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Abstract

:

The literature states the importance of adopting a whole-school approach to inclusion and for meeting the needs of all students. This study investigated the challenges faced by Irish-medium (IM) primary and post-primary schools in relation to providing a whole-school approach to inclusion. This was achieved through a mixed methods study where a stratified sample of teachers from IM schools (N = 56) undertook an anonymous online survey in the first stage. In the second stage, primary and post-primary teachers (N = 31) undertook semi-structured individual interviews to provide in-depth information regarding the data collected in the survey. The findings suggest that like immersion schools internationally, IM schools need more resources through the medium of Irish in relation to assessment, evidence-based interventions, and teaching/learning resources.
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1. Introduction


In the Republic of Ireland (RoI), parents of students with additional educational needs (AEN) have the option to send their child to mainstream primary/post-primary schools, special classes in mainstream schools, or special schools, depending on the needs of their child [1,2]. In special classes, students with more complex special educational needs are educated in smaller class groups within their local mainstream schools [1,2]. Parents also have the option to send their children to be educated through the majority language of the community, English, in English-medium schools, or the minority language, Irish, in Irish-medium (IM) schools [1,2]. This study focused on the elements required to implement a whole-school approach to meeting the AEN of students in IM primary and post-primary schools [3,4,5]. There are two types of IM schools in the RoI. The first type of IM school is located in the Gaeltacht; in these areas, the “Irish language is, or was until recently, the primary spoken language of the majority of the community” [6,7]. However, over the last number of years, the population of these areas has diversified, and now several languages are spoken by inhabitants of these areas as their home language rather than Irish [6,7]. The second type of IM school is known as a Gaelscoil; these are Irish immersion schools located outside of Gaeltacht areas where the majority language of the community is English [8]. In each of these types of IM schools, Irish is used as the daily language of instruction and communication [6,7,8]. In Gaeltacht primary schools, two years of full immersion in the Irish language are provided to students (ages 4–6) [8]. This period of immersion is also often offered in most IM Gaelscoileanna outside of Gaeltacht areas [9]. At the time of the present study, the 2020–2021 school year, approximately 45,471 primary students and 14,581 post-primary students were receiving their education through the medium of Irish. Most of these students (n = 48,662) attended schools outside of Gaeltacht areas [10]. For the academic year 2022/2023, there were 153 primary IM schools outside of the Gaeltacht and 105 primary IM schools in Gaeltacht areas. At the post-primary level, there were 47 IM post-primary schools outside of the Gaeltacht and 29 in Gaeltacht areas [10]. Within the IM primary schools located outside of the Gaeltacht area, it is estimated that 9.4% of students in these schools have a diagnosis of an AEN [11]. In these schools, (1) dyslexia, (2) autism spectrum disorder, (3) dyspraxia, (4) emotional and behavioural difficulties, and (5) specific speech and language disorders are the five most frequently reported categories of AEN [11,12]. Unfortunately, there are no similar data available for post-primary IM schools outside of Gaeltacht areas, and the research on the AEN of students attending Gaeltacht schools is limited [13,14]. There is no up-to-date overall prevalence rate available for students with a diagnosis of AEN in Gaeltacht primary schools [12]. However, the data available suggest that (1) specific learning difficulties, (2) mild general learning disabilities, (3) specific speech and language disorders, and (4) autism spectrum or development coordination delay are the most frequently reported categories of AEN in these schools [12,13]. Regarding Gaeltacht post-primary schools, it was estimated in 2004 that 7% of students (n = 324) had an official diagnosis of AEN [14]; unfortunately, there has been no recent research in this area. The five categories of AEN most frequently reported in post-primary Gaeltacht schools at that time were (1) specific learning difficulty, (2) mild general learning disability, (3) moderate general learning disability, (4) severe general learning disability, and (5) emotional disturbance/behavioural difficulties (including ADHD) [14].



Students in English-medium primary and post-primary schools in the RoI may access an exemption from studying the subject of Irish due to their AEN [15,16]. Within Circular 0052/2019 [16], it is suggested that exemptions should only be granted to students in exceptional circumstances. An exemption from studying Irish as a subject is granted by the school’s principal teacher following consultation with the student, the parents, and the teachers [16]. One of the criteria for granting an exemption to a student is their special educational needs [16]. The criteria include students who (i) have at least reached second class (ages 7–8), (ii) present with significant learning difficulties that are persistent despite having had access to a differentiated approach to language and literacy learning in both Irish and English over time, and (iii) at the time of the application for exemption, present with a standardised score on a discrete test in either word reading, reading comprehension, or spelling at/below the 10th percentile [16].



1.1. The Present Study


This study investigated the practices in place in IM primary and post-primary schools to meet the AEN of their students. It also investigated the challenges that schools face in this area. The research questions addressed in this study are:




	-

	
What are the resources currently available through the medium of Irish for IM schools to assist them in meeting the AEN of their students in the areas of: literacy, mathematics, Information and Communications Technology (ICT), language and communication through the medium of Irish, and personal, emotional, and social development?




