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At a Glance

The transition from primary to post-primary education is a significant milestone in one’s educa-
tion. Learners grapple with a new identity and physical environment, a wider range of subjects
and teaching styles, and must adjust to new expectations. While pre-transition anxieties often
fade, difficulties during this period can lead to longer term educational issues. In Ireland, some
learners face an additional challenge during this transition: the shift in the language of their
schooling. This paper explores the transition of students who opt to commence immersion
education for the very first time at post-primary level, accessing the curriculum through the

medium of Irish.
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Introduction

The transition from primary to post-primary education can be a complex time for adolescents.
Learners undergo an identity shift, moving from the most established group in primary school
to the youngest and newest as they commence first year at second level. They grapple with a
longer school day, a new physical environment, much larger and more complex to navigate than
the base classroom they came to know in sixth class under the continuous care of one teacher.
Now they must adjust to new norms, expectations and multiple teaching styles, while following
a complex timetable and studying a wide range of subjects. However, for some learners in
Ireland, there is an additional, significant shift. This paper explores the transition of learners
who opt to commence immersion education for the very first time at post-primary level i.e.

late immersion. Immersion education involves the regular school curriculum being delivered
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through another language, in this case, Irish. For these learners, Irish replaces English as

the language of instruction, communication and socialisation as they commence post-primary

school. This paper will provide an introduction to Irish-medium education (IME) in Ireland,

the benefits and challenges of late immersion, and rationale for its selection.

Immersion Education: An Overview

Immersion education has been described as a planned programme aimed at bilingual devel-
opment. Students receive at least half of their subject-matter instruction through the medium
of a language that they are learning as a second, foreign, heritage, or indigenous language.!
In 1937, the Irish Constitution (Bunreacht na hEireann) designated Irish as “the first official
language” of the Republic of Ireland, while English was recognised as ‘““a second official lan-
guage”. Today, Ireland recognises Irish, English and Irish Sign Language (since the Irish Sign
Language Act, 2017) as official languages. Schools in Irish-speaking areas (Gaeltachtai) have
Gaeltacht status and provide Irish-medium education (IME). However, schooling is provided in
both English and Irish outside of the Gaeltacht also. Irish-medium primary schools are known
as Gaelscoileanna and Irish-medium post-primary provision is available via a Gaelcholdiste
(Irish-medium post-primary school), Aonad ldn-Ghaeilge (Irish-medium unit delivering the
curriculum through Irish but operating under the management of an English-medium host
school) or Sruth (Irish-medium stream where some subjects are offered through the medium of
Irish within an English-medium host school).

The Department of Education and Youth recently launched its Policy for Irish-Medium
Education outside of the Gaeltacht, providing key insight into IME provision and uptake in the
Republic of Ireland. Outside the Gaeltacht, 151 primary schools and 45 post-primary schools
offer IME, with 6.8% of pupils attending IME primary schools and 2.9% attending IME post-

primary schools.?

Late Immersion

Late immersion is a bilingual education model where learners begin to receive instruction in
a second language at a later stage in their education following years of schooling in their first
language.>* In their study of continuity in immersion education, O Duibhir et al.’ discovered
that 76%-100% of learners have attended a Gaelscoil in the majority of Irish-medium post-
primary schools but also reported less than 50% of Gaelscoil pupils in some post-primary
settings. Those who have not attended a Gaelscoil and have only studied Irish as a compulsory
subject of the primary curriculum are known as late immersion learners® i.e., they have a later
entry point to immersion education than their peers who attended a Gaelscoil. The significant
difference in exposure to the language in primary school causes a language proficiency gap;
some students transitioning to first year will have completed their entire primary schooling
through Irish while others will only have studied Irish for three hours per week, according to

the suggested time allocation of the primary curriculum for 3-6™ class.
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The Challenges and Benefits of Late Immersion

Some benefits of late immersion are reported by prominent researchers such as Jim Cummins
e.g. cognitive maturity and the ability to develop reading and writing skills to the same stan-
dard as their early immersion peers. This success is attributed to the significant development of
their learning strategies and literacy skills in English by the time they finish primary school.”
However, the challenges may be seen to outweigh the benefits of late immersion. Due to the
significant difference in language exposure in primary school, the language proficiency gap is
considerable.® There are fewer resources available that are suitable for both the age profile and
ability of the late immersion learner’ i.e. more basic resources are available but are targeted
at a much younger cohort which may be unappealing and unsuited to the adolescent learner.
Immersion teachers must continue with the content of their curriculum and while this is true
in all immersion contexts, the complex balancing of language and content would be even more
challenging with the proficiency gap evident in late immersion. For example, a geography
teacher in an IME setting already has to strike the balance between covering the geography
curriculum, teaching complex, technical terminology and ensuring language accuracy in Irish.
Subject teachers would require advanced language teaching skills to differentiate the learning
for late immersion learners. No formal additional funding is available to support late immer-
sion and generally, early and late immersion learners are placed in the same classes. Early
immersion is far more common than late immersion in the Republic of Ireland.

