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Preface

Baineann páipéir an leabhair seo le comhdháil bhliantúil Chumann
Léitheoireachta na hÉireann, agus tá ábhar tarraingteach anseo don duine
a bhfuil spéis aige, ní hamháin i bhfoghlaim na léitheoireachta, ach i
sealbhú teanga agus i saibhriú teanga chomh maith.

This collection of papers, arising from the Reading Association of
Ireland’s successful 29th Annual Conference, will inform and interest
readers, whether their main focus is on reading development in a first
language, the process of learning to read a second language, or on
biliteracy and biculturality. Educators are keenly aware of the centrality of
language skills in the development of children’s reading skills. Research
also shows us the contribution of reading skills to the learning of a second
or subsequent language, whether that is in primary or secondary school, or
at third-level.

Irish teachers have experience of teaching reading, not only in children’s
first language, but also in what is, for most children, their second
language, Irish. In addition to this group, Irish speakers in the Gaeltacht
and English-speakers in some all-Irish schools learn their initial literacy in
Irish, before going on to acquire literacy in English. Overlaid onto this
already challenging educational context is the need now to teach literacy
skills to a population of children whose home language is neither Irish or
English, for whom English is an additional language, and who may or may
not be literate, or acquiring literacy, in their home or heritage language, in
addition to literacy in English and Irish in school.

This collection addresses some of the issues associated with this complex
situation, including the reading of Irish as a first and as a second language,
bilingualism and reading, reading English as a second language, and
aspects of the reading of English as first language, including advanced
literacy skills at third-level.

Nóirín Ní Nuadháin’s keynote paper regarding the teaching of reading in
Irish gives us a fascinating view of the different initiatives and
programmes that have been developed for promoting the reading of Irish
since 1922. She notes that many of the aims and aspirations of early
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programmes would be viewed favourably today by educators. Indeed, in
many cases they are incorporated into the Revised Curriculum on Irish,
with an approach that attempts to integrate reading with other language
skills, and to learn from the research on second language reading. She
looks in detail at the recommendations of the Revised Curriculum
regarding Irish reading, and discusses the new materials available, making
practical suggestions about how they might best be used to support and
develop children’s proficiency in reading and speaking Irish.

Tina Hickey’s paper on emergent readers of Irish addresses the issue of
how to help young readers of Irish acquire the reading fluency that is
needed in order not to impede their reading comprehension. Effective
word recognition requires effective decoding skills that are learned from a
thorough analysis of letter-sound correspondences and a learning of the
orthographical rules used in a language. She presents an analysis of the
100 most frequently used words in a corpus of ‘Early Reader’ books aimed
at children when they are first embarking on reading in Irish, and explores
the words and patterns whose fluent recognition will prove the most useful
for these emergent readers of Irish.

Fiona Lyddy, Bryan Roche and Helen Ambrose analyze a particular
challenge that faces young readers of English and Irish: the words that are
spelt the same in their two languages, but are pronounced very differently
indeed, such as teach. They look at how children’s language background
and the language context of the task affects their ability to recognise these
words as belonging to one or other language. Children who are more
dominant in Irish were more likely to process these words as Irish words
only, rather than detecting the ambiguity, and this appears to help their
reading fluency. Significantly, however, the authors found that all of the
children, including the Gaeltacht native speakers of Irish, performed better
at reading English words, pointing to a greater exposure to reading in
English than Irish even for this group of native speakers of the language.

Mattias Mac Cárthaigh addresses the needs of these Gaeltacht L1
speakers, in particular, in his discussion of how Irish reading is construed
in the Revised Curriculum. He argues that the curriculum does not take
into account the different needs of young first- and second language
speakers of Irish, and that it is school-centred in its approach rather than
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child-centred. In his view, the focus on L2 learners of Irish, and the
approach taken to issues such as the standardisation of the language and
the introduction of new words, have negatively affected the acquisition of
literacy by L1 speakers of Irish. He links this situation to the international
context, where other minority language speakers feel that a lower priority
is given to the needs of L1 speakers than to L2 learners from a language-
dominant group.

Dónal Ó Faoláin also looks at the needs of L1 speakers of Irish learning to
read, and argues that a phonics approach to the teaching of reading in Irish
is in line with the Revised Curriculum, but has been difficult to implement
due to a dearth of materials. He presents his own experience of developing
a phonics programme for young readers in the Déise Gaeltacht, and, as in
Hickey’s chapter, argues that fluent reading in Irish must be based on a
sound knowledge of grapheme-phoneme correspondences which will
carry a child through to the automatic word recognition they require for
fluent reading. He notes that the approach he uses would also be
beneficial in promoting sound decoding skills among young second
language learners of Irish.

Given the more recent challenges presented by Ireland’s experience of
multiculturalism and multilingualism, Charmian Kenner’s keynote paper
based on her research on bilingual children in London is particularly
relevant. She argues that children’s success in reading English as an
additional language (EAL) is influenced by their understanding of the
power of literacy, and by their literacy experiences in their home
language, as well as in the school language. She presents case studies of
children in London acquiring literacy in English as an additional language,
but in a context in which teachers encouraged their parents to support this
process in the class and at home, through facilitating literacy in their first
language as well. She argues that such a multilingual literacy environment
positively affects the learning, not only of EAL children, but also children
whose first language is English.

Karl Kitching presents an analysis of how teachers in Ireland are coping
with the challenge of EAL children in the mainstream classroom. He
surveyed a sample of teachers in a city suburb, and in considering the
results he discusses issues such as grouping or lack of grouping of these
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children, the skills prioritised, and the training and support required by
teachers. He discusses the practical implications of his study with regard
to classroom organisation, and use of a larger variety of texts, and he
recommends a review of priorities regarding skills development.

Susan Jones presents a study of how the literacy practices of bicultural and
biliterate teenagers and pre-teens in Britain affect their sense of identity.
She compares the views of reading expressed by British-Asian and Welsh-
English bilinguals, and examines how their reading and writing displays
and consolidates their identities and links them to their two cultures.

Rubén Jarazo-Álvarex and Lidia Montero-Ameneiro examine the
challenge of reading in English as a second language for third-level
students in Spain. In particular, they look at the approach taken in the
University of Corunna, which recognises the inter-relationship between
the development of advanced language and literacy skills among learners
of English. They analyse how some of the classics of English literature are
presented to these students as they seek to acquire advanced skills in
English literacy as well as in the spoken language. They note that this
approach to literature in the students’ foreign language provides both
linguistic and cultural enrichment.

In the last section, issues concerning the ongoing inter-relationship
between literacy and language skills are considered. The papers here
encompass children acquiring their first literacy, including those with a
reading disability who may be reading in the first or an additional
language, as well as the literacy and language needs of third-level
students. This allows us to look at literacy as playing an integral and
evolving role in the lifelong development of language skills.

Brian Murphy’s keynote paper discusses the importance of using an
integrated approach to literacy development, which emphasizes the
symbiotic nature of the relationship between oral and written language
skills. This recognises the importance of developing children’s oral skills
as a foundation for literacy, but also accepts the significance of the
increased metalinguistic awareness that accompanies literacy in
increasing children’s control over their language skills in general. In
addition to recognising the value of supporting this inter-relationship of
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oral and written language, Murphy argues that two other elements have
been shown to improve literacy achievement over the school years. These
are: explicit work on vocabulary development and on comprehension
strategies. These impact on both oral and written language skills, and he
discusses how these are best developed in the context of authentic and
meaningful experiences with language and texts.

Seán MacBlain, Angela O’Neill, Kelly Weir and Mario MacBlain look at
provisions in Northern Ireland’s education system regarding pupils with
dyslexia, and they note the added challenge now of identifying EAL pupils
with dyslexia whose limited English may obscure their disability. They
conclude that this situation and the requirements of the Northern Ireland or
UK Special Educational Needs and Disability Act (under which schools
who fail to offer apopropriate provision for pupils with a disability,
including dyslexia can be charged with discrimination) have profound
implications for teacher training and continued professional development.
They report on two small studies which examined the perceptions of
primary teachers in Northern Ireland regarding dyslexia, and their
judgement of their own skills in teaching these pupils, and conclude that
there is a pressing need for improvement in the quality and type of pre-
service and in-service training in this area.

Brian Clancy turns to more advanced language users, third level students.
He discusses the difficulties experienced by novice essay writers in
developing the analytical writing style required in university. The Learner
Support Unit in Mary Immaculate College sets out to assist mature
students in developing the academic writing skills they require, through
one-to-one consultations that address their most common writing
problems, such as writing in an appropriate style, structuring their
material, and referencing other authors. The methods used will be of
relevance to all those involved with supporting older learners to develop
the academic writing skills they may be lacking on entry to third level, and
which are critical to their success in further education.

James Binchy, also in the Learner Support Unit in MIC, looks in more
detail at an academic writing skill that provokes considerable anxiety in
students (and concern at institution level), that of accurately citing the
views and opinions of other authors but avoiding plagiarism. Binchy
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looks at a sample of essays from students and finds that, despite being
advised to use direct quotation sparingly, novice essay writers show an
undue dependence on it. He argues that there is a need for greater guidance
for students, not just in the mechanics of how to include citations, but in
the more advanced skill of integrating the work of others into their
argument, and commenting or expanding on that work as evidence of
critical thinking. Binchy notes that the aim is not simply the legalistic one
of avoiding plagiarism, but of supporting students in reaching the most
advanced levels of first language literacy in their academic writing and
analysis.

Thus, this collection considers the development of literacy in the child’s
first language (in English, Irish and a range of other languages) from the
very earliest stages, but also looks at the current educational context in
which children grapple with acquiring literacy skills in a second and
additional languages, and in which third level students are required to
achieve advanced academic skills in reading and writing in their first and,
in some cases, in additional languages also. It is fitting that the teaching of
reading in Irish to children who speak it either as a first or a second
language should make up a significant portion of this collection, given the
long history in Irish education of engaging with the challenge of
producing biliteracy in our schools. The inclusion of chapters on the
teaching of literacies in second or additional languages highlights an issue
of great relevance to Irish educators. The challenge for the future
regarding reading in Ireland is to continue to develop effective approaches
to promoting literacy skills, not only in English and Irish, but also in the
teaching of readers for whom English in an additional language, who may
or may not have literacy in their home language. A further challenge is
that this must be allied with a concern to develop, not just the literacy and
language skills required in the early years, but the advancement of those
skills to the levels needed by the first, second and additional language
users of the twenty-first century.

Tina Hickey, UCD
Reading Association of Ireland
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1. Putting a Bit of Spice into Reading
in Irish in the Primary School

Nóirín Ní Nuadháin
1

It is surprising to find that ‘Reading in Irish should be of a wide and
varied type’ was encouraged as far back as 1922. In 1926 it was hoped
that the ‘practice of silent reading in school would lead the children to
acquire a habit of home reading’, and that ‘Articles from newspapers
are recommended’. As long ago as 1948 teachers were warned that ‘the
traditional practice of compelling the whole class to listen while each
child in turn reads a portion of a lesson has little to recommend it.’ So
what happened? Is a revised curriculum (1999) going to make any
difference? Is there anything we can do to help the children derive more
benefit from reading in Irish in the primary school? After all, previous
programmes had much to recommend them. In 1971 a child-centred
approach with extension readers was adopted. Nowadays a fresh
approach, that is more in tune with how reading is approached in
second language reading, is taken. It is hoped that reading skills, when
integrated with the other language skills, will be developed using a
variety of texts. This paper summarises past methodologies, and will
discuss the reading strategies and approaches recommended in the
curriculum for use with the new textbooks and real books.

Introduction

This paper sets out to examine previous educational policies regarding the
teaching of Irish language reading and the methodologies and approaches
to it. Questions will be asked about some of these policies and approaches.
The programmes of 1922, 1926, 1934 and 1948 all presented an integrated
spoken and reading curriculum. Oral work was closely based on the matter
read in the reading lesson. The 1971 curriculum, and the latest curriculum
of 1999 have different approaches to oral and reading skills’ development.

Literacy and Language Learning, pp. 1-22.

1 Address for correspondence: Teagasc na Gaeilge, St Patrick’s College, Drumcondra,
Dublin 9. Email: noirin.ninuadhain@spd.dcu.ie



In 1971 the oral language was primary and the reading schemes were based
on the language and vocabulary encountered in the oral lessons of the
preceding six months. In 1999 the themes and vocabulary of the reading
material may be closely based on the oral lessons. The emphasis today is on
reading for meaning, and on reading for enjoyment the plethora of
colourful new books being produced. The words are not counted, and the
illustrations or the context or both will help with comprehension. A task-
based approach will keep the young readers engaged and interested, using a
variety of skills and strategies.

The state of the art

How many of us read Foinse, the weekly Irish language newspaper, every
Sunday? How many of us have read of Gabriel Rosenstock’s (2003)
holiday with a difference in his book Ólann mo Mhiúil as an nGaingéis?
How many of us have read Cathal Ó Searcaigh’s (2004) wonderful tales
from his travels in Nepal, Seal i Neipeal? How many Irish people are aware
of the feminist, or indeed postfeminist nature, of Nuala Ní Dhomhnaill’s
poetry, ‘supplying something, through the natural resources of the Irish
language that hadn’t been there before in poetry?’ (Nic Dhiarmada,
2005:182)

These books in the Irish language are for adults, and we learned to read in
Irish at primary school, presumably so that we might continue to read into
adulthood. So what happened? Why do many adults, teachers among them,
rarely read in Irish? A survey of primary teachers (INTO 1985:5) found
that only 9% said that they often read a book in Irish, 35% sometimes, and
worryingly 55% said never. Newspapers and articles in Irish fared a little
better with 19% reading them often, and 62% sometimes and 19% never.
However, it was also reported recently (RTÉ, 2005) that one fifth of the
population, and certain celebrities, do not read any books in English either.
If this is as reported, it should come as no surprise to us that pupils do not
read easily in Irish and that the task of reading in a second language is very
daunting.
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Why learn to read in Irish?

The teaching of reading in Irish in the primary school has been
incorporated into official programmes since 1922, and we are still
‘reluctant readers of Irish’ (Hickey, 2005). Why expend all that time and
energy on the learning of a skill that we hardly ever use? Even adults living
in the Gaeltacht report disappointing levels of ability in reading in Irish,
and associate reading in Irish with school, or only with the lyrics of songs
or local poetry (Ó hIfearnáin, 2003, pp. 166, 170).

In order not to waste everybody’s time, teachers’ and children’s alike, we
should continue to explore ways in which we can enliven the teaching of
reading in Irish, so that the children we teach may come to read less
reluctantly and with more pleasure. Are there ways in which we can listen
to children’s likes and dislikes, so that we can involve them, provide
material of interest to them, and thus entice them to read? We as teachers,
and as teacher educators, must ask ourselves some hard questions if we are
to rethink our methods and approaches to the teaching of reading in the
Irish language, and if we are not to continue to teach in the way we were
taught. Is a revised curriculum going to make any difference? After all,
previous programmes had much to recommend them and were very
progressive in their intent.

A review of the teaching of reading in Irish

1922 and all that

The National Programme (1922) was very ambitious, starting with Senior
Infants reading (in Irish) ‘sentences on the blackboard’ (ibid, p. 16), third
standard reading ‘an elementary reader’ and standard five reading ‘a
suitable reader’, and ‘a suitable story reader should supplement the
ordinary reader’. (ibid p.7) Standard six was to:

…read with intelligence and appreciation suitable matter in a
newspaper or magazine and to memorise and understand eighty lines
of suitable poetry. At least two standard works should be read.

The National Programme, 1922:7
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In 1922 this was a very wide-ranging programme with the inclusion of
supplementary readers, the reading of newspapers and magazines.
However, the reality was that there were few suitable books in Irish, and no
newspapers or magazines in Irish suitable for children. Other problems
were the cost for the pupils, the difference of the Gaelic script, and the price
of producing books in that script in the Ireland of the 1920’s. Kelly (2002)
noted that:

…failure to address the adequate provision of reading material in
Irish very much hampered the official revival policy.

Kelly, 2002:102

The content of the books that did exist was aimed at teaching the language.
The teaching of reading in this period was, as the programme stated, ‘as a
basis for conversation’ (National Programme 1922:7). The Programme
was written in English because only ‘a small proportion of teachers are
fully competent to carry out the Programme in its entirety’ (ibid p. 30).

It was hardly fair to expect children to carry the burden of the revival of
Irish. Previous generations of children had been punished physically for
speaking Irish (Máirtín, 2003:208-9). From 1922 they were expected to
reverse the state of the Irish language with the help of their teachers, who,
in their turn, were in fear of losing their jobs during a transition period,
though… ‘many teachers are uneasy … no undue hardship … or injustice …
(will be) inflicted on any teacher’(National Programme 1922 pp. 30-31).

