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“Loss is a magical preservative. Time stops at the point of severance, and no 
subsequent impressions muddy the pictures you have in mind.” 
 
From Lost in Translation by Eva Hoffman, Minerva, London, 1991: 115   
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1  Background to the study  

1.1  Introduction  

In general, all school-going children in Ireland study Irish from when they enter 
primary school until they complete their secondary education.  The teaching of Irish 
continues to be the main way in which the State aims to promote its objective of 
societal bilingualism.  There is little doubt that the inclusion of Irish in the school 
syllabus has ensured the production of substantial numbers of Irish speakers in society.  
However, it has been considered much less successful in reproducing sequential 
generations of bilinguals who use it regularly in society.  One of the difficulties lies in 
the fact that, in the case of the majority of school leavers, Irish, along with many other 
school subjects, is abandoned once they leave secondary school.  Furthermore, the 
sparse distribution of Irish language-speaking networks outside of the traditional Irish-
speaking areas (Gaeltacht) means that those who would like to use the language 
informally will find few opportunities to do so.   
 However, as young second level school graduates mature into adulthood, some at 
least may wish to resume learning the language.  This may happen, for example, when 
they themselves have their own families and wish to help with children’s Irish 
schoolwork.  Or individuals may, for cultural or ideological reasons, wish to continue 
their study of Irish in one of the widely available Irish classes or courses for adult 
learners now on offer.  In this context, it would be of interest to ascertain how enduring 
school-acquired Irish language skills can be in a predominantly English-speaking 
environment.  The present research study set out to measure ‘attrition’ or ‘retention’ in 
young adults’ general and spoken Irish proficiency, eighteen months after they 
completed the final second level school examination called the Leaving Certificate 
Examination.  As part of the study, information was also collected on a number of 
background factors which are considered to influence achievement in, and 
maintenance of, Irish.  First, however, a brief outline of the dissertation itself will be 
presented.   

1.2   General outline of the dissertation 

To place the study in context, it will be useful in this introductory chapter to present a 
broad overview of the Irish language in Irish society.  A brief history of the Irish 
language in Ireland is given which traces its use and decline over the centuries, before 
the State gained its independence and later under the new State’s interventionist policy 
of language revival.  Particular attention is paid to the role of Irish in the educational 
system and its effectiveness in terms of proficiency levels and attitudes to Irish.  This 
is followed by a short description of the small but growing immersion school 
movement in Ireland.  In order to describe the instructional background of participants 
who are to be tested in the present study, Chapter 1 concludes with an overview of 
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Irish in the current Leaving Certificate Programme and Examination as well as 
assessing the extent of instruction in Irish which students who are about to sit the 
Leaving Certificate Examination have received since they entered primary school. 
 Chapter 2 presents the theoretical background to the study of second language 
attrition.  Three studies which have focussed on the process of attrition in school-
learned second languages, and which are considered particularly relevant to the present 
study of attrition in Irish, will be described in detail.  Research studies which support 
certain theoretical hypotheses regarding the processes of attrition and their linguistic 
consequences will be also be reviewed.  A major issue is how quickly attrition sets in 
and the effect which individual, social and affective factors have on the rate of 
attrition.  Finally, some methodological considerations concerning second language 
attrition research are outlined. 
 Chapter 3 outlines the design and methodology of the study.  It describes the 
participants and the instruments used in the initial study and the follow-up study.  The 
initial study collected general background information on motivation and use of Irish, 
as well as testing proficiency in Irish among 229 Leaving Certificate students (at Time 
1).  This information provided baseline data for a sub-sample (n=95) of the initial 
group, known as the Target Sample, who were suitable for the ‘attrition’ study.  In the 
follow-up study which took place eighteen months after the initial study (Time 2) only 
57 of this latter group actually participated.  In this Final Sample, proficiency was 
tested once again with the same language tests as had been used at Time 1 – listening 
test, speaking test and C-test.  In addition some new background information was 
collected.   
 Chapters 4 and 5 present the results from phase one and phase two of the study.  
Chapter 4 describes achievement in Irish, attitude/motivation to learning Irish and use 
of Irish outside school at Time 1.  Reliability indices for the research instruments are 
also presented.  The attitude/motivation instrument shows how positive both the Initial 
and Target Samples of students were in relation to learning Irish and to the Irish 
course, as well as giving information on the extent to which they used Irish outside of 
school.  Student achievement is assessed in terms of their performance on the three 
specially designed Irish proficiency tests: listening, speaking and C-test.  Achievement 
on these measures is related to key attitude/motivation and use variables as well as to 
students’ instructional background.  Multiple regression analyses are used to assess the 
relative importance of background variables in relation to achievement in Irish.   
 Chapter 5 describes the longitudinal study.  The main focus of this chapter is on the 
Final Sample of participants and the changes, if any, which occurred in their scores on 
the three achievement tests since Time 1.  Various forms of descriptive and statistical 
analyses are used to compare and explain proficiency scores.   Achievement at Time 2 
is also related to key background factors of interest in correlation and regression 
analyses.  Finally, a qualitative analysis helps to elucidate general trends in the data as 
well as show the importance of subjective or individual factors on performance.   
 The final chapter of the thesis (Chapter 6) summarises the study in terms of its 
design and results.  It also conducts a critical analysis of the findings, draws 
conclusions and assesses the implications for the teaching of Irish and for further 
research in the area.  
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1.3  The Irish language in Ireland: Historical context 

The Irish language (along with English) is the official language of Ireland and is taught 
in all schools.  However, it is only in the traditional Irish speaking areas, collectively 
known as the Gaeltacht and which account for 2.4% of the total population, that Irish 
is used widely as a community language.  This section gives a short history of the Irish 
language in Ireland, describing its use and influences from early times, its decline as a 
common language of the people, and its revival in the new Irish State of the early 20th 
century.  One of the problems for competent adult speakers of Irish today is finding 
opportunities for using the language which they have acquired. This mismatch between 
ability and use will be explored by examining evidence from census and survey data. 

1.3.1  A short history of the language 
Irish is a Celtic language belonging to the same group of Celtic languages as Scots 
Gaelic and Manx.  The earliest extant records of this Gaelic language date from the 4th 
to the 7th century and are written in a script called ogham in which alphabetic units are 
represented by strokes and notches marked along the edge of stone monuments.  It is 
thought that even at this time these ogham inscriptions were written in an archaic 
language which was no longer generally spoken.  The advent of Christianity in Ireland 
in the fifth century brought with it a culture of Christian writing in Latin.  The earliest 
written forms of Irish (‘Old Irish’), using the Roman alphabet and miniscule script of 
that period, appear as glosses in the epistles of St. Paul now preserved in the library of 
the University of Wurzburg.  Many of the Irish words recorded in such documents 
have Latin derivations (Ó Murchú, 1985: 16).  Over the centuries, the Irish script 
diverged from other European scripts developing its own unique style.  
 With the coming of the Vikings in the 8th century and the plundering of the 
monasteries, many of the Irish scholars fled abroad.  Thus, the classical period of ‘Old 
Irish’ came to an end and a less well defined language norm known as ‘Middle Irish’ 
developed in the period 900-1150 (Greene, 1969: 19).  Inflection of the verbal system 
was simplified and lexical borrowings from Norse, related chiefly to seafaring and 
fishing, made their way into the language.  Extant records include a variety of 
literature in verse and prose such as legends, historical poems, satires and adaptations 
of classical epics (European Bureau for Lesser Used Languages, 1999: 5).  The next 
variety of Irish to appear, ‘Early Modern Irish’, is described as a norm “particularly 
associated with the secular schools of language and literature which were conducted in 
the period 1200-1600 by a professional class of literary scholars” (Ó Murchú, 1985: 
42).  Early varieties of ‘Modern Irish’ emerged in the 16th-17th Century.  The political 
upheavals of this latter period (see below) brought down the Irish aristocracy along 
with its associated literary class.  Writing became more regionalised and the texts of 
the period began to reflect local spoken norms or dialects.   
 Though there are a number of varieties of spoken Irish in use today, the three 
principal ones correspond to the dialects of the Gaeltacht regions.  Thus, Munster Irish 
is the variety spoken by scattered communities in the south and south-west of Ireland.  
Connacht Irish is spoken by communities in County Galway and County Mayo in the 
west of Ireland while Ulster Irish is the dialect of communities in County Donegal in 
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the north-west of Ireland.  With the formation of the new State in 1922, and the 
adoption of Irish as an official language, it became clear that a written standard would 
be needed to facilitate the new language policy, in particular in relation to official state 
and legal business.  Accordingly, a new official standard grammar (An Caighdeán 
Oifigiúil) was developed.  A later revised version was intended to assist teachers and 
writers generally (Ireland, 1958).  Around this time also, the distinctive Irish script was 
abandoned and replaced by the widely used Roman type.   

1.3.2  Language shift in Ireland: 11th−20th century  
Irish was the dominant language in Ireland up until the 17th century.  Following the 
defeat of the Irish-based Norse at the Battle of Clontarf in 1014, the language and 
culture enjoyed a short period of stability.  The Norse invasions had made little impact 
on the use of Irish other than at the level of some lexical borrowings.  The Anglo-
Norman invasions of the late 12th century were to be the next major influence in Irish 
society.  During this time new towns were established and old ones expanded.  
Norman French was introduced but English eventually became the dominant language 
in the towns.  A great number of Anglo-Norman words entered the language, the most  
common being administrative, legal, military, architectural terms and terms for 
implements (Ó Murchú, 1985: 22).  However, this language shift was to be short lived.  
Irish soon replaced English in the rural boroughs and the aristocracy remained largely 
bilingual (English and Irish).  The Anglo-Normans were either assimilated or retreated 
to a small area around Dublin on the east coast. 
 During the 17th century, a new phase of language shift began and continued until the 
early 20th century.  In a series of plantations, many of the ruling Irish were 
dispossessed by incoming Tudor monarchs and the land given to native-born English.  
The Cromwellian plantations of the seventeenth century in Leinster and Munster 
focussed mainly on securing the main towns, planting them with ‘new English’ 
settlers.  The change to English quickly spread from such towns to the surrounding 
countryside by way of employment and trade links.  Ó Murchú (1985: 25) points out 
that by the end of the 18th century English had become the sole language of 
government and public institutions.  For most Irish people of the time, especially 
those in Ulster and Leinster, a knowledge of English was seen as a necessity for 
advancement.  Hindley (1990: 13) highlights the extent of the shift from Irish to 
English during this time: “for although there were Irish speakers nearly everywhere in 
1800…. in almost all the Leinster and Ulster counties the language was no longer in 
use among the children of the great majority of families”.  It would appear that parents 
from the more socio-economically prosperous areas saw the learning of English as 
necessary for their children’s progress and survival.  In the poorer areas, where fewer 
chances for social and economic advancement existed, the population was increasing 
and with it the numbers of Irish speakers.   
 A census conducted in 1841 showed the population of Ireland to be close to eight 
million.  However, a severe famine from 1845-1849 decimated the population, 
reducing it by two and a half million people, approximately one million through death 
and the rest through emigration.  The hardest hit areas were the poorer regions on the 
western seaboard which also contained the largest proportion of Irish speakers.  The 
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first official information on the language spoken in Ireland comes from the 1851 
Census of the Population.  Based on data reported in this census, it was calculated that 
approximately 45% of the population had spoken Irish during the last quarter of the 
eighteenth century but by the time of the census (1851) this percentage had declined to 
just under 30% (Fitzgerald, 1984).  This decline in Irish, the combined result of 
emigration and desire for economic advancement, continued its downward spiral 
through the late nineteenth century.  The 1891 Census of Population indicated that 
only 19.2% of what now comprises the Republic of Ireland were Irish speakers at that 
time.  The majority of these were concentrated in two provinces, Munster (south of 
Ireland) and Connacht (West/North West of Ireland).  Only 2% resided in the eastern 
province of Leinster.  An analysis of census data show that the decline in use can also 
be explained in terms of non-transmission of Irish to the younger generation (Ó 
Riagáin, 1997: 5).  While in 1851, 12.6% of those under ten years of age were Irish 
speaking, the corresponding proportion in 1891 was just 3.5%.  Ó Murchú (1985: 28) 
believes that “the size of the traditional Irish-speaking community (Gaeltacht) in the 
20th century is already determined” in these last figures.  It is also worth noting that the 
distribution of Irish speakers throughout the country has changed radically since the 
late nineteenth century.  As Ó Riagáin (1997: 146) points out, “about 48 per cent of 
Irish-speakers now live in Leinster (including Dublin) compared with about 5 per cent 
in 1851”.  Such changes can be attributed not only to the growth in population in 
Dublin city but perhaps more importantly to the impact of school Irish on this sector of 
the population. 

Revival  
The struggle for political independence or home rule in the early part of twentieth 
century in Ireland was accompanied by developments in other intellectual and cultural 
areas.  One of these was the language revival movement.  Its main concern was the 
preservation of the Irish language as an important aspect of Ireland’s heritage.  Of all 
the societies involved in this movement, the Gaelic League set up in 1893 was the 
most successful as well as ambitious in its aims.  Chief amongst these was the revival 
of Irish and the creation of a new modern literature in Irish.  It organised language 
classes and cultural events throughout the country.  In 1900, it succeeded in getting the 
British administration to allow the Irish language to be taught as a subject in the 
primary school system (Ó Riagáin, 1997: 9).  Training of teachers in Irish commenced 
in special training colleges.  The League also achieved their demand that Irish be an 
essential requirement for entry to the National University of Ireland.   
 In 1922, following the War of Independence, an independent Irish State was 
established with the signing of a treaty with the British Government.  (As part of the 
treaty, the six counties of Northern Ireland remained part of the UK).  Under the 
constitution drawn up for the new State, Irish is described as the national language and 
English as an equally recognised official language.   Thus, a bilingual state was what 
was envisaged.  The 1937 revised Constitution refers to Irish as the ‘first official 
language’ implying a somewhat higher status for Irish than for English.   The Irish 
education system was seen as main agent through which revival of Irish could be 
achieved.  The next section examines the role which the schools have played in the 
revival and maintenance of Irish since the formation of the State. 
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1.4  The schools as a means of promoting Irish  

In 1922, all primary schools were instructed to teach Irish, or use it as a medium of 
instruction for at least a half an hour a day (INTO, 1941).  Under the new language 
policy, it was also recommended that Irish be taught or used as a medium of 
instruction in all national schools that had a competent teacher.  Special training in 
Irish was provided for teachers.  In infant classes, it was intended that all work would 
be conducted directly through Irish (Ó Buachalla, 1988: 348).  In teaching Irish there 
was a strong emphasis on grammar and composition.   According to Ó Laoire (2000: 
22) the implicit assumption in this policy was that “if children knew the language they 
would learn to speak it”.   
 While primary education was compulsory for all young children (6-14 years), few 
continued to the post-primary level.  Ó Buachalla (1988: 62) points out that in the 
period following independence “access to education beyond the primary stage outside 
urban areas, was available only to about 8% of the age group”.  In post-primary 
secondary schools, Irish and English were mandatory subjects from 1927.  Irish was a 
compulsory subject for the two main examinations – the junior level examination 
(Intermediate Certificate) and the terminal secondary school examination (Leaving 
Certificate).  Extra marks were awarded for those taking their subjects in these 
examinations through the medium of Irish.  As a result of these incentives, the number 
of schools using Irish as a medium of instruction (‘A’ schools) increased from five in 
1925-26 to twenty four in 1930-31 and those teaching some subjects through Irish (‘B’ 
schools) had risen from ten to sixty eight in the same period (Department of Education, 
1932; Ó Buachalla, 1988: 349).    
 The new language policy was vigorously pursued through the 1930’s and by the 
early 1940’s, 12% of the primary schools and 28% of the secondary schools in English 
speaking areas were using Irish as a medium of instruction (Ó Buachalla, 1988: 65).  
However, there was general unease among teachers and politicians regarding the 
suitability of Irish-medium education for infant classes in particular.  The rule was 
relaxed in the 1950’s.  The general public was also unhappy with other aspects of Irish 
language policy in the schools.  Particularly unpopular was the regulation whereby 
students who did not pass Irish in the two main state examinations (Intermediate and 
Leaving Certificate) would not be awarded a certificate i.e. they were regarded as 
having failed the whole examination.  Ó Riagáin (1993: 47) cites evidence from a 
public opinion poll, conducted in 1964, in which 71% of respondents were unhappy 
with compulsory Irish in the state examinations while 65% disapproved of the teaching 
through Irish policy.  A study published in the late sixties (Macnamara, 1966) 
suggesting that Irish medium instruction could have negative academic consequences 
for some categories of students may also have reinforced public fear regarding the 
suitability of all-Irish medium education.  As resistance to the compulsory aspect of 
Irish in state examinations mounted, the government finally capitulated and the rule 
was dropped in 1973.     
 This period was also marked by a growing dissatisfaction at official levels with the 
low return of the investment in teaching Irish.  Standards were not meeting 
expectations.  A report by Comhairle na Gaeilge (The Irish Language Council) 
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published in the 1970’s, while acknowledging the high standards in some school, 
asserted that “in too many other schools, even after 12 years instruction, most pupils 
emerge unable to conduct a simple conversation in Irish” (Comhairle na Gaeilge, 
1974: 3).  Various surveys of achievement in Irish at primary level during the 1970’s-
1980’s showed that only approximately one-third of the nation’s children, on average, 
were attaining mastery of the stated listening and speaking objectives of the audio-
visual based Irish course which was in use at the time (Harris, 1984; Harris & 
Murtagh, 1988a).  More generally, effectiveness of the educational programme as the 
sole means of restoring the language was also being questioned.  Referring to Irish 
language teaching policy of the 1930’s-1960’s, Ó Laoire (2000: 23) remarks on “the 
growing disjunction between the energies invested in learning the language in the 
classroom and the absence of opportunities outside it for using it meaningfully in a 
speech community context”.  The absence of any home-school link in school language 
policy meant that no connection was being made between language skills learned at 
school and their use in the home-neighbourhood domain (Ó Laoire, 1995: 230). 
 The radical changes in educational policy which occurred during the 1960’s reflected 
the general advancement in economic and social planning in Ireland of that period.  A 
new and more coherent educational policy sought to broaden curricular content and to 
promote equality of educational opportunity.  Free travel to school and the 
establishment of comprehensive and community schools dramatically increased the 
participation rates in post-primary education between 1960-1970 (Clancy, 2001: 16; Ó 
Buachalla, 1988: 74).  Consequently, the demands on the state educational system 
continued to grow.  This, together with the general dissatisfaction regarding certain 
aspects of Irish language teaching policy, prompted the State to adopt a more 
pragmatic approach to the teaching of Irish.  The 1960’s saw a rapid decline in the 
numbers of all-Irish medium schools.  While approximately eighty secondary schools 
were teaching through Irish in 1960, only one quarter of these was still operating by 
1970 (Ó Buachalla, 1988: 367).  There was an even greater decline at primary level in 
this ten year period with the number of ‘all-Irish’ schools falling from 183 to 28 (Ó 
Riagáin, 1997: 201).  Thus, there was a general shift in Irish educational policy from 
promoting bilingual or all-Irish programmes to concentrating resources on the teaching 
of Irish as a subject. 
 Alongside this change in policy, there was evidence of declining standards in Irish at 
second level.  Ó Riagáin (1997: 204) claims that from the early seventies through the 
eighties there was a decline in levels of proficiency in Irish among post-primary school 
students.  Specifically, he points to an increase in the percentages of students not 
taking Irish in the two second level state examinations as well as growing percentages 
who failed Irish or who did not take the higher level paper in Irish in the Leaving 
Certificate Examination.  A number of factors may account for these changes.  First, 
the discontinuation of the compulsory Irish requirement for state examinations, entry 
to the Civil Service and to some third level colleges is likely to have weakened 
instrumental motivation for learning the language.  Second, the higher participation 
rates at post-primary level generally brought increasing numbers of less academically 
able students into the senior cycle than before.  Third, the fall off in Irish-medium 
education may also have had a negative effect on overall achievement though the 



Retention and attrition of Irish as a second language 8

proportion of schools involved even when at its peak was still only a small minority of 
the total number of second level schools.    
 Concerns about failure rates in Irish and suitability of course content for all students 
was what prompted curriculum reform in Irish during the 1980’s-1990’s.  It was hoped 
that by adopting a new communicative approach (Canale & Swain, 1980; Hymes, 
1972), as had already happened in the case of modern languages in post-primary 
schools (Sheils, 1988), Irish would become more accessible and relevant to all students 
(Ó Laoire, 2000: 26).  A new revised curriculum for Leaving Certificate Irish was 
developed and published in 1995 (Department of Education, 1995a, 1995b).  The 
impact or effectiveness of the new approach has yet to be objectively assessed.  
Leaving Certificate Examination results in Irish have improved in the last decade - 
there are fewer students failing and more attaining honours in the subject.  However, it 
will be argued later, that it is difficult to draw any reliable conclusions from these 
changes (see section 1.7.3 below). 

1.5  Ability, use and attitudes to Irish in the adult population  

1.5.1  Ability in Irish and use of Irish: Census data 
Census data on the Irish language, over the last century and a half, show that the 
number of Irish speakers has if anything increased in this period.  It will be recalled 
(see section 1.3.2) that in 1891 only 19.2% of the population were classified as Irish 
speakers.  This figure had dropped to 17.6% in the (1911) census preceding 
independence.  Since the formation of the Irish State, the reported percentages of Irish 
speakers has been growing steadily.  The impact of the schools in generating Irish 
speakers can be seen in the growth in the young adult cohorts of Irish speakers 
returned in the various censuses in this period.  By 1991, 32.5% of the population were 
returned as Irish speakers.  Only 4.6% of the total 3-4 year old cohort, however, were 
recorded  as Irish speakers.  As the majority of these children would not be attending 
school, this percentage is likely to give a more realistic picture of home use of Irish in 
the general population.   
 There are, however, a number of difficulties in interpreting census data.  There is the 
problem of defining the level of competence of those returned as Irish speakers which 
is usually reported by the head of the household.  The 1996 census of the population 
(Central Statistics Office, 1998) suggests a rather dramatic increase (8.6%) in Irish 
speakers since 1991 – the percentage reported is 41.1%.  An explanation may lie in the 
substantial change in question format from the previous census.  The pattern of ability, 
however, is similar to that found in earlier censuses, with the highest proportion of 
Irish speakers in the 5-24 age range.     
 It must also be acknowledged that though an individual is classified as an Irish 
speaker it does not always follow that she/he will speak the language with any degree 
of regularity.  Responses to a new question on ‘Irish use’ in the 1996 census indicate 
such a mismatch between ability in Irish and use.  While 41.1% of the total population 
are classified as Irish speakers, only 10.2% of the total population are reported to speak 
the language ‘daily’ and 3.6% speak it ‘weekly’ (Central Statistics Office, 1998: 56).  
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Not unexpectedly, frequency of speaking Irish is highest in the school-going 
population.  For example, in the total 10-14 age cohort 36% are reported as speaking 
Irish ‘daily’.  The corresponding percentage drops to 24.2% in the 15-19 age cohort 
and in the 20-24 age cohort only 2.8% are reported as using the language daily.  As 
most students complete their secondary education at age eighteen, the decline in use 
begins to show in the 15-19 age cohort.  The reported daily use in the 20-24 age group 
probably best reflects actual use of Irish in society in general – outside of the school 
situation.  From the 1996 census data it can be also be calculated that, of the non-
school going population (3-4 years, > 20 years) outside of the Gaeltacht, only 2.2% 
(54,863) speak Irish on a daily basis.  (The corresponding figure for the Gaeltacht is 
35% or 20,899 speakers.)  The low level of spoken Irish use in the 20-24 age cohort is 
surprising given that the majority of these individuals would only have ceased to study 
Irish within a few years of the census.  Thus, it appears that once students finish their 
formal study of Irish at second level, they are no more likely to use the language than 
the rest of the adult population.    

1.5.2  Ability in Irish and use of Irish: Language survey data 
A more conservative measure, perhaps, of ability and use in the non-school going 
population may be found in language survey data collected in the adult population 
(aged 18 and over) at ten yearly intervals from 1973 to 1993.  A ‘speaking ability’ 
question in each of three surveys (C.I.L.A.R., 1975; Ó Riagáin & Ó Gliasáin, 1984, 
1994) asked if respondents  knew ‘no Irish’, the ‘odd word’, enough for a ‘few simple 
sentences’, for ‘parts of conversations’, for ‘most conversations’, or finally, if they 
regarded themselves as ‘native speakers’.  Ó Riagáin (1997: 148) reports that “in each 
survey, about half of the sample said that they had little or no Irish, about 40 per cent 
felt that they could manage a few simple sentences or parts of conversations, and just 
over 10 per cent said they could handle most or all conversational situations”.  These 
data suggest, therefore, that the term ‘Irish speaker’ as used in the census represents 
individuals with quite varying levels of ability in the language.  
 Information from the 1993 survey also give some insight into the kinds of difficulties  
respondents experience in speaking Irish.  Of those who reported ability at the level of 
a ‘few simple sentences’ or ‘parts of conversations’, the most common difficulty 
reported was ‘finding the right word for special topics’ or ‘thinking quickly enough to 
keep up with conversations’ (50-70% of respondents).  ‘Grammar’  and ‘expressing 
what you mean’ came next in terms of difficulty (56% & 30%  respectively) in both 
groups.  Problems with pronunciation was the least likely to be reported in either 
ability group (21% & 8%).   
 Responses to a general item on home use of Irish in the three surveys showed that 
Irish is used ‘always/often’ (by at least one person) in only between 3-5% of homes.  
The proportion of adults in the 1993 survey who report speaking Irish ‘frequently’ in 
the workplace (2-3%) is somewhat similar to the level of reported home use in the 
population generally (Ó Riagáin, 1997: 163).  This survey also provides information 
on the extent of community or social use of Irish in the country generally.  About 6% 
of the population reported that they ‘often’ attend leisure (Irish music and dance) 
events where Irish is used while only about 1% or less attend Irish language 
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associations and clubs where Irish is used.  About 20% of the population are reported 
as attending religious services in Irish ‘at least occasionally’.  Regarding Irish reading, 
only 1-2% of those surveyed read an Irish language newspaper or book ‘daily or a few 
times weekly’ (93% ‘never’ read them).  The percentage reading an Irish column in 
daily newspapers was just slightly higher: 5% did so at least a ‘few times weekly’.   
 Contact with Irish via the broadcast media appears to be more frequent than the more 
active use of Irish described above.  In the 1993 survey, 12% of the total sample of 
respondents reported watching programmes in Irish on TV at least ‘a few times 
weekly’, while 5% listened to radio programmes in Irish on such a regular basis.  Since 
1993, the opportunity to watch TV programmes in Irish has increased with the 
introduction of the new Irish language television channel (TG4).  Ó hIfearnáin (2001: 
27) has reported that, during September to November 2000, this new station registered 
2.2% of all viewership in the State.  He points out also, however, that viewership of 
certain Irish language programmes on the established, and predominantly English 
medium, State channels is much higher (16-26%).   

 
Instructional level in Irish and ability in Irish 
Language survey data reveal that the higher the instructional level reached in Irish, the 
higher the respondents rate their own ability in Irish.  In the Committee on Irish 
Language Attitudes Research 1973 study (C.I.L.A.R., 1975), a national sample of first 
and sixth-year post primary students in English-speaking areas rated their ability to 
speak and understand Irish.  The results showed that the proportion of sixth years who 
rated ability at the level of ‘most conversations or better’ was 53% for ‘understanding’ 
and 43% for ‘speaking’.  The corresponding proportions for first year students were 
36% and 35% respectively.  
  The 1993 survey of attitudes and use in the adult population (Ó Riagáin & Ó 
Gliasáin, 1994) showed a strong relationship between grade received in Irish in the 
Leaving Certificate Examination and the respondent’s current ability to speak Irish.  
Of those who received honours (Grade C or higher on the Higher Level paper) in 
Leaving Certificate Irish, 53% believed they could still participate in ‘most 
conversations’.  The corresponding proportion for those who got ‘pass’ grades was just 
12% and none of those who failed Irish in the Leaving Certificate Examination would 
rate themselves this high.  Self-assessed ability in the 1993 survey was also linked to 
the general instructional background of respondents.  Those who left school at the end 
of primary school appeared to have retained little Irish: 80% had just the ‘odd word’.  
Those with post-primary education fared somewhat better but still 60% did not rate 
their speaking ability higher than ‘a few simple sentences’ and only 11% felt they 
could partake in ‘most conversations’.  For those who had been exposed to Irish-
medium instruction the results were much better.  Approximately one-third of adults 
who were taught some subjects through the medium of Irish at school reported ability 
to speak Irish at the level of ‘most conversations’ or higher while 61% of those who 
had attended ‘all-Irish’ (immersion) schools rated themselves at this level.  Ó Riagáin 
(1997: 196) concludes that full or partial immersion programmes “appear to have been 
far more successful in imparting enduring speaking skills” than the regular teaching of 
Irish as a subject programme. 
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1.5.3  Attitudes to Irish in the general population 
The language surveys described above which were carried out in 1973, 1983 and 1993 
consistently showed that the general public placed a high value on Irish as a symbol of 
ethnicity.  The percentages in each survey agreeing with the statement ‘Without Irish, 
Ireland would certainly lose its identity as a separate culture’ are 56%, 66% and 61% 
respectively.  There was also widespread agreement that ‘to really understand Irish 
culture, one must know Irish’ (58%; 57%; 46%) though the level of agreement 
dropped to under one half of the population in the most recent 1993 survey.  
Furthermore, at least two-thirds in each survey agreed that ‘no real Irish person can be 
against the revival of Irish’.  Ó Riagáin (1997: 191) reports that “there is also majority 
support for policies to maintain Irish in the Gaeltacht, to provide Irish language 
services on the national television channels, to use Irish on public notices, to provide 
State services in Irish and officials who can speak Irish, and to support the voluntary 
language organisations”.  Notwithstanding such levels of support for maintenance of 
the language, responses to other items reveal a high level of pessimism in relation to 
the future of Irish.  Percentages ranging from 66-71% believe that ‘if nothing is done 
about it, Irish will disappear in a generation or two’ while somewhat similar 
percentages (79%; 78%; 65%) think that ‘most people just don’t care one way or the 
other about Irish’.   

Public attitudes to the teaching of Irish  
The surveys also show that there is a high level of support for the teaching of Irish to 
most Irish school children.  The proportions agreeing that they would be sorry if Irish 
children stopped learning Irish at school grew from 63% in 1973 to approximately 
75% in the later surveys.  A survey of public attitudes to Irish conducted by the Irish 
National Teachers’ Organisation in the early eighties (INTO, 1985) also found high 
levels of support (84%) for the inclusion of Irish in the primary school curriculum.  
However, the 1993 survey (Ó Riagáin & Ó Gliasáin, 1994) showed that the public was 
not happy with the effectiveness of Irish language policy in the schools.  Over two-
thirds of those interviewed agreed with the statements that ‘children seldom learn 
enough Irish to use it after school’ and that ‘if Irish were taught better in the schools, 
more people would speak it’.  Over a half believed that children ‘resent having to learn 
Irish’.   
 It is clear, however, that the majority of adults do not want any change in the type of 
Irish language programme in place in primary or second level schools.  Specifically, 
between 69-72% of those interviewed in 1983 and 1993 would like to see the current 
policy of teaching maintained.  About 20% favour some teaching through Irish while 
only 4% favoured full immersion.  Responses to another item revealed a stronger level 
of support for Irish-medium education.  Almost a third reported that they would be 
willing to send their own children to an ‘all-Irish’ primary school and almost a quarter 
would send them to an ‘all-Irish’ secondary school, if they were located locally.  And 
approximately 70% thought that the government should provide such schools wherever 
the public wants them (Ó Riagáin, 1997: 180).   
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A survey of parents’ attitudes to Irish  
A survey of parents (Harris & Murtagh, 1999) conducted as part of an in-depth study 
of the teaching and learning of Irish in twenty senior grade primary school classes, 
showed that two-thirds of parents described their own attitude to Irish as 
‘strongly/somewhat in favour’ while three quarters of parents were 
‘strongly/somewhat in favour of their child being taught Irish’.  Most parents (83.3%) 
also agreed that the school was ‘doing everything possible’ to improve their children’s 
progress in Irish generally (only 14.1% felt it ‘could do more’).  However, these 
positive attitudes regarding Irish, and to the notion of their children learning it, were 
not matched with high levels of personal commitment to, or involvement in, the actual 
process of their children learning Irish.  It was shown that 70% of parents left it up ‘to 
the child to develop his/her own attitude’ - only approximately 30% let the child know 
Irish was very important.  Furthermore, praise for the child’s school achievements was 
less common in the case of Irish than in other school subject areas and parents were 
more likely to ‘usually help’ their child with mathematics (70%) or English (48%) than 
with Irish (35%).  What is of particular significance in the study is that where active 
participation on the part of parents was present, in the form of encouragement, praise 
or help with homework, it was associated with more positive pupil attitudes and higher 
pupil achievement in Irish.   

1.5.4  Attitude/Motivation among school learners of Irish  
Gardner and Lambert (1959) were among the first to try to identify the major social 
and ability factors involved in second language learning.  Among a group of high 
school English-speaking students of French, they identified a language aptitude factor 
and a social-motivation factor.  The latter obtained high loadings with factors such as 
Attitude towards French Speakers and Motivational Intensity to learn French.  Gardner 
went on to develop the Attitude Motivation Test Battery (Gardner, 1985a).  It has been 
shown that various aspects of attitude/motivation measured by this instrument correlate 
strongly with achievement in the target language (Lalonde & Gardner, 1985).   
 Harris and Murtagh (1999) used an adapted form of the Attitude Motivation Test 
Battery (AMTB) to assess pupil attitude/motivation in relation to learning Irish at 
primary school.  A full description of this instrument is given in Chapter 3.  It was 
found that the sixth-grade pupils involved in the study had quite positive integrative 
attitudes in relation to Irish i.e. they were generally well-disposed towards the Irish 
language itself and towards the idea of integrating with the Irish-language speaking 
‘community’ or ‘group’.  These integrative attitudes are important because they can 
help to maintain motivation during the long task of acquiring Irish.  In contrast, those 
aspects of motivation which reflect commitment to actually learning Irish were less 
positive (e.g. their desire to learn Irish, intensity of the effort which they are prepared 
to commit to learning Irish).  Similar findings had been reported in an earlier study of 
Irish attitude /motivation in early post-primary classes (Ó Fathaigh, 1991).  While the 
results of that study indicated an overall ‘positive’ attitude to the importance of Irish as 
an ethnic symbol and to the promotion of bilingualism, less positive attitudes were 
related to the learning process itself.    
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 One interesting outcome of the Harris and Murtagh (1999) study was the finding that 
it was the more active aspects of motivation, such as attitude to learning the subject 
and effort expended in doing so, which seemed to directly affect student achievement 
in Irish as measured by listening objectives of spoken Irish (Harris & Murtagh, 1999: 
31).  Responses to items from an Irish lesson-anxiety scale in the study showed that 
roughly one-third of pupils admitted to anxiety, lack of confidence or embarrassment 
about speaking Irish in class.  Correlation data showed that higher levels of Irish-
lesson anxiety were associated with significantly lower levels of pupil achievement in 
Irish.  Furthermore, classroom observation data revealed that class groups in which 
pupils were less likely to speak in Irish during the Irish lesson were associated with 
higher levels of Irish-lesson anxiety (Harris & Murtagh, 1999: 333).   
 In a national survey (n=2225) of primary school pupils, Harris and Murtagh (1988a) 
found that only about 1.2% were reported as using at least some Irish at home.  What 
is significant, however, is that even such moderate levels of home use of Irish have 
been shown to be associated with higher pupil achievement in the language (Harris, 
1984; Harris & Murtagh, 1988b, 1999).  Data from a Parental Encouragement scale in 
Harris and Murtagh’s (1999) study indicated that a substantial minority of pupils did 
not believe that they had the support and encouragement of their parents in the task of 
learning Irish.  Furthermore, both the Use of Irish at Home scale and the Parental 
Encouragement scale were strong predictors of pupils’ overall Irish 
attitude/motivation: higher levels of parental encouragement and higher levels of Irish 
use at home being associated with more positive pupil attitude/motivation.   

1.6  Immersion education in Ireland today 

It was noted earlier that during the 1960’s the numbers of all-Irish medium schools 
outside of the Gaeltacht fell quite sharply.  By 1972 there were fewer than twenty of 
these ‘all-Irish’ schools, the majority of which were primary schools.  The numbers 
remained stable for some years but by the early eighties they had doubled once again 
and the recovery continued into the next decade.  By 2000 there were 145 ‘all-Irish’ 
schools operating outside of the Gaeltacht (114 primary; 31 post-primary) and there 
are indications that the numbers continue to grow (Gaelscoileanna, 2001).  This turn-
around was due to the activity of a new ‘all-Irish’ school movement of individuals and 
parents concerned with the provision of ‘all-Irish’ immersion education.  The 
movement is coordinated by two voluntary grant-aided agencies, one concerned with 
‘all-Irish’ primary and post-primary schools (Gaelscoileanna) and the other with ‘all-
Irish’ preschools called Naíonraí.  The growth in Naíonraí throughout the country is 
significant as it generates an increasing demand for follow-up ‘all-Irish’ primary 
education.  The number of ‘all-Irish’ second level schools is also slowly increasing.  
However, they are still not widely enough distributed to be capable of absorbing all of 
those ‘all-Irish’ primary school leavers who would like to continue their post-primary 
education through the medium of Irish. 
 There is a body of evidence showing that ‘all-Irish’ primary school pupils have a 
much higher level of achievement (Irish reading and spoken Irish) than those in 
‘ordinary’ primary schools (Cummins, 1982; Harris, 1984) and as high as their 
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counterparts in Gaeltacht schools (Harris & Murtagh, 1987).  A recent study 
(Kavanagh, 1999) which compared final year students in five ‘all-Irish’ secondary 
schools in the Dublin area with a matched sample of classes from ‘ordinary’ (English-
medium) schools also showed substantially higher levels of ability in Irish among 
immersion students.  Specifically, all of the immersion (n=162) students rated their 
ability to speak Irish in the high range of ability (most conversation or better) while 
only 44% of a matched sample of ‘ordinary’ school students rated their ability this 
highly.  Junior Certificate results showed that all the immersion students had studied 
higher level Irish and 93% received an A or B grade in the examination.  In contrast, 
less than a half of the ‘ordinary’ school students studied higher level Irish and of those 
who sat the higher level paper only 49% received A or B grades (Kavanagh, 1999: 
188-89).   
 As Ó Riagáin (1997: 262) points out, the ‘all-Irish’ school can have “an importance 
far beyond its basic aim of educating children through Irish”.  For example, two 
studies show evidence of a backwash effect in terms of increased use of Irish in the 
homes of ‘all-Irish’ school students.  A study of ‘all-Irish’ schools in the Dublin area in 
1972 (Ó Riagáin & Ó Gliasáin, 1979) indicated that approximately seventy percent of 
parents (mothers) claimed an increase had occurred in the frequency with which Irish 
was used in the home since their child began attending the ‘all-Irish’ school (Ó 
Riagáin, 1997: 257).  The pattern of home use was highest in conversations with the 
child attending the ‘all-Irish’ school.  Hickey (1997: 67) also reported an increase in 
Irish use in the homes of children attending Naíonraí (‘all-Irish’ preschool).   
 The Ó Riagáin and Ó Gliasáin (1979) study also showed evidence of increased 
participation in Irish-speaking networks among parents of ‘all-Irish’ school children, 
though the durability of these contacts after children have left the ‘all-Irish’ school 
system has yet to be established.  Ó Riagáin (1997: 277) claims that such school based 
networks appear to have some success in integrating ‘novice’ or ‘reluctant’ bilinguals.  
It is this kind of potential for bilingual reproduction within society which may be one 
of the most important aspects of all-Irish medium education.  It must be kept in mind, 
however, that parents in the Ó Riagáin and Ó Gliasáin’s (1979) study had higher social 
class ratings, higher levels of education, higher ability in Irish and more positive 
attitudes to Irish than the general population.  With the expansion of  immersion 
education generally, and in rural areas in particular, it is possible that the profile of 
‘all-Irish’ school parents may be quite different now than it was three decades ago.  
There is some evidence (Coady & Ó Laoire, 2002) that the linguistic profile in homes 
of all-Irish school students has changed somewhat: less Irish spoken now than in 1974. 
 For students there are likely to be other more far reaching benefits associated with 
immersion education than higher achievement alone.  For example, the Kavanagh 
(1999) study showed that ‘all-Irish’ school students were much more optimistic 
regarding the future of Irish than ‘ordinary’ school students or the public in general.  
Two thirds of the ‘all-Irish’ school students interviewed agreed with the statement that 
‘Irish can be revived as a common means of communication’ and only 4% agreed with 
the statement that ‘Irish is a dead language’.  Corresponding percentages for matched 
‘ordinary’ school students in that study were 38% and 31% respectively.  The latter 
figures are close to the percentages agreeing (45% and 31%) with these same two 
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items in the national population (Ó Riagáin & Ó Gliasáin, 1994).  Such feelings of 
confidence and optimism combined with success in learning the Irish language found 
among immersion students may be important factors in helping to maintain high levels 
of motivation in the longer term. It may be worth mentioning that approximately three 
quarters of the ‘all-Irish’ students in the Kavanagh study also indicated a strong 
commitment to maintenance of the language in terms of their ‘intention to use Irish in 
their homes, with any children they may have in the future’ (Kavanagh, 1999: 207).  
The corresponding proportion for ‘ordinary’ school final year students is much lower 
(36%) but, nonetheless, suggests a significant level of commitment for non-immersion 
final year students.  The extent to which such aspirational commitment may be realised 
in practice and the factors facilitating this transformation are the critical issues for 
intergenerational transmission of Irish skills. 
 Finally, it must be kept in mind that the present number of ‘all-Irish’ schools still 
only represent a tiny proportion (3.6%) of the total number of national schools 
(Department of Education and Science, 2001) and as such are unlikely to have any 
significant effect on the extent of societal bilingualism.  Nevertheless, the positive 
outcomes emerging from present day immersion programmes must be acknowledged 
and the fact that the present revival of all-Irish medium education is bottom-up driven, 
rather than top-down (State) driven, is further grounds for optimism in relation to its 
capacity to endure over time. 

1.7  Irish in the Leaving Certificate Programme 

Current policy requires that all students study Irish as a subject in second-level schools 
(with a few exceptions).  Exemptions are granted in a small number of cases e.g. pupils 
with learning disabilities or those whose primary education was received outside of 
Ireland1.  There are two main stages in secondary education in Ireland (i) the Junior 
Cycle and (ii) the Senior cycle.  Students sit an examination called the Junior 
Certificate Examination at the end of the three year junior cycle.  Some schools may 
decide that all or some of its students follow a Transition Year Programme before 
entering the two year Leaving Certificate Programme which terminates with the 
Leaving Certificate Examination.  In the first year of the present study there were 730 
second level schools offering the Leaving Certificate Programme (Department of 
Education and Science, 2001). 

1.7.1  The established Leaving Certificate Programme and Examination  
The established Leaving Certificate Programme aims to prepare students for 
“immediate entry into open society or for proceeding to further education” 
(Department of Education and Science, 1999a).  Students must study at least five 
subjects one of which must be Irish.  Most subjects are offered at two levels – Higher 
and Ordinary.  However, in order to accommodate weaker ability students, Irish and 
Mathematics are also offered at Foundation Level.  The Leaving Certificate 
                                                 
1 For more details on exemptions see Department of Education and Science, 1999a & Circular Letter 
M10/94 
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Examination is the final examination for secondary education.  Because of the high 
standards set in the examination, it is recommended that students not be presented in 
more than seven subjects.  Candidates who sit the examination are awarded a 
certificate of the grades achieved in their chosen subjects.  For a minority of post-
primary students, the Leaving Certificate Examination marks the end of their formal 
education.  However, this is an ever diminishing proportion.  The growth in the 
number of Post Leaving Certificate courses and courses in new Colleges of 
Technology means that few second level graduates go directly into employment.   

The Points System 
The Leaving Certificate Examination is intended mainly as a test of achievement and 
is not designed to be used for selection purposes.  In practice, however, the certificate 
of results is used as evidence of a student’s suitability for entry to third level education 
or employment.  Places in third level institutions are in many cases awarded solely on 
the basis of Leaving Certificate grades obtained.  Where demand exceeds the number 
of places available, the student’s examination results are reduced to a single ‘points’ 
score by the Central Applications Office (CAO).  This is calculated by giving a set 
number of points for each grade and then adding the six best values to get a ‘points’ 
total.  The table in Appendix A shows how points are calculated for grades at Higher 
Level and at Ordinary Level.  It should be noted that Foundation Level subjects are not 
awarded any points.  Students are ranked according to their ‘points’ scores and the 
available course places are filled by the CAO from the top of this ranked list.  
Attaining the best ‘points score’ possible has become a preoccupation for Leaving 
Certificate candidates and the scramble for places in courses based on this score is 
familiarly known as the ‘points race’.  Whatever the merits or otherwise of the ‘points 
system’ it has become an important feature in the life of Leaving Certificate students.   

1.7.2  The Leaving Certificate Course in Irish 
At present, there are three course levels or Irish syllabuses which a student can take for 
the established Leaving Certificate programme - Foundation Level (Bonnleibhéal), 
Ordinary Level (Gnáthleibhéal) and Higher Level (Ardleibhéal).  We will now look 
briefly at the content of the relevant syllabus for each of these three levels.   
 The Leaving Certificate Foundation Level course in Irish is aimed at students of low 
ability in Irish and is selected by about ten percent of Leaving Certificate candidates.  
The aim is to develop basic communicative skills in Irish, receptive skills in particular.  
Students are expected to be able to understand simple speech and to participate in 
simple conversations.  Basic functional reading and writing skills are emphasised.  
There is little, if any, emphasis on Irish literature though the course is intended to 
develop a general awareness of the language, Irish culture and traditions.  

In the Leaving Certificate Ordinary Level Irish syllabus, the main teaching 
objectives are (i) understanding speech, written text and literature, (ii) developing 
spoken Irish skills in relation to listed topics, (iii) writing in Irish (letters, stories, 
accounts) and (iv) reading and appreciating a selection of Irish prose and poetry.  A 
wider variety of communicative functions and topics are listed than in the case of 
Foundation Level.  The course is designed to integrate aspects of Irish culture with the 



Background to the study 17

language skills that are being taught.  Awareness of the structure of Irish and its 
similarity with other languages the student is studying is seen as part of the language 
awareness dimension.  Learning strategies are also emphasised.  There are five 
prescribed pieces of prose and five poems in Irish which must be studied at this level.  
Books regarded as having subject matter which is enjoyable and relevant to students’ 
own lives are selected.  The books change every three years.  The poems selected are 
usually those by modern poets and the topics are intended to relate in some way to 
syllabus topics.  As well as these prescribed works, it is recommended that teachers 
select other suitable works of prose and poetry to use with students.    

The Leaving Certificate Higher Level Irish course is aimed at two types of Irish 
language student.  First, it is intended to help learners of Irish in ‘ordinary’ (English-
medium) second level schools become competent Irish users and speakers.  Second, it 
is designed to help native or native-like speakers to become more sophisticated users 
of the language.  One important stated aim is that, on completion of the course, 
students’ ability to understand and to speak Irish would be at a sufficiently high level 
that they could confidently participate in Irish language social interaction:   

“Ar chríochnú an chúrsa dóibh, go mbeidh leibhéal fhíor-shásúla gabhchumais 
agus ginchumais sroichte ag na daltaí, sa chaoi gur féidir leo feidhmiú go lán-
mhuiníneach i gcaidreamh sóisialta Gaeilge”  
(Department of Education, 1995a: 38).   

 The listening and speaking skills objectives specify that students at this level should 
be able to understand all kinds of authentic Irish discourse and be able to participate 
appropriately and with confidence in formal and informal conversations.  Students are 
expected to be able to understand and appreciate all kinds of Irish texts including 
journalistic, literary and review texts.  It is also intended that students should be able to 
express themselves accurately through the medium of writing and be capable of 
producing long compositions on a range of topics.  As at other levels, an integrated 
approach to teaching the language is advocated.  The communicative functions are to 
be realised through receptive and productive activities based on recommended topics.  
A much wider variety of topics is found in the Higher Level Irish syllabus than in the 
Ordinary Level Irish syllabus.  There is also a greater emphasis on Irish culture and 
Irish literature at Higher Level.   
 In addition to the five prescribed works of prose used at Ordinary Level, students at 
Higher Level must study one of the following: (a) a collection of short stories, (b) a 
novel, (c) an autobiography or (d) a drama.  They must also study an additional eight 
poems along with the five recommended for Ordinary Level.  There is a strong 
emphasis on grammar and pronunciation at this level: students are expected to be able 
to speak Irish accurately and precisely - ‘le cruinneas agus le beachtas’.  In keeping 
with the communicative nature of the course, it is recommended that grammar be 
taught within a communicative context.   
 Higher Level Irish students must also study the history of the Irish language and its 
literature.  They are expected to learn about the origin of Irish and its dialects, the Irish 
language movements, Irish folklore and significant works of literature, authors and 
poets.  Finally, the principle of Language Awareness is to be emphasised during the 
course.  It is recommended that references be made to the evolution of the language 
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and comparisons be drawn between the structure of the Irish language and other 
languages with which students are familiar.   

1.7.3  The Leaving Certificate Examination in Irish 
A total of 600 marks are awarded in the Leaving Certificate Examination in Irish at 
both Ordinary and Higher Level.  Almost half of these marks go towards the oral and 
aural examinations.  The remainder are split between two written papers, one focussing 
on knowledge of the language and the other on knowledge of the prescribed texts.  In 
Paper I at Ordinary Level (220 marks), the candidate must write two short 
compositions (e.g. letter, conversation, story) on given topics as well as answer 
questions based on texts (reading comprehension).  In Paper II at Ordinary Level, the 
candidate must answer a question on works of prose and poetry from the course (110 
marks).  For Paper I at Higher Level (170 marks), the student must write a composition 
(essay, story, newspaper article) which carries 100 marks.  The marking scheme 
(Department of Education and Science, 2000) indicates that 80% of marks are awarded 
on the basis of the linguistic accuracy of the piece.  Paper I also contains a reading 
comprehension task (70 marks).  In the literature paper (Paper II) at Higher Level (180 
marks) the candidate must answer two questions on prose, one on poetry and one 
relating to the history of the language.   
 About one quarter of the total examination marks is awarded for the oral Irish test at 
Ordinary and Higher Levels.  The majority of these marks (120 marks) are allocated 
on the basis of the one-to-one oral interview.  The remaining 30 marks are divided 
between a short reading-aloud task and a recitation task. The Leaving Certificate 
Examination Evaluation Guidelines (Department of Education, 1995a: 56) state that 
the interview aims to assess candidates’ ability to converse on day to day matters of 
interest to them and within their level of competence (“gnáthchúrsaí agus 
gnáthimeachtaí laistigh de raon spéise agus cumais na ndaltaí is mó a bheidh i gceist 
anseo”).  It is a test of spoken language skills and not of knowledge: the questions are 
seen merely as a means of getting students to converse.  Examiners are urged to put 
candidates at their ease so as to ensure the they will speak as fluently as possible. 
Output is assessed in terms of (i) lexical content (stór Gaeilge) measured in terms of 
vocabulary and turn of phrase and  (ii) their ability to speak Irish accurately (cumas 
teanga), assessed in terms of syntax, rhythm, pronunciation and overall fluency. 
 In the aural Irish examination, the candidate is required to listen to a tape in Irish and 
write their responses in Irish.  A slightly higher proportion of the overall mark is 
assigned to the aural test at Ordinary Level (20%) than at Higher Level (15%).  The 
same tape is used for both levels but the instructions and questions in the test booklet 
are different at each level.  The topics and situations presented are those which are 
covered in the syllabus (e.g. conversations,  interviews).  Some texts used in recording 
are taken from authentic sources e.g. radio/TV, newspapers/magazines.  The material 
is recorded in a studio by fluent speakers of Irish.  All main dialects are represented 
but major differences in vocabulary, grammar and colloquialisms are avoided.  The 
rate of speech is slower than would be found in authentic situations.   
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Leaving Certificate Examination statistics 
Baseline data for the present study was collected in 2000, shortly before the Leaving 
Certificate Examination.  In that year, a total of 54,553 students took Irish in the 
established Leaving Certificate Examination (see Appendix B).  The numbers and 
proportions of students taking Irish at the three levels are as follows: Foundation Level 
- 10.5% (n=5,733); Ordinary Level - 58.4% (n=31,862) and Higher Level - 31.1% 
(n=16,958).  Leaving Certificate Examination statistics for other years which are 
presented in Appendix B indicate that the overall proportions of the total cohort taking 
Irish at each of these three levels in the Leaving Certificate Examination has remained 
reasonably stable over the past seven years (1996-2002).  
  A gender imbalance is revealed when comparing the proportions across levels in the 
Leaving Certificate 2000 statistics.  Almost twice as many females (65%) as males 
(35%) sat the Higher Level paper in Irish while male students were almost twice as 
likely as female students (62%: 38%) to take the Foundation Level paper.  At Ordinary 
Level, there was a one to one ratio of male to female students.  The preponderance of 
females taking the Higher Level paper is also found in the case of foreign languages at 
Leaving Certificate level.  Of students taking Higher Level French, 64% were female 
and 36% were male.  For Ordinary Level French, the proportions were 43% female 
and 57% male.  In the case of German, the proportions for Higher Level were 63% 
female and 37% male.  But at Ordinary Level German there were equal numbers of 
male and female students. 

