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Overview

• Raising awareness

• Scoil Bhríde (Cailíní) – the reality 

• Examples from the classroom

• What the teachers, pupils and parents say



Raising awareness of LANGUAGE as conduit 
for LEARNING

• Listening; Speaking; Reading; Writing

• Basic Interpersonal Communication Skills (BICS) People 
acquire BICS in L1 regardless of IQ level or academic aptitude.  ‘Natural 
communication’ Plateau circa age 6 (Cummins, 2000)

• Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency (CALP) Necessary 
for reading and academic study. ‘Linguistic manipulation’ and de-
contextualised language. Plateau circa age 16 (Cummins, 2000)



Iceberg – Linguistic Interdependence 
Hypothesis

Cummins, 2000



Scoil Bhríde (Cailíní)

• Girls’ primary school in a western suburb of Dublin

• 1994: First non-native speaker of English enrolled

• 2015: 80% of pupils have a home language other than English or Irish

• Most of the 80% had little or no English when they started school

• Currently 51 home languages in addition to English and Irish:

Afrikaans, Amharic, Arabic, Bangla, Benin, Bosnian, Cantonese, Cebuano, Dari,   

Estonian, Farsi, Foula, French, German, Hebrew, Hindi, Hungarian,  

Igbo, Ilonggo, Indonesian, Itshekiri, Isoko, Italian, Kannada, Kinyarwanda, Konkani, 

Kurdish, Latvian, Lingala, Lithuanian, Malay, Malayalam, Mandarin, Marathi, 

Moldovan, Polish, Portuguese, Romanian, Russian, Shona, Slovakian, Spanish, 

Swahili, Tagalog, Tamil, Ukrainian, Urdu, Vietnamese, Visaya, Xhosa, Yoruba.



Two overarching educational goals

• To ensure that all pupils gain full access to education, which means 
helping them to become proficient in the language of schooling

• To exploit linguistic diversity for the benefit of all pupils by 
implementing an integrated approach to language education that 
embraces the language of schooling, languages of the curriculum (Irish 
and French), and home languages.



Strengths and supports 

School strength: 

• Teachers  

• Primary School Child-centred Curriculum

• Delivery of Irish and English (and French)

Parent strength: 

• Supporting the maintenance and development of their home language. 

• Rich resource for learning – crucial for literacy development



Strengths and supports

Pupil strength: 

• Home language…is the default medium of [the child’s] self-concept, 
their self-awareness, their consciousness, their discursive thinking, 
and their agency. It is thus the cognitive tool that they cannot help but 
apply to formal learning, which includes mastering the language of 
schooling (Little, 2017). 

Primary School Curriculum: 

• The child’s existing knowledge and experience form the basis for 
learning



Unexpected outcomes

The Irish language

Learner autonomy

Social engagement / cohesion



Examples from the classroom



Junior Infants
•Ordinary activities become multilingual activities

Greetings
Colours

Counting and addition
Days of the week

Anything and everything

•Multilingual activities become ordinary activities



SENIOR INFANTS – Days of the week



Dual language texts



First Class

Dual-language texts



Second Class 

Dual-language diary



Third Class



A pupil from a Filipino family
wrote a diary about Oliver, her 
dog, in Irish

Autonomous writing



Fourth Class - Conas ceapaire a dhéanamh



Fifth 
Class



Self-assessment

Assessment leaf
Language tree



The same recipe in four languages 

English
Irish
French
Benin



English

Irish
French

Mandarin

Marceline – fashion model



What the teachers think
(Little & Kirwan, 2019)

• …Children are responding very positively to the open language policy 
– even their body language, demeanour within class; the speed and 
accuracy with which they answer questions… their interest increases if 
it is something to do with home or their own language or their own 
experience; they respond with much more developed thought… 
equally in writing.

• When you bring in the home language the lights come on! 



How writing supports speaking

While a number of years ago I would have had a different answer. I 
would have said ‘oh written work, no. The oral is the most important.’ I 
think that if they form their thoughts with pen and paper first, it gives 
them the confidence then to go and speak. 