1925-26 Second Programme

The Second Report and Programme presented to the Minister for
Education in 1926 reappraised and amended the 1922 programme, but it
was hoped that, by degrees, all the work of the school would be in Irish
(Report and Programme, 1926:12). The Infant programme was to be taught
through Irish between 10.30 a.m. and 2 p.m. only. Books were to be
provided for poor children, ‘somehow’ (ibid p. 16) and ‘in all standards
fresh reading matter will be expected each year’ (ibid p. 29). Publishers
were to be ‘placed under closer restriction ensuring books may promote the
educational aim of the nation’ (p. 16).
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A national tone should be sought, and special account should be …
taken of the nature of life in the locality … urban or rural character,
occupations, and its products, its proximity to sea, mountain etc.

Report and Programme, 1926:16, 29

Existing books were thought to be expensive and unsuitable, and the
situation was still the same in 1941 (INTO, 1941) The revised programme
had much to recommend it, but there were too many problems to solve
before a programme of its kind could be undertaken. We can learn from
this that it takes more than an ambitious programme to ensure that children
will read in Irish.

1933 Nótaí d’Oidí: Gaeilge / Notes for Teacher: Irish

These notes (Roinn Oideachais, 1933) provide an interesting insight into
the methodologies of the period.

The end for which reading is taught is often forgotten … That end is first
to enable our pupils to master the contents of written and printed matter,
and secondly to develop in them a taste for reading as a means of wisely
using their leisure time and of education themselves in after-school life.

Roinn Oideachais 1933:44

The notes were written in English with exemplars in Irish. They offered an
explanation of the ‘Direct Method’ in the teaching of reading. From this we
can see the genesis of the rigid teaching method that may be the root of
many of the problems we have today with reading in Irish in the primary
classroom. Many teachers were taught using this method and they may
continue to use it without questioning it.

The use of the text as a medium of language teaching is our special
concern here, and the varied processes to which the reading-lesson is
subjected include oral reading, explanation through the new language,
detailed questioning on the matter, free reproduction, grammatical
exercises, generalisation or particular application and free composition.

Roinn Oideachais 1933:45
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1934 Revised Programme for Primary Instruction

The Revised Programme (Roinn Oideachais, 1934) clawed back the
concession given to the infants in 1926, and now their whole day was to be
taught through the medium of Irish. Dissatisfaction with this situation was
shown in the results of the survey (INTO, 1941) into the teachers’ attitudes
to the use of Irish as a medium of instruction. The new Infant programme
(Roinn Oideachais, 1948) continued the use of Irish as a medium and
aimed at ‘making the children fairly fluent Irish speakers by the time they
are eight years of age’ (ibid p. 4).

The New Curriculum 1971

There had been no change in Departmental policy with regard to the
importance of Irish, or in the approach to the teaching of reading in the
curriculum, between 1926 and the new curriculum in 1971 (Rialtas na
hÉireann, 1971). Gaeilge/Irish was dealt with in the first book of two
curriculum guidelines and was divided into Irish in the Gaeltacht and in the
Galltacht. The National Assessment of English Reading report (NAER,
2004: 2) and Moloney (1998: 92) acknowledge the strides made in English
reading as a result of this curriculum. Irish reading was also accorded some
importance. It was taught for 30 minutes per day with a specific reader for
every class (sometimes two) and these were based on the oral lessons of the
preceding six months. It was taken for granted that third class would have
mastered the basic mechanics of reading. The senior classes would be
proficient in reading aloud so they should concentrate on silent reading.
(ibid pp. 65-66) Reading different text types was also mentioned as well as
functional reading ‘eolas a lorg agus a thiomsú/to search for information
and to gather it’ (ibid p. 66). There were supplementary readers and a
variety of books in the class library. Reading was acknowledged as a
pastime.

Léitheoireacht mar chaitheamh aimsire; scéalta, dréachta … aistí,
díolama filíochta … agus an múinteoir eolach ar scoth na
litríochta/stories, passages from stories, … essays, collections of
poetry, … and the teachers themselves are aware of good literature.

Rialtas na hÉireann, 1971:67
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The teachers were advised to discuss the topic beforehand with the
children, and to get them to scan the text for answers to pre-reading
questions. This methodology for the reading lesson was in line with best
practice.

Lack of variety of text types

An examination of the textbooks of this period shows that they were fairly
dull, with long pieces of discursive text, sometimes illustrated, but always
laid out in the same manner: a long piece of text with no sub-headings and
followed by questions. Though the teachers’ notes clearly advocated silent
reading, the practice of reading aloud by all the children still continued.
This practice invariably led to only one reading skill of one type of text
being developed, i.e. intensive reading aloud of a long piece of text. There
were some poems and the words of a song now and again, but in general
there was little variety.

1999 Curaclam na Bunscoile: Teanga/Gaeilge
1999 Primary School Curriculum: Language/Irish

Hickey (2001a and 2001b) gives a comprehensive overview of the
approach to reading in Irish in the 1999 curriculum. The Irish language
curriculum is divided into four strands; Listening, Speaking, Reading and
Writing. The curriculum books An Curaclam and Na Treoirlínte do
Mhúinteoirí: Gaeilge (Rialtas na hÉireann, 1999a and b) are written in
Irish. The curriculum was well received by teachers, who are fully
conversant with its demands and with the new approaches and
methodologies described (Rialtas na hÉireann 1999b, Cuid 5) There has
been extensive in-service training and there is a support system in place,
which is run by the Primary Curriculum Support Group at www.pcsp.ie.

The main differences in the Revised Curriculum can be summarised as
follows:

• usually no formal reading before second class
• no graded reading schemes

Nóirín Ní Nuadháin 7



• no specific time for Irish reading. Reading is done when necessary
during an integrated lesson on a particular topic

• an early literacy programme is followed in the Gaeltacht and in
Scoileanna lán-Ghaeilge (SLG/All-Irish Schools)

• real books have been supplied with the class textbook

The curriculum committee thought the following points to be of sufficient
importance to highlight them as An bhéim nua ‘the new emphasis.’
Children should be enabled to:

• search primarily for meaning in a text
• guess, predict or surmise
• disregard redundancies in a text and not expect to understand every

word
• enhance self-confidence and develop cognitively through reading in

Irish
• be exposed to a variety of books and as wide a variety of text types as

possible
• use a variety of reading skills and subskills
• integrate reading with the other language skills (listening, speaking

and writing)
• read silently
• read aloud in groups, but not be obliged to read aloud to the whole class

Rialtas na hÉireann, 1999:131

However, we have seen from previous programmes that much of the spirit
of the 1999 curriculum was already present in the earlier curricula.
Something must be added therefore, in order that the present curriculum be
successful.

Integration of skills

The new textbooks (Bualadh Bos, Maith Thú!, Séideán Sí, Treo Nua)
integrate the four language skills and the children use a variety of reading
skills and subskills. The emphasis in the classroom is not on examining
reading and comprehension of longer texts, but on teaching the children
how to read them by:
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1. Skimming a text for gist (Look at the pictures. What’s the story about?)
2. Scanning a text for information (Scan the first paragraph. Tell me what

age Liam is.)
3. Reading a text intensively for meaning (Read the third paragraph.

Find all the words for clothes and colour.)
4. Reading a text extensively for pleasure (Read ‘An Puimcín is Mó’ at

home tonight. Do not worry if you do not understand every word.)

The pre-reading questions above are posed in Irish during the Irish lesson.

Text types from the 1999 Curriculum

NAER (2004: xv-xvii, 4, 6) recommended that children should be exposed
to a wide variety of text types. The Irish language textbooks have included
texts that ensure the required integration of the four language skills. They
include stories, poems, rhymes and songs with recordings on CD, and the
child’s book has exercises that include reading, listening, speaking and
writing. There are cue-cards for role-playing (Bualadh Bos 5, pp.185-196)
and short dramas, (ibid pp.196-199) and there are comic strips, cartoons
puzzles, crosswords and wordsearches (Maith Thú! 2-6). Replica greeting
cards and invitations are included and the children could transfer these
easily to authentic cards (Maith Thú! 5 and 6, Bualadh Bos). There are
authentic recipes for an energetic teacher to follow (Oideas do Phancóga
in Treo Nua 4, p.79) and instructions for constructing a toy, for example
Eitleán páipéir/a paper aeroplane, in Maith Thú! 6 (p.6).

A task-based approach

The four language skills are no longer divided into passive (listening and
reading) and active (speaking and writing) skills. Reading is considered to
be as active as possible with the reader engaging with the text and making
suitable responses. The children are always asked to read with a purpose,
and almost always use another language skill to complete a task. For
example, the children are asked to read short texts and to make various
responses such as the following:

• Read a text to do/make/construct/colour/draw/cook.
• Listen to a story on CD. Follow the text and enjoy the story.
• Read and answer pre-reading questions posed orally by the teacher.
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• Read a script and take part (orally) in role-playing and drama.
• Read the instructions and play a board game (Bingo, Snakes and

Ladders with added written instructions).
• Read and interpret timetables; TV listings/class, bus and train

timetables.
• Read a card and do a mime. (You are putting on eye makeup. You are

trying to walk on hot sand.) The rest of the class guess the mime
written on the card.

• Read and write greeting cards/invitations/notes/emails/texts.
• Texts include grma (Go raibh maith agat!) sln l@ (Slán leat!)

Early literacy

The Publisher’s guidelines (distributed prior to the publication of the
curriculum in 1999) advised that children in Infants’ classes in L2 schools
should be provided with ‘text-less books, since reading will not be formally
taught in these classes.’ They (the textbooks) should be large, bright and
colourful as would any small child’s book. It was recommended that they
would have lots of pictures, to cover the themes of the curriculum, of

…children, family, toys, children’s pets, clothes, weather, festivals,
activities with number and colour, and a few stories of events in the
child’s life to teach sequencing and continuity.

Treoirlínte do na Foilsitheoirí, 1999: 21

It was considered a big leap to have a text-less ‘reading’ book in Irish for
the junior classes. It could have been misinterpreted and taken to mean that
the junior classes did not require any book. Fortunately, beautifully
coloured books with picture puzzles and picture stories were provided. The
Séideán Sí series textbooks, produced for Gaeltacht and Scoileanna lan-
Ghaeilge (all-Irish schools), have some print because the children in these
schools generally start formal reading in Irish before English (Ní Bhaoill
and Ó Duibhir, 2004: 4).

Big Books

Most of the main publishers have provided Big Books and these are
discussed below:
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Séideán Sí (An Gúm) has five Big Books for Junior Infants, six for Senior
Infants and three for First Class. The story is recorded on three CDs
catering for the dialectal variations.

Maith Thú! series (The Educational Company) for Junior Infants through
to Second Class, each have two Big Books, with no print in the Infants’
books, and introducing print in the other two standards. Each book has the
full text of each story in the eight big books on its back cover, for the
teacher to pre-read and simplify if necessary. The six-page stories increase
to eight pages in the last story for second class. The books are ‘readable’ by
the whole class, while the teacher tells the story.

Treo Nua series (Folens) has six Big Books; three for first, and three for
second class. Exercises in the child’s book enable the children to read and
listen, and are used in conjunction with the story on CD.

The Resources centre/Áisaonad in Belfast, has also produced Big Books:
Béir, Béir, Béir which incorporates the ordinal numbers in the story, Stad!
Agus scéalta eile includes the rules of the road, and other safety guidelines
in the story. An dTig Leat Seo a Dhéanamh? is easily followed, giving
simple instructions to make animals and toys out of egg boxes. The
children could read the instructions and make the toys, satisfying the plea
made to vary the text types read by the children to include functional
reading. (Moloney, 1998, 95 and NAER, 2004, 153-165).

These Big Books introduce some of the early literacy skills necessary for
the children to become independent readers later on: left-to-right
orientation, reading top-to-bottom, reading and interpreting a picture,
predicting the story from the pictures, decoding print. The curriculum
(Rialtas na hÉireann 1999a:5-6, and 1999b:125-128) stresses the necessity
of having had lots of aural and oral practice before beginning to read, as did
the reports quoted in Moloney (1998: 94) in relation to reading in English
before embarking on the then reading scheme.

Listening to the story in the Big Book

At present the teacher can read (i.e. tell the story) the Big Books in Irish
with the children and s/he can also play the CD of the story, where one
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exists. Hickey (1991, 2001a, 2001b, 2003) and Hickey and Ó Cainín
(2003) prove that if children hear the story and follow it in the book, their
L2 comprehension and reading improves dramatically. Children as young
as Third Class read Irish books supported by a recording more often than if
they had no recording, they focussed on reading for meaning, and their
motivation and reading rate and accuracy improved. These results with
taped books should encourage any publisher to produce stories on CD. Fios
Feasa has begun to issue CD-Roms, and O’Brien Press has some
recordings of real books. The teachers will use recordings of the stories to
encourage children at school, and parents will be enabled to tackle an Irish
book at home.

The stories may be used for learning vocabulary, for connecting with the
children’s own experiences, for generating conversation, and for eliciting
responses. The teachers accept any kind of response from the children; in
English, responses with sounds, mime and gestures, or in a mixture of
English and Irish (Mhic Mhathúna, 1996, 1999 and 2001).

Listening to the teacher

Children could be introduced to some international stories, orally and
pictorially through the methodology devised by Ní Nuadháin (2004). The
stories are told using the three phases of a listening lesson. The children
then retell the story while sequencing the six A4 pictures that come with
each story. They will progress easily to read the versions of those stories as
told in the Big Books, or the new versions of the stories from Ní Ailpín
(1999, 2000). The children could read the real books independently, as a
follow up to having (re)told the story, sequenced the pictures, and/or by
having read the Big Books together.

Real books

The National Assessment of English Reading (2004) had noted the need to
move from a reliance on reading schemes to real books

The overuse of published reading schemes and workbooks by many
teachers should be replaced by the use of more authentic reading texts
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in a range of genres and by enhanced opportunities to engage in
sustained response to reading.

NAER 2004:158

Séideán Sí (An Gúm) has twenty one small Real Books for little hands in
Junior Infants to hold. Senior Infants have thirty two. First Class has forty
five. The stories in the textbooks are on the CD. There is a clear connection
between the oral and the written language. An Gúm also provides books on
various topics in history, geography science, mathematics, music and a
wide-range of dictionaries.

Maith Thú! (The Educational Company) has ten real books for each of
Third, Fourth, Fifth, Sixth classes.

Carroll-Heinemann has published one set of six: Léimis le Chéile with very
good guidelines.

Sos is not related to any scheme. It is a delightful series of real books from
the O’Brien Press. Two stories come with a recording, and the O’Brien
Press website provides interactive worksheets on the whole series.

An tÁisaonad has a graded series of 100 books called Céim ar Chéim with
useful worksheets and extension exercises on an excellent website.

Cló Mhaigh Eo has published prize-winning, well-illustrated, interesting
storybooks.

Cló Iar-Chonnachta provides rhymes and songbooks with high quality CDs.

Children can follow the texts of the stories and rhymes and listen to the CD
in the packages (Scéilín Ó Bhéilín and Rabhlaí Rabhlaí) produced by the
Curriculum Development Unit in Mary Immaculate College,
Limerick/Oidhreacht Chorca Dhuibhne, Co Chiarraí.
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Criteria for selection of real books

Some examples are offered here of a selection of real books in the teaching
of Irish reading at different levels, with two more specific examples and
teaching suggestions following:

• simple, familiar tales with CD if possible
• text simple but content worth reading, for example Drochlá Ruairí

and Ruairí series (Cló Mhaigh Eo)
• large print with black and white illustrations as in Fiacla

Mhamó/Granny’s Teeth (O’Brien Press)
• more advanced text with recording of story as in Sinéad ag Damhsa

(O’Brien Press)
• books by recognised authors like Gabriel Rosenstock and Áine Ní

Ghlinn: Céard atá sa Bhosca? Glantachán Earraigh (Ní Ghlinn, An
Gúm, 2002); Scuabtha Chun Siúil, Ordóigín (Rosenstock, An Gúm,
2002, 2001)

• books with a variety of text types in the series Céim ar Chéim (An
tÁisaonad): Dónal Dobhareach (cumulative story); An dTig leat Seo
a Dhéanamh? (includes recipes and making toys); Cé Leis an Ubh
Seo? (repetition of high-frequency language); Dhá Éan Bheaga
(rhymes); and Na Beacha agus An Béar a great little play using
sounds and actions.

Appendix A includes more information on books, support materials and
publishers.

The use of real books in the classroom: Two examples

An Dochtúir Dan

An Dochtúir Dan, Rírá series (O’Brien Press) is a very witty but simple
book, suitable for Senior Infants as a first language, or Second and Third
Classes in L2 schools. The story is about a visit to a very dangerous doctor
Dan, or Dainséarach if you believe the graffiti on the surgery notice board!
The doctor asks a series of questions An bhfuil an phian i do bholg? ‘Is the
pain in your tummy?’ An bhfuil an phian i do shúil? ‘Is the pain in your
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eye?’ and so on for each part of the body. Each page has only one question
and one answer and the illustration is very clear.

