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Schools in Ireland vary in how they introduce reading in the two official languages,
Irish and English. There is particular variability within immersion (Irish medium)
schools. Some introduce Irish reading first (IRF) and others English reading first
(ERF). This study compared the development of Irish and English skills in children
attending different school types, assessing word reading, decoding and vocabulary at
three time points (second, third and fourth year of schooling). Children attending Irish-
medium schools and a school in an Irish-speaking (Gaeltacht) community performed
significantly better than children attending an English-medium school on the Irish
tasks. Differences between the IRF and ERF school children were evident only at the
first time point, with IRF children showing an early advantage in decoding.
Differences between the school groups on the English tasks were largely resolved
by the fourth year of schooling. Comparing the Irish-medium groups on English
reading, the Gaeltacht group initially lagged behind the others, but there was no
difference by the fourth year of schooling. These findings suggest that the language in
which reading is formally introduced is not critical to later reading attainment.
Furthermore, teaching through Irish was associated with Irish language advantages,
without detriment to English reading skill as measured here.

Keywords: biliteracy; immersion bilingual education; immersion education; minority
languages; Irish language; Gaeltacht

Irish is the first official language of the Republic of Ireland and an official language of the
European Union. However, English is the more widely used language. A substantial
proportion (41%) of the population of the Republic of Ireland claim to be able to speak
Irish, but just 14% report its daily use (Government of Ireland 2012). Daily usage of Irish
largely occurs within educational settings. Beyond educational settings, it is estimated
that just 1 in 20 Irish speakers use Irish daily (Watson and Phádraig 2011). Furthermore,
the number of Irish speakers with native-like ability is estimated to be around 2%–3% of
the population (Watson and Phádraig 2011). For most people, Irish is encountered as a
compulsory school subject, as a second language (L2), and is infrequently used beyond
the school years.
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The majority of children attending school in Ireland are schooled through English and
come from monolingual English-speaking homes. Irish is encountered as a compulsory,
typically second-language subject that is infrequently used beyond the school years
(Murtagh 2007). A growing minority attend Irish-medium schools in English-speaking
areas; a small proportion will also use Irish within the home. A further group of children
attend schools within a small number of Irish-speaking or Gaeltacht regions. Some, but
not all, of these children will use Irish at home. Finally, other children will encounter Irish
and English at school, while another language is used in the home. All these children are
taught to read in both English and Irish at a young age. The questions of how best to
introduce Irish and English reading, so as not to disadvantage either, and how to best
support learning given the diversity of language backgrounds, are therefore important.

Irish-medium education outside the Gaeltacht has seen rapid growth in the past two
decades, with about 6% of all children attending Irish-medium primary schools (Depart-
ment of Education and Science, Ireland 2007). Close to 5% of primary schools outside
Gaeltacht areas are now Irish medium (144 schools in the Republic of Ireland), with
lower percentages at post-primary level. Children attending these schools come
predominantly from English-speaking homes (Ó Muircheartaigh and Hickey 2008).

While interest in Irish-medium education is growing outside the Gaeltacht, within the
Gaeltacht, the acquisition and communal use of Irish is argued to be in decline (for
review, see Ó Giollagáin 2014; Ó Giollagáin et al. 2007). Even in Gaeltacht regions
categorised as having the highest proportion of daily Irish speakers (‘strong’ regions),
young people report superior competencies in English than in Irish (Ó Giollagáin et al.
2007). Longitudinal evidence also indicates a decline in a number of aspects of Irish
language competence in Gaeltacht schools (Harris et al. 2006). Teachers’ perceptions of
pupil’s speaking proficiency are consistent with this evidence, with the majority reporting
a decrease in average proficiency (Ó Laoire and Harris 2006).

Of the 135 primary schools in Gaeltacht areas, 104 report teaching through Irish.
Recent work reported that just 60% of pupils in a sample of strong Gaeltacht areas used
Irish as their first language (Ní Shéaghdha 2010). This points to the increasingly fragile
status of the Irish language (Department of Education and Science, Ireland 2013). Over a
quarter of pupils within Gaeltacht primary schools were born or have lived outside the
Gaeltacht (Mac Donnacha et al. 2005). Gaeltacht schools tend to be small, particularly at
primary level. Over two thirds of Gaeltacht primary schools are one to three teacher
schools and there are often difficulties in recruiting teachers to posts within these regions.

