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 This thesis argues that Irish can and should be revitalized.  Conducted as an 

observational case study, this thesis focuses on interviews with 72 participants during the 

summer of 2013.  All participants live in the Republic of Ireland or Northern Ireland.  This 

thesis investigates what has caused the Irish language to lose power and prestige over the 

centuries, and which Irish language revitalization efforts have been successful. Findings show 

that although, all-Irish schools have had a substantial growth rate since 1972, when the 

schools were founded, the majority of Irish students still get their education through English-

medium schools.  This study concludes that Irish will survive and grow in the numbers of 

fluent Irish speakers; however, the government will need to further support the growth of the 

all-Irish schools.  In conclusion, the Irish communities must take control of the promotion of 

the Irish language, and intergenerational transmission must take place between parents and 

their children.         
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

The Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this study was to interview citizens of the Republic of Ireland and 

Northern Ireland in order to ascertain their attitudes about Irish revitalization.  This study 

examines not only the attitudes of the people towards Irish but also the variables 

contributing to these views.  The variables include:  proficiency in Irish, residency, the 

gender and age of the speaker, the amount of use of Irish in the home, and Irish language 

use in and outside of public schools.  

 In order to better understand the benefits of reviving the Irish language, this study 

also examines the advantages of bilingualism.  Furthermore, it investigates the role of the 

educational system in the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland in regards to the 

revitalization efforts of the Irish language.  Finally, this study is an examination of the 

revitalization efforts of the Irish community and family intergenerational transmission of 

the Irish language.  

 Based on the research and the interviews conducted, this thesis argues that the 

Irish language can and should be revived because the language is not only a badge of 

cultural identity, but also that there are economic and cognitive advantages of being 

bilingual in English and Irish. 
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Statement of the Problem 

 

Irish is an Endangered Language   

 There are more than 6000 languages spoken around the world, and over half of 

these languages are in danger of extinction within 100 years (Hinton & Hale, 2001, p. 3; 

Hinton, 2003, p. 44).  According to UNESCO, (United Nations Educational, Scientific and 

Cultural Organization) Irish is considered a language in danger of extinction 

(www.unesco.org).  A language is labeled a threatened language when it is used less 

frequently by the younger generation than by the older generation, when it is no longer 

being used for purposes such as religion, education, and work, and when its literature is 

no longer being expanded (Ó Néill, 2005, p. 24).  To remain a living language, a language 

must be transmitted in the home in natural, daily conversations between parents and their 

children (Fishman, 1991, pp. 92-95). 

  Language shift refers to the situation of a language that is gradually moving from 

being the dominant language in the community to being a minority language.  This can 

happen in as little as three generations (Fishman 1970, 1991, Fishman et al., 1971).   As 

a result, each generation has fewer speakers than the generation before.  Eventually, the 

minority language will weaken, and a situation of bilingualism will result.  Then, the 

minority language will shift to become a second language.  And finally, there will be little 

use of or competence in the minority language (Hinton and Hale, 2001). 

 According to Hinton and Hale (2001, p. 4), there are three levels of severity of 

language shift in Ireland which can be categorized thusly: 

 All ages speak the language, but there are fewer children that are learning the 
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language in their home and their fluency is not as good as that of speakers in 

previous generations. 

 The children are not learning the language at home.  

 The parents and grandparents may be bilingual, but they chose not to speak the   

language in the home to the children. The language is only spoken by a few elderly 

individuals. 

 Joshua Fishman (1991) gives the following three reasons why language shift 

occurs in a community; these are: 

 Physical and demographic dislocation 

 Social dislocation  

 Cultural dislocation 

 Languages become extinct when a language community is embedded in a more 

widely used or global language community.  In this situation, young parents may feel that 

speaking the majority language would be more beneficial for their children.  Children are 

also exposed to the majority language through media long before they enter public school.   

(Hinton & Hale, 2001, p. 4). 

 Ó Riagáin states (ed. by Fishman, 2001) that with regards to bilingual parents “only 

one-quarter of those who grew up in Irish language homes use Irish with the same 

intensity in their current homes” (p. 203).  Bilingual households often choose only to speak 

the majority language in their households.  Even if the parents consciously speak only the 

minority language in the home, once the child goes to school and exposed more to the 

majority language, he or she may assimilate to the majority language, and start speaking 

it even at home (Hinton & Hale, 2001, p. 4). 
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 Some people may feel that a one-world language would be beneficial for all 

countries.  A one-world language may foster economic and educational gains, especially 

for smaller, less powerful communities or countries.    

 Fishman (2001) notes:  

globalization has undoubted benefits, but when these benefits are pursued at the 

expense of cultural identity [of the minority culture], this expense is then an 

altogether unjustified and uncalled-for sacrifice and comes at a cost that they will 

not agree to. (p. 8-9) 

  As this statement relates to the Irish language and the Irish people, globalization 

has meant that although the Irish language has been the official language of the Republic 

of Ireland since independence was gained in 1922,  English, which is a global language, 

has remained the dominant language in the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland.  

This dominance of the English language has had detrimental repercussions on the 

cultural heritage and traditions embodied in the Irish language. 

 

The Irish Language Growth 

  Although the Irish language experienced a severe decline as a result of the British 

rule, the language has been experiencing steady growth since the independence of the 

Republic of Ireland in 1922 as shown in Table 1.  

  



 

5 
 

Table 1-Fall and Rise of Irish Speakers Pre- and Post-
Independence 

 Independent State British Rule 

1851  29% 

1861  24% 

1871  20% 

1881  24% 

1891  19% 

1901  19% 

1911  18% 

1926 19%  

1936 24%  

1946 21%  

1961 27%  

1971 28%  

1981 32%  

1986 31%  

1991 33%  

1996 41%  

2002 42%  

2006 41%  

2011 39%  

 
According to Census Data.  Adapted from CSO data online (see CSO, 2008a, 2008b) 

 

 

Gaeltacht Regions-The Irish Language Stronghold 

 In 1891, 80% of Irish native speakers were found in only six counties which were 

Cork, Kerry, and Waterford (Munster province), Galway and Mayo (Connacht province) 

and Donegal (Ulster province) (Ó Riagáin, 1997, p. 5).  These are the provinces of the 

Republic of Ireland which still contain the Gaeltacht areas.  The Gaeltacht areas are 

remote and scattered regions where one would hear the Irish language spoken by many 

of its inhabitants.  Mac Póilin (2013) describes the Gaeltacht areas “where the thread of 

linguistic continuity has never been broken, where the language has been passed on from 

one generation to the next for thousands of years” (p. 143). 
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 There are three categories of the Gaeltacht areas defined by the CLS 

(Comprehensive Linguistic Study, 2007) which are: 

 Category A—This district has more than 67% of the total population (3 years and 

older) that speak Irish on a daily basis (taken from the 2002 Census) 

 Category B—This district has between 44%-66% of the total population (3 years 

and older) that speak Irish on a daily basis (taken from the 2002 Census) 

 Category C—This district has less than 44% of the total population (3 years and 

older) that speak Irish on a daily basis (taken from the 2002 Census).  

 

Figure 1 illustrates Categories A, B, and C.  Category A, which has 67% or more 

daily Irish-speakers, is the darkest shade of color.  Category B, which has between 44%-

66% of the population who speaks Irish on a daily basis, is the medium shade of color.  

Category C, which has less than 44% of daily Irish-speakers is the lightest shade of color. 
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Figure 1:  The reclassified A, B, and C Gaeltacht category 

 

NIRSA a réitigh. Ceadúnas Uimhir MP 8252 / Prepared by NIRSA. Copyright permit number MP 8252 © 
Suirbhéireacht Ordanáis Éireann agus Rialtas na hÉireann / © Ordnance Survey Ireland and Government 
of Ireland An Phríomh-Oifig Staidrimh – faisnéis SAPS an Daonáirimh / Central Statistics Office – Census 
SAPS Microdata File.  
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The Gaeltacht areas were thriving during the mid-19th century with more than 3 

million Irish language speakers (Mac Póilin, 2013, p. 143). 