Pre-reading phase
1. Teach/revise vocabulary: i do cheann, i do bholg, i do scornach, i do

chluas, i do lámh, i do chos, i do shúil, using a language game like Deir
Ó Grádaigh ‘Simple Simon Says’ and sing some of the activity songs
from Amhráin do Pháistí; Sín do lámha, Buail bos, Buail do bhosa srl.
Revise Lámh, lámh eile.

2. Teach/revise question and negative answer: An bhfuil an phian… ? Níl…
3. Do a short drama using the lines from each page in the correct

sequence (see above) while pointing clearly to the relevant part of the
body. Teacher can act as doctor until the lines are learned, thus the
pupils only have to remember Níl an phian i mo … It makes for a funny
short drama, and a doctor’s outfit from a toyshop would add to the fun.
If the drama is enacted word for word as in the text of the book, and if it
is done often enough, the book can be read subsequently with the
teacher, and independently by the child later on.

Céard atá sa Bhosca?

Céard atá sa Bhosca? (An Gúm) is difficult to grade for reading age. The
story is about an empty box that Seán takes to school. The children spend
the day guessing all the possible things that could be in the box. Watch out
for the Conditional Mood but do not let it put you off!

Before reading it in class the teacher should follow the three phases
outlined above for An Dochtúir Dan. In the pre-reading phase the teacher
isolates all the vocabulary needed to guess ‘what’s in the box’/Céard atá sa
bhosca?

1. A guessing game with a real empty box is the most obvious place to
start. Use familiar vocabulary to start, and add the new language later.
Céard/Cad atá sa bhosca? An bhfuil? Tá/Níl. This is not as easy as it
looks for an L2 child, and lots of practice is needed. Keep it simple.
Suggest leabhar ‘book’, frog, eilifint, leoraí, madra ‘dog’.
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2. The vocabulary needed for reading is damhán alla ‘spider’, frog,
feithidí ‘insects’, rud gránna ‘something horrible’, madra ‘dog’, rothar
‘bike’, coinín ‘rabbit’, eilifint, leoraí, gloiní ‘glasses’, piscín ‘kitten’,
bréagán ‘toy’, clocha ‘stones’, leabhar ‘book’, liathróid ‘ball’, gunna,
éadaí ‘clothes’. Weave these into the guessing game by degrees, using
actual objects or the pictures from the book if the class can see them.
Add Ní féidir liom a rá go fóill ‘I cannot say yet’. Faoi rún ‘secret’.
Gach duine fiosrach ‘everybody curious’, by degrees using flashcards
or the blackboard for these phrases.

Reading phase
Firstly, get an overview of the book, look at the pictures together and talk
about what might be in the box. It is not a good idea to start reading at page
one, and not look at the last pages until later. The teacher asks pre-reading
questions. The children never read without a purpose or a reason to read.
Oscail leathanach a sé. Cén t-ainm atá ar an gcailín? (Síle) Cad atá ar
leathanach a naoi? (frog) srl …Write 6 and 9 on the blackboard for a sé and
a naoi. Most of the reading in class would be done by answering questions,
simple at the beginning and getting more difficult. Silent reading,
skimming for gist, and scanning for information, and reading aloud of short
answers could be combined, thus teaching the children valuable reading
skills instead of simply examining mechanical reading skills. Other
suggestions are given in the Guidelines (Rialtas na hÉireann, 1999b: 131-
138) and Hadfield (2001) also offers simple reading exercises.

Who needs to read aloud in Irish?

It is worth reiterating that the practice of having children read aloud round-
robin while the others listen (or fidget) should not be made a central feature
of the teaching of Irish reading, as was recognised as long ago as 1908 (see
Moloney, 1998: 85). Only a minority of the population needs to read aloud
in Irish, for example, teachers, university professors, actors reading for a
part in a play or a TV soap, priests/ministers or members of the
congregation in the Gaeltacht at Irish language masses/services and
Leaving Certificate students preparing for their oral examination at the age
of seventeen. Small children do not need to spend all the time that is spent
in the primary school preparing for a career they may never have, or for an
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exam they will do in the future. Since 1999 there is no longer any specific
time allotted for reading in Irish in the primary school. The time there is
would be more profitably spent in developing silent reading skills with the
emphasis on reading for meaning, texts of suitable length and interest to
small children.

Conclusions

We have come a long way only to find ourselves still grappling with the
problem of how to encourage children to read in Irish. However, the real
difference now is the availability of materials to support teachers in this
task. The new textbooks, including all the reading materials and text types
that the previous programmes called for, are now available, and there is a
wealth of real books suitable for reading in the primary school. Anecdotal
evidence from teachers attests to the fact that they are happy with the new
materials, particularly the teachers in the Gaeltacht and the all-Irish schools
with Séideán Sí. If the teachers could enlist the cooperation of parents and
of the libraries they would make even better progress. Libraries could stock
the real books and maybe extend an invitation to an Irish storyteller during
Book Week. Parents could be encouraged to buy the recordings of the
stories and listen to them during car journeys and buy or borrow the books
and read them with the children. Harris and Murtagh acknowledge the
positive effects that parental interest and cooperation have on children’s
progress in Irish (1999: 164-171).

The approach proposed in the Revised Curriculum is that speaking and
listening are developed before reading and writing. The reading texts are
well prepared with listening and speaking exercises so that the child is
familiar with the language of the text before reading it. Instead of spending
valuable time reading aloud, other reading skills will be developed. Instead
of examining mechanical reading, the child will be taught how to read. The
aim is that the teacher will ensure that the child is engaged with the text, is
interacting with it and bringing his/her own consciousness and previous
experience to it. Reading in Irish in the primary school should now prove to
be a more enjoyable and rewarding experience for children. Shorter, more
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varied texts and an eclectic approach to the teaching of Irish reading should
help to ensure this.
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Appendix A

Textbooks with integrated reading skills’ development

Bualadh Bos, Carroll-Heinemann, Dublin www.carrollheinemann.ie/
publications

Maith Thú! Educational Company, Dublin www.Edco.ie
Treo Nua, Folens, Dublin www.folens.ie
Séideán Sí, Foras na Gaeilge/An Gúm, Dublin angum@forasnagaeilge.ie

Real books with support materials available online

Áisaonad/Resource centre in St Mary’s University in Belfast. Graded real
books Céim ar Chéim at www.aisaonad.org. Excellent support materials
and reading exercises.

Carroll Heinemann have 6 real books, Léimis le Chéile, in packs of 10 at
www.carrollheinemann.ie go to Publications. An Puimcín is Mó belongs to
the Léimis le Chéile series. It is one of the 6 real books.

Clo Iar-Chonnachta www.cloiarchonnachta.ie Go to Foghlaimeoirí/ Ábhair
theagaisc do mhúinteoirí for stories and rhymes.

Cló Mhaigh Eo www.clomhaigheo.ie Ruairí series also on CD-Rom from
Fios Feasa. Readable stories for children. CD-Roms and other material
available at www.fiosfeasa.ie Children get to write to Colmán (Ó
Raghallaigh, the author) and to follow the antics of Ruairí. They can read
other emails and write their own to the site. The children’s responses are
authentic and Colmán answers the letters.

An Chomhairle Um Oideachas Gaeltachta agus Gaelscolaíochta:
Information at the comprehensive website www.cogg.ie.

Comhchoiste Réamhscolaíochta, www.naionrai.ie Go to Ábhair
thacaíochta ar díol/Support materials for sale. Amhráin do Pháistí, Maidin
sa Naíonra. Selection of other action songs for infants also on CD.
Children learn the sounds and syntax of Irish without fuss at an early age.
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Educational Company of Ireland publishers of Maith Thú! have
supplementary real books at www.Edco.ie. The themes of the Big Books
are centred on the lives of the children or the stories are well known, i.e.
Breithlá Lilí/(Lilí’s Birthday), Ag Siopadóireacht (Shopping), An Bogha
Báistí (the Rainbow), and An Sicín Beag (The Small Chick), which also
appears in the Séideán Sí series.

Folens have good Big Books, with traditional tales, for sale at
www.folens.ie

The stories are on CD and there are exercises in the children’s books to
extend the children’s understanding of the stories, i.e. An Buachaillín
Sinséir (Gingerbread Boy), An Rí Midas agus Bua an Óir (King Midas)
(First class) and An Tornapa Mór (The Enormous Turnip), An Sionnach
Glic agus an Circín Rua (The Clever Fox and the Little Red Hen)
(Second).

An Gúm angum@forasnagaeilge.ie Examples of Big Books are; Ag
Siopadóireacht le Mamaí, An Tusa Mo Mhamaí? Séimí agus an tSióg,
about a little boy who has lost his first tooth. Cá bhfuil Tú i do Chónaí? Lots
of useful, but not unnatural repetition. Ar Ais ar Scoil is a witty little book
about a boy’s first day back at school. He cannot find anything, so it too
also has lots of repetition. Send for the colourful, annual catalogue.

Muintearas, Tír an Fhia, Conamara Rannta Beaga do Pháistí (2005) (CD-
Rom of rhymes to read and listen to) 091-551277. Also available are
phonics charts and a CD of the long and short vowels.

O’Brien Press www.obrienpress.ie Rírá and Sos series with good support
materials under School books/Irish books. Sinéad ag Damhsa is available
on tape. Sailí na Spotaí is used in a primary school on a training video. The
children are able to read and talk about it. Available free at www.pcsp.ie.
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2. The Emergent Reader of Irish:
Promoting Real Recognition of The
Most Useful Words

1

Tina Hickey
2

Fluency and efficient word recognition have been identified as critical
components of reading, and research shows a significant positive
correlation between oral reading fluency and comprehension. There is
a need to strive for fluency from the child’s earliest experiences with
print through the fostering of effective decoding skills and fast,
accurate word recognition. Ehri’s theory of word recognition
development is considered here with regard to some of the miscues of
young second language readers of Irish. A brief outline of Irish
orthography presents some of the difficulties children encounter when
learning Irish reading. The presentation of the most frequent Irish
words in a special corpus of books aimed at early independent readers
of Irish allows a consideration of ways of promoting deeper analysis of
these words. This is what facilitates automatic and accurate word
recognition and underpins the decoding skills which make independent
reading in the L2 less laborious and more effective.

Introduction

Research on ways of supporting first language reading has been explored
in recent years with regard to helping second language reading. An issue
receiving increasing attention is reading fluency, identified by the National
Reading Panel (NICHD, 2000) as one of the five critical components of
reading. Harris and Hodges (1995:85) defined reading fluency as ‘freedom

Literacy and Language Learning, pp. 23-40.

1 The author wishes to acknowledge the generous help of An Gúm in making materials
available for the Corpus of Children’s Books in Irish.

2 Address for correspondence: School of Psychology, UCD, Belfield, Dublin 4. Email:
tina.hickey@ucd.ie



from word identification problems that might hinder comprehension’, and
Pikulski and Chard (2005: 510) emphasize the need to strive for fluency
from the child’s earliest experiences with print through developing
effective decoding skills. Skilful readers have highly automatic and
effortless word recognition which frees up their cognitive resources for
text comprehension (Taguchi, Takayasu-Maass and Gorsuch, 2004), and
research supports this both in first language (L1) reading (e.g., Adams,
1994; Stanovich, 1992), and in second language (L2) reading (e.g., Fraser
2004; Anderson, 1999; Day and Bamford, 1998). Automatic word
recognition is essential because ‘it is highly unlikely that excellent reading
comprehension will be observed in the face of deficient word recognition
skills’ (Stanovich, 1992: 4). However, reading in a second language has
been found to be significantly slower than mother-tongue reading. Hickey
(1991) in a study of young L2 readers of Irish in Grade 3 (aged 8-9 years)
found their reading rate in Irish was only 75 words per minute compared to
their average rate of 115 words per minute in English, their L1. Such
deficient word recognition skills are commonly noted in L2 readers
(Anderson, 1999). Even bilinguals with advanced L2 skills read about 30%
slower in their second language than in their first (e.g. Segalowitz and
Hébert 1990) and their less automatic L2 word recognition skills impede
their ability to extract meaning from texts.

Since reading fluency and reading practice are mutually reinforcing,
disfluent readers are likely to have low motivation to practise reading in the
L2 (Stanovich, 1986). Pikulski and Chard (2005) argue that explicit
fluency instruction needs to be built into early literacy instruction. They
proposed a nine-step programme for improving fluency, and two of these
initial steps, building the graphophonic foundations for fluency and
providing instruction in recognizing high frequency words are considered
here as aspects of the teaching of Irish reading which deserve further
consideration. They link also with other steps such as building and
extending vocabulary, teaching common word parts and spelling patterns
and the facilitation of repeated reading and independent reading. Ways of
promoting the latter are discussed in Hickey (2001), arguing the need for
an integrated approach targeting both lower-level reading skills and the
promotion of repeated reading and extensive reading, with more effective
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use of existing materials, the development of new materials, and the
facilitation of parental support for Irish reading. This paper will focus on
lower-level reading skills and the promotion of effective recognition of
high frequency words in the teaching of Irish reading. The challenges
facing young readers of Irish are briefly discussed, and some of their most
common problems, before an analysis of the words whose automatic
recognition will prove most effective in improving their Irish reading
skills.

Teaching Irish reading and Irish orthography

The Revised Curriculum for Irish (Department of Education and Science,
1999) expects children who are learning Irish as a subject to generalise
their developing English reading skills to Irish. However, despite this
reliance on transfer of skills, there tends to be little discussion with children
of the orthographic differences between the languages, and teachers
complain of a dearth of materials with which to present the grapheme-
phoneme rules of Irish to beginners. The teaching of Irish reading in
English-medium schools has tended to be oriented mainly towards
reinforcing language items learned orally, with little systematic
identification of regular grapheme-phoneme correspondences during Irish
reading classes, little use of phonics for L2 readers in particular, and an
absence of discussion about the orthographical differences between the
two languages. The next section briefly outlines the Irish orthographical
system (see Hickey, 2005 for a fuller examination) and discusses the
challenges it poses to young readers.

The challenges of Irish orthography: Miscues in young readers

The Irish alphabet comprises five vowels and thirteen consonants:

a b c d e f g h i l m n o p r s t u

and represents approximately fifty basic sounds in the language (the letters
j, q, v, x, y, z are also used in loan words). The five spoken vowels of Irish
can be either short or long, and a length mark (síneadh fada) is placed
above the vowel (á , é , í , ó , ú) to indicate its lengthening, e.g. bá /ba:/
'understanding' versus ba /ba/ 'cows'. While the script now used for written
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Irish is familiar to readers of English, the orthographical system differs
significantly from English, and has been described as 'bewildering' (Ó
Murchú, 1977:26). Standardisation of spelling in 1922, while simplifying
to represent modern pronunciation, also introduced inconsistencies and a
number of other difficulties (Ó Sé, 1990). One of the more ‘exotic features’
(Ó Murchú, 1977: 269) of Irish phonology that is expressed in its
orthography is the contrast between slender (palatalised) and broad (non-
palatalised or velarised) consonant forms. Orthographically, the quality of
the consonant is indicated by preceding or succeeding it with a slender or
broad vowel. Another feature of Irish is its initial mutations, whereby the
start of words, including verbs, nouns and adjectives, are either lenited
(made more lenis in articulation) or eclipsed (whereby a voiced segment
becomes nasalised and a voiceless segment becomes voiced). Lenition is
marked by inserting a h after the intial consonant, eclipsis by prefixing
certain consonants.

Thus, while Irish uses an alphabet that is familiar to English readers, and
shares some sounds and segments with English, it also has a different set of
rules to represent different sounds and morphosyntactic processes. While it
is not as deep an orthography as English, it nevertheless presents the child
embarking on Irish reading with considerable challenges. Those
challenges are evident in the errors they make in reading some of the most
frequent words and clusters they encounter. Miscue analysis of data
collected in a study of Irish reading (see Hickey, 2005) among L2 readers
aged 7-8 years in Grade 2 in English-medium schools showed that many
children in the lower half of the ability range had difficulty decoding even
some of the most frequent Irish words. For example, the high-frequency
word sí ‘she’ was frequently read aloud first as /s´e:/ ‘he’ and í ‘her’ was
decoded often as /e:/ ‘him’ by these children. Other high frequency words
which challenged these children are na (read as an) and síos /s´i:s/ ‘down’
misread as suas ‘up’.

These errors indicate a strategy of relying on salient letters, whereas other
miscues of less frequent forms such as lámh /la:v/ ‘hand’ misread as /le:m/
‘lame’; crann /krann/ or /kraun/ ‘tree’ misread as /cre:n/ ‘crane’; or lón
/lo:n/ ‘lunch’ misread as /le:n/ ‘lane’, show that these young readers of
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Irish were unsure of some of the most regular grapheme-phoneme
relationships in the language, such as the long vowel sounds represented by
á, í, ó, ú, é . New words with the vowel é /e:/ were mispronounced as /i:/ by
a number of children (e.g. péist ‘worm’ was read as /pi:st/ ‘peest’) and new
words with á /a:/ were frequently mispronounced /e:/. Instruction explicitly
promoting analysis of the most regular sound-symbol correspondences and
the most frequent words in early readers is a critical step in addressing
problems with reading fluency in Irish. Children who are still laboriously
decoding and mis-identifying high frequency words can be helped to
increase their level of reading fluency through early intervention. First,
research on how children acquire automatic sight word recognition is
outlined briefly.