For some children, attending a Gaeltacht school does not bring about fluency in Irish.
One survey found that 10% of children who completed primary school within the
Gaeltacht left with little mastery of the language (Mac Donnacha et al. 2005). Mac
Donnacha et al. also noted that English is increasingly used as the main language for
communication within Gaeltacht schools. This reflects the situation in the home. In
Gaeltacht regions, Irish language use in the home has been found to vary considerably.
A survey by Harris et al. (2006) noted that of parents of children attending Gaeltacht
schools, 29% never or seldom spoke to their child in Irish. This compared with 35% for
Irish-medium schools and 76% for ordinary English-medium schools. Standards of oral
Irish in Gaeltacht primary school pupils have declined markedly in the past two decades
(Harris et al. 2006) and just 37% of Gaeltacht parents consider themselves to have ‘native
speaker ability’ (Harris and Cummins 2013). The proportion of children in Gaeltacht
areas with fluent, native Irish has declined (Ó Riagáin 2001) and teachers are faced with
considerable diversity in language ability within the Gaeltacht classroom. This has a
marked effect on teaching practices, potentially disadvantaging the small number of
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native speakers. For example, Harris (1984) found that in classes where native Irish
speakers were in the minority, children received only about half their instruction through
Irish. This is considerably less than occurs for children in Irish-medium schools and may
have implications for native speakers.

In Ireland, children begin learning to read at school entry, typically at age 4–5 years.
The Primary School Curriculum (PSC) specifies that Irish is taught as a second language
in English-medium schools and as the first language in Gaeltacht and Irish-medium
schools (Ó Duibhir and Cummins 2012). In these schools, Irish is the language through
which other curriculum subjects are taught and communications is conducted. The
curriculum for English is the same for all school contexts. Children attending English-
medium schools will begin reading in English and will be introduced to Irish reading after
2–3 years, once their competency in English reading has been established. Children
attending Irish-medium schools will typically learn to read in Irish first, but there is
considerable variation as to when English reading is introduced (Harris et al. 2006;
Hickey and Stenson 2011). Ní Bhaoill and Ó Duibhir (2004) reported that 58% of
surveyed Irish-medium schools begin teaching reading in Irish first (here referred to as
IRF – Irish reading first) and 36% began in English (hereafter ERF – English reading
first), and 6% introduced both languages around the same time. Similarly, Shiel et al.
(2011) found that 75% of Irish-medium school children were in schools reporting
introducing IRF, 17% were in schools with English first and 11% were introduced to both
at the same time. Both studies indicate diversity in reading practices in Irish-medium
schools. Given this diversity, the PSC has been criticised for not meeting the needs of
learners from different language contexts and also for compartmentalising languages,
with little consideration of cross-language skill transfer (Ó Duibhir and Cummins 2012).

The acquisition of reading skills in Irish is further complicated by differences between
Irish and English orthographies. The Irish orthography shows a high degree of regularity,
particularly for early-reader words (see Hickey [2007] for a description of the Irish
orthography). In brief, the Irish language uses 18 letters of the Latin alphabet, and a
length diacritic on vowels to reflect at least 50 basic sounds. The orthography
differentiates between pairs of slender (palatalised) and broad (non-palatalised or
velarised) consonants using unpronounced vowels before/after consonants to indicate
consonant quality. Initial mutations result in considerable variability in word forms of
nouns, verbs and adjectives, and present complex word-initial clusters of consonants.

The Irish language has a complex rule system that is often at variance with the letter–
sound correspondences of English. Letter sequences in Irish are pronounced differently
from the same sequences in English. For example, the Irish ‘fear’, (meaning ‘man’) is
pronounced as /far/ would be in English, and ‘bean’ (meaning ‘woman’) is pronounced as
/ban/. There are many such homographs among the early word set (for examples, see
Lyddy 2012). In addition, children rarely receive explicit instruction on Irish orthography
or Irish sound–symbol correspondences, which might alert the child to the similarities,
and key differences, between Irish and English writing (Hickey and Stenson 2011).
Hickey and Stenson (2011, 37) sum up the challenge for the beginning reader of Irish:

while Irish spelling may indeed be more regular than that of English at least in early reader
texts ... the complexity and unfamiliarity to L2 readers of the rules underlying that regularity
make Irish orthography as difficult as that of English, and particularly difficult for native
English speakers already literate in that language; one cannot assume that L2 readers will
simply pick up Irish with the ease with which more nearly phonemic orthographies like
Welsh and Spanish can be learned.
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How then might Irish reading be introduced to children, from different language
backgrounds, so as to best support biliteracy? Here, we focus on the sequencing of
instruction in the two languages. There is some evidence from other bilingual settings that
dual-language learning during the same developmental period might provide some
reading advantages (e.g. see Berens, Kovelman, and Petitto 2013; Montanari 2014).
However, biliteracy in the Irish context is complicated by many factors including the
complexity of the orthographic rules, the lack of correspondence with rules in English,
the lack of explicit instruction on these rules and the relatively low support within the
home and community. Kenner (2005), noting the importance of family support for
biliteracy, refers to bilingual families as ‘literacy ecosystems’; most children learning to
read in Irish will not use Irish outside school and may receive low support of Irish reading
from parents without fluent Irish.