Data presented in Appendix B also show that the numbers of candidates who got 
honours (Grade C or higher) in the Leaving Certificate Irish Higher Level paper did 
not change much in the period 1996-2002.  However, the data in relation to ‘fail’ 
grades at Ordinary Level indicate a substantial drop in the numbers failing in the year 
2000.  In 1996, 11% failed Ordinary Level Irish.  This peaked in 1997 with a 14% 
failure rate.  However, in 2000 the percentages fell sharply to 6% and have maintained 
themselves at 5% since then.  Furthermore, the proportion of ‘low’ pass grades (D3) 
also peaked in 1997 (16.4%), suggesting that in borderline cases students may have 
been given the benefit of the doubt.  One explanation for lower performance in 1997 
may be related to the fact that this cohort was the first to have studied the revised 
Leaving Certificate Course in Irish and to have taken examinations based on that 
course.  It is plausible that in the first few years following the  introduction of a new 
curriculum there may be a period of adjustment for both those who set and mark the 
examinations as well as for the candidates themselves.   

The improvement in grades in recent years may also indicate that the new 
communicative course is beginning to pay dividends in terms of oral/aural skills.  It 
will be recalled that under the present system a half of the overall marks for Irish are 
awarded on the basis of the oral and aural examinations in Irish.  It could also be 
argued that student motivation has improved.  However, preliminary findings from a 
survey of secondary school teachers by the Irish language organisation, Gael Linn, and 
reported in Foinse, an Irish language newspaper (Mac Gearailt, 2001) suggest that 
teachers are having difficulty motivating students.  Finally, there is the question of the 
consistency of marking policy from year to year.  In another newspaper article 
regarding Junior Certificate Examination Results in Irish (Mac Con Iomaire, 1999) it 
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has been suggested that scores and grades are often adjusted during the marking 
process.  It can only be concluded that because of the many factors which can vary in 
the Leaving Certificate assessment procedure, the results cannot in their present form 
be reliably used as a barometer of change in standards across time.  Clearly, there is a 
need for surveys of achievement at second level using more objective methods of 
assessment such as those conducted at primary level (Harris, 1984; Harris & Murtagh, 
1988a).   

1.7.4  Leaving Certificate candidates’ overall time spent learning Irish 
Earlier, it was shown (see section 1.5.2) that individuals who had participated in more 
advanced instructional programmes in Irish were associated with higher levels of 
achievement in Irish.  While this is to be expected, it is likely that at least part of the 
advantage can be explained in terms of the learner’s extra exposure to the language as 
well as by the type of instruction.  In general, the greater the number of hours exposure 
to the target language, the higher the proficiency in that language (Swain, 1978).  A 
survey of Irish at sixth-grade in primary school in 1985 showed that time devoted to 
teaching Irish as a subject was a significant predictor of achievement in Irish (Harris & 
Murtagh, 1988b). 
  Some language policies have specified expected levels of competence in terms of 
number of instructional hours.  For example, in 1977, the Ontario Ministry of 
Education in Canada set down three basic levels of competence which may be 
achieved from second language programmes (Swain, 1981: 490).  The ‘basic’ level of 
competence is considered to be achievable in 1,200 hours, a ‘middle’ level in 2,100 
hours and a ‘top’ level in 5,000 hours.   A ‘basic’ level indicates that a learner has 
acquired “a fundamental knowledge of the language, the ability to participate in simple 
conversations, the ability to read simple texts and the ability to resume the study of 
French in later life”.  A learner who has reached the ‘middle’ level should be able “to 
read newspapers and books of personal interest with help from a dictionary, to 
understand radio and television, to participate adequately in conversation and to 
function reasonably well in a French-speaking community after a few months’ 
residence”.  The ‘top’ level, should enable the learner to “continue his or her education 
using French as the language of instruction at the college or university level, to accept 
employment using French as the working language, and to participate easily in 
conversation”.   
 In the early eighties, Harris (1984) estimated “the total number of hours exposure to 
Irish during the primary-school years” to be roughly about 1,728.  This was based on a 
weekly average of approximately 5.4 hours per school week.  The recommended 
minimum number of hours for Irish in the new primary school Irish curriculum 
(Department of Education and Science, 1999b: 17) is considerably lower (3.5 hours 
per week) than this average.  Summing across the whole eight years of primary school, 
this more recent estimate amounts to 936 hours.  A similar calculation for post-primary 
schools, based on figures supplied by the Department of Education and Science 
(2002), indicates that the total time spent learning Irish at secondary is almost half of 
that at primary.  This is estimated on the basis of an average of three hours Irish per 
week (x 66 weeks) at the two years of senior level and two hours and forty minutes a 
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week (x 99 weeks) at junior level (3 years), giving a total average of 452 hours.  
Combining the estimates for primary and secondary school gives an average of 1,388 
hours.  If time on Irish during the one year optional transition year cycle is included 
the total may be somewhat higher but is, at best, unlikely to be more than 1,450 hours, 
still well below that estimated by Harris (1984) for primary school alone.  These 
comparisons suggest that there has been a significant decline in the time spent learning 
Irish since the 1980’s.   
 If one were to describe the majority of current Leaving Certificate graduates of Irish 
in terms of the three levels of proficiency defined above for French learners in Ontario, 
they would, given the number of hours currently spent learning Irish, be functioning at 
a ‘basic’ level of proficiency.  It will be recalled, however, that the Leaving Certificate 
Higher Level course in Irish expects that students would, on completion of that course, 
be able to function competently through the medium of Irish in general social 
interaction. 
 Finally, it is interesting to compare the number of Irish contact hours in the 
‘ordinary’ school system with the corresponding amount in the ‘all-Irish’ or immersion 
school system.  The ‘all-Irish’ estimate was calculated on the basis of the length of the 
school day (minus time on English instruction) over the eight year primary cycle and 
the five year secondary cycle.  The final estimate for ‘full’ immersion (from primary 
through secondary) students who have completed the Leaving Certificate programme 
is approximately 10,700 hours, a figure which is almost eight times that for ‘ordinary’ 
school students who are taught the language as a subject only.  These immersion 
school leavers would under the proficiency definitions presented earlier be considered 
more than capable of functioning at the ‘top’ level of proficiency.  That is to say, if 
they so wished, they should be able to partake in all conversations in Irish, proceed to 
third level Irish-medium education, or take up employment where Irish is the working 
language.  



2  Theoretical and empirical issues in second  
language attrition  

Forgetting or losing language skills is well recognised as a problem for language 
maintenance.  It is only in recent decades, however, that ‘language attrition’, defined 
as loss of skills in the individual over time (de Bot & Weltens, 1995), has become 
established as a separate area of research.  This chapter traces the evolution of 
language attrition research from its origins in the fields of sociolinguistics and 
neurolinguistics to its recognition now as an important research topic in the fields of 
psycholinguistics and bilingualism. In assessing changes in language skills within 
individuals, the term ‘language attrition’ is considered preferable to the term ‘language 
loss’.  This is because ‘loss’ implies that linguistic information has been removed from 
memory.  Evidence to be reviewed in this chapter suggests that such information may 
still reside in memory but becomes inaccessible for various reasons.  It will be noted 
also that the term ‘language retention’ is often used instead of ‘language attrition’ 
when the focus is on the linguistic skills which remain intact.   
 A major issue in second language attrition research is how quickly attrition sets in 
and the impact which individual, social and affective factors have on the rate of 
attrition.  In order to investigate such influences, empirical research will be reviewed 
under relevant headings.  Three major studies considered particularly relevant to the 
present study of attrition in Irish because of their focus on the process of attrition in 
other school learned second languages  will be examined in detail in section 2.2.   

2.1  Emergence of a new field of study 

The conference dedicated to the topic of Loss of Language Skills held at the University 
of Pennsylvania in 1980 provided a theoretical launching ground for research in the 
field of language attrition (Lambert & Freed, 1982).  Prior to that, however, there had 
been a substantial amount of study relating to two particular aspects of language loss.  
Most notable was the tradition of research in the area of language shift i.e. 
intergenerational loss of skills in language contact situations.  Language shift is 
generally indicated by a gradual decline in use of a language accompanied by a decline 
in competence in the language over generations and is typified by a reduction in lexical 
and structural aspects of the language.  It is regarded as one of the normal features of 
linguistic change which occur in contact situations.  The most extreme outcome of 
language shift is language death.   
 Although neurolinguistics is regarded as a relatively new discipline, a considerable 
body of research on aphasia (the loss of language arising from brain trauma) has 
existed for over a century (Paradis, 1977).  The ability to link specific linguistic skills 
or performance to particular areas of the brain contributed greatly to the debate on 
cerebral organisation and hemispheric specialisation (Obler, 1993).  Damage to 
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specific areas of the brain could be associated with a particular type of language 
deficiency.  For example, left frontal lobe (Broca’s area) trauma seemed to result in a 
type of aphasia characterised by short simple, often agrammatical, speech utterances 
resembling baby talk.  In fact, the term ‘regression’, a well recognised psychoanalytic 
event attributed to Freud, was first used by him to refer to the linguistic peculiarities 
which he observed in Broca’s aphasia (Freud, 1891). 
 The main thrust of research on non-pathological cases of language loss in recent 
years has focussed on the decline in particular skill aspects of the language affected as 
well as being concerned with the psycholinguistic processes and sociolinguistic 
conditions which give rise to such change (Hansen, 1999a; Seliger & Vago, 1991; 
Weltens, de Bot, & van Els, 1986).  Common sense demands that the study of attrition 
cannot be divorced from the social environment in which the individual’s language is 
undergoing change.  Time alone cannot explain decline in skills, rather it is the 
combination of the lack of language contact and use during that time which brings 
about the change (de Bot, Gommans, & Rossing, 1991).  According to de Bot (2001: 
70) “the key to language loss is limited input/intake, on the one hand, and limited 
output, on the other”.   

2.1.1  A typology for research on language attrition 
De Bot and Weltens (1995) provide a very useful typology for situations of natural 
(non-pathological) language attrition.  These four categories are listed below along 
with references to relevant studies in the area: 

1. attrition of first language (L1) skills in an L1 environment e.g. language decline 
due to ageing or dialectical loss (Coupland, Coupland, & Giles, 1991)  

2. attrition of L1 skills in a second language (L2) environment e.g. deterioration 
in L1 in migrant populations, language shift and attrition in the case of 
endangered languages (Clyne, 1967; Hulsen, 2000; Waas, 1993; Yagmur, 
1997) 

3. attrition of L2 in an L1 environment e.g. decline in school learned L2 (Bahrick, 
1984; Weltens, 1989) or decline in L2 following repatriation (Cohen, 1989; 
Hansen, 1999b; Olshtain, 1986) 

4. attrition of L2 skills in an L2 environment e.g. loss of L2 skills in an aging 
population (de Bot & Clyne, 1989). 

The research to be described in the case of the present study can be classified as Type 
3: second language (Irish) attrition in a first language (English) speaking environment.     

2.2   Three studies of attrition of school acquired L2 skills  

This section describes three of the major studies which have investigated the process 
of attrition in school learned second languages after a period of non-use.  Taken 
together the findings touch on some of the major theoretical and methodological issues 
in the area of attrition research.  In particular, reference is made to onset and rate of 
attrition, importance of initial proficiency, contrastive effects, and the skills aspects 
lost.  Some other smaller but relevant studies along with studies based on second 
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language acquired in naturalistic (or mixed naturalistic and instructional) environments 
will be discussed in later sections.   

2.2.1  Bahrick’s study: Attrition of L2 receptive and productive skills 
A landmark study in the field of second language (L2) attrition research is that carried 
out by Bahrick (1984).  He assessed attrition in Spanish skills in a group of over 500 
individuals whose instruction in the language had occurred from one to fifty years 
prior to being tested.  They were further categorised according to level of training 
(courses taken) in the target language.  One hundred and forty six students who at the 
time of testing were enrolled in a high school or college Spanish course, were used as a 
control group.  A variety of language tests were used to assess reading, vocabulary and 
idiom recall, and recognition.  Other background information on grades achieved at 
school and use of the language in the ‘retention’ period was collected via a 
questionnaire.  The results showed that a portion of the knowledge acquired in Spanish 
classes is lost within the first few years (3-6) after training but that the remainder “was 
immune to further losses for at least a quarter century” while much of the content was 
thought to survive for “50 years or longer” (Bahrick, 1984: 111).  Bahrick called L2 
knowledge with a life span of over 25 years ‘permastore-content’.   
 Grades received in courses continued to be valid predictors of performance for 
several decades after training.  The larger the number of Spanish courses taken the 
greater the amount of content which is likely to be retained - training of a single course 
was likely to leave little if any permanent content.   Bahrick also found that ‘the total 
amount of content’ to be forgotten during the first five years following training was 
relatively constant for individuals at different levels of training, but the amount lost 
became a progressively smaller portion of the individual’s ‘total’ knowledge with 
higher levels of training.  Attrition was also shown to affect smaller amounts of 
recognised vocabulary than of recall vocabulary.  Recall of grammar declined most 
precipitously while recognition of grammar fared relatively better.  Reading 
comprehension was maintained at a level determined by recognition vocabulary and 
grammar recognition.  Finally, use of the second language or what Bahrick calls 
‘rehearsal’ (e.g. watching TV programmes in Spanish or conversing in Spanish) 
seemed to have little influence on retention.   

2.2.2  Weltens’s 1989 study: French receptive skills  
Bert Weltens’s (1989) study focussed on attrition of French receptive skills among 
Dutch secondary school graduates after two and four years of non-use.  A combination 
of a longitudinal and cross-sectional design was used.  Two training levels were 
investigated representing four and six years or 400 and 600 hours of French training, 
respectively.  Baseline data were collected from two groups of subjects who had just 
completed their study of French, one group after four years and the other after six 
years.  A variety of receptive tests were used.  These included a test of general 
proficiency (cloze), listening and reading tests, and phonological, lexical and morpho-
syntactic subtests.  Self-report data on attitude to French and proficiency were also 
collected by means of a questionnaire. 
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 The results showed a very small amount of attrition and there were even gains on 
some tests.  General receptive proficiency was quite different for the two training 
levels but remained unchanged over the intervals investigated.  The listening and 
reading tests also revealed highly significant effects for training level, and even an 
increase in proficiency over time, particularly for the subjects of four years training.  
Scores on phonological tests also discriminated between the two training levels - they 
also increased over time.  The results of lexical tests showed a small decrease in scores 
on written items, and cognates were more resistant to loss than non-cognates.  
Morpho-syntactic skills showed the most attrition, in particular items that contrasted 
greatest with the L1.  However, the attrition was comparable for each training level 
and appeared in the first interval of two years.  Interestingly, the self-rating data 
indicated that subjects at each training level overestimated the amount of actual loss 
which had occurred. 
 Weltens, van Els and Schils (1989: 214) refer to “the surprisingly small amount of 
attrition” even after four years of non-use.  Attrition on the lexical and grammatical 
tests was regarded as small in comparison to the substantial gains on the listening and 
reading tests.  They concluded that factors such as general cognitive maturation, 
further academic training and continued learning of other foreign languages have to be 
considered as potential explanations for this increase in global scores over time.  The 
finding that attrition was independent of training level, fits in with Bahrick’s (1984) 
theory that a fixed amount of knowledge rather than a fixed proportion of knowledge is 
subject to attrition.   
 Weltens (1989) argued that larger falls in vocabulary scores might have been 
detected had a time pressure element been used in the tests in his study.  A pilot study 
carried out as part of the investigation (Verkaik & van der Wijst, 1986) had used a 
lexical decision experiment and the results showed significantly slower times after two 
years of non-use.  Weltens (1989: 93) concluded that the largely self-paced nature of 
the tests in the main study meant that “subjects had ample time to squeeze out of their 
memories anything that was still there, however vaguely or remotely”. 

2.2.3  Grendel’s 1993 study: Attrition of lexical items in French 
On the basis of Weltens’s (1989) findings, Grendel (1993) decided to use a lexical 
decision paradigm to investigate lexical attrition among Dutch learners of French.  The 
design of the study was comparable to that used by Weltens.  The tasks focussed on 
orthographic knowledge (written forms of words) and semantic knowledge (word 
associations).  A lexical decision task, with French words and pseudowords containing 
high and low-frequency clusters, was used to test orthographic knowledge.  A semantic 
priming task was used to test semantic knowledge.  No attrition (decline in reaction 
times) was found in relation to subjects’ sensitivity to the French orthographic rule 
system or to the use of semantic knowledge.  The absence of attrition over the four 
year interval lead Weltens and Grendel (1993: 154) to conclude that the preoccupation 
with recognition in language studies may be misplaced and that “future studies of 
language attrition should focus on language production”.   
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2.3  Linguistic aspects of second language attrition 

This section looks at the linguistic features of second language attrition and the various 
hypotheses which attempt to explain the way in which features of a language change 
over periods of disuse.   

2.3.1  The Regression Hypothesis  
The Regression Hypothesis maintains that the sequence of language loss is the mirror 
image of the sequence of acquisition.  It was first put forward by Jakobson (1941) who 
found universal regularities when comparing phonological progression in child 
language to regression in aphasia.  However, the theory did not hold for all aspects of 
aphasic language loss.  The use of pathological evidence to explain the dynamics of 
normal language in adults is questionable.  As Berko-Gleason (1982: 17) points out, 
the type of agrammatism found in Broca’s aphasia, though resembling a young child’s 
productions, cannot be equated with language processing in normal children because 
the adult whose language is damaged is aware of the errors he/she is making – 
“metalinguistic awareness remains, even though performance is flawed”.   
  Berko-Gleason (1982: 18) also highlighted three possibilities of the Regression 
Hypothesis which merited investigation: (i) that individuals lose skills not in the 
reverse order in which children learn them but, rather in the reverse order that they 
themselves learned them (e.g. in a language course) (ii) that forms that are acquired 
late are the most vulnerable to attrition and (iii) that parts of language learned earliest 
and best should be the most robust to attrition.   Andersen (1982: 113) also suggested 
that “those linguistic features that took the longest for an individual to acquire and 
master will be the hardest to maintain”.   
 Over the last decade, attempts have been made to empirically validate the regression 
hypothesis in relation to loss of natural language.  The studies reviewed below do not 
give answers to all the issues raised but they do confirm some of these positions.  
Frequency of language use, markedness, saliency and stable competence of linguistic 
features prior to onset of attrition seem to be of critical importance.  

2.3.2  Evidence for Regression and Linguistic Features Hypotheses 
Cohen’s 1975 and 1989 studies: Attrition of productive vocabulary 
A small study by Cohen (1975) investigated L2 (Spanish) attrition among three 
immersion school children over a summer vacation.  The children had little contact 
with the target language (Spanish) outside of the school environment.  The results 
showed some support for the regression hypothesis in that certain vocabulary items 
that were last learned were the first to be forgotten “when learners are removed from 
the second language contact for a period of time”.  Obler (1993: 189) argues, however, 
that “it is because these late-learned items had been used less, rather than they were 
learned late, that they appeared to have been forgotten first”.   
 Cohen (1989) also looked at loss of vocabulary (Portuguese) among two children 
(ages 10 and 14) who had spent one year in a Portuguese-speaking environment 
(Brazil).  They were tested after 1, 3 and 9 months of non-use.  A storytelling task was 
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used to elicit productive data.  Cohen found evidence for loss in the productive 
lexicon, especially nouns.  The same items, however, were recognised in an oral 
comprehension task but not in receptive comprehension.  Various compensation 
strategies were noted: mother tongue (L1) based borrowing and intralingual strategies 
such as use of general word, approximation, circumlocution and word abandonment.   

Olshtain’s 1986 study: Attrition of productive English (L2) skills  
Olshtain (1986; 1989) investigated attrition of L2 (English) in an environment where 
Hebrew is the dominant language.  The subjects were children (ages 5-14) who had 
acquired English as a second language in an English-speaking environment where they 
had spent at least two years before returning to the Israel.  Although Hebrew and 
Arabic are the official languages of Israel, English enjoys a special status being used as 
a language of wider communication.  Therefore, there is a context encouraging a high 
degree of maintenance.  In the study, semi-structured interviews, conversations, 
games, pictures etc. were used to elicit speech in English. 
 For all younger subjects (ages 5-8) there was evidence of reversal of the acquisition 
process in respect of plural formation of nouns and the irregular past tense forms of 
verbs.  The older group who had all reached a near-native like proficiency in speech 
and English literacy after two years in an English speaking environment did not exhibit 
any clear case of a reversal of the acquisition process.  Olshtain (1989: 163) argued 
that the loss of skills in the young group may have occurred because they had not 
“reached a sufficiently stable mastery of the regular/irregular rule application upon 
return to the Hebrew environment” and had still not “acquired true literacy ability in 
English”.  Olshtain (1989: 164) concluded that the regression hypothesis does exist but 
“is rather limited in nature” being “most likely to occur in cases where the criterion 
variable is a linguistic feature that is highly marked in the ‘attrited’ language, in 
contexts where there is a severe reduction in the use of the second language, and in 
cases where the ‘attriters’ may lack stable competence of that feature prior to attrition 
onset”.   

Kuhberg’s 1992 study  
Kuhberg (1992) demonstrated a systematic development in L2 attrition of German in 
two returned Turkish immigrant children aged seven and nine.  The children had 
acquired German from age three in a naturalistic environment in Germany.  
Grammatical features such as verbs, prepositions, personal pronouns and plurals 
suffered more than vocabulary.  First learned basic syntactic patterns were retained 
longest leading Kuhberg to conclude that “L2-attrition, at least for the linguistic 
phenomena that were investigated, is to a large extent the mirror image of L2-
acquisition” (Kuhberg, 1992: 152).  

Hayashi’s (1999) and Hansen’s (1999) studies of Japanese negation  
Two recent studies looked at attrition of negation in Japanese acquired as a second 
language.  Hayashi (1999) selected 25 elderly inhabitants of Micronesia who as 
children had been taught Japanese in the school system during the Japanese 
occupation.  Hansen’s (1999b) study involved 30 middle aged Americans who, in their 
early twenties, had learned Japanese while working (for 2-3 years) as missionaries in 
Japan.  Ten were women who had spent two years in Micronesia while the remainder 
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were men who had spent between 30-36 months there.  Both Hayashi and Hansen used 
the same negation elicitation task in their studies.  Both sets of results were consistent 
with the Regression Hypothesis.  Negation formed on verbs, predicted to be lost last, 
was most robust in terms of retention while negation formed on adjectives, predicted to 
be first lost, was least robust.  Summarising the evidence, Hansen (1999b: 150) 
concluded that to gain an “understanding of the whole picture in developmental 
sequences, various factors, in addition to the sequence of acquisition, need to be 
explored, such as frequency in the input, perceptual saliency, features of the ‘attriting’ 
as well as the replacing language and considerations of markedness and language 
universals”.    

2.3.3  Linguistic skills affected in attrition  
Differential rate of attrition of various linguistic skills 
If it is generally accepted that receptive skills precede productive skills in acquisition 
(Ellis, 1994; Harris & Murtagh, 1999) then according to the Regression Hypothesis the 
reverse should be the case in attrition.  The bulk of the available evidence suggests that 
for the relatively competent bilingual this is indeed the case (Bahrick, 1984; Cohen, 
1989).  Bahrick’s (1984) study, described earlier, clearly showed more attrition in 
recall tasks than in comparable recognition tasks.  In discussing the process of attrition, 
De Bot and Weltens (1995) state that “vocabulary is supposed to be lost fairly easily, 
as are syntactic aspects of a language that have been acquired late in the process”.  
However, the studies reviewed in section 2.2 above suggest that the evidence is 
equivocal in respect of lexical versus grammatical features in L2 attrition.  One of the 
difficulties lies in the fact that many of the relevant studies involved subjects whose L2 
system may not have been fully developed when L2 learning ceased.   
 Andersen’s (1982) Linguistic Features Hypotheses were intended to guide 
researchers in selecting linguistic attributes on which to focus their attrition research.  
Among these are the premises that (i) L2 features that contrast with the L1 are more 
vulnerable to attrition than the ones that are similar in both languages and (ii) features 
of the ‘attriting’ language which are less frequent, carry a low ‘functional’ load or are 
‘marked’ are all more vulnerable than features which are more frequent, have a high 
functional load or are unmarked.  Some of the evidence showing attrition for marked 
and less frequently used features of the L2 has already been discussed in previous 
sections (see section 2.2 above).  
 It is generally considered that the less the second language resembles the mother 
tongue, the more difficult it will be to acquire.  It will be recalled (see section 2.2.2) 
that Weltens (1989) found contrasts between the native language and the target 
language to be an important determiner of retention.  Results of his lexical tests 
showed non-cognates to be more susceptible to attrition than cognates.  The morpho-
syntactic tests also indicated that “contrasting grammatical phenomena” were “more 
difficult to retain than phenomena that the target language shares with the native 
language” (Weltens, 1989: 95).   
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2.4  Rate of attrition, initial proficiency and critical threshold 

2.4.1  Rate of attrition 
Applying the traditional view of forgetting (Ebbinghaus, 1885) to the area of language, 
it would be predicted that attrition sets in quickly and then declines exponentially and 
is proportionate to the individual’s initial proficiency level in the language.  The dearth 
of longitudinal studies in this field makes it difficult to test the actual rate of attrition 
over time.  However, Bahrick’s (1984) major study described above (see section 2.2.1) 
has indicated that though attrition started within the first few years it levelled off after 
six years or so for a period of up to 25 years.  This knowledge which appears resistant 
to loss he called the ‘permastore content’.  The small amount of attrition that Weltens 
(1989) noted in his study seemed to occur during the first two years of the four year 
interval studied.  A study of graduates of an immersion Spanish programme by Snow, 
Padilla and Campbell (1984) found no language loss after two years of non-use but 
after two more years significant loss was detected in speaking, listening, reading and 
writing skills measured globally.  Many of the other studies focussing on specific 
aspects of L2 attrition described earlier (see section 2.3.2) indicated much more rapid 
attrition.  However, the subjects involved were children who had moved from one 
language learning environment to another.  In the Olsthain (1986) study, the older 
children showed much less attrition of linguistic features than the younger children.  It 
was suggested that the level of proficiency prior to onset may have been the critical 
variable i.e. there may be a critical level beyond which attrition is slowed down.   
 Ebbinghaus’s  hypothesis that loss is ‘proportional’ to original proficiency was not 
upheld in either Bahrick’s (1984) or Weltens’s (1989) studies.  Bahrick (1984) noted 
that the total ‘amount’ of content to be forgotten during the first five years of non-use 
was relatively constant for individuals at different levels of training.  Weltens’s study 
(1989) also supported the notion of a fixed amount of language being lost in the early 
years.  Nonetheless, Bahrick also showed that after the first five years the amount of 
loss becomes a progressively smaller proportion of total knowledge with higher levels 
of training.  So it seems that in the long term, higher levels of proficiency confer an 
advantage in terms of retention or immunity to attrition. 

2.4.2  Critical Threshold 
Neisser (1984) was one of the first to propose the notion of a ‘critical threshold’ for 
linguistic knowledge.  Bits of knowledge that reach this critical threshold were 
considered to become immune to forgetting (interference or decay).  Neisser believed 
that the plateau effects found in Bahrick’s study reflected the body of knowledge 
which had reached this critical threshold.  He claimed that information was retained 
because it was integrated into an “extensive and redundant cognitive structure” which 
“is sharply resistant to forgetting”.  Isolated pieces of information, in contrast, are 
regarded as being more vulnerable (Neisser, 1984: 34).  Pan and Berko-Gleason (1986: 
204) support this idea, proposing that there may be a “critical mass of language that, 
once acquired, makes loss unlikely”.   
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 De Bot and Clyne (1989) suggested that the reversion by some older Dutch 
immigrants in Australia to their first language (Dutch) in later years may be explained 
in terms of the critical threshold hypothesis.  It was claimed that a combination of low 
proficiency and restricted use meant that these immigrants never reached the critical 
threshold in the L2 (English) or acquired the kinds of schemas or structures which 
resist decay.  They may have had “an unstable, unstructured set of knowledge which 
tends to disintegrate rapidly” (de Bot & Clyne, 1989: 174). 
 In the study of returned missionaries who had acquired Japanese in a naturalistic 
setting (see section 2.3.1 above) Hansen (1999b) also found evidence for the critical 
threshold hypothesis.  Women who had spent just two years in the target culture were 
only able to produce a few numbers and formulaic expressions in the language.  Men 
who had spent 36 months retained it best.  She concluded that attaining the critical 
threshold “requires more than two years of daily language use in the target culture” 
(Hansen, 1999b: 151). 

2.5  Retrieval failure theory: Lost but not gone 

Hansen (1999a: 10) suggests that the process of forgetting is akin to a person being 
unable to find something which they have misplaced somewhere.  What is missing 
may be ‘lost’ but not necessarily ‘gone’.  In information processing models of 
language (Anderson, 1980, 1982) speed of access to the lexicon is of critical 
importance in determining language competence and fluency.  In situations of 
language attrition it is considered that there is a decrease in the “ability to have 
immediate access to a word in production and perception” (Hulsen, de Bot, & Weltens, 
2002: 33).  Information processing models view attrition as just a problem of 
inaccessibility or reduced activation of target items rather than complete loss of L2 
skills.  This section looks at evidence for a retrieval failure model of language attrition.  
It examines the  kinds of compensation or communication strategies (e.g. 
codeswitching, circumlocution, approximation etc. observed after periods of non-use) 
which are thought to be indicative of lexical retrieval difficulties.  Some experimental 
work is also presented in relation to the notion of reduced activation for a second 
language which has not been used for a long period of time. 

2.5.1  A psycholinguistic model of bilingual processing in attrition 
An information processing view of language development (Anderson, 1980, 1982) 
sees language as the product of a system of procedures integrating elementary pieces 
of linguistic or declarative knowledge.  In efficient language processing, this 
declarative knowledge is rapidly transformed into ‘procedural’ knowledge - a system 
of routine procedures (see also de Bot, 1991).  In the early stages of second language 
development, the whole system may be slow because a good deal of attention or 
controlled processing is needed.  With practice, however, the execution of such 
processes becomes routinised.  Little attention is needed, processing becomes more 
automatic and speech appears more fluent.      
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 The bilingual is perceived as having two subsystems within a unitary language 
system and certain items and subsystems are seen as being more available than others 
in the brain.  Paradis (1985) assumes that the more available item has a stronger trace 
or threshold of activation.  Availability in this framework is considered to be a 
function of frequency and recency of the item’s activation.  A system of inhibition and 
disinhibition is involved in selection of items or subsystems: inhibiting alternatives and 
disinhibiting the item or language to be executed.  This inhibition and disinhibition 
consumes processing resources and can slow down access (Hyltenstam & Stroud, 
1993: 237).  Grosjean (2000: 468) believes that the activation of units that are specific 
to one language increases the overall activation of that language network and speeds 
up recognition of words in that language.  This may explain the ‘din-in-the-head’ 
phenomenon described by Krashen (1983) who claims that several hours of 
comprehensible input will increase the chances of successful retrieval of both receptive 
and productive language knowledge. 
 In situations of non-use of a language, it is likely that ‘procedural knowledge’ and 
the automaticity of access and retrieval in that language will be the first to be suffer.  
There may be inhibition as a result of interference from a more dominant language.  
The specific case of language distance or contrast has already been discussed.  The 
combined effect of lack of automaticity and inhibition will result in slower processing 
all round.  In cases where a critical threshold in a language was not attained by the 
time that language ceased being used, the language system will be even slower when it 
is reactivated.  Hyltenstam and Stroud (1993: 239) suggest that an incompletely 
acquired language has a lower degree of automatisation, less appropriate structuring 
and relies more on controlled processing (see also de Bot & Clyne, 1989). 

2.5.2  Lexical retrieval  
In language production tasks, subjects frequently report feelings of knowing the 
required or desired feature but experiencing problems in accessing it.  Such ‘word 
finding’ difficulties are common in bilinguals who are not fully proficient in the target 
language (see section 1.5.2).  Of course, this can even be a feature of normal language 
processing  e.g. ‘tip of the tongue’ phenomenon.  In Weltens’s (1989: 93) study, 
subjects’ self-reports of vocabulary loss did not reflect actual test results.  Weltens 
argued that the subjects may still have been “absolutely right, in the sense that the 
accuracy may not have suffered yet but the speed has”.  He believed that tasks which 
had an inbuilt time pressure element might reveal attrition where other self-paced 
responses might not.  However, as pointed out earlier, Weltens and Grendel’s (1993) 
lexical decision experiments which involved a time restriction failed to find a 
significant level of L2 attrition.    
 De Bot and Weltens (1995: 155) suggest that L2 speakers may tend to avoid words 
that are ‘hard to find’ but not lost.  They also claim (de Bot & Weltens, 1995: 157) that 
the whole process of attrition “can be explained by a change in processing 
procedures”.  The key role, they believe, may just be a matter of availability or the 
speed with which the language ‘attriter’ is able to access information.  It is claimed 
that in normal speech rates, a speaker processes words at a phenomenally high speed - 
up to 300 words a minute or five words per second (Levelt, 1989: 199).  In cases of 
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language attrition the process is slowed down considerably and it may prove difficult 
to access the right word in time.  In such instances, the speaker may use a variety of 
strategies to circumvent the retrieval deficiency or may actually abandon the search. 
 Cohen (1989: 142) in his study of productive vocabulary attrition identified seven 
different communication or compensation strategies during the story telling task which 
indicated production difficulty.  The first two were L1-based strategies: lexical 
borrowing and ‘foreignizing’ of words.  The others were intralingual strategies: use of 
a general word, approximation, circumlocution or word abandonment.  Cohen also 
found evidence for what he termed a process of ‘progressive retrieval’ - a search that 
would start with an inappropriate choice in the target language or in one of the 
subjects’ dominant languages and eventually arrive at the correct form.  He noted 
eleven instances in the data where subjects’ verbal behaviour revealed progressive 
retrieval processes at work.  Of these, seven involved the shift from an approximation 
of the word to the appropriate word in the same sentences or shortly thereafter.  Other 
studies by Yoshitomi (1999) and Tomiyama (1999) have linked retrieval difficulties 
with dysfluency as indicated by hesitations, repairs, false starts or repetitions.  
 De Bot and Weltens (1995:156) argue that the best way to provide conclusive 
answers to the problem of lexical retrieval is to conduct “well controlled on-line 
experiments where subjects are forced to apply rules that they are uncertain about”. 

2.5.3  Relearning  
Language data collected from individuals under hypnosis (Campbell & Schumann, 
1981) indicated that languages, once learned to a certain level of proficiency, remain 
stored and should be potentially available.  Cohen (1986: 144) suggested that if such 
information is stored then all that may be needed “is the proper stimulation to regain 
it”.   
 A recent study by De Bot and Stoessel (2000) has been the first to try to reactivate a 
language (Dutch) learned in early childhood and which had not been used for 30 years.  
A relearning task based on the ‘savings ‘approach was used to test for the existence of 
residual knowledge of Dutch in two subjects (brother and sister), both now fluent in 
German, English and Finnish.  ‘Savings’ was defined by Nelson (1978) as a relearning 
advantage of old items over new items.  A basic assumption of the ‘savings’ approach 
is that decay of knowledge is asymptotic, so that even after a long time some residual 
activation is left for a given item.  For items to be recognised their activation will have 
to be raised to a certain level and even higher if they are to be fully retrieved.  It is 
believed that through relearning, old items will reach these thresholds more quickly 
than new items.   
 The results of De Bot and Stoessel’s study showed that subjects retained quite a 
substantial amount of residual knowledge even after 30 years of non-use.  The data on 
relearning, however, were inconclusive.  On average, the two subjects’ relearning of 
Dutch vocabulary was better than ‘controls’.  However, some individuals in the control 
groups actually had higher relearning scores than the subjects.  Furthermore, the 
female subject proved to be an exceptionally ‘efficient learner’ and would, according 
to the authors, have outscored most ‘controls’ on any language.  De Bot and Stoessel 
concluded that future studies need to control for individual differences such as learning 
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strategies, aptitude and response strategies.  In addition, they advise that more exact 
data on previously learned material be collected. 

2.6  Relevant variables in the study of second language retention 

This section examines the role of individual factors such as attitude/motivation and 
language use in attrition within the larger context of relevant situational and societal 
factors.  Studies by Kennedy (1932) and Bartley (1970) demonstrated that intention to 
keep studying a second language was associated with more positive attitudes to that 
language.  Edwards (1977: 102) in his study of bilinguals (French and English) in the 
Public Service in Canada concluded that long term retention of linguistic and 
communicative competence in a second language depends on “successful prior or 
initial learning, opportunity to use the information acquired and interest in using the 
linguistic resources initially acquired”.  Other studies have confirmed the importance 
of attitudes and motivation not only for achievement but also because of their potential 
to influence learners’ (i) participation in the second language class (Gliksman, 1976; 
Naiman, Fröhlich, Stern, & Todesco, 1978), (ii) perseverance in language study 
(Gardner, Smythe, Clément, & Gliksman, 1976) and (iii) effort in seeking 
opportunities to use the language (Clément, Gardner, & Smythe, 1977; Gardner, 
Lalonde, Moorcroft, & Evers, 1987).  Harley’s (1994: 708) interviews with graduates 
of French language programmes revealed that those who retained high contact with the 
language used a mix of metacognitive, affective and social retention strategies e.g. 
planning occasions to use French, immersing themselves in a French environment, 
monitoring mistakes, maintaining and making social contacts in the French speaking 
community.   
 Recent models of motivation emerging from the field of applied linguistics 
emphasise the dynamic and temporal nature of  individual  motivation (Crookes & 
Schmidt, 1991; Dörnyei & Ottó, 1998; Tremblay & Gardner, 1995; Ushioda, 1996).  It 
is considered that motivation is not a stable phenomena but one which fluctuates 
according to the changing circumstances of the learner and the learning environment.  
Factors such as personal goal setting, learning strategies, perseverance and self-
regulation are considered important in predicting success in maintaining a language.  
This concept of motivation is particularly suited to qualitative case studies (Dörnyei, 
2001: 238) where changes in motivation can be monitored over time and related to 
psychological changes in the individual and changes in the learning environment.   

2.6.1  Attitude/motivation and use: The work of Gardner and colleagues 
The role of home use of Irish and learner motivation in relation to school achievement 
in Irish has been discussed in the previous chapter (see section 1.5).  It will be recalled 
that even moderate home use had a positive affect on achievement and on pupil 
motivation to learn Irish (Harris & Murtagh, 1999).  Motivation was also shown to 
play a direct role in relation to achievement in Irish.  Gardner (1982: 27) argued that if 
attitudinal/motivational variables are related to second language proficiency, it seems 
“reasonable to predict that these same variables would be related to retention”.  
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Gardner, Lalonde and MacPherson (1985) designed a study to empirically assess the 
role of attitude/motivation and use in attrition.  Scales from their Attitude Motivation 
Test Battery (AMTB) (Gardner, 1985a) were used to measure aspects of 
attitude/motivation and use.  The subjects were adults who had attended a six-week 
intensive French (L2) course.  Achievement in receptive and productive skills (at the 
beginning and the end of the course) was assessed by subjects themselves 
retrospectively in a series of ‘can-do’ statements.  Motivation was assessed by adding 
scores on three AMTB-based scales – Attitudes toward Learning French, Attitudes 
towards French Canadians and Motivational Intensity.  Language use was measured in 
terms of the amount of time subjects spent each month using French in a variety of 
situations.   
 The results of the study showed no attrition in self-assessed reading skills.  In the 
case of self-perceived speaking and understanding, those with very favourable 
attitudes and motivation reported some attrition while those with less favourable 
attitudes and motivation indicated significantly greater attrition.  Self-assessed 
speaking declined with ‘low use’ but not with ‘high use’.  Rather surprisingly, ‘use’ 
and ‘attitudes’ “were found to be virtually independent” (Gardner et al., 1985: 537).  It 
was suggested that an explanation might lie in Bahrick’s (1984) concept of 
‘permastore’ or initial proficiency i.e. those with more positive attitudes had reached a 
critical level of proficiency which rendered the language more resistant to attrition.   
 Two years later, Gardner, Lalonde, Moorcroft and Evers (1987) looked at the role of 
motivation and use in predicting change in second language achievement over a 
summer vacation period.  The subjects were Grade 12 students with an average of 
seven years of French instruction.  Subjective and objective measures of achievement 
were used: the former involved a series of ‘can-do’ statements and the latter comprised 
a word production test, a written essay and a listening comprehension test.  Five scales 
were used to assess language attitudes – Attitudes towards French Canadians, Degree 
of Integrativeness, Interest in Foreign Languages, Evaluation of French Instructor and 
Evaluation of French Course.  Integrative Motivation was assessed using just two 
scales – Attitudes toward Learning French and Motivational Intensity.  The Language 
Use scale (9 items related to use in different contexts) assessed use at the beginning 
and end of the target period.   
 The results of testing showed little attrition over the period studied – only in the case 
of grammar was there a significant change.  In fact, there was even a suggestion of 
growth e.g. in vocabulary use.  There was also great individual variation in terms of 
change scores.  Only two of the correlations using the change scores were significant 
and both of these involved Language Use.  A causal model was used to explain the 
relationship between variables.  Achievement at Time 1 was by far the strongest 
predictor of achievement at Time 2 (β=.91), confirming once again the role of initial 
proficiency.  The contribution of Use (β=.22), though much smaller, was, nonetheless, 
significant.  The results also showed that Language Attitudes seemed to ‘cause’ 
Motivation (β=.94) which itself, in turn, was a causal factor in determining 
achievement in French at Time 1 (β=.48) and ‘Use’ (β=.40) of the language.  Though 
‘Motivation’ did not directly explain change, Gardner et al. (1987: 42), nonetheless, 
argued that it is important for retention “because it not only influences acquisition of 
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skills but also because it determines the extent to which individuals use the language 
during the incubation period”.  It should be pointed out, however, that ‘Use’ was 
reported as being at a generally low level among all students.  Perhaps this just reflects 
overall lack of opportunity to use the language rather than unwillingness to do so.  In 
the next section, we will assess new methods used in the area of first language attrition 
research which show the importance of strong social networks in facilitating 
opportunity to come in contact with and use the language.   
 So far, it seems that there is more evidence for the significance of use in retention 
than there is for that of attitude or motivation.  However, the outcomes of the two 
studies just described are limited in terms of generalisability.  First, based on the 
results of studies reviewed in earlier sections (Grendel, 1993; Weltens, 1989) which 
showed little change over two years, it would seem that the time intervals in the two 
studies carried out by Gardner and his colleagues were much too short to be able to 
draw any reliable conclusions.  And as the authors themselves point out, the short 
interval may also have allowed a test practice element to influence test scores.   

2.6.2  The role of social, institutional and cultural factors in maintenance  
In order to use the language outside of formal language learning, an individual must 
have access to a community of language users, be it family, friends, or other social 
network.  The choice of network may be more restricted for some than for others, 
depending on socio-economic, geographical, cultural, educational and age factors.   

Social networks 
Social network theory suggest that the ways in which an individual creates personal 
communities may be a significant factor in language retention.  Milroy (2001: 43) 
believes that an individual’s personal social network will “systematically affect both 
the vitality of the community language and the speech community’s vulnerability to 
language shift”.  For  bilinguals, being part of a social network can be important in 
forming or reinforcing attitudes towards one or other of their languages.   
 Three recent studies demonstrate the importance of social networks in maintenance 
of a first language in immigrant populations.  In particular they show that use in the 
family (as opposed to the home) network and intensity of links with the target 
language-speaking community are important for language retention.  A study of three 
generations of Dutch migrants living in New Zealand (Hulsen, 2000; Hulsen et al., 
2002) found that the number of L1 contacts in the primary social network (e.g. 
relatives) is positively related to maintenance and use of the language.  Stoessel’s 
(2002) study of ten immigrant women in the US showed that social networks, in the 
form of speakers in the local community, were important for L1 maintenance.  In 
relation to second language maintenance, Smith’s (2002) study of expatriates living in 
Southeast Asian cultures also found a strong positive association between frequency of 
interaction with the host community and communicative competence in the second 
language.  The denser the social network the greater its influence is likely to be on an 
individual’s behaviour.  Not only the number of language contacts but the quality or 
intensity of those contacts is also important.   
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Ethnolinguistic vitality 
In minority language situations, identification with and participation in the minority 
language culture would seem to be positive factors in its maintenance.  This contact is 
often measured in terms of ethnolinguistic vitality.  The vitality of an ethnolinguistic 
group is defined as “that which makes a group likely to behave as a distinctive and 
active collective entity in inter-group situations” (Giles, Bourhis, & Taylor, 1977: 
308).  The more vitality an ethnolinguistic group is assessed as having, the more likely 
it is to survive collectively as a distinctive community within a multilingual or 
bilingual context (Bourhis, 2001).  Groups with low vitality are likely to experience 
language shift.  Yagmur (1997) in a study of L1 attrition among Turkish immigrants in 
Australia concluded that ‘low’ vitality perceptions combined with ‘low’ language 
status and negative attitudes towards the mother tongue impede language maintenance.  
Such ‘low’ vitality is likely to adversely affect the second generation’s attitudes to that 
language and encourages assimilation to the majority language.  Bourhis’s (2001) 
overview of French in Quebec shows how a combination of demographic, institutional 
supports and status factors can improve the vitality of an ethnolinguistic group.  

Reading and the media 
Well developed literacy skills are thought to be an important factor in helping to attain 
the critical threshold beyond which it seems there is more resistance to attrition.  The 
importance of engaging in extensive reading (and writing) in helping to achieve 
Academic Language Proficiency as opposed to Conversational Language Proficiency 
has been emphasised by Cummins (2000: 98).  The former type of proficiency is 
associated with higher order cognitive/linguistic processing and, once achieved, would 
be assumed to be indicative of a high level of overall linguistic competence.  It will be 
recalled from Olshtain’s (1989) study (see section 2.3.2 above) that the younger group 
of subjects (5-8 years old) who experienced more attrition than the older group, had 
poorly developed literacy skills.  Hansen (2001: 66) also refers to the importance of 
literacy in language retention.  On the basis of a series of three studies (Hansen & 
Chantril, 1999; Hansen & Newbold, 1997; Shewell & Hansen, 1999), she noted that 
literacy emerged as a “robust predictor of language retention over periods spanning 
forty years”.  It must be acknowledged, however, that when assessing the impact of 
literacy on proficiency it may be difficult to distinguish between the effect of literacy 
skills per se and any advantage conferred by additional time spent on the language 
through engagement with these literacy skills (see also Hansen, 1999a: 16). 
 In general, there is a dearth of objective information on the impact of the media on 
proficiency or maintenance.  However, Harley’s (1994) interviews with adult 
Canadians show that the media may play an important role in retention of school 
learned L2 (French).  Specifically, in terms of listening and speaking skills, “the more 
recently respondents had listened to TV or spoken to francophones, the more they 
tended to feel that they had maintained or improved these skills since their formal 
education” (Harley, 1994: 699).   
 The role of the media in social interaction is growing rapidly.  It follows that the 
traditional notion of personal community, as one based largely on family, 
neighbourhood, school or workplace, must be expanded to include this new domain.  
Kelly-Holmes (2001: 4) argues that in some areas “the media may have taken over 
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from the family as the primary instrument for learning about the world and about 
society”.  Access to the broadcast media and the internet in human communication has 
also created a new dimension in social networks.  Through the internet, linguistic 
communities can now exist via a type of ‘virtual’ social network.  As De Bot and 
Stoessel (2002: 5) point out “e-mail (including spoken versions of it) makes the 
concept of ‘language contact’ different from what it was in the past”.   For minority 
languages the internet may be useful not only in maintaining the speech community 
but it can also help to integrate new members or even reintegrate those who for various 
reasons have not been able to maintain contact with the language.  However, it may be 
too early yet to assess its impact on maintenance.   

2.7  Methodological issues in second language attrition research 

A recurring theme in the attrition literature is the difficulty in drawing conclusions due 
to conflicting empirical methodologies and findings.  A conference at the Vrije 
Universiteit, Amsterdam in August, 2002 was dedicated to the topic of methodological 
issues in relation to first language attrition research.  One of the recurring themes of 
the conference was the need to establish some kind of common methodological 
standard which would facilitate comparisons and conclusions across studies.  The 
intention of such an enterprise is to adopt a more scientific or rigorous approach to the 
issue of measurement in attrition.  Many of the same issues may apply to second 
language attrition research but there is at least one major  difference.  In first-language 
attrition it is relatively easy to establish a baseline for skills.  In normal circumstances, 
it can be assumed that in selecting adolescent or adult mother tongue speakers, their 
‘initial L1 proficiency’ or baseline level reflects that of a competent or proficient user 
i.e. they possess the requisite declarative and procedural knowledge for efficient 
language processing.  In second language attrition such assumptions cannot be made 
about initial levels of proficiency.  The issue then is how best to define an individual’s 
level of L2 competence prior to a period of non-use.  One could select only highly 
proficient or near native-like L2 users and focus on their loss of skills.  However, 
second language attrition research is not only concerned with one time advanced or 
highly proficient users but with the whole range of initial proficiency levels (including 
interlanguage speakers).   
 Many of the large scale studies of L2 attrition make certain assumptions about initial 
proficiency of their subjects based on information from control groups (see section 2.2 
above).  It is assumed that such control groups represent baseline levels of proficiency 
equivalent to that of the target groups.  However, the number of factors which can vary 
in such cross-sectional studies are much greater than in longitudinal studies.  It follows 
that conclusions drawn from cross-sectional studies are less reliable than from 
longitudinal studies.  From a practical point of view, however, it is easy to understand 
the dearth of large scale longitudinal studies.  Identifying suitable subjects to track can 
be quite problematic.  And, it may not be easy to find language researchers or 
institutions willing to pursue such long term research projects.  Longitudinal type 
studies measuring short term attrition over school holidays (e.g. Gardner et al., 1987) 
can provide useful feedback for both teachers and students in terms of the focus of 
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instruction, learning strategies etc.  However, the extent to which findings from these 
studies can be generalised to the process of long term attrition is questionable.   
 Even when long-term longitudinal studies are feasible, there are other considerations 
which must be taken into account.  For example, if skills are to be assessed at regular 
intervals using the same tests there is a danger of a practice effect emerging.  Parallel 
forms can be used but for obvious reasons such an approach would not be suitable for 
testing specific items of vocabulary.  And as has been pointed out earlier, attrition or 
retention is not necessarily constant for individuals with the same level of initial 
proficiency.  Just as background and individual factors can affect the rate of second 
language learning, so too it seems they can influence the rate of attrition.  Controlling 
for even just a small proportion of such factors in longitudinal studies would 
necessitate very large samples of subjects for statistical analyses purposes. 



 

3  Design of the study 

3.1  Introduction  

The first phase of the study was designed to collect general background data on 
attitudes to Irish, use of Irish and ability in Irish among a sample of Leaving Certificate 
(final year in secondary school) students, as well as providing baseline data on these 
same variables for a sub-sample of this initial group who participated in the follow-up 
or ‘attrition/retention’ study.  In the first phase (Time 1), students were interviewed 
with regard to the learning of Irish in secondary school and their contact with Irish 
outside of school.  In addition, their general proficiency and overall communicative 
proficiency in spoken Irish (listening and speaking) was assessed by means of 
specially designed language tests.  The same set of tests was used in the follow-up 
study (Time 2) approximately twenty months later and some new background 
information was collected from the final sample of participants.  