High frequency words and automaticity: Acquiring sight words

Gardner (2004:5) noted that there is now ‘general consensus that high-
frequency words must be mastered in order to achieve minimum levels of
reading proficiency in both L1 and L2.’ Such mastery requires that these
words are recognised accurately and automatically, that is, on sight. Early
research (e.g. Bridge, Winograd, and Haley, 1983) had claimed that sight
words are developed through exposure to predictable text. However,
Johnston (2000) showed that even proficient first grade readers learn only a
very limited number of words from predictable texts. Menon and Hiebert
(2005: 16) concluded that over-reliance on predictable syntax may lead
beginning readers to develop poor graphophonic strategies. Such poor
strategies include a reliance on initial or salient latters to identify words (as
is evident in some of the miscues discussed above). Harrison, Zollner and
Magill (1996) found that about 80% of their 8 year-old sample showed
inaccurate word-guessing based on initial, or initial and final letters when
asked to read phonetically regular words, and about 60% continued to
make similar errors four years later, indicating the difficulty in replacing
poor strategies, once established. Ehri (1992, 1995, 1998, 1999) developed
an influential theory of how emergent readers learn sight words. The
phases in this development, according to Ehri, are summarised below:
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1. Pre-alphabetic phase when children have no awareness that sounds
and letters are systematically related. At this time they acquire sight
words by using visual clues in the printed representation of the word.

2. Partial alphabetic phase when children have learned some limited
knowledge of the relations between letters and sounds and know some
letter sounds and names. However, they read words by focusing on the
initial letters, or on the letters which correspond to the most salient
sounds in a word, described as phonetic-cue reading. Later they may
include final letters as decoding clues.

3. Full alphabetic phase when children are able to match up all the letters
they see with the sounds they hear in a word. They can segment the
sounds of a word into units, match them to the letters in the word and
blend the sounds in order to pronounce the word.

4. Consolidated alphabetic stage when children can recognise whole
words instantly as units as a result of analysis and practice. Arising from
further practice with their sight words, pupils start to notice patterns in
similar words, and extract out letter patterns across different words,
which they then store as letter units. These consolidated units allow
readers to operate with chunks of letters rather than individual letters, and
that helps them to read and remember multisyllabic words as sight words.

Pikulski and Chard (2005: 514) noted that because so many high frequency
words are function words with irregular grapheme-phoneme relationships
in English, there has been a tendency to teach them as whole-words, using
flashcards to train children to read them as wholes. Yet Ehri argues that this
initial focus on a whole-word route to sight word learning is less effective
in developing sight word recognition to the most efficient level required for
fluent reading. Ehri (2003) summarised this issue:

People used to think that readers learned to read sight words by
memorizing their visual shapes. However, research has led us to reject
this idea. Now we know that sight word learning depends upon the
application of grapheme-phoneme correspondences. These provide
the glue that holds the words in memory for quick reading ….
Becoming a skilled reader of sight words requires knowledge of
phonemic segmentation, letter-sound correspondences, and spelling
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patterns to bond the complete spellings of specific words to their
pronunciations and meanings in memory …..A skilled reader is able
to read familiar words accurately and quickly because all of the letters
have been secured in memory.

Ehri, 2003:2

Gaskins et al. (1996) noted that, while many of their first-grade readers
could read some words by sight, they had remained at the first two stages of
sight word learning, and therefore made many errors and were also
hampered by not being able to recognise patterns to transfer to reading new
words. Perfetti (1991) argued that it is the quality of the word’s
representation in memory that determines the level of automaticity.
Shallow analysis based on overall word shape, or on one or two salient
letters, as in the first two word recognition stages, results in frequent errors
and lower levels of automaticity. Stanovich (1991) showed that teachers
who help pupils to analyze words promote automaticity, as does frequent
practice with texts containing high-frequency words. Ní Bhaoill and Ó
Duibhir (2004) called for analysis of high frequency words in Irish in order
to enable teachers to assist emergent readers of Irish in developing more
efficient recognition of these words.

High frequency words in children’s books in Irish

Identification of high-frequency words in books aimed at young readers of
Irish has become more feasible and accurate with the development of a
corpus specifically devoted to the language that is aimed at children in
early readers and in children’s leisure reading books in general. Analysis of
such a corpus is presented here, including consideration of the most
frequently occurring words in Early Reader texts as well as in the total
corpus. Corpas na Leabhar Gaeilge do Phaistí (CLGP ‘Corpus of Irish
Children’s Books’) comprises books aimed at preschoolers and children in
primary school (up to about age 13), and includes fiction and factual books,
but excludes text books. The total CLGP includes books to be read aloud to
young children, early readers and stories, and longer books aimed at older
independent readers. In all, this corpus comprises over 200,000 word
tokens, which includes about 13,000 word types and over 250 books. Data
from that part of the corpus which comprises books aimed at early readers
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(over 150 books from a number of series, with 18,000 word tokens and
almost 2,000 word types) were for some purposes analysed separately in
order to examine more closely the type of language which is presented to
children in the very early stages of reading in Irish. It is at the point where
children are beginning to read such books independently that they are
developing sight words, and thus it was considered that it would be most
useful to orient specifically towards the words used in those books.

Table 1 presents the most frequent words from the Early Readers’ corpus.
The list comprises 102 words because on reaching 100, all of the words at
the same frequency level were included. Those words which figure in the
most frequent 100 in the Early Reader corpus and in the larger corpus
(CLGP) of children’s books in Irish are marked with an asterisk.

Young readers’ ability to make word family connections varies significantly
between children depending on whether they are reading in their L1 or L2,
their general reading skills, the size of their existing vocabulary, as well as on
the instructional methods used with them (see for example Gardner, 2004;
Carlisle, 2000; Mahony, Singson, and Mann, 2000). It was considered more
conservative to assume that very young children learning to read in what is,
for the majority, their second language are likely to treat words as separate
entities initially, rather than linking them to word families. This is
particularly relevant in Irish where words are fairly unstable, with initial
mutations frequently altering initial consonants, and genitive and plural
inflections changing the base form of nouns etc. For this reason it was
decided to examine which version of a word is used most frequently in early
reader texts for children, rather than making assumptions about whether
children link that word to related words, or variants on that word.

Table 1 also presents information on the number of books in which each
word appears, allowing some comparison between a word such as sícín
(‘chicken’) which occurs frequently in a small number of texts (5) or am
(time) which has about the same frequency, but is spread across a larger
number of texts (13). Repeated exposure to a word is necessary before it
can be recognised at sight: Reitsma (1983) found that children needed to
meet the same word (and decode it successfully) at least four times before
they could treat it as a sight word, and repeated reinforcement of particular
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words is more easily achieved within the same story. For ease of
consultation, the words are also presented alphabetically in Table 2 with
their rank order of frequency.

Table 1. The most frequent words in the Early Reader Corpus (by rank)

Rank Word Freq. Texts Rank Word Freq. Texts Rank Word Freq. Texts

1 an* 830 121 35 mise* 62 22 69 rua 33 10
2 a* 559 92 36 beag* 59 18 70 anseo 32 12
3 tá* 384 87 37 ach* 58 35 71 breá 32 14
4 ar* 321 89 38 ina* 55 30 72 féidir 32 8
5 ag* 269 75 39 anois* 54 32 73 air* 31 15
6 sé* 269 60 40 teach 54 14 74 as* 31 16
7 agus* 224 83 41 cad 51 19 75 Bhrain 31 9
8 mé* 216 47 42 leis* 51 27 76 orm 31 18
9 na* 213 66 43 Liam 51 16 77 raibh* 31 21
10 is* 209 63 44 cá 50 28 78 bíonn 30 14
11 arsa* 197 40 45 ó* 50 25 79 chuir* 30 12
12 sa* 197 67 46 deas 48 24 80 dearg 30 14
13 mo* 164 46 47 siad 48 21 81 faoin* 30 12
14 atá* 159 48 48 dul* 47 25 82 mhála 30 10
15 go* 148 60 49 féin* 47 25 83 Mhamaí 30 14
16 é* 135 49 50 agam* 46 14 84 súgradh 30 15
17 sí* 133 24 51 leat* 46 21 85 cén 29 12
18 seo* 123 48 52 Béar 44 8 86 chodladh 29 14
19 bhí* 120 37 53 Mamaí 44 20 87 linn 29 18
20 maith* 112 44 54 sin* 44 23 88 san* 29 20
21 bhfuil* 106 41 55 Daidí 43 18 89 duit 28 16
22 le* 105 40 56 fear* 43 11 90 gorm 28 12
23 níl* 104 29 57 trí 43 20 91 agat* 27 16
24 liom* 101 32 58 chuaigh* 40 14 92 dtí* 27 11
25 ní* 98 35 59 mór* 40 21 93 léim 27 19
26 i* 88 28 60 féach 39 12 94 sicín 27 5
27 do* 79 29 61 nach* 39 21 95 amharc 26 8
28 tú* 79 31 62 rith 39 21 96 eile* 26 12
29 cé 77 27 63 Sciob 39 10 97 liomsa 26 14
30 deir* 75 10 64 buí 36 16 98 sneachta 26 8
31 ann* 69 28 65 leaba 36 8 99 am 25 13
32 isteach* 68 33 66 in* 34 21 100 Daideo 25 6
33 amach* 65 38 67 Bran 33 12 101 mhaith 25 13
34 chonaic* 62 19 68 cat 33 10 102 tar* 25 11

* Indicates word types also in most frequent 100 of total corpus of children’s books in
Irish (CLGP).
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Table 2. Alphabetic list of the most frequent words in the Early Reader

Corpus

Rank Word Rank Word Rank Word

2 a* 58 chuaigh* 20 maith*
37 ach* 79 chuir* 53 Mamaí
5 ag* 100 Daideo 8 mé*
50 agam 55 Daidí 101 mhaith
91 agat* 80 dearg 82 mhála
7 agus* 46 deas 83 Mhamaí
73 air* 30 deir* 35 mise*
99 am 27 do* 13 mo*
33 amach* 92 dtí* 59 mór*
95 amharc 89 duit 9 na*
1 an* 48 dul* 61 nach*
31 ann* 16 é* 25 ní*
39 anois* 96 eile* 23 níl*
70 anseo 81 faoin* 45 ó*
4 ar* 60 féach 76 orm
11 arsa* 56 fear* 77 raibh*
74 as* 72 féidir 62 rith
14 atá* 49 féin* 69 rua
36 beag* 15 go* 88 san*
52 Béar 90 gorm 63 Sciob
21 bhfuil* 26 i* 6 sé*
19 bhí* 66 in* 18 seo*
75 Bhrain 38 ina* 17 sí*
78 bíonn 10 is* 47 siad
67 Bran 32 isteach* 94 sicín
71 breá 22 le* 54 sin*
64 buí 65 leaba 98 sneachta
44 cá 51 leat* 84 súgradh
41 cad 93 léim 3 tá*
68 cat 42 leis* 102 tar*
29 cé 43 Liam 40 teach
85 can 87 linn 57 trí
86 chodladh 24 liom* 28 tú*
34 chonaic* 97 liomsa

* Indicates word types also in most frequent 100 of total corpus of children’s
books in Irish (CLGP).
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The 102 most frequent words from the Early Readers Corpus of Irish books
account for nearly half (47%) of all the words children encounter in these
books. The most frequent 214 words give coverage of 70% of this corpus,
but 424 words are required to reach 80%. Comparing the most frequent
words from the Early Reader corpus to the total corpus of words from
children’s books in Irish, we find that 60 of the Early Reader words occur
in the 100 most frequent words from the larger corpus. The differences
centre, to a large extent, on the greater number of content words and
character names that occur in the Early Reader corpus. For example,
character names (and the Vocative versions of them) such as Daidí/a
Dhaidí, Daideo(Granddad), Mamaí/a Mhamaí, Liam, Sciob (dog’s name),
Bran/(a) Bhrain figure in the Early Readers’ most frequent words and not
in the most frequent 100 from the larger corpus.

Another notable difference between the Early Reader corpus and the larger
one was the greater representation of the question words cé and cén ‘who’,
cad ‘what’, cá ‘where’ in the Early Reader corpus. The words in common
are discussed more fully in Hickey (forthcoming).

Form and function words

As has been documented for other languages, a high proportion of the most
frequent words in Irish are function words. These are defined as words
which have little meaning on their own, but which serve a syntactic or
semantic function in a phrase or sentence, such as articles, pronouns,
prepositions, conjunctions, auxiliary verbs, and interjections and
expletives. Content words, on the other hand, are words which have
meaning beyond their grammatical function, such as nouns, adjectives,
adverbs, and main verbs. Some of the most frequent function words in the
most frequent Early Reader list are discussed below.

Definite articles

The orthographic form of the singular definite article an has several other
functions, including interrogative particle, and prefix meaning ‘very’. The
plural definite article form na also functions as the genitive singular article
for feminine nouns. On the evidence of the miscue analysis, these two
words present significant difficulties for young L2 readers, with children
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frequently reading na as an. This may be due to both conceptual issues
(since English speakers are unfamiliar with the concept of the definite
article being marked for case or number), and decoding problems, with the
similarity of the letters and the similarity of the contexts in which they
occur leading children not to attend to them closely enough to distinguish
them. Concordance on an showed that it mostly occurred before nouns
(605 occurrences). Only a small proportion of occurrences were as
question particles e.g. an bhfaca ‘did [you] see’ (17) and an bhfuil
(question form of present tense verb to be) (35) or as prefixes an-mhór
‘very-big’ (6). Concordance on na showed the following patterns: Na +
Noun (188 occurrences) e.g. na bláthanna ‘the flowers’. Na + Genitive
singular feminine Noun: (25 occurrences): e.g., i lár na coille ‘in the
middle of the wood’ teas na gréine ‘heat of the sun’.

Pronouns and Prepositional Pronouns

Irish has a system of prepositions which are marked for person (the
prepositional pronouns), and some of these figure in the most frequent
words, as is shown in Table 3. The pronouns which appear in the first 100
words of the Early Reader corpus are shown, as well as the most frequent
prepositional pronouns.

Table 3. Pronouns and prepositional pronouns in the most frequent words

Pronouns Prepositional Pronouns
mé I le with pr.
tú you liom 1st per.
sé he liomsa 1st per. emphatic
sí she leat 2nd per.
siad they leis 3rd per. masc.

linn 1st per. pl
mise me-emphatic
é 3rd masc. obj. ar on pr.
í 3rd fem. obj. air 3rd per. masc. on-him

mo 1st per. Poss. ag at pr.
a 3rd per. Poss. masc./fem. agam 1st person at-me

agat 2nd person at-you

do to pr
duit to-you
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The pronouns are regular, and the miscues already discussed indicate that
children need to become proficient at distinguishing the long vowels
sounds in particular. In learning the prepositional pronouns, children might
be helped by the teacher drawing their attention to different forms from the
same pattern, which would help them to realize that they cannot rely on the
first letter to distinguish these forms, but need to look at the rest of the word
to ascertain who is being referred to. Altogether, these pronouns and
prepositional pronouns make up 32 of the 102 most frequent words, a very
significant proportion of the most frequent words, and therefore warranting
particular emphasis in early exercises.

The verb ‘to be’

A limited number of forms of the verb ‘to be’ together make up 6% of the
most frequent words in the Early Reader Corpus:

Present tense forms: tá, atá, bhfuil, bíonn, níl

Past tense forms: bhí, raibh

Overall, more than 40% of the most frequent words which children will
meet in early reader books comprise the articles, personal pronouns, a
number of prepositions and prepositional pronouns, and forms of the verb
‘to be’.