Between the 1920s and the 1950s, the populations of these regions consisted 

mostly of poor and uneducated farmers who exported cattle and dairy products to Britain 

(Ó Riagáin, 1997, p. 217).  The lack of economic growth in the region caused the young 

men to migrate to England in search of jobs.  The total Gaeltacht population decreased 

from 1926-1956 by nearly one-fifth (Ó Riagáin, 1997, p. 68).  In 1993, the Gaeltacht areas 

only accounted for 2% of the Republic of Ireland's national population (Ó Riagáin, 1997, 

p. 166).  Today these regions have declined in terms of population.  Gaeltacht boundaries 

are established based on the amount of fluent Irish speakers.  An A region with a 

population of more than 67% Irish-speakers may decline to a B region with a population 

between 44% and 66% as a result of Irish-speaking immigration or as a result of English-

speaking migration.  B regions may decline to a C regions in the same way.  And a C 

region may decline to a non-Gaeltacht region if there is not a substantial amount of Irish 

speakers living in the area.  The population of Gaeltacht regions in Ireland are constantly 

changing. 

 Figures 2 and 3 show the decline in population of the Gaeltacht areas between 

1926-1956. 
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Figure 2:  The Gaeltacht area in 1926. 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gaeltacht#/media/File:Gaeltacht_1926.jpg map created by at English 
Wikipedia Public Domainview terms File:Gaeltacht 1926.jpg Uploaded by Ronhjones Created: 21 April 
2008 Permission details It is entirely my work, and I hereby give permission for anyone to use it. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gaeltacht#/media/File:Gaeltacht_1926.jpg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Gaeltacht_1926.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/User:Ronhjones
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Figure 3:  The Gaeltacht area in 1956. 

 

.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gaeltacht#/media/File:Gaeltacht_1956.jpg D.de.loinsigh at English Wikipedia 

Gaeltacht areas as of 1956.Public Domainview terms File:Gaeltacht 1956.jpg Uploaded by Ronhjones 

Created: 21 April 2008 Permission details It is entirely my work, and I hereby give permission for anyone 

to use it.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gaeltacht#/media/File:Gaeltacht_1956.jpg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/User:D.de.loinsigh
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gaeltacht
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Gaeltacht_1956.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/User:Ronhjones
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  Although there has been a steady decline in the population of the Gaeltacht, as 

the maps above illustrate, that trend is changing somewhat.  The 2006 and 2011 Census 

indicate an upward turn in both the total population and in daily Irish speech.  The 

population of the Gaeltacht areas increased 5.2% from 91,862 to 96, 628.  The increase 

in daily Irish speech outside of the educational system increased 2.9% (from 22,515 

speakers to 23,175 speakers). In 2011, 35% of citizens within the Gaeltacht area speak 

Irish on a daily basis. (Central Statistics Office, 2011, p. 40) The fact that this rise of daily 

use of the Irish language happens outside of the educational system is encouraging. 

 

Table 2 - Gaeltacht Speakers  2006-2011 Census 

 2006 2011 Increase 2006-2011 

Population 91,862 96,628 5.2% 

Daily speech outside 
educational system 

22,515 23,175 2.9% 

http://www.cso.ie/en/media/csoie/census/documents/census2011pdr/Census,2011,Highlights,Part,1,web,
72dpi.pdf  

 

Irish Speakers in the Republic of Ireland 

 There is evidence that shows that the Irish language is making a steady comeback 

outside of the Gaeltacht as well.  Two-thirds of daily Irish speakers outside of the 

educational system from the Republic of Ireland reside outside of the Gaeltacht.  This 

accounts for 54,010 in the 2011 Census (Central Statistics Office, 2011, p.40).  There is 

an increase of 5,037 daily speakers in the Republic, including the Gaeltacht regions, since 

2006.  Also, in the Republic, there is an increase of 7,781 weekly speakers and 27,139 

who speak Irish less than weekly (Central Statistics Office, 2011, p.40).  Overall, there is 

an increase of 7.1% of Irish speakers in the Republic of Ireland between 2006-2011 which 

equals 1.77 million people ages 3 and older.  
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 Table 3 illustrates the data of increase in Irish speakers from 2006-2011:  

Table 3 – Irish Speakers in the Republic 2006-2011 Census 

 2006 2011 Increase 2006-2011 

Daily speech outside 
educational system 

72,148 77,185 7.0% 

Weekly speech outside 
educational system 

102,861 110,642 7.6% 

Less than weekly speech 
outside educational system 

586,097 613,236 4.6% 

 
 

 This thesis states that the Irish language will continue to gain ground due, in a 

large part, to the all-Irish immersion schools (AIS) that are located in every county in the 

Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland; also due to the promotion of the Irish language 

in the communities through well-planned programs that support families who choose to 

incorporate the Irish language in their homes and through the family units who make a 

commitment to create and fulfill language goals.   
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CHAPTER 2 

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND AND THE DETERIORATION OF THE IRISH 

LANGUAGE 

 

  Where the Celts originated is unknown but research suggests that they have been 

living in Europe since 700 B.C.  They had a position of control in Ireland and Britain by 

300 B.C. (MacAulay, 1992, p. 1).  The Irish language (Gaeilge) descended from the Proto 

Indo-European language (Ó Dochartaigh, 1992, p. 11).  There are six living Celtic 

languages:  Irish, Scottish Gaelic, Manx, Welsh, Cornish, and Breton.  The history of Irish 

is impressive because it has some of the oldest literature in Europe (Nettle & Romaine 

2000, p. 4).  The oldest Celtic inscriptions found on stones in various counties of Ireland 

date back to the 5th century.  They are called the ogham inscriptions 

(www.ogham.lyberty.com).  The oldest Irish text was a poem that was written in 597 A.D., 

entitled Amra Choluim Cille.  This poem was written in honor of St. Colm Cille shortly after 

his death (www.vanhamel.nl/codecs/Amra_Choluim_Chille).   

 The Irish language was the only language of Ireland until the 1600s, for at this 

point there was a large immigration of English-speakers from Great Britain (Kennedy, 

2012, p. 6) The new language (English) was forced upon the inhabitants.   In 1831, the 

National School system was established by various churches.  The medium of instruction 

for the schools was English.  If a child spoke Irish in school, he or she would be physically 

punished (McDermott, 2011, p. 26).  There are stories of tally sticks, known as bata scóir, 

worn around the necks of children in the English schools of Ireland.  For every Irish word 

spoken during the day by the child, a mark would be inscribed on the stick.  At the close 

http://www.ogham.lyberty.com/
http://www.vanhamel.nl/codecs/Amra_Choluim_Chille
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of the day, the child would be whipped according to the marks that had been accumulated 

(Ranelagh, 1999).   

   The Great Famine of 1845-1849 and emigration had a devastating effect on the 

language.  At this time, the Irish language was thought to be "backward, inferior or a 

barrier to societal and economic progress" (McDermott 2011, p. 26).  Irish was being 

radically replaced over the course of only two generations (Mac Gréil & Rhatigan, 2009, 

p. v) just stopping short of extinction (Ó Tuathaigh, 2008; Nic Pháidin & ÓCearnaigh, 

2008).  By the end of the 19th century, only about 1% of the population were monolingual 

Irish speakers (Éamon Ó Cuív TD, Minister for Community, Rural, and Gaeltacht Affairs, 

2008).  The dire condition of the language prompted a growing interest in revitalization 

among the middle-class.  Organizations developed such as the Conradh na Gaeilge (The 

Gaelic League), the Gaelic Athletic Association, and Sinn Fein, which are instrumental in 

the Irish language promotion (de Longhuel, 2008).  The aim of these organizations was 

to promote the language "through cultural festivals, the arts, language classes and 

publication of materials" (McDermott 2011, p. 26).  Regaining the Irish language was 

becoming a symbol of independence from the shackles of British rule (McDermott 2011, 

p. 27).   Despite this fact, by 1911, according to the Central Statistics Office, there was a 

population of 3.14 million inhabitants and with only 550,000 of them Irish-speakers 

(Central Statistics Office, 2008).  The 1926 census showed that there were just over 

500,000 Irish-speakers, compared to 1.5 million in the 1851 census (McDermott 2011, p. 