3.2  Selection procedures and samples 

3.2.1  Instructional background of students 
One aim of the present study was to assess achievement in Irish and changes in 
achievement over time across proficiency levels.  It will be recalled (see section 1.7.2) 
that Irish can be studied as a subject at one of three levels in the Leaving Certificate 
Programme (Foundation, Ordinary and Higher Level).  A simple way of ensuring a 
good representation of students by proficiency level would be to choose students from 
each of the three course levels.  However, this was not considered appropriate because 
Foundation Level Irish course is substantially different from the other two courses in 
terms of content, covering a much narrower range of topics and functions than the 
ordinary and higher level courses.  And it would impossible, therefore, to design a 
single curriculum-based assessment instrument suitable for students from the 
Foundation Level course in Irish and the other two course levels.  This left two groups 
- Ordinary Level Irish students and Higher Level Irish students - who, as was pointed 
out in Chapter 1, share many course objectives in Irish.  A small sub-group of Higher 
Level Irish students who would be perceived to have an advantage in terms of 
instructional background in Irish are those who attend ‘all-Irish’ (immersion) schools 
(see section 1.6).  This latter group follow the same Irish course as higher level 
students in ‘ordinary’ (English-medium) schools but Irish is used as a teaching 
medium for all subjects (other than English).  The term ‘Instructional Category’ (IC) is 
used in this study to distinguish between these three groups of Leaving Certificate 
students:  

• Instructional Category 1 (IC1): Ordinary Level Irish in ‘ordinary’ schools, 
• Instructional Category 2 (IC2): Higher Level Irish in ‘ordinary’ schools, 
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• Instructional Category 3 (IC3): Higher Level Irish in ‘all-Irish’ schools. 
The selection process in the study aimed to get as representative a sample as possible 
of students from within each of these three instructional categories.   
 Despite the numerical ordering of the Instructional Categories it cannot be assumed 
that their proficiency in Irish follows the pattern  IC3 > IC2 > IC1 or that the 
differences between categories are equivalent.  Though, in general, it would be 
expected that Leaving Certificate students choosing Higher Level Irish would have 
higher proficiency in Irish than Ordinary Level Irish students, it cannot be assumed in 
all cases.  Students who would be capable of studying Higher Level Irish may choose 
not to do so.  For example, they may wish to devote more of their available study time 
to other subjects which they consider more important in terms of their future careers or 
third-level course choices.  Furthermore, despite the evidence that primary school 
children attending ‘all-Irish’ schools have, on average, higher achievement in spoken 
Irish than their peers in ‘ordinary’ schools (Harris, 1984; Harris & Murtagh, 1988a) 
there is no conclusive evidence to support the existence of a similar pattern at 
secondary level.  Thus, Instructional Category as defined in this study must be treated 
as a nominal rather than a ordinal variable or an interval variable (Ferguson, 1976). 

3.2.2  The Initial Sample  
Twelve Leaving Certificate classes with a total of 257 students were selected to 
participate in the study at Time 1 (Spring 2000).  For practical reasons only schools in 
the Dublin area were included in the initial list of schools from which classes were to 
be selected.  As well as trying to get a good selection of classes representing each of 
the above instructional categories, the final selection tried to ensure a good balance of 
classes in terms of school location, social class background of the school as well as 
gender composition of class.  In the event, however, it proved more difficult to get 
Ordinary Level Irish classes to volunteer than Higher Level Irish classes.  Data in the 
last row of Table 3.1 below show that there were more students in Instructional 
Category 2 than in Instructional Category 1 in the Initial Sample.   
 

Table 3.1 
Initial Sample: Numbers of Leaving Certificate (final year secondary) students 

by Research Instrument and  Instructional Category (IC) 
 
 

Research instruments  

IC1 
Ordinary Level 

Irish in 
‘ordinary’ 

school 
(n classes = 4) 

IC2 
Higher Level 

Irish in  
‘ordinary’ 

school 
(n classes = 6) 

 IC3 
Higher Level  

Irish in 
‘all-Irish’ 
 school 

(n classes = 2) 

Initial Sample 
Students 

    Males=111 (43%)
Females=146 (57%) 
 
    (N classes = 12) 

Student Questionnaire 71 119 51 241 
Irish C-Test (ICT) 64 121 44 229 
TPSI*: Listening Test 64 121 44 229 
TPSI: Speaking Test** 27  52 16  95 
Total  75 130 52 257 

*TPSI=Test of Proficiency in Spoken Irish  
**Only students involved in follow-up study (i.e. Target Sample) were administered the Speaking Test. 
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 It may be recalled from national Leaving Certificate statistics (see section 1.7.3) that 
female students were almost twice as likely as male students to take the Higher Level 
Irish paper in the Leaving Certificate Examination 2000.  This imbalance is also 
reflected in the gender ratio in Instructional Category 2 in the present study: 63% 
females and 37% males.  The gender balance is better in the other two categories: IC1 
(53%: 47%) and IC3 (46%: 54%).  The fact that female students outnumber male 
students overall (see Table 3.1) can be explained by the fact that there are more Higher 
Level Irish classes than Ordinary Level Irish classes in the Initial Sample.  
Notwithstanding these small imbalances, the overall selection of students is 
sufficiently diverse for a small scale study of its kind.   

3.2.3  The Target Sample 
Those students who, it was hoped, would participate at Time 2 are known as the Target 
Sample.  In order to be included in this sample a student had to fulfil all the following 
requirements at Time 1:   

i. be willing and available to participate in the follow-up study at Time 2,  
ii. not plan to continue studying Irish as a main subject in a third level course,   

iii. have completed all language tests (including Speaking Test) at Time 1. 
Information in relation to (i) and (ii) was collected by means of a Student 
Questionnaire at Time 1 (see below).  To encourage students from all proficiency 
levels and backgrounds to participate in the follow-up study, a small monetary reward 
was promised to be paid at Time 2.  Ninety five of the Initial Sample fulfilled the three 
requirements above and will be referred to as the Target Sample. 

3.2.4  The Final Sample  
The second phase of data collection took place during November and December 2001.  
All 95 individuals from the Target Sample were contacted during the Summer of 2001 
and again in September/October of that year.  In a letter from the researcher, they were 
reminded of the follow-up interview which they had agreed to do.  They were 
informed that the interview would last approximately one hour and 15 minutes and that 
they would, as promised at Time 1, be paid £25 (€30 approximately) on completion of 
this second interview.  In the event just sixty-one of Target Sample agreed or were able 
to participate at Time 2.  However, two of these who were scheduled for interview 
during December 2001 were unable to attend.  Thus, the Final Sample comprised 59 
students.   
 A disproportionate number of individuals from Instructional Category 1 (compared 
to the other two categories) did not make themselves available at Time 2, despite the 
monetary award and their promise at Time 1 to participate in a follow-up interview.  
Thus, while 28% of the Target Sample came from Instructional Category 1, the 
corresponding percentage for the Final Sample is 17% (see last row of Table 3.2a 
below).  It is worth noting that many of the Instructional Category 1 students contacted 
were in full time or part-time employment and thus the financial reward may not have 
held the same attraction for them as for others who did not have a regular income.  On 
a practical level also, it was more difficult to arrange interviews with students who had 



Retention and attrition of Irish as a second language 44

full or part-time jobs.  Another reason for non-participation may involve low self-
esteem in relation to Irish.  Analyses to be presented in Chapter 4 indicate that 
Instructional Category 1 students in the Initial Sample and in the Target Sample had 
significantly lower overall motivation and higher anxiety in relation to learning Irish 
than the rest of the students in those samples.   
 
 

Table 3.2a 
Final Sample: Percentage of participants by Instructional Category &  Educational Sector at Time 2 

Percentage of students  
 
 
 Currently in …                            

Instructional
Category 1 

(n=10) 

Instructional
Category 2  

(n=38) 

Instructional 
Category 3   

(n=11) 

Final  
Sample 
(n=59) 

  ..Full time employment  2.6  1.7 
  ..University 40.0 84.2 72.7 74.6 
  ..Institute of Education 30.0 10.5 27.3 16.9 
  ..Private college 10.0 2.6  3.4 
  ..Post Leaving Certificate (PLC) course 20.0   3.4 
   Total  16.9% 64.4% 18.6% 100% 

 
 

Table 3.2b 
Final Sample: Occupation/Field of study of participants at Time 2 

   
      Occupation/Field of study 

Percentage of participants 
Final Sample (n=59) 

 … In full time employment 1.7 
 1.  Humanities 27.1 
 2.  Law 8.5 
 3.  Business 10.2 
 4.  Business and Information Technology 5.1 
 5.  Information Technology 10.2 
 6.  Technology (e.g. electronics) 6.8 
 7.  Science 11.9 
 8.  Medical Science 13.6 
 9.  Art and Design 3.4 
10  Architecture 3.4 

  
 Table 3.2a above shows that by Time 2 all but one of the Final Sample were in third-
level education courses. It is worth noting that the percentage of Leaving Certificate 
students going on to third level education in Ireland has grown significantly in the last 
decade (Clancy, 1995). Three-quarters of participants in the Final Sample in the 
present study are in University, a further 17% are in an Institute of Technology while 
the remainder are in either a Private College or doing a Post Leaving Certificate 
Course.  The proportion in the current study who are in University is much higher than 
in the general population: on average, only about half of all third-level entrants go to 
University (Lynch et al., 1999).  Table 3.2b show, that participants are well distributed 
across different fields of study, though the most common field of study by far in this 
group is Humanities (27.1%).   
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3.2.5  Method and procedure  
Data collection at Time 1 
Ideally, it would have been best to test students’ Irish skills directly before they leave 
school i.e. just as they complete their formal study of Irish.  However, the Leaving 
Certificate Examination (see section 1.7.1) is a high stakes examination with important 
consequences for students in terms of future study and career options and, therefore, it 
would be inappropriate to conduct testing too close to the examination itself when 
students are under pressure studying and revising coursework.  Thus, initial language 
testing commenced approximately two to three months before the Leaving Certificate 
Examination, in the Spring of 2000. 
 A week or so, prior to language testing, a Student Questionnaire (see section 3.3.1 
below) was distributed to all students in the 12 classes selected.  On selected dates 
from late January through early February 2000, the specially designed ITÉ listening 
test (see section 3.3.3) followed by the C-test (see section 3.3.2) were administered to 
all students present during the usual Irish lesson.  Due to absenteeism, only 229 of a 
possible total of 257 students completed the C-test and the listening test (see Table 3.1 
above).  Of these students, 64 (4 classes) came from Instructional Category 1, 121 (6 
classes) from Instructional Category 2, and 44 (2 classes) from Instructional Category 
3.  After these tests had been administered to all 12 classes, the researcher started the 
next round of testing i.e. the administration of the speaking test.   
 The Irish speaking test was administered on dates from late February through early 
March 2000.  In each of the 12 classes, samples of approximately one-third of students 
who were considered suitable for inclusion in the follow-up study were administered 
the speaking test.  Students who reported in the Student Questionnaire that they 
planned to continue the study of Irish as a main subject in the following academic year 
(e.g. at third level) were excluded from the selection process.  The speaking test was 
individually administered by means of a tape-mediated (semi-direct) oral interview to 
the Target Sample (further details given below in 3.3.3).  A quiet location had to be 
found in each school to conduct these interviews and a timetable for attendance drawn 
up.  As far as possible, students chose interview time slots (e.g. Irish class/free class 
periods) which did not interfere with their lessons in other subject areas.   

Data collection at Time 2 
This phase of the study was conducted between late October and early December 
2001, approximately 20 months since participants were first tested and a year and a 
half since they finished studying Irish in secondary school.  In order to avoid the 
possibility that participants might engage in extra Irish practice before testing, the 
target group was not given any specific details relating to the actual content of the 
interview.  In addition, they were advised not to allow self-perceptions of low ability in 
Irish or loss of Irish skills to discourage them from participating.   
 The researcher conducted testing in one of three locations chosen by the participant: 

(i) The college in which the participant was studying, 
(ii) The researcher’s place of work, 
(iii) The participant’s own home. 

All interviews were conducted by the author.   



Retention and attrition of Irish as a second language 46

3.3  The research instruments  

When designing the language tests the researcher had a number of aims in mind.  One 
was to be able to link differences in Irish proficiency and maintenance to certain 
student characteristics or instructional background.  Curriculum independent tests of 
Irish proficiency would generally be considered best to discriminate between 
individuals or groups of individuals.  However, using curriculum independent tests of 
spoken Irish in the present study would not have been feasible for practical as well as 
financial reasons.  First, there are no existing standardised tests of spoken Irish for 
learners at secondary school level.  Second, designing such tests would require 
considerable resources and planning i.e. a large team of experts, item writers and 
widespread pre-testing of items.  Consequently, it was considered more appropriate for 
the purposes of this research study to design a test of spoken Irish (Test of Proficiency 
in Spoken Irish) which would assess students’ competence in relation to certain 
listening and speaking Irish objectives as set out in the Leaving Certificate Irish 
syllabus (see section 1.7.2).  Though criterion-referenced in this sense, such tests (see 
sections 3.3.3 & 3.3.4) could also be used to discriminate between individuals in the 
way the Leaving Certificate Examination itself does.  
 While changes over time in skills relating to spoken Irish were to be the main focus 
of this study, it was also decided to measure participants’ general proficiency in Irish.  
One type of test, which can be curriculum independent, is relatively inexpensive to 
design and which is regarded as a good overall measure of general second-language 
proficiency, is the C-test (Raatz & Klein-Braley, 1998).  With this in mind, a C-test in 
Irish was designed for the purposes of the present study (see section 3.3.2).   
 The first research instrument to be used was the Student Questionnaire (see section 
3.3.1) and was administered just ahead of the language tests - a few months before 
students completed their secondary education.  The questionnaire which is described in 
detail below was designed mainly to collect information on students’ 
attitude/motivation to learning Irish, self-assessed ability in spoken Irish and use of 
Irish outside of school.  In the follow-up study, those participating were asked to 
complete a smaller questionnaire (see section 3.3.5).  In this Participant’s 
Questionnaire, the items focussed mainly on participants’ current use of Irish, their 
attitude to Irish then and while at secondary school.  Each of the research instruments 
will now be described in more detail. 

3.3.1  Student Questionnaire  
A copy of the actual Student Questionnaire used can be found in Appendix C.  The 
majority of the 78 items in the questionnaire gathered information relating to students’ 
attitude/motivation in relation to learning Irish.  The questionnaire was divided into 
four sections.   

Adapting the Attitude/Motivation Test Battery for the present study 
The first 70 items of the Student Questionnaire were based on items in the Attitude 
Motivation Test Battery (AMTB) used by Robert C. Gardner to measure the attitude/ 
motivation of Canadians learning French (Gardner, 1985a, 1985b).  Of specific interest 
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in the AMTB are three composite measures or clusters of scales which were identified 
as being the major components of overall attitude/motivation.  According to Gardner, 
the first component, Motivation, refers to an individual who (a) wants to achieve a 
particular goal, (b) devotes considerable effort to achieving this goal and (c) 
experiences satisfaction in the activities associated with achieving the goal.  The 
corresponding scales or measures associated with this concept of Motivation in the 
AMTB are (a) Desire to learn the language (b) Motivational intensity to learn the 
language (c) Attitudes towards learning the language.   
 The second cluster, Integrativeness, refers to those learner attributes which reflect a 
positive outlook toward the target language group, or out-groups in general, or a desire 
to meet with and possibly associate with members of those groups.  In the AMTB, 
these attributes were represented by three measures (a) Attitudes toward the target 
language group (b) Interest in foreign languages and (c) Integrative orientation.  The 
third cluster Attitudes to the learning situation, refers to the learners’ affective 
reactions to the learning situation e.g. attitudes towards the teacher, the class, the 
textbooks, the language laboratory etc.  In the AMTB these are measured by (a) 
Evaluation of the language teacher and (b) Evaluation of the language course.  Studies 
by Lalonde and Gardner (1985) found that of the three major components described 
above, Motivation (comprising three scales) was the best predictor in the case of three 
different criterion measures – behavioural intention to study French, final French 
grades, and a global measure of French achievement.   

The format of the questionnaire 
So as not to place excessive demands on participants it was decided that the number of 
items in the questionnaire would be kept to a minimum.  Consequently, not all AMTB 
scales could be included.  The final document contained items relating to  

1. three AMTB-based Motivation scales: Attitude Toward Learning the 
Language, Desire to Learn the Language and Motivational Intensity 

2. an Irish Course Evaluation scale from the AMTB-based Attitudes toward the 
Learning Situation measure  

3. an AMTB-based Class Anxiety scale 
4. an AMTB-based Parental Encouragement scale. 

 Motivation scales were used rather than Integrativeness scales because a study of 
attitude/motivation in relation to Irish at primary school (Harris & Murtagh, 1999) 
found Motivation to be a better predictor of achievement in Irish than Integrativeness.  
In addition, Motivation measures had correlated positively and significantly with the 
Integrativeness measures in that study. 
 The wording of items in the questionnaire was kept as close as possible to that in the 
original AMTB items.  Changes were only made to make items relevant to the Irish 
context e.g. the substitution of the word ‘Irish’ for ‘French’.  The 70 AMTB-based 
items are not grouped according to scales but presented in a scrambled order within 
three sections.  To assist the reader, items from the original questionnaire in Appendix 
C have been tagged according to the scale to which they belong. 
 Section 1 contains 25 items or statements related to one Motivation scale (Attitude to 
Learning Irish) and to two other AMTB-based scales (Parental Encouragement and 
Irish-Class Anxiety).  Items are randomly presented followed by a seven-point Likert 
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response format (Likert, 1932) ranging from ‘strongly disagree’ (1) to ‘strongly agree’ 
(7).  In order to eliminate response bias, a few items were negatively worded.  
However, for consistency with Gardner’s (1985a) and Harris and Murtagh’s (1999) 
studies, the majority of items were positively worded.  Below is a more detailed 
description of items and scales: 

i. Attitude to Learning Irish (ATLI): This ten item scale contains five items which 
are positively worded, and five which express negative sentiments (e.g. I really 
enjoy learning Irish/Learning Irish is a waste of time).  Responses to negative 
statements were recoded for scoring.  A high score (maximum=70) on this scale 
indicates a positive attitude towards learning Irish.   

ii. Irish Class Anxiety (ICA): Five items reflecting students’ degree of discomfort 
while participating in the Irish lesson. (e.g. I get nervous and confused when I 
am speaking in my Irish class).  A high score (maximum=35) indicates high 
anxiety.  

iii. Parental Encouragement (PE): This scale contains ten positively worded items 
designed to assess the extent to which students feel their parents support them in 
their study of Irish (e.g. My parents really encourage me to study Irish).  A high 
score (maximum=70) indicates a high level of perceived parental 
encouragement. 

 In Section 2 there are twenty multiple-choice type items with three options a, b or c.  
These items, presented in randomised order, represent the two remaining AMTB-based 
Motivation scales: Motivational Intensity and Desire to Learn Irish.  In Appendix C, 
the weights (or scores) for each alternative are printed in front of options, but these do 
not appear in the actual Student’s Questionnaire.  

i. Motivational Intensity (MI): This measure consists of ten multiple-choice items 
which are designed to measure the intensity of a student’s motivation to learn 
Irish in terms of classroom participation, work done for classroom assignments, 
future plans to make use of and study the language etc.  A high score 
(maximum=30) represents a high degree of self-reported effort expended 
acquiring Irish 

ii. Desire to Learn Irish (DTLI): Ten multiple-choice items are included in this 
scale with a high score (maximum=30) expressing a strong desire to learn and 
speak Irish as much as possible.   

 Section 3 evaluates students’ ideas and impressions of the Irish course they are 
studying.  Each item is scored on a seven point semantic differential scale.  The overall 
evaluation of the Irish Course (Irish Course Evaluation Total) is made up of four 
course-related factors: 

i. Irish Course Utility: Five scales comprise this subtest – noneducational-
educational, meaningless-meaningful, unnecessary-necessary, useless-useful, 
and unimportant-important.  A high score (maximum=35) is associated with a 
high level of perceived utility.   

ii. Irish Course Evaluation: General evaluative reactions to the Irish course are 
assessed with 10 scales: bad-good, disagreeable-agreeable, painful-pleasurable, 
unsatisfying-satisfying, awful-nice, unpleasant-pleasant, unenjoyable-enjoyable, 
unrewarding-rewarding, worthless-valuable, and unappealing-appealing (keyed 



Design of the study 49

positively).  The higher the score (maximum=70) the more positive the learner’s 
evaluation of the course.   

iii. Irish Course Interest: Five scores are summed so that the higher the scores 
(maximum=35) the more interest learners had in the course.  The scales are: 
tedious-fascinating, monotonous-absorbing, boring-interesting, dull-exciting, and 
colourless-colourful.  

iv. Irish Course Difficulty: Ratings on five scales are summed to provide an 
estimate (maximum=35) of the perceived difficulty of the course.  The scales 
are: simple-complicated, elementary-complex, effortless-hard, clear-confusing 
and easy-difficult. 

 Section 4 of the Student Questionnaire contains eight items which are not at all 
related to the AMTB.  The first four items seek information on student self-assessed 
ability to speak Irish and use of Irish outside of school (see Appendix C: Section 4).  In 
the first of these questions, students are asked to assess their ability in Irish on a scale 
which has been used in national surveys of use and ability in Irish.  The second 
question which was also used in the national surveys asks students how often Irish is 
used by anyone in their home.  The third question collects information on the extent to 
which students use Irish outside of school while in the fourth question they are asked 
to list the actual situations outside of the school in which they use Irish. 
 The last four items in Section 4 (see Appendix C) sought practical information which 
was needed in order to select suitable students for the longitudinal study.  Thus, 
information was collected on: (i) whether the student planned to continue studying 
Irish after leaving school and if so what the nature of that study might be (ii) the 
student’s plans for the next academic year e.g. to get a job, go on to third level 
education, stay on in school and repeat the Leaving Certificate Examination (iii) the 
student’s willingness to report back their Leaving Certificate grades to the researcher 
and (iv) their willingness to participate in the longitudinal study i.e. agree to an 
interview at the end of 2001.   

Administration  
Approximately one week before any language testing commenced in a school, the 
researcher gave the Irish class teacher a set of Student Questionnaires.  The teacher 
distributed the questionnaires and accompanying envelopes to all students at the end of 
the next Irish lesson.  The teacher asked students to fill in the questionnaire in a single 
session on their own and at home if possible.  They were told to place the completed 
questionnaire in the envelope provided, seal the envelope and return it to the teacher at 
the next Irish lesson.  In a short written note, on the inside cover of the questionnaire 
booklet, students were given a brief general description of the study and were told that 
the research was interested only in their own personal opinions in relation to items.  
They were also assured of the confidentiality of their responses. 
 Of the 257 questionnaires distributed 241 (94%) were returned (see Table 3.1). The 
response rates for each of Instructional Categories 1, 2 and 3 were 95%, 92% and 98% 
respectively. 
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3.3.2  The Irish C-Test (ICT)  
The C-test is a modified version of the Cloze test and based on the same theoretical 
principle of reduced redundancy (Raatz & Klein-Braley, 1998).  In order to be fairer in 
terms of test context, several short texts are used in the C-test rather than one long text 
as in the Cloze test.  To avoid difficulties associated with choice of deletion rate and 
ratio of deleted content words to deleted structure words, the second half of every 
second word is deleted in the C-test, not whole words as in the Cloze test.  The first 
and last sentences of each text used in the C-test, however, are left intact. 
 C-tests are considered to model authentic linguistic behaviour but are not intended to 
be communicative.  As mentioned earlier, the C-test has been shown to be a strong 
predictor of overall second language (L2) proficiency (Raatz & Klein-Braley, 1998) as 
well as L2 oral competence (Raatz & Klein-Braley, 1983).  It is also regarded as being 
superior to other test procedures in the areas of difficulty level, reliability and validity 
(Klein-Braley, 1997).  The C-test has been criticised for its poor construct validity i.e. 
it is not clear exactly what skills it assesses (Anckaert & Beeckmans, 1992; Stemmer, 
1992).  However, as pointed out elsewhere (Dörnyei & Katona, 1992) this criticism 
could also be made in respect of the Cloze test and other psychometric tests such as 
aptitude tests. 
 The C-test designers (Raatz & Klein-Braley, 1985, 1998) give a number of useful 
guidelines regarding the type of texts to be chosen.  Texts should  

• be written texts each of which are complete as a sense unit 
• be appropriate in difficulty and content for the target group 
• have no specialised vocabulary or content 
• not be literary texts or contain verbal humour 
• native speakers should score at least 95% correct on each text. 

 Raatz and Klein-Braley recommended at least 100 items/deletions using four texts of 
between 60-70 words each.  However, Grotjahn (1987; 1992) has suggested the use of 
longer texts (allowing up to 25-30 deletions each) to measure macro-level textual 
constraints (i.e. use of context through top-down/bottom up strategies) in C-test 
processing.   
 The C-test was used in the present study as a measure of overall proficiency in Irish.  
Its lexical focus has the potential to yield interesting information in relation to attrition 
of vocabulary.  By being sensitive to the use of words in context, it is also considered 
to reflect closely “the realities of language use” (Little & Singleton, 1992: 175).  
Finally, the test has the advantage of being cheap, quick and easy to administer as well 
as to score.   

Constructing the Irish C-Test 
The format used in constructing the Irish C-Test (see Appendix E) was similar to that 
recommended by Raatz and Klein-Braley (1985; 1998).  First, a number of Irish texts 
from authentic written sources i.e. magazines and newspapers were gathered.  Four 
were selected for their suitability in terms of difficulty and content i.e. the kind of 
topics and materials which Leaving Certificate Irish students would be familiar with.  
The Irish texts varied in length from 87-101 words with between 27-31 deletions each.  
The first and last sentence of each piece of text were left intact.  Deletion started with 
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the second half of the second word in the second sentence.  One letter words were 
ignored.  While Raatz and Klein-Braley treated elided forms (e.g. d’) as belonging to 
the words to which they are attached, the present study treated them as one letter words 
as recommended by Grotjahn (1987: 225).  Thus, they were not taken into account at 
all in the deletion process. 
 The four Irish texts were pretested on six adults: two recent secondary school leavers 
who had attended ‘ordinary’ (English-medium) schools, two school leavers who had 
attended all-Irish medium secondary schools and two older adults who were native 
speakers.  As a result of this pretesting one of the texts was discarded as being too 
difficult.  At any rate, time constraints meant that only three texts could be included in 
the final version.  The non-native speakers scored between 70-80% of items correct on 
the selected texts while between 98-100% of the native speakers’ restorations were 
correct.  The latter satisfies Raatz and Klein Braley’s (1985; 1998) 95% specification 
(see above). 
 The three texts used in the final version of the C-test were sequentially ordered based 
on the intuitive judgements of the individuals involved in the pre-test and the author.  
The number of deletions for Text 1, Text 2, and Text 3 were 27, 30 and 31 
respectively.  Each deletion was represented in the written text by a line, the length of 
which was proportional to the number of missing letters. 

Coding and scoring of the C-test 
Entries were coded according to the set of categories below which is similar to that 
used by Grotjahn (1987): 

0. 
1. 
2. 

3. 

4. 
5. 
6. 

Blank not filled in  
Original word without spelling error 
‘Acceptable alternative’ without spelling error and having the correct  number of 
letters  
‘Acceptable alternative’ without spelling error but having too many/too few 
letters  
Original word with spelling error (recognisable original word though misspelled) 
‘Acceptable alternative’ with spelling error 
Unacceptable word with regard to grammar and/or text content. 

Acceptable alternatives are interpreted as “orthographically and morpho-syntactically 
well-formed and semantically appropriate” words (Little & Singleton, 1992: 177). 
  An exact scoring procedure was advocated by Raatz and Klein-Braley (1982).  
Using such a method would mean that only words in category 1 above (‘original word 
without spelling error’) should be accepted as correct.  However, in the present study it 
was felt that such an exact scoring procedure could not be justified.  In this respect, the 
author concurs with Little and Singleton (1992: 177) who in their study argued that 
“ruling out acceptable responses on the grounds that they did not coincide with the 
particular choice of the author of the text” ran counter to their purposes. 
 Thus, restorations falling into category 1 or category 2 are scored as correct.  Blanks 
(0) and restorations falling into categories 3-6 are scored as incorrect.  The reason why 
Category 3 (acceptable alternative with too many or two few letters) responses are 
rejected is that a candidate could reject a syntactically/semantically appropriate 
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restoration purely on the basis that it did not have the required number of letters, as 
specified in the instructions (see Appendix E). 

Administration of ICT: Time 1 
The Irish C-Test was administered after the listening test in each of the 12 classes.  
Twenty minutes were allowed for administration – a few minutes for students to read 
the instructions and look at the sample text and between 4-6 minutes to complete each 
text.    

Administration of ICT: Time 2 
At Time 2, the Irish C-Test, like all the other tests, was administered as part of the 
individual interview and after the listening and speaking tests.   

3.3.3  Test of Proficiency in Spoken Irish (TPSI) – Listening Section  
The listening comprehension test (see Appendix D) was designed to test various 
aspects of students’ listening skills as set down in the established Leaving Certificate 
Irish syllabus described in the previous chapter.  The intention was to assess listening 
comprehension in a global way as a communicative speech act.  This contrasts with 
traditional listening tests in which skills are measured separately under the various skill 
headings.  The testing format was based on that used by CITO (The National Institute 
for Educational Measurement in the Netherlands) in its listening comprehension tests.  
The specific tests on which the present test was modelled were designed for Dutch 
students learning a second language at Levels C-D (CITO, 1998a). 

The format of the communicatively based listening test in Irish 
The items used in the Irish listening test require no written or oral response from the 
candidate.  A multiple-choice or true/false type response format is used and candidates 
indicate their preferences by ticking the appropriate box.  It was not possible to include 
response tasks involving some overt behaviour from candidates because of the limited 
time available for testing and the Irish students’ lack of familiarity with such a 
strategy. 
 Samples of speech from different types of oral Irish discourse were used in the test.  
These included a telephone conversation, a radio weather report, an interview and a 
radio news interview.  The fact that the objectives tested had to be suitable for 
Ordinary Level Irish students as well as for Higher Level Irish students limited to some 
extent the nature of the texts selected.   
 The four samples of oral discourse were taken from authentic or semi-authentic 
situations, transcribed and then re-enacted in the studio.  Some changes had to be made 
to accommodate lower proficiency levels and match course expectations.  For 
example, in most cases the original rate of authentic speech was slowed down 
somewhat and strong dialectical features changed or removed for the tape script (as 
happens in the Leaving Certificate Aural Examination in Irish).  However, as far as 
possible, alterations from the original text were kept to a minimum.  Redundancy, false 
starts, hemming and hawing, etc. were retained.   
 The majority of changes occurred in Section Four of the test which involved a radio 
interview featuring speakers using different Irish dialects (Connacht Irish and Ulster 
Irish).  Some texts were not changed at all, as in the case of Section Two - a weather 
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report taken from the radio.  Section One of the test consisted of a telephone 
conversation which was written with the assistance of a young native speaker.  Thus, 
while the situation was slightly contrived, the dialogue was designed to be as natural as 
possible.  Section Three was authentic in so far as the author of the test interviewed 
and audio-recorded a young person speaking about herself, her career and lifestyle. 
 Every effort was made to ensure that all items tested language comprehension skills 
rather than memory skills.  The test was shown to a number of practising teachers who 
gave their opinions as to its suitability.  The items were pretested on a small number of 
secondary school leavers and some changes were made accordingly.  The final version 
of the test contains 19 items in four different sections.  The maximum score attainable 
is 34.  Each section relates to different types of discourse material.  

1. Telephone Conversation (6 items): The candidate listens to a conversation and 
ticks ‘True’, ‘False’ or ‘Information not given’ in relation to a series of six 
statements.  Two of the items which were regarded as being slightly more 
complicated were given a weighting (x 2).  The maximum score attainable on 
this section of the test is 8.   

2. Radio Weather Report (5 items): The candidate listens to a weather report and 
ticks ‘True’, False’ or ‘Information not given’ in relation to a series of five 
statements.  In the case of four of the five statements only one of the three 
response options was correct and was assigned a score of 2.  However, in the 
case of item 2.4 (d), the ‘False’ option was acceptable and, if selected, was 
awarded a score of ‘1’ while the ‘Information not given’ option, being 
considered the superior choice, was awarded a score of 2.  The maximum score 
on this subtest was 10 (5 x 2).   

3. Dialogue/Interview (4 items): The candidate hears a young person talk about 
herself, her interests, her work etc.  There are four items tested using a 
multiple-choice format The maximum score attainable is 8 (4 x 2). 

4. Radio News Interview (4 items): The candidate listens to a radio item in which 
a broadcaster is talking to a news reporter on location.  There are four multiple-
choice items.  The maximum score attainable is 8 (4 x 2).  

Administration of the Irish Listening Test – Time 1 
The listening test was administered by the researcher to twelve class groups during 
February 2000.  There is both an English and an Irish version of the test (Appendix D).  
The Irish version (all instructions in Irish) was used in the two ‘all-Irish’ (Instructional 
Category 3) classes while the English version (all instructions in English) was used in 
all other classes.   
 The test takes about 25 minutes to administer.  Before the tape starts, candidates are 
given a few minutes during which to look over the written items in their test booklets.  
A short text at the beginning of each section sets the scene for the task.  This is 
followed by the written form of the questions and the answer options.  The candidate 
has this text in front of him/her while the tape is playing and is given plenty of time in 
which to record answers (tick options).  Each sample of speech is played twice.  
Teachers consulted during test design were of the opinion that test items should be 
played at least twice because that is the format used in the Leaving Certificate Aural 
Irish examination and thus what students expect or are familiar with.  
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 A total of 229 completed listening test booklets were collected at Time 1 (see Table 
3.1). 

Administration of the Irish Listening Test – Time 2 
The listening test was individually administered at Time 2.  As at Time 1, it was the 
first test to be administered as it was felt that the listening exercise would be a good 
warm-up for the speaking test which followed.  The candidate was given the same 
version (Irish or English) of the test as she/he had chosen at Time 1.   

3.3.4  Test of Proficiency in Spoken Irish – Speaking Section  
The tasks and scales used in the speaking test were not intended to be representative of 
all aspects of communicative ability in Irish.  The test is a research instrument which 
assessed a number of major speaking objectives shared by the Ordinary and Higher 
Level Irish syllabi for senior cycle.  In general, the test aimed to measure a candidate’s 
control over the language used to realize certain desired speech acts.  With the 
exception of the Pronunciation subtest, performance on specific tasks is assessed in 
terms of communicative impact (e.g. the amount of information contained in the 
speaker’s utterances, its relevance and appropriateness) and the level of linguistic or 
grammatical accuracy.  The scales used vary according to the task involved. 

The semi-direct test versus the direct test of oral proficiency 
The most commonly used method to assess oral proficiency is the traditional interview 
method or face-to-face interview.  This direct method is used in the current Irish 
Leaving Certificate oral examinations in Irish (see section 1.7.3).  Another well known 
example of a direct test is the Oral Proficiency Interview (OPI) adopted by the 
American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL) (Byrnes, 
Thompson, & Buck, 1989).  This type of interview is communicative in that it mimics 
real life situations which elicit authentic type discourse in the target language. 
 In the present study, oral proficiency was tested by means of a semi-direct interview, 
a method which appeared first in the 1980’s in the United States (ETS, 1982).  Such 
simulated or semi-direct interview tests do not need a live interviewer.  The candidate 
speaks in response to audio-recorded instructions/tasks and visual stimuli (written 
instructions, pictures /drawings).  Responses are tape recorded so that performance can 
be assessed retrospectively by trained raters.  The semi-direct test is uniform as all 
candidates perform the same or similar language tasks.  One example of the semi-
direct interview, developed by the Centre for Applied Linguistics in the US, is the 
Simulated Oral Proficiency Interview (SOPI).  It was developed in a number of 
languages (Clark, 1988; Shohamy, Gordon, Kenyon, & Stansfield, 1989; Shohamy & 
Stansfield, 1991; Stansfield & Kenyon, 1988).  The SOPI has been described 
(Shohamy, 1994: 117) as a type of monologue in L2, based on tasks presented in L1, 
after a short planning time and with a sharp shift from one topic to another. 
 According to Cohen (1994: 273) the aim of the SOPI is to shorten test time while 
obtaining a broader sampling of the speaker’s interlanguage than the oral interview 
would generally do, in a reliable, valid and efficient manner.  The direct and indirect 
speaking tests are considered to be equally valid measures of oral proficiency.  Inter-
rater reliability between direct and indirect tests has been shown to be uniformly high 



Design of the study 55

(r=.95) (Stansfield et al., 1990).  In one study (O’Loughlin, 1995) the same group of 
learners of English at the ‘minimum vocational level of oral proficiency’ were tested 
using direct and semi-direct tests.  Tasks were matched by language function and 
structure of task but not topic.  The high correlation (r=.92) between the two test 
scores led O’Loughlin to conclude, in this case, that the performances seemed to be 
‘generated from the same general oral proficiency’.   
 One measurement which has been used to compare the two test formats is that of 
‘lexical density’.  This term was first used by Ure (1971) to refer to the measure of the 
relationship between the number of words with lexical as opposed to grammatical 
properties as a percentage of the total number of words in a text.  Shohamy (1994) 
compared the lexical density of the SOPI and the OPI and found greater lexical density 
in the semi-direct test (see also Cohen, 1994).  The capacity of the semi-direct test to 
produce higher levels of ‘lexical density’ has also been noted elsewhere (O’Loughlin, 
1995; Zora & Johns-Lewis, 1989).  

Description and format of the speaking test in Irish 
The speaking test (see Appendix F) was divided into six main sections or tasks each 
testing specific aspects of the candidate’s communicative competence in  Irish.  The 
tasks were based on a test of spoken English devised by CITO for Dutch secondary 
school students who are leaving the vocational programme (CITO, 1998b).  This 
particular test was chosen (rather than that for the higher level HAVO programme) as 
it corresponds more closely with topics and functions in both the Ordinary Level and 
Higher Level Irish Leaving Certificate syllabi for spoken Irish.   
 In order to assess attrition/retention of an individual’s oral skills over time, it is 
preferable that the same speaking test be administered at Time 1 and Time 2.  A 
uniform test is also desirable because of the need to compare particular groups of 
students i.e. those from different instructional backgrounds.  A semi-direct testing 
format (described above) fulfils this requirement as well as having a number of other 
desirable features:  

1. 

2. 

3. 
4. 

the possibility of including a good variety of language tasks which could elicit a 
greater range of linguistic phenomena than a direct test (Perret, 1990) 
the avoidance of potential bias of differential interviewer interaction on 
candidates’ performance (by using a tape-mediated testing format)   
the ability to standardise a candidate’s planning time and response time for items 
the ability to score responses retrospectively from the audiotape recordings 
thereby increasing rater accuracy and facilitating a test of inter-rater reliability. 

 Test instructions, sample items and test items are all provided on the audiotape.  The 
candidate’s booklet contains all of this information along with line drawings in the 
case of subtests 2-6.  The test starts with a Pronunciation subtest.  This is the only 
subtest which involves reading aloud.  In general, the easiest tasks were placed at the 
beginning of test.  However, in order to prevent candidates from finishing with a 
feeling of disappointment or dissatisfaction, section 6 of the test was designed to be 
easier than section 5.  The majority of the tasks in the Irish test correspond closely to 
those used in the CITO (1998b) test in terms of functions covered.  However, the 
content and scales differ substantially in many cases. The maximum score attainable 
on the Irish speaking test is 66.  
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 Below is a short description of each subtest.  
1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

Pronunciation: A text of approximately 200 words in length is to be read aloud 
by the candidate.  Fourteen sounds or combinations of sounds are scored as 
right/wrong  (maximum score = 14). 
Reacting Appropriately (Role play): The candidate must react appropriately in 
five thematically linked situations depicted in line drawings.  The situations 
involve the use of communicative functions such as requesting, complaining, 
thanking.  Each reaction is judged according to a three-point scale of 
Appropriateness (see below) (maximum score = 10). 
Telling a Story (Describing an event): The candidate must tell a continuous story 
in the past tense based on a series of six chronologically ordered drawings.  The 
first few words of the story are provided.  Time is allowed for the candidate to 
study the pictures beforehand.  The story is assessed on three different scales – 
Completeness, Fluency-Vocabulary Adequacy and Grammatical Accuracy 
(maximum score = 10). 
Giving an Opinion: The candidate must give an opinion on a topic considered to 
be of general interest to students.  The candidate’s response is assessed on three 
different scales: Relevance, Fluency-Vocabulary Adequacy and Grammatical 
Accuracy (maximum score = 10).  
Describing Objects: This subtest assesses the candidate’s ability to describe three 
culturally significant objects so that a listener without previous knowledge could 
easily identify them, understand their function etc.  Each item is assessed on two 
scales – Comprehensibility/Vocabulary Adequacy and Grammatical Accuracy 
(maximum score = 12).  
Giving Instructions/Advice: The candidate must give appropriate verbal advice 
or instructions consistent with a procedure outlined in five drawings (one 
drawing per item).  Each item is assessed on a three-point scale of 
Appropriateness (maximum score = 10). 

Developing Scales for the Irish Speaking Test 
The process of developing the test and scoring procedure was a painstaking task done 
with the assistance of experienced secondary school teachers of Irish.  Along with the 
researcher, these teachers evaluated the suitability of the test items in terms of difficulty 
and appropriateness.  Their comments and opinions on the tasks and scales were crucial 
to the whole test development process.  The final set of guidelines and scales used in 
the correction process can be found in Appendix G. 
 While the format of the tasks in the Irish speaking test was similar to that used in the 
CITO test, the scales were altered substantially in a number of tasks.  For instance, in 
Tasks 3, 4, and 5, the scales were expanded as it was felt that the corresponding two 
point scales in the CITO test would not be sensitive enough to discriminate between 
candidates of different ability levels.  In the case of one task or subtest, a scale used in 
the CITO test was omitted in the Irish test because it was felt that the information was 
duplicated in another scale for that same subtest.  The CITO subtest ‘Describing an 
Event/Tell a Story’ had two scales, ‘Completeness’ and ‘Detail’.  From an examination 
of responses to the corresponding subtest in the Irish pretests it was considered that the 
‘Completeness’ scale itself adequately captured the candidate’s attention to ‘detail’ in 
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the story told.  Finally, in subtests 3 and 4, two scales were combined: ‘Fluency’ and 
‘Vocabulary Adequacy’ were assessed jointly on a five point scale (a fuller explanation 
is given below).  All adaptations were made on the basis of discussions between the 
researcher and teachers. 
 Appropriateness in the present context includes both situational relevance and  
sociolinguistic appropriateness.  Deciding what constitutes an ‘appropriate’ or 
‘inappropriate’ reaction in a situation may be difficult.  Individuals all have their own 
unique style of responding to events and thus candidates are not discriminated against 
for using a personal style as long as the response is not socially inept or inappropriate.  
What test items are trying to elicit is a genuine reaction in a simulated social situation.  
In general, the corrector’s spontaneous reaction to, or immediate assessment of, the 
candidate’s utterance is often the best indicator of appropriateness. 
 As mentioned above, Fluency is assessed in combination with Vocabulary Adequacy 
in two tasks ‘Telling a Story’ and ‘Giving an Opinion’.  Both tasks aim to elicit an 
extended piece of discourse from the candidate.  Initial attempts to assess Fluency and 
Vocabulary Adequacy separately proved complicated as fluency depends to a large 
extent on the ease of access to lexical items.  Though fluency usually refers to the 
smooth flow of speech, it cannot be assessed solely in terms of the speed of utterances 
or the absence of pauses or hesitations because native speakers often pause or hesitate 
when formulating (or reformulating) an opinion or expressing a view.  It has been 
suggested that the very hesitation phenomena that makes second language speech seem 
broken may really be signs that the speaker is searching for an appropriate lexical item 
or syntactic structure (Cohen, 1994: 290).  
 Comprehensibility measures the extent to which the description of objects is 
comprehensible i.e. clear and precise.  A listener should be able to identify the object 
in question based on this oral description.  In Task 5, Comprehensibility is assessed in 
conjunction with Vocabulary Adequacy.   
 Completeness measures the candidate’s ability to give a detailed account of a story 
e.g. based on a set of pictures. 
 The Relevance scale assesses the extent to which the candidate’s response is relevant 
to the topic - responding to the main elements of the set task.   
 Grammatical Accuracy was based on the scale of Grammatical Ability defined by 
Cohen (1994: 286).  It assesses how acceptably words, phrases and sentences are 
formed and pronounced in the candidate’s utterances.  Errors in form, are classified as 
either major or minor.  ‘Major errors’ are those that either interfere with intelligibility 
or stigmatise the speaker.  ‘Minor errors’ are those that do not get in the way of the 
listener’s comprehension or annoy the listener to any great extent.  Cohen (1994: 286) 
illustrates these differences using examples from learners of English whose native 
language is Hebrew: 

“Getting the tense wrong in ‘We have seen a great film last night’ could be viewed 
as a minor error whereas producing ‘I don’t have what to say’ by translating directly 
from the appropriate Hebrew language could be considered a major error since it is 
not only ungrammatical but also could stigmatise the speaker as rude and 
unconcerned, rather than apologetic”. 
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If a candidate’s response is very short then the probability of producing errors is 
dramatically reduced.  Thus, Grammatical Accuracy ratings should reflect this fact i.e. 
the rating awarded should be towards the lower end of the scale.  On the other hand, 
candidates who give extended responses – longer than necessary to respond to the set 
task – should not be penalised for errors in the superfluous discourse. 

Administration of the Speaking Test at Time 1 
Shortly before Time 1 interviews, information leaflets were distributed to participants 
describing the test procedure and general format of the test.  This information was 
considered necessary as this type of testing approach would be new to them.  The 
interviews took place in a quiet location or room within the school.  On entering the 
room the researcher welcomed the student in the target language and explained the 
testing procedure in whichever language (Irish or English) he/she felt most 
comfortable with.  The student sat at a table on which was placed a small portable tape 
player and a portable digital ‘mini-disc’ recorder.  The researcher sat informally to one 
side.  A small lapel microphone was used to pick up the student’s responses which 
were recorded on the ‘mini-discs’.  Also provided was the participant’s test booklet 
(see Appendix F).  ‘All-Irish’ school (Instructional Category 3) students were given 
the Irish version (Irish instructions) of the test while the ‘ordinary’ school students 
preferred the version with English instructions.  Each participant was given a minute or 
two to read the general instructions from the front cover of the test booklet (see 
Appendix F).  When the participant indicated that she/he was ready to begin the test, 
both the tape-player and ‘mini-disc’ recorder were started.  The researcher remained 
present during the test but intervention was kept to a minimum.   
 The first two questions on the tape are used as a short warm-up asking the participant 
his/her name and date of birth.  These questions also help candidates get used to the 
testing procedure e.g. waiting for the audible prompt before responding.  The first task 
of the test proper is to read aloud a piece of text (pronunciation).  This task acts as a 
gentle introduction to speaking in the target language.  All subtests or tasks are 
allocated a set amount of preparation and implementation time which varies according 
to the nature of the task.  For example, in  Task 6, 30 seconds preparation/planning 
time is allowed to study six pictures describing a procedure while ten seconds are 
allowed for candidates to respond to each picture.  In Task 4, Giving an Opinion, 
candidates are given two and a half minutes to prepare their monologue and three 
minutes in which to deliver it.  
 Occasionally, the researcher had to stop the tape player and the mini-disc recorder 
when participants indicated that they had a problem or needed to ask a question 
relating to procedure.  Generally, these interruptions were short. 

Administration of the Speaking Test at Time 2 
In general, the procedure in relation to administration of the speaking test was the 
same at Time 2 as at Time 1.  Each participant received the same version of the test as 
had been used at Time 1 (Irish or English instructions).  However, the interview 
venues were different on both occasions and, unlike Time 1, the listening test 
immediately preceded the speaking test at Time 2. 
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Scoring and inter-rater reliability of the speaking test 
Scoring was done retrospectively from the mini-disc recordings of candidates’ 
responses using a set of scoring guidelines (see Appendix G).  The guidelines specify 
that scores be assigned based on the descriptions set out in the various scales associated 
with each task.  Responses to each item are to be scored independently of all others.  In 
general, only discourse which occurs within the specified time limit for each item (i.e. 
between beeps) is assessed.  However, exceptions are made where it is clear that 
participants were not ready or where external interruptions distracted them. 
 The corrector who is a practising and experienced teacher of Irish at second level 
spent about ten hours being trained in the scoring procedure.  Over a half of this time 
was spent becoming familiar with the test and rating criteria, coding actual responses 
and comparing and discussing ratings with the author.  This process continued until it 
was felt that the corrector was consistent in her ratings and that a common 
interpretation of the rating criteria had been achieved i.e. a high level of agreement 
between the author’s and corrector’s ratings (Lumley & McNamara, 1995).  It should 
be noted also that the corrector was not involved either in the creation or administration 
of the test itself. 
 For the remainder of the training time the corrector rated a selection of ten speaking 
tests.  This formed part of the reliability study.  The researcher independently rated 
these same tests and the two sets of scores, score a and score b, were compared.   
Pearson correlations between scores a and b for each of the six subtests yielded 
significant r values ranging from .94 to 1.00.  The statistical package SPSS was used to 
compute two inter-rater reliability coefficients - alpha and an intraclass correlation 
coefficient (Shrout & Fleiss, 1979; Yaffee, 1998).  These coefficients were based on 
comparisons of the total speaking score as marked by rater a and rater b.  The intraclass 
coefficient was .99 (F=586.97; df=9,9) while the alpha coefficient was also .99.  While 
these coefficients would usually be based on larger samples, the strong effect in this 
case indicate a satisfactory level of agreement between the two sets of speaking test 
scores.  

3.3.5  Participant’s Questionnaire at Time 2  
The Participant’s Questionnaire was designed to collect information at Time 2 from 
Final Sample participants in relation to learning Irish and to their use of Irish since 
leaving secondary school.  The questionnaire was kept short so that respondents would 
have time to complete it towards the end of the individual interview at Time 2.  One 
item (3.1) relating to choice of course was different for those who had studied 
Ordinary Level Irish and for those who studied Higher Level Irish in the Leaving 
Certificate programme.  Consequently, two versions of the questionnaire had to be 
produced (see last two pages of Appendix H). 
 Section 1 of the questionnaire collected information on participants’ self-assessed 
ability to speak Irish and on their use of the language since leaving secondary school.  
In order to compare change over time, the first two items (1.1-1.2) are exactly the same 
as in Section 4 of the Student Questionnaire (see Appendix C) at Time 1.  The wording 
in the third item (1.3) is only slightly different to that used at Time 1.  The latter 
referred to opportunity to use Irish outside of school in the past year.  As it was 
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expected that Final Sample participants no longer studied Irish as a formal subject, the 
corresponding item in the Participant’s Questionnaire referred to general ‘opportunity 
to use Irish during the past year’.  A new item (1.4) collected more detailed 
information on use of Irish since Time 1 in each of the four skill areas: Listening, 
Speaking, Reading and Writing.  Two additional items (1.5 & 1.6) sought names of 
actual texts read and radio/TV programmes listened to/watched.  The final item in the 
first section asks whether participants felt their attitude to Irish had changed since 
leaving secondary school.  
 Section 2 of the Participant’s Questionnaire comprises six multiple-choice items (see 
Appendix C: Items 2.1, 2.5, 2.6, 2.8, 2.13, 2.20) from the Desire to Learn Irish scale 
used at Time 1 (see section 3.3.1).  It will be recalled that a high score on this scale 
(DTLI-1) indicates a strong desire to learn Irish and to speak Irish as much as possible.  
The four items from the original DTLI scale which were excluded referred to learning 
Irish in a school situation and, therefore, would not have been suitable for use at Time 
2.  Scores on the six remaining DTLI items can be added together to give a reduced 
DTLI scale at Time 2 (DTLI-2).  The maximum score on this reduced scale is 18. 
 Section 3 of the Participant’s Questionnaire elicits respondents’ retrospective views 
in relation to their choice of the Ordinary Level or Higher Level Irish course in the 
Leaving Certificate Programme, and to the perceived benefits of the course and the 
study of Irish in school generally. 



