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ABSTRACT  
Maynooth University’s Level 6 Think About Teaching Foundation 
Certificate (Foundation Cert) is a central part of a widening 
participation project (Turn to Teaching) which provides 
preparation for, and pathways into, initial teacher education (ITE). 
A key dimension of the Foundation Cert has been the 
development of an alternative Irish language curriculum which 
provides support and equivalence to Leaving Certificate Irish for 
entry to primary ITE.

Drawing on the experiences of students and staff gleaned from 
open ended focus groups and biographical interviews, we, as 
members of a community of Higher Education staff, offer, as part 
of the project’s cycle of evaluative research, a reflexive account 
and analysis on the diverse outcomes, issues and aspirations 
emerging from the on-going development of this innovative Irish 
language curriculum. We also draw on the project’s quantitative 
data on recruitment and retention to highlight the most visible 
signs of the Irish language programme’s efficacy.

It is clear from both qualitative and quantitative data that the 
programme’s communicative and critically reflexive approach to 
Irish language teaching and learning plays a pivotal role in 
transforming many students’ relationships with the language.
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Introduction

In this paper, we (a collective of university educators and researchers) will present the 
critically evaluative, and emerging, findings from the ongoing Irish language curriculum 
development work of Maynooth University’s (MU) Turn to Teaching – a project that 
aims to enhance diversity in the teaching profession. Turn to Teaching adopts a lifelong, 
continuum approach in supporting students from diverse and under-represented groups 
into, through, and beyond initial teacher education (ITE) across a range of educational 
sectors (early childhood, primary, post-primary and further education [FE]) (Figure 
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1). At the heart of Turn to Teaching is a Level 6 access programme, the Think About 
Teaching Foundation Certificate (Foundation Cert), which provides preparation for, 
and pathways into, ITE. While the Foundation Cert adopts a cross-sectoral focus, it 
has placed a particular emphasis on responding to the distinct challenges experienced 
by those from diverse and under-represented groups in terms of accessing primary 
ITE, the least diverse of the teaching professions in Ireland (Darmody and Smyth 2016).

It has been argued that Irish language requirements for entry to primary ITE act as a 
barrier for many (DE 2023; Keane, Heinz, and McDaid 2023; O’Doherty and Harford 
2018; O’Donoghue and Harford 2011). However, recent research and public debate 
has also highlighted the systemic issues contributing to this problem, including a 
system of exemptions from the study of Irish, which aims, in the short term, to accom
modate those with additional learning needs or from diverse language backgrounds, but 
which may contribute further to their exclusion in later periods of education and career 
transition (Comhchoiste Oireachtais na Gaeilge, na Gaeltachta agus Phobal Labhartha na 
Gaeilge 2024; Ó Duibhir 2020; Ó Duibhir et al. 2019; Tynan 2018). Rather than position
ing Irish as a barrier, a key dimension of the work of Turn to Teaching has been the 
development of an alternative Irish language curriculum (Cumas na Gaeilge) as part 
of the Foundation Cert which not only provides support and equivalence to Leaving Cer
tificate Irish for entry to primary ITE but strives to enable students to positively trans
form their relationship with Irish language education.

This longitudinal widening participation initiative is grounded in participative and 
critically reflexive epistemologies, methodologies and pedagogies (Brookfield 2017; 
Cooper 2014; Crean and Lynch 2011; Heron and Reason 1997; Higher Education 
Funding Council for England 2014; Mountz, Moore, and Brown 2008; O’Neill and 
Burns 2020) and consistently works to collapse the distinctions between critical peda
gogy, project management and evaluation. As such, the critically reflexive analysis on 
the Irish language dimensions of the Foundation Cert presented in this paper can be 

Figure 1. Vision for Turn to Teaching (Phase Two, 2020–2023).
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seen as just one aspect of the various reflexive and evaluative activities and processes that 
contribute to the wider and ongoing growth of this ‘responsive’ initiative (Nwanze 2024). 
Although we will present some quantitative data relating to participation and pro
gression, a strong emphasis is placed here on giving voice to the lived experiences of 
the programme’s students and staff, while also considering how their experiences can 
help inform the future development of the work.

The paper continues below with a contextual discussion on the State’s efforts to 
enhance Irish language proficiency in Irish society since the foundation of the State 
and, more specifically, the role of compulsory education in achieving that goal. Noting 
the Irish language entry requirements for primary ITE, we will then discuss the 
broader issue and challenge of diversity within the primary teacher profession in 
Ireland. After this, we will introduce the work of MU’s Turn to Teaching which grew 
from a state-funded commitment to address this lack of diversity. After outlining the 
methodological dimensions of the strand of the work associated with the Irish language, 
which is the focus of this paper, we will note the participants involved in the research 
before presenting emerging quantitative and qualitative findings. Bearing in mind, as 
already noted, that we position this critically reflexive work as part of the ongoing 
growth of the project, we conclude by considering some of the emerging challenges 
and opportunities, not just for the work of Turn to Teaching, but for anyone involved 
in the work of widening participation more generally and, more specifically within the 
Irish context, for those interested in enhancing opportunities for Irish language learning 
as part of progression pathways into the primary teaching profession.

The Irish language

It is important to provide some context about the Irish language in Irish society in terms 
of its usage and curricular centrality across compulsory education. While English is the 
mother tongue of the vast majority of Irish people, Irish is the first official language of the 
Republic of Ireland. Various studies have shown that the majority of Irish people have 
positive attitudes towards the Irish language (Conradh na Gaeilge 2021; Darmody and 
Daly 2015; MacGréil and Rhatigan 2009). These positive attitudes are likely to reflect 
the importance people attach to the language in relation to national identity and heritage 
(Darmody and Daly 2015, 90), and yet the use of Irish is not in line with attitudes 
(Conradh na Gaeilge 2021; Ó Riagáin 2007). According to the 2022 Census of Population 
(CSO 2022), 40% of the Irish population stated that they could speak the language. 
However, within this cohort 55% reported that they did not speak it well, while almost 
one in four indicated that they never spoke it, and a further 29.5% indicated that they 
only spoke it within the education system. The reality is that the number of people speak
ing Irish daily outside the education system stands at 71,968, representing 1.4% of the 
total population. Furthermore, there is a greater concentration of daily Irish speakers 
living in Gaeltacht areas, where Irish survives, to a certain degree, as a community 
language (CSO 2016).