27). 

 There was a continued decline in the Irish language until independence was won 

from Britain in 1922.  The southern portion of Ireland then became known as the Republic 
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of Ireland.  Northern Ireland is still ruled by Britain today.  After the independence of the 

Republic of Ireland, Irish was recognized as the official language.  

 In 1922, the Irish people won their independence from England.  An important 

change that this new country wanted to make was to revive their language.  When a group 

of people is dominated politically, militarily, through social status or economically by 

another nation, it may heighten the desire of the indigenous group to hold onto the unique 

attributes of their society and community (Yamamoto, Brenzinger, & Villalon 2008, p. 61). 

Those that have historically been controlled by a foreign society may harbor a desire to 

reclaim what was rightfully theirs.  These people want autonomy, a sense of their identity, 

and a tie to their history (Hinton 2011, p. 310). 

  At the time of the Republic of Ireland's independence, the government had four 

goals regarding language planning: 

1) Continuing to hold onto Irish in the Gaeltacht areas. 

2) Reviving Irish in the English-speaking areas. 

3) Using Irish in public services such as the civil service, health services, law 

enforcement and public offices to meet the needs of the public whose first 

language or only language is Irish. 

4) Standardizing and modernizing the Irish language. 

(Ó Riagáin 1997, p. 15) 

  In 1928, learning the Irish language was made compulsory for national schools in 

the new Republic, and in 1934, a requirement was instituted for passing the Leaving 

Certificate, a portion of which assessed the students' skills in the Irish language (Ó 

Riagáin 1992, p. 31; Mac Giolla Chríost 2012, p. 400).  Students must take the leaving 
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exam at the end of their last year in secondary school (high school).  It is mandatory to 

produce a high score on the exam to succeed in applying for the prestigious universities 

in Ireland.  Beginning in 1937, the government rewarded those citizens who were fluent 

in Irish with civil service jobs, such as public administrators and educators (Boorah et al. 

2009, p. 457).  The language became visible with bilingual (Irish and English) street signs 

(McDermott 2011, p. 27). 

 So, although the British Empire attempted to eradicate the Irish language, it did not 

succeed.  The Irish language experienced a drastic decline under the ruling of Britain but 

it did survive.  Since the Independence in 1922, the Republic of Ireland has experienced 

a steady increase in the amount of Irish speakers.  

  This thesis predicts that the increase of Irish speakers will continue.  This thesis 

will give evidence to support the argument that having bilingual abilities in Ireland, with 

Irish and English languages, provides greater cognitive and economical rewards. 
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CHAPTER 3 

IRISH SHOULD BE REVIVED 

 

 This thesis argues that the Irish language should be revived.  Irish should be 

revived because of the following reasons: 

1) It holds the key to cultural identity; 

2) It provides access to rich folklore and poetry; 

3) It provides knowledge associated with the language; 

4) It gives speakers more employment opportunities in civil service and better 

educational opportunities; 

5) Fluency in Irish makes for higher grades in Leaving Certificate exam scores, and 

thus provides greater choices of universities; and  

6) It confers greater cognitive advantages on its speakers. 

 

Cultural Identity 

 For many Irish citizens, cultural identity and the Irish language cannot be 

separated.  For that reason, cultural identity is a vital reason to strengthen the Irish 

language.  Hinton and Hale (2001, p. 9) state, “It is often said that language is the key to 

and the heart of culture.” 

   Fishman (1991) explains that once one's heritage language is lost, other factors of 

identity will suffer.  A person who wants to save his or her indigenous language for cultural 

purposes is not principally concerned with economic benefits but rather with benefits for 

heart and soul—he or she wants that feeling of being a part of something bigger than the 
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current economy or political establishment of the nation (King, 2007).  There are strong 

emotions and deeply held ideals behind keeping a culture's native language alive 

(Fishman, 1991).   

 The Irish language is used in cultural events and festivals such as the week-long 

festival called Fleadh Cheoil na hEireann (musical festival of Ireland) where traditional 

Irish music is the focal point of the celebration.  Traditional Irish music and dance are 

intertwined with the language during these events.  The Irish language is associated with 

"ceremonial and aesthetic spheres of Irish life" (ÓGiollagáin, 2014, p. 20).  In the 

classrooms, teachers can choose to include cultural Irish traditions and ceremonies and 

even undertake field-trips so that their students can live the traditional culture as possible 

(Hinton & Hale 2001, p. 10). 

 

Irish Folklore and Poetry 

 Hinton and Hale (2001, p. 9) also reinforce the claim that art and traditional 

storytelling are important to the culture and language of indigenous people.  Because of 

the rich history of Irish, many literary enthusiasts are fervent about holding onto the Irish 

language for its rich folklore and historical value.  Pedagogical materials, such as 

dictionaries, grammars, and new storybooks, are also essential to revitalization efforts of 

a community (Hinton 2010, p. 38).  These books capture the attention of the students in 

school and the members of the community (Hinton 2010, p. 38). 
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Knowledge through the Language 

 Hinton and Hale (2001) tell us that the loss of a language results in the loss of vast 

amounts of knowledge including “philosophical systems, oral literacy and musical 

traditions, environmental knowledge systems, medical knowledge, and important cultural 

practices and artistic skills”. (p. 5)  McCarty (2003, p.148) also warns, “When even one 

language falls silent, the world loses an irredeemable repository of human knowledge.” 

 Daniel Nettle and Suzanne Romaine (2000) further explain: 

Every language is a living museum, a monument to every culture it has been a 

vehicle to.  It is a loss to every one of us if a fraction of that diversity disappears 

when there is something that can have been done to prevent it. (p. 14) 

There is a great deal of knowledge from geographical areas, such as Ireland, that 

is only preserved in the ancient text (the Irish language).  If no one has the ability to read 

and understand documents which contain this knowledge, then it will be lost for eternity. 

 

Economic Advantages 

 As mentioned earlier, in 1937 the government rewarded citizens who spoke 

fluent Irish with civil service jobs, such as positions in public administration and 

education (Boorah et al., 2009).  On the official website 

(http://www.hr.per.gov.ie/files/2011/09/Terms-Conditions-01-February-20101.pdf), An 

Ghaeilge se Stát Seirbhís (The Irish Language in the Civil Service), the passage 

indicates that knowing Irish is not a requirement but is highly recommended for 

applicants for civil service positions.  Being proficient in Irish will give the employee 

“extra credit” when being considered for promotions.  The site directs the reader to the 

http://www.hr.per.gov.ie/files/2011/09/Terms-Conditions-01-February-20101.pdf
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Official Language Acts of 2003 and Language Schemes of Departments under section 

11 of the Act, which stresses the importance of providing bilingual services to its citizens 

and suggestions to would-be civil servants that they study Irish at Gaeleagras, which is 

an organization established in 1971 that promotes the learning of Irish in the Civil 

Service.   

 Not only do Irish speakers have an advantage in gaining employment with the Civil 

Service in the Republic of Ireland, but studies, such as Borooah, Dinneen and Lynch 

(2009), indicate that speakers of Irish are more likely to obtain professional, managerial 

and technical (PMT) jobs than their monolingual English-speaking peers.  The data in the 

Borooah, Dinneen and Lynch (2009) study used a 5% sample from the 2006 Irish Census 

and a 3% sample from the 2001 UK Census and generated tables in order to make a 

comparison of the economic differences between Irish-speakers and non-Irish-speakers 

in both the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland. 

 Table 4 compares the socio-economic accomplishments of Irish speakers and non-

Irish speakers.    
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Table 4 – Percentage with relevant characteristic 

 Republic of Ireland Northern Ireland 

Characteristic Irish-speakers Irish non-
speakers 

Irish-speakers Irish non-
speakers 

PMT 
occupations 

42 27 36 23 

Unemployed 3 6 8 7 

Permanently 
sick or disabled 

3 5 11 12 

Degree or 
higher 

25 14 27 14 

Primary or no 
qualifications 

9 22 25 44 

Owner – 
occupiers 

82 70 74 74 

Detached 
house 

52 41 43 42 

2 or more cars/ 
household 

45 34 40 38 

 
Table 4 from Borooah, Dineen, & Lynch (2009, p. 439) 

 

 According to Table 4, more Irish speakers have obtained PMT occupations, have 

higher levels of education, own their own homes, have detached homes as opposed to 

attached homes and own two or more cars.    