	-

	
Which assessments, interventions, and resources are required through the medium of Irish to assist schools in meeting the AEN of their students?




	-

	
What are the challenges facing IM teachers in relation to accessing a whole-school approach to inclusion?









The need for further research in this area has been highlighted for more than a decade [17,18,19]. Recent research has found that teachers in IM primary schools outside of the Gaeltacht face challenges regarding the provision of special educational resources through the medium of Irish [17]. The assessments and resources available through the medium of Irish were examined in detail in the following areas: Irish literacy, mathematics, ICT, language and communication, and personal, social, and emotional development. These areas were selected because they were identified as the areas where more resources were needed in previous research [14,17,18,19,20,21]. This research gave teachers an opportunity to discuss in-depth the current practices in place regarding access to additional support, the language in which these services are being provided, and their current needs in this area.




1.2. Whole-School Approach to Inclusion


Internationally, it is recommended that schools adopt a whole-school approach to meeting the needs of all their students [22]. This approach aims to ensure that a high quality of teaching and learning is provided for all students regardless of their abilities [22,23,24]. It is suggested that for a whole-school approach to be successful in a school, there are several elements that need to be co-ordinated and implemented throughout the whole school: (a) planning, (b) early intervention, (c) collaboration, (d) inclusive plans and policies, and (e) student monitoring, assessment, and review [22,23,24]. When implementing these elements, it is important to consider the learning, sensory, physical, communication, social, emotional, and behavioural needs of all students in the school [22,23,24]. The international research states that it is often the case that those learning through a second language are disproportionately represented with additional educational needs (AEN) [25,26]. It is thought that there are several reasons for this: for example, the fact that there are few assessments available in a minority language to accurately assess the language and literacy skills of students in all their languages, the lack of access to external educational services in minority languages, and a lack of evidence-based interventions and resources [27,28,29]. This has made it difficult for immersion education schools throughout the world to implement a whole-school approach to meeting the needs of their students, and, in some instances, this has sometimes led to students with AEN transferring from immersion education to schools that teach in the majority language of the community.



There have been several reasons provided in the limited research that has been undertaken in relation to why these transfers occur [30,31,32,33]. The reasons identified in the literature include (a) the academic challenges that learning through a second language poses for the students, and (b) concerns regarding the ability of this form of education to meet the AEN of students [30,31,32,33,34]. In the RoI, the limited literature available found that students with AEN transferred from IM schools to English-medium schools due to their learning difficulties and due to a recommendation by an educational psychologist that IM education was not suitable for the student [32,35]. Parental concern has also been listed as a factor for student transfer [30,31,32,33,34]. Advice given to parents regarding the suitability of bilingualism for students with SEN is often negative, and this, in turn, often leads to these students transferring to monolingual schools [11,20,28]. When the structure of French immersion education was assessed in terms of how it could better meet the AEN of students, it was found that teachers’ professional development, assessment resources, educational interventions, and additional teaching and learning resources in the language of instruction were identified as key areas of development [33,36]. This is similar to research in IM education that has identified that teachers experience challenges in the areas of AEN identification, assessment, interventions, and accessing IM-appropriate continuous professional development [17,36].




1.3. Access to External Bilingual and Minority Language Services


It is reported nationally and internationally that children of minority languages and those who are bilingual should have access to bilingual external services (e.g., educational psychologists and speech and language therapists [37]. This means that a comprehensive overview of students’ abilities in all their languages can be established. Educational service providers often fail to carry out bilingual assessments and interventions [37,38,39]. The main reasons reported for this are the lack of available minority language assessments, a lack of bilingual service providers, a lack of time, and scheduling difficulties [37,38,39]. These external services often provide a monolingual service as they feel under pressure to implement interventions in the majority language of the community and education services [37]. Qualitative research that has assessed the competence and confidence of these service providers working with bilingual children who have AEN indicates that most of these professionals have failed to access any preparation or training to assist them in their bilingual work [40,41]. De Valenzuela et al. [38] conducted an international study of service providers to bilingual children with SEN in six locations within four countries (Canada, the USA, the UK, and the Netherlands). The findings of the 79 semi-structured interviews with educational professionals (N = 48 bilingual/multilingual service providers; N = 33 use more than one language in the workplace) on the inclusion/exclusion of children with developmental delays from bilingual services showed that the primary barriers for accessing bilingual services were time constraints, scheduling conflicts, and limited service availability. Subsequently, the findings of the study recommended that there is a need for greater availability of bilingual language programmes. In the Republic of Ireland, O’Toole and Hickey [37] recommend that according to the international guidelines, all speech and language therapists and educational psychologists should be offered training on complementary assessments and provide appropriate interventions for bilinguals to ensure accurate diagnosis.





