and .81 
respectively while the corresponding values for the Irish C-Test are .76 and .73 
respectively.  Breakdowns of mean scores in Tables 5.16-5.19 have already indicated 
that Instructional Category 3 participants have significantly higher achievement than 
all other participants on both tests, while Instructional Category 1 participants have 
significantly lower scores than either of the other two categories on all four 
achievement measures. 
  Gender shows a small but significant correlation with Irish C-Test scores at Time 1 
(r=.28) with female students’ scores being highest.  As in the Initial Sample, Self-
assessed Ability to Speak Irish (SASI) at Time 1 and at Time 2 in the Final Sample is 
a very strong correlate of objective measures of achievement in spoken Irish (r values 
range from .72 to .85) as well as achievement on the C-test (r values range from .63 to 
.75). 
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Table 5.20 
Relating background variables (Instructional Category, Gender, Use of Irish etc.) and measures of 

achievement in Irish in the Final Sample:  Eta coefficients and Pearson correlations   
  
                                                                Dependent 
Independent Variables                            Variables 

TPSI   
Score  
Time 1 

TPSI 
 Score  
Time 2 

ICT 
Score 
Time 1 

ICT 
Score 
Time 2 

  
 eta  
IC Instructional Category  .79** .81** .76** .73** 
  
 Pearson ‘r’ 
Gender  .15 .13 .28* .24 
SASI-1 Self assessed Ability to Speak Irish  .80** .85** .68** .75** 
SASI-2  Self assessed Ability to Speak Irish  .72** .78** .63** .70** 
UIH-1  Use of Irish in the Home  .11 .12 -.03 .07 
UIH-2  Use of Irish in the Home  -.08 .02 -.10 -.03 
OSI-1 Opportunity to Speak Irish outside school .51** .53** .42** .56** 
OSI-2 Opportunity to Speak Irish since school .22 .32** .12 .21 
MIndex  Motivation Index  (T1) .47** .54** .44** .50** 
DTLI-1 - Desire to Learn Irish  (reduced scale )  .23 .28* .41** .39** 
DTLI-2 - Desire to Learn Irish  (reduced scale )  .42** .44** .49** .52** 
ICA  Irish Class Anxiety (T1) -.55** -.58** -.40** -.52** 
PE  Parental Encouragement (T1) .31* .42** .19 .18 
ICET  Irish Course Evaluation Total (T1) .32* .33** .31* .36** 
L-USE  Listening: Use in past year .44** .46** .37** .41** 
S-USE  Speaking: Use in past year .39** .48** .34** .41** 
R-USE  Reading: Use in past year .24 .31* .16 .30* 
W-USE  Writing: Use in past year .21 .27* .16 .24 

  *Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed) . **Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).   
 
 Use of Irish in the Home in the Final Sample is not significantly associated with 
achievement measures at any time.  However, the more general index of informal use 
of Irish (Opportunity to Speak Irish - OSI) shows strong correlations with all 
achievement measures at Time 1 but only one significant correlation with achievement 
(spoken Irish) at Time 2 (r=.32 with TPSI).  The more specific indicators of Irish use 
since leaving secondary school: Listening-Use (L-Use), Speaking-Use (S-Use), 
Reading-Use (R-Use) and Writing-Use (W-Use) were also included in the analyses.  
Listening-Use and Speaking-Use both have strong positive correlations with 
achievement at Time 1 and Time 2 (r values range from .37 to .48).  Use of Irish in 
Reading is significant only in relation to TPSI and ICT scores at Time 2 (more reading 
associated with higher scores) while Use of Irish in Writing (W-Use) had a significant 
positive correlation only with C-test score at Time 2.  It will be recalled here that over 
two-thirds of the Final Sample report that they have ‘never’ written in Irish since 
leaving secondary school while the extent of writing engaged in by the rest is quite 
low, with the exception of a few ex-immersion school participants.  
 Participants’ scores on the three Irish-learning related factors at Time 1, Motivation 
Index, Irish Class Anxiety and Irish Course Evaluation Total, all show significant 
correlations with achievement scores at Time 1 and Time 2.  High Motivation scores 
are associated with high achievement on both the Test of Proficiency in Spoken Irish 
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and the Irish C-Test (r values range from .44 to .54).  In the case of Irish Class 
Anxiety there is a negative correlation with achievement: higher anxiety in the Irish 
class at Time 1 is associated with lower achievement on all four achievement measures 
(r values range from -.40 to -.58).  The reduced form of the Desire to Learn Irish scale 
(see section 5.5.2) which was used at Time 2 (DTLI-2) also correlates significantly 
with spoken Irish and C-test measures: higher scores on the scale associated with 
higher achievement on both tests.   
 The r values between Irish Course Evaluation Total at Time 1 and the four 
achievement variables range from .31 to .36 and are all significant.  Finally, Parental 
Encouragement in relation to learning Irish at Time 1 is also positively (and 
significantly) associated with TPSI scores at both Time 1 and Time 2 (r = .31 & r = 
.42).  The correlations between Parental Encouragement and C-test scores at Time 1 
and Time 2, however, are not significant.   
 Notwithstanding the difficulties in generalising from a small sample, the above 
simple correlations give some indication of the factors which may impact on 
achievement in Irish and its maintenance over time.  But as pointed out earlier, the 
relationships may be complex.  The possibility of  intercorrelations may mask the true 
nature of relationships, exaggerating or suppressing effects in some cases.  The 
regression analyses to be described in section 5.8 will attempt to unravel some of these 
complexities and help isolate unique effects.  First, however, an attempt to conduct a 
more fine grained analysis of change in achievement over time using Repeated 
Measurement Analyses of Variances will be described.   