 Table 5 shows that out of 13,411 Irish speakers from the sample population, 69% 

have third level (college level) qualifications for PMT occupations as opposed to 63% of 

the 11,430 non-speaking Irish from the sample population. 
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Table 5 – Workers with third level qualifications by main subject area of qualification. 

 Irish Non-speakers 
11,430 

Irish Speakers 
13,430 

Education  3.0 10.4 

Humanities and Art 8.0 8.5 

Social Science/ Business Law 23.4 22.6 

Life Sciences/ Physical Sciences/ 
Mathematics/ Statistics 

5.3 5.7 

Computing 8.1 5.8 

Engineering, Manufacturing, 
Construction 

16.9 11.7 

Agriculture and Veterinary 3.2 2.7 

Health 12.8 11.4 

Social Services 3.2 2.7 

Services 5.5 3.7 

Multiple Subjects 10.6 14.8 

Third level with degree 63 69 
Table 4 from Borooah, Dineen, & Lynch (2009, p. 447) 

 
 Borooah and colleagues (2009) not only attribute higher-paying jobs to having the 

ability of speaking Irish and attending college, but also to cultural and social networks 

which may lead to finding desired employment as they stated in the following passage: 

Common attributes between individuals can lead to the creation of a social 

network.  Such attributes may include the Irish language (Gaeilge) and Irish culture 

(e.g. Irish sports such as hurling and Gaelic football).  These bonds are 

instrumental in creating social (interpersonal or informal) networks, whereby 

individuals who are bound by these ties accumulate trust and social capital (p. 

450). 

An example of a community that changed its economic status is mentioned by Mac 

Póilin (2013, p. 151) when he described his experience of moving to a neo-Gaeltacht 

suburb of Belfast in Northern Ireland in 1975.  He said that by the 1990s, more than half 

of the parents were middle-class and considered by the government as economically 
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advantaged.   

Speaking the Irish language gives an individual advantages in obtaining a job in 

the Irish Civil Service as well as other professional, managerial, and technical 

professions.  Research indicates that more Irish-speakers receive a third-level degree 

that is essential in the PMT labor market.  Not only are there advantages in speaking Irish, 

but there is also the opportunity to become involved in a social network related to the Irish 

language that may further increase one's opportunities of gaining employment. 

 

Advantages Associated with the Leaving Examination 

 Having a good grasp of the Irish language is important in the Republic of Ireland 

for students and their parents because a high score on the Leaving Certificate 

examination that is given at the end of a student's last year in secondary school (high 

school) is required for the sought after acceptance into prestigious universities.  Fluency 

in Irish counts for 40% of the entire exam which includes an oral test, a written 

composition and a reading comprehension session (Department of Education and 

Skills, 2012).  Kate Holmquist of the Irish Times states that “...students in Irish schools 

doing their exams through Irish enjoy positive discrimination, with an advantage in the 

Leaving Certificate” (9 December 2009). Chapter 4 outlines in detail the 

recommendations gathered from educational experts about the best way that students 

can obtain fluency in the Irish language through the educational system. 
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Cognitive Advantages of Bilingualism 

 The last aspect of why the Irish language should be revived derives from the 

concept that children who grow up bilingually from birth and speak both languages daily, 

have cognitive advantages, not only with the Irish language, but, with all subjects in school 

that their monolingual peers do not possess. 

  Research has shown that bilinguals have better executive control, also known as 

executive functioning, in nonverbal tasks than monolinguals.  Executive-functioning is the 

ability of an individual to "control attention, inhibit distraction, monitor sets of stimuli, 

expand working memory, and shift between tasks" (Bialystok & Craik 2010, p. 20). 

  One of the first studies that tested if bilinguals have better executive control than 

monolinguals was by Elizabeth Peal and Wallace Lambert (1962).  This study looked at 

the skills of bilingual francophone children and English-speaking monolinguals in 

Montreal. Both verbal and non-verbal intelligence tests were administered as well as tests 

which measure the attitudes of the French and English communities in the Montreal area.  

Bilinguals performed better on both the verbal and nonverbal tests that were 

administered. 

  Bilingual and monolingual children were asked to concentrate on the grammatical 

aspects of sentences (Bialystok, 1988; Cromdal, 1999).  When presented with a sentence 

such as "Apples grow on trees." both the bilingual and monolingual children performed at 

the same level of competence with respect to distinctions of grammar. But, when the 

sentences presented were nonsense, such as "Apples grow on noses.", the bilingual 

children outperformed the monolingual children because they were better able to ignore 

the meaning of the sentence and simply focus on the grammar which was what they were 



 

25 
 

instructed to do (sentence examples used by Bialystok & Craik, 2010, p.19 ).  The 

researchers concluded that bilingual children are better able to ignore certain misleading 

aspects of the problem being presented.  This skill is an element of executive control or 

executive functioning (Bialystok & Craik 2010. p. 19). 

   Bialystok and colleagues (Bialystok, 1999; Bialystock & Martin, 2004) carried out 

studies on children to determine if bilinguals had better nonverbal executive control than 

their monolingual peers.  In this study, the young children were called upon to sort cards 

by color first and then by the shape.  The monolingual children were less able to switch 

tasks and sort the cards by shape as instructed.  They continued to sort by color.  The 

bilingual children were better able to switch the task to sorting by shape.  This ability to 

switch tasks led researchers to believe that the bilingual children had a higher level of 

executive control because they were able to stop what they were doing, or ignore the first 

directions, and move on to the next task.  

  In another study by Bialystok & Shapero (2005), young bilingual and monolingual 

children showed equal success in finding embedded shapes in a diagram; however, the 

bilingual children found it easier than the monolingual children to change their 

interpretation and recognize the other figure (e.g. example of duck/rabbit embedded 

shape, Bialystok & Craik 2010, p. 20). 

     Kovács and Mehler (2009) extended the results of this study to 7-month-old infants.  

The findings indicated that infants who were reared in bilingual households were 

successful in switching their responses upon request better than the infants from 

monolingual homes.  

 Why do bilinguals seem to have a greater advantage than their peers in ignoring 
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certain aspects of a task?  Kroll and Bialystok (2013) believe it is because bilinguals have 

access to two languages at all times even while speaking or listening to only one 

language.  They have developed the ability to ignore the other language while it is not in 

use (De Groot, Delmaar & Lupker, 2000; Jared & Kroll, 2001; Rodriguez-Fornells, Rotte, 

Heinze, Nosselt, & Munte, 2002; Thierry & Wu, 2007); however, both languages are still 

accessible (Kroll, Dussias, Bogulski, & Valdes-Kroff, 2012).   

 Kroll (2008, p. 3) states “proficient bilinguals rarely make the error of speaking 

words in the unintended language.”  He concludes that bilinguals have the ability to ignore 

certain aspects of language while using one language rather than the other language. 

Further he points out that bilinguals are known to code switch, even in midsentence, which 

indicates that both their grammatical and lexical abilities are constantly available from 

each language.  There are studies that indicate that bilinguals can simultaneously 

translate both languages, which is an executive-functioning skill.  The ability to 

simultaneously translate two languages is available to those who are born into a bilingual 

home where both languages are spoken daily.  These children have the ability to listen 

and respond in one language and then quickly listen and respond in another language.  

This has been confirmed for children (Bialystok, 2005), for young adults (Costa, 

Hernandez, & Sabastián-Gallés, 2008) and even for elderly bilinguals (Bialystok, Craik, 

Klein, & Viswanathan, 2004).  Kroll and Bialystok (2013, p. 497) go on to say that the 

minds of bilinguals have developed differently because they are constantly shifting from 

one language to the other. Peal and Lambert (1962, p. 22) claim that bilinguals have more 

"mental flexibility" than their monolingual peers.   