2. Materials and Methods


A mixed methods approach was implemented within this study. This study received ethical approval from Dublin City University Research Ethics Committee. The first stage involved teachers in primary and post-primary IM schools (N = 56) completing an online survey [42,43]. Numerical, descriptive, and explanatory data were collected on: (i) the assessments and resources available through the medium of Irish and used in IM schools to meet the AEN of their students, and (ii) the assessments and additional resources required through the medium of Irish in these schools. The data collected were analysed using the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) [44]. This allowed the researchers to examine quantitative data in terms of descriptive statistics and frequencies. Data were analysed in terms of percentage, average, mode, maximum, minimum value, and range. When the data were analysed by the category of school, there were no statistically significant differences identified between the groups. Qualitative responses to open questions were analysed using a thematic analysis [45]. The questionnaire consisted of 19 questions comprising multiple choice and open questions. Items used in the questionnaire were adapted from previous research and international research in this area, as reviewed previously (see Table 1 below). The topics covered in the questionnaire included participant background information, the challenges of meeting the AEN of students in IM schools, educational professionals working with/in IM schools, assessment, and resources.



To recruit participants, an email was sent to the school administrator’s/principal’s email address of all IM primary schools and post-primary schools in the RoI inviting the teachers in the school to take part in this research. The email contained a link to the questionnaire as well as a plain language statement and an informed consent form. It was at the discretion of the school administrator/principal to forward the email on to the teachers employed in the school. Hence, more than one teacher from each school could participate in this study. Participants had to give informed consent before they could access the survey. There was an option at the end of the survey where participants could express their interest in participating in the second stage of this study (a semi-structured interview) [52]. Those who expressed an interest were sent a plain language statement and an informed consent form by email. A follow-up call was made by the researchers to answer any questions that potential participants might have had. All stage two participants gave informed consent before the interview.



In stage two, semi-structured interviews were conducted for a maximum of 30 min with teachers and principals (N = 31). This enabled researchers to gain a deeper understanding of the data collected from the first stage within the following themes:




	(a)

	
The assessments and resources available and used through the medium of Irish in IM primary and post-primary schools,




	(b)

	
The assessments and resources used through the medium of English in IM primary and post-primary schools,




	(c)

	
The assessment and resources required through the medium of Irish to meet the needs of students with AEN.









The formation of the questions included in the interview schedule was based on the literature listed in Table 1 above. The qualitative data collected through the interview process were analysed using thematic analysis [45]. This process enabled the researchers to identify patterns and themes within the qualitative data and to address the research issues [45]. Interviews were conducted online using Zoom due to the restrictions of the COVID-19 pandemic. They took place at a time that was convenient for the participants. Several security practices were implemented before and during the interviews to ensure the anonymity and confidentiality of participants. The participants were sent an individual invitation to the university Zoom platform with a password; a waiting room was set up to allow participants to enter the interview; when the participant was in the interview, the meeting was locked; only the audio of the interview was recorded, and then it was transcribed. For the purposes of presenting the data in this article, Irish-language quotes from the interviews, which all took place through the medium of Irish, have been translated to English.



Participant Profiles


In stage one, the survey was completed by a stratified sample of 56 teachers from IM schools. The breakdown by type of school was: (1) IM primary schools in the Gaeltacht (n = 13, 23.2%), (2) IM primary schools outside of the Gaeltacht (n = 31, 55.3%), (3) Gaeltacht post-primary schools (n = 5, 9%), and (4) IM post-primary schools outside of the Gaeltacht (n = 7, 12.5%). A mix of small and very large schools took part in the research. For example, there were 20 students enrolled in the smallest school, and 720 students were enrolled in the largest school. Of the schools that took part in this study (N = 56), there were special classes in nine of the schools: four primary schools and five post-primary schools. The majority of those who completed the questionnaire on behalf of their school (primary schools n = 23/post-primary n = 6) were special education teachers in primary schools. A special education teacher provides additional teaching support to students with AEN through either in-class support or student withdrawal. Administrative principals (n = 11) were the group with the second largest response to the questionnaires. Of those who completed the questionnaire on behalf of their school, 11 were mainstream classroom teachers/post-primary subject teachers. The other responses were collected from teaching principals (n = 6) (these are principals who teach a class or work as a special education teacher and are also responsible for the day-to-day running of the school), post-primary subject teachers (n = 3), and special class teachers (n = 1). The breakdown of responses per school type is provided in Table 2 below. No educational psychologists or speech and language therapists were participants in this study.



For the interviews in the second stage, there were 31 participants with a variety of teaching positions and from each of the 4 school types (see Table 3). In one case below, a principal and a special education teacher from the same primary Gaeltacht school were interviewed. There was no other overlap of participants from schools other than this.





3. Results


In this section, the results of this study are presented under the following themes: assessment in IM schools, resources required in Irish, and external/educational services. These areas are significantly important in relation to being able to provide an effective whole-school approach to inclusion [22,23,24].