There have been concerted efforts by the Irish government over the last century since 
the foundation of the State to increase the number of Irish language speakers. Among the 
headline goals of a more recent intervention, the 20-Year Strategy for the Irish Language 
2010–2030 (Government of Ireland 2010), was the commitment to increase the number 
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of daily speakers of the language to 250,000. However, the 2016 census of population 
(CSO 2016) reported a decline of 4.4% on the number of daily speakers of the language 
on the previous 2011 census (CSO 2011), and the 2022 census (CSO 2022) has shown a 
further decline in these figures.

The public education system has played a key role in efforts to preserve and revive the 
Irish language over the last 100 years since the foundation of the State. Irish is a compul
sory subject at primary and post-primary level. Whereas there are designated subject 
specialists in post-primary schools, all primary school teachers are required to teach 
Irish and are also encouraged to use Irish informally in the classroom throughout the 
school day. There are on-going concerns about the quality of Irish teaching and learning 
at both primary and post-primary level. A recent Chief Inspectorate’s report (Inspecto
rate of Department of Education 2020) found that while students’ learning outcomes in 
relation to Irish in all-Irish primary schools were ‘good’, achievement in Irish was 
deemed ‘very concerning’ in English medium schools which educate the vast majority 
(approximately 92%) of Irish students. Inspections of Irish in post-primary schools indi
cated that the quality of teaching and learning in Irish was good or very good in the 
majority of schools (Inspectorate of Department of Education 2020); however, it was 
considerably below the standards achieved in the other core subjects of maths and 
English. A report into student attitudes towards the Irish language suggested that Irish 
is not considered as interesting or useful as some other subjects in English-medium 
schools (Darmody and Daly 2015). Efforts have been made to address these issues, 
with varying success, through curricular reform at Primary and Junior Cycle level 
(DES 2017b; DES 2019; Mac Gearailt and Ó Duibhir 2023). A review of the Leaving Cer
tificate Irish curriculum specifications has been underway since 2018; however, this work 
was paused in 2023 to allow time for further consultation and research on potential 
models of provision (NCCA 2023). In this context, research may be useful to ascertain 
the role the curriculum, class sizes and opportunities to engage in language immersion 
play in students’ learning outcomes and attitudes towards the language.

Diversity in the primary teaching profession and the Irish language

Mirroring the international context, diversifying the teaching profession in Ireland has 
become a priority in education policy in recent years. The ‘Celtic Tiger’ era of the mid 
1990s to the late 2000s described a period of rapid economic growth which resulted in 
a dramatic increase in inward migration and resultant exponential growth in the diversity 
of Ireland’s school populations (Devine 2011; Smyth et al. 2009). Precipitated by reces
sion, Ireland re-entered a phase of significant net emigration in the late 2000s and 
early 2010s (McGinnity et al. 2023). However, since 2015, and despite fluctuations 
linked to COVID-19 restrictions and border closures, the number of immigrants has 
been larger than the number of emigrants (McGinnity et al.), and recent research con
tinues to highlight the diversity of student profiles in Irish schools (Carroll, McCoy, 
and Ye 2024). Despite these demographic shifts, Ireland’s primary and post-primary 
teacher population has remained homogeneous, being predominantly white, female 
and of majority-group social class and ethnic backgrounds (Keane and Heinz 2015; 
2016; Heinz and Keane 2018). While this pattern is reflected across primary and post- 
primary teaching professions, research by the Economic and Social Research Institute 
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(Darmody and Smyth 2016) noted the slightly less diverse profile of entrants to primary 
ITE in comparison to the post-primary profession, in terms of entry via FE or mature 
routes, receipt of higher education (HE) grants, and parental socio-economic group.

In contrast to many other jurisdictions, teaching remains a profession of choice in 
Ireland (Clarke and O’Doherty 2021) and entry to ITE remains highly competitive. 
However, the increase in the cost of teacher education programmes, the growing casua
lisation of the profession and easier access to teaching posts abroad have led to a teacher 
supply crisis (OECD 2020) which has the potential to erode its status within Irish society. 
At undergraduate level, access to primary ITE has, traditionally and predominantly, 
being based on applicants’ performance in the Leaving Certificate, the Irish State terminal 
exam taken by students at the end of second level education. Overall performance in the 
Leaving Certificate is calculated using a points system, and applicants must obtain a 
specified number of points for entry into third-level courses. Entry points for primary 
ITE have remained high in recent decades1, and entrants must achieve minimum 
entry requirements in Irish, English, and maths, with a relatively high grade in Irish 
required (DES 2020).2 At postgraduate level, access is based on a combination of under
graduate degree performance and relevant experience and/or further qualifications, with 
specific entry requirements in relation to Irish language proficiency.3

While we acknowledge that there are many other social, economic and cultural bar
riers to teaching, is it likely that Irish language requirements for entry to primary ITE 
acts as a context-specific barrier for many in terms of accessing primary ITE (DE 
2023; Keane, Heinz, and McDaid 2023; O’Donoghue and Harford 2011; O’Doherty 
and Harford 2018), and in particular for people of non-Irish origin (Hyland 2012; 
McDaid 2023; McDaid and Walsh 2016; Schmidt and McDaid 2015) and for some 
people with disabilities (Lodge 2012). Students may in specific circumstances be 
granted an exemption from the otherwise obligatory Irish instruction at school depend
ing on the age of pupils when they first arrive in Ireland, or for specific learning difficul
ties that they may have (DE 2022). Indeed, there has been a dramatic rise in the number 
of exemptions being granted (Comhchoiste Oireachtais na Gaeilge, na Gaeltachta agus 
Phobal Labhartha na Gaeilge 2024; Ó Duibhir 2020), thus excluding an increasing 
number of students from becoming primary teachers. Heinz and Keane (2018, 536) 
found that there is a significantly lower participation (and disclosure) rate of primary 
ITE applicants with learning disabilities compared to their post-primary postgraduate 
counterparts, and surmise that the exclusively academic selection criteria and additional 
Irish language requirements make access to primary ITE nearly impossible for students 
with learning disabilities in contrast to postgraduate post-primary ITE. Primary teaching 
is also made less accessible for many without the economic capital to attend Irish 
language immersion programmes or additional private tutoring known as ‘grinds’, 
which are specifically targeted by those students aiming to achieve the required 
Leaving Certificate Irish language grade for entry to primary ITE (McDaid, Keane, 
and Heinz 2023).