Immersion schools in countries such as Canada and Wales generally introduce reading in
the language of instruction (French or Welsh, respectively) initially. In Canada, for example,
the French immersion model promotes French reading with English introduced subsequently,
usually in the third or fourth year of schooling, the rationale being tomaximise early exposure
to the minority language (Genesee 1987). This practice consistently produces high levels of
reading skill in both languages (Genesse 1987; Lambert et al. 1993). The practice is
consistent with the ‘interdependence principle’ (Cummins 2012), that is the idea that reading
skills acquired in the second language will transfer readily to first. Exposure to reading in one
language develops a basis, termed ‘common underlying proficiency’, that can be applied to
reading in another language. However, there are important differences between the Canadian
and Irish immersion experiences. As noted byHarris and Cummins (2013), the attrition rate is
high in Canada, and immersion tends to occur in streams rather than as whole school models.
This means that a child can switch streams, if they wish to do so. In Ireland, the decision to
attend an Irish-medium school is a significant one and it is not a simple matter to change
schools if immersion proves problematic for a child.

The situation in Wales is more similar to Ireland, in that immersion tends to be
school-wide. However, the language support outside school is far stronger in Welsh-
speaking regions compared to in Ireland’s Gaeltacht regions. Generally good outcomes
are reported for children learning to read in Welsh and English. In one recent study of
Welsh primary school children, Rhys and Thomas (2013) compared children attending
Welsh-medium schools from different language backgrounds (English at home, Welsh at
home, both languages at home, English only). They found that all groups performed
within the expected range on English reading, with no differences between the L1 English
bilingual and the monolingual English group. However, in contrast to other studies (e.g.
Gathercole and Thomas 2009), the L1 Welsh bilinguals and simultaneous Welsh–English
bilinguals were behind their L1 English bilingual peers on English receptive vocabulary
and reading tasks. This study suggests that bilingual attainment can be complex and
challenging for children in strong Welsh-speaking regions.

There is stronger support for the minority language in other countries; Irish occupies a
more fragile position in Ireland. Ó Laoire (2005) noted some key differences between
immersion in Irish and in other bilingual contexts that lead to particular challenges:

1. The variation in levels of Irish language ability in Irish-immersion children, due to
socio-economic, socio-linguistic and educational factors;

2. The variation in quality of spoken Irish in all-Irish children;
3. The tendency for English to be introduced early in all-Irish schools and the

sequencing of early reading in Irish and English.
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This paper focuses on the latter issue: the sequencing of early reading in Irish and
English. Currently in Ireland, there is no consensus on best practice, and sequencing – the
order in which Irish and English reading instruction occurs – differs from school to
school (see Harris and Cummins [2013] for a thorough overview of the key issues).
Research is therefore required to determine how reading instruction might best be
structured in order to facilitate biliteracy.

One recent cross-sectional study compared the Irish and English reading skills of
children attending Irish-medium, English-medium and Gaeltacht schools (Parsons and
Lyddy 2009c). Children completed measures of word reading, non-word reading and
vocabulary, in both languages. Children attending Irish-medium schools (immersion
and Gaeltacht) performed significantly better on the Irish tasks than the English-medium
schooled children across all year groups. There were early differences in the
performances of children attending Irish-medium schools who were instructed first on
Irish reading compared to those introduced to English first, but these differences resolved
quickly. Across the Irish-schooled groups, advantages in Irish reading were observed.
These findings suggest that the sequence in which reading is formally introduced is not
critical to later L1 reading ability.

However, as a cross-sectional study, the possibility that individual differences affected
results cannot be excluded. The current study sought to build on these findings using a
longitudinal design. The current study investigated the development of reading in the
Irish and English languages across three time points. The cohort of pupils in Senior
infants class (Time 1: age 5 years) from the Parsons and Lyddy (2009a) study were
retested at two further times points: Time 2 at First class (age 6 years) and Time 3 at
Second class (age 7 years). These three year groups, Senior infants, First class and
Second class (second, third and fourth years of schooling), were identified as particularly
salient benchmarks in Irish primary school children’s reading development based on a
number of considerations. Senior infants is when formal reading should commence,
according to The Irish Revised Primary School Curriculum (1999). Second class is the
year in which children in other immersion contexts typically ‘catch up’ with their peers in
conventional programmes on measures of first-language reading skill (Genesee [1978]
but see also Rhys and Thomas 2013; Lambert and Tucker 1972; Swain and Lapkin 1982).
Furthermore, children in conventional English-medium schools in Ireland are introduced
to Irish reading at this point, thereby providing an interesting comparison between
school types.