Language of Narratives

The language of narratives aimed at young independent readers requires
some ‘book language’ to manage indirect speech, and among the most
frequent words are arsa ‘said’ and deir ‘says’. While the books aimed at
early independent readers often try to avoid these terms simply by
presenting direct speech in speech bubbles, nevertheless, the conventions
of reading require readers to control such terms quite early in their
development, as is clear from their frequency even in the early reader
corpus. In fact, arsa ‘said’ has the same frequency rank in the Early Reader
corpus as it has in the Total CLGP corpus, indicating how early it becomes
an important feature of narrative texts. Other verbs in the Early Reader
corpus show the orientation towards narrative about current activities and
past events, as is seen in Table 4.
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Table 4. Verbs other than the verb ‘to be’ and copula in Early Readers

Rank word translation

11 arsa ‘said’

30 deir ‘says’

34 chonaic ‘saw’

48 dul ‘going’

59 chuaigh ‘went’

61 féach ‘look’ imperative, Standard

63 rith ‘ran/running’

80 chuir ‘put’

85 súgradh ‘playing’

94 léim ‘jumped/jumping’

96 amharc ‘look’ imperative, Ulster dialect

Included also are the imperatives féach/amharc ‘look’ which direct the
young reader to the pictures accompanying text in some instances

Conclusions

Fluency is now being emphasized as underpinning successful reading both
in L1 and L2. Improving fluency is not sufficient to ensure successful
reading, but rather it is necessary in order to facilitate processing and
comprehension. Ehri’s model of how children develop word recognition
shows the phases in their developing decoding skills on the way to
recognizing words by sight. Instruction which focuses on analysis of the
high-frequency words as part of an integrated approach to teaching reading
has been shown to be useful in promoting automatic sight word
recognition. Analysis of the most frequent words in the Irish Early
Readers’ corpus show a number of features which can be focused on in
exercises with emergent readers, in order to facilitate fluent and accurate
word recognition. Hickey (forthcoming) looks at practical ways of
facilitating sight word recognition in Irish, using these most frequent words
in the corpus aimed at this group of readers. Building up faster and more
accurate word recognition of the high frequency words of Irish would lay a
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firmer foundation for supporting the repeated reading and extensive
reading which research shows to be crucial for developing effective L2
reading skills.

References

Adams, M. J. (1994). Modeling the connections between word recognition
and reading. In R. B. Ruddell, M. R. Ruddell, and H. Singer (eds.),
Theoretical Models and Processes of Reading (pp. 838-863). Newark,
DE: International Reading Association.

Anderson, N. J. (1999). Exploring Second Language Reading: Issues and
Strategies. Boston, MA: Heinle and Heinle.

Bridge, C.A., Winograd, P.N., and Haley, D. (1983). Using predictable
materials vs. preprimers to teach beginning sight words. The Reading
Teacher, 36, 884–891.

Carlisle, J. (2000) Awareness of the structure and meaning of
morphologically complex words: Impact on reading. Reading and
Writing: An Interdisciplinary Journal, 12, 169-190.

Department of Education and Science (1999) Revised Primary School
Curriculum. Dublin: Stationery Office.

Ehri, L. C. (1992). Reconceptualizing the development of sight word
reading and its relationship to recoding. In P. Gough, L. Ehri, and R.
Treiman (eds.), Reading Acquisition (pp. 107-143). Hillsdale, NJ:
Erlbaum.

Ehri, L.C. (1995). Stages of development in learning to read words by
sight. Journal of Research in Reading, 18, 116–125.

Ehri, L. C. (1998). Grapheme-phoneme knowledge is essential for learning
to read words in English. In J. L. Metsala and L. C. Ehri (eds.), Word
Recognition in Beginning Reading (pp 3-40). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence
Erlbaum Associates.

Ehri, L. (1999) Phases of development in learning to read words. In J.
Oakhill and R. Beard (eds.) Reading Development and the Teaching
of Reading: A Psychological Perspective (pp. 79-108). Oxford:
Blackwell

Ehri, L.C. (2003). Systematic phonics instruction: Findings of the National
Reading Panel. London: DfES Online document at URL
http://www.standards.dfes.gov.uk/primary/publications/literacy/686
807/nls_phonics0303lehri.pdf [Accessed 1 June 2005].

Tina Hickey 37



Fraser, Carol (2004) A. Reading fluency in a second language. The
Canadian Modern Language Review, 61, 1, 135-160.

Gardner, D. (2004) Vocabulary input through extensive reading: A
comparison of words found in children’s narrative and expository
reading materials. Applied Linguistics, 25/1, 1-37.

Gaskins, I., Ehri, L., Cress, C., O’ Hara, C. and Donnelly, K. (1996/7)
Procedures for word learning: Making discoveries about words. The
Reading Teacher, 50, 4, 312-327.

Grabe, W. (2004) Research on teaching reading. Annual Review of Applied
Linguistics, 24, 44-69.

Harris, T.L., and Hodges, R.E. (1995). The Literacy Dictionary: The
Vocabulary of Reading and Writing. Newark, DE: International
Reading Association.

Harrison, B., Zollner, J. and Magill, B. (1996) The hole in whole-language:
An analysis of the basic literacy skills of 615 students. Australian
Journal of Remedial Education, 27, 5, 6-18.

Hickey, T. (1991) Leisure reading in a second language: an experiment
with audiotapes in Irish. Language, Culture and Curriculum 4 (2),
119-131.

Hickey, T. (1992) Teaching Irish in Primary School: Practical
Approaches/Múineadh na Gaeilge sa Bhunscoil: Moltaí Praiticiúla.
Dublin: Bord na Gaeilge and Reading Association of Ireland.

Hickey, T. (2001) Teaching Irish reading. In G. Shiels and U. Ní
Dhálaigh (eds.) Reading Matters: A Fresh Start. Proceedings of
the National Reading Initiative/Reading Association of Ireland
International Reading Conference (pp. 69-90). Dublin: Reading
Association of Ireland. Online document at URL:
http://www.reading.ie/October%20Attachments/Hickey.pdf
[Accessed 1 June 2005]

Hickey, T. (2005) Second language writing systems: Minority languages
and reluctant readers. In V. Cook and B. Bassetti (eds.) Second
Language Writing Systems (pp.398-423). Cleveden: Multilingual
Matters.

Hickey, T. (forthcoming) Fluency in reading Irish as L1 or L2: Promoting
high frequency word recognition in emergent readers. International
Journal of Bilingual Education and Bilingualism.

Johnston, F.R. (2000). Word learning in predictable text. Journal of
Educational Psychology, 92, 248–255.

38 The Emergent Reader of Irish



Mahony, D., Singson, M. and Mann, V. (2000) Reading ability and
sensitivity to morphological relations. Reading and Writing: An
Interdisciplinary Journal, 12, 191-218.

Menon, S. and Hiebert, E. (2005) A comparison of first graders’ reading
with little books or literature-based basal anthologies. Reading
Research Quarterly, 40, 1, 12-38.

National Institute of Child Health and Human Development.(2000).
Report of the National Reading Panel. Teaching children to Read: An
Evidence-Based Assessment of the Scientific Research Literature on
Reading and its Implications for Reading Instruction (NIH
Publication No. 00- 4769). Washington, DC: U.S. Government
Printing Office.

Ní Bhaoill, M. and Ó Duibhir, P. (2004) Emergent Reading in Gaeltacht
and All-Irish Schools. Unpublished document, available online at URL:
www.cogg.ie/downloads/Emergent%20literacy%20in%20Gaeltacht
%20%20all-Irish%20schools1%20corrected%20.pdf [Accessed 1
June 2005].

Ó Murchú, M. (1977) Successes and failures in the modernization of Irish
spelling. In J. Fishman (ed.) Advances in the Creation and Revision of
Writing Systems (267-289). The Hague: Mouton.

Ó Sé, D. (1990) Súil ghéar ar litriú na Gaeilge (A sharp eye on the spelling
of Irish). Teangeolas 28, 16-18.

Ó Siadhail, M. (1989) Modern Irish: Grammatical Structure and Dialectal
Variation. Cambridge: CUP.

Perfetti, C.A. (1991). Representations and awareness in the acquisition of
reading competence. In L. Rieben and C.A. Perfetti (eds.), Learning
To Read: Basic Research and its Implications (pp. 33–44). Hillsdale,
NJ: Erlbaum.

Pikulski, J. and Chard, D. (2005) Fluency: Bridge between decoding and
reading comprehension. The Reading Teacher, 58, 6, 510-519.

Reitsma, P. (1983). Printed word learning in beginning readers. Journal of
Experimental Child Psychology, 36, 321–339.

Segalowitz, N. and Hébert, M. (1990) Phonological recoding in the first
and second language reading of skilled bilinguals. Language
Learning 40, 503-538.

Stanovich, K. (1986) Matthew effects in reading: some consequences of
individual differences in the acquisition of literacy. Reading Research
Quarterly 21 (4), 360-407.

Tina Hickey 39



Stanovich, K. E. (1991). Changing models of reading and reading
acquisition. In L. Rieben and C. A. Perfetti (eds.), Learning to Read:
Basic Research and its Implications (pp. 19-31). Hillsdale, NJ:
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Stanovich, K. E. (1992). The psychology of reading: Evolutionary and
revolutionary developments. Annual Review of Applied Linguistics,
12, 3-30.

Taguchi, E. and Takayasu-Maass, M. and Gorsuch, G. (2004) Developing
reading fluency in EFL: How assisted repeated reading and extensive
reading affect fluency development. Reading in a Foreign Language,
16, 2, 70-96.

40 The Emergent Reader of Irish



3. Children’s Reading of Irish-English
Homographs: The Role of Language
Background and Task Context

1

Fiona Lyddy
2
, Bryan Roche and

Helen Ambrose

This study examined how language background and context affect
children’s reading of Irish-English homographs, words with shared
spelling but with different pronunciations and meanings in the two
languages (for example, ‘fear’, ‘bean’ and ‘teach’). Children from
Gaeltacht and non-Gaeltacht areas completed a computerised task
which involved categorising presented stimuli as ‘Irish’, ‘English’,
‘Both’ or ‘Neither’. The language of the task was also manipulated
(Irish or English). The results reveal an advantage for Gaeltacht
groups on Irish words, particularly within an Irish task context. The
non-Gaeltacht group did significantly better in recognising that the
homographs could be ‘both’, although detecting the ambiguity may not
be advantageous for biliteracy. Analysis of errors showed effects of
task context and the language background of the child, with
implications for both reading instruction and assessment.

Introduction

For the bilingual learning to read more than one alphabetic language, the
acquisition of multiple print-sound (grapheme-phoneme) correspondences
is generally required. Such exposure enhances both knowledge of print
representations (Bialystok, 1997) and phonological awareness skills. In
addition, between language facilitation has been demonstrated in Spanish-
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English (Ganschow and Sparks, 1995), French-English (Comeau,
Cormier, Grandmaison and Lacrois, 1999), Italian-English (D’Angiulli,
Siegal and Serra, 2001) and even Chinese-English (Wang, Perfetti and Liu,
2005). This latter finding is particularly striking given that, in Chinese
orthography (which is logographic rather than alphabetic) graphemes map
onto syllabic morphemes, not phonemes. Several studies suggest positive
effects on English reading of first learning another alphabetic script (e.g.
Lesaux and Siegal, 2003; Spencer and Hanley, 2003) and the influence
may extend to spoken language as well as literacy. Phoneme awareness
emerges only after we are taught to read (Goswami, 2002) and becomes a
key predictor of reading success as well as language learning. Thus,
language affects literacy and literacy affects language, with additional
cross-language influences in the case of the bilingual.

The cited positive effects of biliteracy are particularly striking given that
most alphabetic language pairs have print-sound mappings that conflict.
This is well illustrated by the existence of cross-language homographs.
Homographs are polysemous words, words which are lexically identical
(i.e. share spelling) but have different meanings; for example, in English,
the word ‘bank’ can be used as a noun meaning ‘financial institution’ or
‘riverside’, or as a verb meaning to ‘deposit’, ‘tilt’ or to ‘rely (on)’. While
frequency affects comprehension of the word, disambiguation depends to a
large extent on the context in which the word is encountered. In English,
homographs can have different pronunciations as well as different
meanings; for example, ‘row’, ‘read’, ‘wind’ and ‘tear’ each have two
pronunciations. The process of mapping print to sound, a critical aspect of
reading referred to as phonological recoding (e.g., see Ziegler and
Goswami, 2005), is complicated given such forms, which reflect the depth
of orthography (Frost, Katz and Bentin, 1987), that is, the degree of
regularity in the representation of spoken sounds by written letters, in a
given language.

Homographs also exist across languages, bringing further implications for
the bilingual who must acquire a deep-orthography language such as
English. Many such forms will share meaning while pronunciations differ;
for example, the French/English ‘table’ or the Irish/English ‘cat’ refer to
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the same entity. By contrast, non-cognate interlexical homographs are
words which are lexically identical in two languages but have different
meanings and generally different pronunciations. For example, ‘pain’
means bread in French, ‘Kind’ means child in German and ‘fear’ means
man in Irish; in each case the pronunciation differs from the English. These
‘false friends’ often represent a stumbling block for the language learner,
but are seldom problematic for competent bilinguals. Readers seem able to
initiate the necessary mappings for the currently-active language without
interference from the other language such that ambiguous items are often
not noticed. The currently active language mode (see Grosjean, 2001) is
key; Gerard and Scarborough (1989), using Spanish-English homographs,
found that word frequency in the currently active language, rather than the
overall frequency of use in the two languages, predicted recognition of
homographs. Thus, tasks that require subjects to identify a homograph are
difficult, and children, lacking mature metalinguistic awareness, should
have particular difficulty in acknowledging the ambiguity in a word.

All things being equal therefore, if Irish-English bilinguals are presented
with a homograph such as TEACH - a written form that occurs in both Irish
(as a noun meaning ‘house’) and in English (as a verb meaning ‘to
instruct’), with different pronunciations and meanings - it should be read
as appropriate to the currently active language mode. Presented in the
absence of context, or with both language modes active, it should be read
by frequency; here the noun TEACH, meaning ‘house’ is more frequent
in written Irish than is the verb in written English, and therefore the more
frequent interpretation would win out. However, for Irish-English
processing, the pervasive influence of English with respect to both
spoken and written media may place the Irish language mode at an
immediate disadvantage, even for those whose everyday language is
Irish. This effect might in particular be worth exploring in young readers
who are just acquiring competence in both (written) languages and will
encounter many such homographs among their early words. Examples
include: air (on-him), bean (woman), fear (man), lean (follow), long
(ship), rang (class), sin (that), teach (house).
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This study therefore aims to examine children’s ability to categorise letter
sequences as being Irish, English, homograph words or nonsense words, as
a function of two factors. Firstly, we examine the effect of the language
context in which the task is presented, that is, whether the task itself is
encountered in Irish or English. Secondly, the language background of the
participants may be influential. The participants were children aged 11-12
years from Gaeltacht and non-Gaeltacht areas, with the Gaeltacht group
further broken down by the language that was primarily spoken at home,
that is, whether the children reported speaking mainly Irish or English
when at home. The effects of these factors, language background and task
context, as well as their interactions, are examined with regard to
homograph reading in particular.

Method

Stimulus lists were constructed with stimuli of each of four types: Irish
words, English words, homographs and nonwords. All consisted of 3-5
letter sequences, of 1-2 syllables. English words (e.g. face, must, out) were
selected using the Kucera-Francis (1967) written frequencies. The
majority of these words would have been familiar to children, with a few
more difficult items included. The Irish word list (e.g. liom, beir, rud) was
then matched on an item-by-item basis to the English words, controlling
the number of letters and syllables as well as written frequency using
Corpas Náisiúnta na Gaeilge (The National Corpus of Irish) (ITÉ, 2003).
Only the base forms of Irish words (i.e. non-mutated forms) written
without a síneadh fada (vowel length marker) were selected. The
homograph word list (words in both Irish and English e.g. TEACH, LEAN,
AIR) was matched to the Irish and English lists for number of letters and
syllables. These stimuli were biased towards Irish, that is, written
frequencies for the Irish interpretation were higher than for the English
interpretation. The final set of stimuli used pronounceable nonwords (e.g.
SGEL, ELTE, HOV), which were selected to match the word lists by
number of letters and syllables.

Using nonword recognition as a basic index of reading skill, participants
who scored above a criterion of 50% were selected for data analysis.
(Poorer performance would suggest a difficulty with written word
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discrimination or poor adherence to the task instructions.) This produced a
sample of 78 children; 41 living and attending school within the Conamara
Gaeltacht and 37 living and attending an English-medium school in a
Leinster town. The Gaeltacht group had two sub-groups; for one group
Irish was the main language outside school and for the other English was
the main language outside school. This gave three language background
groups.

Across these, the language context of the task was manipulated, with
random allocation to conditions. That is, children either completed the task
through Irish or through English. This involved communication regarding
the task (via computer instructions or the researchers’ interactions) being
conducted through one language, although the Irish context for the non-
Gaeltacht group was not complete. That is, the Irish language manipulation
differed for the Gaeltacht and non-Gaeltacht groups as the standard of Irish
employed could not be the same in both cases. Therefore the non-Gaeltacht
group received a simplified version of the context manipulation using
materials similar to those used in their Irish class (these children could not
have been expected to follow the on-screen instructions for the computer
task in Irish whereas the Gaeltacht children had no difficulty with these).
Researchers for each group were from, or worked in, the local area, and
their language use reflected this.