3.1. Assessment in IM Schools


Within the survey, participants were asked what types of assessments they required in Irish (see Figure 1). This question contained a list of choices relating to assessments identified in previous research and gave the option for participants to provide an open-ended response to include an assessment of their choice that was not listed (see Appendix A). The most frequently reported were bilingual literacy (Irish–English) assessments (61%) [48]. The development of tests such as this has been shown to be beneficial in previous research, as they allow for the total abilities of the students to be assessed across both of their languages [37,38,39,48]. Subsequently, 55% of schools stated that they needed bilingual mathematics assessments, 54% reported that they needed early numeracy assessments in Irish, and 53% reported the need to provide cognitive assessments in Irish. These data suggest that there is a need for more early-years assessments to be made available in Irish to allow for the early identification of students in need of additional teaching support [22,23,24].



As mentioned above, many IM schools face difficulties and challenges when conducting assessments of students through the medium of Irish [17,18,19,20]. This topic was further investigated in the interviews. Four teachers from the Gaeltacht primary school group (N = 7) reported that the lack of assessments through the medium of Irish was the biggest challenge they faced. A further six teachers from primary schools outside the Gaeltacht (N = 13) explained that the lack of assessments through the medium of Irish was also very challenging for them.


It is very difficult because the assessments are not available (through Irish). That’s the biggest problem.



(Interview 1, Gaeltacht primary)






The biggest challenge is that they are not available. For example, for dyslexia, I do not think that any tests are available in Irish, and we need to rely on the tests available in English.



(Interview 6, IM primary outside of the Gaeltacht)







In relation to post-primary schools, five teachers (N = 6) from post-primary Gaeltacht schools and all the teachers from IM post-primary schools outside of the Gaeltacht (N = 6) outlined how a lack of standardised assessments in Irish was a challenge for them [17,18,19,20]. One of the teachers said it looks bad that IM schools have no standardised assessments through the medium of Irish, especially as their school is a Gaeltacht school and Irish is the majority language of the community [8]. This teacher spoke about how parents are dissatisfied with the lack of assessment available through the medium of Irish at the post-primary school level [17,27,28,29,30,31,37].




Parents are giving out that their children have attended a Gaeltacht school, in the Gaeltacht, and that they have Irish as their first language at home and their first examination from the school is in English.



(Interview 3, post-primary Gaeltacht)





In relation to early literacy, in the interviews, five primary Gaeltacht teachers (N = 7) outlined the importance of having an early Irish literacy test available for the early identification of students in need of additional teaching support. This is particularly important due to their two-year period of Irish immersion policy [8]. One teacher explained that they can no longer use early literacy tests or early English literacy interventions, as there is now a two-year immersion education programme in their school [8]. This was a major challenge for them as there are no similar early Irish literacy assessments or interventions available through the medium of Irish, and the identification of and early intervention into literacy difficulties are recommended international practices [22,23,24,33]. Three teachers (N = 6) from primary schools outside the Gaeltacht also mentioned the importance of having early literacy assessments such as this.




The teacher now has nothing to assess the alphabet or vocabulary. This gap exists.



(Interview 4, Gaeltacht primary)





One teacher from the primary Gaeltacht cohort (N = 7) and four primary school teachers from IM schools outside of the Gaeltacht (N = 6) said that there was a need for a dyslexia screening assessment through the medium of Irish.




Something for the dyslexia we would be able to say, ‘There is a very high chance that this ‘child has a dyslexia.’



(Interview 1, IM primary outside of the Gaeltacht)





Regarding assessments required for post-primary schools, two teachers from the Gaeltacht cohort (N = 6) reported the need for appropriate assessments for the Reasonable Accommodations in Certified Examinations (RACE) scheme [53], as no recognized assessment is currently available through the medium of Irish. Within this scheme, students may receive “modifications in how a test is administered while not compromising the integrity of the examination system” [54]. These “accommodations may include changes to presentation format, response format, test setting or test timing” [54], hence enabling students to display their abilities whilst not hampering the integrity of the examination. It is important to have reliable and valid assessments available in Irish to complement the results obtained in English for bilingual students. A comparison of these results would help teachers to decide whether the difficulties that students are experiencing are caused due to a learning disability or a lack of high-quality, consistent exposure to Irish [37,38,39,48].



A special education coordinator in a post-primary school outside of a Gaeltacht (N = 6) area also explained the importance of having appropriate assessments available to evaluate students for the RACE scheme. This teacher described how the required assessments are available in English. She said that while the students could pass the English spelling assessment, their ability to spell in Irish could be much lower. This, in turn, suggests that assessing the students for the RACE scheme in only one of their languages is not appropriate, as it fails to give a comprehensive overview of their total linguistic abilities [37,38].




RACE that’s the most urgent thing.



(Interview 3, IM post-primary outside of the Gaeltacht)






3.2. Resources Required through the Medium of Irish


Within the survey, participants were asked to rate a list of resources in the order of urgency in which they are required through the medium of Irish; at the end of the list, there was a space for participants to add any resource that was not listed in the question (see Figure 2). Open-ended responses were analysed thematically. Graded Irish-language readers were listed as the most urgently needed resource (n = 46). Irish-language and communication resources were listed second (n = 42). Evidence-based interventions and programmes for social and emotional development through the medium of Irish were listed third (n = 41). Mathematics interventions based on evidence were listed fourth (n = 40). The other resources needed were mathematical resources (n = 37) and social stories (n = 33).