  Are there any disadvantages to being bilingual rather than monolingual?  
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Bilinguals seem to lack lexical abilities (they have smaller vocabulary) than their 

monolingual peers (Bialystok, 2001; Bialystok, 2005).  In a Bialystok and colleagues study 

(Bialystok, Luk, Peets, & Yang, in press), 1,700 children between the ages of 3 and 10 

participated.  This study tested receptive vocabulary.  The monolinguals outperformed the 

bilinguals in every age bracket.   

 Bilinguals have also been shown to perform more slowly and make more errors in 

simple memory tasks such as picture naming (Gollan, Montoya, & Werner, 2002; Goolan, 

Montoya, Fennema-Notestine, & Morris, 2005; Bialystok, Craik, & Luk, 2008).   

 Research shows that there are more cognitive advantages for bilinguals than there 

are for monolinguals.  Bilinguals are better than monolinguals in executive control.  This 

stands to reason since they have full access to two languages in full capacity at all times, 

though they must ignore one language over the other language during set times of the 

day.  These data were acquired from bilinguals who were born into a bilingual home and 

use both languages daily.  The only disadvantage that this thesis found in the research is 

the lack of lexical awareness, or a smaller vocabulary, with bilingual children than with 

monolingual children. 

The conclusion of this paper is that the cognitive advantages of bilingualism far 

outweigh the disadvantages. 

 This chapter has outlined the reasons why the Irish language should be revived 

which included cultural identity, ancient folklore, knowledge from the Irish texts, economic 

advantages, educational advantages, and cognitive advantages.  The next chapter will 

focus on the researcher's recommendations of how the Irish language can continue to 

gain ground until the language is no longer an endangered one.    
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CHAPTER 4 

IRISH CAN BE REVIVED 

 

 In order for the Irish language to be revived, the citizens of Ireland must have the 

desire to make that happen.  Raymond Hickey (2009) conducted a study regarding the 

attitudes of the Irish language.  The majority of the participants in Hickey’s study were 

between the ages of 18 and 25.  This study is of relevance to this thesis because it helps 

the researcher predict the future in respect to the survival of the language. 

  

Table 6- Hickey’s 2009 study (426 participants) 

What is your native language? 

 Number of Participants Percentage of Participants 

English 293 68.7% 

Irish 20 4.6% 

Both English and Irish 113 26.5% 

 

Table 7- Hickey’s 2009 study (420 participants) 

I think the Irish language is central to Irish culture and history. 

 Number of Participants Percentage of Participants 

Yes 305 72.6% 

Not really 96 22.8% 

No 19 4.5% 
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Table 8-Hickey’s 2009 Study (427 participants) 

Do you think that Irish will survive through the 21st century? 

 Number of Participants Percentage of Participants 

Yes 300 70.2% 

No 127 29.7% 

 

 

Table 9- Hickey’s 2009 Study (424 participants) 

If Irish does not survive, is this cause for (a) considerable concern, (b) reasonable 

concern, (c) mild concern, (d) no concern? 

 Number of Participants Percentage of Participants 

Considerable concern 236 55.6% 

Reasonable concern 117 27.5% 

Mild concern 45 10.6% 

No concern 26 6.1% 

 

 

Table 10-Hickey’s 2009 Study (427 participants) 

Is it right that Irish is still compulsory in schools? 

 Number of Participants Percentage of Participants 

Yes 305 71.4% 

No 122 28.5% 
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Table 11- Hickey’s 2009 study (427 participants) 

Is it necessary for Irish universities to have departments of Irish? 

 Number of Participants Percentage of Participants 

Yes 337 78.9% 

Not really 71 16.6% 

No 19 4.4% 

 

The results of Tables 7-11 indicate that young adults living in Ireland want the Irish 

language to survive and support the language in schools and universities.  This survey is 

encouraging for those who actively support the revitalization efforts of the Irish language 

especially in light of the fact that this age group is presently beginning their lives with new 

careers and possibly beginning a family who will be the next Irish generation. 

 In addition to the above survey of attitudes towards the Irish language, there are 

three other factors in this study that show that the Irish language can be revived.  These 

three factors are: 

1) The all-Irish schools 

2) The support from the community 

3) The commitment of the family unit 

This chapter discusses each of these aspects. 
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Schools 

 According to Kennedy (2012), 92% of the children in Ireland attend ordinary 

schools in which the medium of instruction is English (p. 2).  In the Republic of Ireland, in 

primary school (elementary school) through secondary school (high school), it is 

compulsory that Irish be taught as a second-language subject.  The children from these 

ordinary schools who are graduates from secondary schools retain very little fluency in 

Irish. In these schools, Irish is only taught one hour per day in primary school for 8 years 

(1,600 hours) and 35 minutes daily per week for an additional 5 years in secondary school 

(which will amount to a total of 23,000 hours of classroom learning) (Ó Laoire 2005, p. 

1722).  Some participants in this thesis study stated that the reason for this weakness in 

the educational system is the method in which the language is taught.  The methods have 

resulted in frustrations about the inadequacy of the time spent hearing and speaking Irish, 

and has even led to hostility towards the Irish language.  Some participants in this study 

stated that there is too much focus on grammar instead of on conversational Irish.  The 

students were asked to memorize sentences out of context, even if they had little 

understanding of the message.  This teaching method generates negative consequences 

for attitudes towards the Irish language.    

 According to Hinton and Hale (2001, p. 7), the two disadvantages of teaching an 

indigenous language as a subject are that students do not have enough exposure to attain 

fluency and that there is no situation for genuine communication. 

 The remaining children in Ireland, who do not attend ordinary schools, either attend 

Gaeltacht schools or all-Irish schools (AIS).  Gaeltacht schools are located in the 

Gaeltacht regions.  Irish is the medium of instruction in these schools.  AIS schools are 
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located outside the Gaeltacht, and the medium of instruction is also in Irish. 

 Dr. John Harris (2006) conducted a study in 2002 of the competence of the student 

population in Irish in a random sample of 219 schools in the Republic of Ireland, including 

the ordinary schools, the Gaeltacht schools and the AIS (called Gaelscoileanna).  There 

were 4, 335 participants, enrolled in 6th grade classes.  The survey that Harris conducted 

focused on listening, speaking and reading skills of the Irish language through the 

medium of paper-based tests, oral tests and a teacher questionnaire.  The results of the 

listening and speaking skills in Irish are as follows: 

 

Table created from Harris 2006 Study 

 

The data from Dr. Harris's study shows that children who attend an AIS will most 

likely achieve a greater fluency in Irish than children who attend an ordinary school and 

more than children who attend a Gaeltacht school.  The researcher argues that the 

students in the AIS have a greater opportunity to practice listening, speaking, writing and 

reading Irish than the students in the ordinary schools and Gaeltacht schools. 

  Hinton (2010, p. 39) points out that if a child begins nursery school in an immersion 

program and continues in immersion programs through secondary school, he or she will 

Table 12- Dr. John Harris’s 2006 study-Irish listening and speaking skills 

  Ordinary 
School 

Gaeltacht 
School 

All – Irish School 

Sound Discrimination 84% 90% 97% 

Listening Vocabulary 6% 65% 89% 

General Comprehension of Speech 8% 74% 96% 

Verb Morphology in Listening 3% 45% 61% 

Communication 33% 85% 95% 

Fluency of Oral Description 30% 73% 88% 

Speaking Vocabulary 9% 59% 66% 

Verb Morphology in Speaking 4% 45% 50% 



 

33 
 

have native competency.  Hinton and Hale (2001) also tell us that a full-immersion 

program is a great way to "jump-start" (p. 8) a revitalization effort because "no other 

system of language revitalization has such complete access to so many members of the 

younger generation (who are the best language learners) for so many hours per day". (p. 

8) 

 The Minister of Education and Science in 2006, Minister Hanafin, comments on the 

survey by Harris: 

it is disappointing to see that pupils performance in Irish in mainstream schools 

has declined in the past two decades.  What is also a worrying development is the 

reported fall in pupil performance in Irish in schools in the Gaeltacht.  