The stimuli were presented via a computerised lexical decision task. They
appeared one at a time, in random order, with each item remaining on the
screen until the child pressed the appropriate response key. For each item,
the child categorised the word as ‘Irish’, ‘English’, ‘both’ or ‘neither’ by
pressing one of four corresponding response keys on the computer. (The
child received pre-training in the use of these before the task proper, which
also highlighted the concept of homographs and exposed the child to some
examples.) Each response was recorded by the computer program, which
computed the number of correct responses for each child for each of the
four stimulus types.
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Results

Details of inferential statistics are omitted here but stated effects are
statistically significant. Figure 1 shows the mean number of correct responses
for the four stimulus types by language background. A straight comparison of
performance across the three word types reveals that, for all language groups,
performance was better for English words. However the parity of the word
lists might well be questioned here: while matching was attempted based on
frequency and word/syllable length, the lists may not compare on many key
psycholinguistic measures, since data on these are not available for the Irish
language. Performances on the English words and the nonsense words are
similar across the three language backgrounds and statistical analysis
confirmed no differences between the groups on these measures. Differences
between the groups are apparent, however, on the Irish word list and the
homograph stimuli, and it is here that context effects are also found.

Figure 1. Correct responses for each stimulus type for the three language

background groups

The two Gaeltacht groups show a significant advantage for Irish words
over the non-Gaeltacht group; no statistically significant difference was
found between scores of the Gaeltacht Irish-speakers and the Gaeltacht
English-speakers. Both Gaeltacht groups’ advantage on Irish words is
augmented in the Irish task context, as illustrated in Figure 2. For the non-
Gaeltacht, English-schooled sample, performance on Irish words does not
differ significantly as a function of context.
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Figure 2. Correct responses for Irish words for the three language

background groups by task context

By contrast, the non-Gaeltacht group performed significantly better than
the two Gaeltacht groups on the homographs. Performance on the ‘both’
stimuli was the poorest of all the stimulus types, for all language groups
(see Figure 1 above), as might be expected given the difficulty of such a
task, particularly for children. Looking at the number of correct responses
here (i.e. recognising that such a stimulus could be ‘both’ Irish and
English) a clear advantage is seen for the non-Gaeltacht children, who
produce twice as many correct responses. However, recognition that such
items are ambiguous is not necessarily advantageous for biliteracy
attainment. Looking at Figure 3, while it may appear that the Irish context
produces better performance for the English-speaking groups, this effect
does not reach statistical significance.

Figure 3. Correctly detected homographs by language background and

context
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Of particular interest here is the type of error made on these stimuli, as a
function of the language background of the child and the language context
in which the task was presented. If a child is more likely to respond to a
‘both’ stimulus (e.g. TEACH) as being Irish, for example, this would
suggest that reading the word automatically activates the Irish
representation for this word; in other words this reflects the child’s current
primary processing language. It would be of interest to know the extent to
which this is affected by the language background of the child and the
language context in which the task is presented.

Errors made were therefore classified by whether the child responded to
the stimulus as Irish or English (i.e. given TEACH for example, does the
child respond by pressing the key for ‘Irish’ or ‘English’, where the correct
response key here is that associated with a ‘both’ response, to indicate that
the written word TEACH is both an Irish word and an English word). It can
be seen that overall the children from both Gaeltacht backgrounds were far
more likely to err by ‘seeing’ the words as Irish than as English, while the
non-Gaeltacht children (who got more of the homograph responses correct
to begin with) produced more English errors. Overall, significantly more
errors of the English type occurred within the English task context while
context did not affect the Irish type errors. The pattern is illustrated in
Figure 4.

Figure 4. Errors made on the homograph words by language background

and context

Gaeltacht Irish-speakers Gaeltacht English-speakers Non-Gaeltacht
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Conclusions

Compared to the non-Gaeltacht group, the Gaeltacht groups performed
better on the Irish words, and did as well on the English words. It is notable
that this advantage was augmented in the Irish task context. This finding has
implications for comparable tasks and testing situations, where performance
might be maximised by adopting a favourable language mode.

While the pattern of performance suggested superior performance of Irish
versus English speakers from the Gaeltacht, any differences were not
statistically significant. The children were assigned to these groups on the
basis of self-report regarding the main language spoken at home, and it is
possible that more stringent criteria in this respect could have identified
more differences here. Alternatively, more sensitive materials may have
augmented any real differences. The pattern of performance on the
homograph stimuli is particularly informative. Compared to the non-
Gaeltacht group, the Gaeltacht groups make more errors on the homograph
task and are more likely to err by interpreting the words as Irish. This
pattern is not necessarily detrimental, as it may reflect a processing mode
that avoids capturing the ambiguity in the stimulus, a necessary
prerequisite for fluent reading here. Interestingly, the tendency to interpret
the words as Irish occurs in both the Irish and the English context,
suggesting that these Gaeltacht children continue to operate within an Irish
language mode or to interpret the stimuli by dominant frequency, which
favours Irish. By contrast, the effect of the switch to the English context
can be seen in the non-Gaeltacht group, where the error pattern changes
towards English, compared to an undifferentiated pattern in the Irish
context. These data suggest that the Gaeltacht-schooled children are not as
susceptible to the English context as might be feared given the pervasive
influence of English, and the written language in particular.

It might, however, be considered salient that, of the three word types,
performance on the English words was best: all three groups performed
best on these words, with no differences between language groups. This
may reflect a real advantage for English words, for all language groups.
However, it could also be an artefact of stimulus selection, rather than a
true reflection of the children’s word knowledge. The psycholinguistic
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resources available for the Irish language are sparse compared to those
available in English and utilised here, and, as a result, the extent of
matching achieved between the Irish and English stimuli was constrained.
Furthermore, contrasts between the languages mean that matching could
only be approximated; in particular word type was not the same in items
across categories. Ideally the lists might have been based on frequency-
matching alone; but here we had to eliminate items with a síneadh fada or a
mutated form, as these would be identified as Irish words based on those
cues alone. Likewise, simply translating items is problematic for word
recognition tasks, as the length of the word can affect recognition, or
provide cues to one language over another via syllable structure. Further
data collection would therefore be required before we can explain why, in
all groups, performance was superior for English words.

The health of the language-literacy relationship is important, not just for
the individual’s literacy attainment but also for the survival and well being
of a language. The current research is encouraging with respect to the status
of written Irish for Gaeltacht-schooled children, but it also highlights the
influence of language mode or context, in interaction with language
background, in a word recognition task. The implications for reading and
spelling instruction and assessment may well extend beyond simple word
recognition.
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4. Literacy and L1 Speakers of Irish

Maitias Mac Cárthaigh
1

It is argued here that the teaching of the Irish language is planned,
resourced, and executed in a manner that is primarily focused on
second language (L2) learners, and that this approach impacts
negatively on the acquisition of literacy by native (L1) speakers.
Clearly, native Irish speakers and native English speakers have
different needs in learning to read and write Irish, since Irish is the first
language for one group and a second language for the other. Although
there has been much progress in the teaching of Irish, this difference is
not being addressed in a structured, child-centred way. This paper
analyses traditional approaches to teaching Irish, the Revised
Curriculum, and the standardisation of Irish from the point of view of
the L1 Irish-speaking child, and makes reference to similar problems in
other minority languages.

Introduction

The children of Ireland can be conveniently divided into two groups. The
vast majority are first language (L1) speakers of English. A small but
culturally significant minority are L1 speakers of Irish. (In today’s Ireland,
of course, there is a third group, L1 speakers of other languages, although
they are not considered in this paper.) The Irish language will form a
significant part of the educational experience of all these children, and yet
it is argued here that that experience is planned and executed mainly in the
interests of the first group. Education centred on something other than the
child is inappropriate in any circumstances, but particularly so where the
subject is a language and the disadvantaged group are L1 speakers of that
language. L1 Irish-speaking children are certainly small in number: the
2002 census returns only 1,174 children in the age group 3-4 years in
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Gaeltacht2 areas as Irish speakers (CSO 2002). But their small numbers
should not mask the importance of providing an education centred on their
needs. Second language (L2) speakers would also be better served by being
taught authentic language, rather than language modified for their benefit.

This paper considers three elements of teaching Irish literacy and the
appropriateness of current approaches to L1 speakers. It assesses:

1. Traditional approaches to teaching Irish
2. The revised curriculum and
3. Language planning and standardisation.

A spectrum of approaches to teaching Irish

The teaching of Irish in the primary school can perhaps be described as a
continuum from ‘Irish as a Language’ to ‘Irish as Culture’. The former
emphasises aspects such as vocabulary acquisition and grammar drills, and
can scarcely be distinguished from the teaching of foreign languages like
French or German. Linguistically speaking, of course, Irish is a ‘foreign’
language for the majority of Irish schoolchildren, who speak only English in
their homes, families and communities. Technically speaking, though, it is
better described as a second language, and it is hardly appropriate to treat
Irish as a foreign language, since it is the only long-standing indigenous
language of Ireland, and since Ireland is the only place where it is spoken as a
community language. This realisation informs the other end of the spectrum,
‘Irish as Culture’, whose aim is something more like the socialisation of
children as Irish people, comparable to the teaching of Irish history. In this
approach, knowledge about Irish is emphasised over communicative
competence. While this approach, at least in its explicit form, may be
controversial, it should not be entirely devalued, as the teaching of Irish
hardly has any other practical relevance to most Irish schoolchildren.
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But what about children who speak Irish as their mother-tongue, that is, the
L1 speakers of Irish? Whatever the merits arguable for one end of this
spectrum or the other, no part of it is of any relevance to L1 children. There
is no point in asking schools to teach a language ab initio to children who
already speak that language natively. Attempting to acculturate them by
teaching them a language they already speak is equally absurd. The
teaching of Irish to L1 speakers of Irish should parallel the teaching of
English to L1 speakers of English: not as a second language, nor as an
exercise in socialisation, but rather as a programme of development of
linguistic skills, particularly literacy.

The curriculum

A Revised Primary School Curriculum was introduced in the Republic of
Ireland in 1999 (DES 1999a) as the fruit of extensive work by subject
experts in the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment, and it was
warmly welcomed by teachers. Among the many positive aspects of the
Irish-language section are the following:

1. The heavy emphasis on spoken language. This represents the ‘Irish as a
Language’ end of the above spectrum.

2. The influence of modern approaches to teaching languages, in
particular the Communicative Approach.

3. The structured recognition of the difference between L1 schools (Gaeltacht
schools and Gaelscoileanna, in which the curriculum is taught through
Irish) and L2 schools (schools where English is the language of
instruction), with a separate version of the curriculum for each group.

4. Different stages for the initiation of teaching literacy in Irish, at school
entry (age 4-5 years) in L1 schools and two years later, in First Class, in
L2 schools.

Despite these positive aspects of the Revised Curriculum, there are some
difficulties from the point of view of the L1 speaker of Irish which are
discussed below.
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L2 comes first
One would expect a curriculum in language X to be designed first and
foremost to serve speakers of X, and that the interests of speakers of
language Y would be handled as a special interest. In the Revised Irish
Curriculum, however, Irish as L2 comes first (DES, 1999a:16-75) and only
then is Irish as L1 considered (ibid. pp. 76-139). English speakers are
treated as normative in both English and Irish language curricula.

No other follow-through
It is difficult to find any substantial difference between the two versions of
the Irish curriculum, aside from the delayed onset of teaching Irish literacy
in L2 schools. The L1 version certainly does not represent a structured
attempt to provide an Irish-language education to L1 speakers parallel to
the one provided by the English curriculum.

School-centred: no structured recognition of L1 children
The difference between L1 and L2 in the curriculum is school-centred, not
child-centred. In L1 schools, Irish is the language of administration, the
medium of instruction of all subjects (except other languages), and
theoretically at least, the language of the schoolyard. In L2 schools, Irish is
taught as a single subject. But an L1 Irish-speaking child could of course be
in an L1 or L2 school, and an L1 school will inevitably have many L2
students. Indeed, in Gaelscoileanna, only a very small percentage of
children enter school already speaking Irish. Even in the strongest
Gaeltachtaí, according to a recent survey commissioned by An
Chomhairle um Oideachas Gaeltachta agus Gaelscolaíochta (COGG
2005: 41), 33% of the students entering schools are not Irish speakers (ar
bheagán Gaeilge nó gan aon Ghaeilge ‘with little or no Irish’). These
different groups of children have different educational needs requiring
different approaches. Pity the poor teachers with a theoretically
monolingual class, when nearly half of the children in it actually speak
another language. Teachers in this situation are faced with an unenviable
challenge in attempting to address the needs of the L1 speakers at the same
time as the L2 learners, and the absence of a curriculum designed for
mother-tongue Irish speakers leaves them entirely unsupported in this
difficult task.

Maitias Mac Cárthaigh 55



No parallel structures in the English curriculum

The English language curriculum is not differentiated for L1 and L2
schools, still less for children. If the difference is relevant in one language,
it must be relevant in the other.

Irish and literacy

The curriculum essentially treats Irish as a second language only; the
development of literacy and the enrichment of linguistic skills in L1
speakers is not a significant consideration. This is illustrated in the
following quotes from the Revised Curriculum (DES, 1999a), in which the
presumption is that the children are not Irish speakers:

Cuirfidh foghlaim na Gaeilge ar chumas an pháiste cumarsáid a
dhéanamh in dhá theanga. (The learning of Irish will equip the child
to communicate in two languages) (Treoirlínte p. 2)

Cuirfear béim ar leith ar thuiscint na teanga ... mar chéim
thábhachtach i bhfoghlaim na teanga. (Special emphasis will be
given to understanding the language as an important step in learning
it.) (Treoirlínte p. 4)

Tá sé mar aidhm ag an gcuraclam Gaeilge go mbeidh an páiste in ann
Gaeilge a labhairt ar fhágáil na bunscoile dó/di fiú mura bhfuil ann
ach labhairt go simplí. (The aim of the Irish curriculum is that
children leaving primary school will be able to speak Irish, even if
only at a simple level.) (Treoirlínte p. 9)

[Is é is aidhm don churaclam ná] an Ghaeilge a shealbhú. ([The aim
of the curriculum is] the acquisition of Irish) (Treoirlínte p. 14)

The four strands of the curriculum are Éisteacht, Labhairt, Léitheoireacht
and Scríbhneoireacht (Listening, Speaking, Reading and Writing).
Although these strands could form the basis of an appropriate education for
L1 speakers, they are typical of the teaching of foreign languages, and
presumably originate in such an understanding of Irish. Contrast them with
the strands of the English curriculum (DES, 1999b):

1. Receptiveness to language
2. Competence and confidence in using language
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3. Developing cognitive abilities through language
4. Emotional and imaginative development through language

A set of strands like this would be eminently suited to educating Irish L1
speakers. The following aims from the English curriculum illustrate
beautifully the kind of education that ought to be provided to L1 speakers
of Irish in their own language:

Be aware of nuances of language…[children can] assimilate what
they hear and read…[develop their] ability to use language as a
speaker, reader, writer ... The child learns through language, … uses
language to facilitate the cognitive organisation of concepts and
ideas….[and develops] a better understanding of themselves and their
relationships with others.

DES, 1999b:7-9

This last quote from the English curriculum is particularly visionary:

Glimpse the infinite possibilities of the human condition (ibid., p. 9)

Imagine an Irish curriculum that aimed to provide L1 children ‘le léargas
ar na deiseanna gan teorainn a bhaineann leis an daonnacht’!

An appropriate curriculum
As things stand, we have two language curricula. For the English language,
we have a ‘one size fits all’ curriculum, regardless of the language of the
child, or even of the school. We have two versions of the Irish-language
curriculum, one for L1 schools and the other for L2 schools. What we need
is an L1 curriculum, with a version in each language, designed for ‘the
nuances of language’, ‘ability to use language’, ‘to glimpse the infinite
possibilities of the human condition’. Then we need two different child-
centred L2 curricula. The one teaching Irish to English-speakers (at least in
L2 schools) should concentrate on the achievement of communicative
competence, and should take cognisance of the limited exposure these
children will have to Irish outside of school. The curriculum teaching
English to Irish-speakers can be more ambitious, and build on the extensive
exposure they have to English language-use outside of school, as well as

Maitias Mac Cárthaigh 57



the basic skills they already have acquired as incipient serial bilinguals.
Gaelscoileanna are the odd ones out here, as they include an overwhelming
majority of L2 children in an Irish as L1 environment. Such children might
be best served by a hybrid curriculum of their own, much more ambitious
than that in L2 schools, but emphasising the needs of L2 children.

Language planning and standardisation

Great efforts have been expended on the standardisation and development
of Irish in recent decades. However, almost all of this effort has been
conducted by L2 speakers, and it is frequently alienating to L1 speakers. It
is my opinion that it impinges negatively on the acquisition of literacy by
L1 children.