Previous research conducted with Turn to Teaching student participants into their 
experiences of Irish language learning in designated disadvantaged second-level 
schools, or what are known colloquially as ‘DEIS’4 schools, revealed that participants 
believed the communities they came from and schools they attended influenced the 
quality of teaching received (O’Sullivan, Bird, and Burns 2019). Teacher expectations 
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of their language capabilities, and consequently their language proficiency, also impacted 
upon their Irish language experiences. While Smyth and Darmody’s (2016) study into 
attitudes to Irish as a school subject among 13-year-olds found no significant variation 
in levels of interest in Irish by DEIS status and social class, they did see some variation 
by social background in relation to the perceived difficulty of Irish, ‘with young people 
whose mothers have tertiary education more likely to describe Irish as not difficult’ 
(7). Smyth and Darmody also found that ‘those from lone parent families are more 
likely to characterise Irish as difficult than those from two parent families’, and ‘those 
with immigrant mothers are less likely to describe Irish as not difficult than their 
peers’ (7). Further research from this time found that students in DEIS schools were 
less likely to study higher level Irish for the Leaving Certificate than students in non- 
DEIS schools (Smyth, McCoy, and Kingston 2015). It would be useful to have up-to- 
date data on this but if this finding is still prevalent, it continues to have significant 
effects on the social mobility of students, particularly for those with aspirations to 
become primary school teachers.

Diversifying primary teaching in Ireland and Maynooth University’s Turn 
to Teaching

The Programme for Access to Higher Education (PATH) Strand 1 (Equity of Access to 
Initial Teacher Education) was established in 2017 to fund initiatives aimed at diversi
fying teacher education. As part of PATH 1, MU established the Turn to Teaching 
project. A key, but not exclusive, dimension to this work was the development of an 
access course, the Think About Teaching Foundation Certificate (Foundation Cert), 
which offers guaranteed and diverse pathways to ITE programmes for successful gradu
ates. In the first three iterations of the programme, the course was split into three 
specific streams reflecting different ITE pathways (primary, post-primary, and science 
education ITE). Students on the primary stream of the course are offered modules in 
Irish, English, maths, critical perspectives on education, and a module focusing on pre
paring students for the academic, cultural, social and technological challenges of univer
sity study and life.

At the core of this primary ITE pathway is the alternative Irish language curriculum 
which was developed in partnership with MU’s Lárionad na Gaeilge, the Centre for Irish 
Language Research, Teaching and Testing, and the Froebel Department of Primary and 
Early Childhood Education, and which provides support and equivalence to Leaving Cer
tificate Irish. The curriculum and assessment for the Irish competency module is based 
on the Teastas Eorpach na Gaeilge (The European Certificate in Irish, commonly known 
as TEG). TEG is a suite of communicative syllabuses and general language proficiency 
tests for Irish, broadly aligned to the Common European Framework of Reference for 
Languages (CEFR) (Council of Europe 2020) and developed and administered by 
MU’s Lárionad na Gaeilge. TEG syllabuses and testing systems differ significantly 
from the Irish curriculum and exams administered at post-primary level in Ireland. 
The Leaving Certificate Irish exam could be described primarily as an achievement 
test, as it assesses students’ mastery of prescribed course content. While the assessment 
of spoken communication and written composition is an important part of the exam, stu
dents are also assessed on their knowledge of prescribed literary texts. TEG exams, on the 
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other hand, are general language proficiency tests and measure only candidates’ commu
nicative language skills (reading comprehension, aural comprehension, writing and 
speaking), independent of any subject-related knowledge.

The Irish competency module developed for the Foundation Cert was based on the 
TEG syllabus and materials for lower intermediate (B1) level. B1 represents a level of 
language proficiency at which learners can participate, without prior preparation, in con
versations on general topics that relate to their own lives and to subject matters with 
which they are familiar; understand the general meaning of spoken and written texts 
in clear, standard speech, on familiar, everyday topics; and write simple, short notes pro
viding factual information about events or descriptions of experiences, feelings and 
opinions. Teaching was primarily through the target language and students were 
engaged in authentic collaborative communicative tasks related to the syllabus 
content. The TEG B1 exam is the programme’s exclusive form of assessment for Irish, 
with a 50% grade in the exam required for progression to primary ITE. The module’s 
assessment and progression thresholds to primary ITE were developed with, and 
agreed by, the State’s Department of Education to provide a suitable foundation for 
further study of Irish in a primary ITE context.

Methodology

At the heart of Turn to Teaching is an interconnected theoretical and pedagogic frame
work (Figure 1) that brings together critically reflexive and participative values and prac
tices associated with transformative education, research and widening participation 
projects (Brookfield 2017; Crean and Lynch 2011; Meaney 2019). So, for example, we 
draw from the likes of Nwanze (2024) to consider how her ideas about ‘responsive’ criti
cal pedagogies (90-92) can converge with concepts and practices of ‘participatory inquiry 
paradigms’ (Heron and Reason 1997, 291) to imagine, and position, the work as a criti
cally reflexive learning project (Senge 2006; Stevenson, McCaig, and Madriaga 2017) that 
is in a constant flux of cycles of inquiry, evaluation and growth as it responds to shifting 
participant, policy, social and structural needs and contexts. Indeed, we would argue that 
the multidimensional epistemological and methodological positions and processes of this 
longitudinal project collapse distinctions between pedagogy, curriculum development, 
project management, activism, and policy formation (Cooper 2014; Higher Education 
Funding Council for England 2014; Mountz, Moore, and Brown 2008; O’Neill and 
Burns 2020). As such, the strand of the reflexive research on the Irish language which 
we focus on in this paper needs to be seen, and, indeed, may only be methodologically 
coherent when positioned as part of the responsive and participatory whole of the 
wider learning project of Turn to Teaching.