5.7.6  Repeated measurement analyses 
The Paired Samples t-tests in the previous section indicated no significant change in 
terms of participants’ performance on the two Irish proficiency tests over the eighteen 
month period during which they had no formal instruction in Irish and, in general, 
little contact with it in their daily lives.  However, a breakdown by Instructional 
Category indicates some small changes in achievement over time within categories of 
that variable.  In particular, there was evidence of a significant change in performance 
in the case of one speaking subtest (see Table 5.18).  Repeated Measurement Analysis 
of Variance is a statistical procedure which is particularly suited to measuring such 
change over time within subjects.  It also permits the use of between-subjects factors 
to be specified (e.g. Instructional Category) which divides the sample into groups.  
Thus, it measures both ‘within-subject’ effects (change in achievement over ‘time’) 
and ‘between-subject’ effects i.e. the effect of various categories of independent 
variables and their interactions with achievement.   
 It was intended that raw scores on the two Irish tests, Test of Proficiency in Spoken 
Irish and the Irish C-Test, would be submitted to separate repeated measurement 
analyses of variances.  Main effects would be sought for a one between-subject factor.  
Factors to be included would be those which showed significant correlations with 
achievement in the correlation data  e.g. Instructional Category, Use of Irish at Home, 
Motivation Index etc.  This is known as a one within (time), one between-factor 
design.  A second set of analyses would enter the primary independent variable, 
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Instructional Category, along with one of the other independent variables thereby 
giving a one within (time), two between-factor design.   
 Before actually conducting the repeated measurement analyses proper, however, a 
number of data checks must be made.  Repeated Measurement Analyses presuppose 
that various assumptions are met in the data being used.  It assumes (i) equal group 
sizes, (ii) equal variances and (iii) no empty cells.  Assumptions are made not only 
regarding the homogeneity of variance but also regarding the homogeneity of 
covariance.  If the homogeneity of variance-covariance assumption is not satisfied in 
repeated measurement designs, the F-test will be positively biased i.e. more significant 
differences will be found than if it were not biased.  Repeated measurement 
procedures are, nonetheless, quite robust in cases where at least one of the 
assumptions is not satisfied.  In the case of empty cells, a different F value can be used 
by computing Type IV sums of squares.  In order to reduce the likelihood of empty 
cells, continuous independent variables in the present study were collapsed into two or 
three categories.   
 Unfortunately, preliminary analysis of the data, using the General Linear Model 
Repeated Measurement procedure in SPSS, revealed that all, or more than one, of the 
three basic assumptions underlying the repeated-measurement design were violated.  
For example, in the case of the one-factor repeated measurement analysis using 
Instructional Category as the independent variable, not only were there unequal groups 
but the Box’s test of equality of covariance was also rejected (Box M =18.4; F= 2.819; 
df =6, 6514; p <.01).  It would be inappropriate, therefore, to report the outcomes of 
ANOVA’s in such circumstances.  Consequently, the Repeated Measurement 
Analyses had to be abandoned.  

5.7.7  Visual representation of interactions between variables 
Notwithstanding the restrictions noted above, it is worthwhile examining some of the 
interaction plots produced as part of the repeated measurement procedures.  Such plots 
are helpful in visualising the direction and strength of relationships between 
achievement and independent variables of interest.  All of the graphs confirm the 
strong effect of Instructional Category in relation to achievement scores.  In relation to 
the total score on the Irish C-Test, Figure 5.3a shows quite clearly that achievement is 
highest in Instructional Category 3 and lowest of all in the case of Instructional 
Category 1 at both Time 1 and Time 2.  It confirms the absence of any real ‘loss’ or 
‘gain’ in C-test scores over time.  Figure 5.3b shows that the pattern of achievement is 
more or less the same according to Instructional Category (IC3 > IC2 > IC1) in the 
case of all three texts in the C-test, though scores on Text 2 of the C-test are only 
slightly higher for Instructional Category 3 than for Instructional Category 2.   
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Figure 5.3a  Mean scores on Irish C-Test (ICT) by Time and Instructional Category (IC) 
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Figure 5.3b  Mean scores on Irish C-Test (ICT) by Text and Instructional Category 
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 It will be recalled from the correlation analyses (Table 5.20) that Gender was 
significantly correlated with C-Test (ICT) scores but not with scores on the test of 
spoken Irish (TPSI).  The superior performance of female students on the ICT is 
illustrated clearly in Figure 5.4 below and this gap between male and female C-Test 
achievement is maintained over time.  The gradients of the lines, which are similar in 
both cases, do not reveal any interaction between gender and time.   
 