There is a conflict intrinsic in any standardisation, as it automatically
privileges the people whose language use is closest to the standard, and
thereby disadvantages other groups. In major Yish-type languages like
English (using the terminology of Fishman 1991), the standard is based on
the dialect spoken by the prestige group in society. Minority Xish-type
languages like Irish do not have prestige dialects: the prestige group in
Xish society speaks Yish, a different language, not a different dialect of
Xish. Speakers of various dialects of Xish have equal prestige, and thus the
different dialects have equally legitimate claims to recognition. Standards
in Xish languages therefore tend towards artificiality and arbitrary
selection of forms. They are generally developed by language activists,
who tend to be secondary speakers. This has many implications:

1. Learner language errors become part of the standard
2. Yish has a ‘stealth influence’ on the standard
3. Suitability for learners is proritised
4. Learners as a group are prioritised

As Woolard (1998) says:

Movements to save minority languages ironically are often structured
around the same received notions of language that have led to their
oppression. Minority language activists often find themselves
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imposing standards, elevating literate forms and uses, and negatively
sanctioning variability.

Woolard, 1998:17

Standardisation of language can be considered in several strands: corpus
(both technical terminology and new vernacular words), spelling and
grammar. In a paper of this scope, only a very brief discussion is possible,
and here we will focus on two examples that create problems for L1
speakers: artificial vocabulary and the morphology of compound nouns.

Artificial vocabulary
Languages always need new words to refer to the new objects, ideas, and
mores that are constantly being introduced in culture. Normally, the word
for something new is borrowed with the thing itself. Lexical borrowing is
very common; probably more than half of the most frequently used
vocabulary of English is borrowed. There is another source for new
vocabulary, of course, and that is to make it up, and this is a common
approach among minority language activists. Their motivations include an
ideological aversion to borrowed vocabulary, which they see as belonging
exclusively to their own L1, and which they see as ‘degrading’, ‘polluting’,
or ‘weakening’ their target language. They believe themselves to have the
authority to change the pre-existing vocabulary of that language, even if
their competence in it is limited. But made-up words create problems for
L1 speakers: the words are artificial, they cannot understand them, and the
whole approach devalues native speech forms.

The Irish language curriculum provides a clear example of this problem. The
guidelines have a section entitled Caint Nádúrtha (DES 1999a, Treoirlínte p.
3), stressing the importance of teaching natural language actually used in
speech, in keeping with the tenets of the Communicative Approach. The
very next section (Na Feidhmeanna Teanga) uses these examples:

Ní maith liom borgaire!
Is fuath liom borgaire!
Tá an ghráin agam ar bhorgaire!

Although this is a lovely example of language enrichment, focusing the
students’ attention on a variety of ways to express the same idea, the effort
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is spoiled by the use of the made-up word borgaire to replace the authentic
word burgar, for no other reason than the fact that it was directly borrowed
from English. Changing the word is somehow supposed to make the
sentence more Irish, although it actually makes it less comprehensible. The
L1 child does not receive linguistic development from such a lesson, but
rather linguistic alienation. On the other hand, L2 speakers are not well
served by this approach either, for reasons clearly explained on the same
page of the curriculum about the importance of authentic language.

Compound nouns

The English language makes extensive use of compound nouns, while the
Irish language does not. But corpus development in Irish frequently uses
compound nouns like breithlá and scoilbhliain, in which the slots of
English structure are filled with Irish lexical elements. They contrast with
the target forms lá breithe and bliain scoile. As Ó Baoill and Ó Riagáin
(1990) noted with regard to standardization:

Word formation followed traditional lines except that the strong
tendency shown in the written language for compound words was
strengthened even more. The tendency in the spoken language is
towards syntactic phrases rather than the creation of compound
elements ... To illustrate this point we take the two examples:
bolgchainteoir ‘ventriloquist’ and oighearshruth ‘glacier’ ... In the
spoken language the tendency would be to create two noun phrases
with the same morphemes to express the same meaning. Thus
cainteoir boilg ‘ventriloquist’ and sruth oighir ‘glacier’, with the
second element in each case in the genitive form, would be the most
likely outcome.

Ó Baoill and Ó Riagáin, 1990: 185 and footnote

But it is not just their compound nature that makes these creations deviant:
the order of the elements is also important. In Irish, the head of a noun
phrase comes first, and its qualifier comes after, where English puts the
qualifier first. A doghouse is a kind of house, whereas madra tí, with the
elements in the same order, is a kind of dog. This means that the compound
nouns of ‘official’ Irish often suggest the reverse meaning of their
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intention. The phrase feirmbhreac, at least when spoken, means ‘a trout
farm’, just as feirm chaorach means ‘a sheep farm’, feirm bha bainne
means ‘a dairy farm’, and feirm mhaith talún means ‘a large farm (of
land)’. But the term feirmbhreac was intended to mean ‘a farmed trout’,
which would be expressed more naturally in Irish as breac feirme.

Although these ‘loan blends’ are meant to develop Irish independently of
English, they end up subordinating Irish, by imposing English-language
structure. In earlier strata of the Irish language, this type of compound
formation was productive, and there are fossilised examples in current
speech, such as barriallacha and cúldoras. But such examples hardly
justify the use of such morphology in synchronic corpus development,
particularly by L2 speakers in the face of objections from L1 speakers.

International context

The problems of standardisation are not unique to Irish; indeed, they are
fairly typical of Xish languages worldwide. Here are some quotes
illustrating parallel problems in other minority languages.

Basque

[T]his drive for linguistic purification and isolation had probably gone
too far; native Basque speakers couldn’t understand the language that
the Basque purists were advocating.

Thatcher, 1998 (on-line document)

Quechua and Aymara

[U]nfamiliar words are another obstacle to popular acceptance of the
new standard varieties. In standardised Quechua and Aymara,
Spanish borrowings are purged … Lexical ‘gaps’ … are filled by
archaic terms…, metaphorical extension…, or neologisms.

Luykx, 2003 (on-line document)
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Mâori

I still tend to use words like Hanuere for January rather than Kohitatea
when I write letters, because it’s more familiar to me … I’m not
denying the place of these new words, but it’s a form of Mâori that I’m
not comfortable with … When we lose our old people who are native
speakers, this form of Mâori language will eventually be used more
widely. This is the Mâori language of the days ahead.

Kingi, 1998, cited in Benton and Benton, 2001: 445

This comment, by a native speaking Mâori woman, illustrates clearly the
irony involved in inappropriate language planning. If this new ‘form of
Mâori’ will be used when we lose our native speakers, we are not talking
about language development, we are talking about language shift.

African-American Vernacular English

The following is a quote from an attorney involved in a court case about the
teaching of English literacy to African-American children whose variety of
English deviates widely from Standard American English. It is expressive
of the problems facing L1 Irish-speaking schoolchildren.

When a five year old has his language system treated as inferior from
his first day of school, the resulting psychological damage is
inevitable. Once this barrier is raised by school officials, the child
begins to withdraw and his learning performance suffers.

quoted in MacNeil and Cran, 2005: 133

Conclusion

Education for speakers of minority languages is similar to education for
any minority group: it can only be expected to work if it is centred on them,
on their needs, and on their priorities. L1 speakers ought to be the highest-
priority group in language education, particularly in Xish languages.
However, as a brief examination of the international situation showed, this
is frequently not the case, and it is certainly not the case in Irish. The
prioritisation of learners, the L2-centred approach of the Irish curriculum,
the kind of standardisation Irish has undergone, and many other aspects of
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the teaching of Irish all conspire to create obstacles to the acquisition of
literacy in Irish by its L1 speakers. In reality, L1 speakers of English also
suffer as a result, since they are taught inauthentic language.
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5. Developing a Phonics Programme
in Irish for the Teaching of Reading
in the Gaeltacht

Dónal Ó Faoláin
1

The New Revised Curriculum encourages the acquisition of literacy
through the teaching of phonics. How then was this advice, which was
recommended for the acquisition of first language literacy learning in
English, to be followed when faced with the task of developing a
literacy programme in Irish in the West Waterford Gaeltacht? This
paper will consider an attempt to develop a programme based on a
range of regular phonic clusters or phonemes, which aimed to bring
about fluency in Irish reading as quickly as possible. Computer
activities were designed in order to enhance the children’s learning.
Some of the issues dealt with during the design of the programme are
considered, such as how to deal with exceptions to phonic rules,
differences between dialectical changes and standardised spelling, and
what learning should be prioritised.

Introduction

The New Revised Curriculum promotes the acquisition of literacy in
English as a first language through the teaching of phonics. Although not a
new concept, the emphasis on phonics is strong and clear – right down to
the printing of a basic list of rimes on which to base a large body of phonic
work. There is fairly general agreement regarding the value of the phonic
approach, at least as one part of an approach to the teaching of reading.
This, however, raises questions for the Learning Support Teacher working
in Gaeltacht areas with children whose first language is Irish, the situation
in which I found myself when I moved to such a post. This paper will
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therefore discuss the approach adopted by one teacher in trying to tackle
the issues involved with supporting reading in Irish as a first language. The
strategies devised are, however, likely to be of relevance to teachers
interested in using a phonics approach with learners of Irish also.

The challenge

How are Gaeltacht teachers to follow the Revised Curriculum’s advice and
direction regarding the acquisition of first language literacy in English,
when faced with the task of developing a literacy programme for L1
readers of Irish? The Revised Curriculum does not appear to have the same
emphasis on phonics in its approach to reading in Irish as a first language as
the English curriculum does. Some of the phonic clusters, vowels and
aspirated consonants are mentioned as part of a section titled Ag Tuiscint
Teanga or ‘Understanding Language’ (Dept. of Education and Science,
1999:122) but they are not presented in schematic form or as part of a major
approach to tackling the task of teaching the child to read. This absence of
any recommended list of clusters or phonemes leaves teachers of first
language speakers of Irish with the task of identifying the important sounds
that need to be learned.

Reading in An Rinn Gaeltacht

Although classed as one of the smaller Gaeltachtaí, An Rinn (or, as it is
known in English, ‘Ring’) has a mixture of language backgrounds: Irish is
the first language of some children, but it is a second language with quite
high levels of fluency for a larger group of children; finally there is a group,
newly resident in the area, for whom Irish is a second language only begun
in school, just as is the case in non-Gaeltacht schools. The local primary
school follows the model of total immersion, with Irish being used
exclusively in the infant classes. English literacy and English oral language
development are not introduced until Rang I (First Class). So, despite the
range of linguistic backgrounds, this school is considered to have Irish as
the ‘first language’ as defined by the Revised Curriculum. It appeared that
a good grounding in Irish phonics would be of benefit to all the pupils who
came under my care.
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The emphasis on phonics was not new to my own style of literacy teaching,
so I therefore set about designing a programme based on, firstly, any
materials or programmes which were already available, and then secondly
(and more importantly) focusing on a group of phonic clusters which
would bring about fluency in reading Irish as quickly as possible. Existing
programmes catered for the long vowels and initial consonants, but a wider
and more extensive group of sounds began to appear once I set about
gleaning common sounds from age-appropriate reading material. A good
deal of these sounds had not formed part of any existing reading
programme. There seemed to be some general omissions in the literature.
The teaching of reading in Irish has had a tradition of using primarily the
‘look and say’ method with a large portion of contextual reading thrown in
for good measure. Teachers with experience of teaching English reading
using a phonics approach are aware of many schemes and books which
identify sounds and clusters given in the form of lists to be presented to
pupils so that new words can be read by bringing in to use the already
learned clusters. In Irish a new word had to be heard before it could be read
or perhaps the pictures at the top of the reader aided the apparent guess-
work which the pupils used to decipher the text. This gave rise to a lack of
clarity or structure which left the weaker pupil struggling with word
identification and the more advanced pupil with difficulties in reading
outside a very narrow curriculum.

The primary sounds addressed in the programme were:

1. Short vowel sounds,
2. Long vowel sounds,
3. Diphthongs or double vowel sounds,
4. Aspirated consonants,
5. Another group of regular phonic clusters.

The entire range of the sounds to be taught suddenly appeared to make up a
relatively small group of sounds which could be addressed and memorized
over a short period of time. These sounds are (laid out below in a rough
‘order of learning’ curve):
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• a, e, i, o, u,
• á, é, í, ó, ú,
• -ia, -ua-, -ae-, -ao-, -oi-, -ea-, -ui-, -aoi-, -eo
• bh, ch, dh, gh, fh, mh, ph, sh, th
• faidh, fidh.

These were the sounds that were targeted for teaching, in the belief that
their acquisition would bring about a high level of proficiency in reading.
The other sounds were, of course, the 14 consonant sounds which are
identical to their English sounds.

Teaching methodology

The methodology adopted in this programme included

1. Cluster recognition games on the computer,
2. Examples from the child’s oral vocabulary,
3. Word lists of similar sounds
4. Practice of non-word clusters similar to consonant-vowel-consonant

practice in English.

These are described below, but an important adjunct to this programme
was the reading of a selection of interesting and stimulating texts which
was available from the school library. Book fairs were organised and
Paired Reading and Shared Reading schemes were set up. The emphasis
was placed on reading material other than the class reader as homework,
making the child’s experience of Irish text richer and more varied.

Computer games

A central part of the implementation of the programme was the use of
specially designed computer games or challenges. These were intended to
bring about a higher degree of familiarity with the clusters and letters
targeted, in as short a time as possible. The attraction of the gaming aspect,
together with the simple use of the computer itself seemed to contribute to
the successful achievement of that familiarity, and the children engaged in
the activities with ease and enjoyment. The games were used in all kinds of

68 Phonics Programme in Irish for Teaching of Reading in the Gaeltacht



settings – with individuals as well as with groups of two to six children. In
the educational context it may be preferable to refer to them as challenges
rather than games, as the gaming culture seems to require that each
individual or group score against someone or some other team.

The application program for the design of the challenges was Hyperstudio,
which was chosen for its familiarity and ease of use, though it is not
without its limitations. Only a minimal amount of programming was
required, and this only to introduce random selection of screens as the user
went through each challenge. This feature of random selection has given
longevity to the challenges, as no two games are identical and the children
cannot predict what sounds are next on the challenge list. Random
selection did lead to some sounds being repeated within any ‘game’, but
from a teaching point of view this was very acceptable, and the pupils
seemed to look upon it as a bonus to receive a challenge which had already
been answered in the session. Hyperstudio can be closely compared to a
PowerPoint presentation, but with extra design features which makes its
application more attractive. If a commercial version is produced in the
future it may be recommended that the screens be enhanced in any number
of ways, but in general the pupils using the software found the look and feel
of the screens to be acceptable.

Two simple styles of challenge were put together. Firstly, a Phonics Bingo
was designed for the lower end of the school. This quick and simple game
helped to consolidate the entire single letter sounds in Irish, and one screen
from this is illustrated in Figure 1. The child is presented with a screen with
all the letters, consonants and long and short vowels, and is then asked to
click on the picture of the teacher to hear which sound is to be matched with
its corresponding letter. A correct answer makes the letter disappear and
the pupil is encouraged to click the teacher to hear the next sound. An
incorrect choice elicits a sad musical sound which indicates
disappointment.
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Figure 1. Sample screen from Phonics Bingo

The next challenge, named Fuaimeanna (‘Sounds’) was designed to
address the needs of children on the next stage of the learning curve. This
game concentrated on two main areas. Firstly, there was a path of choices
directed at teaching sounds such as aspirated consonants (Na consain
shéimhithe), the double vowel sounds (défhoghair) and some other
common clusters. These could be heard and learned before entering the
area of the challenge or game. As in the format used in the aforementioned
Bingo, an icon of an ear had to be clicked on in order to hear which sound
was to be chosen from a list of text boxes presented on the foreground of
the screen (see Figure 2). It is here that the random selection of sounds was
most useful as a wide range of sounds could be covered in the average
session. The pupil needed to commit them to memory in order to achieve
success.
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Figure 2. Sample screen from Fuaimeanna

A third challenge is still in the development stage. This will present flash
cards of random clusters matched with random initial and final sounds. The
pupil will be required to read what appears in front of him using the correct
sounds. The involvement of a teacher or a good reader to check the
responses is required here, underlining the point that this is not a computer
game in the sense that we have become used to. Both real words and non-
words are used in this activity, requiring pupils to decode clusters rather
than rely on whole word recognition, and it appears like higher order CVC
practice. This mirroring of teaching activity can have advantages and the
endless supply of examples of words and non-words seemed certainly to
improve the pace of the lessons. Syllabic identification begins to become
more fluent and therefore the reading and scanning processes of the
emergent reader are improved. This would appear to be in line with Ehri’s
(1995) theory of the development of reading skills discussed in Hickey
(this volume).
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Excerpt I – Early Readers (Senior Infants)

….Tá bád ar an trá.

Bád mór atá ann. Ní bád beag é sin.

Tá mo mhamaí ar an mbád.

Bád bán atá ann…….