In the interviews, three teachers from the Gaeltacht primary group (N = 7) raised the point of lack of resources in mathematics. They discussed how fewer resources were available in Irish in mathematics than in English, especially in terms of online resources. Eight teachers from the IM primary group outside the Gaeltacht (n = 13) also raised this point.




That would be great—something like that, Numicon.



(Interview 13, IM primary outside of Gaeltacht)





Teachers interviewed from IM primary schools said they needed resources in Irish for spelling, literacy, and writing. They discussed the types of resources required: a graded spelling programme (n = 1), e-books (n = 1), graded readers (n = 3), ICT applications (n = 1), handwriting books (n = 1), an Irish-language phonics scheme (n = 1), evidence-based literacy interventions and resources (n = 5), and an Irish literacy precision teaching programme (n = 1). Three teachers from primary Gaeltacht schools also said that social stories, which they find very helpful, should be available in Irish. For the post-primary Gaeltacht cohort, two teachers said that videos based on self-care, such as how to deal with feelings, mental health, and well-being, how to make and keep friends, how to place an order in a shop, and how to be safe, would be beneficial in relation to self-care and social skills. One of these teachers felt that this would help their students acquire the Irish language, and it would demonstrate to the students that the language is still alive and used.




Self-care—video resources with labels in Irish to teach them self-care—how to wash themselves, put their clothes in the washing machine, how to keep themselves safe around electricity, jobs in the house.



(Interview 2, Gaeltacht post-primary)





The teachers in post-primary schools outside of the Gaeltacht (N = 6) all reported that there is a shortage of Irish resources. It was also reported within this cohort that more posters in Irish would be helpful, with keywords for various subjects and verbs. In addition, the need to develop evidence-based practices was discussed. A special education coordinator in this group discussed the need for an immersive reader in Irish. In addition, they said that social stories would be very useful, but many of the current social stories are aimed at primary school children and are in English, which is a challenge for them. This teacher stated that high-interest books at low reading levels in Irish would also be helpful.




3.3. Educational Professionals/External Service Providers


In the survey, most participants (n = 38) reported that external service providers, such as educational psychologists and speech therapists, had a good understanding of the AEN of students in their schools. In addition, eight participants reported that these services had a very good understanding of the students’ AEN. However, 10 participants reported that these individuals did not understand the AEN of their students at all [37,38,39,40]. When the language used by these service providers when undertaking their work was investigated, it was clear that most services were provided through the medium of English (see Figure 3) [11,37,38,39,40]. Regarding the services of the educational psychologists, only 8% of participants (N = 56) reported that this service was available in Irish only. In relation to the visiting teachers’ scheme, where specially trained teachers work with students who are deaf/hard of hearing or visually impaired/blind [55], only 15% of participants reported that their school had access to this service in Irish. This suggests that the needs of these students are being met through the medium of English, which is not the language of instruction of the school. When comparing these findings with those of previous research, there has been little improvement in the area in relation to the number of external service providers working with students through the medium of Irish in Irish-medium schools [17,18,20]. This is an international challenge experienced by many bilingual and minority language students [37,38,39,40].



In the semi-structured interviews, there were references from each cohort to the challenges posed by external service providers who do not speak Irish [17,18,20]. Three teachers from the primary Gaeltacht school group (N = 7) said that speech therapists provided their services and resources through the medium of English only [37,38]. One of the teachers stated that this practice was contrary to the language policy of the school [8]. This is problematic for IM schools, as students in these schools are struggling with both English and Irish, and they are not receiving support with their Irish language development (and, in certain cases, Irish is the first language of the students) [37].




If you get a programme from the speech therapist—it’s very difficult when you get things that are all in English and a child in the school is also experiencing difficulties in the Irish language.



(Interview 7, Gaeltacht primary)





Similarly, two teachers from IM primary schools outside the Gaeltacht said that the speech therapists only provided their services in English.




It would be great in the context of an IM school if such resources were available in Irish. Much of the material comes from the United States or England—most of it is not applicable to the Irish language context at all.



(Interview 1, IM primary outside of the Gaeltacht)





One teacher also explained that many professionals encouraged the students in their school, who had diagnoses or learning difficulties, such as dyslexia, to move to another school or not to learn Irish at school [17,30,31]. The teacher was disappointed with these recommendations. Such recommendations have a negative impact on students and parents and increase concerns [30,31,56]. This practice also aligns with students being offered exemptions from studying Irish due to their AEN [15,16], which goes against the international research, which suggests that students with AEN can acquire bilingualism at varying levels [46]. This also suggests the need for professional development for educators and specialists around the suitability of immersion education for students with AEN [33,36,37,38,39].




It is recommended not to use Irish at school. Parents have said that this therapist is saying to move the school. That’s my experience.