 

Figure 5.4   Mean scores on Irish C-Test (ICT) by Time and Gender 
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 Figure 5.5 below shows that the differences between the three Instructional 
Categories in terms of spoken Irish achievement are also maintained over time.  The 
ascending slope of the top line in the graph suggests a small increase in TPSI scores 
from Time 1 to Time 2 in Instructional Category 3.  The growth in means scores (86.1-
90.4)  in this group has already bee noted in section 5.7.4. 
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Figure 5.5  Mean scores on Test of Proficiency in Spoken Irish (TPSI)  

by Time and Instructional Category (IC)  
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 The inverse relationship between Irish Class Anxiety (ICA) at Time 1 and total score 
on the Test of Proficiency in Spoken Irish which is indicated in the correlation data 
(see section 5.7.5: Table 5.20) is shown below in graphic form in Figure 5.6.  It will be 
recalled that continuous variables had to be recoded for analysis of variances purposes.  
Thus, Irish Class Anxiety was recoded into two categories (0 = low, 1 = high) using 
the mean (ICA) score as the cut-off point between students of ‘lower’ and ‘higher’ 
levels of anxiety.  It may be worth noting that in the case of Instructional Category 3 
all participants were classified as having relatively ‘low’ levels of anxiety during the 
Irish lesson generally in their final year of secondary school.  Figure 5.6 shows the 
relationship between the recoded ‘class anxiety’ variable (ICAr) and TPSI scores at 
Time 1 and Time 2.  It confirms a substantial gap in terms of achievement in spoken 
Irish, at both times of testing, between individuals with ‘low’ levels of Irish Class 
Anxiety and those with ‘higher’ levels of Irish Class Anxiety. 
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Figure 5.6  Mean scores on the Test of Proficiency in Spoken Irish (TPSI) 
 for Irish Class Anxiety (ICA) groups by Time 
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Figure 5.7  Mean scores on TPSI for Self-assessed Ability in Spoken Irish (SASI) groups by Time 

Final Sample

TIME

21

TP
SI

 m
ea

n 
sc

or
es

100

95

90

85

80

75

70

65

60

55

50

45
40

SASI-1

low

medium

high

 
 

 



Retention of Irish skills: The longitudinal study 
 

139 

 As earlier correlation analyses indicated (Table 5.15), participants’ own ratings of 
their Irish speaking ability relate significantly with actual achievement data.  For 
repeated measurement analyses purposes, Self-Assessed Ability in Spoken Irish was 
recoded into three categories of low (0), medium (1) and high (2) ability.  Figure 5.7 
above shows that at Time 1 the ‘low’ ability group (n=8), representing those who rate 
their spoken Irish ability at the level of ‘a few sentences or lower’ (see Table 5.2), has 
the lowest score on the Test of Proficiency in Spoken Irish (TPSI) at both Time 1 and 
Time 2 (mean scores: 49.6; 53.1).  The TPSI mean scores of the ‘medium’ ability 
group ( ability to speak at the level of ‘parts of conversations’) range between 67.9 and 
68.4 while those who consider themselves capable of ‘most conversations’ at least 
(‘high’ SASI group) score the highest of all (83.8, 85.1).  As expected there is little 
difference over time in actual achievement within SASI categories.   
 Finally, it will be recalled, from section 5.7.3, that the increase in scores on the ‘Tell 
a Story’ speaking subtest over time, contributed most to the overall gain in TPSI 
scores.  Figure 5.8 below confirms that the improvement is most striking in the case of 
Instructional Category 3 participants.  The mean score of Instructional Category 3 on 
this subtest was 7.0 at Time 1 but increased to 9.1 at Time 2 (maximum score=10).   
 
 
 

Figure 5.8  Mean scores on ‘Tell a story’ subtest by Time and Instructional Category (IC)   
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5.8  Regression analyses: Explaining achievement at Time 2 

Multivariate analyses which use regression techniques (see section 4.9) have already 
been shown to be useful in assessing the relative contribution of independent variables 
to achievement in Irish at Time 1.  The present section describes the results of 
regression analyses used to predict achievement at Time 2 for the Final Sample of 
participants in the longitudinal study.  It should be kept in mind that as these 
regression analyses are based on very small numbers of participants (n=57) their 
predictive power is limited.  However, combined with results of other analyses they 
may give some indication of the relative importance of selected background variables 
in the maintenance of Irish skills.   