In the present study, both word and non-word reading in Irish and in English were
measured. A measure of vocabulary was also included, as it correlates strongly with
reading (e.g. Rhys and Thomas 2013). It was predicted that, as in the Parsons and Lyddy
(2009c) study, early differences in English reading would be diminished by the second
and third time points, while advantages on the Irish tasks would be seen in the children
schooled through Irish. A second prediction was that performance on the English
language tasks would be higher than on the Irish tasks, for all pupils, given the
dominance of English in Ireland.

Methods

Participants

Participants in this study were the youngest children who participated in the Parsons and
Lyddy (2009c) cross-sectional study. These children attended one of four school types in
Galway in the west of Ireland: an Irish-medium school introducing ERF, an Irish-medium
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school introducing IRF, a Gaeltacht school (also IRF) and an English-medium school
(ERF). Information about the sequencing practices of the schools was obtained from the
school principal.

Children were first assessed at Senior infants (N = 94, mean age of 5.9 years; standard
deviation [SD] = 0.43), again in First class (N = 84, M = 6.73; SD = 0.44) and finally a
year later in Second class (N = 84). Ten of the pupils tested at Time 1 (original senior
infants group) were not available for testing at Times 2 and 3. Data reported here are from
the 84 children tested at all three time points. The number of boys and girls was similar in
each condition. The majority of children in the Gaeltacht school reported speaking only
Irish or more Irish than English at home (57%), 14% reported an equal balance and a
minority reported more English than Irish (10%) or English only (19%). The children’s
reported home language use was confirmed by their teacher. From the IRF and the
English-medium school, all children reported speaking only English at home. From the
ERF, two children reported speaking English and Irish home equally at home.

The timing of the introduction of reading in the two languages is shown in Table 1.
As discussed in Parsons and Lyddy (2009a, 2009b), schools were selected within the
Galway region for several reasons. The area provides a useful contrast of reading
instruction practices across Irish-medium, Gaeltacht and English-medium schools, within
one county, administered by the same local educational authorities, with similar curricula
and teaching methods. The region has the highest number of primary school children
attending Gaeltacht schools in the Republic of Ireland (Mac Donnacha et al. 2005) and
also has a number of demographically similar Irish-medium and English-medium schools
outside of the Gaeltacht regions.

The Irish literacy programme for senior infants used by the Gaeltacht and the two
Irish-medium schools was the ‘An Séideán Sí’ course (An Gúm 2003), which is
specifically aimed at Irish-medium and Gaeltacht schools. The English-medium school
used the series Bun go Barr, which is widely used in English-medium schools and
follows the Revised Primary School Curriculum themes. For English literacy, all four
schools used a mixed method of instruction for English reading (phonics and whole word
strategies). In the English-medium school, children were formally introduced to reading
in English in Senior infants. Reading instruction in Irish commenced in Second class and
emphasised whole word reading. Similar textbooks were employed in all schools for
English reading (Starways, Jolly Phonics and Letterland).

Measures

Non-reading and word reading measures were used to assess children’s reading
attainment and simple word decoding skills, respectively. Children were tested on four
tasks: an Irish real-word reading task, an English real-word reading task, an Irish-based

Table 1. Sequencing of reading instruction across the four school types.

English reading Irish reading

Irish medium (ERF) Senior infants (second year
of schooling; 5–6 years)

Early first class (third year of
schooling, 6–7 years)

Irish medium (IRF) End of senior infants Early senior infants
Gaeltacht End of senior infants Early senior infants
English medium Senior infants Second class
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non-word reading task and an English-based non-word reading task. In addition, a
vocabulary measure was used for the two languages. All tasks reported here were initially
used in the cross-sectional study (Parsons and Lyddy 2009c).

Non-word reading tasks

This task was used to examine simple decoding skills in the two languages. The Irish and
English non-word reading tasks consisted of 30 items in each language presented
individually on a computer screen. The English non-word reading task was taken from
Seymour, Aro, and Erskine (2003). The Irish non-word reading task was constructed by
sampling frequent grapheme–phoneme correspondences in the Irish language. Two sets
of non-words were constructed for each language; one comprised 15 monosyllables using
the structures CV, VC and CVC, and the other of 15 bisyllables using the structures VCV,
CVCV and VCVC (see Parsons and Lyddy 2009a). The Irish version of this task was
constructed by sampling frequent grapheme–phoneme correspondences in the Irish
language, using the EasyReader (Version 1.1, 2003) Irish language software, which
provides useful information regarding the occurrence of particular letter strings in Irish
words. Features specific to the Irish language such as the vowel length marker (indicating
a long vowel sound, e.g. ‘á’) were included. Each non-word list conformed to the
phonotactic rules of the relevant language. The Irish and English task versions were
matched with regards to number of letters, phonemes and syllables. The order of the non-
words was randomised across the test lists.