(Interview 11, IM primary outside of the Gaeltacht)





For the post-primary Gaeltacht cohort, none of the participants reported that external services provided their support through the medium of Irish. One teacher described the difficulty of students who are encouraged to receive exemptions from Irish when attending a Gaeltacht school and when they have Irish as their first language.




We are a Gaeltacht school, so you have to do Irish. The person is included in this Gaeltacht scheme, every child is doing Irish. If you are speaking Irish at home, you should study Irish at school.



(Interview 4, Gaeltacht post-primary)





Similarly, a teacher from a post-primary school outside of the Gaeltacht also spoke about how the educational psychologist recommended students with learning difficulties not undertake their education through the medium of Irish [17,30,31]. This created a conflict for the teacher.




For the past 10 years psychologists have been saying—this should be in English. But that is a conflict for me because these students have done most of their education through Irish.



(Interview 6, IM post-primary outside of Gaeltacht)





Only one teacher in this study, from a post-primary IM school outside of the Gaeltacht, reported that they had a speech therapist who spoke and provided services in Irish.




We were lucky enough to have a language therapist with Irish.



(Interview 6, Gaeltacht post-primary)







4. Discussion


Whilst IM schools are working towards undertaking a whole-school approach to inclusion, there are many barriers and challenges for them when doing so. Unfortunately, these are mostly outside of their control. Access to assessments and teaching resources through the medium of Irish for most IM schools is still very challenging, and this has been the case since 2007 [17,19]. In each of the categories of schools, it was reported that there was a lack of standardised assessments available through the medium of Irish. Teachers stated that standardised assessments should be developed through the medium of Irish in the following areas: dyslexia screeners, cognitive assessments, early literacy, early numeracy, post-primary literacy and numeracy, and transfer assessments for students moving from primary to post-primary IM schools. Most participants (n = 38) who participated in the first stage of this research said that the external service providers (e.g., educational psychologists and speech and language therapists) understood the AEN of their students who were learning through the medium of Irish well. This is interesting, as like many immersion education contexts internationally [27,28,40], only a small number of participants reported in the survey that they had access to these services through the medium of Irish [37,38]. Most of these services provided assessments and interventions for students through the medium of English, which goes against the Irish language policy of these schools [8]. While some teachers said there was an improvement in the range of resources available through the medium of Irish [17], it is clear from this research that there is still much work to be done so that IM students have access to evidence-based resources and interventions in the language of their school’s teaching [27,28,40]. This, in turn, means that IM students may not be accessing the early interventions and resources through the medium of Irish that they need to access a whole-school, Irish-language approach to inclusion [22,23,24]. It is clear from the results of the survey and interviews that more resources are required in the areas of Irish-language literacy and language/communication, numeracy, and personal, social, and emotional development. It is important that all IM students can receive a high standard of education [22,23,24]. Following the analysis of data from this study, it is clear that there are several areas of the whole-school approach that need further development [22,23,24].



For IM schools to be able to implement a comprehensive whole-school approach to inclusion, there is a need for more investment in the areas of assessments, evidence-based interventions, and access to Irish-language/bilingual educational services [26,27,28,29,30,31]. In the future, it is suggested that bilingual (Irish and English) external/educational services would be beneficial for students attending IM schools in relation to assessment and interventions (e.g., educational psychologists and speech and language therapists) [37,38]. Those providing these services might benefit from further training and development in bilingualism and second language acquisition to help them carry out their work in both Irish and English in accordance with students’ needs [37,40,41]. Assessment through the medium of Irish should be made available and provided for educational psychologists and speech and language therapists to help them assess the total abilities of students with AEN in IM schools [37]. In relation to early identification and intervention, standardised assessments of early Irish literacy are required for students learning through the medium of Irish [17,18,19,20]. This is very important for schools to identify students with AEN during the early immersion period [8]. Furthermore, it is recommended that standardised bilingual assessments (Irish–English) should be made available in early literacy to accurately assess students whose first language is English and who are attending IM schools [48]. Standardised non-word and word reading tests as well as cognitive proficiency assessments should be provided for students attending IM schools, especially those with Irish as a home language [47]. Early screening in mathematics, such as the Early Numeracy Drumcondra Test [57], should be developed in Irish for IM schools. These tests would benefit from being designed with the IM education sector in mind and the standardisation based on the IM context. It is not enough to translate the English language test that is available into Irish and to use the norms for the English language test [37].