 

 

 

4  Proficiency in Irish, attitude/motivation and use 
among Leaving Certificate students: Baseline 
data 

4.1  Introduction 

This chapter presents results from the first phase (Time 1) of the study for both the 
Initial Sample and the Target Sample who were selected to participate at Time 2 (see 
section 3.2).  First, reliability data and results for the Student Questionnaire will be 
described (section 4.2 below).  This will be followed (sections 4.3-4.6) by reliability 
data and results for each of the newly designed test instruments – the Listening Test, 
the Speaking Test and the Irish C-Test (ICT).  It will be recalled that the listening test 
and the speaking test together make up the Test of Proficiency in Spoken Irish (TPSI).  
Where available, information will also be presented in relation to the students’ actual 
Leaving Certificate Examination grades in Irish (section 4.7).  Sections 4.8 and 4.9 
will draw together information from all of the main instruments and, by use of 
correlation and regression analyses, link key student background information to their 
achievement in Irish.  To conclude this chapter, the main outcomes of this first phase 
of the study will be summarised and discussed in section 4.10.   

4.2  Student Questionnaire 

4.2.1  Student Questionnaire: Reliability  
Table 4.1 shows mean scores and reliability estimates for the nine Attitude Motivation 
Test Battery (AMTB) based scales used in the Student Questionnaire (see section 
3.3.1).  The reliability estimate used is Cronbach’s alpha (Cronbach, 1951).  This 
measures internal consistency of each scale i.e. the extent to which each item within 
the scale is measuring the same trait.  Alpha (α) is calculated on the basis of the 
average correlation between items and the number of items in each scale (Carmines & 
Zeller, 1979).  
 Alpha coefficients for the AMTB-based scales are shown in column six of Table 4.1.  
The next column gives alpha value ranges for the AMTB in 32 other studies in which 
the battery was used (Gardner, 1985a).  Comparisons between both sets of data 
indicate that the reliability estimates for the scales in the present study are either 
within these ranges or in some cases even higher.   
 The last column of Table 4.1 shows alpha values for scales found in the case of the 
Irish attitude/motivation questionnaire used at primary school (Harris & Murtagh, 
1999).  Items were not exactly the same in the latter study and the present study.  In 
adapting AMTB items for use in primary schools, substantial changes had to be made 
to the original items to take into account the young age of respondents.  For example, 
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in the primary school questionnaire a Likert format (Likert, 1932) was used to test 
items from the scales Desire to Learn Irish and Motivational Intensity whereas 
corresponding questions in the current study used the original multiple-choice format 
as in the AMTB (see Appendix C).  Despite these differences in measurement format, 
the basic statements and numbers of items are comparable across the two Irish studies.  
Comparing data in columns 6 & 8 it can be seen that alpha values are, for the most 
part, slightly higher in the present study (α range: .75 - .95) than in the primary school 
study (α range: .67 - .93).  It may be worth noting that the lowest alpha value for 
AMTB-based scales in the present study is found in the case of Motivational Intensity 
(α=.75).  A similar pattern was found in the primary school study (α=.67).   

 
Table 4.1 

Mean score statistics and reliability coefficients (Cronbach’s alpha) for AMTB-based scales in the 
present study and alpha values from studies using comparable scales 

 
Student Questionnaire 
 

 
Present study 

 
 
AMTB-based scales  

 
N 

stud-
ents

 
N 

items

 
min, 
max 

scores 

 
 

Mean

 
 

SD 

 
 

Alpha

Alpha 
ranges 

Canadian 
students 
learning 
French. 

(Gardner, 
1985a) 

Alpha 
Primary 
pupils 

learning  
Irish. 

  (Harris & 
Murtagh, 

1999) 
Desire to Learn Irish DTLI 234 10 10, 30 20.2  4.8 .89 .81-.93 .82*  
Motivational Intensity MI 226 10 10, 30 20.6  3.9 .75 .69-.90 .67* 
Attitude to Learning Irish ATLI 241 10 10, 70 48.9 17.0 .95 .83-.96       .93 
Irish Course: Utility 238  5  5, 35 25.3  7.4 .90 .78-.93 not used 
Irish Course: Evaluation 236 10 10, 70 45.3 13.8 .95 .79-.95 not used 
Irish Course: Interest 232  5  5, 35 19.3  6.6 .88 .74-.93 not used 
Irish Course: Difficulty 236  5  5, 35 22.6  7.3 .91 .61-.89 not used 
Irish Class Anxiety ICA 241  5    5, 35 16.5  8.7 .88 .67-.85 .77 
Parental Encouragement PE 241 10 10, 70 43.3 12.9 .88  .88 

  * Likert formats used for these two scales (see Harris and Murtagh, 1999: 70).  
 
 It may be worth noting here some of the intercorrelations between the four Irish 
Course Evaluation scales (see section 3.3.1).  Each of the scales were correlated (data 
shown in Appendix I) with each other as well as with the sum of all four measures - 
Total Irish Course Evaluation (ICET).  Irish Course Evaluation scale is very strongly 
linked to both Irish Course Interest (r=.87) and to Irish Course Utility (r=.85).  These 
strong relationships are not unexpected given that ‘Evaluation’ is measured in terms of 
course appeal and worth – concepts which are close to those used in the Irish Course 
Interest and Irish Course Utility scales.  The lower, though significant, correlations 
involving the Irish Course Difficulty factor indicates that course difficulty is a related 
but distinct concept from the other three.   

4.2.2  Student Questionnaire: Results  
In Table 4.2a, mean item ratings for the various AMTB-based scales are shown for 
each of the instructional categories (see section 3.2.1) and the Initial Sample as a 
whole.  These give an idea of how positive this particular group of Leaving Certificate 
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students are in relation to each of the construct measures.  An overall assessment of 
the data shows a strong relationship between Instructional Category and mean ratings 
on attitudinal measures.  As Instructional Category is a nominal variable, eta 
coefficients must be used instead of Pearson r correlations.  The eta values show that 
the differences are significant.  Looking at the three Motivation scales (Desire to Learn 
Irish, Motivational Intensity and Attitude to Learning Irish) it can be seen that mean 
ratings for Instructional Category 2 (Higher Level Irish students in ‘ordinary’ schools) 
fall almost mid-way within the scale.  This suggests that, at best, these students are 
largely neutral about learning Irish and do not make any special effort in relation to 
learning it.  Instructional Category 1 students (Ordinary Level Irish students in 
‘ordinary’ schools) are, on average, negative in relation to learning Irish while 
Instructional Category 3 (‘all-Irish’ school) students are generally positive and show 
that they make an effort in relation to learning the language.    
 

Table 4.2a 
Initial Sample: Mean item ratings for AMTB-based scales by Instructional Category 

 
AMTB-based scales  

N 
 items 

(min, 
max) 

Instructional Category 
    IC1        IC2        IC3 

 
eta 

 
Total 

Desire to Learn Irish  DTLI 10 (1, 3) 1.7 2.0 2.5 .58** 2.0 
Motivational Intensity MI 10 (1, 3) 1.9 2.0 2.3 .39** 2.0 
Attitude to Learning Irish ATLI 10 (1, 7) 3.8 4.9 6.4 .53** 4.9 
Irish Course: Utility  5 (1, 7) 4.2 5.1 6.1 .45** 5.1 
Irish Course: Evaluation 10 (1, 7) 3.9 4.5 5.6 .45** 4.5 
Irish Course: Interest 5 (1, 7) 3.2 3.8 4.9 .44** 3.8 
Irish Course: Difficulty 5 (1, 7) 4.8 5.0 2.9 .58** 4.5 
Irish Class Anxiety  ICA 5 (1, 7) 4.0 3.5 1.9 .45** 3.3 
Parental Encouragement  PE 10 (1, 7) 3.7 4.3 5.3 .45** 4.3 
 

Table 4.2b 
Initial Sample: Comparing standardised* mean item ratings for comparable AMTB-based scales in the 

present study and in other Irish studies 
Present Study Other studies: 

Ordinary Schools 
 
 
 
 
AMTB-based scales  

 
 

Instructional Category 
 
     IC1        IC2           IC3 

 

 
 
 
 

Total 

6th grade 
primary  
pupils 

 (Harris & 
Murtagh, 

1999) 

 2nd /3rd year 
secondary 
students 

(Ó 
Fathaigh, 

1991) 
Desire to Learn Irish  DTLI 2.8 3.3 4.2 3.3   3.0** 2.5 
Motivational Intensity  MI 3.2 3.3 3.8 3.3   3.2** 3.2 
Attitude to Learning Irish  ATLI 2.7 3.5 4.6 3.5       3.3 3.2 
Irish Class Anxiety  ICA 2.9 2.5 1.4 2.4       2.9  
Parental Encouragement  PE 2.6 3.1 3.8 3.1       3.5  

  *In this table the mean ratings were standardised on a scale of 1-5 to facilitate comparisons with the other Irish 
    studies which used a five point rating scale for items instead of the seven point one in the original AMTB. 
**Likert formats used for these two scales (see Harris and Murtagh, 1999: 70).  
 
 Comparing mean item ratings on the three Irish Course measures, Utility, Evaluation 
and Interest, it can be seen that Utility rates highest for all students (5.1).  This would 
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indicate that students may value the Irish course more for its practical or utilitarian 
value rather than for its inherent interest value.  The ratings also vary according to 
instructional category.  Students in Instructional Category 3 (IC3) are relatively 
positive, on average, about the Irish course and generally agree that it is very useful.  
Those in Instructional Category 2 (IC2) also see it as useful but are less likely to see it 
as interesting.  In general, Instructional Category 1 (IC1) students rate their course 
lowest in terms of interest, value it less and are largely neutral regarding its perceived 
utility.  It is worth recalling that even though IC1 students follow a different course 
than IC2 or IC3 in the study, their Ordinary Level Course in Irish shares many 
common elements with the Higher Level Course. 
 The mean rating for Course Difficulty of 4.5 indicates that overall students find the 
Irish course to be above average in terms of difficulty.  In particular, those in 
Instructional Categories 1 and 2 are most likely to see their respective courses as being 
above average in terms of difficulty (mean ratings 4.8; 5).  Instructional Category 3 
students, on the other hand, generally disagree that the course is difficult (mean rating 
= 2.9).  Overall, mean Irish Class Anxiety ratings do not suggest that very high levels 
of anxiety are associated with the Irish lesson.  However, IC1 students are generally 
neutral, i.e. they are less likely to disagree that they experience anxiety.   
 In order to compare our results with those from other studies of students learning 
Irish, the mean ratings for the three groups have been standardised on a scale of 1-5 
(see column 5 of Table 4.2b).  As these studies assessed ‘ordinary’ school students 
only, the ratings will be compared with Instructional Category 1 and Instructional 
Category 2.  In can be seen that, in general, the ratings on Motivation scales in the 
Harris and Murtagh (1999) study of primary school pupils fall somewhere between 
ratings for these same scales for Instructional Category 1 and Instructional Category 2 
students in the present study.  The mean ratings reported for the three equivalent scales 
in a survey of junior secondary school students’ attitudes to Irish (Ó Fathaigh, 1991) 
are closer to that found in Instructional Category 1 in the present study.  Irish Class 
Anxiety in primary school is also similar to that found among Instructional Category 1 
students in the present study.  Student reported Parental Encouragement, however, is 
generally higher in the primary school study than in the present case of students in 
‘ordinary’ secondary schools. 
 Together the comparisons indicate that motivation in the present study is as high, if 
not higher, than that found in late primary and early secondary but that parents may be 
less likely to encourage their children in relation to learning Irish at secondary level.  It 
should be noted here that this comparison of mean ratings is useful only in indicating 
general trends and no firm conclusions can be drawn from them.  This is due to the 
slightly different scoring formats and item wording used in the different studies.   

Self-assessed Ability to Speak Irish (SASI) 
In this section information relating to Self-assessed Ability to Speak in Irish at Time 1 
(SASI-1) which was collected in Section 4 of the Student Questionnaire is described.  
Comparing the data in the last two columns of Table 4.3a below it can be seen that the 
Leaving Certificate students’ self-ratings of speaking ability in Irish are higher than 
those found in surveys of the general adult population (Ó Riagáin & Ó Gliasáin, 
1994).  When we look at how self-assessed ability varied according to instructional 
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category, it will be noted that students from Instructional Category 1 are closest of all 
in terms of ability to the national population.  But even this latter group of students 
rate themselves higher than the general population at the lower end of the spoken Irish 
ability scale.   
 While a half of the general population rate themselves as having ‘no Irish’ or ‘only 
the odd word’, only 6% of Instructional Category 1 students describe their ability at 
this level.  The fact that even 6% of this category rate themselves at such a low level, 
however, given that at the time of the survey they had spent 13 years learning Irish as 
a school subject, is a cause for concern.  (An analysis of these students test results 
shows that they did in fact have low levels of achievement in Irish.)   
 

Table 4.3a 
Student Self-Assessed Ability to Speak Irish at Time 1 (SASI-1): Initial Sample 

Percentage of students 
    Present Study: Initial Sample 

 
 
How would you describe your 
 ability to speak Irish (SASI-1)? 

Instructional Category 
       IC1          IC2         IC3 
    (n=69)    (n=119)     (n=51) 

 
Total 

  n=239* 

Percentage 
of respondents 
1993 National 

Survey** 
(n=976) 

No Irish 2.9   .8 18 
Only the odd word 2.9   .8 32 
A few simple sentences 29.0 6.7  11.7 17 
Parts of conversations 55.1 44.5  38.1 22 
Most conversations 10.1 46.2 15.7 29.3 9 
Native speaker ability  2.5 84.3 19.2 2 

 *The percentages in this column are based on the valid N: Two students did not answer this question.     
** Sample based on electoral register – adults aged 18 or over (Ó Riagáin and Ó Gliasáin, 1994) 
 

Table 4.3b 
Student Self-Assessed Ability to Speak Irish at Time 1 (SASI-1): Target Sample 

and ‘Rest’ of Initial Sample 
Percentage of students  

 
How would you describe your 
ability to speak Irish? (SASI-1) 

Target Sample 
Instructional Category 

       IC1           IC2           IC3 
     (n=27)      (n=52)      (n=16) 

Target 
Sample 
Total 
n=95 

‘Rest’ 
of Initial   
Sample 
(n=144) 

No Irish 7.4   2.1  
Only the odd word     1.4 
A few simple sentences 37.0 7.7  14.7 9.7 
Parts of conversations 51.9 44.2  38.9 37.5 
Most conversations 3.7 48.1 18.8 30.5 28.5 
Native speaker ability   81.3 13.7 22.9 

 
 The majority (84%) of Instructional Category 1 students, however, describe their 
ability as ‘parts of conversations’ (55%) or ‘a few simple sentences’ (29.1%).  In the 
case of Instructional Category 3 students, exactly the same proportion (84%) consider 
themselves to have native-speaker like ability in Irish and none rate themselves below 
the level of ‘most conversations’.  Ratings for Instructional Category 2 students fall 
somewhere in between those for the other two groups but vary more in their 
distribution across self-assessed ability levels.  Almost a half (46.2%) of these 
Instructional Category 2 students consider that they are able to speak Irish at least at 
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the level of ‘most conversations’ while a similar proportion (45%) believe they are at 
the level of ‘parts of conversations’.  Only 2.5% of this group rate themselves as 
having native-speaker like ability in spoken Irish. 
 Data on self-assessed ability in the Target Sample alone and in the ‘Rest’ of the 
Initial Sample are shown in Table 4.3b.  If we compare these two sets of data (last two 
columns) we see that the distribution across self-assessed ability categories is largely 
similar, especially in the middle categories.  The same pattern can be seen within 
instructional categories (comparing Table 4.3a & Table 4.3b).  Chi-square tests 
confirm that the two samples are not significantly different from each other in terms of 
self-assessed ability (χ2=8.23, df=5, NS).  It will be noted, however, that there are 
proportionally less students in the ‘native speaker ability’ category in the Target 
Sample (13.7%) than in the ‘Rest’ of the Initial Sample (22.9%). 

Use of Irish in the Home (UIH) 
We turn now to students’ reports of the extent to which Irish is used in the home at 
Time 1 (UIH-1).  This is compared (last column Table 4.4a) with the level of home 
use of Irish in the population in general.  The last column in Table 4.4a shows that 
only 13% of adults surveyed in 1993 reported that Irish is used at least occasionally 
(‘occasionally/often’) by someone in the home (Ó Riagáin & Ó Gliasáin, 1994).  The 
data in the previous column show that overall reported use of Irish in the homes of 
students in the present study is higher than in the population generally.  On average, 
34% of the Initial Sample report that Irish is used at least occasionally at home.   
 

Table 4.4a 
Student reported Use of Irish at Home (UIH-1): Initial Sample and National Survey data 

Percentage of students 
Present Study: Initial Sample 

 
How often, if ever, is Irish used by 
anyone in your home at present?  
UIH-1 

 Instructional Category 
        IC1           IC2           IC3 
   (n=69)       (n=119)      (n=51)

 
Total  
n=239 

Percentage 
 of respondents  
1993 National  

Survey* 
(n=976) 

Never 62.3 38.7 13.7 40.2 71 
Seldom 23.2 29.4 21.6 25.9 16 
Occasionally 7.2 22.7 39.2 21.8 10 
Often 5.8 7.6 13.7 8.4 3 
Very often 1.4 1.7 11.8 3.8  
*Sample based on electoral register – adults aged 18 or over (Ó Riagáin and Ó Gliasáin, 1994) 

 
Table 4.4b   

Student reported Use of Irish at Home (UIH-1): Target Sample and ‘Rest’ of Initial Sample 
Percentage of students  

How often, if ever, is Irish used by 
anyone in your home at present? 
 UIH-1 

Target Sample 
 Instructional Category 

       IC1            IC2           IC3 
    (n=27)       (n=52)       (n=16) 

Target 
Sample 
Total  
n=95 

‘Rest’ 
of Initial   
Sample  
(n=144) 

Never 59.3 38.5 18.8 41.1 39.6 
Seldom 18.5 25.0 18.8 22.1 28.5 
Occasionally 11.1 28.8 43.8 26.3 18.8 
Often 11.1 5.8 12.5 8.4 8.3 
Very often  1.9 6.3 2.1 4.9 

 



Proficiency in Irish, attitude/motivation and use: Baseline data 

 

67

 Not unexpectedly, the pattern of home use varies across instructional categories with 
‘all-Irish’ school students reporting more home use of Irish than students from either 
of the other two instructional categories.  The proportions in Instructional Categories 
1, 2 and 3 who say that Irish is used at home at least occasionally are 14.4%, 32%, and 
64.7% respectively.  Instructional Category 1 students are closest to the general 
population in terms of home use.  While most frequent use of Irish is reported by ‘all-
Irish’ school students it is still at a relatively low level: only 25% report that it is used 
‘very often’ (11.8%) or ‘often’ (13.7%) at home.  Less than 10% of students in the 
other two categories report that Irish is used ‘often’/’very often’ at home.   
 Table 4.4b shows data on home use of Irish for the Target Sample and compares it 
with data from the ‘Rest’ of the Initial Sample.  It can be seen (last two columns) that 
there are only small differences between the proportions in the various home use 
categories in the two samples.  Chi-square statistics were not significant (χ2=3.59, 
df=4, NS).  A comparison of the percentages of students within the corresponding 
instructional categories in Tables 4.4a and Tables 4.4b also show that the distributions 
are largely similar. 

Opportunity to Speak Irish outside of school (OSI) 
Another indicator of students’ extra-school use of Irish at Time 1 is the Opportunity to 
Speak Irish outside of school generally (OSI-1).  This information is shown in Tables 
4.5a (Initial Sample) and 4.5b (Target Sample) below. 

 
Table 4.5a 

Student-reported Opportunity to Speak Irish (OSI-1) outside of school: Initial Sample 
Percentage of students 

 
 
 
During the past year how much  
opportunity have you had to speak Irish 
outside school? OSI-1 

Initial Sample 
Instructional Category 

        IC1                IC2              IC3 
     (n=69)           (n=119)        (n=51) 

Initial 
Sample 
Total 
n=239 

None at all 56.5 32.8  32.6 
Not very much 26.1 21.8 5.9 19.7 
A little 13.0 25.2 17.6 20.1 
Quite a bit 2.9 17.6 45.1 19.2 
A great amount 1.4 2.5 31.4 8.4 

   
Table 4.5b 

Student-reported Opportunity to Speak Irish (OSI-1) outside of school: 
Target Sample and ‘Rest’ of the Initial Sample 

Percentage of students 
 

 
During the past year how much 
opportunity have you had to  
speak Irish outside school? OSI-1 

Target Sample 
 Instructional Category 

       IC1           IC2             IC3 
    (n=27)       (n=52)        (n=16) 

Target 
Sample 
Total 
n=95 

‘Rest’ of  
Initial  

Sample 
(n=144) 

None at all 51.9 38.5  35.8 30.6 
Not very much 29.6 23.1 6.3 22.1 18.1 
A little 7.4 19.2 25.0 16.8 22.2 
Quite a bit 7.4 17.3 43.8 18.9 19.4 
A great amount 3.7 1.9 25.0 6.3 9.7 
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 Overall, a third of all students (32.6%) in the Initial Sample report that they never 
have an opportunity to speak Irish outside of the school situation.  A further 40% say 
they do not have ‘very much’ or ‘just a little’ opportunity to do so while only 27.6% 
select the option ‘quite a bit/a great amount’.  As in earlier tables, the distributions 
vary substantially across instructional categories.  Three-quarters of Instructional 
Category 3 (IC3) students report substantial opportunity (‘quite a bit’/’a great 
amount’) to speak Irish outside school.   The corresponding proportions for IC2 and 
IC1 are much lower - 20.1% and 4.3% respectively.  And while no IC3 student 
reported having ‘no’ opportunity to speak Irish outside of school, almost one third of 
IC2 students and 56.5% of IC1 students reported ‘no’ opportunity. 
 Frequency data relating to Opportunity to Speak Irish outside of school for the 
Target Sample is shown in Table 4.5b alongside data for the ‘Rest’ of the Initial 
Sample.  Chi-square statistics indicate that overall the two groups do not differ 
significantly from each other with respect to this variable (χ2=2.58, df=4, NS).  
However, comparing proportions within instructional categories across Tables 4.5a 
and 4.5b it will be observed that in IC1 the percentage selecting the option ‘quite a 
bit/a great amount’ is 4.3% in the Initial Sample but 11.1% in the Target Sample.  This 
is somewhat balanced out by the fact that the same level of opportunity (‘quite a bit/a 
great amount’) is slightly lower in the case of  IC3 (‘all-Irish’ school) students in the 
Target Sample than for the same category of students in the Initial Sample. 
 To conclude this section, information will now be presented relating to the range of 
situations in which Irish is used outside of school as reported by the students 
themselves.  The data is presented by Instructional Category for both the Initial and 
the Target Samples (Tables 4.6a & 4.6b).  As the question was open-ended there was 
quite a variety of answers given.  Related type situations have been grouped under a 
single category heading e.g. Gaeltacht/Irish College. 
 In all, a total of 26 situations were specified by students.  These have been grouped 
into six larger category headings for illustrative purposes: 

1. Use in the home   
2. Use with Family/Friends/Neighbours  
3. Use in Gaeltacht/Irish College activities   
4. Use of Irish in clubs or at Irish events    
5. Use of Irish in school-related activities  
6. Use of Irish in other non-Irish specific activities.  

 It will be noted that, in response to this particular item almost a quarter of all 
students in the Initial Sample (n=240) reported that they ‘never’ speak Irish outside of 
school.  As might be expected, the proportions are very different across Instructional 
Categories.  No student from an ‘all-Irish’ school (IC3) wrote that they ‘never’ spoke 
Irish outside of school.  In the case of ‘ordinary’ school students the corresponding 
proportions were 21% for IC2 and 46.5% for IC1.   
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Table 4.6a 
Percentages* of students listing situations in which Irish is used outside of school: Initial Sample 

Student self-report on open-ended question 
Percentage of students   

Instructional Category  
  
Situations in which Irish is used outside of the school 

Initial  
Sample 
n=240 

IC1 
(n=71)

IC2 
(n=119) 

IC3 
(n=50) 

Never 24.2 

 

46.5 21.0 - 
As much as possible 1.3  - - 6.0 
Home use      
At home with parent(s)/siblings(s) 14.6  12.7 14.3 18.0 
Family/friends/neighbours      
Occasional words/phrases with friends/family (e.g. for fun) 8.3  19.7 5.0 - 
Friends who speak Irish or who are interested in Irish 14.6  4.2 10.1 40.0 
Socialising with friends 5.0  - - 24.0 
Irish-speaking family or relatives 6.7  4.2 5.9 12.0 
Neighbours 0.8  - 0.8 2.0 
With anyone who speaks Irish 2.1  - 1.7 6.0 
So people don’t understand what I’m saying (e.g. 
foreigners) 

7.9  8.5 7.6 8.0 

When abroad with friends 7.5  4.2 9.2 8.0 
Gaeltacht/Irish college      
Gaeltacht 15.0  5.6 26.1 2.0 
Irish Summer Colleges/Courses 7.9  2.8 12.6 4.0 
During reunions from Irish college/Gaeltacht 1.7  - 3.4 - 
Irish clubs/activities      
Irish club activities (e.g. Cumann na bhFiann) 5.4  - 6.7 10.0 
Irish events or functions 3.8  - 0.8 16.0 
In clubs/organisations which use Irish (e.g. Sea Scouts) 1.7  1.4 0.8 4.0 
School-related Irish activities       
Practising oral Irish school work with friends/grinds 6.7  7.0 9.2 - 
On school trips 2.5  1.4 .8 8.0 
During inter-school debates 0.8  - 1.7 - 
Non-Irish specific activities       
Pub or club 3.8  1.4 1.7 12.0 
On bus or train 3.8  - - 18.0 
In sports  (e.g. football, hurling, camoige) 2.5  - - 12.0 
Watching TV  e.g. TG4 2.1  2.8 2.5 - 
In part-time job 1.7  2.8 - 4.0 
In town 0.8  - - 4.0 
Reading 0.8  1.4 0.8 - 
For religious practices – occasional prayer or Irish Mass 0.8  - 0.8 2.0 
*Note that since a student can list any number of situations, the percentages cannot be summed across rows.  



Retention and attrition of Irish as a second language 

 

70

Table 4.6b 
Percentages* of students listing situations in which Irish is used outside of school: Target Sample 

Student self-report on open-ended question  
Percentage of students 

Instructional Category 
  
 
 
Situations in which Irish is used outside of the school 

Target 
Sample 
n= 95 

 
IC1 

(n=27)
IC2 

(n=52) 
IC3 

(n=16) 
Never 21.1 29.6 23.1 - 
As much as possible 1.1 - - 6.3 
Home use     
At home with parent(s)/siblings(s) 16.8 14.8 19.2 12.5 
Family/friends/neighbours     
Occasional words/phrases with friends/family (e.g. for fun) 11.6 29.6 5.8 - 
Friends who speak Irish or who are interested in Irish 10.5 7.4 5.8 31.3 
Socialising with friends 3.2 - - 18.8 
Irish-speaking family or relatives 8.4 11.1 5.8 12.5 
Neighbours 1.1 - 1.9 - 
With anyone who speaks Irish 2.1 - 1.9 6.3 
So people don’t understand what I’m saying (e.g. 
foreigners) 

7.4 2.1 4.2 1.1 

When abroad with friends 5.3 - 4.2 1.1 
Gaeltacht/Irish college     
Gaeltacht 15.8 3.7 25.0 6.3 
Irish Summer Colleges/Courses 8.4 3.7 11.5 6.3 
During reunions from Irish college/Gaeltacht 3.2 - 5.8 - 
Irish clubs/activities     
Irish club activities (e.g. Cumann na bhFiann) 5.3 - 7.7 6.3 
Irish events or functions 3.2 - 1.9 12.5 
In clubs/organisations which use Irish (e.g. Sea Scouts) 3.2 3.7 1.9 6.3 
School-related Irish activities     
Practising oral Irish school work with friends/grinds 6.3 3.7 9.6 - 
On school trips 3.2 3.7 1.9 6.3 
During inter-school debates 1.1 - 1.9 - 
Non-Irish specific activities     
Pub or club 3.2 - 1.9 12.5 
On bus or train 3.2 - - 18.8 
In part-time job 3.2 3.7 - 12.5 
In town 2.1 - - 12.5 
In sports  (football, hurling, camoige) 2.1 - - 12.5 
Reading 1.1 3.7 - - 
Watching TV  e.g. TG4 1.1 - 1.9 - 
For religious practices - occasional prayer or Irish Mass 1.1 - - 6.3 
*Note that since a student can list any number of situations, the percentages cannot be summed across rows.  
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 The students’ written responses show that the two most common situations where 
Irish is used outside of school are in the home or with Irish speaking friends.  
Specifically, 15% of those responding to this item report that they speak Irish (i) at 
home with parents/siblings and/or (ii) with friends who speak Irish or who are 
interested in Irish.  A slightly higher proportion of IC3 students (18%) than of IC2 and 
IC1 students (14.3% & 12.7%) list home use.  However, a substantial difference 
between ‘all-Irish’ students and ‘ordinary’ school students will be noticed in the case 
of the ‘Family/Friends or Neighbours’ group of responses.  While 40% of ‘all-Irish’ 
(IC3) students report using Irish with ‘Friends who speak Irish or who are interested in 
Irish’, the corresponding proportion in IC2 and IC1 are 10% and 4% respectively.   
 A similar pattern will be observed with the options ‘Socialising with Friends’ or 
speaking with ‘Irish-speaking family/relatives’.  In fact, only ‘all-Irish’ school students 
(24% of IC3) list the former as a situation where Irish is used.  ‘Ordinary’ school 
students, especially those in IC1, are more likely to report that they use just the 
‘occasional Irish word/phrase’ with family or friends (IC1: 20%; IC2: 5%; IC3: 0%).  
In the case of many of these written responses, students qualified their responses, 
explaining that they used Irish in this way ‘just for fun’.   
 A small minority of students (8% overall) report that they use Irish so that people 
will not understand them (e.g. foreigners) while 7.5% use Irish when abroad with 
friends.  Such use of Irish is relatively equally balanced across instructional categories.  
Thus, these findings suggest that young adults may use Irish when abroad as a secret 
code and/or as a way of marking their national identity i.e. a means of distinguishing 
themselves from anglophones of a different nationality. 
 Two particular situations which provide opportunities for young people to speak and 
to use Irish for real communication are summer courses in the Gaeltacht/Irish College 
and/or participation in Irish language clubs or Irish language activities.  Many second 
level students spend a few weeks of the summer vacation on a residential Irish course 
in the Gaeltacht or in an Irish language college.  Of these two, the Gaeltacht is the one 
most frequently (15%) mentioned by students from the Initial Sample; Irish College is 
specified by 8% of the students.  It will be noted, however, that a much higher 
proportion of students in Instructional Category 2 list this form of exposure to Irish 
(Gaeltacht: 26%; Irish College: 13%) than students in either IC3 (2% & 4%) or in IC1 
(5.6% & 2.8%).  New friendships are often forged among students attending such 
courses and, consequently, follow-up social activities such as reunions may be 
organised.  As we see from Table 4.6a, a small proportion of IC2 students (3.4%) 
report that they use Irish at such gatherings.   
 Other possible outlets for using Irish are ‘Irish language clubs’ and activities 
organised by Irish language organisations such as Foras na Gaeilge etc.  Overall 5.7% 
of students mention ‘Irish clubs’ while 3.8% mention ‘Irish events or functions’ as 
places where they use Irish.  A small proportion (1.7%) specify clubs/organisations 
which have a tradition of using Irish in some of their activities e.g. the Irish Sea 
Scouts.  It will be noted that IC3 (‘all-Irish’ school) students are the most likely of all 
three instructional categories to list situations in the ‘Irish clubs/activities’ group.   
 Though the information requested applies to use of Irish outside of the school, a 
small number of ‘ordinary’ school students (IC1: 7% and IC2: 9.2%) mentioned that 
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they practise Irish course-related school work with friends outside of school hours or 
have extra tuition in Irish (i.e. ‘grinds’).  The use of Irish on school trips was also 
mentioned (2.5%) but mainly by ‘all-Irish’ school students.   
 Another group of responses refers to general social/daily activities in which young 
people engage but which are not specifically linked to learning or promoting Irish – 
using it in a ‘pub/club’, on a ‘bus/train’, in ‘Irish field sports’ (football, hurling, 
camogie).  Like other non-school related use of Irish, it is the ‘all-Irish’ school (IC3) 
students who are the most likely to report use of Irish in situations from this category 
(12% Pub/Club; 18% Bus/Train; 12% Sports).   
 Finally, a very small number of students report watching Irish language programmes 
on TV (2.1%) and reading in Irish (0.8%) as situations in which they use Irish outside 
of school.  However, as we will see later, responses to multiple-choice items from the 
Desire to Learn Irish scale (see Appendix C) paint a more favourable picture in 
relation to exposure to Irish via the print/broadcast media.    
 Corresponding data for the Target Sample in relation to language use can be found 
in Table 4.6b.  Comparing the data in Tables 4.6a and 4.6b it can be seen that the 
pattern of responses in the Target Sample is for the most part similar to that found in 
the Initial Sample.  Still, there are a  few small differences suggesting higher levels of 
use among IC1 students in the Target Sample and slightly lower levels of use among 
IC3 Target Sample students than in the larger Initial Sample.  Specifically, fewer 
Instructional Category 1 students in the Target Sample (29.6%) than in the Initial 
Sample (46.5%) report that they ‘never’ use Irish outside of school and 30% from the 
same instructional category in the Target Sample report using ‘occasional 
words/phrases in Irish with friends/family’ compared to 20% in the Initial Sample.  
The proportion of IC3 students in the Target Sample who report using Irish with 
‘Friends who speak Irish etc.’ (31%) is lower than that reported by IC3 students in the 
same category in the Initial Sample (40%).    
 We turn now to the two multiple-choice items from the AMTB-based Desire to 
Learn Irish scale which sought information directly on how often students watch TV 
programmes in Irish/listen to radio programmes in Irish or read Irish 
magazines/newspapers.  The results for the Initial Sample in Table 4.7a below show 
that one fifth (19.6%) of the ‘all-Irish’ school students (IC3) watch Irish language TV 
programmes or listen to Irish language radio programmes ‘as often as possible’ while 
a further three quarters (74.5%) do so ‘sometimes’.  Corresponding percentages for 
students in the other two instructional categories are slightly lower.  Nonetheless, at 
Time 1, 70.6% of IC2 students and 47.2% of IC1 students report that they watch/listen 
to such programmes ‘sometimes’ at least.  A separate analysis for the Target Sample 
on its own (Table 4.7b) shows that the results are largely similar to those for the Initial 
Sample.  A chi-square test comparing percentages choosing the various options in the 
Target Sample with the corresponding percentages in the ‘Rest’ of the Initial Sample 
indicates no significant differences between the two groups (χ2=2.76, df=2, NS). 
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Table 4.7a 
Frequency with which students watch Irish TV programmes 

or listen to Irish radio programmes: Initial Sample 
                     Percentage of students  

Watch TV/listen to radio 
..programmes in Irish 

IC1   
(n=70) 

 IC2 
(n=119) 

IC3 
(n=51) 

Initial Sample 
n=240 

 As often as possible 2.9 4.2 19.6 7.1 
 Sometimes 44.3 66.4 74.5 61.7 
 Never 52.9 29.4 5.9 31.3 

              
Table 4.7b 

Frequency with which students watch Irish TV programmes 
 or listen to Irish radio programmes: Target Sample 

                     Percentage of students  
Watch TV/listen to radio 
..programmes in Irish  

IC1   
(n=27) 

IC2 
(n=52) 

IC3 
(n=16) 

Target Sample  
n=95 

 As often as possible 7.4 5.8 25.0 9.5 
 Sometimes 44.4 57.7 68.8 55.8 
 Never 48.1 36.5 6.3 34.7 

 
 The data in Table 4.8a show students’ responses to a direct question relating to their 
use of the print media in Irish (magazines or newspapers).  For example, just over 20% 
of students in IC2 and IC3 specify that they read Irish magazines and newspapers ‘as 
often as they can’ while the corresponding percentage for IC1 is only 2.8%.  Table 
4.8b shows that results are quite similar in the Target Sample and in the Initial Sample.  
A chi-square test comparing the Target Sample and the ‘Rest’ of Initial Sample on this 
variable was not significant (χ2=.40, df=2, NS).  The only difference worth noting is 
the fact that proportionally more IC3 (‘all-Irish’ school) students in the Target Sample 
(37.5%) report reading Irish newspapers /magazines ‘as often as they can’ than in the 
corresponding instructional category in the Initial Sample (21.6%).   
 

Table 4.8a 
Frequency with which students read Irish magazines and newspapers: Initial Sample 

Percentage of students  
Read Irish magazines 
/newspapers.. 

IC1 
(n=71) 

IC2 
(n=119) 

IC3 
(n=51) 

Initial Sample 
n=241 

 Never 74.6 27.7 3.9 36.5 
 Not very often 22.5 51.3 74.5 47.7 
 As often as I can 2.8 21.0 21.6 15.8 

 
Table 4.8b 

   Frequency with which students read Irish magazines and newspapers: Target Sample 
Percentage of students  

Read Irish magazines 
/newspapers.. 

IC1 
(n=27) 

IC2 
(n=52) 

IC3 
(n=16) 

Target Sample 
n=95 

 Never 77.8 26.9 6.3 37.9 
 Not very often 22.2 53.8 56.3 45.3 
 As often as I can  19.2 37.5 16.8 
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 The results from the present item show greater use of magazines and newspapers in 
Irish than suggested by results for the earlier open-ended item relating to ‘use’ of Irish 
outside school generally (see Table 4.6a).  However, it should be kept in mind that in 
the case of the present item students may well include in their responses the reading of 
Irish magazines/newspapers inside the classroom as well as outside it.  There may be 
other reasons for the discrepancy between the two sets of data.  First, the question 
formats are different in both cases: ‘open-ended’ versus ‘multiple-choice’ format.  
Students may not have listed all incidences of use of Irish outside school in the open-
ended item.  Second, the term ‘use of Irish outside of school’ (Tables 4.6a & 4.6b) 
may have been interpreted by some as relating to spoken Irish only and not to the use 
of Irish involved in listening to the radio, watching TV or reading. 
 Taken overall, the data examined above demonstrate a direct link between 
Instructional Category and the extent to which Irish is used outside of the school.  
Specifically, IC3 (‘all-Irish’ school) students use Irish in a greater variety of social 
situations and are more likely to have access to, or to seek out, Irish-speaking 
networks than students in ‘ordinary’ schools.  And within ‘ordinary’ schools the data 
indicate that students taking Higher Level Irish in the Leaving Certificate programme 
(IC2) have more contact with the language outside of the school than those students 
who take the Ordinary Level course (IC1).   

Relationships between attitude/motivation scales, self-assessed ability and use 
Table 4.9a below shows intercorrelations for the various student attitude/motivation 
scales and ‘use’ and ‘ability’ variables in the Initial Sample.  All values are 
statistically significant.  As might be expected the highest values (ranging from .65 to 
.86) are to be found between the three Motivation scales.  Included here is an overall 
composite measure of motivation, the Motivation Index (see Gardner, 1985a) which is 
the sum of a student’s scores on the Attitude to Learning Irish, Motivational Intensity 
and Desire to Learn Irish scales.  Motivation scales as well as this composite scale 
(‘MIndex’) all correlate strongly with overall Evaluation of the Irish Course (ICET) - 
values range from .58 to .78.  This implies that the more positive the students’ general 
evaluation of the Irish course the higher their motivation to learn Irish.  The 
correlations involving Irish-Class Anxiety (ICA) and motivation scales are generally 
lower (r values ranging from -.40 to -.53) than the previous values but are, 
nonetheless, significant, indicating that higher levels of motivation are associated with 
lower Irish-Class Anxiety.  Lower levels of Irish-Class Anxiety are also associated 
with higher levels of Use of Irish in the Home (UIH-1: r=-.38) and Opportunity to 
Speak Irish outside of school generally (OSI-1: r=-.51).  The correlations in the 
bottom left corner of Table 4.9a show that the more students use Irish outside of 
school, either in the home or community, the more highly motivated they are likely to 
be in relation to learning Irish. 
 Parental Encouragement is strongly correlated with Motivation scales (e.g. MIndex x 
PE = .63).  Higher levels of Parental Encouragement are also linked with greater Use 
of Irish in the Home and Opportunity to Speak Irish outside of school generally (r 
values = .52 & .49).  Finally, the r values in the last row of Table 4.9a show that the 
higher students assess their own ability to speak Irish, the more likely they are to be 
more highly motivated to learn Irish, to rate the Irish course more highly, to have more 
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Irish used in their home and to use Irish themselves outside school, and the less likely 
they are to experience anxiety during the Irish lesson.  Correlations for the Target 
Sample are shown in Table 4.9b.  Though there are some differences in corresponding 
r values for the two samples, the overall trends and relationships remain the same as 
for the Initial Sample.   

 
 

Table 4.9a 
Student Questionnaire attitude/motivation scales, use and self-assessed ability variables 

Pearson correlations*:  Initial Sample 
 
Student Questionnaire scales  

 
DTLI

 
MI 

 
ATLI

 
M 

Index

 
ICET

 
ICA 

 
PE 

 
UIH 

 
OSI 

Desire to Learn Irish  DTLI          
Motivational Intensity  MI .71         
Attitude to Learning Irish  ATLI .86 .65        
Motivation Index  (MIndex) .92 .76 .98       
          
Irish Course Evaluation Total  ICET .71 .58 .78 .78      
Irish Class Anxiety   ICA -.49 -.40 -.53 -.54 -.28     
Parental Encouragement  PE .62 .51 .61 .63 .50 -.37    
          
Use of Irish in the Home  UIH-1 .50 .38 .49 .50 .35 -.38 .52   
Opportunity to Speak Irish§ OSI-1 .61 .45 .60 .62 .40 -.51 .49 .56  
Self-assessed Ability to Speak Irish 
SASI-1  

.62 .47 .64 .67 .46 -.59 .52 .45 .65 

   *All correlations are significant at the .01 level (2-tailed). § Excludes Irish spoken in school. 
 
 

Table 4.9b 
Student Questionnaire attitude/motivation scales, use and self-assessed ability variables 

Pearson correlations*:  Target Sample 
 
 
Student Questionnaire scales 

 
DTLI

 
MI 

 
ATLI

 
M 

Index

 
ICET

 
ICA 

 
PE 

 
UIH  

 
OSI 

Desire to Learn Irish  DTLI          
Motivational Intensity MI .78         
Attitude to Learning Irish ATLI .87 .78        
Motivation Index  (MIndex) .92 .85 .99       
          
Irish Course Evaluation Total ICET .76 .68 .82 .83      
Irish Class Anxiety ICA -.64 -.61 -.69 -.70 -.54     
Parental Encouragement  PE .67 .63 .62 .66 .55 -.50    
          
Use of Irish in the Home  UIH-1 .51 .49 .48 .51 .49 -.36 .47   
Opportunity to Speak Irish§ OSI-1 .59 .54 .60 .62 .46 -.54 .38 .51  
Self-assessed Ability to Speak Irish 
SASI-1 

.64 .59 .65 .67 .50 -.66 .56 .39 .62 

   *All correlations are significant at the .01 level (2-tailed).  § Excludes Irish spoken in school. 
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4.3  Item analysis and reliability of the Irish language tests 

The next three sections present the findings of the language testing.  In the case of 
each test, information on item performance and reliability are first described.  Both 
classical and item-response theory based models were used to assess items and 
reliability statistics.  The characteristics of the language tests designed for the purposes 
of the present study and the relatively small samples are likely to restrict the reliability 
of these tests somewhat.  

4.3.1  Classical test theory  
The classical analyses yield difficulty and discrimination indices and alpha coefficient 
is used as an index of reliability.  Item difficulty is determined by the proportion of 
correct responses for a given item.  Another important feature of any test is how well it 
discriminates between candidates of weak and strong ability.  If strong candidates fail 
an item and weak candidates pass the item then the suitability of the item can be 
questioned.  One would assume, in general, that those who score well on the test 
overall would score more highly on individual items than those who do not score as 
well on the test overall.  Point biserial correlations are used in the Classical Analysis 
as an index of discriminability for test items.   
 Reliability has been defined by Henning (1987: 74) as “a measure of accuracy, 
consistency, dependability or fairness of scores resulting from administration of a 
particular examination”.  In tests such as the present one where it is not possible to use 
test-retest methods to assess reliability it is acceptable to use internal consistency 
reliability estimates.  Cronbach’s alpha (Cronbach, 1951) requires only a single 
administration for an estimate of internal consistency.  According to Carmines and 
Zeller (1979: 48) alpha (α) can be considered a unique “estimate of the expected 
correlation between one test and a hypothetical alternative form containing the same 
number of items”.   

4.3.2  Item Response Theory (IRT)  
A complementary approach to Classical Analysis can be found in the Item Response 
Theory (IRT) models.  IRT is based on the idea that the probability of a certain answer 
is a function of the person’s position on a latent trait (e.g. ability) plus one or more 
parameters characterising the particular item (e.g. difficulty).  Whereas item 
parameters defined under Classical Test Theory are dependent upon the sample to 
whom the items were administered, those in IRT are not sample bound i.e. the item 
parameters are not dependent on the ability level of the group upon which the item 
parameters were developed (Weiss & Yoes, 1991).  In terms of reliability, models 
based on Classical Test Theory give only a global estimation for a test, while IRT can 
yield a confidence estimate for every possible person and item score on the test.   The 
most widely used analytical procedure based on IRT is the one parameter logistic or 
Rasch Model (Rasch, 1960), a simple but powerful model which also has the 
advantage of being able to handle polytomous data (data in which more than two 
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answer categories are modelled).  Because of the widespread and practical use of this 
model it has become a generic name for a family of models.   
 One of the drawbacks of the Rasch Model is that because it assumes identical 
discrimination indices for all items, the model is often too restrictive to fit data.  An 
item response model which combines the attractive mathematical properties of the 
Rasch Model with the flexibility of the two parameter logistic model is the One 
Parameter Logistic Model (OPLM) developed by (Verhelst & Glas, 1995).  In this 
procedure, difficulty parameters are estimated and discrimination indices are imputed 
as known constants.  Model fit is obtained through an iterative procedure alternating 
between two operations evaluating overall model fit and identifying specific causes of 
misfit.  In the case of the three tests used in the present study, both item oriented Mi 
and Si statistics were computed as well as the Ric global test of goodness of fit (Glas & 
Verhelst, 1995).  Only the Ric test statistic, however, will be cited in the text.   

4.4  The Irish C-Test (ICT) 

4.4.1  ICT: Item analysis and reliability  
The numbers of students getting each item correct in each of the three texts (difficulty 
indices) in the Irish C-Test (ICT) are shown in Table 4.10.  It will be recalled from the 
previous chapter (see section 3.3.2) that ‘correct’ was defined as either the ‘original 
word’ (code 1) or an ‘acceptable alternative with the correct number of letters’ (code 
2).  A more complete set of data on the percentages of students with responses in each 
of the six different coding categories can be found in Appendix J.   
 If we interpret item difficulty in the case of the three ICT texts as being close to the 
midpoint of the difficulty range (.50) in each case, then the texts may be considered 
too easy.  The percentages at the bottom of Table 4.10 show that Texts 2 & 3 are close 
in terms of difficulty (63-66.5% of items correct on average) while Text 1 is 
considerably less difficult (75.3% of items correct on average).  We may compare this 
order of difficulty with the original intuitive rating of difficulty of texts by candidates 
during pre-testing.  It will be recalled that (see section 3.3.2) Text 1 was seen as being 
the easiest and Text 3 as the most difficult.  The results of the item analysis support 
the pre-test candidates’ ratings for Text 1 only.   
 In order to compute discrimination indices, students’ scores on each item are 
correlated with their overall score on the text.  Where the correlation values are 
significant in the tables it can be said that the item discriminates adequately between 
subjects.  The data in Table 4.11 show good discrimination levels for most items.  A 
few exceptions include items 2, 3 and 11 in Text 1.  The OPLM procedure (Verhelst & 
Glas, 1995; Verhelst, Glas, & Verstralen, 1995) also identified these as misfitting 
items (Mi & Si statistics).  The goodness of fit statistic for the test as a whole is Ric= 
366.14 (df=261; p<.001).  The large number of items can explain the significance level 
reported.  However, the fact that the Ric is less than twice the number of degrees of 
freedom (Ric < 2 x df) is an indicator of acceptable fit. 
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Table 4.10 
Difficulty indices for 88 items in the Irish C-Test:  

Proportion correct in each of three texts 
Item Text 1 Text 2 Text 3 

1 .57 .43 .77 

2 .97 .89 .79 

3 .99 .88 .87 

4 .95 .82 .79 

5 .77 .25 .88 

6 .49 .97 .65 

7 .87 .57 .61 

8 .58 .52 .83 

9 .67 .76 .37 

10 .94 .60 .61 

11 .94 .37 .44 

12 .88 .76 .07 

13 .92 .66 .43 

14 .56 .50 .58 

15 .58 .50 .53 

16 .87 .57 .16 

17 .93 .60 .36 

18 .94 .73 .33 

19 .15 .77 .57 

20 .62 .44 .51 

21 .48 .51 .73 

22 .54 .29 .73 

23 .93 .39 .57 

24 .62 .47 .55 

25 .21 .10 .45 

26 .50 .30 .39 

27 .87 .86 .86 

28  .53 .37 

29  .71 .46 

30  .25 .48 

31   .88 

Mean  .75 .63 .67 
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     Table 4.11 
       Discrimination indices for items in the Irish C-Test: Point Biserial Correlations 

Item Text 1 Text 2 Text 3 

1 .42 .70 .44 

2 .07 .33 .52 

3 .11 .45 .47 

4 .28 .39 .59 

5 .50 .49 .47 

6 .67 .32 .61 

7 .53 .63 .61 

8 .72 .72 .44 

9 .68 .35 .73 

10 .32 .52 .76 

11 .16 .51 .75 

12 .33 .42 .34 

13 .30 .74 .72 

14 .63 .72 .69 

15 .73 .64 .75 

16 .49 .62 .49 

17 .35 .40 .60 

18 .30 .43 .66 

19 .46 .51 .72 

20 .51 .61 .72 

21 .49 .70 .45 

22 .45 .56 .66 

23 .35 .58 .75 

24 .71 .56 .69 

25 .21 .38 .67 

26 .66 .56 .64 

27 .23 .56 .43 

28  .65 .54 

29  .42 .46 

30  .54 .64 

31   .50 

Mean  .47 .60 .69 
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 Cronbach’s alpha for the Irish C-Test is .97 suggesting a high level of reliability.  
However, as C-tests are constructed using authentic discourse, items are not 
experimentally chosen and, hence, not independent in the way that items in regular 
lexical tests would be.  Being dependent on each other as a result of structure and 
content may have implications for item bias (Grotjahn, 1987).  For example, Grotjahn 
(1987: 226) has suggested that some long words may be more easily restored due to 
the high number of letters left undistorted.  It is worth noting here, however, that an 
analysis of the restorations in the current study shows the opposite to hold true (see 
Appendix K).  Words of more than seven letters were in fact the least likely to be 
restored accurately while smaller two letter words were the most likely to be correctly 
restored.  It will be noted also (see Appendix J) that the two letter words are typically 
function words (articles, prepositions) which have the highest frequency of occurrence 
in the Irish corpus1.  It could be posited here also that the longer the word, the greater 
the probability of a spelling error in the restoration.   
  Reliability analysis or consistency analysis assumes that all items entering into the 
equation are independent.  In order to eliminate the effect of dependency between 
items, Grotjahn (1987) suggested that the score for each C-test text be classed as a 
super-item.  In the present case the score used is the percentage of items correct  (i.e. 
receiving a  code 1 or code 2) in each of the three texts.  Though there are only three 
super-items in the present analysis it is still possible to use Cronbach’s alpha formula.  
Using this method, an alpha of .94 was recorded (see Table 4.12 below) which is high 
and within the usual acceptability range. 

 
Table 4.12 

Reliability analysis for Irish C-Test:  Cronbach’s alpha (α) 
 
Text 

Mean 
 score 

 
SD 

N 
cases 

 N 
items 

 
Mean 

 
SD 

 
α 

Text 1 71.89 19.12 229      
Text 2 56.95 25.09 229      
Text 3 59.93 28.16 229  3 185.79 69.09 .94 

 

ICT: Additional item level data 
Information has already been presented (see Table 4.10) relating to the proportions of 
students who gave correct answers to each of the 88 Irish C-Test items.  It may be of 
interest, however, to examine more detailed information on each of the item 
restorations as shown in Appendix J.  The ‘part of speech’ associated with each of the 
lexical items in the text is shown in column 2 of Table 1 in this appendix.  The 
remaining columns show the percentages of restorations falling into the various coding 
categories (see section 3.3.2).  In order to get an idea of the overall proportions in each 
category, the mean percentage is also shown.   