In order to explore the development and impact of the Irish language curriculum on 
the Foundation Cert, we adopted a mixed methods approach which sits within, and 
complements, other pedagogic, research, and project management activities of Turn to 
Teaching. Ethical approval was granted from MU’s Social Research Ethics Subcommittee 
(approval number: 2435072). Participants were inclusive of students (Table 1) and staff 
(Table 2) of the Foundation Cert and were purposefully selected. Pseudonyms have been 
used to protect the student participants’ anonymity, while the academic staff are ident
ified by their respective roles within the programme.
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It may also be useful to make clear that the staff cohort identified here as participants 
were, and are, also the people leading Turn to Teaching’s development and research. 
Indeed, the collective and collaborative nature of the project in general is reflected in 
the research and authorship behind this paper which draws from a range of internal sta
keholders across several departments which, in this instance, are very involved and 
engaged in programme development in general but in the curricular developments 
around the Irish language in particular. As a reflexive and responsive research project, 
the knowledge emerging is constantly emergent and co-constructed, inductively, from 
the inside of the work with participants, staff and partners. Scholarship associated with 
reflexive modes of evaluation such as Brookfield’s (2017) four lenses or Cooper’s 
(2014) ideas on participatory modes of transformative evaluation, allows us to constantly 

Table 1. Student participants’ profiles.
Pseudonym Prior Educational Attainment Destination

Current Foundation Cert Student Cohort
Tara Leaving Certificate Bachelor of Education
Bella Level 8 Degree Professional Master of Education (Primary)
Joan Leaving Certificate Bachelor of Education
Cora Leaving Certificate Bachelor of Education
Ava Leaving Certificate Bachelor of Education
Jack Level 8 Degree Professional Master of Education (Primary)
Makena Leaving Certificate Bachelor of Education

Graduates of Foundation Cert
Sorcha Leaving Certificate Bachelor of Arts
Olivia Leaving Certificate Bachelor of Education
Charlotte Leaving Certificate Bachelor of Education
Alice Level 5, Special Needs Assistant Training 

Programme
Bachelor of Arts

Ruby Leaving Certificate Bachelor of Education
Fiadh Level 9 Degree Bachelor of Education (Deferred entry)
Nessa Leaving Certificate Bachelor of Education
Sadie Level 8 Degree Graduate of Professional Master of Education 

(Primary)
Mia Leaving Certificate Bachelor of Education
Chloe Leaving Certificate Bachelor of Education
Ellie Further Education Award Holder Bachelor of Education
Róisín Level 5, Special Needs Assistant Training 

Programme
Bachelor of Education

Table 2. Staff participants’ profiles.
Title Role within Turn to Teaching

Director of Turn to Teaching Overall responsibility for the development and implementation of 
the Turn to Teaching project, and contributor to the on-going 
development and evaluation of the Irish language programme.

Foundation Cert Co-ordinator Overall responsibility for academic affairs on the Foundation Cert, 
and contributor to the on-going development and evaluation of 
the Irish language programme.

Tutor A Tutor on the Irish language programme, and contributor to its on- 
going development and evaluation.

Tutor B Tutor on the Irish language programme, and contributor to its on- 
going development and evaluation.

Director of Lárionad na Gaeilge/ The Centre for Irish 
Language Research, Teaching and Testing

Contributor to the on-going development and evaluation of the 
Irish language programme.

Lecturer in the Froebel Department of Primary and 
Early Childhood Education

Contributor to the on-going development and evaluation of the 
Irish language programme.
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frame and re-frame what is emerging from different perspectives and mitigates against 
our own individual biases.

As required by participating PATH 1 projects, participants were asked to self-identity 
which target group(s) they belonged to when they applied for the course initially. The 
target groups for PATH 1 were those named in the 2015–2019 National Access Plan 
(HEA 2015), namely: 

. entrants from socio economic groups that have low participation in HE;

. first time, mature student entrants;

. students with disabilities;

. part-time/flexible learners;

. FE award holders;

. Irish Travellers5

It is important to acknowledge that while these categorisations allow for a national tar
geted focus on those most under-represented in teaching, we must also be aware that the 
use of such uncritical, and one-dimensional categories risks the danger of dismissing 
differences between people in politically and socially damaging ways (Blackmore 2006, 
191) and neglects to highlight the intersectionality and spectrum of inequality at play. 
In response to these concerns, the programme’s application process and curriculum 
placed a strong emphasis on creating open-ended spaces for applicants to articulate 
their own identity(ies) and in this way challenged understandings and idealisation of 
race, gender and other social differences and categories as fixed identities.

Tables 1 and 2 provide a thin portrait of the 19 student participants’ prior educational 
attainment prior to entry to the Foundation Cert and their destination on completion, 
and a profile of the six staff participants, who are also authors of this paper. While we 
primarily draw on the qualitative experiences of students and staff, we also draw on quan
titative data on student retention and progression into, through, and beyond the Foun
dation Cert. This mixed-method approach to this evaluative and developmental research 
adds insights and understanding that might be missed when only a single method is used 
(Johnson and Onwuegbuzie 2004).

To afford primacy to the voices and lived experiences of the programme’s students and 
staff, open-ended focus groups and individual interviews were used (Kvale and Brink
mann 2009; Lichtman 2013). Two student focus groups were conducted: one focus 
group was conducted with seven students who were in the latter stages of their studies 
on the Foundation Cert, and the other student focus group was comprised of three 
graduates of the programme. As part of the project’s wider research and evaluation pro
cesses, semi-structured research conversations were held with 12 graduates of the Foun
dation Cert (three of this cohort also participated in the student focus group comprised 
of graduates of the Foundation Cert). These research conversations also provided a rich 
insight into students’ experiences of the Irish module and its influence on them as 
student teachers and emerging teachers of the language. Focus groups were held with 
the six academics involved in the development and teaching of the Foundation Cert 
and its on-going evaluation.