Word reading

The English and Irish single word reading tasks presented 50 words individually on a
computer screen. The English words were taken from a number of studies of literacy in
children similar to the age range tested here (Hanley et al. 2004; Masterson, Laxon, and
Stuart 1992; Patel, Snowling, and De Jong 2004; Spencer and Hanley 2004) and
additional (more difficult, less frequent) words were selected using Kučera and Francis
(1967) written frequency ratings. In order to match the English and Irish tasks on
difficulty, the Irish set used translations of the English words (see Parsons and Lyddy
2009c). This method of matching items across languages has been used in a number of
studies in the Welsh–English context (e.g. Hanley et al. 2004; Spencer and Hanley 2003,
2004; see Ellis et al. [2004] for a discussion of the merits of this approach). The English
word set comprised 33 monosyllabic words, 14 bisyllabic words, two trisyllabic words
and one quadrasyllabic word. The Irish word list contained 33 monosyllabic words, 14
bisyllabic words and three trisyllabic words. No significant difference was found between
the number of syllables in the English (M = 1.42, SD = 6.7) and Irish word sets (M = 1.4,
SD= 6 .1, t(49) = 0.44, p = .66; see Parsons and Lyddy 2009c).

Participants were required to read up to 50 words in each language. Word order on the
Irish list was the same as the order of their translations on the English list. The words
were placed in sequential order of increasing difficulty, by frequency of occurrence. This
ensured that, at the first time point, the young children were familiar with some of the
initial words on the list and could attempt the task.

International Journal of Bilingual Education and Bilingualism 517



Vocabulary

In the absence of standardised instruments to test Irish vocabulary, a measure of receptive
vocabulary was developed (see Gathercole et al. [2013] for discussion of bilingual
measurement issues). Each child had to choose which of four pictures (full-colour simple
line drawings) shown on a computer screen best corresponded with a spoken word. Thirty
English words and 30 Irish words were presented to each child. As described in Parsons
and Lyddy (2009c), 30 English words were selected using age of acquisition ratings
(Gilhooly and Logie 1980) and frequencies for written words (Kučera and Francis 1967).
The English words were nouns with high ratings on scales of familiarity, concreteness
and imageability (further details on word selection are given in Parsons and Lyddy
[2009c]).

The Irish vocabulary items were translations of the English words. A large set of
English words was translated into Irish, with items of similar word length and number of
syllables selected to ensure comparable difficulty. There were no significant differences in
the number of letters or syllables between the Irish and the English word sets. Words
were presented in the same order on both (Irish and English) lists, with words presented
by increasing difficulty. The overall aim in designing the Irish and English vocabulary
measures was to implement tests of similar difficulty in the two languages.

Procedure

The University Ethics Committee granted ethical approval for the study prior to
commencement. Written parental consent was obtained before testing each child, and
children were invited to participate during class. Test instructions were provided in Irish
for the IRF, ERF and Gaeltacht school children and in English for the English-medium
school children. Each child was tested individually at the back of the classroom. The
order of the administration of the English and Irish tasks was counterbalanced across
participants. Within languages, the tasks were administered in a fixed order in a testing
session lasting approximately 30 minutes, with the non-word reading task presented first.
For this task, the participant was asked to sound out the letter string as best he/she could
and all plausible pronunciations were accepted as correct; for example, for the item ‘bina’
from the English test, both /i/ and /I/ pronunciations of the vowel sound were accepted.
However, in the Irish task, the appropriate vowel length (as indicated by the diacritic
vowel length marker) was required for a correct answer. The maximum score for both the
English and Irish task versions was 30 and children attempted all items.

The maximum score for word reading was 50. The word reading tasks were
discontinued if a child gave five incorrect responses consecutively. Self-corrections were
considered as correct responses. The children were encouraged to attempt to answer even
if they were unsure.

The vocabulary task was presented last. Participants were asked to choose a picture
that best represented the meaning of a word spoken by the researcher. The child selected
one of four pictures (full-colour simple line drawings) presented on a computer screen.
Four practice trials with feedback were given at the start of the task to ensure that the
children understood the instructions. The maximum obtainable score for the vocabulary
tasks was 30 in each language. Participants were allowed a short break between the two
language tests.
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Results

Data consisted of total correct scores for each child on each task at each of the three
testing time points. A series of mixed analysis of variance (ANOVAs) were used, with
two within-subjects variables – testing time (Time 1, Time 2 and and Time 3) and
language (Irish and English), and one between-subjects variable (school type: IRF, ERF,
Gaeltacht and English-medium).

Non-word reading

Average scores for the four school groups on the two non-word reading tasks across the
three testing times are summarised in Figure 1. Children’s performance improved over the
three times. However, the rate of improvement for each class group varied across school
type and by language.