Following on from the identification of students with AEN at an early stage, it is recommended that special educational support should be provided to students through the daily teaching language of the school, Irish [17,20,58]. Unfortunately, this is not always possible, as there are few evidence-based interventions available through the medium of Irish [17,20]. Programmes such as these should be developed through the medium of Irish, based on: (1) phoneme identification and teaching students how to identify the letters and sounds of the alphabet, (2) decoding skills, (3) spelling skills, (4) oral vocabulary development, and (5) sight words [47]. It is recommended that further professional development would be beneficial for teachers who provide Irish literacy interventions for IM students in phonemic/phonological awareness, the development of phonics skills, and the motivation of students [17,36,47]. It is recommended that bilingual (Irish–English) interventions, or interventions in the child’s home language (in this case, Irish) be developed and made available to those with speech and language difficulties. In the area of mathematics, a list of evidence-based interventions is available in the ‘Good Practice Guide for Teachers 2020′ [49]. Primary and post-primary schools are encouraged to use these interventions with students who have mathematics difficulties. Unfortunately, most of these proposed interventions are not available through the medium of Irish, except ‘Maths in the Class’ and ‘Ready Steady Go Maths’ [49]. Similarly, there are many evidence-based literacy interventions recommended by the Department of Education for students with literacy difficulties [50]; unfortunately, none of these are available in Irish literacy, and this poses many challenges for teachers in terms of appropriately meeting the needs of their students [17,20]. In the area of social and emotional development, more board games and resources through the medium of Irish are needed to assist with the students’ development in these areas [59]. Further social story books suitable for IM primary and post-primary school students should be developed and made available, including as an app/online resource [60,61]. Overall, more ICT applications and resources are needed through the medium of Irish to assist with the personal, social, and emotional development of IM school students [51,62].




5. Conclusions


The data gathered through this study show that there are improvements necessary in the IM education sector in terms of policy and practice, which would help IM schools to offer a better whole-school approach to inclusion. Nevertheless, when analysing the findings of this study, it is important to be mindful of this study’s limitations. The low response rate in the survey stage of this study is a limitation; however, the researchers tried to negate that by obtaining a sample of at least 10% of all school types. As this study was undertaken during the COVID-19 pandemic, when there were several restrictions in place, the researchers feel that this could have impacted the number of responses received to the survey, as many teachers and schools were under additional pressure due to teaching and living restrictions [63]. If this study were to be replicated in the future, it would be a good idea to sample all the schools and to consider including IM schools in Northern Ireland. Nevertheless, the findings of the present study contribute to the limited international research available regarding the challenges IM schools face when implementing a whole-school, Irish-language approach to inclusion. They may be significant for other forms of bilingual and immersion education outside of Ireland in terms of providing concrete examples of the practices and policies required to provide a whole-school approach to inclusion in immersion education, as there are likely to be parallels between IM schools and immersion schools internationally. The present study also contributes to existing knowledge by offering up-to-date information on the policies and practices in place in the Irish immersion sector.
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Appendix A. Questionnaire


	
In what type of school do you teach?




	-

	
Irish-medium Primary School




	-

	
Gaeltacht Primary School




	-

	
Irish-medium post-primary school




	-

	
Gaeltacht Post Primary









	
In which province is your school located?




	-

	
Leinster




	-

	
Munster




	-

	
Ulster




	-

	
Connacht









	
Is your school a DEIS school?




	-

	
Band 1




	-

	
Band 2




	-

	
Not a DEIS school









	
Does your school have a special class(s) for pupils with special educational needs?




	-

	
Yes




	-

	
No









	
How many students are enrolled in your school?
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What is your current role in your school?




	-

	
Mainstream Class Teacher




	-

	
Special Education Teacher




	-

	
Special Class Teacher




	-

	
Teaching Principal




	-

	
Administrating Principal




	-

	
Post-primary Subject Teacher




	-

	
Post-primary Special Education Teacher




	-

	
Other, please specify.









	
How challenging is the lack of teaching and assessment resources through Irish for students with special educational needs for you?




	-

	
Very challenging




	-

	
Challenging




	-

	
This is not a challenge.









	
Which of the following professionals has attended to the special educational needs of students in your school in the last 3 years? Select the language(s) they used.









	
	Irish Only
	English Only
	Irish & English



	Educational Psychologist
	
	
	



	Speech & Language Therapist
	
	
	



	Occupational Therapist
	
	
	



	Education Welfare Officer
	
	
	



	Visiting Teacher
	
	
	



	Behavioural Support
	
	
	



	Social worker
	
	
	








Other, please specify.
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In your opinion, how well do the external service providers listed in question 8 understand the special educational needs of students in your school?




	-

	
They understand very well.




	-

	
They understand well.




	-

	
They do not understand at all.









	
On average, how often do you create your own resources through the medium of Irish for students with special educational needs?




	-

	
Daily




	-

	
Weekly




	-

	
Fortnightly




	-

	
Monthly




	-

	
All Never term









	
What kind of resources do you create?
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Do you translate standardised, norm reference, and/or criterion tests from English to Irish?




	-

	
I translate standardised tests.




	-

	
I translate norm reference tests.




	-

	
I translate criterion tests.




	-

	
I do not transfer tests.









	
Please list the assessments you translate.
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Please select the assessments you use in your school and the language of these assessments. If these assessments are not in your school, select the assessments required through the medium of Irish.