                                                 
1 The corpus referred to here is the ITÉ Irish corpus of approximately eight and a half million words.  
Almost one quarter (23.5%) was accounted for by two letter words.  Seventy-eight percent of the corpus 
is made up of words containing up to six letters while only 22% of the corpus contained words of seven 
letters or longer (Accessed at http://www.ite.ie/corpus.htm). 
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 The data in the last row of Table 1 in Appendix J show that the most common 
restoration by far (61%) is a Category 1 restoration: ‘Original word without spelling 
error’.  The next most frequent restoration (20%), on average, falls into Category 6: 
‘Unacceptable words with regard to grammar and/or text content’.  This is followed by 
an average of 14% of items which were not filled in at all.  It may be worth noting 
here that, in general, the greater the number of  Category 6 restorations (unacceptable 
words) associated with a particular item, the higher also the proportion of blanks 
associated with that item.  An average of 4% of item restorations fell into Coding 
Category 4: ‘Original word with spelling error’ while the remaining categories each 
accounted for less than 1% of all item responses.    
 It is worth noting here that an analysis of the number of blanks according to 
instructional category revealed that IC1 (Ordinary Level Irish in ‘ordinary’ schools) 
students were more likely to leave blanks than their Higher Level Irish counterparts 
(IC2).  Specifically, over all three texts, the mean number of blanks was 20 for IC1 
students, 6 for IC2 students and 3 for IC3 students.  A Scheffé multiple-comparisons 
test showed that only the differences between Instructional Category 1 and the other 
two categories were statistically significant (p<.01). 
 The second table in Appendix J groups the 88 (original) lexical items from the C-
Test according to the ‘part of speech’ to which they belong.  The proportion of 
respondents getting each item correct (Category 1 or 2 restorations) is shown in 
column 3.  Items with a low ‘correct’ response rate are highlighted.   The latter are 
generally lower frequency lexical items (e.g. T2.22) or grammatical forms which are 
generally regarded as difficult for learners of Irish and typically associated with high 
levels of errors in production such as genitive forms of nouns, conditional mood of 
verbs (e.g. T3.16; T3.12).  It will be noted that Category 4 restorations (‘original word 
with spelling error’) are frequently associated with nouns in the genitive singular form.   
It is worth noting also that the original words in these cases tend, on average, to be 
longer than other words in the test.   
 Appendix J (Table 1) also shows data in relation to ‘acceptable alternative’ 
restorations (Coding Category 2) which are scored as correct.  It has already been 
noted that there are relatively few restorations falling into this category (0.6%).  The 
‘acceptable alternatives’ listed for items 2.14 & 2.21 involve the plural form of the 
noun rather than the singular form used in the original.  In Category 2 restorations 
also, three prepositional pronouns (T1.04, T1.23, T2.23) were given in the plural form 
instead of in the original singular form.  Only in one case was a different, but 
acceptable, substantive substituted for the original (see item T3.16).   

4.4.2  Irish C-Test: Analysis of scores 
For the purposes of this analysis we are only concerned with ‘correct’ restorations 
(Coding Categories 1 & 2) on the Irish C-Test (ICT).  It will be recalled that the 
student’s score on the ICT as a whole was calculated as the mean of his/her percentage 
score on each of the three texts.  The distribution of these scores for the Initial Sample 
is shown in Figure 4.1 below. 
 Both the descriptives for the Initial Sample in Table 4.13 and the graphic distribution 
of scores in Figure 4.1 (see below) show that the ICT discriminates well between 
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individuals.  The range is 93.8.  The mean percentage ICT score is 61.9 for the Initial 
Sample i.e. on average students get 62% of items correct.   The distribution, however, 
is not totally symmetrical.   There is evidence of a slight negative skew indicating that 
the test may have been too easy for a small number of students.  The first three rows of 
data in Table 4.13 (column 2) show that the numerically higher the instructional 
category the higher the actual mean percentage ICT score.  Specifically, the mean 
scores for IC1, IC2 and IC3 are 34.5, 67.6 and 86.3 respectively.  The differences 
between the categories are quite marked.  An ANOVA showed the overall F 
(F=204.9; df=2,226) to be significant (p<.001) while a Scheffé multiple-comparisons 
test found all three comparisons between instructional categories to be significant.   

 
Table 4.13 

Initial Sample: Mean percentage score on the Irish C-Test (ICT) by Instructional Category 
 
 Instructional Category 

N Mean 
Score 

SD SE Min 
score 

Max 
score 

 IC1  Ordinary level: Ordinary school 64 34.53 11.23 1.40 4.94 61.74 
 IC2  Higher level: Ordinary school 121 67.57 15.58 1.42 32.25 95.47 
 IC3  Higher level: ‘All-Irish’ school 44 86.27 11.72 1.77 54.40 98.77 
 Total 229 61.93 23.03 1.52 4.94 98.77 
 
 ANOVA 

 Sum of 
Squares 

df Mean 
Square 

F Sig 
(p<) 

 Between Groups  77944.23 2 38972.11 204.9 .001 
 Within Groups  42985.41 226 190.20   
 Total  120929.64 228    

 
               Figure 4.1  Distribution of Irish C-Test (ICT) scores: Initial Sample 
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                    Figure 4.2  Irish C-Test (ICT) scores by Instructional Category: Initial Sample 
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 The box plot in Figure 4.2 above gives an overall picture of how ICT scores vary 
across the three categories of students.  The lower boundary of each box represents the 
25th percentile and the upper boundary the 75th percentile.  The thick black line within 
the box represents the median for that group.  If the median is not in the centre of the 
box then we know that the distribution is skewed.  The box plot also shows outliers.  
Outliers are scores which are so different from the patterns of other scores that they 
are often suspected of arising in a different way from the others (MacRae, 1994).  In 
the graph, there are only two such cases which can be seen in IC3.  It will be noted 
that such scores (represented by small circles) are located between 1.5-3 box lengths 
from the upper or lower edge of the box. 
 The box plot shows relatively normal distributions for IC1 and IC2 students’ scores.  
However, it can be seen that the median for IC3 (‘all-Irish’) students is closer to the 
top of the box than it is in the other two categories i.e. it is negatively skewed.  The 
high C-tests scores for some IC3 students suggest that there may be a ceiling effect 
operating for them.  Looking at the overall picture, it will be seen that there is a strong 
positive relationship between ICT scores and Instructional Category - with scores 
increasing steadily with numerically increasing Instructional Category 
(IC3>IC2>IC1).  These findings will be explored in more detail later in the correlation 
analyses in section 4.8.  
 Gender differences in overall performance on the C-Test were also assessed.  The 
results show that the overall mean C-test score for male students was 56.2 and 66.3 for 
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female students.  A t-test confirms (t=3.38; df=227) that this 10% difference is 
significant (p< .01).   

ICT: Comparing Initial and Target Sample  
In this section, C-test scores in the Initial Sample and in the Target Sample are 
compared.  The graph in Figure 4.3 shows little variation between the two groups.  
Though the scores may look slightly higher for the Target group, the difference is 
minimal.  The means are 61.9 for the Initial Sample and 63.9 for the Target Sample.  
An independent samples t-test showed no significant differences between these two 
means (t=.067; df=227; NS).   
 

 Figure 4.3  Irish C-Test (ICT) scores for Target Sample and ‘Rest’ of Initial Sample 
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Table 4.14 
Target Sample: Mean percentage score on the ICT by Instructional Category 

 
Instructional Category (IC) 

 
N 

Mean 
score 

 
SD 

 
SE 

Min 
score 

Max 
score 

IC1  Instructional Category 1 25 34.5 12.8 2.55 16.8 61.7 
IC2  Instructional Category 2 52 71.1 15.8 2.19 32.2 95.5 
IC3  Instructional Category 3 16 86.4 13.5 3.36 54.4 97.7 
Total 93 63.9 23.7 2.45 16.8 97.7 

 
 The pattern of performance on the C-Test within each of the three instructional 
categories of the Target Sample can be seen in Table 4.14.  Once again, the pattern is 
similar to that found in the Initial Sample.  The mean scores for IC1 and IC3 are 
identical to those found in the Initial Sample while that for IC2 in the Target Sample 
(71.1) is just slightly higher than that for IC2 in the Initial Sample (67.6).  And, as in 
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the Initial Sample, an ANOVA shows that the three groups in the Target Sample are 
significantly different from each other (F=74.68; df=2,88; p<.01).  Finally, a Scheffé 
multiple-comparisons test shows that the differences between all the combinations of 
categories are statistically significant.  

4.5  Test of Proficiency in Spoken Irish (TPSI): Listening Test 

4.5.1  TPSI-Listening: Item analysis and reliability  
All but one of the listening items was scored either right or wrong.  In the case of 
listening item 2.4 (see section 3.3.3) where a scale (0-2) was used, a score of 1 or 2 
was accepted as correct.  For the classical item analysis all items had to be binary 
coded (1/0).  The data in the second column of Table 4.15 give an indication of the 
difficulty level of the items in the test.  If we interpret appropriate item difficulty as 
being close to the midpoint of the difficulty range (.50) then all items appear too easy.   
The mean proportion of answers correct is .83 (see final row of Table 4.15).   
 The data in the last column of Table 4.15 show that despite the low levels of 
difficulty recorded, the listening items still succeed in discriminating between 
individuals: all correlations were significant at the .01 level of significance.  A value 
of .69 was computed for Cronbach’s alpha in the Listening test.  Though the Mi and Si 
statistics from the OPLM procedure (see section 4.3.2) showed that certain items were 
not a good fit to the overall model, the summary statistic for overall goodness of fit 
indicates, however, that the model is adequate (Ric=59.693; df=54; p=.28).     
 

Table 4.15 
Listening Test: Difficulty and discrimination indices 

Listening Test (LT) 
items 

Difficulty 
index 

  Discrimination 
index 

LT1.1 .98 .39 
LT1.2 .91 .35 
LT1.3 .75 .68 
LT1.4 .87 .47 
LT1.5 .76 .40 
LT1.6 .64 .35 
LT2.1 .81 .45 
LT2.2 .47 .29 
LT2.3 .74 .41 
LT2.4 .62 .56 
LT2.5 .90 .48 
LT3.1 .70 .59 
LT3.2 .98 .32 
LT3.3 .96 .42 
LT3.4 .93 .38 
LT4.1 .98 .28 
LT4.2 .93 .26 
LT4.3 .97 .20 
LT4.4 .93 .31 
Mean  .83 .40 

* All correlations are significant at the .01 level (2-tailed).  
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 It can only be concluded that certain features of the test itself and the target 
populations contribute to the low reliability.  It is generally accepted that the more 
items in the test the more reliable it will be and the more discriminating power it will 
have (Henning, 1987).  Being a communicative test the presentation of task material 
took some time.  Consequently, it was not feasible to test any more items within the 
limited time available.  Furthermore, the test is criterion referenced in the sense that 
objectives are based on those set out in the Leaving Certificate syllabus.  Popham and 
Husek (1969) argued that because criterion-referenced tests are designed to determine 
a person’s achievement compared to some criterion, the meaning of the score should 
not depend on the scores of other people.  They concluded, therefore, that “variability 
is not a necessary condition for a good criterion-referenced test” (Popham & Husek, 
1969: 3).   
 Finally, it is reasonable to expect that the Irish listening skills of Leaving Certificate 
students are quite well developed by the time they reach the end of their Irish studies 
and consequently students would be expected to be strong in this skill area.  The new 
syllabi for the three different levels (Foundation, Ordinary and Higher Level Irish) 
place great emphasis on listening skills and new materials reflect this e.g. through the 
use of audiotape, video, CD.  It is worth noting here also that oral Irish criterion-
referenced assessment at primary school level during the 1980’s has consistently 
shown that learners’ listening skills were much superior to their speaking skills 
(Harris, 1984; Harris & Murtagh, 1988a, 1999).   

4.5.2  TPSI-Listening: Analysis of test scores 
Table 4.16 and Figure 4.4 below present summary data for the total sample of students 
on the Listening Test.  A mean ‘listening’ score of 26.9 (out of a possible total of 34) 
was recorded with a standard deviation of 4.4.  Though scores obtained range from 8-
32 both the data and the graph show that (as in the case of C-Test scores) the 
distribution is negatively skewed i.e. the majority of scores are clustered in the upper 
end of the scale.   
 

Table 4.16 
Initial Sample: Listening score descriptives by Instructional Category (IC) 

 
 Instructional Category  

 
N 

Mean 
score 

 
SD 

 
SE 

Min 
score 

Max 
Score 

 IC1  Instructional Category 1 64 21.71 4.19 .52 8 29 
 IC2  Instructional Category 2 121 28.29 2.52 .23 20 32 
 IC3  Instructional Category 3 44 30.48 1.32 .20 28 32 
 Total 229 26.87 4.42 .29 8 32 
 
 ANOVA 

 Sum of 
Squares 

df Mean 
Square

F Sig. 

 Between Groups  2514.5 2 1257.3 146.1 .01 
 Within Groups  1944.8 226 8.6   
 Total  4459.3 228    
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Figure 4.4  Distribution of Listening scores: Initial Sample 
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              Figure 4.5  Listening scores by Instructional Category: Initial Sample 
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 The box plot in Figure 4.5 above gives an overall picture of how scores vary across 
the three levels or groups of students.  Despite the evidence for a ceiling effect, in the 
case of IC3 particularly, it is clear that all three groups differ from each other in terms 
of listening achievement.  The graph shows a number of outliers as well as one 
‘extremely’ low score (8/34) for an IC1 student (extremes indicated by *).  Figure 4.5 
also illustrates a strong relationship between Instructional Category and achievement 
on the listening test – the higher the listening score, the numerically higher the 
Instructional Category.  Thus, ‘all-Irish’ school students’ (IC3) mean score (30.5) is 
higher than the corresponding mean score (28.3) for the Higher Level Irish group in 
‘ordinary’ schools (IC2).  On average, Instructional Category 1 (Ordinary Level Irish 
in ‘ordinary’ schools) students score lowest (mean score=21.7).  The ANOVA in 
Table 4.16 confirms that the differences between the instructional categories are 
statistically significant (F=146.1; df=2,226; p<.01) while a Scheffé multiple-
comparisons test (data not shown in table) confirms that the differences in scores 
between the various pairs of instructional categories are all significant (p<.01). 

Listening Test: Comparing Initial and Target Samples  
Finally, we look at how listening scores for the Target Sample compare with the 
scores for the ‘Rest’ of the Initial Sample.  It can be seen in Table 4.17 below that 
there is little variation in listening scores for the two groups.  The mean score for the 
Target Sample (26.6) is only negligibly lower than that for the ‘Rest’ of the Initial 
Sample (27.1).  A t-test for independent samples shows that the difference is not 
significant.  
 

Table 4.17 
 T-test for Independent Samples : Mean Listening score 

 
 Sample 

(N) Mean 
score  

 
SD 

 
SE 

  
t 

 
df 

Sig. 
 (2-tailed)

 Rest of ‘Initial Sample’ (136) 27.1 4.21 .36     
 Target Sample (93) 26.6 4.72 .49  .86 227 NS 

 
Table 4.18 

Target Sample: Listening score descriptives by Instructional Category (IC) 
 
Instructional Category 

 
N 

Mean 
score 

 
SD 

 
SE 

 
Min 

 
Max 

IC1 Instructional Category 1 25 20.7 4.33 .86 8 26 
IC2 Instructional Category 2 52 28.2 2.61 .35 20 32 
IC3 Instructional Category 3 16 30.4 1.36 .34 28 32 
Total  93 26.6 4.76 .48 8 32 

 
 ANOVA 

 Sum of 
Squares 

df Mean 
Square 

F Sig. 

 Between Groups  1223.25 2 611.62 66.17 .001 
 Within Groups  813.37 90 9.24   
 Total  2036.62 92    

 
 The data in Table 4.18 indicate that the mean scores for each of the Instructional 
Categories in the Target Sample are practically the same as those for the 
corresponding categories in the Initial Sample (Table 4.16).  The ANOVA yielded an 
F value of 66.2 which is statistically significant (df=2,90; p<.01).  Scheffé multiple 
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comparisons tests show that the mean listening score for Instructional Category 1 is 
statistically different from the mean listening scores in the other two categories 
(p<.01) while the difference between Instructional Category 2 and Instructional 
Category 3  mean scores is significant at the .05 level of significance.   

4.6  Test of Proficiency in Spoken Irish (TPSI): Speaking Test 

4.6.1  TPSI-Speaking: Item analysis and reliability  
In reporting item and reliability data for the speaking test (see section 3.3.4) it must be 
kept in mind that the sample involved is much smaller in the case of this test than in 
the case of the other two tests administered.  It must also be pointed out that two of the 
95 audio recordings failed, leaving Speaking Test data for just 93 students.  In 
addition, unlike the other two tests, all speaking items, with the exception of the 
Pronunciation subtest items, are scaled items (polytomous data).  The great advantage 
of Rasch type models is their ability to handle such polytomous data.  The OPLM 
procedure described earlier (see section 4.3.2), therefore, is particularly useful for 
evaluating test reliability in the case of the Speaking Test.  The overall model fit was 
found to be excellent (Ric= 106.94; df =128; NS).    
 Classical item analysis statistics are reported for the Pronunciation subtest alone in 
Table 4.19.  The data in the second column show that this task was relatively easy for 
most students: over 90% of candidates in the Initial Sample pronounced half of the 
items correctly while no fewer than 70% pronounced the remaining items correctly.   
 
 

Table 4.19 
TPSI-Speaking Test: Difficulty and discrimination indices for Pronunciation subtest  

   
  Item   Sounds 
  No.     tested                            IPA 

 
 Difficulty  

index 

 
Discrimination  

index 
 

  1.1 – amach                     E"max .98 .08 
  1.2 –  hocht                             Hoxd .95 .23 
  1.3 –  nóiméad                        noÉmjeÉd .98 .26 
  1.4 –  oighear                          air .76 .61 
  1.5 –  scátáil                            sgaÉ:aÉlj .70 .38 
  1.6 –  shroich                          hriC  .95 .33 
  1.7 –  chás                               xaÉs .82 .18 
  1.8 –  sheas                              has   .79 .63 
  1.9 –  siúl                                 SuÉ: .97 .04 
1.10 –  ródhéanach                   RoÉjeÉnEx .74 .47 
1.11 – doirse                            dOrSE / 
doÉrSE 

.74 .30 

1.12 – suíochán                        siÉxaÉn .71 .40 
1.13 – trioblóid                        tjrjib:oÉdj .93 .48 
1.14 – dúnta                             duÉntE  .96 .26 
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Table 4.20 
Speaking Test: Internal consistency for three speaking subtests  

     
        Subtests 

N 
items 

Min, Max  
scores 

Cronbach’s  
alpha 

2.  Reacting Appropriately 5 (0,10) .73 
5.  Describing Objects 3 (0,12) .87 
6.  Giving Instructions/Advice 5 (0,10) .76 

 
 
 The discrimination indices show that all but two of the items discriminate adequately 
between individuals: item 1.1 (the final ‘ch’ (x) sound in amach) and item 1.9 the 
‘sh’(S) sound in siúl.  In the case of the other subtests, internal consistency 
(Cronbach’s alpha) was checked for those three subtests (2. ‘Reacting Appropriately’, 
5. ‘Describing Objects’ and 6. ‘Giving Instructions/Advice’) where items were rated 
on the same scale.  Subtests 3 and 4, ‘Telling a Story’ and ‘Giving an Opinion’ were 
assessed globally and thus would not be suitable for such an analysis.  Looking at 
Table 4.20 we see that satisfactory alpha values were obtained for each of the three 
tasks: α=.73 for ‘Reacting Appropriately’, α=.76 for ‘Giving Instructions’ and α=.87 
for ‘Describing Objects’. 

4.6.2  TPSI-Speaking: Analysis of test scores 
Looking at Table 4.21 below, it can be seen (fourth row of data) that the overall mean 
score on the Speaking Test is 42.7 (out of a maximum of 66) with a standard deviation 
of 13.6 and a range of 55.  The distribution of scores is graphically illustrated in 
Figure 4.6.  It will be noted that scores are reasonably evenly distributed in relation to 
the normal curve.  However, there is a slight negative kurtosis in the data i.e. there are 
more scores in the upper end of the achievement scale.   
 
 

Table 4.21 
    Target Sample: Speaking Test descriptives by Instructional Category (IC) 

   
 Instructional Category 

Mean 
score 

 
N 

 
SD 

Min, Max 
scores 

 
Range 

 
 Instructional Category 1 27.11 27 9.89 (9, 41) 32 
 Instructional Category 2 46.92 50 8.80 (23, 61) 38 
 Instructional Category 3 56.06 16 4.36 (47, 64) 17 
 Total 42.74 93 13.57 (9, 64) 55 
 
 ANOVA 

Sum of 
Squares 

df Mean 
 Square 

F Sig. 

 Between Groups 
 Within Groups     
 Total 

10308.52 
6621.28 
16929.81 

2 
90 
92 

5154.26 
73.57 

70.06 .001 
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Figure 4.6  Distribution of Speaking scores: Target Sample 
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Figure 4.7  Speaking score by Instructional Category: Target Sample 
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 The box plot graph in Figure 4.7 above gives a good visual representation of the 
spread of scores both across and within the three instructional categories.  It will be 
recalled that 50% of the scores are located in the grey box area or interquartile range 
(between 25th and 75th percentile) and the rest of the scores (excluding outliers) 
between the horizontal lines (whiskers) above and below the box.  It can be seen that 
the majority of IC3 students’ speaking scores are higher, on average, than those of IC2 
students whose scores are, in turn, generally higher than those of IC1 students.  The 
smallest spread of scores is in IC3 (‘all-Irish’ school students): the lowest score is 47 
out of a maximum of 64.  It is worth noting also that 25% of IC3 candidates, score 
between 60-64 out of a total of 66. 
 An ANOVA was used to test the significance of the difference in total speaking 
scores between the various instructional categories (see Table 4.21).  The means for 
the three groups are as follows: IC1-41.1; IC2-71.1; IC3-84.9.  An overall F of 70.1 
(df= 2,92) was obtained which is significant at the .01 level of significance.  A Scheffé 
multiple-comparisons test showed all comparisons of the differences between total 
speaking scores for each of the three pairs of categories to be significant (p<.01).    
 Gender difference in speaking (total) scores was also assessed.  The analysis showed 
no significant difference (t=-.39; df=91; NS) between mean scores for male students 
(41.2) and female students (43.2)  
 Another way of evaluating the relative performance of students on the Speaking Test 
is to calculate their percentage score on the test (Speaking Score*100/66).  The results 
in Table 4.22 below show that students, on average, attained 65% of the total score.  
This score was computed separately for each instructional category.  Looking at mean 
scores in column two it can be seen that, on average, IC3 (‘all-Irish’ school) students 
got 85% of the total maximum score on the Speaking Test.  The corresponding 
proportions are 71% for IC2 students (Higher Level Irish in ‘ordinary’ schools) and 
41% for IC1 students (Ordinary Level Irish in ‘ordinary’ schools).  An ANOVA and 
Sheffé multiple comparisons tests show that these differences are all significant 
(F=70.1, df=2,90; p<.01).   
 

Table 4.22 
Percentage score on Speaking Test by Instructional Category 

 
 Instructional Category (IC) 

 
N 

 
Mean 

 
SD 

 
SE 

 
Minimum 

 
Maximum 

 IC1  Instructional Category 1 27 41.07 14.98 2.88 13.6 62.1 
 IC2  Instructional Category 2 50 71.09 13.33 1.88 34.9 92.4 
 IC3  Instructional Category 3 16 84.94 6.60 1.65 71.2 97.0 
 Total 93 64.76 20.55 2.13 13.6 97.0 

 

TPSI-Speaking: Scores on individual subtests 
It was decided to also examine overall performance on each of the individual subtests.  
The data in Table 4.23 below show that apart from the Pronunciation subtest where 
performance is relatively high for all three instructional categories, achievement in the 
other subtests follows the same pattern as for the test as a whole: IC3 > IC2 > IC1.  
The data also suggest that speaking subtests 4 and 6 (‘Give Opinion’ and ‘Give 
Instructions/Advice’) posed slightly more difficulty for candidates than the other 



Proficiency in Irish, attitude/motivation and use: Baseline data 

 

93

subtests.  IC1 students got only approximately one-quarter of these two subtests 
correct (26%, 27%).  The corresponding percentages for IC2 (64%, 59%) and IC3 
(83%, 81%) are much higher, however. 
 
 

Table 4.23 
Target Sample: TPSI-Speaking- Comparing scores on subtests for all three instructional categories. 

Mean scores and multiple comparisons test (Scheffé test) 
                        
                                 (max 
 Speaking subtest     score) 

 
IC 

 
Mean 
score 

 
SD 

 
Range

  
Scheffé 

tests 

Mean  
differ- 
ence 

 
SE 

 
Sig 

(p<) 
1 Pronunciation         (/14) IC1 9.81 2.45   IC1 1C2 -2.70 .365 .01 

 IC2 12.52 1.03   IC1 IC3 -3.99 .483 .01 
 IC3 13.81 .40   IC2 IC3 -1.29 .439 .05 
 Total 11.96 2.10 5-14       

2 React appropriately (/10) IC1 4.96 3.81   IC1 IC2 -2.83 .447 .01 
 IC2 7.80 6.78   IC1 IC3 -4.22 .590 .01 
 IC3 9.18 7.18   IC2 IC3 -1.38 .537 .05 
 Total 7.22 2.4 1-10       

3  Tell a story            (/10) IC1 3.81 2.03   IC1 IC2 -2.96 .416 .01 
 IC2 6.78 1.68   IC1 IC3 -3.37 .549 .01 
 IC3 7.18 1.32   IC2 IC3 -.40 .500 NS 
 Total 5.99 2.22 0-10       

4  Give an opinion     (/10) IC1 2.62 1.57   IC1 IC2 -3.75 .384 .01 
 IC2 6.38 1.80   IC1 IC3 -5.62 .507 .01 
 IC3 8.25 .77   IC2 IC3 -1.87 .462 .01 
 Total 5.61 2.58 0-10       

5  Describe objects   (/12) IC1 3.11 2.40   IC1 IC2 -4.46 .595 .01 
 IC2 7.58 2.80   IC1 IC3 -6.45 .786 .01 
 IC3 9.56 1.26   IC2 IC3 -1.98 .715 .05 
 Total 6.62 3.42 0-12       

6  Give instructions    IC1 2.77 1.76   IC1 IC2 -3.08 .474 .01 
    or advice              (/10) IC2 5.86 2.12   IC1 IC3 -5.28 .627 .01 

 IC3 8.05 1.87   IC2 IC3 -2.20 .570 .01 
 Total 5.34 2.69 0-10       

 
  
 Scheffé tests were run to compare performance (total score) in the various 
instructional categories in respect of each subtest.  The  results (Table 4.23) indicate 
that the majority of the comparisons are significant at the .01 level.  Those which are 
significant at the .05 level all involve the comparison of IC2 and IC3 students.  Only 
one comparison is not significant.  That occurred in the case of subtest 3: Tell a Story.  
Here the mean score for IC3 (‘all-Irish’ school) students did not differ significantly 
from the mean score for IC2 (Higher Level Irish in ‘ordinary’ schools) students (mean 
difference = .40).   
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4.7  Leaving Certificate Examination grades awarded 

In this section, we compare students’ results on the three Irish tests and their Irish 
grades in the Leaving Certificate Examination.  Information on Irish grades was 
collected in Winter 2000 from class teachers.  Data was provided only for those 
students who had earlier given permission for such information to be obtained by the 
researcher.     
 Appendix L shows the distribution of Leaving Certificate Irish grades for those for 
whom information was available in each of the three instructional categories.  In 
relation to the Higher Level Irish paper, somewhat higher grades are achieved by 
Instructional Category 2 (IC2) students in the present study than nationally.  
Nonetheless, students in this category (IC2) are still well distributed over the grades 
A1-D3.  Not unexpectedly, Instructional Category 3 (IC3) students in general perform 
well above the national average for Higher Level Irish students: over 56% of IC3 
achieve an A1/A2 grade while practically all the rest attain at least a B2.  While 20% 
of IC2 students also attain a grade A1/A2,  the majority of the remaining IC2 students 
are well distributed over grades B1 and C3.   
 The Leaving Certificate Irish grades available for Instructional Category 1 (IC1) 
students indicate that their scores are somewhat better than for Ordinary Level Irish 
students nationally.  Note, in particular, that proportionally fewer received a ‘fail’ 
grade in Irish than did nationally that year.  However, it should also be noted that 
Leaving Certificate grades are only available for about a half of Instructional Category 
1 students (42/75).  It could be argued that weaker students might be less willing to 
have their results known.  However, an analysis of test (TPSI and ICT) results for IC1 
and IC2 students who are missing Leaving Certificate grade data showed that their 
scores were no lower than those for whom grades were available.  In fact, in 
Instructional Category 2, Irish C-Test scores were significantly higher for the small 
group (n=19) who were missing Leaving Certificate grade data.  The problem of 
missing data applies mainly to the Initial Sample.  Grades are available for almost all 
Target Sample students.   
 In order to convert examination grades to a standard quantifiable measure, the CAO 
‘points’ score which determines entry into third level courses is used (see section 
1.7.1).  Information in Appendix A shows how grades at both Ordinary and Higher 
Levels are translated into this score.  For example, a top grade, A1, attained on a 
Higher Level paper is awarded 100 points while an A1 attained at Ordinary Level is 
awarded 60 points which is equivalent to a C3 grade in the Higher Level examination.   
 Finally, where data was available, an analysis was also made of the total number of 
points which students received in the Leaving Certificate Examination.  As noted in 
Chapter 1 (see section 1.7.1) this score is used in selecting entrants to third level 
institutions and universities and is widely seen as reflecting overall academic 
achievement.  Information on this variable was available for only 142 of the Initial 
Sample - the majority coming from IC2 (see Appendix M).  These findings indicate 
that, in general, Instructional Category 1 students for whom data was available 
attained substantially lower points in the Leaving Certificate Examination overall than 
students in the other two categories.  
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4.8  Student background and achievement: Correlations results  

In the previous sections, a strong relationship has been noted between students’ scores 
on the various Irish tests and instructional background of students.  The numerically 
higher the instructional category, the higher achievement in Irish.  More positive 
attitudes to Irish and greater use of Irish outside of the home were also found in the 
numerically higher instructional categories.  In this section, Pearson correlation 
analyses examine the strength and significance of these relationships.  In addition, 
students’ performance on the Irish tests is related to their scores on the various Irish 
‘attitude/motivation’ and ‘use’ scales.  Gender will also be included as a variable as 
well as students’ own assessments of their ability to speak Irish.   
 These analyses are only intended to indicate trends in relationships and will not be 
used to make any claims of cause or effect.  It will be noticed that correlations 
involving Leaving Certificate Irish grades are calculated on the basis of a smaller ‘N’ 
than other values in the correlation matrix.  It will be recalled from the previous 
section that information for this variable was not available for all students.  In the 
forthcoming tables, information relating to the Initial Sample will be presented first 
followed by the corresponding information for the Target Sample.  For the Initial 
Sample, three achievement measures are used (i) Irish C-Test score (Mean percentage 
score on 3 texts), (ii) TPSI-Listening score (Total score on Listening Test), and (iii) 
Leaving Certificate Irish grade (number of points awarded).  The correlations for the 
Target Sample will include two additional achievement variables: TPSI-Speaking 
score (Total score on Speaking Test) as well as TPSI-Total score (Listening and 
Speaking score combined).   

4.8.1  Gender, instructional background and achievement 
This section presents bivariate measures of association between achievement in Irish 
variables and the two independent variables (Gender and Instructional Category).  As 
Instructional Category is a nominal variable, eta coefficients must be used instead of 
Pearson r correlations.  The data is presented separately for both the Initial Sample 
(Table 4.24a) and for the Target Sample (Table 4.24b). 
 

Table  4.24a 
Initial Sample: Eta coefficients and Pearson correlations for Gender, Instructional Category 

and three measures of achievement in Irish 
Pearson  r  

  
 
 Variables                                     

eta  
 

Instructional 
Category   

 
Gender 
(n=257) 

 
ICT 

(n=229) 

TPSI-
Listening 
(n=229)  

 Gender  .13    
     
 Irish C-Test (ICT) score                  .80**    .22**   
 TPSI-Listening score  .75** .05 .69**  
     
 Leaving Certificate (LC) Irish grade  (n=201)  .86** .17* .88** .70** 

     *Correlation is significant at the .05 level (2-tailed).  **Correlation is significant at the .01 level (2-tailed). 
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Table 4.24b 

Target Sample: Eta coefficients and Pearson correlations for Gender, Instructional Category 
and four measures of achievement in Irish 

Pearson  
 r 

 
 
 
 Variables             (n=91-93)  

eta 
 

Instructional 
Category 

 
Gender 

 
ICT 

TPSI-
Listening

TPSI-
Speaking 

TPSI- 
Total 

 Gender  .10      
       
  ICT score      .79**   .21*     
 TPSI-Listening score     .78** .01 .72**    
 TPSI-Speaking score     .78** .04 .86** .74**   
 TPSI total score     .82** .06 .87** .85** .98**  
       
 LC Irish grade          (n=88)   .89** .13 .90** .77** .90** .91** 

     *Correlation is significant at the .05 level (2-tailed).  **Correlation is significant at the .01 level (2-tailed). 
 
 
 Looking first at the achievement in Irish measures (Tables 4.24a & 4.24b), 
significant positive correlations (r=.69 for Initial Sample; r=.72 for Target Sample) 
were found between Listening Test scores and Irish C-Test (ICT) scores.  The 
correlations between TPSI-Listening and Leaving Certificate (LC) Irish grade (points) 
are of a similar magnitude (r=.70 for Initial Sample; r=.77 for Target Sample).  Higher 
‘r’ values may be observed between ICT score and Leaving Certificate Irish grade 
(r=.88 for Initial Sample; r=.90 for Target Sample).  The strong correlations between 
test measures and Leaving Certificate Irish grade points are indications of the good 
construct or convergent validity of the tests i.e. the tests correlate with measures with 
which they should correlate, if the underlying construct is correct (Gardner, 1985a).  
The correlations computed between TPSI-Speaking and other achievement scores in 
the Target Sample are all high and statistically significant.  Specifically, the ‘r’  
involving TPSI-Speaking and TPSI-Listening is .74, and between TPSI-Speaking and 
ICT score is .86.  Higher still is the r value (.90) between TPSI-Speaking and Leaving 
Certificate Irish grade.    
 The trend noted in earlier sections for numerically higher instructional categories to 
be associated with higher achievement in Irish is confirmed by the eta coefficients in 
the first columns of Tables 4.24a and 4.24b.  In the Initial Sample, highly significant 
eta coefficients are found between Instructional Category, on the one hand, and C-test 
score (.80), Listening score (.75) and Leaving Certificate Irish grade score (.86), on the 
other.  Similar associations are found for these same variables in the Target Sample.  
The significant eta coefficients for Instructional Category and Speaking score (.78) 
and Instructional Category and total score on the Test of Proficiency in Spoken Irish 
(.82) are also of a similar magnitude. 
 Gender proved to be statistically significant in relation to some achievement 
measures.  Specifically, female students in both the Initial Sample and in the Target 
Sample tend to have higher Irish C-Test scores than male students (r ranges from .21-
.22).  There was also a small, though not significant, tendency for female students in 
the Initial Sample to attain better grades in Irish in the Leaving Certificate Irish 
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examination.  However, it must be kept in mind that there were proportionally more 
female students in the sample who were studying the Higher Level course in Irish than 
the Ordinary Level course (see section 3.2.2) and consequently these Higher Level 
Irish females would be more likely to obtain higher grades or points than Ordinary 
Level Irish students.  
 Finally, students’ overall performance in the Leaving Certificate Examination in 
terms of total number of ‘points’ awarded was also correlated with Gender, 
Instructional Category and achievement in Irish.  It will be recalled that data on this 
variable was available for only 142 students in the Initial Sample.  The correlations 
show (data not in table format) that for this reduced sample the Pearson r between this 
variable (total ‘points’) and ICT score is .65 and with Listening score is .46, both 
values being significant.  The eta with Instructional Category is also significant (.54).  
These findings suggest that higher academic ability may determine participation in a 
numerically higher  instructional category (IC2 or IC3) as well as being associated 
with better listening skills and, even more strongly related to higher general 
proficiency in Irish as measured by the C-test. 

4.8.2  Relationship between student background and achievement 
Measures of association between the main achievement in Irish variables and Student 
Questionnaire scale scores are shown in Tables 4.25a and 4.25b.  The tables also 
include correlations between scale scores and the two independent variables Gender 
and Instructional Category.   
 It will be noted that in both the Initial Sample and in the Target Sample students’ 
scores on all the main achievement measures have statistically significant correlations 
with all three Motivation scales, as well as with the overall Motivation Index 
(MIndex).  For the three AMTB scales, Desire to Learn Irish, Motivational Intensity 
and Attitude to Learning Irish, the r values in the Initial Sample vary between .38 and 
.62 (Table 4.25a).  The highest correlations are found in the case of the Desire to 
Learn Irish scale: r values for this scale with Irish C-test score, Listening score and 
Leaving Certificate Irish grade are .56, .45 and .62 respectively.  It will be recalled 
(see section 3.3.1) that high scores on items on this scale express a strong desire to 
learn and to speak Irish as much as possible.  Pearson r values of similar magnitude 
can be seen between the three motivation scales and achievement in Irish in the Target 
Sample (see Table 4.25b). 
 Given that achievement is strongly related to Instructional Category (highest in IC2 
& IC3) and that higher achievement is linked to higher motivation, it would be 
expected that motivation would be significantly higher in Instructional Categories 2 & 
3 than in Instructional Category 1.  This was indeed the case, and the eta values 
between Instructional Category and all Student Questionnaire variables were 
significant.  ANOVA breakdowns (not shown in table format) showed that the 
numerically higher the Instructional Category, the higher also were scores on all the 
attitude/motivation, use of Irish and self-assessed ability in Irish measures (as listed in 
first columns of Table 4.25a and Table 4.25b).    
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Table 4.25a 
Initial Sample: Correlations of Student Questionnaire data 

(attitude/motivation scales, use of Irish outside school, self-assessed ability to speak Irish ) 
with (i) Instructional Category, Gender and (ii) measures of achievement in Irish 

Pearson ‘r’  
 
Student  
background 
variables       

eta 
Instruct-

ional 
Category 

(n=239-41)

Gender 
 
 

(n=239-41)

ICT 
Score 

 
(n=211-13)

TPSI-
Listening 

 
(n=211-13) 

 LC Irish 
grade 

(points) 
(n=187-9)

       
Desire to Learn Irish DTLI                 .58** .06 .56** .45**  .62** 
Motivational Intensity MI                       .39** .09 .39** .38**  .44** 
Attitude to Learning Irish ATLI .53** .01 .52** .45**  .58** 
Motivation Index  (MIndex) .55** .03 .54** .46**  .44** 
Irish Course Evaluation Total ICET .39** .02 .40** .38**  .44** 
Irish Class Anxiety ICA .45**      .23** -.44** -.35**  -.45** 
Parental Encouragement PE .45** -.05 .31** .30**  .43** 
       
Use of Irish in Home UIH-1 .40** -.03 .33** .25**  .41** 
Opportunity to Speak Irish OSI-1 .63** -.08 .50** .42**  .51** 
       
Self Assessed Ability to Speak Irish 
SASI-1 

.76** -.03 .67** .60**  .67** 

 *Correlation is significant at the .05 level (2-tailed).  ** Correlation is significant at the .01 level (2-tailed). 
 

Table 4.25b 
Target Sample: Correlations of Student Questionnaire data 

(attitude/motivation scales, use of Irish outside school, self-assessed ability to speak Irish ) 
with (i) Gender, Instructional Category  and (ii) measures of achievement in Irish 

Pearson  ‘r’   
 
Student 
background 
variables     

eta 
Instruct-

ional 
Category
(n=91) 

 
Gender

 
(n=93)

ICT 
Score 

 
(n=91)

TPSI 
Listen 
-ing 

(n=91)

TPSI 
Speak
-ing 

(n=91)

TPSI 
Total 

 
(n=91) 

 LC 
Irish 
grade 
(n=91)

         
Desire to Learn Irish  DTLI                 .53** -.04 .51** .43** .60** .58**  .56** 
Motivational Intensity  MI                       .50** .09 .41** .40** .50** .50**  .46** 
Attitude to learning Irish  ATLI .48** .04 .51** .44** .59** .57**  .56** 
Motivation Index  Mindex .52** .05 .52** .45** .61** .59**  .57** 
Irish Course Evaluation Total ICET .37** .05 .43** .38** .47** .47**  .49** 
Irish Class Anxiety  ICA .46** .22** -.42** -.47** -.57** -.56**  -.45**
Parental Encouragement PE .49** -.01  .32** .44** .50** .49**  .42** 
         
Use of Irish in Home UIH-1     .28*  .06   .19 .25* .34** .33**  .29** 
Opportunity to Speak Irish OSI-1 .53** .03 .45**  .41** .54** .53**  .44** 
         
Self Assessed Ability to Speak Irish 
SASI-1 

.75** .04 .70** .67** .77** .78**  .72** 

   *Correlation is significant at the .05 level (2-tailed). **  Correlation is significant at the .01 level (2-tailed). 
 
 Student anxiety during the average Irish lesson is also significantly related to Irish 
achievement.  The direction of the relationship is negative.  In general, the higher the 



Proficiency in Irish, attitude/motivation and use: Baseline data 

 

99

students’ ICA scores, the lower their achievement scores.  In the Initial Sample, the 
correlations vary from .35 to .45 for the three achievement measures – Irish C-test 
score, Listening score and Leaving Certificate Irish grade.  The r values (.42 to .49) 
are higher for corresponding correlations in the Target Sample.  It is interesting that 
the highest r values involving Irish Class Anxiety and achievement are to be found in 
the case of Speaking (r=-.57) and TPSI-Total (r=-.56) scores in the Target Sample.  
This implies that any discomfort in relation to the Irish lesson which is detected by this 
measure of Irish Class Anxiety is reflected more in students’ speaking skills than in 
their listening skills or general ability in Irish as measured by the C-test.   
 The correlation data also show that high student achievement in Irish is linked with 
higher levels of Parental Encouragement in relation to the student’s learning of Irish.  
The relationship is lowest, though still significant, in the case of Irish C-Test scores 
(r=.29 for Initial Sample and r=.32 for Target Sample) and highest in the case of the 
Speaking Test score in the Target Sample ( r=.50).   
 The results also indicate that while Use of Irish in the Home (UIH-1) and 
Opportunity to Speak Irish outside school (OSI-1) both have significant relationships 
with achievement measures, it is the correlations involving the OSI-1 variable which 
are the highest.  In the case of Use of Irish in the Home in the Initial Sample the 
significant r values range from .25 with Listening score to .41 with Leaving Certificate 
Irish grade.  The corresponding r range for these same achievement variables with 
Opportunity to Speak Irish outside school is .42-.51.  In the Target Sample, the pattern 
is largely similar.  However, the correlation between Use of Irish in the Home and C-
test score fails to reach significance.  The r values involving achievement and 
Opportunity to Speak Irish outside school in the Target Sample are all significant and 
higher than those involving Use of Irish in the Home.  The highest value of all (r=.54) 
is found in the case of Speaking Test score and Opportunity to Speak Irish outside 
school in the Target Sample.   
 The correlations in the last row of both Table 4.25a and Table 4.25b can be seen as a 
cross check of students’ self-assessments of their ability to speak Irish and their actual 
achievement on the Irish language tests and in the Leaving Certificate Irish 
Examination.  As might be expected, the correlations between this self-rated ability 
scale (SASI) and achievement scores are higher than any of those involving 
‘Motivation’ or ‘Use’ scales and achievement.  It may also be noted that correlations 
involving achievement and Self-assessed Ability to Speak Irish (SASI-1) are generally 
higher in the Target Sample than in the Initial Sample.  The fact that the strongest 
correlation occurs in the case of SASI-1 and Speaking Test scores (r=.77) may be 
viewed as another positive indication of the construct validity of the Speaking Test. 
 Finally, we turn to correlations involving Student Questionnaire variables and 
Gender.  Only one of the r values involving Gender is significant: r=.22 with Irish 
Class Anxiety (ICA).  Thus, somewhat higher levels of anxiety in the Irish lesson are 
associated with female students than with male students.   
 The strong measures of association noted above in the case of pairs of variables 
suggest that many of the factors may be interrelated in a complex fashion.  For 
example, it was noted earlier that Motivation scale variables are highly intercorrelated 
(see also section 4.2.2) as well as being significantly correlated with students’ 
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evaluation of the Irish course, their use of Irish outside of the school and their 
achievement in Irish.  Multiple regression analyses, to be described in the next section, 
represent an attempt to quantify the unique or relative contribution of such factors in 
explaining achievement in Irish.   

4.9  Multiple regression analyses 

Multiple regression is a flexible data analytic procedure particularly suited to the 
behavioural sciences which not only can express effect size for a factor in relation to 
dependent variables, but can also compare the size of that effect with other factors 
being investigated (Cohen & Cohen, 1975).  It can provide the best linear estimate of a 
dependent variable by controlling for redundancy between independent variables or 
factors.  
 There are, of course, limitations to this approach.  To predict achievement in Irish 
with confidence we would need a much larger sample which was randomly sampled.  
Furthermore, there are other factors not investigated here which would undoubtedly 
explain large amounts of variation in achievement in Irish: factors such as socio-
economic background and general academic ability (Harris & Murtagh, 1999; Hickey, 
1997).  Assessing the influence of such variables is beyond the scope of the present 
study, though the results presented earlier in relation to overall points attained in the 
Leaving Certificate Examination give some indication of the significance of general 
academic ability.  

4.9.1  Building a model  
Cohen and Cohen (1975: 98) suggest that the best estimate of achievement from a set 
of independent variables occurs when a researcher can order the entry of these 
variables “according to some specified hierarchy dictated in advance by the purpose or 
logic of the research”.  Hierarchical inclusion methods of regression permit an 
assessment of the successive effects of the different key independent variables on the 
criterion.  In other words, the increase in variance (R2) of scores as each of these 
‘predictors’ or group of ‘predictors’ is entered is interpretable in terms of additional 
criterion variance accounted for after the effects of the previously entered variables 
have been removed from the regression equation.  An important general principle of 
regression analysis is that the fewer the independent variables in an equation, the 
fewer will be the hypotheses to be tested and, thus, the less chance there is of spurious 
significant outcomes (Type I error).  Thus, according to Cohen and Cohen (1975: 161) 
“less is more” when it comes to the number of predictors one should use: “more 
statistical validity, more power, and more clarity in the meaning of results”.  Keeping 
this in mind, it was decided to use the composite variable ‘Motivation Index’ as a 
predictor in the present analyses rather than all of its constituent scales (Motivational 
Intensity, Desire to Learn Irish and Attitude to Learning Irish).  The other affective 
predictor which can be entered is Irish Class Anxiety. 
 The causal path proposed for factors in the present study is broadly based on that 
used in other studies which have related individual, home, and Irish lesson variables to 
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achievement in Irish (Harris & Murtagh, 1999).  In such models, immutable variables 
like Gender can be considered logically prior to home, community or school level 
variables.  It is not so easy to defend a particular logical priority for variables in the 
latter categories.  However, for the purposes of the present analyses, factors which 
relate directly to the learning situation such as the students’ evaluation of the Irish 
course and the degree of anxiety which they experience during Irish lessons are 
entered after home/community based variables.  The results of correlation analyses 
(Tables 4.9a & 4.9b) indicate that these last factors are highly intercorrelated.  One 
way of controlling for this is to enter these variables singly, starting with the 
home/community variables followed by Irish Course Evaluation and Irish Class 
Anxiety.  The decision to enter Instructional Category directly after Gender was taken 
because (i) the choice of a particular instructional programme is most likely to be 
motivated by students’ general ability in Irish or attendance at a particular type of 
school and (ii) the correlation analyses revealed very strong relationships between 
Instructional Category and all four measures of achievement in Irish (see Tables 4.24a 
& 4.24b). 
 The model proposed to predict achievement in Irish for the samples of students in 
the present study is represented by the following causal chain:  

       Gender  Instructional Category (IC)  Use of Irish at Home (UIH-1)  
   Opportunity to Use Irish outside school (OSI-1)  
 Parental Encouragement (PE)  Irish Course Evaluation Total (ICET)  
 Irish Class Anxiety (ICA)   Motivation Index (MIndex)  
 Achievement in Irish (ICT or TPSI score) 

Each of the independent variables are entered singly into the regression model and the 
effect (R2 change, Beta, etc.) of each variable or group of variables is assessed at each 
successive step.  Thus, the model grows in complexity.  Alternative orderings of 
variables might also be justified.  It is worth noting, however, that such exploratory 
analyses were conducted but the eventual effects and their levels of significance 
remained the same.   
 Since Instructional Category is a nominal variable, a ‘sheaf’ coefficient (Heise, 
1972) and B-values (unstandardised regression coefficient) will be used to check for 
the strength of its effect.  First, ‘dummy’ variables corresponding to each of the three 
instructional categories must be created.  Such dummy variables are created by giving 
a value of 1 to all members of the relevant instructional category and 0 to all other 
cases (Cohen & Cohen, 1975: 174).  In the regression equations only two dummy 
variables are needed to represent Instructional Category; the third is represented 
implicitly.  The regression procedure is first run with these new variables entered as a 
group.   The sheaf coefficient is computed by multiplying dummy variables by the B-
values from that output.  Though Gender is also a nominal variable the fact that it only 
has two categories means that it can be treated in the same fashion as an interval 
variable.  Finally, it will be recalled that while C-test (ICT) scores are available for the 
Initial Sample, TPSI total scores are available for the Target Sample only.   
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4.9.2  Regression models: Results 
The model above has been tested and the results are presented in Tables 4.26a and 
4.26b below.  The main part of each table shows the contribution which each predictor 
makes to variance in achievement scores as additional variables are entered into the 
regression equation.  The last line shows the total amount of variance (R2) explained 
by the model.   
 Beta (standardised regression) coefficients are presented for each variable as they are 
entered into the equation along with their significance levels.  The last column in each 
table shows Beta values for variables when all eight predictors are included in the 
regression equation.  It will be noted that it is possible for a significant Beta to be 
found when a variable is first entered into the equation but when all variables are 
entered the Beta registered may not be significant.  This is because the addition of 
variables may lead to a reduction in the effect of variables already in the regression 
equation.   
 Turning to Table 4.26a it can be seen that the combined eight predictors explain 
73.5% of the variance in Irish C-Test scores at Time 1.  The Beta values in the final 
equation indicate that only four of the eight factors contribute to the variance 
explained.  The most important factor by far is Instructional Category, represented by 
a sheaf coefficient, with an overall significant Beta of .688 in the final equation.  It 
accounted for an additional 64.5% of variance in C-test scores when entered directly 
after Gender into the equation.  The unstandardised regression coefficients for the two 
Instructional Category dummy variables indicate that C-test scores for Instructional 
Category 1 students are lowest of all (B=-51.6) while those for Instructional Category 
2 though higher (-20.5) are still lower than the those for Instructional Category 3.  It 
will be noted that Gender, which was the first variable to be entered in the model, 
explained a much smaller but, nonetheless, significant proportion of variance (3.1%) 
than Instructional Category.  The significant Beta (.215) for Gender in the final 
analysis indicate that C-test scores for female students are higher than for male 
students. 
 Irish Class Anxiety also makes a small but significant contribution in the regression 
model, explaining an additional 3.8% of variance (R2 change) when entered on the 
seventh step in the analysis.  The Beta for Irish Class Anxiety (-.203) shows that C-test 
scores are lower for those students who have higher levels of anxiety during the Irish 
lesson (see last column).  Finally, it will be noted that Parental Encouragement (PE) 
shows a non-significant effect, which increases to significance once other variables are 
entered.  The Beta (-.095) is significant at the .05 level of significant when all eight 
variables are included in the analysis.  This points to a ‘suppression’ effect i.e. PE is 
correlated with independent variables that are positively correlated with the C-test, 
while PE is negatively correlated with the C-test itself.   
 