The main effect of language was significant, F(1, 80) = 178.17, p < .0001, ηp2 = .47.
Mean scores were found to be lower across the four school groups for the Irish task
compared with the English task. A three-way ANOVA showed a significant Language ×
School-type interaction, F(3, 80) = 4.38, p < .0001, ηp2 = .51, a significant Time × Language
interaction, F(2, 79) = 330.8, p < .0001, ηp2 = .8, and a significant Language × School type ×
Time interaction, F(6, 158) = 37.71, p < .0001, ηp2 = .29.

Children taught through Irish had higher scores on the Irish task than the English-
medium children, and all performed better on the English task.

Irish non-word reading

Overall, scores on the Irish non-word reading were lower than English non-word reading.
For the Irish non-word reading task, the effect of school type was significant at

Time 1, F(3, 80) = 7.93, p < .0001, ηp2 = .32; Time 2, F(3, 80) = 10.65, p < .0001, ηp2 =
.42; and Time 3, F(3, 80) = 20.87, p < .0001, ηp2 = .45. At Time 1, the IRF children
scored significantly higher than the ERF children (Tukey’s test, p = .02), with both
groups achieving higher scores than Gaeltacht and English-medium children. The
English-medium children scored higher than the Gaeltacht children (p < .05). At Time
2, the ERF children scored similarly to the IRF children (p = .99) while the Gaeltacht and
English-medium children scored below the ERF and IRF children (p values <.001). At
Time 3, the Gaeltacht children scored similarly to the ERF (p = .99) and IRF children (p =
.71), while the children from the English-medium school scored below the other groups
(p < .01).

English non-word reading

On the English non-word reading task, there was a significant effect of School type at
Time 1, F(3, 80) = 16.31, p < .0001, ηp2 = .38, and Time 2, F(3, 80) = 22.96, p < .0001,
ηp2 = .46. At Time 1, post hoc (Tukey) comparisons indicated that IRF, ERF and English-
medium children scored at a similar level, and all groups performed significantly than the
Gaeltacht children (p < .01). By Time 2, the IRF children scored similarly to the English-
medium and ERF (p > .05), but the Gaeltacht children had significantly lower scores
(all p values <.001). At Time 3, there were no significant differences between the four
school groups on the English non-word reading task, F(3, 80) = 3.12, p = .18.
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Word reading

The mean word reading scores are presented in Figure 2. As in the non-word reading
task, mean scores improved by the third time of testing, but the rate of improvement for
the class groups varied across the school types and also for the Irish and English tasks.
The main effect of Language was significant, F(1, 80) = 484.04, p < .0001, ηp2 = .51,
with better performance overall on English reading across the four school groups. The
main effect of Time was also significant, F(1, 79) = 247.63, p < .0001, ηp2 = .17, with

Figure 1. Mean percentage scores on (a) the Irish and (b) the English non-word reading tasks for
the four groups across the three time periods.
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improvement from Time 1 to 2, F(1, 80) = 141.99, p < .01, and Time 2 to 3, F(1, 80) =
427.38, p < .01. There was a significant Language × School type interaction, F(3, 80) =
16.98, p < .0001, ηp2 = .51, a significant Time × Language interaction, F(2, 79) = 647.66,
p < .0001, ηp2 = .92, and a significant Language × School type × Time interaction,
F(6, 158) = 43.56, p < .0001, ηp2 = .71.

Figure 2. Mean percentage scores on (a) the Irish and (b) the English word reading tasks for the
four target groups across the three time periods.
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Irish word reading

On the Irish word reading task, differences by School were evident at Time 1, F(3, 80) =
7.93 p < .0001, ηp2 = .23, Time 2, F(3, 80) = 10.65, p < .0001, ηp2 = .29, and Time 3,
F(3, 80) = 20.87, p < .0001, ηp2 = .44. At Times 1 and 2, the Irish-medium ERF and IRF
children performed at an equivalent level and both performed significantly better than the
Gaeltacht and English-medium groups (p < .01). The Gaeltacht and English-medium
school children performed similarly at these two test times (p = .47). At Time 3, the
Gaeltacht children scored similarly to the Irish-medium ERF and IRF groups, while the
children from the English-medium school scored significantly below the other groups
(p < .01). This mirrors the pattern found for the Irish non-word reading task: children
taught through the medium of Irish (ERF, IRF and Gaeltacht) showed an advantage for
Irish word reading.

English word reading

On the English word reading task, there was a significant effect of School type at Time 1,
F(3, 80) = 19.4, p < .0001, ηp2 = .42; Time 2, F(3, 80) = 26.51, p < .0001, ηp2 = .5; and
to a lesser degree, Time 3, F(3, 80) = 3.12, p = .03, ηp2 = .1. At Times 1 and 2, post hoc
comparisons (Tukey) indicated that the Irish-medium ERF and English-medium children
scored at a similar level, and both groups performed significantly better than the IRF and
Gaeltacht children (p < .01). At Time 3, the Gaeltacht children scored significantly below
the English-medium children (p = .04), but were similar to the ERF (p = .06) and IRF
children (p = .45). No other differences between the groups emerged.