The focus groups and interviews were transcribed verbatim, and data were themati
cally analysed by the research team. A second analysis and synthesis was then conducted 
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to identify common and contrasting themes in the participants’ experiences across the 
student and staff cohorts.

Findings

The findings of this study are a product of its mixed-method approach which attends to 
reporting quantitative data on student recruitment, retention and progression, and the 
more qualitative, reflexive and participatory methods which articulate the lived experi
ences of the Foundation Cert’s students and staff.

Quantitative data

Applications to the Foundation Cert have grown year on year. Ongoing and developing 
partnership work with community and FE settings has helped increase applicant 
numbers from mature and FE student cohorts, although school leavers continue to rep
resent the programme’s largest applicant cohort. Of the 500 applications received for 
the programme in its first four years of existence, 102 were recruited across the then 
three streams. The restrictions on numbers recruited was due to a limitation on desti
nation pathways and Turn to Teaching’s continuing commitment to ensuring mean
ingful and guaranteed progression opportunities for successful graduates of the 
course. A significant majority of these applications (circa 90%) indicated a preference 
for primary ITE.

The immediately visible signs of the primary stream’s success are evident from the 
recruitment and progression data which identifies current students and graduates as of 
summer 2022 (Figure 2). The overwhelming majority of the 46 applicants who were 
recruited onto the primary stream of the Foundation Cert experienced intersectional 
and intergenerational socio-economic inequality. While the largest target group rep
resented on the Foundation Cert was the ‘entrants from socio-economic groups with 
low participation in HE’ cohort (n = 21, 46%), participants recorded in the other target 
groups also experienced intersectional and intergenerational socio-economic inequality. 

Figure 2. Participation and progression rates across target groups.
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The majority of students (n = 29, 63%) recruited onto the primary stream of the Foun
dation Cert had not achieved the Irish language entry requirements for primary ITE.

The vast majority of students (n = 42, 91%) graduated from the Foundation Cert, and 
80% (n = 37) of graduates were eligible to progress into primary ITE having achieved the 
required entry requirements for the three core subjects of maths, English and Irish 
(Figure 3). The majority of this cohort progressed into the Bachelor of Education 
(B.Ed.) degree (undergraduate). While the main emphasis of the primary stream of 
the Foundation Cert was on supporting first time third level students into the B.Ed., 
the programme was also committed to supporting the diversification of postgraduate 
primary ITE. Consequently, a small number of degree holders (n = 9) who had not pre
viously achieved the entry requirement in Irish were recruited onto the programme, with 
89% (n = 8) achieving the required results to progress to the Professional Master of Edu
cation (Primary). Many of the students that progressed onto Bachelor of Arts (BA) 
degrees retain(ed) (primary) teaching aspirations and while a BA degree, in itself, will 
not lead to a teaching qualification, it is the first necessary step for application to a 
range of postgraduate teacher education programmes in the primary, post-primary 
and FE sectors.

While the respective student cohorts are small, it is encouraging that there are strong 
progression rates across all the target groups and it is particularly pronounced amongst 
some of the groups most under-represented in primary teaching, namely: mature stu
dents, students with disabilities, and students from minority ethnic groups (not including 
Irish Travellers, who are named as a separate cohort). While ‘entrants from minority- 
ethic groups’ were not originally included as a target group for widening participation, 
they have since been included (HEA 2022) – regardless of this rather late inclusion in 
national strategy, the Turn to Teaching team were always conscious of this cohort and 
decided to report on this category due to the evidenced patterns of under-representation 
of minority ethnic groups in ITE in Ireland (Keane and Heinz 2016).6 It should also be 

Figure 3. Destination of Foundation Cert primary stream students.
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noted that all students in this cohort were also from socio-economic groups with low par
ticipation in HE. It is significant that these cumulative outcomes were achieved through a 
global pandemic, and the growing recognition of its disproportionate impact on already- 
disadvantaged groups that the Foundation Cert supports (Aontas 2020; Burke and 
Dempsey 2020; Burns, Colum, and O’Neill 2023; Crickley and Kenny 2020).

It is also becoming clear that the Foundation Cert and its Irish language competency 
module (Cumas na Gaeilge) puts its graduates into a strong position to succeed in 
primary ITE. The vast majority of the Foundation Cert graduates that started primary 
ITE (91%, n = 32) are progressing/have progressed successfully through their respective 
programmes.

Transformative experiences with the language

What emerged very strongly from the qualitative data is that student participants’ experi
ences of Irish on the Foundation Cert contrasted with their previous experiences in 
school. In particular, students were enthused by the passion tutors had for the language, 
which for many contrasted with their perceptions of their post-primary Irish teachers. 
Many students felt that the Foundation Cert supported them to grasp the basics of the 
language for the first time, which they attributed to a teaching approach that fostered 
understanding, language awareness, and learner autonomy. 

I think in school, you’re just literally learning stuff off … you don’t actually understand what 
you’re learning. Whereas now, like all the grammar, the origin of the roots … . I didn’t do 
any of that before, for five years in school. I never knew half of it because you’re just told 
what to learn. (Bella)

The use of engaging pedagogies and resources that encouraged active learning trans
formed many students’ relationships with the language. Many students considered 
their tutors’ investment in developing open, inclusive relationships with students as criti
cal to their changing relationship with the language. Feeling comfortable to ask questions 
was an articulation of their growing confidence in their language skills. 

We are not afraid to ask her [tutor] stupid questions, whereas if we were in school and asked 
stupid questions, it would be like ‘oh why do you not know that’. (Mia)

Both tutors on the programme were conscious of many participants’ prior problematic 
experiences with Irish learning and focused on building their damaged confidence, 
and developed curricula, pedagogies and resources that were responsive to students’ 
needs and helped alleviate some participants’ ‘fear’ of the language. 

I had just finished the Leaving Cert, but I actually didn’t understand any of that …  … to 
have such a fear of a language that you have been learning for 12 years. I remember 
feeling very vulnerable, just sitting there that first time and I was like, if she [tutor] asks 
me a question, I’m going to have to go back to what I rote learned for the oral[exam] …  
But after the summer, if [tutor] called on me in a class, I had no worries about attempting 
anything. (Mia)

Central to the student experience was reimagining Irish as a living language that had 
relevance in their lives. Many participants felt that the content of the TEG-based Irish 
language module and its connectedness to their everyday lives sparked their interest in 

12 G. BURNS ET AL.



the language, and helped them to develop the skills and confidence to use the language in 
everyday situations. 