 

 

 

Table 4.26a 
   Regression of Irish C-Test scores on key factors (individual, use, home, course and motivation): Model summary for Initial Sample  
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change 
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iables in)

(Constant)          49.91** 5.15   
Gender  .175 .031 .026 22.45 .031 6.62 1 209 .01 8.04** 3.13 .175** .215**
ICφ   Dummy IC1 
        Dummy IC2 
IC sheaf    

 
.822 

 
.676 

 
.671 

 
13.04 

 
.645 

 
206.12

 
2 

 
207

 
.001 

-51.60**
-20.51**

2.63 
2.39 

-1.020**
-.451**

 

 
 

 .688**
UIH-1 .824 .679 .672 13.02 .003 1.75 1 206 NS 1.14 .86 .057 -.004 
OSI-1 .830 .688 .680 12.86 .009 6.15 1 205 .01  2.32** .93 .134**  .042 
PE  .830 .689 .680 12.87 .001 0.65 1 204 NS -.07 .08 -.039 -.095* 
ICET .833 .694 .683 12.80 .005 3.24 1 203      NS  .09 .05 .085 -.001   
ICA .856 .732 .722 12.00 .038 28.79 1 202 .001 -.62** .12 -.233** -.203 **
MIndex .858 .735 .724 11.95 .003 2.50 1 201 NS .12 .08 .127  .127 

              *p<.05; **p<.01;  φ IC3 is the reference category.  
Table 4.26b 

Regression of TPSI (Listening + Speaking) scores on key factors: Model summary for Target Sample 
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.661 
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2.89 
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.638** 

UIH-1 .833 .694 .680 9.75 .021 6.01 1 86 .05 2.36* .96 .152* -.034 
OSI-1 .863 .744 .729 8.96 .050 16.77 1 85 .001 3.83** .94 .295** .185** 
PE  .876 .767 .750 8.61 .023 8.12 1 84 .01 .25** .09 .185** .091 
ICET .879 .773 .754 8.54 .006 2.28 1 83     NS .08 .05 .102 -.019 
ICA .898 .806 .788 7.94 .033 14.11 1 82 .001  -.53** .14 -.251** -.228** 
MIndex .899 .808 .786 7.96 .001 0.58 1 81 NS .06 .08 .090 .090 

  *p<.05; **p<.01;  φ IC3 is the reference category. 



Retention and attrition of Irish as a second language 

 

104

 The regression model results for Irish C-Test scores may now be compared with the 
same regression model used to predict scores on the Test of Proficiency in Spoken 
Irish (TPSI).  Looking at Table 4.26b, the first finding to be noted is that the overall 
proportion of variance (R2) explained is slightly higher (80.8%) than in the case of 
Irish C-Test (ICT) scores.  It will be recalled, however, that the sample used (Target 
Sample) with TPSI scores is much smaller than that used (Initial Sample) in the case 
of ICT scores.  The independent variable, Instructional Category, still retains its strong 
explanatory power, accounting for an additional 67.3% of variance in spoken Irish 
scores after Gender has been entered.  The latter variable (Gender) does not make any 
significant difference in TPSI scores in this smaller sample.  However, Irish Class 
Anxiety contributes an extra 3.3% to variance explained when entered on the seventh 
step.  The significant Beta (-.228) in the final equation shows the direction and 
magnitude of the effect: higher levels of anxiety associated with lower scores in 
spoken Irish.  The most interesting outcome of this analysis is the finding that the 
independent variable Opportunity to Speak Irish outside school (OSI-1) explains an 
additional 5% of variance when entered on the fifth step.  Use of Irish in the Home 
which was entered just before it was not significant.  The Beta value (.185) for 
Opportunity to Speak Irish outside of school in the final analysis is significant at the 
.01 level and indicates that the more Irish is spoken by students outside school, the 
higher their scores on the test of spoken Irish.  It makes sense, perhaps, that 
Opportunity to Speak Irish may have a greater impact on achievement in spoken Irish 
than on general proficiency in Irish as measured by the C-test.  Lastly, it will be noted 
that though Parental Encouragement made a small but significant additional 
contribution (2.3%) to variance in spoken Irish scores when entered on the fifth step of 
the analysis, the Beta in the last column shows that this factor fails to be significant in 
the final equation when all eight variables are included.  The partialling out of 
intercorrelations between this and the three other affective variables entered 
subsequently may explain its diminished effect. 

4.10  Summary and discussion of main findings 

4.10.1  Ability in Irish  
In general, the Leaving Certificate students perform well on the Irish language tests 
with the majority of scores falling in the upper half of the normal distribution curve.  
The listening test seemed to be relatively easy for most students and possibly reflects 
the emphasis on listening skills in the Leaving Certificate programme.  On average, 
students get about 62% of C-test items correct while Target Sample students attain 
65% of the total score on the Speaking Test.  However, significant differences in 
achievement between the three instructional categories is found in the case of all three 
tests, with Instructional Category 3 (‘all-Irish’ school) students scoring highest, on 
average, and Instructional Category 1 (Ordinary Level Irish in ‘ordinary’ schools) 
students scoring lowest, on average.  The same pattern of achievement is seen in the 
case of all speaking subtests with the exception of the ‘Tell a story’ subtest where 
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mean scores for students from Instructional Category 3 and from Instructional 
Category 2 (Higher Level Irish in ‘ordinary’ school) are somewhat similar.   
 Notwithstanding the fact that, on average, Instructional Category 3 (IC3) students 
score higher than Instructional Category 2 (IC2) students who themselves, in turn, 
score higher than Instructional Category 1 (IC1) students, there are many individual 
cases in which IC2 students score higher than IC3 students and to a lesser extent cases 
where IC1 students score as well or sometimes better than some IC2 students.  
Students’ scores on the above tests (Speaking test and C-test in particular) correlated 
very strongly with their grades on the Irish paper in the Leaving Certificate 
Examination.  In addition, female students performed better than male students on the 
C-test. 
 Students’ self-ratings of ability to speak Irish correlated highly with actual 
achievement as measured by the three Irish tests and, in particular, with scores on the 
Speaking Test.  The great majority (84.3%) of ‘all-Irish’ school (IC1) students in the 
study considered themselves to have native-like ability.  IC2 students were more likely 
to rate themselves at the level of ‘most conversations’ or ‘parts of conversations’ while 
IC1 students generally rated themselves at the level of ‘parts of conversations’ or 
being able to speak ‘a few simple sentences’.  Together with the more objective 
measures of achievement in Irish (Irish tests and Leaving Certificate Examination Irish 
grades), these findings support the widely held view that ‘all-Irish’ schools succeed in 
producing highly competent speakers of Irish (see section 1.6).    

4.10.2  Irish Attitude/Motivation and Use of Irish outside school 
The responses to attitude/motivation questionnaire items suggested that while most 
students were not negative towards Irish neither were they willing to invest great 
personal effort in learning it.  A similar finding was reported for primary school pupils 
in Harris and Murtagh’s (1999: 311) study.  In addition, students in the present study 
considered the Irish course to be above average in terms of difficulty and seemed to be 
motivated more by the utilitarian value of studying the course rather than by the 
inherent interest or appeal of the course itself.  Attitudes varied greatly, however, 
according to instructional background.  The most positive attitudes to learning Irish 
and to the Irish course, as well as the least anxiety in the Irish class were associated 
with students from ‘all-Irish’ school Leaving Certificate classes (IC3) while the least 
positive attitudes and most anxiety were associated with those studying Ordinary 
Level Irish for the Leaving Certificate in ‘ordinary’ secondary schools (IC1 students).  
IC3 (‘all-Irish’ school) students were also likely to receive higher levels of Parental 
Encouragement than other students while, in general, IC1 students received the lowest 
levels of Parental Encouragement.  More positive attitudes, commitment and higher 
levels of parental encouragement among Leaving Certificate students from ‘all-Irish’ 
schools compared to their peers in ‘ordinary’ schools has also been reported by 
Kavanagh (1999).  Correlations in the present study also indicate that the higher the 
level of parental encouragement, the more likely also that Irish was used at home and 
the higher the levels of Irish used by the student outside school generally.   
 In addition, the more positive the students’ attitude to learning Irish, the higher also 
actual commitment to speaking it.  Such motivational factors are strongly related to the 
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students’ overall evaluation of the Irish course: the higher they rate the course the 
higher their motivation to learn Irish.  Furthermore, lower levels of anxiety in relation 
to learning Irish in the Irish class are associated with higher overall motivation to 
learning the language and greater use of the language outside of school.   
 The ‘all-Irish’ school students in the study also had one other important advantage 
over the ‘ordinary’ school students which relates to general opportunity to use the 
language in context outside of school.  Three quarters of that group (IC3 students) 
reported substantial opportunity (‘quite a bit’/’a great amount’) to speak Irish outside 
school and this typically involved using Irish in social situations with family or friends 
who speak Irish.  The corresponding proportions for extra-school use of Irish among 
students in IC1 and IC2 were much lower: 20.1% and 4.3% respectively.  Extra-school 
use of Irish among IC2 students mainly involved contact with Irish through summer 
courses in the Gaeltacht, watching Irish language TV or using Irish as a secret code 
e.g. when on holidays abroad.  It should be pointed out, however, that home use of 
Irish is very low overall and even among IC3 (‘all-Irish’ school) students only a 
quarter report that it is used frequently at home (‘often’/’very often’). 

4.10.3  Relating attitudinal and use factors to achievement in Irish 
One of the main difficulties with attitudinal data is finding ways of measuring its 
influence on achievement.  A composite index of Motivation using AMTB-based 
scales (Gardner, 1985a), however, facilitates the correlation of general motivation or 
commitment to learning Irish with achievement on the Irish tests.  The results show 
that, in general, the higher the student’s motivation, the higher also his/her score on 
each of the three tests.  Likewise, higher Parental Encouragement in relation to their 
children learning Irish is associated with higher test scores, in particular speaking 
scores.  Higher levels of anxiety in the Irish class are associated with lower 
achievement in Irish and in particular lower speaking scores.  Female students were 
associated with higher levels of anxiety than male students despite the fact that, in 
general, females had slightly higher general proficiency (C-test scores) in Irish than 
males.  It will be recalled that Irish Class Anxiety was measured mainly in terms of 
discomfort while speaking during the Irish class suggesting that general learning or 
performance anxiety rather than ability in Irish may explain the higher levels of Irish 
Class Anxiety reported by the female students.     
 The correlation data showed that a whole nexus of attitude/motivation, use and 
course-related factors are associated with higher achievement in Irish.  The complexity 
of such interrelationships can be disentangled to some extent by performing multiple 
regression analyses, a procedure which assesses the relative effect of each independent 
variable on achievement by controlling for redundancy between them.  The same 
hierarchical regression model with just eight independent factors was used to predict 
Irish C-Test (ICT) scores and total score on the Test of Proficiency in Spoken Irish 
(TPSI).   
 The results confirmed the dominance of the class level Instructional Category 
variable in relation to both measures of achievement.  Thus, choice of medium of 
instruction or course level is one of the chief predictors of eventual achievement in 
Irish, accounting for approximately two-thirds (65-67%) of the overall variance (R2) 
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explained in ICT and TPSI scores.  The choice of ‘all-Irish’ medium education, in 
particular, is associated with the highest levels of achievement in Irish.  Most of this 
relationship is likely to be explained in terms of the high levels of comprehensible 
input and output in these immersion environments (Krashen, 1985; Swain, 1985).  
And as has been pointed out in Chapter 1 (see section 1.6), attending an ‘all-Irish’ 
school is likely to increase students’ opportunities to participate in Irish-speaking 
networks outside of school.  There are factors which were not included in the present 
study which affect choice of immersion education – factors such as social class 
background of parents and their educational aspirations for their children.  Data to be 
presented in the next chapter (see section 5.4.1) show that students’ choice of the 
Higher Level Irish course was motivated mainly by instrumental reasons such as the 
likelihood of getting a good grade (and grade points).  Ordinary Level Irish students in 
the Leaving Certificate programme considered the Higher Level course too difficult.  
It has already been suggested (see section 4.7) that this group’s (IC1) overall academic 
achievement is substantially lower than that found in either of the other two 
instructional categories. 
 The regression analyses also indicated that achievement in spoken Irish is more 
sensitive to use of Irish at home or outside of school than is the measure of general 
proficiency in Irish (C-test).  Specifically, Use of Irish in the Home is only significant 
in the case of spoken Irish scores, explaining just 2% of variance (R2).  Opportunity to 
Speak Irish outside of school is a significant predictor in the case of both dependent 
variables but accounts for much more of the variance in spoken Irish scores (5%) than 
in C-test scores (1%).   
 These findings confirm that even minimal contact with, or use of, Irish at home or 
through other social contacts impacts in a small but positive way on students’ 
achievement in spoken Irish.  There is some limited evidence from the present study 
that parental encouragement may also help but home use emerges as being more 
significant.  Kavanagh in her (1999: 260) study of ‘ordinary’ school and immersion 
school Leaving Certificate students (see section 1.6) also noted a link between parental 
encouragement and student self-assessed ability in spoken Irish.  She concluded that 
parental encouragement may either offer an opportunity for greater practice or signify 
“a greater parental campaign of support and encouragement of the Irish language”. 
 Finally, Irish Class Anxiety accounts for a significant proportion of additional 
explained variance (3-4%) in both regression analyses (predicting ICT and TPSI 
scores) thereby being confirmed as a strong negative affective factor in relation to 
overall student achievement in Irish, even among those taking the Higher Level course 
in Irish.  
 



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 

 



Retention and attrition of Irish as a second language 112

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). 
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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 
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 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.   
 



  

6  Summary and conclusions 

6.1  Introduction 

This chapter summarises and discusses the main findings of this exploratory study 
which assessed Irish language skills of secondary school students before their final 
year (Leaving Certificate) examination and measured the retention of these skills over 
a period of approximately eighteen months after they left school.  In section 6.2, the 
methodology used in the study will be presented and evaluated.  The next two sections 
summarise the findings.  Section 6.3 describes and discusses the first phase of the 
research which assessed proficiency in Irish, attitudes to learning Irish and extra-
school use of Irish among Leaving Certificate students from three different 
instructional backgrounds.  Section 6.4 summarises the findings of the longitudinal 
study for a subgroup of the initial sample and assesses the relevance of these outcomes 
for the retention of Irish and school-acquired second languages generally.  Section 6.5 
considers the implications of the study’s findings for the teaching of Irish in the school 
system and offers some suggestions for future policy in this area.  Finally, 
recommendations will be made for further research to help extend our knowledge of 
the process of Irish language attrition/retention.   

6.2  Methodology  

6.2.1  Design of the study and participants 
The primary aim of the study was to assess the extent to which Irish school leavers 
retain the Irish they have learned during their primary and secondary education.  Thus, 
the basic design was a longitudinal study where final year secondary students were 
first interviewed and tested as they came towards the end of their formal school 
instruction in Irish (Time 1) and, again approximately eighteen months after they 
completed their final school examinations (Time 2).  A secondary aim of the study was 
to assess initial proficiency and final proficiency in Irish of participants from three 
different instructional backgrounds and to ascertain the impact of general motivation 
and use on proficiency at both times of testing.     
 A simple way of ensuring a good mix of students at Time 1, in terms of proficiency 
and general use of Irish for real communication, was to select three groups of Leaving 
Certificate students: one studying the Ordinary Level Irish course in ‘ordinary’ 
(English-medium) secondary schools, another the Higher Level Irish course in 
‘ordinary’ schools and a third group, also studying Higher Level Irish but the students 
attended one of the small minority of immersion (‘all-Irish’ medium) secondary 
schools.  The term, Instructional Category, is used to refer to this 3-way grouping.  The 
categories are  
• Instructional Category 1 (IC1): Ordinary Level Irish students in ‘ordinary’ schools 
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• Instructional Category 2 (IC2): Higher Level Irish students in ‘ordinary’ schools 
• Instructional Category 3 (IC3): Higher Level Irish students in ‘all-Irish’ schools. 
 Twelve Leaving Certificate classes from schools in the Dublin area with a total of 
257 students agreed to participate in the initial study.  Participation rates varied 
somewhat according to instructional background.  Instructional Category 2 classes and 
students were over represented in this sample 1 (n=130).   

Achievement data and background information collected from the Initial Sample 
(n=257) was seen as providing a useful yardstick for assessing the representativeness 
of those participating in the follow-up study.  Thus, data relating to general and spoken 
Irish proficiency as well as measures of attitude/motivation to learning Irish and use of 
Irish outside of school were collected from this larger group.  All students in this Initial 
Sample were assessed using a listening test and a C-test in Irish.   
 A smaller sub-sample, known as the Target Sample (n=95), whose members agreed 
to participate in the follow-up interview at Time 2 was also administered a speaking 
test.  In the event, just 59 of this Target Sample were able to participate in the 
interview at Time 2.  This latter group is known as the Final Sample.   

6.2.2  The instruments  
As there were no existing standardised objective tests of proficiency in spoken Irish 
suitable for secondary school students, a test was designed which aimed to assess 
candidates’ competence in relation to some basic communicative (listening and 
speaking) objectives in spoken Irish as defined in the Leaving Certificate Irish 
syllabus.  This Test of Proficiency in Spoken Irish (TPSI) contained a separate 
listening and a speaking section.  The ‘listening’ test consists of multiple-choice/true-
false items in which candidates listen to samples of discourse and indicate their 
preferences by ticking the appropriate box.  Samples of speech from different types of 
oral Irish discourse were used in the test (telephone conversation, news 
broadcasts/reports and interviews).  The maximum score attainable on the listening test 
is 34.   
  The total score attainable on the Irish speaking test is 66.  Therefore, the overall 
TPSI (maximum score = 100) is heavily weighted in favour of the productive aspect of 
spoken Irish.  The speaking test consists of six subtests, the first testing pronunciation 
and the remaining five tasks assessing the candidate’s ability to react appropriately, 
describe an event, give opinions, describe objects, and give advice/instructions. A 
semi-direct interviewing format was employed, a method first used in the 1980’s in the 
United States (ETS, 1982).  A live interviewer is not required in such tests, thus 
eliminating the possibility of interviewer bias.  The candidate listens to audio-recorded 
sample items and instructions relating to tasks and items.  In the case of the Irish 
speaking test, a test booklet contains the same information along with visual images 
(line drawings) for five tasks.  Responses are tape recorded so that performance can be 
assessed retrospectively.   
 While changes over time in skills relating to spoken Irish was to be the main focus 
of this study, it was also decided to measure participants’ overall or general 
proficiency in Irish.  One type of test which, can be curriculum independent, is 
relatively inexpensive to design, and regarded as a good overall measure of general 
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second-language proficiency is the C-test (Raatz & Klein-Braley, 1998).  It is a 
modified version of the Cloze Test based on the same theoretical principle of reduced 
redundancy.  In the C-test, however, the second half of every second word is deleted.  
The Irish C-Test (ICT), designed for the purposes of the present study, consists of 
three short texts together requiring 88 restorations.  The first and last sentence of each 
piece of text are left intact.   
 Students in the Initial Sample filled in a questionnaire which collected background 
information on self-assessed ability in spoken Irish, use of Irish outside of school and 
attitude/motivation to learning Irish.  The first 70 of the 78 items in the questionnaire 
correspond closely to items in the Attitude Motivation Test Battery (AMTB) used by 
Gardner (1985a; 1985b) but adapted to the Irish learning context.  Items relating to 
three AMTB-based scales - Attitude to Learning Irish, Irish Class Anxiety and Parental 
Encouragement were randomly presented followed by a seven-point Likert response 
format (Likert, 1932) ranging from ‘strongly disagree’ to ‘strongly agree’.  Twenty 
multiple-choice type items represent the two remaining motivation scales - 
Motivational Intensity and Desire to Learn Irish.  Together with Attitude to Learning 
Irish these two scales give an overall index of student motivation in relation to learning 
Irish.   Section 3 evaluates students’ ideas and impressions of the Irish course they are 
studying.  Each item is scored on a seven point semantic differential scale.  The overall 
measure of Irish Course Evaluation is composed of four course-related factors: Utility, 
Evaluation, Interest and Difficulty.  In the last section of the questionnaire, information 
was sought on student self-assessed ability in spoken Irish and use of Irish outside of 
school.   
 At Time 2, a short Participant’s Questionnaire was administered to the Final Sample, 
seeking information on participants’ current self-assessed ability to speak Irish and on 
their use of Irish since leaving secondary school.  Six relevant items from the Desire to 
Learn Irish scale administered at Time 1 were also included and combined form a 
reduced Desire to Learn Irish scale.  The last few items of this questionnaire elicited 
participants’ retrospective views in relation to their choice of the Ordinary Level or 
Higher Level Irish course in the Leaving Certificate programme and to the perceived 
benefits of the course and the study of Irish in school generally.   
 Reliability statistics were computed for all three Irish language tests as well as for 
the various attitude/motivation scales in the Student Questionnaire.  The results 
showed that the reliability coefficients for attitude/motivation scales were acceptable 
and compared favourably with comparable scales used in other second-language 
learning studies.  Classical item analyses and Rasch models were used to estimate 
reliability of the language tests.  While item analysis showed that the short listening 
test was slightly too easy for the majority of the sample tested, it was deemed to be an 
adequate fit in terms of the Rash model.  The speaking test which contained more 
items (mainly scaled items) was associated with a wider distribution of scores and had 
high reliability estimates.  Both the researcher and the corrector independently rated a 
sample of ten speaking tests in order to establish inter-rater reliability.  The inter-rater 
reliability coefficient found was high (alpha=.9).  The indices of reliability for items in 
the Irish C-Test were also adequate.    
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 Overall, scores on each of the three tests were found to correlate significantly with 
each other, as well as with overall Irish grade achieved in the Leaving Certificate 
Examination.  Such correlations are indicative of good ‘construct’ or ‘convergent’ 
validity of the tests i.e. the tests correlate with measures with which they should 
correlate, if the underlying construct is correct (Gardner, 1985a).   
 More details of the instruments and their administration can be found in Chapter 3 
(see section 3.3). 

6.3  Attitude/motivation, use and proficiency in Initial Sample 

6.3.1  Irish Attitude/Motivation and use of Irish  
In general, the responses to the Student Questionnaire items indicate that while 
students were not negative towards Irish neither did they invest great personal effort in 
learning it.  In addition, students considered the Irish course to be above average in 
terms of difficulty and seemed to be motivated more by the utilitarian value of 
studying the course rather than by the inherent interest or appeal of the course itself.  
Attitudes varied greatly, however, according to Instructional Category.  The most 
positive attitudes to learning Irish and to the Irish course, as well as the least anxiety in 
the Irish class, are associated with students in ‘all-Irish’ school classes while the least 
positive attitudes and most anxiety is associated with those studying Ordinary Level 
Irish in ‘ordinary’ schools (Instructional Category 1).  Instructional Category 3 (‘all-
Irish’ school) students were also likely to receive higher levels of parental 
encouragement than other students while, in general, Instructional Category 1 students 
received the lowest levels of parental encouragement.   

Many of the attitude/motivation variables are closely related to each other.  The 
more positive students’ attitude to learning Irish, the higher also their actual 
commitment to speaking it.  Such motivational factors are strongly related to the 
students’ overall evaluation of the Irish Course: the higher they rated the course, the 
higher also was their motivation to learn Irish.  Furthermore, lower levels of anxiety in 
the Irish class are associated with higher overall motivation to learning the language 
and greater use of the language outside of school.   
 Immersion school (Instructional Category 3) students have one other important 
advantage over their peers in ‘ordinary’ schools which relates to general opportunity to 
use the language for real communication not only inside but also outside of the school.  
The results of this study show that three quarters of Instructional Category 3 students 
reported substantial opportunity (‘quite a bit’/’a great amount’) to speak Irish outside 
school.  The corresponding proportions for Instructional Categories 1 & 2  were much 
lower - 20.1% and 4.3% respectively.  A slightly higher proportion of Instructional 
Category 3 students (18%) than of Instructional Category 2 or Instructional Category 1 
students (14.3 & 12.7%) listed home use of Irish.   And while 40% of Instructional 
Category 3 students reported using Irish with friends who ‘speak Irish or who are 
interested in Irish’, the corresponding percentages in Instructional Category 2 and 
Instructional Category 1 were 10% and 4% respectively.  A similar pattern was 
observed in the subcategories ‘Socialising with Friends’ or ‘Irish-Speaking 
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family/relatives’.  In fact, only ‘all-Irish’ school students (24%) listed the former as a 
situation where Irish was used.  ‘Ordinary’ school students, especially those in 
Instructional Category 1 (20%), were more likely to report that they used the 
‘occasional Irish word/phrase’ with family or friends and often just for fun.  Extra-
school use of Irish among Instructional Category 2 students was higher than among 
their Instructional Category 1 counterparts and mainly involved contact with Irish 
through attending summer courses in the Gaeltacht (Irish-speaking areas), watching 
Irish language TV or using Irish as a secret code e.g. when on holidays abroad.  
 Contact with Irish via the media was relatively high overall but highest among 
immersion students.  One fifth of Instructional Category 3 students reported watching 
Irish language TV programmes or listening to radio programmes in Irish ‘as often as 
possible’ while a further three quarters did so ‘sometimes’.  While use of this type is 
lowest among ‘ordinary’ school students, 71% of Instructional Category 2 and 47% of 
Instructional Category 1, nevertheless, reported that they watched/listened to such 
programmes at least ‘sometimes’.  Just over one-fifth of students in Instructional 
Categories 2 and 3 reported reading Irish magazines and newspapers as often as they 
could while only one student in Instructional Category 1 reported an equivalent level 
of use.   
 Taken overall, the data demonstrated a direct link between Instructional Category 
and the extent to which Irish was used outside of the school.  Specifically, immersion 
(‘all-Irish’ school) students used Irish in a greater variety of social situations and were 
more likely to have access to or to seek out Irish-speaking networks than students in 
‘ordinary’ schools.  And within ‘ordinary’ schools, those studying Higher Level Irish 
in the Leaving Certificate programme had more contact with the language outside of 
the school than students taking the Ordinary Level Irish course.  Finally, it must be 
pointed out that while these results relate to the Initial Sample of students, the pattern 
of attitude/motivation and use observed was also representative of the sub-sample of 
students (Target Sample) who were targeted for the follow-up study (see section 
4.2.2). 

6.3.2  Achievement in Irish at Time 1 and background variables 
Overall, students in the Initial Sample performed well on the Irish language tests.  
Looking first at C-test results, it was found that, on average, students got 62% of items 
correct.  However, there were large differences between average performance in the 
three instructional categories: the mean C-test scores for Instructional Categories 1, 2 
and 3 were 34.5, 67.6 and 86.3 respectively.  It was noted also that Instructional 
Category 1 students were most likely to leave blanks rather than attempt restorations in 
the C-test.   
 The listening test proved to be relatively easy for most students.  A mean ‘listening’ 
score of 26.9 (out of a possible total of 34) was recorded with a standard deviation of 
4.4.  Nonetheless, there were significant differences between the groups.  In general, 
Instructional Category 3 students scored highest (with a mean score of 30.5) followed 
by Instructional Category 2 students (28.3) while Instructional Category 1 students 
scored lowest (21.7).   
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 Results for the speaking test, administered only to the Target Sample, showed an 
overall mean score of 43 for students out of the maximum 66 marks carried by the test.  
Again, there was evidence of a strong significant relationship between achievement 
and Instructional Category.  The mean scores on the speaking test for Instructional 
Categories 1, 2 and 3 were 41.1, 71.1 and 84.9 respectively.  The same pattern of 
achievement is seen in the case of all six subtests.  Despite the strong relationship, 
there are many individual cases in which Instructional Category 2 students score 
higher than Instructional Category 3 students and to a lesser extent cases where 
Instructional Category 1 students score as well if not better than some Instructional 
Category 2 students. 
 Students’ scores on the above tests (Speaking and C-test in particular) correlated 
strongly and significantly with their grades on the Irish paper in the Leaving 
Certificate Examination (grade measured in terms of the number of college entry 
‘points’ awarded for that grade).  For example, in the Target Sample, Speaking Test 
and Irish C-Test scores had Pearson r values > .9 with Irish grade points received in 
the examination. There was also a small but significant tendency for female students in 
the study to have higher C-test scores than male students.  No gender differences were 
found, however, on the overall Test of Proficiency in Spoken Irish (listening and 
speaking tests combined).   
 Students’ self-assessed ability to speak Irish ratings correlated strongly with actual 
achievement as measured by the three Irish tests and, in particular, with scores on the 
speaking test.  Distinct patterns are found across instructional categories in the ways in 
which students rate their own ability to speak Irish.  Data from the Student 
Questionnaire had shown that the great majority (84.3%) of ‘all-Irish’ school 
(Instructional Category 3) students considered themselves to have native-like ability.  
Instructional Category 2 students were more likely to rate themselves at the level of 
‘most conversations’ or ‘parts of conversations’ while Instructional Category 1 
students generally rated themselves at the level of ‘parts of conversations’ or being 
able to speak just ‘a few simple sentences’.  Kavanagh (1999) reported similar 
differences between immersion and ‘ordinary’ school Leaving Certificate students in 
terms of self assessed ability in spoken Irish (see section 1.6).    
 The overall index of student motivation to learn Irish at Time 1 (Motivation Index) 
is significantly correlated with student achievement on the Irish tests at that time.  The 
results show that, in general, the higher the student’s motivation, the higher also is 
her/his score on each of the three tests.  Likewise, higher parental encouragement in 
relation to their children learning Irish is associated with higher student achievement, 
in particular speaking scores.   
 Correlations involving student Irish Class Anxiety and achievement on each of the 
three tests are all significant.  In general, the higher the level of anxiety reported, the 
lower that student’s overall achievement score.  Again, the relationship is strongest in 
the case of speaking scores. 

Another significant correlation which is worth noting is that involving Irish Class 
Anxiety and Gender.  The relationship shows that female students reported 
significantly higher levels of anxiety in relation to the Irish class than male students.  
The earlier finding that females’ general proficiency in Irish (C-test scores) was higher 
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than that of males suggests that the relationship between gender and anxiety in the 
Irish lesson is likely to be independent of that between proficiency in Irish and Irish 
Class Anxiety.   
 It has already been established that not only is Instructional Category strongly linked 
to achievement in Irish but it is also linked with attitudinal and use variables.  
Furthermore, attitude and use measures are also intercorrelated.  The complexity of 
such interrelationships between background independent variables can be disentangled 
somewhat by using multiple regression analyses.  The latter procedure can assess the 
relative effect of each independent variable on achievement by controlling for 
redundancy between them.  The same hierarchical regression model (eight independent 
variables) was used to predict Irish C-test scores and total score on the Test of 
Proficiency in Spoken Irish (see section 4.9).  The results revealed some small 
differences in the relative importance of predictors in relation to the two achievement 
variables.  The dominance of the class level variable Instructional Category in 
predicting both general proficiency in Irish as well as achievement in spoken Irish is 
confirmed.  Both sets of analyses show that Instructional Category explains 
approximately two-thirds of the variance (R2) in both C-test and Test of Proficiency in 
Spoken Irish scores.   
 The significance of each of the other independent factors varies according to the 
criterion score being predicted.  Gender explains a significant proportion of variance 
(3.5%) in the case of C-test scores only.  In general, the results indicate that 
achievement in spoken Irish is more sensitive to use of Irish outside of school than is 
general proficiency in Irish as measured by the C-test.  Specifically, Opportunity to 
Speak Irish outside of school is a significant predictor in the case of both dependent 
variables but accounts for much more of the variance in TPSI scores (5%) than in C-
test scores (1%).  Parental Encouragement and Use of Irish in the Home variables also 
make additional and significant contributions (2%) to variance explained in spoken 
Irish scores when entered into the regression model.  However, their overall impact is 
reduced when all other predictors are included.  Irish Class Anxiety accounts for an 
additional 3-4% of variance in the case of both sets of achievement scores.  Finally, 
students’ evaluation of the Irish course which was entered last in the model makes no 
additional significant contribution in the case of either dependent variable.   

6.3.3  Conclusions from the first phase of the study  
While the overall success of students on the three Irish language tests was relatively 
high, it must be remembered that the Test of Proficiency in Spoken Irish was based on 
communicative objectives common to the Ordinary and Higher Level courses in Irish.  
Thus, for Instructional Category 2 and Instructional Category 3 students it would be 
considered to be a rather easy test.  The findings showed that the listening test was 
indeed quite easy for most students but the speaking test was more challenging.  In 
particular, those tasks involving communicative functions which required candidates to 
give simple opinions or simple instructions in Irish were found to be most difficult and 
particularly in the case of Ordinary Level Irish students.   

Other studies of achievement in Irish have shown that general academic ability is a 
very important determinant of overall success in learning Irish (Harris & Murtagh, 
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1988b, 1999; Hickey, 1997).  There is some limited evidence from the present study 
also that overall academic ability affects the choice of Ordinary versus Higher Level 
Irish.  Using the available data, it was shown that the overall number of college entry 
‘points’ attained was lower for Ordinary Level Irish (Instructional Category 1) students 
than for students in either of the other two instructional categories in the Initial 
Sample.  In addition, eight of the ten Instructional Category 1 participants in the Final 
Sample reported that they would have found the Higher Level Irish course too 
difficult.   
 As pointed out in section 1.7.4, students who are about to complete their secondary 
education in Ireland will by that time have received approximately 1,450 school hours 
of Irish instruction.  According to the Ontario Ministry of Education in Canada’s three 
levels of expected competence, such exposure would place these students only at a 
‘basic’ level of competence, possessing “a fundamental knowledge of the language, 
the ability to participate in simple conversations, the ability to read simple texts and 
the ability to resume the study of the second language in later life” (Swain, 1981: 490).  
The results of the present study suggest that the majority of Leaving Certificate 
students have achieved such a basic level of competence in Irish.  However, the low 
scores of many Ordinary Level Irish (Instructional Category 1) students on the 
speaking test indicate that they are not capable of participating in fairly simple 
conversations in Irish.   

At another level, the findings show that the aims of the Leaving Certificate 
programme in respect of expected levels of spoken Irish can be seen only as having 
been achieved in the case of immersion (‘all-Irish’) school students, practically all of 
whom achieve high scores on the speaking test in Irish (mean percentage score=86%).  
Higher Level Irish students in ‘ordinary’ schools also attain reasonably high speaking 
scores (mean percentage score=71%) but the range of achievement is greater in this 
group.  It will be recalled from Chapter 1 (section 1.7.2) that Higher Level Irish 
students are, on completion of the Leaving Certificate course, expected to understand 
and to speak Irish at a sufficiently high level to be able to confidently participate in 
general social interaction in the Irish language.  While this aim seems to be achievable 
for immersion students, it may only be realistic for a minority of Instructional 
Category 2 students and, in particular, for those who have the opportunity to use the 
language in meaningful situations outside of the Irish classroom and the school.   

Given the limited number of contact hours with Irish at secondary level and the 
broad nature of the course which includes prescribed works of prose and poetry, the 
level of success in Irish attained by ‘ordinary’ school Leaving Certificate students may 
be a realistic reflection of what is attainable in such circumstances.  However, there are 
some indications that even when Instructional Category is taken into account, aspects 
of discomfort in the language learning situation (Irish Class Anxiety) may cause some 
individuals to underachieve in spoken Irish in particular.  Whether this discomfort is 
due to lack of proficiency or practice in speaking the language or to some general 
learning anxiety is difficult to ascertain.  The results do show, however, an inverse 
relationship between achievement and anxiety.   

Mean ratings on the Irish Course Evaluation scale in the Student Questionnaire 
indicated that Instructional Category 1 students were more likely than other students in 
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the Initial Sample to rate their Irish course as being difficult and to be low in terms of 
interest.  The results also suggest that, in general, students’ self-perceptions of low 
proficiency in spoken Irish may impact negatively on their general interest and 
motivation in learning Irish.  In order to prevent the vicious circle of low motivation, 
low interest and low proficiency in Irish, it is essential that the provision of inherently 
interesting, relevant yet pedagogically appropriate, tasks and materials remains a 
priority of course design and implementation, particularly in relation to those senior- 
cycle secondary school students who currently feel demoralised or demotivated in 
relation to learning Irish.      

6.4  Retention of Irish skills among secondary school leavers 

The findings of the second phase of the study allow us to draw some conclusions 
relating to the primary issue of interest i.e. whether some significant attrition of Irish 
skills had occurred in the eighteen month time interval since formal instruction in Irish 
ceased or if participants managed to retain skills during this period.  First, it will be 
useful to look at the sample of participants who participated in the follow-up study.   

6.4.1  Background information on the Final Sample 
The Final Sample of participants from the three instructional backgrounds who 
participated in the longitudinal study (phase 2) could be said to have had a somewhat 
more positive profile in relation to Irish than the rest of participants in the Initial 
Sample in phase 1 of the study.  The former showed significantly higher achievement 
in Irish, had lower average Irish class anxiety ratings and tended to have more contact 
with Irish outside of school.  The overall Irish ‘motivation index’ in the two groups, 
however, was not significantly different.  It could be argued, therefore, that aspects of 
confidence and competence in spoken Irish may have influenced Target Sample 
members’ decisions regarding participation at Time 2.  Self-perceptions of low 
proficiency in spoken Irish among Instructional Category 1 individuals in particular 
may have deterred them from participating even though it was explained that ability 
was not important and there was a monetary reward for participating at Time 2.  The 
fact that some of Instructional Category 1 individuals in the Target Sample went into 
direct employment may also explain their overall higher level of non-participation.  
 Reflecting back on the experience of having learned Irish at school, over two-thirds 
of the Final Sample felt that the Irish course had helped them attain a satisfactory level 
of competence in Irish.  However, very few (and none of Instructional Category 1) 
agreed that they had actually enjoyed the course.  Time 1 data showed that the more 
highly students evaluated the Irish course, the higher also was their motivation to learn 
Irish at that time.  Love of the language itself and the likelihood of getting a good 
grade in the Leaving Certificate Examination were among the main reasons why 
Instructional Category 2 (and Instructional Category 3) participants in the Final 
Sample opted for the Higher Level course in Irish in the Leaving Certificate 
programme.  Instructional Category 1 participants’ motives for choosing their course 
were somewhat different: the majority reported that they chose the Ordinary Level 
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course mainly because they perceived the Higher Level course as being too difficult.  
Nevertheless, it is encouraging that three quarters of the Final Sample feel that with the 
passage of time they will come to appreciate more fully the Irish they learned while at 
school.   
 The findings also showed that while at school Instructional Category 3 participants 
had an overall advantage over other participants in the Final Sample in terms of their 
informal contact with the Irish language outside school.  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 these Instructional Category 3 participants demonstrated higher levels of 
motivation in learning Irish and lower levels of Irish-class anxiety than their 
counterparts in ‘ordinary’ schools at that time. 
 A comparison of Final Sample participants’ self-ratings of spoken Irish at Time 1 
and Time 2 indicated that a significant number perceived a decline in their level of 
proficiency in spoken Irish in the eighteen months since they left secondary school.  
This is not surprising given that they are no longer studying the language and that 
according to their own reports their use of Irish has also diminished.  On the positive 
side, the small increase over time in exposure to Irish in the broadcast media suggests 
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, reading in 
Irish since leaving school typically involves very simple texts (notices, etc) while any 
spoken Irish they use generally involves just a token Irish word or phrase in English 
conversation.  Participants from Instructional Category 3 background are the most 
likely to continue to speak Irish, to read Irish and to write in Irish.  Once again, these 
participants’ access to Irish-speaking networks emerges as a factor in facilitating such 
use.  Just over a half of them report that they use Irish with Irish speaking friends while 
about a quarter write letters or send e-mails to friends in Irish.  The evidence for more 
extensive Irish reading among participants in Instructional Category 3 shows that 
about a half read Irish articles in national or Irish language newspapers compared to 
less than 20% of  participants in the other instructional categories.  None of the latter 
group and only two of those who had attended an ‘all-Irish’ school (Instructional 
Category 3) report that they still read literary texts (e.g. short stories, novels).  Since 
leaving secondary school most participants from Instructional Category 1 do not read 
any Irish while about a half of those from Instructional Category 2 only read short 
functional texts such as the those found in notices, posters etc.  Finally, despite the 
generally frequent use of spoken Irish among the eleven Instructional Category 3 
participants, Irish is only used frequently in two of these ex-immersion students’ 
homes.   

6.4.2  Assessing change in achievement over time in the Final Sample 
In general, participants’ self-perceptions of a decline in spoken Irish ability since Time 
1 is not supported by the test data.  Statistical tests (t-tests) indicate that achievement in 
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spoken Irish (as measured by the Test of Proficiency in Spoken Irish) for the group as 
a whole did not change significantly in the eighteen months since they finished 
studying Irish at school.  Only in the case of one speaking subtest was there any 
indication of a significant, if small, change.  This involved an overall gain in scores on 
the ‘Tell a Story’ subtest, an increase which occurred mainly among Instructional 
Category 3 participants (i.e. those who had attended an ‘all-Irish’ medium secondary 
school).  A separate analysis of ‘Grammatical Accuracy’ measured over three speaking 
tasks also failed to show any significant change in participants’ general level of 
grammatical competence in Irish during the time interval.  T-tests comparing Irish C-
Test scores at Time 1 and Time 2 also failed to show any significant level of change in 
students’ general proficiency in Irish.   
 To summarise, the hypothesis that no significant change occurs in spoken and 
general Irish skills eighteen months after formal learning of the language ceases is 
upheld by the findings in the present study.  Stated otherwise, ‘Time’ as a factor did 
not exert any overall significant change on the sample’s proficiency in Irish though 
there were some individual exceptions.  A short qualitative analysis described below 
examines such small gains and losses in individual scores. 

6.4.3  Significant factors in maintenance of Irish  
Correlation data show that many of the background factors which were related to 
achievement at Time 1 are also related to performance on the same tests at Time 2.  
These include the indices of parental encouragement, student motivation in learning 
Irish, general evaluation of the Irish course and anxiety in the Irish class.  Opportunity 
to use Irish generally since leaving school is significantly related to scores on the Test 
of Proficiency in Spoken Irish at Time 2 but not to Irish C-test scores at that time.  Use 
of Irish in the home was minimal in the Final Sample and was not related to 
achievement.  It will be recalled, however, that reported opportunity to speak Irish 
(outside of school) has declined significantly in this group from Time 1 to Time 2.  
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 at Time 2 had dropped to 11.9%.  Significantly, the correlation data indicate 
that ‘Opportunity to Speak Irish’ at Time 2 is still important for the maintenance of 
spoken Irish.  The more specific indicators of current use of Irish for listening and 
speaking (see section 5.5.3) since leaving school support this latter connection with 
achievement  (Pearson r values ranges from .37 to .48).  Irish reading activity is also 
linked to higher general proficiency (C-test score) and speaking proficiency (TPSI 
score) at Time 2 but writing in Irish is only linked with higher C-test scores 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 completing their secondary education. 
   The regression analyses can be seen as a more conservative estimate of the extent to 
which background factors influence actual achievement in Irish at Time 2.  The 
analyses estimate the unique contribution of these factors after having controlled for 
initial proficiency (Time 1 achievement scores).  Due to the small number of cases in 
the Final Sample, the number of predictors was kept to a minimum.  The results of 
these analyses show that, as expected, initial proficiency in Irish explains most 
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variance (86%) in Time 2 spoken Irish scores.  Nonetheless, Instructional Category 
still remains a significant factor in explaining achievement in spoken Irish, explaining 
2.9% of additional variance.  The superior performance of Instructional Category 3 
(ex-immersion school) participants relative to those in the other two categories reflects 
not only their higher scores generally but also the small gains made by some 
participants in this category.  None of the independent variables, Gender, Opportunity 
to Speak Irish since leaving school, Use of Irish for Listening at Time 2 or Parental 
Encouragement at Time 1, emerged as significant predictors of achievement in the 
regression analysis.  It should also be noted that an index of motivation in relation to 
maintaining Irish which was represented by the participant’s score on a reduced form 
of the Desire to Learn Irish scale (see section 3.3.5) was not found to be significant in 
predicting achievement at Time 2.      

As expected, initial proficiency on the C-test (Time 1) also accounts for most of the 
variance in C-tests scores (86%) at Time 2.  However, Instructional Category just fell 
short of making a significant effect.  Apart from initial proficiency, a variable 
representing extent of Irish reading since leaving secondary school was the only other 
significant predictor of performance on the C-test at Time 2 - explaining an additional 
2% of the variance.  This finding demonstrates the potential which reading in the target 
language has in helping individuals to maintain high levels of general proficiency in a 
second language such as Irish.    

6.4.4  A qualitative analysis of participants’ comments and profiles  
In a short qualitative analysis, participants’ comments after testing were examined and 
together with other individual background characteristics yielded some valuable 
insights in relation to both their test performance and the processing difficulties which 
they experienced while doing the tests.  It should be noted that though this brief 
analysis was not envisaged in the initial study design it complements the quantitative 
data by confirming patterns which emerged in statistical analyses and suggests 
potential explanations for trends noted.   

It will be recalled that the results of quantitative analyses showed that, in general, 
Instructional Category 3 participants made some slight ‘gains’ on the Test of 
Proficiency in Spoken Irish.  The participants’ profiles confirmed these findings but 
also showed that their increased performance may be attributed, in part at least, to their 
high levels of use of spoken Irish in the meantime.  Crosstabulations had shown that 
over a half of Instructional Category 3 (54.5%) participants still use Irish with family 
or friends (compared to 15.8% in Instructional Category 2).  They are also more likely 
to report speaking Irish in other social domains e.g. meeting teachers from their old 
school or in an Irish club (23%).  It is worth pointing out that access to Irish speakers 
is likely to be a critical factor in determining use in these cases.  It should be noted also 
that not all participants with an immersion (‘all-Irish’) school background continued to 
use Irish regularly: two of the eleven participants from Instructional Category 3 
reported that they hardly ever use Irish anymore.  Nevertheless, only one individual in 
Instructional Category 3 showed an overall drop in scores.   

It will be noted that ‘gains’ in spoken Irish scores are not always associated with 
more exposure to Irish.  One male participant from Instructional Category 1 made a 
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significant gain on the Test of Proficiency in Spoken Irish without having had 
practically any contact with the language in the intervening time.  Other background 
information suggests that low motivation or interest in relation to Irish at Time 1 may 
have caused him to underachieve at initial testing.  It should also be mentioned 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 change but is 
due to the unreliability of test measures.  This possibility can be eliminated in the case 
of the present study because the reliability of the tests and scales used was quite high 
(see section 3.3). 
 The qualitative analysis also demonstrates how participants’ introspective reports in 
relation to their own performance can help explain changes in scores.  It was noted that 
the two participants who complained of interference from a third language actually 
showed a ‘substantial’ fall in spoken Irish scores.  It was also observed that learning a 
third language was not always associated with a fall in achievement.  However, where 
this happened a high level of initial proficiency in Irish may have made performance 
more immune to interference.  In terms of ‘attrition’ theory they may have reached a 
critical threshold (Pan & Berko-Gleason, 1986) in terms of proficiency in Irish (see 
section 2.4.2).   
 Many participants’ comments also indicated that they believed their performance on 
the tests had disimproved even though actual test results did not support this.  
Moreover, those who reported having no difficulties generally made gains on the test.  
All of this supports the notion that participants tended to underestimate their ability.  
However, it will be argued later that participants’ reports of ‘word-finding’ difficulties 
or feelings of being ‘rusty’ with regard to Irish may be valid indicators of slowed down 
processing.   

6.4.5  Conclusions from the second phase of the study 
The present study has found no evidence that attrition of Irish skills occurs during the 
eighteen months after final year students leave secondary school.  Neither has it been 
possible to draw any firm conclusions about attrition and level of training or, what is 
called here, instructional background in Irish.  However, differences in some 
individual scores have been noted and the qualitative analysis has shed some further 
light on these.   

There was a small number of participants, generally ex-immersion students 
(Instructional Category 3) whose continued use of the language for real 
communication was associated with an apparent increase in proficiency in Irish.  A 
few other participants whose scores in spoken Irish also improved had practically no 
contact with the language since leaving school, indicating that they underachieved at 
Time 1.  Their profiles suggest that some other individual factors may have changed in 
the meantime.  They appeared more self confident and less anxious than at Time 1.  It 
may be argued that free from the pressures of an imminent Leaving Certificate 
Examination some participants may have been more focussed or relaxed in their test 
performance at Time 2.  Increased cognitive maturity may also have played a role in 
the improved communicative ability observed.  In the case of the present study it could 
also be argued that the communicative nature of the Test of Proficiency in Spoken 
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Irish allows participants to alter their responses, or revise their strategies at Time 2, 
which may result in improved overall performance.  This along with maturational 
factors may explain the increase in performance of the small number of participants 
who had little, or no, contact with Irish.   
 Gains found in Cohen’s (1975) study of second language attrition (see section 2.3.2) 
was attributed to a phenomenon of ‘additional’ or ‘residual learning’.  Cohen 
suggested that in the case that foreign language learners have to cope with reduced 
competence and the loss of knowledge of more complex linguistic strategies, they may 
have to resort to new hypotheses about the use of the second language and 
consequently make fewer errors in less advanced usage (see also van Els, 1986: 10).  A 
period of non-use may be also be seen as a settling-in process where information 
becomes more retrievable (Cohen, 1986: 147) and where unlearning of incorrect 
patterns can take place.  However, it must be acknowledged that Cohen’s conclusions 
were based on retention over a period of a summer vacation only.   
 Many of the trends emerging from the present study replicate findings from other 
studies of second language attrition described in Chapter 2.  Weltens (1989) found 
only a little attrition and even some gains (in general listening and reading) while 
Grendel (1993) found no attrition of lexical recognition skills after four years of non-
use.  Nonetheless, Weltens also noted participants’ self-reports of vocabulary loss.  
These two Dutch studies, however, are not directly comparable with the Irish study 
because the former focussed mainly on loss of receptive skills while the present study 
assessed integrative listening and speaking skills as well as general proficiency in 
Irish.  The time intervals were also different in both cases.  It might be argued that, if 
the time interval in the present study were longer (e.g. > 2 years), more significant 
attrition would be found among lower proficiency participants at least.  It will be 
recalled that Bahrick (1984) reported most second language attrition (including recall 
skills) in his study occurring between 3-5 years after learning of that language ceased.   

It is possible that the participants who reported difficulty finding the ‘right’ word in 
the present study may actually have experienced slowed down processing which could 
have been identified had a more extensive test of recall of vocabulary items with 
stricter time restrictions been used.  However, the main interest of the present study 
was how well participants could still understand spoken Irish or speak Irish in 
simulated naturalistic conditions, in the absence of formal instruction and having little 
contact with the language.  The fact that a number of participants still maintained some 
contact with Irish may have complicated outcomes somewhat.  However, statistical 
analyses showed that such levels of contact alone did not account for the lack of 
significant attrition.     
 Another interesting trend which emerged in the findings was the significance which 
engaging in Irish reading had on the maintenance of general proficiency in Irish (as 
measured by the C-test).  The role of literacy in the development of academic language 
proficiency has been stressed by Cummins (2000).  Acquiring such decontextualised 
language skills are considered to assist independent or autonomous learning which will 
increase the likelihood of  language maintenance.  Based on her research, Hansen 
(1999a: 16) also concluded that literacy is important in the area of second language 
retention as it helps to “anchor linguistic knowledge” (see section 2.5.2).   
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6.5  Implications of findings for Irish language teaching policies  

6.5.1  Establishing clearly defined goals for the language learner 
The success of any language teaching policy can only be assessed in terms of its stated 
goals and objectives.  The findings of the present study, though limited in their 
generalisability, indicate that the overall aim of the Leaving Certificate Irish 
curriculum in attaining basic communicative skills in Irish is not being achieved for 
many students in the Ordinary Level Irish programme and even by some in the Higher 
Level Irish programme in ‘ordinary’ secondary schools.  The situation for ‘all-Irish’ 
(immersion) school students is quite different but as pointed out in section 1.6 of this 
report they represent a very small proportion of the overall numbers of second level 
students in the country.  The overall aim that Higher Level Irish Leaving Certificate 
students should be able to speak fluently in all social situations where Irish is used 
may be somewhat ambitious given that the majority have little contact with the 
language outside of school and that the amount of Irish instruction they receive at 
secondary school (approximately 450 hours in total) is only a half of what they receive 
in primary school.  Despite the emphasis on the promotion of spoken Irish skills in the 
Leaving Certificate Irish programme, the fact that a substantial number of literary 
works must also be studied means that the kind of conversational practice necessary to 
consolidate speaking skills already learned and to develop advanced level speaking 
skills is likely to be limited.   
 It must be acknowledged that much of the training to promote basic speaking skills 
in Irish has traditionally been associated with the primary school.  Research during the 
1980’s, however, showed that only approximately one-third of primary school pupils 
attained ‘mastery’ of the mainly audiovisual based course objectives in spoken Irish 
(Harris, 1984; Harris & Murtagh, 1988a).  A new communicatively oriented 
curriculum has been introduced at primary level within the last few years.  One of the 
main stated aims of this new curriculum (Department of Education and Science, 
1999c) is that the child will be able to use the language to fulfil communicative 
objectives and have opportunities to use the Irish currently being learned (in class) in 
everyday Irish language speech situations:  

“go mbeadh an páiste in ann úsáid a bhaint as an teanga chun cuspóirí 
cumarsáide a bhaint amach agus go mbeadh deiseanna aici/aige an Ghaeilge atá á 
fhoghlaim a úsáid go rialta i ngnáthchaint an lae”.   