	
	Irish
	English
	Irish & English
	Required in Irish



	Standardised

Assessments Literacy
	
	
	
	



	Early Literacy

Screeners
	
	
	
	



	Phonics Assessments
	
	
	
	



	Literacy Assessments

Bilingual

(Irish-English)
	
	
	
	



	Dyslexia Screeners
	
	
	
	



	Early Numeracy

Assessments
	
	
	
	



	Standardised

Assessments

Mathematics
	
	
	
	



	Mathematics

Assessments Bilingual (Irish-English)
	
	
	
	



	Non-verbal

intelligence tests
	
	
	
	



	Cognitive

Assessments
	
	
	
	



	Other, please specify.
	
	
	
	








	
List any other assessment resources that you would like to be made available through the medium of Irish.
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On a scale of 1–5, select the most urgent resources required through Irish from the list below? (1 urgent–5 is not urgent)




	-

	
Mathematics resources




	-

	
Graded Readers in Irish




	-

	
Evidence-based Irish-language interventions




	-

	
Evidence-based mathematics interventions through Irish




	-

	
Irish language and communication resources




	-

	
Social stories




	-

	
Evidence based social and emotional development programmes through Irish.









Other, please specify [image: Education 13 00671 i006]



	
List any other resources required through Irish.
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What ICT is needed through Irish to cater for the special educational needs of students?




	-

	
Word processing




	-

	
Speech to Text




	-

	
Text to Speech




	-

	
Audio Books




	-

	
Spelling programmes




	-

	
Apps




	-

	
Special skills training, e.g., memory training




	-

	
Screen Reader




	-

	
Phonic Assessments




	-

	
Mathematics Assessments




	-

	
Social stories




	-

	
Other, please specify.









	
Thank you very much for the time you gave to fill in this questionnaire. We would love to discuss your views in more detail in an interview with you to gain a deeper understanding of them. If you are willing to do this, please provide your name and email address here.
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Appendix B. Interview Schedule


	-

	
Tell me about your current teaching position.




	-

	
What experience do you have of working with students who have additional educational needs (AEN)?




	-

	
What are the main additional educational needs of your students?




	-

	
What assessments do you use through the medium of Irish in your school?




	-

	
What are the challenges you face when assessing students with AEN through the medium of Irish? What material etc.?




	-

	
What assessments do you use in your school through English? Content etc.?




	-

	
Do you translate assessments into Irish? Content etc.?




	-

	
What assessment tools through the medium of Irish would help you when working with students with AEN?




	-

	
What teaching resources are currently available through the medium of Irish in terms of literacy in Irish/mathematics/ICT/social and emotional development personal/language and communication?




	-

	
What teaching resources would help you in terms of Irish literacy/mathematics/ICT/social and emotional personal development/language and communication through the medium of Irish when working with students with AEN?




	-

	
Any other comments?
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Figure 1. The most urgently needed assessments in Irish (% of schools). 
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Figure 2. The resources in order of urgency required by teachers through the medium of Irish (data presented above relate to the number of schools who chose each option). 






Figure 2. The resources in order of urgency required by teachers through the medium of Irish (data presented above relate to the number of schools who chose each option).



[image: Education 13 00671 g002]







[image: Education 13 00671 g003 550] 





Figure 3. The language used by external service providers when working with students in Irish-medium and Gaeltacht schools (% of schools). 
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Table 1. A review of the literature that influenced the development of the questionnaire.
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	Questionnaire Topic
	Literature References





	Background
	[8,11,12,13,14,18,20]



	The challenges of meeting the AEN of students in IM schools
	[11,18,20,28,29,34,37,46,47]



	Educational professionals working with/in IM schools
	[36,37,38,39,40]



	Assessment
	[8,11,12,13,14,18,20,28,29,34,37,46,47,48,49,50]



	Resources
	[8,11,12,13,14,18,20,28,29,34,37,46,47,49,50,51]
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Table 2. Roles of those who completed the online questionnaire on behalf of their schools.
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	IM Primary School Outside of the Gaeltacht
	IM Post-Primary School Outside the Gaeltacht
	Gaeltacht Primary School
	Gaeltacht

Post-Primary





	Special Education Teacher
	16
	3
	7
	3



	Mainstream Class Teacher/Post-Primary Subject Teacher
	6
	3
	1
	1



	Special Class Teacher
	
	
	
	1



	Teaching Principal
	1
	
	4
	1



	Principal of Administration
	10
	1
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Table 3. Number of interview participants from each school type and their role within their school.






Table 3. Number of interview participants from each school type and their role within their school.














	
	Admin

Principal
	Teaching Principal
	Mainstream Teacher

(Primary)
	Subject Teacher

(Post-

Primary)
	Special

Education Teacher
	Special Class Teacher





	IM Primary Schools Outside the Gaeltacht (N = 13)
	2
	2
	2
	N/A
	7
	0



	IM Post-Primary Schools Outside the Gaeltacht (N = 6)
	0
	0
	0
	3
	3
	0



	Primary Gaeltacht Schools (N = 7)
	1
	2
	1
	N/A
	3
	0



	Post-Primary Gaeltacht Schools (N = 6)
	1
	0
	0
	0
	3
	2
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