5.8.1  Building a regression model  
A smaller group of independent variables is used to predict scores at Time 2 than was 
used at Time 1.  A causal chain is devised to order the entry of variables for this 
hierarchical regression analyses (see section 4.9.1).  In this present case, Achievement 
at Time 1 is the first variable to be entered into the equation.  In doing so, the 
influence of other independent variables can be assessed while controlling for initial 
proficiency.  
  Gender and Instructional Category are the next to be entered followed by Parental 
Encouragement (Time 1 variable) and Opportunity to Speak Irish at Time 2.  The new 
variable ‘L-Use’ (see section 5.5.3) which measures Listening use since Time 1 is also 
included in predicting scores on the Test of Proficiency in Spoken Irish.  ‘R-Use’ (Use 
of Irish for reading since Time 1) is used to predict Irish C-Test scores.  It will be 
recalled (see Table 5.15) that ‘S-Use’, the measure of speaking use at Time 2, was 
closely correlated with both Opportunity to Speak Irish at Time 2 (OSI-2) as well as 
with ‘L-Use’.  For this reason and in order to keep the number of predictors to a 
minimum it was decided not to include ‘S-Use’ in the model below.   
 The causal chain used to predict achievement at Time 2 is as follows:  
        Achievement in Irish at Time 1 (TPSI-1 or ICT-1)    Gender  
    Instructional Category (IC)  Parental Encouragement at Time 1 (PE)  

    Opportunity to Speak Irish at Time 2 (OSI-2) plus L-Use/R-Use 
    Desire to Learn Irish at Time 2 (DTLI-2)  
 Achievement in Irish (ICT or TPSI score). 

Each of the above is entered singly and the effect of each variable or group of 
variables is assessed at each successive step.  As previously stated (see section 4.9.1) 
Instructional Category is a nominal variable and as such is represented in the final 
model by a sheaf coefficient (Heise, 1972). 
  

 



 
 

 

Table 5.28a 
Regression of Irish C-Test (ICT-2) scores on key factors (individual, home, use and motivation): Model summary for Final Sample  

 
Model 

 
R 

 
R  
Sq 

 
Adjusted 

R Sq 

SE 
of Esti- 
mate 

 
R Sq 

Change

 
F 

Change

 
df1 

 
df2 

Sig.  
F 

Change

 
B 

 
se 

 
Beta 

Beta 
(All var-

iables in )
(Constant)           6.91* 3.38  
ICT-1 Total score .929 .863 .860 8.24 .863 339.85 1 54 .001 .89 .05 .929** .893** 
Gender  .929            .864 .859 8.29 .001 .31 1 53 NS -1.30 2.33 -.030 -.030 
 ICφ  Dummy IC1 
        Dummy IC2 
IC sheaf    

 
.934 

-- 

 
.873 

-- 

 
.863 

-- 

 
8.17 

-- 

 
.009 

-- 

 
1.79 
-- 

 
2 
-- 

 
51 
-- 

 
NS 
-- 

-6.29 
-5.89 

-- 

5.45 
3.12 

-- 

-.110 
-.131 

    -- 

 
 

.006 
PE (Time 1) .935 .874 .861 8.21 .001 .47 1 50 NS -.07 .11 -.039 -.054 
OSI-2 
R-USE  

 
.945 

 
.893 

 
.877 

 
7.73 

 
.019 

 
4.23 

 
2 

 
48 

 
.05 

.97 
4.73* 

1.19 
1.89 

.047 

.142* 
.036 
.141** 

DTLI-2             .946 .895 .877 7.72 .002 1.07 1 47 NS 2.80 2.80 .065 .065 
Table 5.28b 

Regression of Test of Proficiency in Spoken Irish (TPSI-2) scores on key factors: Model summary for Final Sample  
 
Model 

 
R 

 
R  
Sq 

 
Adjusted 

R Sq 

SE 
of Esti- 
mate 

 
R Sq 

Change

 
F 

Change

 
df1 

 
df2 

Sig.  
F 

Change

 
B 

 
se 

 
Beta 

Beta 
(All var-
iables in)

(Constant)            7.09 3.84   
TPSI-1 total score .925 .856 .853 5.74 .856 319.84 1 54 .001 .92 .05 .925** .726** 
Gender  .925          .856 .850 5.80 .000 .01 1 53 NS -.18 1.57 -.006 .005 
ICφ  Dummy IC1 
       Dummy IC2 
IC sheaf    

 
.940 

-- 

 
.885 

-- 

 
.875 

-- 

 
5.29 

-- 

 
.029 

-- 

 
6.39 

-- 

 
2 

 
51 

 
.01 

-10.58** 
-6.92** 

-- 

3.68 
1.99 

-- 

-.273**
-.225**

-- 

 
 

 .205** 
PE (Time 1) .945 .893 .883 5.13 .009 4.21 1 50 .05 .14* .07 .111* .105 
OSI-2 
L-USE  