The emphasis on the use of Irish as a living language is central to the philosophy of 
this new curriculum.   
 Irish language teaching policy has not generally placed great emphasis on 
developing a unified programme for the Irish language learner in the school system.  
Now that communicative methodologies are in place both at primary and secondary 
level, it seems  opportune to articulate the two levels in some formal way under one 
larger curriculum framework in order to facilitate students at each stage of the learning 
curve to build upon skills learned at the previous level.  This view of successful 
learning is consistent with Vygotsky’s (1978) concept of the Zone of Proximal 
Development in educational psychology where learners, guided by mediators such as 
teachers, parents etc., move on to the layer of knowledge which is just beyond that 
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with which they are currently capable of coping.  The provision of a wide range of 
incrementally challenging and interesting tasks or objectives in a structured and 
supportive environment is, therefore, essential for motivating learners and encouraging 
them to engage in self-regulated learning.  Setting out a clearly defined path of 
learning goals and objectives so students know what to expect in terms of outcomes is 
also important in ensuring sufficient levels of intrinsic motivation during the long 
process of learning Irish.      

6.5.2  Course design factors in proficiency and retention  
While frequency of use and input are obvious major factors in retention, studies 
reviewed in Chapter 2 have also shown that initial proficiency is also an important 
factor in determining the extent to which linguistic skills are retained.  Clark and 
Jorden (1984) have argued that if the goal of language learning is to be lifelong use, 
then the design of language learning and teaching should focus on reaching the 
‘critical threshold’ which is considered to be relatively resistant to attrition.  This level 
may be reached at different rates depending upon the language involved, exposure, as 
well as some or all of the following non-linguistics factors: course priorities, language 
aptitude, learner strategies, motivation and perseverance.  It will be recalled from 
Chapter 1 (see section 1.7.4) that the average Irish secondary school leaver may have 
only received about 1,450 hours of instruction in Irish over their thirteen years of 
primary and secondary education.  This level of exposure alone is unlikely to place 
them in the high advanced level of competence associated with the critical threshold.   

Course designers may need to look at ways of maximising students’ opportunities 
for speaking practice including the provision of extracurricular activities that would 
enhance their motivation and confidence to use Irish.  Providing an anxiety-free or  
comfortable environment may be necessary to enable students to more fully explore 
their own potential in relation to learning Irish.  Learners themselves should also be 
consulted in relation to the design of materials, if such materials are to be accessible, 
attractive and inherently interesting. 

The fact that some individuals seem to be able to maintain language skills, while 
others with similar learning histories and attrition circumstances lose them, points to 
the subjective dimension in language retention as well as language learning.  Various 
researchers have already outlined the characteristics and strategies of the ‘good 
language learner’ (Naiman, Fröhlich, Stern, & Todesco, 1978; Nunan, 1999; O’Malley 
& Chamot, 1990).  Hansen (1999a: 17) believes that similar efforts should be made in 
identifying the profile of the ‘good language keeper’ i.e. those individuals who are 
successful in retaining the language.  As well as empowering learners with sufficient 
basic skills it is important to provide them with strategies which will assist them to 
take charge of their own learning.  Thus, promoting self-regulated learning, motivation 
and autonomy among learners should be important goals in language teaching.  
Equipped with such self-management strategies, school leavers may be more likely to 
make social contact with Irish speakers and may feel less intimidated or anxious in real 
life situations where Irish is spoken.  It may be worth noting here that Kavanagh’s 
(1999: 210) study found that 59% of Leaving Certificate students in five ‘ordinary’ 
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(English medium) schools and 39% of students in five ‘all-Irish’ medium schools did 
not like to speak Irish with people whom they felt ‘knew it better’.    

6.5.3  Participation in the Irish language speech community 
The findings in the present study have shown how immersion education is successful 
not only in producing high levels of competence in Irish but also in introducing 
students to Irish language-speaking networks which facilitate maintenance of Irish 
after they leave school.   Apart from occasional trips to or courses in the Gaeltacht 
during school holidays, the opportunity for ordinary school learners of Irish to 
integrate into Irish language-speaking networks outside of school is minimal.  Ó 
Laoire (2000: 25) argues that only when such integration takes place is Irish language 
learning “vindicated as being culturally meaningful and communicatively useful”.  In a 
society where the Irish language-speaking community is very thinly distributed outside 
of Gaeltacht areas, providing opportunities for learners to use Irish outside of the 
school should be a priority if the new communicative objectives are to be fully 
realised.  If the transmission of Irish to subsequent generations is to be the goal of Irish 
language teaching policy then it is important that learners do not see Irish only as 
another academic subject which gains them college entry points.  The present study 
suggests that final year secondary school students are currently strongly motivated by 
such utilitarian considerations.    
 Ó Laoire (2000: 26) believes that the central issue in Irish language teaching is “how 
learning Irish prepares us for participation in the Irish language speech community”.  If 
contacts with Irish language-speaking networks are not established while students are 
at school it may be problematic for non-fluent speakers to identify and integrate into 
such communities.  Furthermore, Ó Laoire (2000: 28) suggests that “if school is the 
only place that Irish is meant to be used, then students, when school is out, forget Irish 
and see it as something irrelevant”.  This has been an ongoing problem in Irish 
language teaching.  In 1986, an advisory committee on the State’s national policy in 
relation to Irish language planning function (An Coiste Comhairleach Pleanála) 
pointed out that “school generated competence did not find expression in wider 
societal usage” and concluded that the “disarticulation between the prescribed role of 
the schools and the status of the language outside the schools was a source of 
confusion and frustration to pupils, teachers and managers” (Bord na Gaeilge, 1986: 
viii). 
 Nonetheless, the present study indicated that the young adults surveyed see Irish as 
being important in terms of national or cultural identity and believe that as they get 
older they will appreciate more fully the Irish learned at school.  The fact that a 
majority of participants in the follow-up study reported that they sometimes watched 
Irish language television programmes suggests that they retain some contact with Irish 
via a particular type of speech community.   
 The study has shown that students’ opportunity to use Irish outside of school was 
significantly associated with higher proficiency in Irish.  Seeking ways of providing 
opportunities for secondary school learners of Irish and graduates of such programmes 
to use the language they have learned should be a priority in a general Irish language 
policy which sees the maintenance of Irish as its main aim.  Further supports and 
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resources for ‘ordinary’ schools will be needed, however, if Irish provision is to move 
beyond the teaching of Irish as subject only and include extracurricular activities to 
consolidate and build upon school-based Irish instruction.  The difficulties for 
‘ordinary’ school students in finding opportunities to listen to and to speak the 
language in authentic contexts can be overcome, in some measure, by access to the 
Irish language media and the internet.  As De Bot and Stoessel (2002: 5) have pointed 
out, such use of information technology may lead to the creation of a new kind of 
social network. 
 Policy makers are aware of the many challenges facing Irish language teaching.  
Two reviews currently underway in relation to the teaching of Irish at second level 
reflect the level of concern in this area.  These include a Department of Education and 
Science review of Irish at Junior Certificate Level and a more general review of Irish 
in the post-primary curriculum by the statutory body - the National Council for 
Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA).  It is hoped that their respective reports may 
address ways of  implementing some of the recommendations outlined earlier. 

6.6  Possibilities for further research   

Though the study was essentially exploratory in nature, it has been useful in 
identifying areas for future research in relation to attrition/retention of second 
language.  There are two particular approaches which are envisaged.   
 First, a similar design may be used on a larger scale ensuring equivalent numbers of 
participants from the three instructional backgrounds and with just the speaking test 
being used to assess communicative ability in spoken Irish.  It is suggested that, in 
addition, a test of lexical or morpho-syntactic recall with strict time constraints be 
administered.  This would allow the comparison of oral communicative proficiency 
with the ability to produce particular vocabulary or grammatical constructions.   

Second, as many as possible of the present sample should be tracked and proficiency 
measured once again approximately two years hence i.e. four years after initial testing.  
In order to explore the subjective nature of language processing, a standardised and 
more comprehensive approach to eliciting introspective data from participants in 
relation to their performance on the tests would be recommended in either study.  
Furthermore, more detailed information on the level of contact with Irish and 
possibility of interference from foreign languages should also be gathered.   

Finally, attention should be also be given to more specific aspects of attitude and 
motivation in relation to retention and use.  In keeping with the dynamic concept of 
motivation outlined by Dörnyei (2001) it would be important to design measurement 
instruments which will be sensitive and powerful enough to capture even small 
variations in motivational behaviour and to assess their impact on general retention 
strategies. 
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Appendix A  Central Applications Office (CAO): Points system 

Grades, Percentage Points and Points Value for Ordinary 
and Higher Level subjects in the Leaving Certificate Examination 

Points Awarded* 
 

Grade 
 

Percentage 
 Range  

Ordinary Level Higher Level 
A1 90-100 60 100 
A2 85-99 50 90 
B1 80-84 45 85 
B2 75-79 40 80 
B3 70-74 35 75 
C1 65-69 30 70 
C2 60-64 25 65 
C3 55-59 20 60 
D1 50-54 15 55 
D2 45-49 10 50 
D3 40-44 5 45 
E 25-39   
F 10-24   

NG 0-9   
*Foundation Level grades do not qualify for points. ‘Fail’ grades at ordinary or at higher level are not awarded  
   any points.   
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Appendix B  Leaving Certificate Examination statistics 1996-2002 

Leaving Certificate Examination: Total number of candidates by subject and level * 

Subject            Year: 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 
Irish         
Ordinary Level 30202 32785 34042 33563 31862 29868 28906 
% of Total Irish  61.6% 60.7% 59.1% 59.5% 58.4% 58.8% 58.9% 
Foundation Level 4989 5455 5782 5642 5733 5238 5277 
% of Total Irish 10.2% 10.1% 10.0% 10.0% 10.5% 10.3% 10.8% 
Higher Level 13797 15744 17732 17221 16958 15719 14896 
% of Total Irish 28.2% 29.2% 30.8% 30.5% 31.1% 30.9% 30.3% 
        
Total Irish  48988 53984 57556 56426 54533 50825 49079 
        
English 52889 58070 61304 59804 57816 53283 52993 
Maths 53246 58122 61969 60637 58706 55149 53648 
French  16039 16285 17628 17954 16785 16054 15207 
German 6667 7039 7234 6910 6410 5874 5170 

  *(Information obtained from Department of Education and Science Official Statistical Reports 1996-1999. 
   Data for remaining years supplied directly by Department of Education and Science – personal communication). 

 
Proportions getting Grade A (A1 or A2) 

Subjects        Year: 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 
Irish Foundation 4.0 3.1 2.7 7.6 6.0 4.4 3.8 
Irish Ordinary  0.3 0.1 0.3 0.7 3.3 4.3 3.6 
Irish Higher 5.9 7.0 8.3 7.8 9.0 9.4 11.7 
French Higher 6.2 7.4 7.3 11.0 8.9 9.7 9.9 
German Higher 8.0 10.0 9.0 13.4 12.8 12.4 11.4 

 
Proportions getting Grade C or higher (A1, A2, B1, B2, B3, C1, C2, C3) 

Subjects       Year: 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 
Irish Foundation 78.2 77.5 70.1 91.8 80.5 78.2 82.3 
Irish Ordinary  53.8 40.9 48.6 54.8 73.8 75.4 75.2 
Irish Higher 82.4 80.9 82.4 82.3 80.5 79.2 83.7 
French Higher 62.6 70.9 68.4 68.6 68.6 69.5 68.4 
German Higher 71.3 78.4 76.3 76.0 80.8 76.5 80.5 
English Higher  65.1 63.8 61.3 66.7 65.4 75.8 76.4 

 
Proportions failing at Ordinary and Higher Levels (E/F/NG) 

Subjects         Year: 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 
Irish Foundation 3.0 2.7 4.4 0.5 2.7 2.5 2.1 
Irish Ordinary 11.3 14.0 12.7 11.5 5.8 5.1 5.1 
Irish Higher 0.7 0.9 0.7 1.1 1.0 1.4 0.6 
French Ordinary 12.1 8.4 14.4 7.8 4.9 7.5 7.9 
German Ordinary 9.2 6.5 9.5 11.2 6.6 6.1 5.7 
French Higher 4.8 3.2 3.7 4.1 3.5 3.4 3.6 
German Higher 3.0 1.3 1.7 2.8 1.4 2.2 1.5 
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Appendix C  Student Questionnaire 

     

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
CCeeiissttnneeooiirr  aann  MMhhiicc  LLééiinnnn    

 
SSttuuddeenntt  QQuu ssee ttiioonnnnaaiirree  

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

  ----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
(BAINFEAR AN CHUID SEO AMACH DÍREACH TAR ÉIS CÓDÁIL AN CHEISTNEORA SEO. 

THIS SECTION WILL BE REMOVED IMMEDIATELY AFTER THIS QUESTIONNAIRE IS CODED) 
 
 
 
Ainm / Name: _______________________________________________________ 
 
Ainm agus Seoladh na Scoile:__________________________________________ 
School’s Name and Address  

___________________________________________ 
 
___________________________________________ 
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We would like you to help us by answering the following questions 
concerning the learning of Irish.  This questionnaire is part of a project 
being conducted by ITÉ on how young people acquire and retain Irish. 

 
 

This is not a test so there are no right or wrong answers.  We are 
interested in your personal opinions.  Please give your answers sincerely 

as only this will guarantee the success of the study.  Please answer all 
sections. 

 
 
 

Your answers to all questions will be treated with the strictest confidence.  
Although we ask for your name on the cover page, we do so only because 
we must be able to associate your answers to this questionnaire with those 
of other questionnaires which you will be asked to answer.  It is important 

for you to know, however, that before the questionnaires are examined, 
your questionnaire will be numbered, the same number will be put on this 

section containing your name, and then that section will be removed. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

THANK YOU VERY MUCH FOR YOUR HELP. 
 



Appendix C – Student Questionnaire 187

SECTION ONE  
 
Following are a number of statements with which some people agree and others 
disagree.  We would like you to indicate your opinion about each statement by circling 
the alternative below it which best indicates the extent to which you disagree or agree 
with that statement.  For example: 
 Country people are more friendly than city people. 
 
 Strongly Moderately Slightly Neutral Slightly Moderately Strongly 
 Disagree Disagree Disagree  Agree Agree Agree 
 
In answering this question, you should have circled one of the above alternatives.  
Some people would circle Strongly Disagree, others would circle Strongly Agree, 
and still others would circle one of the alternatives in between.  Which one you 
circled would indicate your own feelings based on everything you know and have 
heard.  Note, there is no right or wrong answer.  All that is important is that you 
indicate your personal feeling.  For each of the next 25 items, we want you to give 
your immediate feeling after reading each statement.  Please circle one of the seven 
alternatives.   
                                                     (Scale tags after item stem do not appear in actual Questionnaire) 
1. My parents try to help me with my Irish.  PE 
 
 Strongly Moderately Slightly Neutral Slightly Moderately Strongly 
 Disagree Disagree Disagree  Agree Agree Agree 
 
2. Learning Irish is a waste of time.  ATLI 
 
 Strongly Moderately Slightly Neutral Slightly Moderately Strongly 
 Disagree Disagree Disagree  Agree Agree Agree 
 
3. My parents feel that because we live in Ireland, I should learn Irish.  PE 
 
 Strongly Moderately Slightly Neutral Slightly Moderately Strongly 
 Disagree Disagree Disagree  Agree Agree Agree 
 
4. It embarrasses me to volunteer answers in our Irish class.  ICA 
 
 Strongly Moderately Slightly Neutral Slightly Moderately Strongly 
 Disagree Disagree Disagree  Agree Agree Agree 
 
5. When I leave school, I shall give up this study of Irish entirely because I am not 

interested in it.  ATLI 
 
 Strongly Moderately Slightly Neutral Slightly Moderately Strongly 
 Disagree Disagree Disagree  Agree Agree Agree 
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6. My parents feel that I should continue studying Irish all through school.  PE 
 
 Strongly Moderately Slightly Neutral Slightly Moderately Strongly 
 Disagree Disagree Disagree  Agree Agree Agree 
 
7. My parents urge me to seek help from my teacher if I am having problems with 

my Irish.  PE 
 
 Strongly Moderately Slightly Neutral Slightly Moderately Strongly 
 Disagree Disagree Disagree  Agree Agree Agree 
 
8. I really enjoy learning Irish.  ATLI 
 
 Strongly Moderately Slightly Neutral Slightly Moderately Strongly 
 Disagree Disagree Disagree  Agree Agree Agree 
 
9. I never feel quite sure of myself when I am speaking in our Irish class.  ICA 
 
 Strongly Moderately Slightly Neutral Slightly Moderately Strongly 
 Disagree Disagree Disagree  Agree Agree Agree 
 
10. I love learning Irish.  ATLI 
 
 Strongly Moderately Slightly Neutral Slightly Moderately Strongly 
 Disagree Disagree Disagree  Agree Agree Agree 
 
11. My parents have stressed the importance Irish will have for me when I leave 

school.  PE 
 
 Strongly Moderately Slightly Neutral Slightly Moderately Strongly 
 Disagree Disagree Disagree  Agree Agree Agree 
 
12. I get nervous and confused when I am speaking in my Irish class.  ICA 
 
 Strongly Moderately Slightly Neutral Slightly Moderately Strongly 
 Disagree Disagree Disagree  Agree Agree Agree 
 
13. My parents think I should devote more time to my Irish studies.  PE 
 
 Strongly Moderately Slightly Neutral Slightly Moderately Strongly 
 Disagree Disagree Disagree  Agree Agree Agree 
 
14. Irish is an important part of the school programme.  ATLI 
 
 Strongly Moderately Slightly Neutral Slightly Moderately Strongly 
 Disagree Disagree Disagree  Agree Agree Agree 
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15. I always feel that the other students speak Irish better than I do.  ICA 
 
 Strongly Moderately Slightly Neutral Slightly Moderately Strongly 
 Disagree Disagree Disagree  Agree Agree Agree 
16. My parents really encourage me to study Irish.  PE 
 
 Strongly Moderately Slightly Neutral Slightly Moderately Strongly 
 Disagree Disagree Disagree  Agree Agree Agree 
 
17. Learning Irish is really great.  ATLI 
 
 Strongly Moderately Slightly Neutral Slightly Moderately Strongly 
 Disagree Disagree Disagree  Agree Agree Agree 
 
18. My parents show considerable interest in anything to do with my Irish courses. PE 
 
 Strongly Moderately Slightly Neutral Slightly Moderately Strongly 
 Disagree Disagree Disagree  Agree Agree Agree 
 
19. I hate Irish.  ATLI 
 
 Strongly Moderately Slightly Neutral Slightly Moderately Strongly 
 Disagree Disagree Disagree  Agree Agree Agree 
 
20. My parents encourage me to practice my Irish as much as possible.  PE 
 
 Strongly Moderately Slightly Neutral Slightly Moderately Strongly 
 Disagree Disagree Disagree  Agree Agree Agree 
 
21. I would rather spend my time on subjects other than Irish.  ATLI 
 
 Strongly Moderately Slightly Neutral Slightly Moderately Strongly 
 Disagree Disagree Disagree  Agree Agree Agree 
 
22. I am afraid the other students will laugh at me when I speak Irish.  ICA 
 
 Strongly Moderately Slightly Neutral Slightly Moderately Strongly 
 Disagree Disagree Disagree  Agree Agree Agree 
 
23. I think that learning Irish is dull.  ATLI 
 
 Strongly Moderately Slightly Neutral Slightly Moderately Strongly 
 Disagree Disagree Disagree  Agree Agree Agree 
 
24. My parents feel that I should really try to learn Irish.  PE 
 
 Strongly Moderately Slightly Neutral Slightly Moderately Strongly 
 Disagree Disagree Disagree  Agree Agree Agree 
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25. I plan to learn as much Irish as possible.  ATLI 
 
 Strongly Moderately Slightly Neutral Slightly Moderately Strongly 
 Disagree Disagree Disagree  Agree Agree Agree 
 
 
SECTION TWO 
 
In this section we would like you to answer each of the following items by circling or 
ticking the letter of the alternative (a, b or c) which appears to be most applicable to 
you.  We should like to remind you that no individual teacher will have access to the 
questionnaires or any other information which associates your responses to this 
questionnaire with your name.  We would urge you to be as accurate as possible since 
the success of this investigation depends upon it. 
 
(Key for scoring in left column does not appear in actual Questionnaire) 
1. I read Irish magazines and newspapers:  DTLI 
1 a)  never. 
2 b)  not very often. 
3 c)  as often as I can. 
 
2. When I hear an Irish song on the radio, I:  MI 
2 a)  listen to the music, paying attention only to the easy words. 
3 b)  listen carefully and try to understand all the words. 
1 c)  change the station. 
 
3. When I am in Irish class, I:  MI 
3 a)  volunteer answers as much as possible. 
2 b)  answer only the easier questions. 
1 c)  never say anything. 
 
4. If there were Irish-speaking families in my neighbourhood, I would:  DTLI 
1 a)  never speak Irish with them. 
2 b)  speak Irish with them sometimes. 
3 c)  speak Irish with them as much as possible. 
 
5. If I had the opportunity to see an Irish play, I would:  DTLI 
2 a)  go only if I had nothing else to do. 
3 b)  definitely go. 
1 c)  not go. 
 
6. As regards TG4, I: MI 
3 a)  try to watch it often. 
2 b)  turn it on occasionally. 
1 c)  never watch it. 
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7. If there were an Irish Club in my school, I would:  DTLI 
2 a)  attend meetings once in a while. 
3 b)  be most interested in joining. 
1 c)  definitely not join. 
 
8. I actively think about what I have learned in my Irish Class: MI  
3 a)  very frequently. 
1 b)  hardly ever. 
2 c)  once in a while 
 
9. If it were up to me whether or not to take Irish, I:  DTLI 
1 a)  would drop it. 
3 b)  would definitely take it. 
2 c)  don’t know whether I would take it or not. 
 
10. Considering how I study Irish, I can honestly say that I:  MI 
2 a)  do just enough work to get along. 
1 b)  will pass on the basis of sheer luck or intelligence because I do very little  
            work. 
3 c)  really try to learn Irish. 
 
11. When I have a problem understanding something we are learning in Irish class, 

I:MI 
3 a)  immediately ask the teacher for help. 
2 b)  only seek help just before the exam. 
1 c)  just forget about it. 
 
12. I watch Irish T.V. programmes or listen to Irish radio programmes.  DTLI 
2 a)  sometimes. 
3 b)  as often as possible. 
1 c)  never. 
 
13. I find studying Irish:  DTLI 
1 a)  not interesting at all. 
2 b)  no more interesting than most subjects. 
3 c)  very interesting. 
 
14. If Irish were not taught in school, I would:  MI 
1 a) pick up Irish in everyday situations (i.e. read Irish books and newspapers, try  

    to speak it whenever possible, etc...). 
2 b)  try to obtain lessons in Irish somewhere else. 
3 c)  not bother learning Irish at all. 
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15. Compared to my other subjects, I like Irish:  DTLI 
3 a)  the most. 
2 b)  the same as all the others. 
1 c)  least of all. 
 
16. If my teacher wanted someone to do an extra Irish assignment, I would:  MI 
1 a)  definitely not volunteer. 
3 b)  definitely volunteer. 
2 c)  only do it if the teacher asked me directly. 
 
17. During Irish Class, I would like:  DTLI 
2 a)  to have a combination of Irish and English spoken. 
1 b)  to have as much English as possible spoken. 
3 c)  to have only Irish spoken. 
 
18. After I get my Irish assignments back, I:  MI 
3 a)  always rewrite them, correcting my mistakes. 
1 b)  just throw them aside and forget them. 
2 c)  look them over, but don't bother correcting mistakes. 
 
19. If I had the opportunity to speak Irish outside of school, I would:  DTLI 
1 a)  never speak it. 
3 b)  speak Irish most of the time, using English only if really necessary. 
2 c)  speak it occasionally, using English whenever possible. 
 
20. When it comes to Irish homework, I:  MI 
2 a)  put some effort into it, but not as much as I could. 
3 b)  work very carefully, making sure I understand everything. 
1 c)  just skim over it. 
 
 
 

PLEASE GO TO THE NEXT PAGE 
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SECTION THREE 
 
The purpose of this part of the questionnaire is to determine your ideas and 
impressions about your Irish Course.  We call these things concepts.  In answering 
this section, you will be asked to rate these concepts on a number of scales.  On the 
following pages, there is a concept given at the top of the page, and below that a 
group of scales.  You are to rate each concept on each of the scales in order.   
 
Following is how you use the scales. 
 
If the word at either end of the scale very strongly describes you ideas and 
impressions about the concept at the top of the page, you would place your check-
mark  as shown below:  
friendly  __ ___ ______ ______ ______ ______ ______ _____
 unfriendly 

or  
friendly  ______ ______ ______ ______ ______ ______ __ __
 unfriendly 
 
If the word at either end of the scale describes somewhat your ideas and impression 
about the concept (but not strongly so) you would place your check-mark as follows: 
dangerous  ______ ___ __ ______ ______ ______ ______ _____ safe 

or  
dangerous  ______ ______ ______ ______ ______ __ ___ _____ safe 
 
If the word at either end of the scale only slightly describes your ideas and 
impression about the concept, you would place your check-mark as follows: 
fast  ______ ______ __ ___ ______ ______ ______ _____ slow 

or  
fast  ______ ______ ______ ______ __ ___ ______ _____ slow 
 
If the word at either end of the scale doesn’t seem to be at all related to your ideas 
and impressions about the concept, you would place your check-mark as follows:  
useful  ______ ______ ______ ___ __ ______ ______ _____ useless 
 
For example: 
If you rated the concept SNAKE, your ratings may have been like the following: 

 
SNAKE 

friendly  ______ ______ ______ ______ __ ___ ______ _____
 unfriendly 
dangerous  __ ___ ______ ______ ______ ______ ______ _____ safe 
fast  ______ ______ ______ ______ ______ ___ __ _____ slow 
useful  ______ ______ ______ ___ __ ______ ______ _____ useless 
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In this example, snake is seen as slightly unfriendly, extremely dangerous, 
somewhat slow, and neither useful nor useless.   
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We now want you to indicate your own ideas and impressions in relation to your 
Irish course.  There are no right or wrong answers.  In answering this part of the 
questionnaire, work quickly and don’t stop to think about each scale.  It is your 
immediate impression in which we are interested.   

 
MY IRISH COURSE 

(TAGS BELOW DO NOT APPEAR IN ACTUAL QUESTIONNAIRE) 
ICUTILITY 1 meaningful _____:_____:_____:_____:_____:_____:______ meaningless 

ICEVAL 7          enjoyable _____:_____:_____:_____:_____:_____:______ unenjoyable 

ICINT 1      monotonous _____:_____:_____:_____:_____:_____:______ absorbing 

ICDIFF 1           effortless _____:_____:_____:_____:_____:_____:______ hard 

ICEVAL 5       awful _____:_____:_____:_____:_____:_____:______ nice 

ICINT 2            interesting_____:_____:_____:_____:_____:_____:______ boring 

ICEVAL 1                       good _____:_____:_____:_____:_____:_____:______ bad 

ICDIFF 2             simple _____:_____:_____:_____:_____:_____:______complicated 

ICEVAL 2     disagreeable_____:_____:_____:_____:_____:_____:______ agreeable 

ICINT 3         fascinating _____:_____:_____:_____:_____:_____:______ tedious 

ICEVAL 9      worthless _____:_____:_____:_____:_____:_____:______valuable 

ICUTILITY 2   necessary _____:_____:_____:_____:_____:_____:______ unnecessary 

ICEVAL 10       appealing _____:_____:_____:_____:_____:_____:______ unappealing 

ICUTILITY 3     useless _____:_____:_____:_____:_____:_____:______ useful 

ICDIFF 3      elementary _____:_____:_____:_____:_____:_____:______ complex 

ICEVAL 3       pleasurable_____:_____:_____:_____:_____:_____:______ painful 

ICUTILITY 4 educational____:_____:_____:_____:_____:_____:______ 

noneducational 

ICEVAL 8    unrewarding_____:_____:_____:_____:_____:_____:______ rewarding 

ICDIFF 4          difficult _____:_____:_____:_____:_____:_____:______ easy 

ICEVAL 4     satisfying _____:_____:_____:_____:_____:_____:______ unsatisfying 

ICUTILITY 5 unimportant_____:_____:_____:_____:_____:_____:______  important 

ICEVAL 6         pleasant _____:_____:_____:_____:_____:_____:______  unpleasant 

ICINT 4             exciting _____:_____:_____:_____:_____:_____:______  dull 

ICDIFF 5             clear _____:_____:_____:_____:_____:_____:______  confusing 
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ICINT 5      colourful _____:_____:_____:_____:_____:_____:______  colourless 
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SECTION FOUR 
 
We would now like you to answer a few additional questions about yourself and Irish. 
 
1. How would you describe your ability to speak Irish?  Please tick the appropriate  
      box. 

 (i)  No Irish                   
 (ii)  Only the odd word               
 (iii)  A few simple sentences              
 (iv)  Parts of conversations              
 (v)  Most conversations               
 (vi)  Native speaker ability              
 
2. How often, if ever, is Irish spoken by anyone in your home at present?  Please 
tick  
       the appropriate box.   
 (i)  Very often                  
 (ii)  Often                    
 (iii)  Occasionally                 
 (iv)  Seldom                   
 (v)  Never                   
 
3. During the past year how much opportunity have you had to speak Irish outside 
of  
       the school situation?  Please tick the appropriate box.   

(i) None at all                  
(ii) Not very much                 
(iii) A little                   
(iv) Quite a bit                  
(v) A great amount                

 
4.  In what situations outside of your school do you use Irish?  Please give details. 
 _____________________________________________________________ 
 _____________________________________________________________ 
 _____________________________________________________________ 
 
5.  Do you plan to continue studying Irish when you leave secondary school?   
 (i)  Yes           
 (ii)   No              

 If your answer is Yes, please give details  (e.g. Irish as a subject in a third level  
 programme of study, an evening class, spend time in a Gaeltacht) 
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 _______________________________________________________________ 
6.  At the moment, what are your plans for the next academic year?  Please tick the 

appropriate box.   
 (i)    Repeat the Leaving Certificate             
 (ii)   Get a job in Ireland                
 (iii)  Get a job abroad                  
 (iv)  Go to a third level college at home           
 (v)    Go to a third level college abroad           
 (vi)   Take a year out  e.g. go travelling/working abroad      
 (vii)  Other   (Please give details below)           
 __________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________ 
 
7. Would you be willing to let us know your Leaving Certificate Examination results 

(grades) in Irish ? 
(i) Yes     
(ii) No        

 
As part of our research on the learning of Irish we would like to interview a 
sample of students from this present survey again in the year 2001.  We are 
anxious to get information from as good a cross section of young people as 
possible: from all ability levels in Irish and representing different attitudes to 
Irish and to the learning of Irish. 

 
8.   If it is possible, would you be willing to give us 1½-2 hours of your time (at your  
 convenience) in the year 2001?  (A small monetary reward will be given for your  
 cooperation.) 
 
 Yes, I would be willing to cooperate if it is possible for me to do so.    
 If your answer is Yes, can you give (below) a permanent address (e.g. home 
address) at  which you may be contacted? 

 
(THIS SECTION WILL BE REMOVED IMMEDIATELY AFTER THIS QUESTIONNAIRE IS CODED) 
  ------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

 
Ainm / Name: _____________________________________________________ 
 
Seoladh Baile:_____________________________________________________ 
Home Address: 
      ____________________________________________________ 
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THANK YOU FOR YOUR COOPERATION IN FILLING IN THIS 
QUESTIONNAIRE. 
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Appendix D  Test of Proficiency in Spoken Irish: Listening Test 

(ENGLISH VERSION) 

BÉALTRIAIL GHAEILGE ITÉ 

LEIBHÉAL NA hARDTEISTIMÉIREACHTA 
 
 

TTRRIIAAIILL  ÉÉIISSTTEEAACCHHTTAA  
SSAA  GGHHAAEEIILLGGEE  

 
ANSWER BOOKLET 

 
     

 
Name:  ___________________________________________  

School’s Name and Address: _________________________  

_________________________________________________  

Date of Birth (day/month/year):  ________________________  

Gender (Male/Female):  ______________________________  

 
GENERAL INFORMATION AND INSTRUCTIONS 

• The test lasts about 20 minutes. 
• You will have 4 minutes to read the test before the tape starts. 
• There are four parts to the test. 
• Each listening text will be heard twice. 
• Read the instructions to each item carefully. 
• You must answer all the questions. 
 
Do not open this test booklet until you are told to d
 

1. 
 

/8 
 
2. 
 

/10 
 

3. 
 

/8 
 

4. 
 

/8 
 
IOMLÁN 
o so. 

 
/34 
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(IRISH VERSION) 

 

BÉALTRIAIL GHAEILGE ITÉ 

LEIBHÉAL NA hARDTEISTIMÉIREACHTA 
 
 

TTRRIIAAIILL  ÉÉIISSTTEEAACCHHTTAA  
SSAA  GGHHAAEEIILLGGEE  

 
FREAGARLEABHAR 

 
 

     
 
 
Ainm:  ___________________________________________  

Ainm agus Seoladh na Scoile:  ________________________  

_________________________________________________  

Dáta Breithe (lá/mí/bliain):  ___________________________  

Inscne (Fireann/Baineann):  ___________________________  

 
EOLAS GINEARÁLTA AGUS TREORACHA 

 
 Mairfidh an triail seo thart ar 20 nóiméad. 
 Beidh 4 nóiméad agat chun an triail a léamh sula gcuirfear an téip  

ar siúl. 
 Tá ceithre chuid sa triail seo. 
 Cloisfear gach téacs éisteachta faoi dhó. 
 Léigh na treoracha a bhaineann le gach mír go cúramach. 
 Freagair na ceisteanna ar fad. 

 
Ná hoscail an leabhar seo go dtí go ndéarfar leat é.  
 

1. 
 

/8 
 
2. 
 

/10 

3. 
 

/8 

4. 
 

/8 
 
IOMLÁN 
 

/34 
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Appendix E  Irish C-Test 

     

CC--TTEESSTT   SSAA  GGHHAAEEIILLGGEE 

  

Líon isteach na bearnaí                                 Fill in the gaps 
 
Cruthaítear C-Test nuair a bhaintear 
amach an dara leath de gach dara focail i 
bpíosa téacs.  Má bhíonn uimhir corr de 
litreacha san fhocail, baintear amach an 
‘leath’ is mó.  
 
Sa téacsanna thíos ní mór duit an chuid 
atá ar iarraidh a chur ar ais i.e. na litreacha 
cuí a líonadh isteach.  Tabhair faoi deara 
go bhfágtar slán an chéad abairt agus an 
abairt dheireanach.  Cabhróidh sé seo leat 
éirim an scéil a thuiscint.   
 
Sa triail seo caithfidh tú trí ghiota 
téacsanna a líonadh isteach.  Bí cinnte go 
léann tú an téacs go léir uair nó dhó sula 
scríobhann tú aon rud.  Beidh thart ar 20 
nóiméad agat chun an obair go léir a 
dhéanamh.   
 
Féach ar dtús ar an sampla atá déanta 
cheana. 
 

C-Tests are constructed by 
systematically removing the second half 
of every second word in a text.  If there 
is an odd number of letters in the word, 
then the larger ‘half’ is removed. 
 
Your job is to put the text back together 
again i.e. fill in the missing letters.  Note 
that the first and last sentences of each 
piece of text are left intact.  This should 
help you to get the gist of the extract.   
 
 
In this test there are three pieces of text 
to be filled in.  Make sure you read the 
whole text once or twice before you write 
anything.  You will be given 20 minutes 
in which to complete the test.  
 
 
First take a look at the sample which has 
already been filled in.  
 

SAMPLA                                                                                                                           SAMPLE  
Tá treoir ann a chabhrós le duine codladh na hoíche a dhéanamh, agus tuiscint a fháil 
ar chúrsaí codlata.  Bíonn aer  úr ag  teastáil.  Cuireann easpa aeir isteach ar  an 
duine.  Is minic fadhb chodlata ag an té a chaitheann an lá  taobh istigh.  Bíonn an-
tionchar ag solas  na gréine ar rithimí na hinntinne freisin.  Teastaíonn  solas an lae 
ón duine gach lá.  Agus cuirfidh sé as don duine má bhíonn sé rófhada faoin solas 
leictreach. 
 Ní ceart fanacht rófhada os comhair teilifíse sula dtéann tú a chodladh, ach sin nós 
atá ag go leor leor daoine.                          
                    Cuisle, Feabhra, 1999 . 
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Appendix F  Test of Proficiency in Spoken Irish: Speaking Test 

(ENGLISH VERSION) 

BÉALTRIAIL GHAEILGE ITÉ 

LEIBHÉAL NA hARDTEISTIMÉIREACHTA 
 
 

TTRRIIAAIILL  CCHHAAIINNTTEE  
SSAA  GGHHAAEEIILLGGEE  

 
ANSWER BOOKLET 1. 

 
/14 

 
2. 
 

/10 

3. 
 

/10 

4. 
 

/10 
 
5. 
 

/12 
 
6. 
 

/10 
 
IOMLÁN 
 

/66 
 
 

 
     

 
Name:  ___________________________________________  

School’s Name and Address: _________________________  

_________________________________________________  

Date of Birth (day/month/year):  _______________________  

Gender (Male/Female):  ______________________________  

 
GENERAL INFORMATION AND INSTRUCTIONS 
• The test will last about 20 minutes.   
• You will hear the test items and instructions from the tape.  Listen 

carefully to the instructions for each item.  
• There are 6 sections in the test.  In most sections a sample item and 

response will be given.  Listen carefully to these sample items. 
• As soon as you hear the prompt (beep) you must start to speak.  

Always wait for this prompt before speaking.  You may continue 
speaking until you hear the next prompt.   

• In the case of most items there is no single correct response.  It is 
important therefore to say something in response to each item. 

• Please speak clearly as your responses will be recorded on tape. 
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Do not open this booklet until you are told to do so. 
 

(IRISH VERSION) 
 

BÉALTRIAIL GHAEILGE ITÉ 

LEIBHÉAL NA hARDTEISTIMÉIREACHTA 
 
 

TRIAIL CHAINTE 
SA GHAEILGE 

 
FREAGARLEABHAR 

 
 

     
 
Ainm: ___________________________________________  

Ainm agus Seoladh na Scoile:  ________________________  

_________________________________________________  

Dáta Breithe (lá/mí/bliain): ___________________________  

Inscne (Fireann/Baineann): ______________________________  

 
EOLAS GINEARÁLTA AGUS TREORACHA 
• Tógfaidh an triail seo thart ar 20 nóiméad.   
• Beidh na trialacha agus na treoracha le cloisteáil ón téip.  Éist go 

cúramach leis na ceisteanna agus leis na treoracha do gach triail. 
• Beidh 6 chuid sa triail seo.  I gcás an chuid is mó de na trialacha   

cloisfidh tú sampla ar dtús.  Éist leis na samplaí.   
• Chomh luath agus a chloiseann tú an nod (bíp) tosaigh ag labhairt.  Fan i 

gconaí leis an nod seo sula ndeir tú aon rud.  Ansin, lean ort ag caint go 
dtí go gcloiseann tú an chéad nod eile.   

1. 
 

/14 
 
2. 
 

/10 

3. 
 

/10 

4. 
 

/10 
 
5. 
 

/12 
 
6. 
 

/10 
 
IOMLÁN 
 

/66 
 
 

• I gcás an chuid is mó de na míreanna, d’fhéadfadh níos mó ná freagra 
ceart amháin a bheith ann.  Mar sin tá sé tábhachtach rud éigin a rá le 
haghaidh gach mír. 

• Abair leat go soiléir mar beidh do chuid freagraí á dtaifeadadh.   
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Ná hoscail an leabhar seo go dtí go ndéarfar leat é. 
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Appendix G  Scoring guidelines for Speaking Test 

 

BÉALTRIAIL GHAEILGE ITÉ 
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GENERAL INFORMATION AND INSTRUCTIONS: PLEASE READ CAREFULLY  
 
The tasks and scales used in this test are not intended to be representative of all aspects of 
communicative ability in Irish. The test is intended only to assess, for research purposes, some 
of the major speaking objectives which are set down in the Leaving Certificate Irish syllabus.  
We are interested in measuring the candidate’s control over the language forms used to realize 
the desired speech acts.  Thus, with the exception of the Pronunciation subtest, candidates’ 
performance on specific tasks is generally assessed in terms of communicative impact (e.g. the 
amount of information contained in the speaker’s utterances, its relevance and appropriateness) 
and the level of linguistic or grammatical accuracy.  The scales used vary according to the task 
involved.  (see individual subtests). 
 
  The test is divided into six main sections or tasks each testing specific aspects of the 
candidate’s spoken Irish.  Below is a short description of each sub-test. 
 
1. Pronunciation  A text of approximately 200 words in length is to be read aloud.  Fourteen 

sounds or combinations of sounds are marked as right/wrong.  (Max score = 14) 
2. Reacting appropriately (Role play).  The candidate must react appropriately in five 

thematically linked situations depicted in line drawings e.g. requesting, complaining, 
thanking. Each reaction is judged according to a  three-point scale.  (Max score =10) 

3. Telling a story (Describing an event).  The candidate must tell a continuous story in the past 
tense based on a  series of six chronologically ordered drawings.  The first few words of 
the story are provided.  Time is allowed for the candidate to study the pictures.  The story 
is assessed on three different scales – Completeness, Fluency- Vocabulary & 
Grammatical Accuracy.  (Max score = 10). 

4. Giving an opinion.  The candidate must give an opinion on a topic of general interest to 
students.  The candidate’s response is assessed on three different scales Relevance, 
Fluency-Vocabulary & Grammatical Accuracy.  (Max score = 10).  

5. Describing objects.  This tests the candidate’s ability to describe three culturally significant 
objects so that a listener without previous knowledge could easily identify them, 
understand their function etc.  Each item is assessed on two scales – 
Comprehensibility/Vocabulary Adequacy  & Grammatical Accuracy  (Max score = 12).  

6. Giving instructions/advice.  The candidate must give appropriate verbal advice or 
instructions consistent with a procedure outlined in five  drawings.  Each item is assessed 
on a three-point scale  (Max score =10). 

 
Scoring is done retrospectively from minidisc recordings of candidates’ responses.  

Correctors are requested to assign scores based on the descriptions set out in the various scales 
associated with each task.  Responses to each item must be scored independently of all others.  
In general, only discourse which occurs within the specified time limit for each item (i.e. 
between beeps) should be assessed.  However, exceptions can be made where it is clear that 
the student was not ready or where external interruptions distracted the student. 

 
Appropriateness 
The subtlety of language means that sociolinguistic appropriateness may sometimes be 
difficult to assess e.g. whether or not the register used is appropriate in a given situation?  Each 
candidate may have his/her own unique style of communicating.   

For example, in Q2.2 the role play requires the candidate to request a fellow bus passenger 
to stop smoking.  The presence of the ‘no smoking’ sign on the window indicates that smoking 
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is prohibited and by implication anti-social in that location.   One candidate responded by 
saying ‘Tá tú ag cur saol na daoine thart ort i mbaol leis an toitín sin’.  The utterance, while in 
the form of a statement, is acceptable because the request to desist from smoking is implied.  
The tone used is rather direct but appropriate given a) the presence of the no-smoking sign and 
b) the general perception that the person to which the remark is directed is choosing to ignore 
the discomfort caused by the smoke and the related health risks for others in the bus.  In 
general, however, it is the corrector’s instinctive or spontaneous reaction which is the best one 
when assessing appropriateness.   
 
Grammatical Accuracy 
Grammatical accuracy  is assessed on a scale according to how acceptably words, phrases and 
sentences are formed and pronounced in the candidate’s utterances.  Errors in form are 
classified as either major or minor.  Major errors might be considered those that either interfere 
with intelligibility or stigmatize the speaker  (e.g. tá a lán daoine .. ar ..sa tíortha eile … ag 
eolas ar an sport...)  Minor errors are those that do not get in the way of the listener’s 
comprehension or annoy the listener to any great extent (e.g.  Ba cheart duit an ..na solais a 
lasadh nuair a bhí sé dorcha…).  If the candidate’s response is regarded as being too short for 
the particular task set then it may well be more difficult for the candidate to make errors.  Thus 
the ratings given on the Grammatical Accuracy scale should reflect this fact i.e. in such cases 
the rating awarded should be towards the lower end of the scale.   If the candidate gives very 
extended responses – longer than is necessary in order to respond to the set task – they should 
not be penalised for grammatical errors made during such superfluous discourse 
 
Fluency and Vocabulary Adequacy are assessed with one scale.  Initial attempts to assess each 
separately (as in the CITO test) proved difficult as fluency depends to a large extent on the 
ease of access to lexical items.  It should be pointed out that fluency cannot be assessed solely 
in terms of the speed of utterances or the absence of pauses or hesitations.  Native speakers 
may often pause or hesitate when formulating (or reformulating) an opinion or expressing a 
view.  It has been suggested that the very hesitation phenomena that make a foreign speaker’s 
speech seem broken may really be signs that the speaker is searching for an appropriate lexical 
item or syntactic structure (Cohen, 1994).  
 
 
 
PART ONE - PRONUNCIATION 
 
In this section the candidate must read the given text aloud.  Each of the 14 underlined sounds 
or sound combinations is judged for accuracy (1=correct; 0 = incorrect). 
 
 
PART TWO - REACTING APPROPRIATELY    
 
The candidate must react appropriately in the communicative situations depicted in the line 
drawings e.g. requesting, complaining, thanking.   A single sentence will suffice as long as the 
message is complete.  The reactions are judged according to the scale below.   There are five 
items to be tested.  A sample item is given.  
Max score = 10  (2 x 5). 
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Score  Scale  
 

2. The reaction is totally appropriate in the given context.  The speaker uses 
appropriate and accurate linguistic forms and vocabulary which reflect the situation 
quite clearly. (The response also generally contains the proper amount of 
information.) 

1. The reaction though relatively clear is not totally appropriate in the given context 
AND/OR the linguistic forms are somewhat inaccurate.  (The response may also 
contain too much or too little information.) 

0. The reaction is completely lacking in appropriateness AND/OR the linguistic forms 
are totally inaccurate.  (The response may also contain far too much or too little 
information.) 

 
 
PART THREE – TELLING A STORY (DESCRIBING AN EVENT) 
 
The candidate must tell a continuous story (in the past tense) based on a  series of 
chronologically ordered drawings.  A verbal prompt is given to help start the story.  Time is 
also allowed at the beginning (1 minute) for the candidate to study the pictures.  The 
candidate’s story is assessed on three different scales – Completeness, Fluency & Vocabulary 
Adequacy and Grammatical Accuracy.  
Max score = 10   
 
Score Completeness 
2. The candidate is able to give a detailed account of the story based on all the pictures. 
1. The candidate includes most of the important elements of the story in his/her 

description but lacks minor details. 
0 The candidate fails to describe the most basic elements of the story. 
 
Score Fluency and Vocabulary Adequacy 
4. The candidate’s utterances are characterised by an evenness and natural flow (though 

not necessarily native like). There are very few instances of  the candidate hesitating to 
choose a word or grammatical structure.  If hesitations or rephrasings do occur it is 
because candidates wish to change their description (i.e. propositional content).  
Within the constraints of the task the vocabulary used is extensive and precise.  

3. The candidate’s utterances are coherent and flow relatively freely but perhaps with 
occasional hesitation or reformulation while searching for a word or grammatical 
structure.  The vocabulary used is adequate though perhaps not as extensive as that 
found in utterances classified as 4 above.   

2. The candidate’s utterances are generally shorter than in categories 3 and 4 but still 
coherent.  The candidate appears to need more to time to formulate an appropriate 
utterance.  The vocabulary will be restricted (perhaps occasionally incorrect) though 
adequate to communicate the message.  There will be more instances of pauses, 
hesitations and/or reformulations (even if reformulations are not successful). 

1. The candidate’s utterances are typically short, simple and often incomplete (discrete 
words/phrases).  The delivery is usually very slow with frequent long pauses and 
hesitations.  There will be difficulty finding appropriate vocabulary items or they will 
be incorrect.  Attempts at circumlocution often fail and the candidate may abandon the 
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message.  The fragmentary nature of the utterances makes comprehension difficult for 
the listener.    

0. The response does not meet the required standard to be placed in any of categories 1-4.  
- The candidate fails to respond at all or the response is totally incoherent  

 
 
Score Grammatical Accuracy  
4. The description contains no major grammatical  errors and no (or almost) minor ones. 
3. The description contains no major grammatical errors but contains at least a few  

minor ones. 
2. The description contains one/a few major grammatical errors and a fair number of 

minor ones. 
1. The description contains a somewhat frequent number of  major  and minor  

grammatical errors. 
0. The description contains several major and minor grammatical errors.   
 
 
PART FOUR – GIVING AN OPINION 
 
In this section the candidate must give his/her opinion about a topic of general interest to 
students.  The candidate is given some guidelines to help them structure their response.  A 
further 30 seconds is also given for them to prepare their ideas.  The candidate’s response will 
be assessed on five different scales Relevance, Fluency & Vocabulary Adequacy and 
Grammatical Accuracy.   
Max score = 12  (4 x 2 + 4) 
 
Score Relevance 
2. The response is relevant to the topic -  responding to the main elements of the set task 

(describing rules, giving opinions and hypothesizing) 
1. The candidate’s contribution though related to the topic does not address the main 

aspects of the task outlined. 
0 The candidate’s contribution is irrelevant to the set task.   
 
Score Fluency and Vocabulary Adequacy 
4. The candidate’s utterances are characterised by an evenness and natural flow (though 

not necessarily native like). There are very few instances of  the candidate hesitating to 
choose a word or grammatical structure.  If hesitations or rephrasings do occur it is 
because the candidate wishes to change their views (i.e. propositional content).  Within 
the constraints of the task the vocabulary used is extensive and precise.  

3. The candidate’s utterances are coherent and flow relatively freely but perhaps with 
occasional hesitation or reformulation while searching for a word or grammatical 
structure.  The vocabulary used is adequate though perhaps not as extensive as that 
found in utterances classified as 4 above.   

2. The candidate’s utterances are generally shorter than in categories 3 and 4 but still 
coherent.  The candidate appears to need more to time to formulate an appropriate 
utterance .  The vocabulary will be restricted (perhaps occasionally incorrect) though 
adequate to communicate the message.  There will be more instances of pauses, 
hesitations and/or reformulations (even if reformulations are not successful). 
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1. The candidate’s utterances are typically short, simple and often incomplete (discrete 
words/phrases).  The delivery is usually very slow with frequent long pauses and 
hesitations.  There will be difficulty finding appropriate vocabulary items or they will 
be incorrect.  Attempts at circumlocution often fail and the candidate may abandon the 
message.  The fragmentary nature of the utterances makes comprehension difficult for 
the listener.    

0. The response does not meet the required standard to be placed in any of categories 1-4.  
- The candidate fails to respond at all or the response is totally incoherent  

 
 

Score Grammatical Accuracy  
4. The description contains no major grammatical  errors and no (almost no) minor ones. 
3. The description contains no major grammatical errors but contains at least a few minor 

ones. 
2. The description contains one/a few major grammatical errors and a fair number of minor 

ones. 
1. The description contains a somewhat frequent number of major and minor  

grammatical errors. 
0. The description contains several major and minor grammatical errors.   
 
 
PART FIVE - DESCRIBING OBJECTS 
 
In this section the candidate is required to describe drawings of three, relatively common and 
thematically related, objects so that a listener without previous knowledge could, from this 
description, easily identify them, understand their function etc.   A sample item is given.   Each 
item is assessed on two scales – Comprehensibility &Vocabulary Adequacy  and  Grammatical 
Accuracy. 
Max score = 12  ( 3 x 2 + 3 x 2 ) 
 
Score Comprehensibility & Vocabulary Adequacy 
2.   The candidate gives a clear and precise description of the target object. Few, if any 

inadequacies or inaccuracies in vocabulary occur during the candidate’s description.   
1. Though the vocabulary is restricted the candidate still manages to give a reasonably 

good description of the target object.  (A listener would still be able to identify the 
object in question based on this description).   