Most late immersion learners are likely to have developed limited basic interpersonal com-
munication skills (BICS) in Irish in primary school i.e. social language, whereas their early
immersion peers will have significantly greater fluency along with more advanced cognitive
academic language proficiency (CALP). This allows them to access more complex content
across the range of post-primary subjects with much greater ease. The limited BICS of the late
immersion learner pose challenges regarding meaningful access to the curriculum. Further-
more, as Irish is both the instructional and social language of the immersion school, there may
be implications for the development of social and interpersonal relationships; a vital aspect
of the transition to post-primary school. Experts state that it may take children with no prior
instruction or no support in native language development seven years to develop CALP. Addi-
tional language support should be provided to the late immersion learner, but schools often do
not have the resources to provide such specialised interventions.

High levels of motivation, effort and self-confidence are also required to bridge the language
proficiency gap between early and late immersion.'® However, school choice is often made by
the parent/guardian and without experiencing IME at primary level, they may not understand
the demands required to access an entire curriculum of new subject matter through a second
language.

While motivation, effort and self-confidence may fluctuate, a learner’s age does not. The

critical period hypothesis first proposed by Penfield and Roberts states that there is a limited
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developmental period for optimal language acquisition, typically ending around puberty; pre-
cisely when a late immersion learner would be starting their immersion education journey.'!
However, in more recent literature, this hypothesis has been questioned and challenged, and

age is widely accepted as only one of many contributing factors to successful language learn-

ing.

Parent/Guardian Choice

The role of the parent/guardian in education is widely recognised as a key factor for chil-
dren’s academic and social success at school. Parent/guardian involvement can impact learn-
ers’ motivation, reading attainment, behaviour, attendance and overall academic achievement.'?
While the disadvantages may seem to outweigh the advantages, at least linguistically, some par-
ents/guardians choose to pursue late immersion for their child. Gaeloideachas, a national, vol-
untary organisation founded in 1973 to support the development of Irish-medium education,
highlights some of the benefits of immersion education: understandings of multiculturalism,
increased educational attainment with bonus marks allocated in the Leaving Certificate exami-
nation, and higher levels of creativity, concentration and self-esteem. However, having a child
educated through a language that is not the first language of the parent/guardian presents dif-
ficulties relating to effective involvement in education. Parents/guardians of late immersion
learners have not had the opportunity to engage with the supports and services provided in
the primary IME space and less services are available at post-primary level. This correlates
with lower levels of language learning among post-primary parents/guardians.'® Simply put,
as welcoming and attractive as it may be, the Irish-medium post-primary school is unfamil-
iar territory for all involved in late immersion. Why is late immersion still chosen in the face
of these challenges? Learnings from international contexts, particularly Canada (French) and
Wales (Cymraeg) provide some insight. Attachment to one’s native language aside, reasons for
selection of late immersion in Canada appear to vary by social class. Those from middle-class
backgrounds opt for late immersion for communication purposes, while those from working-
class backgrounds select late immersion for improved employment opportunities.'* Ultimately,
late immersion is seen to provide greater opportunities on school completion. It is important to
note that while it may seem like an obvious solution to simply send a child to a Gaelscoil and
thus engage in early immersion, it cannot be assumed that one is always accessible, geograph-

ically or otherwise.

Conclusion

While a minority within the greater immersion education community in Ireland, this research
aims to highlight the complex needs of late immersion learners who commit to IME despite
many obstacles. The next phase of this research aims to create a profile of needs for this com-
munity, informing the design and provision of suitable resources and supports to allow better

access to, and participation in immersion education. While the challenges in terms of lan-
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guage acquisition are clear, perhaps late immersion needs to be looked at through a wider lens,
acknowledging its positive influence on cultural and linguistic awareness. Findings from the
Department of Education’s consultation for the policy on Irish-medium education outside of
the Gaeltacht highlight the denial of access to IME for some families due to a lack of suit-
able provision.'> Late immersion will remain an option irrespective of provision, although its
prevalence could be either reduced or better supported with increased investment in IME. Late

immersion should be acknowledged in such policies as a recognised learning pathway to ensure

IME is inclusive and accessible to all.
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