 
.947 

 
.896 

 
.881 

 
5.17 

 
.003 

 
.63 

 
2 

 
48 

 
NS 

.83 

.12 
.91 

1.64 
.059 
.005 

.062 

.006 
DTLI-2           .947 .897 .879 5.21 .000 .15 1 47 NS -.72 1.86 -.024   -.024 

         *p<.05; **p<.01;  φ IC3 is the reference category. 
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5.8.2  Regression models: Results 
Irish C-Test score at Time 1 (ICT-1) is used as a measure of initial proficiency in 
predicting C-test scores at Time 2 (ICT-2).  Entered first in the regression equation 
(see Table 5.28a), it explains 86.3% of the variance in Time 2 C-test scores.  In the 
final model, with all variables in the equation, the Beta value is .893.  The latter 
indicates both the magnitude and direction of this significant relationship.  When 
initial general proficiency is controlled for in this way, the impact of the usually 
powerful Instructional Category factor diminishes greatly and the variance it accounts 
for when all variables are in the equation is not significant (last column Table 5.28a).  
Excluding initial C-test score, ‘R-Use’ (extent to which participant has read in Irish 
since leaving school) is the only other significant predictor (Beta=.141 when all 
variables are included in the analysis) of C-test scores at Time 2.  The direction and 
nature of the relationship indicate that, even when initial C-test performance is taken 
into account, the C-test scores of those participants who continue to read in Irish (since 
leaving secondary school) improve compared to those who do not.   
 Looking now at Table 5.28b it can be seen that overall score on the Test of 
Proficiency in Spoken Irish at Time 1 (TPSI-1) is by far the best predictor of scores, 
explaining 85.6% of variance in spoken Irish scores at Time 2 when entered first into 
the equation.  The Beta value for this variable in the final analysis with all seven 
variables included is .726.  The remaining variables only explain an additional 4.1% of 
variance in TPSI scores at Time 2.  Gender has no effect at all on scores.  But 
Instructional Category explains an additional 2.9% of variance when entered on the 
third step.  The Beta value for the Instructional Category sheaf coefficient in the final 
equation (.205) shows that its contribution is significant.  It will be noted that Parental 
Encouragement at Time 1 explained a very small (0.9%) but significant additional 
proportion of TPSI variance on the fourth step of the analysis.  However, on the fifth 
step, the addition of the two ‘use’ of Irish variables together seems to suppress its 
effect further.  And in the final analysis neither the contribution made by Parental 
Encouragement nor that by the combination of the two ‘use’ variables (OSI-2 or L-
Use) is significant (see Beta coefficients in final column). 

5.9  Final Sample participants’ comments and profiles  

This section describes a short informal analysis of participants’ comments and 
characteristics which may yield some valuable insights in relation to both individual 
test performance and the possible processing difficulties which arise through lack of 
use of the second language.  It should be noted that this qualitative analysis was not 
envisaged in the initial study design.  However, at the end of the testing session at 
Time 2 the researcher usually asked participants how they felt they had done in the test 
or if they had recalled anything about the tests or their content from the first 
administration at Time 1.  Their responses were noted and are summarised in table 
format in Appendix N.  Occasionally participants volunteered additional information.  
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Unfortunately, in some instances there was too little time left at the end of the 
interview session for such informal conversation.   
 In order to place participants’ observations in context, they are listed alongside other 
individual characteristics and test performance details.  The variables chosen to be 
included in these short informal profiles in Appendix N are: 

• Gender 
• Instructional Category 
• Achievement in spoken Irish at Time 1 and loss/gain at Time 2 
• Present occupation/field of study 
• Use of Irish since school (A low-high index of use in Listening, Speaking, 

Reading). 
It will be noted that the participants’ profiles are sorted in descending order according 
to their score on the Test of Proficiency in Spoken Irish.   

5.9.1  Participants’ comments  
Two main themes emerge from the participants’ comments.  First, there is the overall 
general observation made by participants that they remembered little, if anything, of 
the test content from Time 1.  At best, some said they recognised a picture perhaps or 
recalled general situations in some of the tasks.   
 Second, just over a half of the comments indicate a general feeling that the 
participants’ ability in spoken Irish had disimproved since Time 1.  Many felt they had 
‘lost a lot’ though some changed their mind after having done the tests.  None of the 
participants remarked that they had improved since initial testing.  The most frequent 
types of comments in relation to performance referred to: ‘loss’ of Irish, lack of 
‘fluency’, ‘having become rusty’ and, in particular, problems with vocabulary.  In fact, 
approximately one-quarter alluded to ‘word-finding’ difficulties of some kind.  

5.9.2  Profiles of participants with greatest ‘gains’ and ‘losses’  
Many of the profiles are notable because they show above average gains or losses on 
the Test of Proficiency in Spoken Irish.  The analysis below is not intended to explain 
these changes but it points to some potentially influential factors.     