Excerpt II – First Class and upwards

…Go minic ar maidin, tar éis dom éirí, téim síos go dtí an seomra suite
agus lasaim an teilifís. Bíonn na cláracha go maith ag an am sin. Nuair
a dhúisíonn mo Dhaid tugann sé greim le hithe isteach chugam…

…Inniu tá na hiascairí ag dul amach ag iascaireacht. Tá an tráiléar
réidh acu. Tá na potaí réidh. Potaí portáin is ea iad. Tá siad ar fad
ceangailte le chéile le téad fada ag dul ó phota go pota……

Conclusions

This programme aims to identify the major phonic clusters which are
necessary to bring about fluency in reading in Irish. As yet, it cannot be
stated that the standards achieved are either better or worse than any other
schools in the absence of a formal evaluation, and, indeed, this would be an
interesting study in the future. However, the first steps have been taken in
developing a programme that gives pupils the ability to develop skills
which help equip them for future challenges in reading and literacy in
general.
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6. Using Home Texts to Promote L1
and L2 Literacy Learning in the
Classroom

Charmian Kenner
1

Children's motivation to learn about reading and writing stems from
an understanding of the power of literacy in the world around them.
Texts used in the context of everyday literacy practices - newspapers,
videos, recipes, family letters – are of considerable interest to
children and can serve as a springboard for literacy learning in L1
and L2. In this paper I shall discuss the 'Home Pages' action research
project, which took place in a multilingual primary school in South
London, where families were encouraged to bring literacy materials
in different languages into school, and parents were invited to act as
writers in the classroom. This approach promoted literacy learning in
first and second languages. I shall discuss how a multilingual literacy
environment can be created in the classroom, how it benefits children
for whom English is an additional language (EAL) as well as those
who speak English as their first language, and how such an approach
might be relevant to the Irish context.

The New Literacy Studies: Literacy as a social practice

Shirley Brice Heath (1983) was one of the first researchers to draw
attention to the specificities of literacy events in different cultures by
describing 'ways with words' in the everyday life of two rural communities
only a few miles apart in the southeastern USA. Her accounts of a parent
emphasising exactness of interpretation when looking at a storybook with a
fractious toddler in 'Roadville', or of a group reading and commenting
together on the local newspaper out on the porch in 'Trackton', exemplify
different kinds of talk around text. Heath identified patterns in the way
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literacy events were conducted in each community, and linked these
patterns with the underlying organisation of social life (such as adult-child
relationships, and the moral values which were considered to be
important). Such patterns of social activity around reading and writing
have been termed 'literacy practices' by Street (1984, 1995).

In bilingual or multilingual communities, literacy events take place in more
than one language and script, with participants switching between them.
Such contexts give rise to a complexity of literacy practices. For example, as
part of his discussion on the multilingual reading and writing abilities of
Panjabi families in Southall, West London, Saxena (1994) describes the
typical day of a four year old. This boy observes his parents and grandparents
reading newspapers and novels, and writing letters and shopping lists in
Panjabi, Hindi and English. As a result, he can distinguish between three
different types of script, although his school literacy experience is restricted
to English only. Research by Martin-Jones and Bhatt (1998) with older
children and young people aged 9 - 20 in the Gujarati-speaking community
in Leicester shows them adding their news to fortnightly family letters
written to relatives abroad, joining in with prayer gatherings at home,
reading novels and performing songs in Gujarati.

Making connections between home and school literacies

Mainstream teachers are not always aware of the variety of literacy events
and practices taking place in bilingual children’s homes, so there tends to
be little opportunity for children to extend these literacies in their primary
or secondary classrooms. However, if they were encouraged to do so, this
could bring rich rewards in terms of literacy learning.

It was with the awareness that young bilingual children are likely to have
such varied experiences that I began the ‘Home Pages’ research project
(Kenner, 2000). I worked collaboratively with Helen, the teacher in a South
London nursery class, for a whole school year, during which we aimed to
develop a multilingual literacy environment in the classroom. Our purpose
was to find out about the literacy knowledge that children were acquiring at
home, and to encourage writing at school in other languages as well as in
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English. This approach stimulated a great deal of writing during the year,
both from bilingual children and from their monolingual classmates.

First, Helen and I needed to get to know the bilingual children and parents in
the nursery in a new kind of way. We were interested in children’s 'literacy
worlds' at home and in local communities, so we began a dialogue with
parents when they came into the classroom in the morning and afternoon,
asking about any materials in different languages which children liked to use
at home. In this way we found out that, for example, these young children
enjoyed participating in letter-writing to relatives abroad. They would sit
beside their mother or father as s/he wrote about the family news, asking
about the contents of the letter and doing their own writing at the same time.
Children also enjoyed watching a variety of videos, ranging from Thai
karaoke videos in which the script rippled across the screen, to Bollywood
films with titles in Hindi. One child loved his Spanish storybook of the
Disney film 'The Lion King', a present from his uncle in Ecuador, and knew
the accompanying audiotape off by heart. Another used two calendars with
her family at home: a Hindu calendar with an illustration of a religious scene
for each month and a Gujarati calendar with Gujarati numerals.

We encouraged families to bring these home literacy materials into the
nursery, and invited parents to use them as a basis for writing their own
texts in the classroom, such as a calendar, an airletter or a poster about a
video. Children would sit next to their parents during these activities, often
accompanied by their classmates who showed considerable interest in
different scripts. The multilingual work was integrated into the nursery
curriculum and served as a springboard for children to deepen their literacy
knowledge. Two case studies are presented here to illustrate the literacy
activities promoted in this project.

Case study: Mohammed writing the Arabic alphabet

Four-year-old Mohammed was being taught by his mother to recognise the
letters of the Arabic alphabet with the aid of an audiotape of a children’s
alphabet song, in preparation for joining Qur’anic classes at the age of five.
Mohammed’s older siblings already had their own copy of the Qur’an, and
Mohammed would receive his when he had learned sufficient Arabic – a

76 Literacy Learning in the Classroom



strong motive for literacy acquisition. We invited Mohammed to bring the
tape into the nursery so that the whole nursery group could hear it, and
asked his mother to make a poster showing the alphabet letters (with a
transliteration in English) so that we could sing along with the tape.

The Arabic tape and poster were used as part of the nursery’s investigation
of how graphic symbols relate to meaning – an essential building block for
early literacy. As well as the English alphabet, we could now explore a new
set of different-looking symbols which related to a different set of sounds.
The teacher talked about this with the whole class, and, whether bilingual
or monolingual, the children were intrigued. Extra impetus was given to
their understanding of the concept of sound-symbol relationships.

Children were offered the opportunity to make an alphabet poster, with the
Arabic and English versions as resources, and a number decided to do so.
Mohammed was amongst them, and he worked with considerable
concentration to produce his own version of his mother’s poster in which
each letter was accurately written. His mother was astonished to see
Mohammed’s work because she had so far only taught him to read, and she
commented: ‘He’s never written any Arabic before!’

Figure 1. Mohammed’s Arabic Alphabet Poster
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The detail of the letters was a considerable accomplishment for a four-
year-old, and showed Mohammed’s desire to become a writer in Arabic
because of its importance in his personal and social world. The interest
demonstrated by his nursery teacher in Arabic, together with his mother’s
example as a writer, had also proved powerful sources of motivation.
Following this event, Mohammed’s mother reported that he was singing
the Arabic alphabet song more frequently at home, thus demonstrating the
boost given to home literacy work by linking it with the classroom.

Mohammed’s literacy world

A diagram can be built up to represent a particular child's literacy world, in
order to gain more understanding of the multi-layered language and literacy
environments in which they live. Such a diagram can be used for children or
young people of any age, whether monolingual or bilingual. Each layer
represents an area of experience, a 'domain', such as home or school. In the
example given here, I have arranged these layers to show how each domain
was located with respect to Mohammed - so 'home' is the most central for a
young child, with Malawi, the country where his grandparents lived, being
the furthest away. I have also tried to indicate the significance of each
domain in terms of the amount of time Mohammed spent there - thus 'school'
is placed between 'home' and 'local community'. I have noted some of the
people he communicated with in each language, and some important places
where literacy events might happen. I have also mentioned particular texts
which were part of his life in languages other than English.

Mohammed’s family originated from the Gujarati-speaking community in
Malawi, East Africa. Mohammed was the youngest in the family, with an
older brother aged 12 and a sister aged 10. At home, the family spoke both
Gujarati and English, as well as using Arabic as a religious language.
Mohammed's sister, Shaista, would write the English alphabet out for him
and he would copy from this, so he could now write the letters A-G and his
name, along with the numbers 1-15. As discussed above, Mohammed's
mother was also teaching him to read Arabic letters, using an alphabet
chart and song tape, so that he would be ready to go to Qur'anic classes.
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Figure 2. Mohammed’s Literacy World

According to his mother, Mohammed was a keen participant in home
literacy activities; he was 'always asking for pen and paper'. When she
wrote letters to relatives in Gujarati, Mohammed sat beside her, adding his
own 'wavy-line' writing on the same page. He would ask her 'What have
you written? Read it to me', and he commented that the script looked
different. He would write letters to his older cousin, who lived nearby, and
pin her replies up on his wall. He would also make texts about his favourite
subject, his father's car, saying for example ‘This is Daddy changing the
wheel’.

Within the local community, Mohammed would ask his mother questions
about the signs he saw in English when out on the street, and try to read
them out. He could also discriminate between different makes of vehicle,
since cars were his special interest, and could recognise some names such
as Vauxhall. At the same time, he also knew of the Qur'anic classes which
his siblings attended. Further afield, Mohammed was aware that his
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grandparents lived in another country. Again, this was emphasised by the
letter-writing activity in Gujarati.

The languages mentioned are the predominant ones used with each person
or in a particular place. Mohammed and the bilingual people around him
would switch between their first languages and English as a matter of
course in most settings. Also, many texts he encountered would contain
more than one language; for example, newspapers produced for bilingual
communities in the UK include articles in English and advertisements in
both languages. These are complex issues and the diagram operates only as
a rough guide to remind us of the variety of children's literacy experience
and the many possible areas in which they can participate.

Usually, the 'school' layer would not involve languages other than English.
However, through this research project we made it possible for
Mohammed to interact with Arabic in the classroom as well, via his
mother’s participation. The aim was to bring the literacy materials familiar
to children from the 'home' domain into the 'school' domain, and use them
as a resource for writing in the classroom.

Building home-school literacy links

Other examples of using home texts to promote learning in the classroom
included parents and children writing family letters together, making
posters based on a favourite video, or creating their own newspapers in a
multilingual newspaper workshop. Each of these activities tapped into
children’s cultural knowledge and led to an increase in writing, both in
English and in their home languages (Kenner, 2000, 2001, 2003).

For example, four-year-old Billy, whose mother was Thai and his father
English, rarely wrote in the nursery. However, we discovered that at home
he enjoyed sitting next to his mother when she wrote letters to family in
Thailand. We invited Billy's mother to write an airletter in Thai in the
classroom; Billy sat beside her and they talked together in English and Thai
while he wrote his own letter, which consisted of symbols and lines in
several colours. Billy's mother also modelled writing in English, by putting
his name on a separate piece of paper.
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Later that morning, Billy returned to the nursery's writing area, and sat at
the table where the airletter writing had taken place. He began to write a
number of symbols which were quite complex and resembled his mother's
Thai writing. Billy commented 'I write like my mum' and 'Mu-ang Thai'
('Thailand'). That afternoon, he returned to the writing table and began
tracing the outline of some plastic alphabet letters, identifying 'B' for Billy
and finding the other letters in his name with adult help. He drew around
each plastic letter with care and the result was displayed alongside the Thai
airletters on the nursery wall.

Shortly afterwards, his mother told us that Billy was writing a great deal
more at home. She brought a plastic carrier bag into school containing 21
different texts: Billy had been writing on any available material ranging
from notebooks to restaurant placemats. His writing included English
alphabet letters from his name and the names of his parents and sister, and
some symbols which looked like Thai.

Billy's teacher praised his writing and three days later his mother arrived
with another bag, this time containing 27 pieces of writing. She explained
that Billy was writing prolifically, even at breakfast time. As well as
developing his knowledge of English alphabet letters, he had worked with
his mother to copy a whole line of Thai letters. Billy showed these to us and
again said 'Mu-ang Thai'. His motivation for writing Thai at home had been
increased by the prominence given to the language at nursery. Meanwhile,
he had also become a more confident writer of English at school,
continuing to use wooden and plastic alphabet letters to produce his name.
The links between home and school thus supported Billy's literacy learning
in both languages, in both environments.

This interactive pedagogy can also be pursued with children in the upper
primary years and with young people in secondary school. They may have
had the opportunity to further develop their biliteracy knowledge at
community language school, or may have come directly from another
country where they have been educated in a different language. As well as
demonstrating their knowledge in activities which raise language
awareness for the whole class, pupils can make use of their other literacies
to write subject-based material. A project in a London secondary school

Charmian Kenner 81



involved producing web pages in English and Bengali (Anderson, 2001),
with a potential worldwide audience; this experience enabled the pupils to
extend their range of writing in both languages. In this kind of work, texts
brought from home can again be a point of reference; newspapers in
different languages, for example, provide a resource for a vast number of
culturally-related topics.

Figure 3. Building Home-school Literacy Links

How all children can benefit from a multilingual
classroom environment

Whether they come from monolingual or bilingual family backgrounds,
children and young people will need to build up experience in different
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languages to take advantage of the study and job opportunities available to
them in an increasingly globalised world. A European Commission report
on education and training (1996) predicts that children need to be confident
users of at least three languages (mother-tongue + two others) and
recommends that children should learn other languages from pre-school
onwards.

The Welsh Language Board (1999) sums up the advantages of
bilingualism as follows:

• more creative and flexible thinking
• increased curricular achievement
• ease in learning a third language
• twice the enjoyment of reading and writing
• access to two cultures and worlds of experience
• enhanced economic and employment benefits

Biliteracy is therefore a resource for the future. Schools in the UK or
Ireland need to do as much as possible to support children who already
have knowledge of another language, and who are well-placed to acquire
further languages by building on their bilingual experience (Baker, 2000).
Schools also need to enable monolingual children to develop linguistic
awareness and learn languages other than English. Creating a multilingual
literacy environment in the classroom lays the foundations for providing
these benefits. Such an environment can also be used to stimulate the
learning of Irish, by encouraging the use of materials such as Irish TV and
videos to spur writing in school. Once a classroom becomes a place where
multilingualism is seen as an advantage, this boosts the status of all
minority languages.
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- or anglicising their own Welsh name: loopy-lowz, or loisy-mez. The main
language used is English, although much of each website relies heavily on
text downloaded from a central source, such as www.piczo.com. Away
from school and possibly family contexts, the girls recognise English as the
language of communication with a wide audience. Gruffudd (1997)
indicates that many young Welsh speakers actively choose English during
adolescence, as a reaction to the language of authority, often returning to
the non-dominating language by their late teens. These websites are a space
made by young people for young people, where they are free from the
prying eyes of authority.

There are interesting examples of the ways in which the girls are
demonstrating their Welshness, however. The use of the Welsh flag as a
signifier of identity is common (see Figures 1 and 2).

Figure 1. Welsh flag as signifier of identity
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Figure 2. Use of images to demonstrate Welsh identity

Another way is through the network of the guest book (see Figure 3). Mor-
Sommerfeld (2002) applies the concept of ‘language mosaic’ to a
bilingual’s written combination of languages. The guest books of these
websites are examples of a similar process at work, where young bilinguals
combine features of both languages in order to communicate, one could
argue, in what is almost a ‘third language’: the abbreviated, ‘txt’ language
of on-screen communication. The following messages are taken from two
guest books:

Haiia bbz v hebdi weld chdi ers ages na (missin u) *lol*
‘Hiya babes. I haven’t seen you for ages, have I? (Missing you) *laugh
out loud*’
Diolch am gyrru site t i v
‘Thank you for sending your site to me’
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The first shows code-switching between languages, with phrases such as
‘haiia bbz’ and ‘missin u’ added to what is essentially a communication in
Welsh. Both messages demonstrate an interesting ‘language mosaic’. The
letters ‘t i v’ are used in the second message to represent the words ‘ti i fi’
(‘you to me’). In doing so, they are combining letter names from both
English and Welsh (the letter ‘v’, for example, does not exist in Welsh) and
the reader, in order to decode the message, has to switch between the two
languages, a ‘letter’ at a time. A similar example can be seen on a page
about ‘mi family’ where the author mentions ‘My 9’ – nain being the
Welsh for grandmother.

Figure 3. Examples of ‘language mosaic’ of Welsh/English/txt in a guest

book
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The authors of these electronic texts are showing how language is not only
‘a component of culture…it also moulds culture’ (Hamers and Blanc,
2000: 199). They are choosing to display aspects of their identities on-line,
and living with two languages is a key part of that identity.

Conclusion

Despite coming from two very different communities, the bilingual girls in
this study show an awareness of the ideological context of the literacy
practices of both their dominating and non-dominating languages, whether
religious, political, cultural or social. They also demonstrate how text is
used to explore the possibilities within two cultures, to subvert
expectations and to bring about a change in the culture, whether social or
linguistic.
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