0. From the description it is not at all clear what the candidate is talking about.  The 
vocabulary is inadequate even for the most basic parts of the intended description. 

 
Score Grammatical Accuracy  
2. The description contains no major grammatical errors and no (/almost no) minor ones. 
1.   The description contains a few minor grammatical errors but no major ones. 
0. The description contains a substantial number of minor grammatical errors and/or 

major grammatical errors.   
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PART SIX - GIVING INSTRUCTIONS/ADVICE 
 
In this section the candidate must give appropriate verbal advice or instructions consistent with 
the actions outlined in  line drawings.  A single sentence will suffice as long as the message is 
complete.  Each response is assessed on the scale below.   There are 5 items for testing.  A 
sample item is given. 
Max score =10  (2 x 5). 
 
 
Score  Scale 

 
2. The instruction/advice is clear and appropriate in the given context.  The speaker uses 

appropriate and accurate linguistic forms and vocabulary which reflect the procedure 
clearly.   

1. The instruction/advice though relatively clear is not totally appropriate to the context 
AND/OR the linguistic forms are somewhat inaccurate.     

0. The instruction/advice is completely unclear/inappropriate AND/OR the linguistic 
forms are totally inaccurate.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

TRIAIL CHAINTE    Id:_____       Ainm:  ________________________   Leibhéal: _____     Diosc:__   Rian __     
 
Fothriail       1 2 3 4 5 6 Iomlán 
Scór        
  (max)        (14) (10) (10) (10) (12) (10) (66)
 
 
1.  PRONUNCIATION  (Max 14)             Track: __   Time:________ 
 
Sound               1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 11. 12. 13. 14. TOTAL
Score ( 0/1)                
 
 
2.  REACTING APPROPRIATELY  (Max 10)    Track: __   Time:________ 
 
5 ITEMS       1 2 3 4 5 TOTAL
Scale (0-2)       
 
 
3.  TELLING A STORY   (Max 10)  Track: __   Time:________ 
 
 
Scale 

Range  
 

Score 

Completeness (0-2)  
Fluency & Vocabulary Adequacy (0-4)  
Grammatical Accuracy (0-4)  
TOTAL   



 

 
 
4.  GIVING AN OPINION    (Max 10)       Track: __   Time:________ 
 
Scale Score TOTAL 
Relevance (0-2)  
Fluency & Vocabulary Adequacy (0-4)  
Grammatical Accuracy      (0-4)   
TOTAL   
 
 
5.  DESCRIBING OBJECTS      (Max 12)        Track: __   Time:________ 
 
Scales Score Object 1 Object 2 Object 3 TOTAL 
Comprehensibilty & Vocabulary Adequacy 0-2     
Grammatical Accuracy      0-2     
TOTAL      
 
 
6.  GIVING INSTRUCTIONS/ADVICE    (Max 10)    Track: __   Time:________ 
 
5 ITEMS       1 2 3 4 5 TOTAL
Scale  (0-2)       
 
__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
GENERAL REMARKS 



 

Samenvatting 

Deze studie heeft als doel de mate van verlies of behoud van vaardigheden te meten 
van de Ierse taal in de jaren nadat leerlingen hun eindexamen, het zo geheten Leaving 
Certificate Examination (LCE) hebben behaald. In het onderzoek is gebruik gemaakt 
van een longitudinale opzet met twee meetmomenten. Op het eerste meetmoment 
(Tijd 1) werden de leerlingen geïnterviewd en getest in het laatste jaar waarin ze 
formele instructie in het Iers op school ontvingen. Het tweede meetmoment (Tijd 2) 
lag ongeveer 18 maanden na het behalen van het LCE. Het onderzoek richtte zich 
vooral op de veranderingen in de Ierse taalvaardigheid, en met name op het gesproken 
Iers. Daarnaast richtte het onderzoek zich op het verschil in taalvaardigheid tussen de 
meetmomenten van drie groepen leerlingen met verschillende instructieachtergronden 
en op het vaststellen van de invloed van attitude en motivatie, het gebruik van het Iers 
buiten de schoolsetting en op kenmerken van de thuis situatie. 

In Ierland wordt de Ierse taal aan kinderen onderwezen vanaf het begin van de 
basisschool tot aan het afronden van hun middelbare school. De meeste leerlingen 
leren het Iers alleen als schoolvak en de huidige richtlijn geeft aan dat zij ongeveer 
1.450 uur aan instructie ontvangen verspreid over 13 jaar. Iers wordt in een kleine 
minderheid van immersion (volledig Ierse) scholen en in scholen in de traditionele 
Ierssprekende gebieden, die bekend staan als de Gaeltacht, als instructietaal gebruikt. 
Het aanbieden van het vak Iers in het onderwijs blijft voor de overheid de 
belangrijkste manier om hun doel van tweetaligheid in de gemeenschap te bevorderen. 
Dit beleid is tot nu toe zo danig succesvol gebleken dat het aantal tweetaligen in de 
Ierse maatschappij constant is. Het is echter minder succesvol gebleken in het 
voortbrengen van opeenvolgende generaties tweetaligen die de taal regelmatig 
gebruiken. Recente data geven aan dat van taalgebruikers buiten de Gaeltacht die 
geen instructie meer ontvangen slechts 2% (n=54,863) dagelijks Iers spreken. Voor de 
Gaeltacht is dat 35% (n=20,899). Het lage niveau van het gerapporteerde dagelijkse 
gebruik (2,8%) voor het leeftijdscohort van 20-24 jaar in de totale populatie is zeer 
opmerkelijk gezien het feit dat de meerderheid van deze jong-volwassenen op die 
leeftijd nog maar enkele jaren daarvoor is gestopt met het leren van Iers. Dit 
suggereert dat het gebruik van het Iers grotendeels stopt nadat leerlingen het 
voortgezet onderwijs hebben afgerond. 
 Omdat de mogelijkheden om het Iers te gebruiken buiten de Gaeltacht beperkt zijn 
is het zelfs voor wie het Iers zou willen gebruiken, moeilijk om dat regelmatig te 
doen. De  jongeren die zijn geslaagd voor hun eindexamen zullen in hun verdere 
ontwikkelingen deels de taal verder willen leren dan wel deze willen gebruiken voor 
bijvoorbeeld culturele redenen of om hun eigen kinderen te kunnen helpen met hun 
Ierse huiswerk. Het is in deze context interessant om vast te stellen in welke mate de 
taalvaardigheden Iers die op school zijn geleerd, blijven bestaan in een omgeving 
waarin het Engels domineert. 
 Aangezien er geen bestaande gestandaardiseerde objectieve toetsen voor gesproken 
Iers geschikt waren voor middelbare scholieren, is een toets ontwikkeld om te 
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vaardigheid van de kandidaten te beoordelen voor een beperkt aantal communicatieve 
basisvaardigheden (m.n. voor luisteren en spreken) in gesproken Iers. Deze toets voor 
spreekvaardigheid Iers (TPSI: Test of Proficiency in Spoken Irish) bevat een deel 
luisteren en een deel spreken. De luistertoets meet het begrip van semi-authentiek 
gesproken fragmenten, met name nieuwsrapportages en telefoongesprekken. 
Kandidaten dienen de correcte antwoorden op multiple-choice/goed-fout vragen te 
geven. De spreektoets bestaat uit zes sub-toetsen, waarvan de eerste de uitspraak test 
en de andere vijf het vermogen van de kandidaten beoordeelt om correct te reageren, 
om een gebeurtenis te beschrijven, om meningen te geven, om voorwerpen te 
beschrijven en om advies/instructies te geven. Kandidaten luisteren naar informatie en 
instructies via een audiocassette en hun reactie wordt op tape opgenomen. Dit soort 
interview met gebruik van audiocassettes biedt de mogelijkheid om de antwoorden 
achteraf te kunnen beoordelen. Om de algehele taalvaardigheid te meten is een C-test 
gebruikt. Deze test bestaat uit een aantal korte tekstfragmenten waarvan na een eerste 
complete zin, de helft van iedere tweede woord is weggelaten. De taak is de 
incomplete woorden aan te vullen. De Ierse C-test (ICT) is speciaal ontwikkeld voor 
dit onderzoek en bestaat uit drie korte teksten waarin 88 antwoorden ingevuld dienen 
te worden 
 Op Tijd 1 werd met behulp van een leerlingvragenlijst achtergrondinformatie 
verzameld over onder meer het eigen oordeel van de spreekvaardigheid Iers. 
Daarnaast zijn de attitude en motivatie ten aanzien van het (leren van het) Iers 
gemeten met items die zijn ontleend aan de Attitude/Motivation Test Battery 
ontwikkeld door R.C. Gardner en zijn collega’s in de jaren ‘80. De drie schalen, 
Intensiteit van Motivatie, Wens om Iers te leren, en Attitude t.o.v. het leren van Iers 
gaven een overall index van de motivatie van de leerling gerelateerd aan het leren van 
Iers. Twee andere schalen (Angst in Ierse Les en Beoordelingen Ierse Cursus) 
evalueerden de ideeën en meningen van leerlingen over de cursus en de lessen Iers. 
Op Tijd 2 werd een korte vragenlijst afgenomen bij deelnemers van de definitieve 
steekproef (Final Sample, zie beneden voor een toelichting). Er werd gevraagd naar 
de zelfbeoordeling van hun spreekvaardigheid Iers, naar het gebruik van het Iers na 
het verlaten van de middelbare school en naar de pogingen om sindsdien het Iers bij te 
houden. 
 Betrouwbaarheidscoëfficiënten die berekend zijn voor alle taaltoetsen en 
attitude/motivatie schalen bleken acceptabel. De scores van iedere afzonderlijke toets 
bleken significant te correleren zowel met elkaar als met het eindcijfer Iers van het 
LCE. 
 He doel van de selectyie van de beginsteekproef (Initial Sample) (n=257) was om 
drie verschillende instructie-achtergronden gerelateerd aan het leren van Iers zo gelijk 
mogelijk te representeren. Instructie categorie 1 (IC1) bevatte leerlingen (n=75) die 
Iers op O-niveau (Ordinary) hebben gevolgd voor het LCE , op een normale school 
met Engels als instructietaal. Instructie categorie 2 (IC2) bevatte leerlingen (n=130) 
die Iers op H-niveau (Higher) hebben gevolgd op dezelfde soort normale scholen. 
Instructie categorie 3 (IC3) bestond uit leerlingen (n=52) van immersion scholen die 
allen op H-niveau Iers hebben gevolgd. Twaalf LCE-klassen uit de Dublin regio 
namen deel aan het onderzoek, hetgeen resulteerde in een goede steekproef qua sexe, 
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school locatie en sociaal-economische achtergrond. De data voor taalvaardigheid en 
de achtergrond informatie uit de eerste steekproef vormden een bruikbare maatstaf 
voor het beoordelen van de mate van representativiteit van deelnemers van de 
longitudinale studie, en leverden de basisgegevens waar het vervolgonderzoek op is 
gebouwd. Alle leerlingen van de eerste steekproef kregen een C-toets en het luister-
gedeelte van de TPSI. Bij een deel van de deelnemers die niet van plan waren om zich 
na school nog met Iers bezig te houden, en die hadden toegestemd in deelname aan 
fase 2 van het project, werd ook de spreekvaardigheidstoets afgenomen. 
 De gegevens uit de vragenlijst van Tijd 1 gaven aan dat hoewel leerlingen in het 
algemeen niet negatief stonden tegenover Iers per se, ze zelf niet duidelijk 
investeerden in het leren van de taal. Ze beschouwden het Iers zelfs als 
bovengemiddeld moeilijk en leken meer gemotiveerd te zijn door het nut van de 
cursus dan door de interesse voor het Iers of de aantrekkelijkheid van de cursus zelf. 
De meest positieve attitudes t.o.v. het leren van het Iers en de Ierse cursus en de 
laagste scores op de schaal  Angst in de Ierse Les werden gevonden bij de IC3 
(immersion) leerlingen terwijl de minst positieve attitudes en de meeste 
angstgevoelens werden gevonden bij de IC1 (O-niveau Iers) leerlingen. De IC3 
leerlingen werden in het algemeen vaker door hun ouders aangemoedigd dan de 
andere leerlingen, terwijl in het algemeen de IC1 leerlingen de minste aanmoediging 
van hun ouders ontvingen. Immersion leerlingen hadden ook een duidelijk voordeel 
op hun leeftijdsgenoten in normale scholen door de mogelijkheid om de taal voor 
echte communicatie te kunnen gebruiken zowel binnen als buiten de school. 
Driekwart van de immersion leerlingen (IC3) rapporteerde concrete mogelijkheden 
om Iers buiten school te spreken ten opzichte van een vijfde van de IC2 (H-niveau 
Iers in ‘normale’ school). Toch was het buitenschools gebruik van het Iers van de IC2 
leerlingen hoger dan dat van de IC1 kandidaten. Het omvatte onder meer de deelname 
aan zomercursussen in de Gaeltacht, het kijken naar Ierse televisie of het gebruik van 
Iers als een geheime code op vakantie in het buitenland. Immersion leerlingen waren 
het meest geneigd tot buitenschools gebruik van het Iers met vrienden die Iers spraken 
of erin geïnteresseerd waren. Blootstelling aan Iers via de media was in het algemeen 
hoog maar het hoogst bij de immersion leerlingen. Lezen buiten de Ierse les gebeurde 
minder vaak en kwam bijna altijd alleen voor bij IC2 en IC3 leerlingen, waarvan 
ongeveer een vijfde aangaf Ierstalige tijdschriften en kranten te lezen. 
 De luistervaardigheidstoets Iers bleek relatief gemakkelijk te zijn voor de meeste 
leerlingen. Voor de beginsteekproef was de gemiddelde score van 26.9 (max.=34). 
Toch waren er significante verschillen tussen de instructiegroepen: IC3 (immersion) 
leerlingen scoorden het hoogst, gevolgd door IC2 leerlingen, terwijl de IC1 leerlingen 
het laagst scoorden. De doelen van het LCE-programma met betrekking tot de 
basisvaardigheden voor gesproken Iers werden gehaald door de IC3 leerlingen, 
waarvan door bijna iedereen hoog werd gescoord (gem.= 56.1) De IC2 leerlingen 
behaalden ook redelijk hoge algemene spreekvaardigheidsscores (gem.= 46.9) maar 
de range in de scores van de leerlingen was hier groter dan in de IC3 groep. In het 
algemeen hadden IC1 leerlingen aanzienlijke moeilijkheden met spreektaken 
(gem.=27.1) met uitzondering van uitspraak. Een vergelijkbaar patroon van 



Retention and attrition of Irish as a second language 242

vaardigheden bij de instructie categorieën (IC3>IC2>IC1) werd gevonden in de Ierse 
C-toets scores (scores: IC3: 86.3, IC2: 67.7, en IC1: 34.5). 
 De scores voor de zelfbeoordelingen voor spreekvaardigheid Iers van de leerlingen 
correleerden hoog met de daadwerkelijke vaardigheden en met name met de scores 
van de spreektoets. Een ruime meerderheid (84%) van de IC3 (immersion) leerlingen 
dacht te beschikken over een spreekvaardigheid op moedertaalniveau. IC2 leerlingen 
waren meer geneigd om zich in te schatten op het niveau van ‘meeste gesprekken’ of 
‘delen van gesprekken’ te kunnen voeren, terwijl IC1 leerlingen zich in het algemeen 
op het niveau indeelden van ‘delen van gesprekken’ of slechts ‘een paar eenvoudige 
zinnen’ te kunnen uiten. 
 Correlatieanalyses lieten zien dat hoe hoger de motivatie m.b.t. het leren van Iers 
van een leerling, des te hoger de scores op alle toetsen. Op dezelfde wijze werd meer 
aanmoediging van de ouders bij het leren van Iers van hun kinderen (zoals door 
leerlingen gerapporteerd) geassocieerd met hogere studieresultaten, met name bij 
spreekvaardigheid. Hogere waarden bij Angst in Ierse Les kwamen overeen met 
lagere scores op de Ierse toetsen. Ook hier was de relatie het sterkst bij de spreektoets. 
Vrouwelijke leerlingen rapporteerden significant hogere waarden op de Angst schaal 
dan de mannelijke leerlingen ondanks het feit dat hun algehele vaardigheden hoger 
lagen dan bij de mannen. Regressieanalyses bevestigden de dominantie van de 
variabele Instructie Categorie, die ongeveer twee-derde van de variantie bij de scores 
van de C-toets en de TPSI op Tijd 1 verklaarde. Deze analyses gaven ook aan dat 
vaardigheid in gesproken Iers het sterkst beïnvloed wordt door het buitenschools 
gebruik van Iers. Angst in Ierse Les bleek ook een significante factor, maar nu met 
een negatief effect op de resultaten. 
 De uitkomsten van de tweede fase van het onderzoek leverden het antwoord op de 
belangrijkste vraag in het onderzoek, nl. is er significant verlies van Ierse 
taalvaardigheid opgetreden in het achttien maanden durende interval sinds het einde 
van formele instructie in het Iers. Slechts 59 deelnemers van de oorspronkelijke 
doelgroep van 95 werd op Tijd 2 geïnterviewd. Door allerlei factoren was er sprake 
van een relatief hoge uitval van leerlingen tussen de twee meetmomenten. Deze 
laatste steekproef had een ietwat positiever profiel had m.b.t. Iers op Tijd 1 dan de 
overige deelnemers. Ze hadden een significant hogere taalvaardigheid Iers, 
rapporteerden in het algemeen lagere scores bij Angst in Ierse Les en hadden meer 
buitenschools contact met het Iers. Hun algehele motivatie ten opzichte van het leren 
van Iers was echter niet significant afwijkend van de andere deelnemers op dat 
tijdstip. 
 Een vergelijking van de zelfbeoordeling van de deelnemers van de laatste steekproef 
op Tijd 1 en Tijd 2 gaf een algehele afname weer in het taalvaardigheidsniveau na het 
verlaten van de middelbare school. Er was ook bij alle instructie categorieën een 
significante afname in de gerapporteerde mogelijkheden om Iers informeel te kunnen 
gebruiken. Deelnemers van IC3 waren het meest geneigd om Iers te blijven spreken, 
lezen en schrijven. Toegang tot netwerken waar Iers werd gesproken (meestal 
buitenshuis), bleek voor deze leerlingeneen factor van belang te zijn die het 
eenvoudiger maakte om Iers te spreken. Iets meer dan de helft gebruikte nog steeds 
Iers in het gezelschap van Ierssprekende vrienden, terwijl ongeveer een kwart van de 
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IC3 deelnemers brieven en e-mails in het Iers naar vrienden stuurde. IC2 and IC1 
leerlingen gebruikten in het algemeen minder Iers en wanneer dat toch het geval was, 
betrof het een enkel Iers woord of frase in een Engels gesprek. De meeste IC3 
deelnemers zijn nog wel wat Iers blijven lezen, de helft geeft aan met enige regelmaat 
Ierse krantenartikelen te lezen. Minder dan de helft van de IC2 deelnemers leest Iers, 
en voor zover ze het doen gaat het om het scannen van functionele teksten in de 
omgeving zoals aankondigingen en posters etc. Voor de deelnemers van IC1 kwam 
het nog minder voor dat er in het Iers werd gelezen. 
 De indruk van de deelnemers dat hun spreekvaardigheid Iers achteruit is gegaan 
werd niet bevestigd door de vergelijking van de scores op de taaltoetsen op Tijd 1 en 
Tijd 2. Statistische testen gaven aan dat de resultaten van de luistertoets, de 
spreektoets, en de C-toets niet significant verschilden in het achttien maanden durende 
interval. In een van de sub-toetsen bleek wel een klein, doch significant verschil. 
Verrassend genoeg ging het om een verbetering op de score van het onderdeel “Vertel 
een verhaal”, wat voornamelijk werd gevonden bij IC3 deelnemers. 
 Veel van de achtergrondfactoren die op Tijd 1 gerelateerd waren aan 
taalvaardigheid, bleken ook op Tijd 2 een rol te spelen. Het gaat hierbij om de indices 
van ouderlijke aanmoediging, leerling motivatie om Iers te leren, Algehele 
Beoordeling van de Cursus Iers en de Angst in de Ierse Les. Niet geheel onverwacht 
toonden exploratieve regressie analyses aan dat de oorspronkelijke vaardigheid in het 
Iers (gemeten op Tijd 1) het grootste deel van de variantie (86%) van de TPSI-scores 
van Tijd 2 verklaarde. Toch bleef de Instructie Categorie een significante factor die 
3% van de variantie in de taalvaardigheid van gesproken Iers verklaarde. De hogere 
prestaties van de ex-immersion school (IC3) deelnemers in vergelijking met de andere 
deelnemers reflecteerden niet alleen hun algeheel hogere scores op T1 en T2, maar 
ook de vooruitgang van taalvaardigheid van enkele individuen in deze categorie. Geen 
van de andere achtergrond-variabelen bleken significante voorspellers van 
vaarfdigheid in gesproken Iers te zijn. De oorspronkelijke resultaten op de C-toets 
(Tijd 1) verklaarden het merendeel (86%) van de variantie in de C-toetsen op Tijd 2. 
Een variabele die de mate van lezen in het Iers na het verlaten van de middelbare 
school weergaf was de enige andere significante voorspeller, die verantwoordelijk 
was voor de verklaring van nog eens 2% van de variantie. Deze uitkomsten geven het 
belang aan van de mogelijkheden die lezen kan bieden bij de hulp aan individuen om 
een hoge taalvaardigheid te behouden in een tweede taal zoals het Iers. 
 Zoals aangegeven vertoonden enkele leerlingen in de IC3 groep vooruitgang in 
taalvaardigheid. Hun profiel suggereert dat deze ontwikkeling in ieder geval deels 
verklaard zou kunnen worden door de frequentie waarmee ze Iers spraken. De 
mogelijkheid om Iers te kunnen spreken met native sprekers blijkt een bepalende 
factor te zijn om het gebruik van Iers in deze gevallen vast te stellen. Niet alle 
deelnemers met een immersion school-achtergrond bleken echter met regelmaat Iers 
te zijn blijven gebruiken. Voor die gevallen waarin verbetering was opgetreden 
zonder een toename van het gebruik van Iers, is de oorzaak gezocht in onderpresteren 
op Tijd 1. Achtergrond informatie suggereert dat lage motivatie, beperkte interesse of 
examenvrees (LCE) de oorspronkelijke slechtere prestatie zouden kunnen verklaren. 
De kwalitatieve analyse liet ook zien hoe de deelnemers’ introspectie kan helpen om 
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verschillen in de scores te verklaren. Zo werd opgemerkt dat de twee deelnemers die 
klaagden over interferentie van een derde taal, een duidelijke terugval op hun scores 
van gesproken Iers lieten zien. 
 De uitkomsten van het huidige onderzoek repliceren die van andere onderzoeken 
naar taalverlies van een tweede taal die op school is aangeleerd, waar weinig tot geen 
verlies in de receptieve vaardigheden (luisteren, lezen, lexicaal) in de tweede taal 
werden gevonden (Grendel, 1993; Weltens, 1989). Een toegevoegde dimensie in de 
huidige studie was het onderzoek naar taalverlies van de L2 spreekvaardigheid, die 
over het algemeen minder bestand is tegen taalverlies. De prestaties op het 
spreekgedeelte van de TPSI lieten zien dat de communicatieve basisvaardigheden niet 
verloren zijn gegaan. Er kan wel worden opgemerkt dat als het tijdsinterval van het 
huidige onderzoek langer was geweest (bijvoorbeeld langer dan  2 jaar), er een 
significant niveau van taalverlies gevonden had kunnen worden, zeker bij deelnemers 
met een lagere taalvaardigheid Iers. De mogelijkheid is ook overwogen dat het 
behoorlijke aantal deelnemers die moeilijkheden hadden om het ‘juiste’ woord te 
vinden of een achteruitgang in hun spreekvaardigheid rapporteerden, eigenlijk een 
vertraging van hun taalverwerkingsvermogen ervaarden. Toekomstig onderzoek op 
dit gebied zou zich kunnen richten op de duur van het interval tussen einde onderwijs 
en meting verlies of behoud en met gebruikmaking van een gevoeliger instrument 
voor de meting van productieve lexicale vaardigheid. 
 
Referenties 
Grendel, M. (1993). Verlies en herstel van lexicale kennis. (Attrition and recovery of 
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Weltens, B. (1989). The attrition of French as a foreign language. 
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Achoimre 

Ba é cuspóir an staidéir seo ná meath agus buanú scileanna Gaeilge a mheas i measc 
iardhaltaí scoile sa tréimhse díreach tar éis dóibh an scrúdú deireanach meánscoile a 
dhéanamh i.e. an Scrúdú Ardteistiméireachta. Baineadh úsáid as dearadh fadama sa 
staidéar.  Cuireadh agallaimh agus trialacha ar mhic léinn Ardteistiméireachta dhá uair 
– nuair a bhí siad ag teacht go dtí deireadh a gcuid scolaíochta sa Ghaeilge (Am a 
hAon), agus arís 18 mí tar éis an Scrúdaithe Ardteistiméireachta (Am a Dó).  Ba é 
fócas an staidéir ná an claochlú a thagann ar chumas Gaeilge, agus ar an gcumas 
labhartha go háirithe, le linn na tréimhse seo.  Aidhm eile a bhí ag an staidéar ná 
cumas tosaigh agus cumas deiridh sa Ghaeilge a thomhas faoi mar a léiríodh sin i 
measc rannpháirtithe ó thrí chúlra teagaisc ar leith.  Chomh maith leis sin, rinneadh 
iniúchadh ar an tionchar a bhí ag fachtóirí inathraithe ar a gcumas sa Ghaeilge - 
dearcadh/inspreagadh na rannpháirtithe i leith fhoghlaim na Gaeilge, úsáid na teanga 
taobh amuigh den scoil agus sa bhaile. 
 In Éirinn, múintear an Ghaeilge do pháistí ón uair a thosaíonn siad sa bhunscoil go 
dtí go gcríochnaíonn siad a gcuid oideachais dara leibhéal.  I gcás fhormhór na ndaltaí 
seo, múintear an Ghaeilge mar ábhar scoile amháin.  De réir na dtreoracha curaclaim 
reatha, ba cheart go bhfaighidís thart ar 1,450 uair an chloig de theagasc sa Ghaeilge 
thar thréimhse 13 bliain.  Bíonn oideachas lán-Ghaeilge le fáil i scoileanna sa 
Ghaeltacht agus i gcéatadán beag de scoileanna Galltachta a mbíonn an tumoideachas 
ar siúl iontu (scoileanna lán-Ghaeilge).  Is é aidhm an Stáit ná sochaí dhátheangach a 
bheith ann agus is é teagasc na Gaeilge an príomhbheart atá aige chun an aidhm sin a 
bhaint amach.  Tá ag éirí leis an bpolasaí seo sa mhéid is go bhfuil líon mór de 
mhuintir na tíre dátheangach dá bharr.  Bíodh sin mar atá, níor chruthaigh sé glúine 
leanúnacha de dhaoine fásta a úsáideann an Ghaeilge go rialta.  De réir dhaonáireamh 
1996, ní bhíonn an Ghaeilge á labhairt go laethúil ach ag 2% (n=54,863) de dhaoine 
taobh amuigh den Ghaeltacht, gan daltaí scoile a chur san áireamh.  Is é an céatadán 
céanna don Ghaeltacht ná 35% (n=20,899).  Ba chuid suntais é úsáid laethúil a bheith 
chomh híseal (2.8%) i measc an aoisghrúpa 20-24 sa dhaonra i gcoitinne, nuair a 
chuirtear sa áireamh go raibh na daoine sin ag déanamh staidéir ar an nGaeilge cúpla 
bliain roimh an daonáireamh.  Tugann sé seo le fios go bhfágtar an Ghaeilge ar 
leataobh tar éis fhágáil na meánscoile. 
 Fiú má theastaíonn ó iardhaltaí an Ghaeilge a labhairt go rialta, bíonn sé deacair 
dóibh deiseanna a fháil, toisc gréasáin de chainteoirí Gaeilge a bheith róscáinte agus 
róscaipthe sa phobal taobh amuigh den Ghaeltacht.  Ach, de réir mar a théann na 
blianta ar aghaidh, tagann fonn ar roinnt daoine fásta tosú arís ar an teanga a úsáid nó í 
a fhoghlaim arís m.sh. ar son cúiseanna cultúrtha nó chun cabhrú le obair bhaile 
Ghaeilge a gcuid páistí féin.  Sa chomhthéacs seo, ceaptar go mbeadh sé spéisiúil a 
fháil amach cé chomh buanseasmhach is a bhíonn na scileanna Gaeilge a 
fhoghlaimítear ar scoil i measc daoine a bhfuil cónaí orthu i bpobal a bhfuil an Béarla 
mar phríomhtheanga chaidrimh ann. 
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 Ní raibh aon trialacha caighdeánaithe oibiachtúla le fáil chun cumas sa Ghaeilge 
labhartha a mheas a bhí oiriúnach do mhic léinn iar-bhunscoile.  Mar sin de, dearadh 
triail úrnua bunaithe ar roinnt bunchuspóirí cumarsáideacha (idir éisteacht agus 
labhairt), cuspóirí atá comónta don siollabas Gaeilge Ardteistiméireachta sa 
ghnáthleibhéal agus san ardleibhéal.  Tá dhá roinn sa Triail Chumais sa Ghaeilge 
Labhartha  (TCGL) – roinn éisteachta agus roinn chainte.  Sa Triail Éisteachta, 
rinneadh measúnú ar thuiscint ghinearálta don ghnáth-theanga labhartha.  Baineadh 
úsáid as foinsí leath-dhílse, m.sh. míreanna nuachta agus tuairisce, comhráite 
teileafóin.  B’éigean d’ iarrthóirí  ceisteanna ilrogha nó ceisteanna den cineál 
fíor/bréagach a fhreagairt.  Tá an TCGL claonta i dtreo scileanna ghinchumais 
labhartha na Gaeilge (uas-scór sa Triail Chainte=66).  Tá sé cinn d’fhothrialacha sa 
Triail Chainte.  Triail fhoghraíochta is ea an chéad cheann. Tá cúig thasc eile ann a 
thástálann cumas an iarrthóra maidir le freagra cuí a thabhairt, cur síos ar rud atá tite 
amach, tuairimí a chur in iúl, cur síos ar rudaí agus comhairle/treoracha a thabhairt.  
Éisteann na hiarrthóirí leis an ábhar taifeadta agus taifeadtar a gcuid freagraí féin.  
Úsáidtear an t-agallamh taifeadta seo chun cumas an iarrthóra a mheasúnú níos faide 
anonn.  Úsáideadh C-triail (C-test) chun cumas ginearálta sa Ghaeilge a mheas.  
Dearadh C-Triail Ghaeilge ar mhaithe leis an staidéar seo.  Tá trí cinn de théacsanna 
gearra inti agus 88 bearna le líonadh.  Fágtar an chéad abairt agus an dara habairt i 
ngach téacs slán ach fágtar ar lár an dara leath de gach dara focal sa chuid eile den 
téacs. 
 Sa chéad chuid den staidéar (Am a hAon), úsáideadh ceistneoir chun eolas a bhailiú 
faoi chúlra teanga na mac léinn agus chun deis a thabhairt dóibh a gcumas féin sa 
Ghaeilge labhartha a mheas.  Baineadh leas freisin as gnéithe den Deascán Trialacha 
um Dhearcadh/Inspreagadh (Attitude/Motivation Test Battery) a d’fhorbair R.C. 
Gardner agus a chomhghleacaithe sna 1980aidí.  Cuireadh na gnéithe seo in oiriúint 
don staidéar seo chun dearcadh agus inspreagadh na mac léinn a mheas.  Tá  trí scála 
ar leith ann i.e. Déine an Inspreagtha (Motivational Intensity), Dúil i bhFoghlaim na 
Gaeilge (Desire to Learn Irish) agus Dearcadh i leith Fhoghlaim na Gaeilge (Attitude 
to Learning Irish) a úsáidtear mar innéacs ginearálta ar inspreagadh na mac léinn i 
leith fhoghlaim na Gaeilge.  Tá dhá scála eile ann i.e. Imní sa Rang Gaeilge (Irish 
Class Anxiety) agus Meas i leith an Chúrsa Ghaeilge (Irish Course Evaluation) a 
úsáidtear chun smaointe agus tuairimí na mac léinn i leith an chúrsa agus an ranga 
Ghaeilge a mheasúnú.  Sa dara cuid den staidéar (Am a Dó), bhí ceistneoir gairid le 
comhlíonadh ag rannpháirtithe sa Sampla Deiridh.  Ba é cuspóir an cheistneora a 
dtuairimí maidir lena gcumas féin sa Ghaeilge labhartha a fháil, agus eolas a bhailiú 
maidir leis an úsáid a bhí bainte acu as an nGaeilge ó d’fhág siad an mheánscoil agus 
maidir lena n-iarrachtaí a gcuid Gaeilge a bhuanú idir an dá linn. 
 Rinneadh comhéifeachtaí iontaofachta a ríomh i leith na dtrialacha teanga agus na 
scálaí dearcaidh/inspreagtha, agus fuarthas iad go léir sásúil.  Chomh maith leis sin, 
bhí comhchoibhneas suntasach idir na scóir i ngach aon cheann de na trí thriail 
thuasluaite agus grád iomlán an iarrthóra sa scrúdú Gaeilge san Ardteistiméireacht.  
 Bhí sé i gceist go mbeidh an Sampla Tosaigh (n=257) ionadaíoch do thrí chúlra 
teagaisc éagsúla maidir le foghlaim na Gaeilge ag leibhéal na hArdteistiméireachta.  
Bhí na mic léinn (n=75) i gCatagóir Theagaisc 1 (CT1) ag déanamh staidéir ar an 
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gcúrsa gnáthleibhéil i ngnáthscoileanna.  Bhí na mic léinn (n=130) i gCatagóir 
Theagaisc 2 (CT2) ag gabháil don chúrsa ardleibhéil i ngnáthscoileanna.  Bhí na mic 
léinn (n=52) i gCatagóir Theagaisc 3 (CT3) ag gabháil don chúrsa ardleibhéil chomh 
maith, ach bhí siadsan ag freastal ar scoileanna lán-Ghaeilge. 
 Ghlac 12 rang ardteistiméireachta as ceantar Bhaile Átha Cliath páirt sa staidéar ag 
Am a hAon.  Is sampla trasghearrthach réasúnta ionadaíoch é seo de mhic léinn maidir 
le hinscne agus maidir le hionad agus cúlra sóisialta/eacnamaíoch na scoile.  Bailíodh 
eolas faoi chumas agus cúlra na mac léinn sa Sampla Tosaigh seo.  Ní hé amháin gur 
úsáideadh an t-eolas sin mar shonraí bonnlíne don Staidéar Fadama, ach bhí sé ina 
shlat tomhais áisiúil maidir le hionadaíocht na rannpháirtithe sa staidéar sin a mheas.  
Cuireadh an C-Triail agus an Triail Éisteachta ar gach mac léinn sa Sampla Tosaigh.  
Níor cuireadh an Triail Chainte ach ar fhoshampla de na mic léinn seo i.e. iad siúd 
nach raibh sé i gceist acu leanúint ar aghaidh le foghlaim na Gaeilge tar éis dóibh an 
scoil a fhágáil agus a bhí sásta páirt a ghlacadh sa dara cuid den staidéar.  
 Tugann sonraí an cheistneora le fios nach raibh dearcadh diúltach ag na mic léinn 
faoin nGaeilge, ach nach ndearna siad iarracht láidir phearsanta chun í a fhoghlaim ach 
an oiread.  Chomh maith leis sin, cheap siad go raibh an cúrsa Gaeilge (don Ardteist) 
thar an meán ó thaobh deacrachta de.  Is cosúil gurb é an t-inspreagadh is mó a bhí acu 
ná an cúrsa a bheith riachtanach agus úsáideach ar mhaithe le cuspóirí eile, seachas aon 
spéis nó dúil a bheith acu sa chúrsa féin.  Is ag mic léinn CT3 (scoileanna lán-
Ghaeilge) a bhí na tuairimí is dearfaí ó thaobh fhoghlaim na Gaeilge agus an chúrsa 
Ghaeilge de.  Iadsan ba lú a bhraith imní sa rang Gaeilge.  Is ag mic léinn CT1 
(gnáthleibhéal Gaeilge) a bhí na tuairimí is diúltaí agus is iad ba mhó a bhraith imní sa 
rang Gaeilge.  Chomh maith leis sin, fuair mic léinn CT3 níos mó tacaíochta óna 
dtuismitheoirí ó thaobh fhoghlaim na Gaeilge de ná mar a fuair mic léinn eile sa 
staidéar.  Mic léinn CT1 ba lú a fuair tacaíocht ó thuismitheoirí.  Bhí buntáiste 
suntasach eile ag na mic léinn sna scoileanna lán-Ghaeilge (CT3) thar a gcomrádaithe 
sna gnáthscoileanna maidir le deiseanna chun an Ghaeilge a úsáid go cumarsáideach, 
laistigh agus lasmuigh den scoil.  Thuairiscigh trí cheathrú de na daltaí tumoideachais 
(CT3) go raibh deiseanna suntasacha acu an Ghaeilge a labhairt taobh amuigh den 
scoil.  Ní raibh na deiseanna seo le fáil ach ag an gcúigiú cuid de mhic léinn CT2 
(ardleibhéal Gaeilge sna gnáthscoileanna).  Mar sin féin, bhí úsáid na Gaeilge taobh 
amuigh den scoil níos airde i measc mhic léinn CT2 ná i measc a gcomrádaithe as 
CT1.  An saghas úsáide a bhí i gceist anseo ná freastal ar chúrsaí samhraidh sa 
Ghaeltacht, féachaint ar chláir theilifíse Ghaeilge nó an Ghaeilge a úsáid mar chód 
rúnda m.sh. ar laethanta saoire thar lear.  Ba iad na daltaí tumoideachais (CT3) is mó a 
thuairiscigh gur úsáid siad Gaeilge lasmuigh den scoil lena gcairde nó le daoine eile a 
bhfuil spéis acu inti.  Bhí cláir theilifíse agus raidió i nGaeilge á bhfeiceáil nó á 
gcloisteáil go réasúnta minic ag mic léinn i ngach catagóir, ach is i measc na mac léinn 
tumoideachais a bhí na leibhéil fhéachana/éisteachta ba airde.  Níor nós coitianta é 
ábhair Ghaeilge a léamh seachas na hábhair sin a bhí le léamh don chúrsa Gaeilge.  
Formhór mór na mac léinn a thuairiscigh go mbíonn léitheoireacht Ghaeilge ar siúl 
acu, bhain siad le catagóirí IC2 agus IC3.  Thuairiscigh an cúigiú cuid díobh gur léigh 
siad nuachtáin agus irisí Gaeilge ó am go chéile. 
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 Léirigh na torthaí go raibh an Triail Éisteachta réasúnta simplí don chuid is mó de na 
mic léinn, mar go bhfuair an Sampla Tosaigh scór 26.9 ar an meán (uas-scór = 34).  
Bíodh sin mar atá, bhí difríochtaí suntasacha idir na trí chatagóir theagaisc.  Go 
ginearálta, ba iad mic léinn CT3 a fuair na scóir is airde.  Mic léinn CT2 a bhí sa dara 
háit agus ba iad mic léinn CT1 a fuair na scóir is ísle.  Maidir le mic léinn CT3, 
comhlíonadh na cuspóirí is bunúsaí de chuid chlár Gaeilge na hArdteistiméireachta, 
mar fuair an chuid is mó de na mic léinn seo scóir arda sa Triail Chainte (an meán = 
56.1).  Fuair mic léinn CT2 scóir réasúnta arda chomh maith (an meán = 46.9) ach bhí 
an raon cumais níos leithne sa chatagóir seo ná mar a bhí in CT3.  Taobh amuigh den 
fhothriail Fhoghraíochta, bhí go leor deacrachtaí ag mic léinn CT1 leis na tascanna 
cainte (an meán = 27.1) eile.  Bhí torthaí na C-Trialach Gaeilge (uas-scór = 100), thar 
na trí catagóirí teagaisc (CT3=86.3; CT2=67.7; CT3=34.5) an-chosúil leis na patrúin 
chumais thuasluaite. 
 Bhí comhchoibhneas láidir idir na tuairimí a bhí ag na mic léinn faoina gcumas féin 
sa Ghaeilge agus an cumas a léirigh siad sna trialacha, go háirithe maidir leis na scóir a 
fuair siad sa Triail Chainte.  Mheas tromlach mór (83%) mhic léinn CT3 go raibh 
‘cumas cainteora ó dhúchas’ acu.  Mheas an chuid is mó de mhic léinn CT2 go raibh 
cumas maith acu maidir leis ‘an gcuid is mó de chomhráite Gaeilge’ nó le ‘codanna 
áirithe de chomhráite Gaeilge’.  Agus ar an iomlán, mheas mic léinn CT1 go raibh siad 
in ann déileáil le ‘codanna de chomhráite Gaeilge’ nó le ‘roinnt abairtí simplí’. 
 Léirigh an anailís chomhchoibhnis gurb iad na mic léinn ba mhó inspreagadh na mic 
léinn is fearr ar éirigh leo sna trialacha teanga.  Chomh maith leis sin, ba iad na mic 
léinn ba mhó a fuair tacaíocht óna dtuismitheoirí maidir le foghlaim na Gaeilge ba 
chumasaí sa teanga, go háirithe sa teanga labhartha.  (Ba iad na mic léinn féin a 
thuairiscigh leibhéal tacaíochta na dtuismitheoirí.)  Léirigh na sonraí gurb iad na mic 
léinn a fuair na scóir is ísle sna trialacha an dream ba mhó a bhraith imní sa rang 
Gaeilge.  Ba é an coibhneas ba shuntasaí ar fad ná an coibhneas idir Imní sa Rang 
Gaeilge agus na scóir a fuarthas sa Triail Chainte.  Thuairiscigh na mná óga leibhéil 
imní níos airde ná na fir óga - in ainneoin go raibh a gcumas ginearálta sa Ghaeilge 
níos airde ná cumas na bhfear óg, ar an meán.  Dheimhnigh anailísí cúlúcháin an 
barrthábhacht a bhain le hathróg na Catagóra Teagaisc.  Tuairim is dhá dtrian an 
athraithis sna scóir a fuarthas sa C-Triail Ghaeilge agus sa TCGL sa chéad chuid den 
staidéar, bhíothas in ann é a mhíniú i gcomhthéacs na hathróige seo.  Thug na hanailísí 
seo le fios chomh maith go mbíonn tionchar suntasach ag úsáid na Gaeilge lasmuigh 
den scoil ar chumas labhartha Gaeilge na mac léinn.  Fuarthas amach freisin gur 
fachtóir thábhachtach is ea imní sa rang Gaeilge, a raibh tionchar diúltach aige ar 
iarrachtaí na mac léinn. 
 Is iad torthaí an dara cuid den staidéar a fhreagraíonn príomhcheist an taighde seo 
i.e. ar tháinig meath suntasach ar scileanna Gaeilge na mac léinn sa tréimhse 18 mí ó 
stop siad ag freastal ar ranganna foirmiúla Gaeilge?  Níor tháinig ach 59 den ghrúpa 
tosaigh de 95 mac léinn ar ais don agallamh ag Am a Dó.  Tugadh faoi deara go raibh 
próifíl níos dearfaí maidir le foghlaim na Gaeilge ag an Sampla Deiridh seo ag Am a 
hAon ná mar a bhí ag na rannpháirtithe eile ag an am.  Bhí cumas Gaeilge níos airde 
acu; thuairiscigh siad na leibhéil imní ba lú sa rang Gaeilge, agus is iadsan ba mhó a 
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bhí i dteagmháil le Gaeilge lasmuigh den scoil.  Mar sin féin, ní raibh aon difríocht 
shuntasach idir an dá ghrúpa maidir le hinspreagadh i leith fhoghlaim na Gaeilge. 
 Rinne na hiardhaltaí a ghlac páirt sa Sampla Deiridh a gcumas féin sa Ghaeilge 
labhartha a rátáil arís agus cuireadh an dá rátáil (Am a hAon agus Am a Dó) i 
gcomparáid le chéile.  Mheas rannpháirtithe an tSampla Deiridh go raibh meath tagtha 
ar a gcumas sa Ghaeilge labhartha ó d’fhág siad an mheánscoil.  Tuairiscíodh titim 
shuntasach i ngach ceann de na catagóirí teagaisc maidir le deiseanna chun an 
Ghaeilge a úsáid go neamhfhoirmiúil.  Ba iad rannpháirtithe CT3 (iardhaltaí 
tumoideachais) is mó a lean ar aghaidh ag labhairt na Gaeilge, á léamh agus á scríobh.  
Ó thaobh úsáid na Gaeilge de, bhí buntáiste ar leith ag na rannpháirtithe de chuid CT3 
a raibh teacht acu ar ghréasáin de chainteoirí Gaeilge (lasmuigh den bhaile, de ghnáth).  
Thuairiscigh níos mó ná leath na rannpháirtithe sin gur úsáid siad an Ghaeilge i gcónaí 
le cairde a labhraíonn Gaeilge agus dúirt thart ar an gceathrú cuid díobh gur scríobh 
siad litreacha nó teachtaireachtaí ríomhphoist as Gaeilge chuig cairde dá gcuid.  Ba 
annamh a bhí an Ghaeilge á labhairt ag rannpháirtithe CT2 agus CT1, amach ó abairt 
nó dhó trí chomhrá Béarla.  Lean an chuid is mó de rannpháirtithe CT3 ar aghaidh ag 
léamh ábhar as Gaeilge ag leibhéal áirithe; léann thart ar leath acu ailt as Gaeilge i 
nuachtáin ó am go ham.  Ní raibh aon léitheoireacht Ghaeilge ar siúl ag rannpháirtithe 
as CT1, amach ó spléachadh a thabhairt ar théacsanna feidhmiúla, m.sh. fógraí, 
póstaeir agus araile. 
 Nocht na rannpháirtithe a dtuairimí maidir leis an meath a bhí tagtha ar a gcumas sa 
Ghaeilge labhartha.  Tríd is tríd, ní raibh aon tacaíocht do na tuairimí seo le fáil sa 
chomparáid a rinneadh idir na scóir a fuair siad sna trialacha teanga ag Am a hAon 
agus ag Am a Dó.  Léirigh an anailís staitistiúil nár tháinig aon athrú suntasach sna 
scóir a fuarthas sna trialacha éisteachta, labhartha agus sa C-triail le linn na tréimhse 
18 mí.  Bíodh sin mar atá, ba chuid suntais an t-athrú beag a tugadh faoi deara i gceann 
amháin de na fothrialacha sa Triail Chainte.  Is í an fhothriail a bhí i gceist ná ‘Ag 
insint scéil’ agus is amhlaidh a méadaíodh ar na scóir a fuarthas ann, go háirithe i 
measc rannpháirtithe CT3.  
 Aithníodh fachtóirí áirithe ag Am a hAon a raibh tionchar acu ar chumas Gaeilge.  
Bhí baint ag na fachtóirí seo leis na scóir a fuarthas ag Am a Dó freisin.  I measc na 
bhfachtóirí seo tá tacaíocht ó thuismitheoirí, inspreagadh an mhic léinn chun an 
Ghaeilge a fhoghlaim, tuairimí ginearálta i leith an chúrsa Ghaeilge agus imní sa rang 
Gaeilge.  Díreach mar a bheifí ag súil leis, léirigh na hanailísí cúlúcháin go bhféadfaí 
formhór an athraithis (86%) sna scóir a fuarthas sa TCGL ag Am a Dó a mhíniú i 
gcomhthéacs chumas tosaigh sa Ghaeilge labhartha (i.e. cumas ag Am a hAon). Mar 
sin féin, bhí athróg na Catagóra Teagaisc fós ina fhachtóir suntasach maidir le cumas 
sa Ghaeilge labhartha ag Am a Dó.  D’fhéadfaí 3% eile den athraitheas a mhíniú i 
gcomhthéacs na hathróige seo.  Ba iad iardhaltaí na scoileanna lán-Ghaeilge (CT3) ab 
fhearr a chruthaigh i gcomparáid leis na rannpháirtithe eile.  Ní amháin gurb acusan a 
bhí na scóir ba airde, tríd is tríd, ach is amhlaidh a bhí feabhas beag tagtha ar chuid de 
na rannpháirtithe sa chatagóir seo chomh maith.  Ní raibh aon athróg eile ina 
fáistineoir an-suntasach ar chumas sa Ghaeilge labhartha. 
 Bhíothas in ann formhór an athraithis (86%) i scóir a fuarthas sa C-Triail Ghaeilge 
ag Am a Dó a mhíniú i gcomhthéacs chumas Gaeilge na ndaltaí nuair a rinne siad an 
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triail chéanna ag Am a hAon.  Ba í an t-aon athróg eile a bhí ina fáistineoir suntasach 
ná an athróg maidir le méid na léitheoireachta Gaeilge ó fágadh an mheánscoil.  
Bhíothas in ann 2% eile den athraitheas a mhíniú i gcomhthéacs na hathróige seo.  
Deimhníonn an toradh seo an leas a d’fhéadfaí a bhaint as an léitheoireacht chun 
cabhrú le daoine ardleibhéil chumais a choimeád sa dara teanga i.e. an Ghaeilge. 
 Cé nár léirigh an anailís chainníochtúil aon athrú suntasach sna scóir chumais, léirigh 
an anailís cháilíochtúil go ndearna roinnt daoine dul chun cinn beag agus gur tháinig 
meath beag ar scóir roinnt daoine eile.  Maidir leis an dul chun cinn a tugadh faoi deara 
i measc iardhaltaí tumoideachais, d’fhéadfadh é a mhíniú, go pointe éigin, i 
gcomhthéacs an Ghaeilge a bheith á labhairt acu go minic.  Is cosúil go raibh úsáid na 
Gaeilge ag brath ar theagmhálacha le cainteoirí Gaeilge.  Is fiú a mheabhrú nár lean 
gach iardhalta Gaelscoile ag labhairt Gaeilge go rialta.  D’fhéadfadh a mhaíomh go 
bhfuil míniú eile ar an dul chun cinn a tugadh faoi deara i roinnt cásanna i.e. gur 
thearcghnóthaigh na rannpháirtithe ag Am a hAon.  Thug na sonraí cúlra le fios go 
raibh tionchar diúltach ag baint le heaspa inspreagtha, easpa spéise agus brú scrúduithe 
ar chumas tosaigh na rannpháirtithe, tráth a rinneadh an chéad triail.  Chomh maith leis 
sin, léirigh an anailís cháilíochtúil gur féidir leas a bhaint as na tuairiscí 
inbhreathnaitheacha a sholáthraigh na mic léinn féin chun cuid de na hathruithe sna 
scóir a shoiléiriú.  Mar shampla, tugadh faoi deara go ndearna beirt rannpháirtithe 
gearán faoi thrasnaíocht ó thríú teanga agus gur tháinig titim shuntasach ar na scóir a 
fuair siad sa Ghaeilge labhartha. 
 Tá torthaí an staidéir seo ar aon dul leis na torthaí a bhí ar staidéir eile mar gheall ar 
theangacha a foghlaimíodh ar scoil.  Ba é toradh na staidéar seo gur beag meath a 
tháinig ar scileanna gabhchumais (éisteacht, léitheoireacht, foclóir) (fch. Grendel, 
1993; Weltens, 1989).  Aidhm bhreise a bhí ag an taighde seo ná coimeád scileanna 
(ginchumais) cainte a mheas, nó ceaptar gurb iad seo na scileanna is túisce a chailltear.  
Mar sin féin, léirigh gnóthachtáil sa Triail Chainte nár chailleadh mórán de na 
bunscileanna seo ach an oiread.  Maidir leis an líon suntasach rannpháirtithe a 
thuairiscigh gur dheacair dóibh an focal ‘ceart’ a aimsiú nó a bhraith go raibh meath 
tagtha ar a scileanna cainte, is féidir gur moilliú ar a scileanna próiseála teanga ba 
chúis leis sin.  Mar fhocal scoir, moltar tuilleadh taighde a dhéanamh sa réimse seo, an 
idirtréimhse a bheith níos faide (os cionn dhá bhliain, b’fhéidir) agus triail níos 
cuimsithí agus níos íogaire a úsáid féachaint conas a éiríonn leis na rannpháirtithe 
cuimhne a choimeád ar a bhfocalstór Gaeilge. 
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