And because they’ve actually gone through that process of putting it 
together, they then have that bank of ideas, rather than just standing 
up and going ‘I can’t think’. So the thinking is done with pen and paper 
and then the speaking is done without any reference to any written 
word. I do think that reading and writing is a great bedrock and it does 
give confidence.



The teacher as learner

I think it’s really important that they see the teacher as being a learner 
still, because we’re never finished learning. They love coming in, being 
able to teach the teacher something and almost swopping roles. That 
gives them a huge sense of importance and pride in their own language 
and culture…. sometimes I might say ‘I’ll sit in your seat now and you 
go up and tell the class about your language or your country or 
whatever’. I think that’s hugely valuable to them…. as a teacher it’s of 
huge benefit too, because you get to see things from a different point of 
view as well



What the parents think
(Little & Kirwan, 2019)

• … finding the similarities between your own home native language 
and English and Irish… and French…. it definitely speeds up the 
learning of English. (Italian)

• [happy about] the  school’s interest in our language. Before, my 
daughter was ashamed to hear us speaking it. Now she wants to read 
and write in it. (Indian) 

• …it makes them want to speak the Irish more at home… (Irish)



Pupils’ reflections: without home language

closed; not fair; terrible; not able to speak; empty; 
wouldn’t understand; pretending; rejecting; 

devastated; without an arm or a leg; sad;

very shocking





Pupils’ reflections: without home language
(Little & Kirwan, 2019)

• [A new pupil] told me that in her former school you were not allowed 
to speak your own language. I found that very shocking (L1 German)

• It’s so, so sad because it’s like blocking a huge doorway…it’s like 
taking away an advantage of exploring (L1 Kurdish)

• …don’t hide away from your own language because it’s what makes 
you you and it’s special and it’s, you can’t, it’s like having an arm or a 
leg, you can’t take it away from you (L1 German)



Pupils’ reflections: with home language

possibilities; advantage; exploring; yes!; 

personal; friendship; knowledge; expanding;

closer; warm; spark; point of view; 

perspective; together; help; learn; supports; 

great; speak out; be courageous



Pupils’ reflections: with home language
(Little & Kirwan, 2019)

• [it allows us] get personal into each other’s cultures and languages; 
it’s very useful for friendship, for knowledge, so in many ways we’re 
all expanding… it makes you feel closer because you have a 
perspective on that person’s point of view. (Kurdish L1)

• Sometimes it’s, like, when we learn a language it’s easier to learn 
other ones; sometimes it’s not really about which language you’re 
learning it’s, like, how to learn a language. (English L1)



It’s like when two people speak the same 
language 

there’s a kind of bond between both of 
them 



Thank you
Go raibh maith agaibh



References
• Barnes, D. 1976. From Communication to Curriculum. Harmondsworth: Penguin.

• Council of Europe. 2001. Common European Framework of Reference for Languages: 

Learning, teaching, assessment. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

• Cummins, J. (2000) Language power and pedagogy: bilingual children in the crossfire. Clevedon:  

Multilingual Matters.

• Government of Ireland. 1999. Primary School Curriculum: Introduction/Curaclam na  

Bunscoile: Réamhrá. Dublin: Stationery Office.

• Kirwan, D. (2015) Cultivating Plurilingual Environments: Opportunities in Pre-school,  

Primary School and beyond pp.60-62.

http://www.etbi.ie/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/ETBI_Spring15_final_low-res.pdf

• Kirwan, D. 2014. From English Language Support to Plurilingual Awareness. In D. Little, C. 

Leung and P. Van Avermaet Managing Diversity in Education, pp. 189 – 203.   

Multilingual Matters.
• Little, D. & D. Kirwan (2019) Engaging with Linguistic Diversity: A Study of  

Educational Inclusion in a Primary School. London: Bloomsbury.

• Little, D., L. Dam, L. Legenhausen (2017) Language Learner Autonomy: Theory, Practice 

and Research. Bristol: Multilingual Matters.

http://www.etbi.ie/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/ETBI_Spring15_final_low-res.pdf