Gains: High levels of initial proficiency and relatively high levels of use 
Seven participants reported that they did not experience any great problems in doing 
the test.  The profiles for these participants (ID’s: 101, 103, 121, 110, 518, 917, 701) 
are highlighted in bold print in Appendix N.  These subjective evaluations are shown 
to be well founded when we examine their overall performance on the Test of 
Proficiency in Spoken Irish (TPSI).  It can be seen that all seven participants achieved 
very high TPSI scores (71-97) and all had made gains since Time 1 - some gains being 
much larger than others.  A closer examination of the ‘Use of Irish’ profiles of these 
participants show that five of them still speak Irish fairly regularly i.e. they fall into 
the ‘high’ category of ‘Speaking-Use’ in Appendix N.  In addition, four of them had 
attended an ‘all-Irish’ school (Instructional Category 3).  One of the group of seven 
(ID: 701) came from Instructional Category 2 and gained 12 marks on their initial  
TPSI score (71-83).  His profile shows that though he does not speak Irish on a regular 
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basis he had spent time during the previous Summer working in an Irish Language 
College.  The other participant (ID: 101) in this group of seven whose score improved 
to the same extent (12 point gain) is unique in that he is currently studying a third level 
business course through the medium of Irish.  An ex-immersion school student, he 
also continues to use the language regularly, having a lot of social contact with Irish 
speakers outside of the college setting. 
 However, there was one case where an eight point gain in TPSI score was not 
associated with a positive self-evaluation of performance.  This participant (ID: 117) 
reported that he had experienced some difficulty finding/recalling items of vocabulary 
during the test.  The participant’s background profile shows as well as having attended 
an ‘all-Irish’ (immersion) school, he still speaks the language at home regularly, and, 
unlike the majority of other participants, reads quite extensively in Irish.  In this case, 
therefore, it would appear that self-perceptions of loss did not reflect real loss.    

Gains: Changes in attitude, interest or overall confidence  
It will be noted overall that the majority of  actual  ‘gain’ scores relate to participants 
who already had a high level of initial proficiency in Irish and who continue to use the 
language to some extent in their personal/social networks.  However, there is one 
notable exception involving a participant who studied Ordinary Level Irish in the 
Leaving Certificate programme (Instructional Category 1).  This young man (ID: 520) 
actually showed the greatest ‘improvement’ of all participants on the Test of 
Proficiency in Spoken Irish: his score increased from 48 at Time 1 to 61 at Time 2 (13 
point gain).  His profile indicates that he had no contact whatever with Irish since 
Time 1.  However, there are indications that attitudinal factors may have had a 
negative effect on his performance at Time 1.  It may be worth noting that it was 
difficult to persuade this participant to attend for testing at Time 2 though he was very 
cooperative during the actual testing session.  Furthermore, before the actual session 
commenced he was apologetic regarding his poor Irish skills, saying he hadn’t worked 
very hard at Irish (or indeed generally) while in school and that he was likely to 
perform very badly on the test.  A check on his responses to an item from the 
Participant’s Questionnaire supports this assertion that he did not make much effort in 
learning Irish while at school.  For example, in relation to reasons for choosing 
Ordinary Level Irish (see Table 5.5b), the option he chose was - ‘since I had to study 
Irish anyway I thought ordinary level would require the least effort’.  In addition, in 
terms of motivation to learn Irish at Time 1 (see Chapter 4: Table 4.2a) this participant 
had below average mean ratings (1.2, 1.1, 1.2) on the three relevant motivation scales - 
Attitude to Learning Irish, Desire to Learn Irish and Motivational Intensity.  However, 
responses to an item from the Participant’s Questionnaire suggest that this 
participant’s attitude to the Irish language is not negative.  Though he feels his attitude 
to Irish had not changed since school, he agreed with the statement that ‘as he gets 
older he may appreciate more fully the Irish he learned while at school’.  This profile 
suggests that this participant’s low levels of motivation or interest in learning Irish 
during his final year in secondary school may have caused him to underachieve on the 
test at Time 1.   
 Two female participants from Instructional Category 2 who showed gains (ID’s: 303 
& 410) of 10-12 points on the TPSI maintained a minimal level of contact with Irish.  
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What is interesting is that at Time 2 they seemed much more focussed than at Time 1 
and displayed less anxiety responding to some speaking test items.  Again in these 
instances it appears that they may have underachieved at Time 1.   
 Finally, it is worth noting that the phenomenon of ‘regression to the mean’ is 
unlikely to explain gain in scores.  If ‘regression to the mean’ occurs, it means that 
observed change is not real and is due to the unreliability of test measures.  This 
possibility can be eliminated in the case of the present study, however, since the 
reliability of the tests and scales used was quite high (see section 3.3). 

Loss: Interference from a third language  
Finally, having looked at profiles of those showing overall gain on the test it may now 
be of interest to examine the profiles of two participants who showed a marked ‘fall’ 
in scores.  The Test of Proficiency in Spoken Irish scores of the participants in 
question (ID’s: 716 & 515) declined by 12 and 10 points respectively.  An 
examination of their comments shows that both participants complained that while 
they were attempting to respond to items on the speaking test they experienced 
‘interference’ from a third language which they were either studying or had a lot of 
contact with.  The actual audio-recordings of these participants’ responses confirm 
these claims, revealing evidence of pronunciation errors, code-switching, false starts 
etc.  This should not be taken as evidence that the same happened for all those who 
had a high level of contact with another language.  It can be seen (see Appendix N), 
for example, that the most proficient participant (ID: 221) in terms of TPSI score 
studies German in University and still maintains her very high level of competence in 
Irish.  In addition, despite having attended an ‘all-Irish’ medium school, she no longer 
speaks Irish informally to the same extent as she used to.   