Gaelscoileanna are continuing to have high achievement rates in language 

fluency.  We now have at least one Gaelscoil in each county and numbers 

attending Gaelscoileanna increased fivefold in the period between the two studies 

[reference to 1985 and 2006 studies by John Harris].  What I am committed to 

seeing is continuing support for student teachers in the Teacher Training Colleges, 

to give them the confidence to master the teaching and learning methods of the 

language.  It is also very important that there is a strong emphasis on the spoken 

language, which makes Irish a living language for children.  (Minister Hanafin 

publishes survey on Irish in Primary schools by Dr John Harris, 2006). 

  

Table 13 illustrates the growth rate of the all-Irish schools in both the Republic of 

Ireland and Northern Ireland.  The institution of AIS (Gaelscoileanna) was founded in 1972 

with only 16 schools.  This table shows a phenomenal growth rate of 1225% within the 
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last 40 years (Gaelscoileanna Teo, 2007). The growth of the schools is attributed to the 

outpouring of parental interest and support.  When a significant amount of parents in one 

area express an interest in creating an AIS, the government fulfills that request.  The all-

Irish schools are supported and governed by the government just as the ordinary schools 

and the Gaeltacht schools are.   
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Table 13-All-Irish school growth chart 

Year Primary Secondary 

1972 11 5 

1973 13 5 

1974 13 5 

1975 15 5 

1976 15 5 

1977 17 5 

1978 18 5 

1979 20 5 

1980 21 9 

1981 24 9 

1982 27 9 

1983 32 9 

1984 40 9 

1985 48 10 

1986 54 10 

1987 58 10 

1988 59 10 

1989 64 10 

1990 68 11 

1991 69 11 

1992 72 16 

1993 80 22 

1994 90 23 

1995 101 23 

1996 112 24 

1997 114 26 

1998 125 29 

1999 134 32 

2000 138 33 

2001 140 33 

2002 144 33 

2003 149 34 

2004 154 36 

2005 157 36 

2006 163 38 

2007 168 42 

2008 170 39 

2009 169 38 

2010 173 40 

2011 174 41 

2012 176 41 

2013 177 40 
 

Table 13 -Information gathered from Gaelscoileanna Teo.  
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Ó Riagáin (1997) sees the desire on the part of the parents desire to send their 

children to all-Irish immersion schools as having the following roots: 

1)  They want their children to learn more about the Irish culture. 

2)  They feel that if their child is fluent in Irish, this will open up more employment 

opportunities in the future such as civil service, teaching and police work (CILAR 

1975: 41) 

3)  They like the fact that there is a lower student/teacher ratio than in the ordinary 

schools. 

5) They hold the belief that the atmosphere of the all-Irish schools promote positive 

learning experiences. 

6) They state that all-Irish schools are convenient to home. 

6)  They like the fact that all-Irish schools have an impressive educational record. 

(p. 252)  

 The Gaelscoileanna further adds: 

7)  Parents believe that it is more likely that their child will have higher scores on the 

Leaving Certificate examination because he/she is fluent in the Irish language. 

(http://www.gaelscoileanna.ie/en/buntaisti/) 

 The Irish-immersion schools only represent 5% of all schools in Ireland but there 

are more of these schools being established each year because groups of parents 

request them.  The researcher predicts that these schools will continue to grow in 

popularity throughout the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland.   

 

 

http://www.gaelscoileanna.ie/en/buntaisti/)--put
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Community 

 Although all-Irish schools have been successful by creating fluent speakers of 

Irish, immersion-education alone cannot bring a language out of endangerment or sustain 

a language. Mac Póilin (2013, p. 143) described the challenge of the educational system 

in creating new generations of speakers as follows, “Language immersion education is 

the most efficient way of passing knowledge of the language to the next generation.  On 

its own, however, it does not guarantee a new generation of active speakers.”  

Unfortunately, during the 1920s, the Republic of Ireland was not aware of this fact.  As a 

result, compulsory classes of Irish as a second language were established in the English-

speaking schools but little emphasis was placed on fostering the Irish language in the 

community and transferring the language within the family (Mac Póilin 2013, p. 146). 

  It is important for communities to foster the indigenous language by providing after 

school functions for young people that promote the language such as clubs, sports, hobby 

groups, drama/singing/dance groups, and summer camps.  Otherwise, the student will 

see little value in the language (Fishman, 2001).   

  Many participants of this research had positive remarks about the Irish summer 

camps, called Coláiste Gaelige which are offered in the Gaeltacht regions for students 

ages 13-18 years of age.  Young people either live with host families in the Gaeltacht, or 

if they live close to the camps, they join the activities during the day and go home at night.  

The negative aspect of this program is the cost for some families that may not be able to 

afford it.  Hinton and Hale (2001, p. 10) promote summer camp programs because they 

reinforce target language skills in a fun process through games and activities.  For two 

weeks of June 2015, my 15-year old American son attended the language school called 
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Coláiste Chara in Kilcar, Ireland.  He stated that on the first day of camp, each of the 50 

plus students was assessed according to their verbal and listening skills in Irish.  Each 

morning thereafter, until around noon, the students attended class where they worked on 

vocabulary and grammar.  The teachers were bilingual college graduates with a degree 

in education. After lunch, the students had more class time and then participated in fun-

filled activities such as relay races at the beach or hiking up a nearby mountain.  And in 

the evenings, the students participated in traditional Irish dancing, which was taught by 

an elderly community leader, or the students enjoyed a popular disco dance.  But, at all 

times and in all activities, the students were prohibited from speaking anything other than 

Irish.  Since my son is from Texas and knew no Irish prior to going to the camp, the 

teachers and students made an exception for him and translated what was being spoken 

in Irish into English.  My son learned quite a bit of Irish greetings and phrases in only a 

time span of 14 days.  It gave him a background of the Irish language and a deep 

appreciation for the language. 

 Along with community programs, there have been groups of parents who were so 

dedicated to the idea of rearing their children in a community that would use the Irish 

language as its first language that they decided to move to the same area.  One of these 

communities   

 One of these communities began in 1961, in Belfast, Northern Ireland.  These 

parents felt that a community formed of like-minded people who were committed to only 

speaking Irish would create a more natural environment for their children to learn the 

language.  As a result, their children would have other Irish-speaking children to play with 

and not feel isolated Mac Póilin (2013, p. 143).  This idea took shape in the form of the 
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first house being built in 1969 in a community later known as Shaw's Road Gaeltacht.  

This was not a typical Gaeltacht region because it was a region where English thrived for 

hundreds of years.  As a result, this region was not called a Gaeltacht but a neo-Gaeltacht 

area (Mac Póilin 2013, p. 144).  Seán Mac Aindreasa (1982, publicity leaflet) stated 

“unless Irish-speaking communities are founded in the English-speaking areas, Irish will 

not survive, never mind be revived.”  

 In the 1970s, the parents on Shaw's Road established community activities for 

their Irish-speaking children.  Other Irish-speaking children from Belfast were invited to 

join these community activities (Mac Póilin 2013, p. 153).  When these children reached 

school age, the community built their own immersion school from an old chalet. However, 

this was only a temporary solution.  When the children reached secondary level, the 

parents had to make a choice of sending their children to English-speaking schools or 

send them to an Irish-immersion school in Dublin (Mac Póilin 2013, pp. 154-155).  Irish-

immersion schools then opened their doors to children from English-speaking homes 

which caused extreme growth in the amount of schools that began to open (Mac Póilin 

2013, p. 156).  Although, the growth of immersion schools seemed to be a step in the 

right direction for the survival of the Irish language, most of the students were from 

English-speaking homes and therefore “the language of informal communication between 

the children often shifted to English.” (Mac Póilin 2013, p. 160). 

 In 2011, there were 22 houses in the Shaw Road neo-Gaeltacht community that 

contained 3rd generation families from the original occupants (Mac Póilin 2013, p. 149). 

Irish is still spoken as a first language in this small community, but the challenge remains 

to create and promote more community activities outside of school which will support 
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families that wish to speak the language in the home.  There are other small communities 

like Shaw Road throughout Ireland, especially in the Gaeltacht regions. 

 Parent and community support for the Irish language are vital.  Hinton (2010) has 

four suggestions for communities that wish to promote their indigenous language: 

 Have original documentation from previous linguists who worked on the language. 