Vocabulary

Figure 3 summarises the performance of the four school groups on the two vocabulary
tasks across the three testing times. The main effect of Language was significant,
F(1, 80) = 4.67, p < .01, ηp2 = .83. Generally, children did better on the English
vocabulary task compared with the Irish task. There was also a significant Language ×
School type interaction, F(3, 80) = 13.62, p < .0001, ηp2 = .44. Children taught through
Irish showed an advantage on the Irish task, with few differences on the English task.

Irish vocabulary

For the Irish vocabulary task, the main effect of School type was significant at Time 1,
F(3, 80) = 64.78, p < .0001, ηp2 = .71, Time 2, F(3, 80) = 152.86, p < .0001, ηp2 = .85,
and Time 3, F(3, 80) = 141.86, p < .0001, ηp2 = .81. Across all three time points, the
English-medium school children scored below the other groups (p < .01). Until Time 3,
the Gaeltacht children demonstrated a significant advantage over the other groups on this
measure (p < .01). At Time 3, children from both the Irish-medium ERF and IRF groups
achieved similar mean scores to the Gaeltacht children. All three Irish-medium groups
scored significantly better than the English-medium group.

English vocabulary

On the English vocabulary task, the four school groups performed similarly at Time 1,
F(3,80) = 2.78, p = .07, and Time 3, F(3. 80) = .18, p = .91. A small, but significant,
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main effect for School type was found at Time 2, F(3. 80) = 3.87, p = .01, ηp2 = .13. All
groups were scoring at around 80% accuracy. Post hoc comparisons indicated that the
Irish-medium ERF children scored significantly below the IRF children (p < .05). No
other group differences reached significance.

By Time 3, all four groups showed similar performance on the English vocabu-
lary task.

Figure 3. Mean percentage scores on (a) the Irish and (b) the English vocabulary tasks for the four
target groups across the three time periods.
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Discussion

Across the measures of Irish reading skill at the final testing point, children attending
Irish-medium schools (ERF, IRF and Gaeltacht) demonstrated significant advantages over
children attending the English-medium school. The English-medium children understood
fewer words on the Irish vocabulary measure compared to the Irish-medium groups.
These Irish language task advantages for the Irish-medium children were achieved
without any measurable accuracy score differences on the English reading tasks. By the
fourth year of schooling, there were no significant differences between Irish-medium
children and their English-medium counterparts on all the English language measures,
with one exception: the Gaeltacht group scored below the English-medium children only
on the English word reading. The performance of this group had, however, shown clear
improvement across the three testing points. These findings were broadly in line with the
study hypotheses.

Overall, children’s performance was better on the English versions of the tasks than
the Irish versions. This is not surprising given the dominance of the English language,
even for those schooled within the Gaeltacht. In immersion schools in other countries,
initial reading instruction generally occurs in the target language (often the L2). However,
in Ireland, there is a diverse range of practices in operation in Irish-medium schools. The
available figures suggest that a majority of Irish-medium schools commence with Irish
reading initially (Ní Bhaoill and Ó Duibhir 2004), but a sizeable number introduce
English reading initially. In the current study, children in ERF schools, at first and second
time points, had significantly higher scores on both the English non-word and word
reading tasks than the IRF children. By Time 2, however, the IRF children had made up
this initial difference on both tasks. In contrast, at Time 1, the IRF children scored
significantly higher than the other children in the Irish non-word reading task, although
both the ERF and IRF children scored significantly higher than the other groups on the
Irish real-word reading task. However, by Time 2, the ERF children performed similarly
to the IRF children on the Irish non-word reading task. This further supports the view that
the language in which reading is introduced is not critical to the later development of
reading competency in either L1 or L2 (Cummins, Hurley, and Tinajero 2001; Ewart and
Straw 2001; Parsons and Lyddy 2009c).

In the current study, the Gaeltacht children had lower scores on a number of the
English measures at the earlier testing points compared with the other school groups.
However, they were performing similarly to the other school groups on all measures at
the final testing time, with the exception of the English-medium children on English word
reading task. Looking at the Irish language measures, the Gaeltacht children showed a
substantial advantage on the vocabulary measure at the first and second testing times.
However, they performed below the Irish-medium children on the word reading
measures. This perhaps reflects the early emphasis on oral language skills in the
Gaeltacht school, but further work is required to determine the reason for such a
difference. By the final time point, the Gaeltacht children and the Irish-medium children
all performed similarly on the Irish word and non-word reading tasks. The Irish-medium
children also performed similarly to the Gaeltacht children on the Irish vocabulary
measure.