5.10  Summary and discussion  

5.10.1  Background profile of the Final Sample  
The Final Sample of participants could be said to have had a somewhat more positive 
profile in relation to Irish than the rest of participants in the Initial Sample at Time 1.  
They showed significantly higher achievement in Irish, had lower Irish Class Anxiety 
and reported more contact with Irish outside of school.  Their motivation was no 
different to the other group however.  It may be concluded from this that confidence 
and language proficiency rather than general attitude to Irish may have determined 
participation at Time 2.  Despite the incentive of a monetary reward, low self-esteem 
in relation to Irish among Instructional Category 1 individuals may have deterred them 
from participating.  The fact that some of Instructional Category 1 participants from 
the Target Sample were engaged in full or part-time employment may also explain the 
higher drop-out rate at Time 2 among this group.   
 Over two-thirds of the Final Sample felt that the Irish course at secondary school had 
helped them attain a satisfactory level of competence in Irish.  However, very few (and 
none of Instructional Category 1) participants agreed that they had actually enjoyed 
the course.  Time 1 data showed that the more highly the participants evaluated the 
Irish course, the higher also was their motivation to learn Irish at that time.  Love of 
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the language itself and the likelihood of getting a good grade in the Leaving Certificate 
Examination were among the main reasons why participants opted for the Higher 
Level course in Irish while Instructional Category 1 participants reported that they 
chose the Ordinary Level course chiefly because they perceived the Higher Level Irish 
course as being too difficult.  However, three quarters of the Final Sample feel that 
with the passage of time they will appreciate more the Irish they learned while at 
school.   
 The analysis of data also showed that Instructional Category 3 participants in the 
Final Sample had an overall advantage over participants from the other two 
instructional categories even at Time 1 in terms of their informal contact with the Irish 
language.  They used Irish more frequently in social situations outside of school and 
received higher levels of parental encouragement in relation to learning Irish.  Given 
these advantages it is not surprising that Instructional Category 3 participants 
demonstrated higher levels of motivation and lower levels of anxiety in relation to 
learning Irish than their counterparts in ‘ordinary’ schools. 
 The Final Sample participants’ self-ratings of spoken Irish indicate a general 
perception of a decline in their level of proficiency in spoken Irish in the eighteen 
months since they ceased studying Irish in secondary school.  According to their own 
reports, their informal use of Irish has also diminished.  On the positive side, the small 
increase over time in exposure to the Irish in the broadcast media may suggest some 
effort by participants to maintain contact with the language.  At Time 2, over three-
quarters of the Final Sample still watch TV programmes in Irish in some form at least, 
while 46% listen to radio programmes in Irish.  Such ‘passive’ contact greatly 
outweighs more ‘active’ contact with the language such as speaking and reading in 
Irish.  For participants from Instructional Category 1 and Instructional Category 2, 
Irish reading at Time 2 typically involves very simple texts (notices, etc) while any 
spoken Irish generally involves the use of just a token Irish word or phrase in English 
conversation.   
 Participants from Instructional Category 3 (IC3) are the most likely to continue to 
speak Irish, to read Irish and to write in Irish.  Their access to Irish-speaking networks 
emerges as a factor in facilitating such use.  There is also evidence of more extensive 
Irish reading among this group: about a half of IC3 participants read Irish articles in 
national or Irish language newspapers.  However, only two of the eleven members in 
this group report that they read literary texts in Irish (e.g. short stories, novels). 

5.10.2  Change in achievement over time: Test results 
In general, participants’ perceptions of a decline in spoken Irish ability since Time 1 is 
not supported by the test data.  All of the test comparisons indicated that, for the Final 
Sample as a whole, there was no significant change in spoken and general Irish skills 
eighteen months after formal learning of the language had ceased.  Only in the case of 
one speaking subtest was there any indication of a significant, if small, change and this 
was an increase in scores on the ‘Tell a Story’ subtest, an increase which as Figure 5.8 
illustrated occurred mainly among participants who had attended an ‘all-Irish’ medium 
secondary school.  It is interesting to recall from Chapter 4 (see Table 4.23) that this 
was the only subtest at Time 1 where Instructional Category 2 and Instructional 
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Category 3 participants’ scores were largely similar.  A separate analysis of total 
scores on a ‘Grammatical Accuracy’ scale over three speaking tasks also failed to 
show any significant change in the participants’ general level of grammatical 
competence over time.  T-tests comparing Irish C-Test scores at Time1 and Time 2 
also failed to show any significant level of change at a more general level of Irish 
proficiency.   
 The lack of evidence to indicate attrition in the present study is not unusual when 
compared with the outcomes of other studies which also assessed retention of school-
learned second languages (Bahrick, 1984; Grendel, 1993; Weltens, 1989).  It seems 
likely that the time interval or retention period in the Irish study has been too short to 
yield decisive patterns of change.  It is also possible that the tests used, despite good 
reliability and ability to discriminate well between participants, may not have been 
sensitive enough to reveal more subtle changes in an individual’s second language 
processing.  We will return to these points in the next (final) chapter.   
 Some trends have been observed in the data associated with particulars groups of 
individuals.  In particular, a substantial number of ex-immersion students made small 
gains on the Test of Proficiency in Spoken Irish which can be attribute chiefly to 
growth in scores on the ‘Tell a story’ subtest.  A few gains were also noted in the case 
of former ‘ordinary’ school students and the qualitative analysis (see 5.10.4 below) 
shed some further light on these.  Similar gains have been noted by Weltens, van Els 
and Schils (1989: 214) who concluded that factors such as general cognitive 
maturation, further academic training and continued learning of other foreign 
languages may explain this phenomenon. 