 Record their own documentation instead of relying on professional linguists. 

 Promote the education community workers from the field of linguistics. 

 Allow language decisions to be made by community leaders, rather than 

politicians. 

   Sustaining the Irish language is not as difficult to achieve if the community offers 

support such as friend and relatives who speak the language, after-school programs for 

children such as drama productions in Irish and Irish sports, and adult language 

programs.   

  

Family  

 More important than immersion-education and community support is the influence 

of the family unit in respect to saving the Irish language.  In order for a minority language 

to thrive among a dominant language, the parents must speak the language to their 

children in the home.  This is called intergenerational transmission. Fishman (1991: 144) 

states that the Republic of Ireland only has a small minority of Irish speakers which use 

the language daily outside of the educational system.  He goes on to say that this is 

“where the society has failed”. 

 Speaking the Irish language in the home is a commitment which requires a great 
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deal of effort by both parents and children; however, speaking the heritage language is a 

commodity as Hinton (2013) describes that it “is a most precious gift of connection to 

family, community, history, and identity (p. 225). 

 If the family's objective is to raise their child in a bilingual environment, they must 

speak the minority language in the home (Hinton 2013, 226).  The child will receive 

adequate practice of the dominant language in society through school, friends, and the 

media.     

 A family that is dedicated to speaking Irish in the home but is struggling to master 

the language should consider creating a “language plan” such as Hinton (2013, p. 228) 

describes in her book entitled Bringing our language home.  This language plan helps the 

entire family work together to learn the target language.  The first step in this process is 

to make a list of resources (e.g. people who speak Irish fluently, books, community 

programs such as adult language education) that are available.  The second step is to 

find a mentor who gives lessons of immersion activities.  With the mentor, the family 

should set language goals and record milestones.  

 Parents who are learning the Irish language may take night classes or summer 

classes that teach Irish.  Parents may also volunteer at an Irish-immersion school and 

help their children with Irish homework (Hinton & Hale 2001, p. 9).  There are adult 

language schools throughout Ireland for parents who are not fluent speakers.  One 

example is called Oideas Gael, an Irish language school for adults, which is located in 

the Gaeltacht area where the researcher resided during the interviewing process.  This 

language school offers Irish language courses for beginning, intermediate and advanced 

levels along with cultural classes such as tapestry weaving and Irish harp lessons.  
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 Sometimes there will be one parent who is a fluent Irish speaker and one parent 

who is not.  While in Ireland, the researcher met a father who said that his wife was from 

England and did not know the Irish language.  He was bilingual.  The couple decided that 

he would only speak Irish and she would speak English to their children.  While 

interviewing the father, his teenage daughter entered the room.  He spoke to her in Irish 

and she replied.  Suzanne Barron-Hauwaert (2004) calls this type of family-driven 

immersion, “One-parent, one-language (OPOL).   Susanne Döpke (1992) adds that it is 

important that each parent support the other parent's language.  It is also important that 

the children hear the minority language with friends, relatives and/or at school.  Hinton 

reinforces the importance of giving the minority language priority in time with the following 

statement: 

Always, though, the endangered language is the one that needs the most care and 

support, for English is all around and can easily crowd your language out if you 

don't find plenty of time and ways to bring it to your children. (p. 230) 

 The accents, dialects and vocabulary of Irish is constantly changing.  Children who 

attend immersion schools will often use the language on the playground or away from 

school without being prompted, and they do add new styles and even new vocabulary to 

the language (Hinton and Hale 2001, p. 9)  Learners are influenced by their first 

language's lexical and grammatical aspects such as difficulty with verb morphology 

(Hinton, 2011, p. 311)  If a child has early immersion opportunities in the target language, 

and is taught by a fluent speaker, he/she is likely to attain near-native fluency (Hinton, 

2001, p. 312).  But adults who learn the target language as a second language will not 

have the same fluency and will usually have an accent (Hinton, 2011).  The researcher 
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spoke with some adults who felt intimidated or inferior about their Irish skills because they 

were not fluent.  Some participants commented with admiration that a particular person, 

often an elderly community member, spoke pure Irish.   

 New vocabulary will continue to enter a language.  Hinton and Hale (2001) 

commented that there may exist a desire for the traditional culture and language, but the 

young people do not always want the "traditional modes of thought" (p. 9 ).  In other 

words, young people, who may respect the old culture, will be inclined to make changes 

to the language in order that it be current and trendy.  

 In conclusion, if a family sees the importance of raising their children bilingually, 

they find the mentors, community programs and other resources that are available to 

them.  It is a difficult endeavor to raise a child in a home speaking in the minority language 

but it is a challenge that reaps many rewards.  Jarrid Baldwin (2013) says of his bilingual 

(Miami/English) upbringing:   

As for my thought on how I feel about the language, I am really glad I grew up 

learning to speak it at home.  It is something different and very unique about me 

that I can put on resumés, scholarship application, etc., and I feel good knowing a 

language and culture other than English. (p. 253) 
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION 

 

The researcher felt it important to spend time traveling Ireland and interviewing 

Irish citizens.  This is an informal study because the researcher was only able to 

interview 72 participants; however, it was important, for this study, to interview people 

from every age group (over 18) and in all socioeconomic levels in order to create a 

sample that represented the population of Ireland from both the Republic of Ireland and 

Northern Ireland.  

Methodology 

 The data reported on in this thesis were gathered in the following way.  In this 

study, the researcher lived in the Republic of Ireland for nine weeks during the summer 

of 2013.  Three weeks were spent traveling and interviewing participants in the southern 

part of the Republic of Ireland.  The researcher then traveled to a Gaeltacht area of 

Donegal County—the villages of Glencolmcille and Carrick—and lived in a family-owned 

bed & breakfast facility for the remaining six weeks.  The researcher was able to meet 

many traveling Irish people from every county, including locations in Northern Ireland, and 

became very familiar with the some of the local village people, who were also interviewed.  

The researcher audio-recorded 72 participants, including 12 principals of AIS (All-Irish 

Schools).  All participants were 18 years or older.  All questions were open-ended 

questions which facilitated obtaining a great amount of information.  Each participant was 

interviewed in a private setting, and their responses were recorded.  The residency, age 

groups and gender of the participants are as indicated in the tables below: 
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Table 14-Residency of participants 

Republic of Ireland 83% 

Northern Ireland 17% 

 

 

Table 15-Gaeltacht or non-Gaeltacht areas 

Gaeltacht Areas 44% 

Non-Gaeltacht Areas 56% 

 
 
 

Table 16-Age groups of participants  

Age 18-29 yrs. 19% 

Age 30-39 yrs. 11% 

Age 40-49 yrs. 22% 

Age 50-59 yrs. 15% 

Age 60-69 yrs. 19% 

Age 70+ yrs. 14% 

 
 

Table 17-Gender of participants  

Female 47% 

Male 53% 

 

 

Survey Questions 

In this study, the research questions asked were: 

1.  Was Irish spoken in your home when you were a child and to what extent? 

2. Did you speak Irish in your home with your children and to what extent? 

3. What are the general attitudes of your peers about the preservation and 

revitalization of the Irish language? 

4. Do you feel the government is doing a good job of promoting the Irish 

language?  Why or why not? 
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5. Where do you see the Irish language in 50 or 100 years? 

 

Preliminary Results 

 The following questions were the main ones that were asked.   

 

Table 18- Was Irish spoken in your home when you were growing up? 

Age Group Some,a few words Yes, I'm bilingual No, not at all 

All  Participants 43% 21% 36% 

18-29 43% 29% 29% 

30-39 25% 38% 38% 

40-49 27% 40% 33% 

50-59 18% 45% 36% 

60-69 0% 43% 57% 

70+ 10% 70% 20% 

 

 

    

Table 19- Did you speak Irish to your children in the home?  