You are talking about stuff you’re interested in. Like you’re talking about your past-times 
and stuff like that, stuff you’re interested in … I think it just helped me being able to talk 
about things I was interested in and to get other insights from what everybody else is inter
ested in. (Jack)

A number of participants referenced being encouraged to form their own opinions 
through Irish, and a growing confidence to engage with the language in a critical way. 

I think for the Leaving Cert … you’re taught to pass [the exam] and give opinions that you 
might not necessarily have but that’s what’s going to help you pass. Whereas this year, I’ve 
been taught how to actually formulate my own opinion using the language. (Tara)

Influence of the Foundation Cert on emerging ideas about teaching Irish

The pivotal role the Foundation Cert played in creating opportunities for student partici
pants to reflect on the teacher of Irish they wished to become in the future was high
lighted by many student participants. 

I think from doing Turn to Teaching I’ve witnessed how to teach Irish well and how to not 
teach it well. I think when I was in Turn to Teaching, we were encouraged to speak the 
language, there was engagement, there were class discussions. You weren’t just sitting in 
the classroom being spoken to and being told how to learn something. (Ellie)

Graduates of the Foundation Cert that had subsequently moved into primary ITE felt the 
Foundation Cert’s student-centred curriculum and pedagogies influenced how they teach 
the language on school placement. For some participants, their (re)engagement with 
Irish on the Foundation Cert stirred up conflicting emotions, and Ellie spoke of her 
ongoing fear of not passing Irish exams in primary ITE yet describes the joy she gets 
from teaching the language. The complex and sometimes contradictory relationships 
some participants have with the language is illuminated in Alice’s contribution. 
Despite the difficulties she experienced in passing exams at foundation cert and degree 
level, her determination to continue with her journey with the language has not 
wavered. She spoke about her unstinting desire to effect change as a teacher of the 
language, something she attributed to the space offered in the Foundation Cert to 
reflect on the type of teacher she would like to become in the future. 

It is like the process that I’m going through now, struggling with the Irish but really enjoying 
it … . I have plans … I don’t want to just learn Irish and then just leave it and don’t do any
thing about it, I want to make a difference … . I’m going to try and change, change it for 
other people. (Alice)

Shared starting points and the power of the group dynamic

The benefits of small class numbers, daily engagement with the language, and the pro
gramme’s commitment to relational and participative pedagogies was commended by 
students and staff alike. Both tutors highlighted the greater investment in differentiated 
instruction that smaller group size facilitated. Both students and staff felt that the time 
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students spent together meant they were comfortable participating in class and taking 
risks with the language without fear of embarrassment. The majority of student partici
pants came from similar social backgrounds, which Joan felt ‘made it easier to relate to 
each other’. This peer support was critical in helping students navigate their way through 
the year and the various challenges they encountered along the way. 

When you do Turn to Teaching, you’re like a family … Because there was so much blood, 
sweat, tears, happiness, joy, there were so many different emotions … the days were extre
mely long, it was intense, and we found out about each other and why people are here and 
we kind of understood our common ground … . There’s just a different connection that you 
have with people when you do Turn to Teaching. (Ellie)

The move to on-line learning in response to the Covid 19 pandemic, a consistent feature 
of the 2019–2020 and 2020–2021 programmes, was a challenging experience for many par
ticipants, and particularly for those with care and home-schooling responsibilities. 

It’s been really hard at times … because we were all at home online. I was a student, I was a 
mam, I was a secondary school teacher, I was everything all thrown into one. So, it was really 
hard to juggle … but we got there. (Róisín)

For other students, feelings of isolation impacted on their motivation levels, and many 
spoke about the challenge of not having access to suitable learning spaces at home. 
Nessa described how college and the support of her classmates got her through what 
was such a challenging time for her and others. 

It was hard going but it [Foundation Cert] was a lovely distraction in a shitty kind of a year. 
The fact that we had the first few weeks on campus gave us the chance to build a few 
relationships and … even though we were online, it still continued … we were still having 
the craic. (Nessa)

Despite these challenges, participants felt the on-line Irish classes worked well, owing to 
the quality of the teaching, the development of a suite of on-line resources, and the posi
tive group dynamic amongst students.

Challenges and areas for further development

As a programme still in its infancy, both staff and students identified some aspects of the 
Foundation Cert that require further development. In contrast to the traditional pathway 
into primary teaching, the Foundation Cert does not require minimum Irish language 
requirements for entry. This decision was positively received by the Turn to Teaching 
community of partner schools and advocacy groups and has contributed to the recruit
ment of a diverse student group. However, it also meant that students commenced the 
Foundation Cert with different levels of prior competency in Irish, a dynamic which 
created challenges for tutors in terms of how best to cater for students’ individual 
needs. The challenge was accentuated by the Covid-19 pandemic and its disruptive 
impact on Irish language learning in post-primary school. As a mature student, Ellie 
questioned if one year of Irish language learning was enough for some people, particu
larly for students who did not have a recent engagement with the language.

When considering this complex issue, the staff group spoke about the need to guard 
against judging people’s capability with the language on whether they have studied the 
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language in the recent past. Evidence suggests that individual differences such as 
language learning aptitude and motivation (Dörnyei 2005) as well as factors such as 
intensity of the language learning experience (Collins and White 2011; Netten and 
Germain 2004; Serrano and Muñoz 2007) can all have a significant impact on progress 
in language learning, allowing some learners to make significant progress in a short 
period of time in a supportive learning environment. 