5.10.3  Significant factors in maintenance of Irish  
As may be expected from the relatively unchanged pattern of achievement scores, 
many of the background factors which were related to achievement at Time 1 are also 
associated with performance on the same tests at Time 2 (e.g. Parental Encouragement 
at Time 1, Motivation in learning Irish, Evaluation of the Irish Course, and Irish Class 
Anxiety at Time 1). 
 Opportunity to Use Irish generally at Time 2 was related to scores on the Test of 
Proficiency in Spoken Irish but not to Irish C-test scores at Time 2.  The data also 
showed that opportunity to speak Irish outside of school declined significantly in the 
Final Sample from Time 1 to Time 2.  The correlation data indicate that such 
opportunity to speak Irish is important for the maintenance of spoken Irish (TPSI 
scores at Time 2).  Correlations involving the more specific indicators of current use 
of Irish for Listening and Speaking purposes (‘L-Use’ & ‘S-Use’) support this latter 
connection with achievement.  Irish reading since Time 1 is also linked to higher 
general and spoken proficiency while writing in Irish is only linked with higher C-test 
scores.  It will be recalled here that over two-thirds of the Final Sample report that 
they have ‘never’ written in Irish since leaving secondary school. 
 The regression analyses estimated the contribution of some of the above factors to 
achievement at Time 2 after having controlled for initial proficiency (Time 1 
achievement scores).  Because of the small number of participants (or cases), the 
number of predictors used in the analyses was kept to a minimum.  The only 
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motivational factor included was score on the Desire to Learn Irish (reduced) scale at 
Time 2.  Predictably, the results show that initial proficiency explains most variance in 
Time 2 spoken Irish scores.  However, Instructional Category still remains a 
significant factor in explaining achievement in spoken Irish, despite controlling for 
initial proficiency.  The superior performance of ex-immersion students (IC3) relative 
to the other two instructional categories (IC1 & IC2) is maintained.  None of the 
remaining predictors – Gender, Opportunity to Speak Irish, Use of Irish for Listening 
(L-Use), Parental Encouragement at Time 1 or Desire to Learn Irish (reduced scale) 
were significant in this more conservative analysis of relationships between variables. 
  Initial proficiency also soaked up the greatest part of the variance in C-tests scores.  
However, Instructional Category just fell short of making a significant effect.  Extent 
of Irish Reading at Time 2 (R-Use) was the only other variable to emerge as a 
significant predictor of performance on the C-test at Time 2 (2% of additional variance 
explained).  This result shows the potential advantage which even relatively small 
amounts of reading practice offers in terms of maintenance of general proficiency in 
Irish.     

5.10.4  A short qualitative analysis of the data   
The participants’ profiles (see Appendix N) confirm, in another format, the small gains 
in spoken Irish among Instructional Category 3 participants.  The qualitative analysis 
suggests that improved performance may be attributed, in part at least, to these 
participants’ relatively high levels of use of spoken Irish since leaving school.  It must 
be pointed that access to Irish speakers is likely to be a very important factor in 
determining use in these cases.  Not all participants with an ‘all-Irish’ (immersion) 
school background, however, continued to use the language regularly: two of the 
eleven  participants involved reported that they ‘hardly ever’ use Irish anymore. 
   It will be noted that use of the language does not always explain ‘gains’ in scores.  
One participant from Instructional Category 1 made a significant gain on the Test of 
Proficiency in Spoken Irish without having had any contact with the language in the 
intervening time.  Other background information suggest that ‘low’ motivation or 
‘interest’ in relation to Irish at Time 1 may have caused some individuals to 
underachieve at initial testing.   
 This qualitative analysis also showed that two participants who complained of 
interference from a third language showed a ‘substantial’ fall in spoken Irish scores.  It 
was noted that learning a third language was not always associated with a fall in 
achievement.  However, where this happened the participant’s very high level of initial 
proficiency may have made performance more immune to interference.   
 Many participants’ comments also indicated that they believed their performance on 
the tests had disimproved, though actual test results did not support this.  Moreover, 
those who did not find the tests particularly difficult generally made gains on the test.  
All of this supports the notion that participants may have underestimated their ability.  
However, it will be argued in the next chapter that participants’ reports of ‘word-
finding’ difficulties or feelings of being ‘rusty’ with regard to Irish may be valid 
indicators of slowed down processing in the language.   
 