Age Group Some, a few words Yes No N/A  

All Participants 26% 35% 38% 1%  

Ages 18-29 43% 38% 14% 7%  

Ages 30-39 0% 38% 38% 25%  

Ages 40-49 27% 47% 20% 0%  

Ages 50-59 27% 16% 27% 0%  

Ages 60-69 14% 29% 57% 0%  

Ages 70+ 20% 0% 60% 20%  

 

 

 From the set of data in Table 18 and Table 19, 21% of all the participants grew up 

in a bilingual home, and 35% of all the participants spoke Irish to their children in the 

homes.  When the researcher interviewed a participant who grew up bilingually yet chose 
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not to speak the language in his/her home, the researcher was curious, and asked why.  

In these cases, the bilingual participant, much of the time, was an elderly citizen who felt 

that it was in the best interest of the child to only speak the dominant English language in 

the home.  This may have to do with the attitudes towards the Irish language at this time.  

One elderly participant told the researcher that at the time her children were in school, 

the Irish language was going through a standardization process.  When helping her child 

with Irish homework, she unintentionally offered an “incorrect” word because her dialect 

was not “standard Irish”. 

 

Table 20-What are the general attitudes of your peers about the revitalization of Irish?  

Age Group Most want it revived Most don't care Half and Half     

All Participants 36% 33% 30%     

Ages 18-29 14% 71% 14%     

Ages 30-39 50% 13% 38%     

Ages 40-49 29% 29% 43%     

Ages 50-59 45% 18% 18%     

Ages 60-69 57% 21% 21%     

 Ages 70+ 20% 30% 50%     

 

 

When the researcher asked the question from Table 20, she was told by the 

majority of the participants that they did want the language revived but that they did not 

think their friends and family members would necessarily feel the same.  Most participants 

indicated that some of their friends would care and some would not.  The researcher 

found this attitude towards the language interesting because many participants assumed 

that they themselves had more concern about the language than many of their peers. 
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Table 21-Do you think the government is doing a good job preserving the language? 

Age Groups 

Yes but only in 
the Northern 
Region Yes No 

I don’t 
Know Fair 

All Participants 26% 5% 68% 1% 8% 

Ages 18-29 0% 36% 57% 7% 0% 

Ages 30-39 0% 0% 87% 0% 0% 

Ages 40-49 13% 0% 80% 7% 0% 

Ages 50-59 9% 0% 73% 0% 18% 

Ages 60-69 7% 0% 64% 0% 29% 

Ages 70+ 0% 40% 50% 10% 0% 

 

Most of the participants had negative comments about their government’s role in 

the promotion of the Irish language.  Many participants stated that the government was 

“all talk”.  The researcher was told that the government publically announced support of 

programs that would enhance the language but did not keep their verbal promises. 

 
  

Table 22-Where do you think the Irish language will be in 50-100 years? 

Age 
Groups 

Similar to 
Now 

Stronger 
Than Now 

Weaker 
but still 
alive 

Dead 
I don't 
know 

All  26% 35% 24% 11% 8% 

18-29 14% 21% 36% 29% 0% 

30-39 63% 25% 0% 0% 13% 

40-49 27% 33% 20% 0% 20% 

50-59 27% 9% 55% 9% 0% 

60-69 36% 21% 14% 14% 14% 

70+ 60% 20% 10% 10% 0% 

 

  As indicated from Table 22, only a small minority of the participants believed that 

the Irish language would be dead in 50-100 years.  Many participants expressed a deep 

connection with the Irish language.  They told the researcher that the Irish language 
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represents their culture and history and that they would be very sad to see the language 

become extinct. 

 

Comments on My Own Survey 

  Out of the 72 participants interviewed in this research, only three people 

expressed indifference towards the Irish language, stating that they would not care if the 

language died.  96% of the participants interviewed would like to see Irish stay alive for 

the main reason that it is their heritage.  Several participants expressed the opinion that 

Irish is only useful in Ireland and not much use at that. The study exposed those 

participants who see a greater need for their child to learn Spanish, German or French 

rather than Irish as their second language.  Irish lives among English, which is virtually 

the dominant language everywhere in Ireland.  Any language would have a challenging 

time of thriving, or even surviving, when living beside such a global giant as English.  This 

challenge is magnified by an indigenous language that is only spoken on the Emerald 

Island.  Mac Giolla Chríost (2012) refers to English as “...the language of modernity, 

material progress, and international inclusiveness—the language of realism” (p. 403). 

Obviously, English is a power language in world trade and tourism (Coimisiún Um 

Athbheochan na Gaeilge 1065, pp.10-12).   

 

Significance to the Field of My Own Survey 

 The short-term benefit of this study is the knowledge gained from the interviews of 

the participants.  Linguistics needs to constantly "check the pulse" of the people affected 

by the research.  The topic must hold importance for the community if there is any hope 
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of making a difference.  The long-term benefits of this study are to re-examine the 

techniques that have been established up to the present day.  What methods of language 

planning have been successful and what have not been successful?  How can the 

planning be improved?  Through the research and education that have been suggested 

as a result of this study, reversing language shift now has a greater opportunity to be 

successful.  This study provides recommendations and guidance for the leaders of the 

Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland concerning the Irish revitalization efforts that is 

supported by the literature review as well as the recommendations of the participants that 

were interviewed in this study. 

 

Limitations of My Own Survey 

  The limitations of this study are the short length of time given to interviews, the 

limited number of participants interviewed and the limited depth of the interviews.  It would 

have been more useful for the study for the researcher to have interviewed political heads 

in government as well as the average citizen.  It would have been useful to have spent 

time in Northern Ireland and obtained more information from the perspective of the 

citizens.  Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland have different histories, which 

surely would have resulted in different perspectives as to the revitalization of the Irish 

language.  The researcher was only able to interview 12 people from Northern Ireland.  

With more participant interviews and more in-depth interview questions, the study would 

shed more light as to the challenges of preserving and reviving the Irish language. 
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Concluding Thoughts 

  In this thesis, I have argued that, despite the power and dominance of English, a 

working knowledge of the Irish language is advantageous for Irish citizens, and, therefore 

should be revived.  I predict that the Irish language will continue to gain more Irish 

speakers as indicated in the Irish census which has documented a steady increase in 

Irish-speakers since 1926.  The all-Irish schools will continue to grow in popularity and 

attendance creating more fluent speakers of the Irish language.  I further predicts that 

there will be more community programs that will dedicate their time and resources in the 

effort of revitalization of the language. 

 The data suggest that the majority of Irish people want the Irish language to thrive, 

as it is important to their heritage and culture.  

 The All-Irish schools (Gaelscoileanna) have grown quite a bit over the past two 

decades (15,000 students in 1990 and 45,000 students in 2012) and are ranked as the 

best schools in Ireland according to the Definitive Guide to Ireland's Top 400 Schools, 

and this is a promising sign. 

   If the public becomes educated and open to the idea that being bilingual is more 

advantageous for their child's cognitive development, a knowledge of the Irish language 

will become more desirable.  

 Also, a student who answers in Irish on the written examination of the Leaving 

Certificate may be given bonus marks that will produce a higher score that will open more 

doors within the university realm.   If the citizens of Ireland see an economic motivation 

to have fluent Irish, then the vitality of Irish will grow even stronger and it will have a more 

secure future.  The more All-Irish schools that are established, the more fluent speakers 
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will be employed to teach the pupils.    

 Although the All-Irish schools are contributing to the preservation of the Irish 

language, they cannot succeed alone.  The community as a whole, not just the schools, 

must promote the language.  And within the community, families must speak the language 

in the home.  Children must hear their parents speak to them in Irish.  As Hinton (2010) 

points out, most families don't understand just how important it is that they use the target 

language daily in the home so that it becomes habitual.    

 Ultimately, to bring a language out of endangerment into vitality, a group of 

individuals must be motivated and determined.  Self-determination is important as well; 

as Hinton and Hale (2001) put it: 

What is really important is self-determination: the rights of indigenous 

peoples to determine their futures, whether or not they see language 

survival as an important part of that future. (p. 5) 

 Borhani (2011) shares a profound statement spoken by Christine Johnson, Tohono 

O’odham elder, American Indian Language Development Institute, June 2002: 

I speak my language  

because 

That's who I am. 

I teach my language to my children  

because 

                      I want them to be proud of who they are. (p. 2) 
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