There are some people that wouldn’t have had a recent engagement with Irish and have 
done very well … . There are always people who can thrive if the conditions are there for 
them to do so. I find that tricky, that line between standardising a programme and in the 
process actually losing the heart of it. (Director of Turn to Teaching)

The varied levels of prior competency made it challenging for programme developers 
to gauge how many teaching hours were necessary to support students to attain the 
required competency for entry to primary ITE. Owing to the challenges some students 
experienced achieving the progression standard in the first year of the Foundation 
Cert, there was a significant increase in teaching hours in later iterations of the pro
gramme. Teaching hours doubled from an initial four hours per week in 2018–2019 to 
eight hours per week in 2021–2022, which represented more than half of students’ timet
abled hours across the Foundation Cert. This increase in teaching hours ensured that stu
dents engaged with the language daily, something which the tutors felt supported their 
language development.

The Foundation Cert has a commitment to providing opportunities for language 
immersion, with a two-week funded placement in the Gaeltacht an integral part of the 
programme. However, as a result of the pandemic-related public heath restrictions, 
the Gaeltacht placements were cancelled for three successive years (2020–2022), which 
was significant considering that opportunities to speak the language is critical for 
actual language use (Government of Ireland 2010; Grin 2003). 

I believe in my heart of hearts that the best way to learn a language is through really intensive 
immersion … you could be learning Irish like so many people for 14 years in school and 
never really make any progress. But you could have two weeks in immersion … people 
could progress the same amount in two weeks as somebody else would in years … . The 
immersive experience works on two levels. There’s the attitude, when people feel that 
they have a social connection or they have a personal connection, it alters people’s percep
tion of the language, and the second thing is just cognitively. (Director of Lárionad na 
Gaeilge, the Centre for Irish Language Research, Teaching and Testing)

The importance of creating opportunities for students to speak Irish on a regular basis 
is intensified in light of student concerns that they had limited opportunities to speak 
Irish away from the university campus. The Foundation Cert has tried to be responsive 
to these challenges by creating informal, social opportunities for students to converse 
in Irish. There was also a consensus amongst the staff cohort that immersion does not 
have to be confined to trips to the Gaeltacht that are challenging for many participants 
to attend due to work and care commitments. The importance of creating and inte
grating immersion experiences longitudinally into the student experience was also 
stressed.

Many participants spoke about wishing to achieve as high a competency level as poss
ible so that they could teach the language well. A number of the staff group suggested that 
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observational opportunities in Irish-medium schools (Gaelscoileanna) could be incor
porated into future programmes7 and would serve the dual purpose of supporting 
language development within a pedagogical setting and provide invaluable opportunities 
for participants to begin to imagine themselves as future teachers of the language.

High-stakes assessment model
As stated previously, the Foundation Cert’s assessment and progression thresholds to 
primary ITE were developed with, and agreed by, the State’s DE. The TEG B1 exam is 
the programme’s exclusive form of assessment and acts as a gatekeeper to progression, 
ensuring that students have a sufficient level of proficiency in Irish to successfully pro
gress through ITE. Both students and staff acknowledged that this assessment provided 
an accurate barometer of students’ language proficiency and motivated students to make 
progress, but the terminal, high-stakes nature of the exam was also a source of anxiety 
and stress for some students. 

The things that I was working against … they knew at the end of it that this B1 [exam] was 
the be all or end all … and as much as I tried to convince the students that the yearlong, 
continuous work would stand to them, I couldn’t guarantee that. (Tutor A)

Jack and Bella felt the exam focus took ‘the fun’ out of the Foundation Cert, while Alice 
criticised what she perceived to be the ‘pass or fail’ dimension to the exam process. Char
lotte talked about feeling ‘devastated’ when she failed the exam initially, but that the 
strength of her teaching ambitions was critical in sustaining her motivation during the 
resit process. 

I remember I failed it the first time, I thought that’s it. I was devastated. And then I was 
coming in during July to prepare for the repeat, and I remember thinking to myself, like 
I knew there was the arts course [BA], and I was like, that’s not what I want. I want to 
do this [primary teaching]. And I worked so hard … . I’ve never felt such relief in my life 
[when she passed the resit]. (Charlotte)

Students who failed to achieve 50% in the TEG B1 exam, and in preparation for the resit 
of the exam, were offered the opportunity to avail of an intensive Irish language summer 
programme that consisted of on-campus classes, on-line supports, and individualised/ 
differentiated language learning supports and plans. If students of the Foundation Cert 
fail to reach the required standard in the resits, they have the option of moving 
forward in their educational journey by progressing into a Bachelor of Arts degree 
with the possibility of accessing primary ITE through the postgraduate pathway. Alice 
was one such student and spoke about how her love for the language sustained her 
when she failed to progress into primary ITE through the Foundation Cert pathway.

Some participants felt that there was a disconnect between the terminal nature of the 
assessment and Turn to Teaching’s values. The staff group acknowledged that a tension 
currently exists between the diverse learning needs of the students and the need to satisfy 
entry requirements to primary ITE through exam performance only; however, they also 
felt it important to retain the TEG B1 exam and certification as it affirms students’ com
petency in the language and ensures that students leave the Foundation Certificate with a 
sufficient level of proficiency in Irish to allow them to succeed as they progress through 
ITE and into their careers as primary teachers.
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Charlotte, a Foundation Cert graduate who has moved on to a BEd in primary teacher 
education, felt that the current assessment model is limiting in its focus and because of its 
exclusive focus on assessing language proficiency. The programme staff, while highlight
ing the importance of valid proficiency assessment, acknowledged the limits of the 
current approach to capture student participation, attitudinal change and engagement 
with the language. There was a shared desire amongst students and staff to broaden 
the assessment approach and consensus that an appropriate balance could be achieved 
by moving towards a hybrid model that would retain a TEG B1 final exam for the assess
ment of language proficiency, but complement it with continuous, task-based assessment 
to monitor engagement and progress, and to provide opportunities for feedback and 
reflection throughout the academic year.