Overall, the present data correspond well with studies of immersion conducted in
Ireland and in other countries. The second-language reading skill advantages found here,
and the absence of a ‘cost’ to first-language reading skills, concur with results from
Canadian immersion (e.g. Curtain and Pesola 1994; Day and Shapson 1989; Swain 1996;
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Swain and Lapkin 2005), Welsh immersion (e.g. Rhys and Thomas 2013) and previous
national surveys of achievement in Irish (e.g. Harris et al. 2006; Murtagh 2007; Shiel
et al. 2011). The Irish vocabulary scores of the Gaeltacht group were significantly higher
than all other class groups at the first testing time, and their advantage lasted until the
second testing time. Furthermore, the Irish-medium immersion pupils were level with the
Gaeltacht children at the third time point. This is in line with evaluations of French
programmes, which have found that immersion pupils can score at levels comparable to
those of native speakers on some measures of receptive language skills (Harley
et al. 1990).

These findings are also of interest in light of recent arguments for a more integrated
PSC, that would emphasis cross-language skill transfer (Ó Duibhir and Cummins 2012).
Within this approach, there is a general emphasis on cross-linguistic transfer, rather than a
prescription of specific reading sequencing practicing. A challenge for curriculum design
in Ireland is that languages are encountered in a variety of contexts in Irish primary
schools. Ó Duibhir and Cummins (2012) suggest that it would be more helpful to define
general language learning pathways that individual learners can traverse at different rates
according to their contact with languages both within the school and outside of it, rather
than to specify different curricula. The present study suggests that in the schools tested,
reading outcomes were similar despite differences in language instruction approaches.

While the current study was conducted in a region of linguistic interest, conclusions
are somewhat constrained by its quasi-experimental design. Each school type is
represented by a small sample, each drawn from one school only. As such, children
were taught by different teachers, and in different classrooms. It is possible that some of
the results arose from effects of school or class group rather than as a result of the school
type. Nonetheless, the longitudinal nature of the study is a strength. Furthermore, the
schools were all administered by one educational authority, followed the same curriculum
and utilised the same textbooks. The home language background of the children was not
controlled for and the groups were not matched for non-verbal ability. The test of
vocabulary was limited to a receptive measure, consisting of translated items. Future
studies might include productive vocabulary, standardised norm-referenced English
vocabulary measures and measures of more complex reading skill (e.g. reading
comprehension). The use of norm-referenced English measures would allow for
comparison with pupil performance from other countries.

Another issue in understanding school context effects on reading and language
outcomes in Ireland is related to socio-economic status (SES). It has been previously
reported that Irish-medium schools in English-speaking regions are often of higher SES
than English-medium or Gaeltacht schools (e.g. Harris et al. 2006). There is also robust
evidence for an association between SES and reading outcomes (Aikens and Barbarin
2008; Netten et al. 2014; Noble, Farah, and McCandliss 2006; Shera 2014). In Ireland,
studies of English reading in primary schools confirm that as SES increases, so too does
achievement in English reading (Eivers et al. 2005, 2010). In the current study, no
specific measure of school SES was obtained. Furthermore, it is typical that parents must
opt to choose to send their children to Irish-medium schools, whereas this is not the case
for English-medium schools. Parental variables have a strong impact on children’s
reading and language outcomes (Parsons et al. 2010, 2013; Sénéchal and LeFevre 2002;
Xu et al. 2010). Future studies might aim to control for SES, and related factors, such as
parental involvement, in examining reading outcomes.

In conclusion, the current longitudinal results suggest that the sequence in
which reading is introduced is not crucial to later biliteracy, consistent with a previous
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cross-sectional study (Parsons and Lyddy 2009c). As in other immersion educational
contexts, children in the Irish immersion schools performed comparably to the children in
the English-medium school in their native language (English) after 2/3 years of formal
instruction. The children in the Irish immersion schools also demonstrated consistent
advantages across all the Irish language tasks when compared to the children taught
through English. These findings suggest that diversity in the sequencing of the
introduction of reading does not create measurable differences in English reading in the
groups tested here. As (Harris and Cummins 2013, 91) note:

The fact that practice relating to the sequencing of early reading differs from schools to
school (ERF or IRF) is not, in itself, evidence of a departure from optimum strategy either at
the school level or nationally. Which approach to sequencing early reading is correct? may
simply be the wrong question. There may be no one best way, no one correct strategy
relating to early reading that is appropriate for all Irish-immersion schools.

It may also be that individual child-level variables are important in determining the first
language of reading instruction. Additional research, with larger samples, is required to
determine if there is a most appropriate reading sequence in the Irish-medium context.
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