Discussion and conclusion

The strong retention and progression rates amongst the Foundation Cert graduate cohort 
in primary ITE indicates that the Irish language module puts progressing students into a 
strong position as they embark on primary ITE. In the context of the on-going redevelop
ment of the Leaving Certificate Irish language curriculum (NCCA 2019; 2023), the 
student experience on the Foundation Cert points to the transformative impact of the 
communicative approach to language teaching, learning and assessment adopted on 
the programme. In line with research that identifies a low stress, highly motivating learn
ing context as central to facilitating language learning and encouraging learner autonomy 
(Dörnyei and Csizér 1998; Ushioda 1996), the programme’s engaging and ‘caring’ peda
gogies were critical in supporting students to overcome their fear of the language. 
Undoubtedly, small class sizes and generous timetabling contribute to students’ academic 
success and their attitudinal transformation towards Irish. The student participants 
recognised that the main goal of the Irish language competency module was not to 
solely prepare students for success in an examination, but to enable them to use the 
language effectively in their academic, professional, and social lives.

The Irish language work on the Foundation Cert was influenced in its development by 
the 20-year strategy for the Irish language (Government of Ireland 2010) which identifies 
the co-presence of ability, opportunity, and positive attitudes as critical for actual 
language use. While the findings highlight the on-going challenges the programme 
faces in terms of creating opportunities for students to engage with the language 
outside of the classroom, the reflexive spaces created on the Foundation Cert supported 
students to overcome the fear of the language that many had internalised during school
ing and helped them to begin to see its relevance in their daily lives. However, a perceived 
tension between the Foundation Cert’s orientating values associated with transformative 
education and the terminal nature of the programme’s assessment, which is attentive to 
entry requirements to primary ITE, was also identified as an area requiring further con
sideration and development.

It is also apparent that the one-year Irish competency module is challenging, and the 
impact of the pandemic on language-based learning exacerbated this issue. One of the 
diversity-impacts of a challenging learning experience in Irish is that recruitment can 
be biased towards those who appear to have the best chance to succeed on the one- 
year programme. The ‘safest bet’ applicants are generally recent school leavers sitting 
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and doing relatively well in higher level Leaving Certificate Irish. However, the 
relaunched programme for 2023–2024 has already implemented some of the learning 
from this research with the creation of a recruitment and progression working group 
made up of partners across MU. One of the early achievements of this group has been 
to devise a Foundation Cert that is now exclusively focused on primary ITE progression. 
A new recruitment process was also piloted and developed for the 2023–2024 and 2024– 
2025 cohorts and includes a carefully designed and participative ‘taster’ day, which allows 
staff to gain insights into applicants’ existing ability in Irish, as well as their capacity and 
motivation to engage with the demands of the programme’s Irish curriculum. This 
process models recruitment as widening participation through the innovative ways in 
which it incorporates aspects of guidance, language competency assessment, outreach 
and engaged pedagogy.

While there are high progression rates amongst mature students, up until 2022 the 
majority of this cohort were degree holders whose primary teaching ambitions had 
not been fulfilled previously due to challenges around attaining the Irish language 
entry requirements to primary ITE, and financial barriers associated with postgraduate 
ITE study for students from lower socio-economic groups (Keane and Heinz 2015). 
The one-year Irish competency module is a much more challenging achievement for 
mature students who have been out of education for some time, and out of reach com
pletely for applicants with little or no Irish language experience (i.e. migrants).

The staff focus groups concentrated on developing solutions to alleviate this identified 
access bottleneck to primary ITE and move away from a ‘one size fits all’ approach. 
Drawing on evaluations of the Foundation Cert, recruitment processes over the past 
four years, and student and staff experiences; the creation of more diverse and differentiated 
pathways into primary ITE would benefit many applicants and potentially widen the diver
sity profile of this cohort. Pathways from FE and community spaces into the Foundation 
Cert and/or direct routes from FE into primary ITE would have the capacity to meet 
people where they are at with Irish and be responsive to those most under-represented 
of groups who may require a longer engagement with Irish than the current one-year pro
gramme. This approach would also move the work away from being so heavily focused in 
the Foundation Cert, which currently runs the risk of positioning it as ‘make or break’ 
opportunity and all the associated pressures and stress that student participants reported.

The need for such pathways to be flexible and responsive to individual needs and cir
cumstances was also emphasised, amidst some concerns that a FE-ITE pathway would 
make the journey longer, more expensive, and more distant for the most under-rep
resented of groups. In this regard, the staff group proposed that those with the required 
Irish language competency for entry to primary ITE could be supported to progress 
directly from FE into primary ITE through undergraduate and/or postgraduate routes. 
This proposed model feeds into current national policy discourses sparked by the 
ongoing NCCA’s Senior Cycle Review, which in its Consultation Document, is critical 
of a current overemphasis on a single pathway and is advocating strongly for the need 
for more flexible and diverse pathways into HE (NCCA 2019). Indeed, diversification 
of pathways into HE is also a core strategic goal of the government’s unified tertiary 
system policy (DFHERIS 2022).

Based on staff reflections on the recruitment process, and in line with studies into the 
student pre-university experience on PATH 1 projects (Burns, Colum, and O’Neill 2023; 
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Keane, Heinz, and Lynch 2018; Kelly-Blakeney and Kennedy 2023; Ryan 2023), the type 
of guidance experienced by those from target groups in their prior formal education is 
frequently limiting. Such experiences are particularly problematic for people from 
diverse and under-represented groups, given their reliance on school-based guidance, 
as their families and wider social networks often have little or no experience or knowl
edge of HE (Finnegan et al. 2019). There was a consensus amongst the staff group that 
any future model of Irish language work should place language assessment and guidance 
at its core, so that people who hold teaching aspirations can reflect on the various path
ways open to them and make well informed decisions about their educational and occu
pational future.

The work of this widening participation project is at an exciting juncture. Already, the 
Turn to Teaching community of practitioners are starting to learn from the findings of 
this research and are working to enhance student experience and success with Irish 
language learning by attending to developments, not just within the formal curriculum 
of the programme, but also around its edges through outreach with FE and the under
graduate population and through the development of robust, student-centred recruit
ment and pathway processes which ensure the widest possible engagement with a 
diverse range of people who aspire to becoming a primary school teacher.

Notes

1. CAO points for entry to the four largest Bachelor of Education programmes in 2023 ranged 
from 477 to 498, with an average of 490 points required in the Leaving Certificate exam to 
gain entry to one of these programmes (Careers Portal n.d.). Only 26.9% of Leaving Certifi
cate students in 2023 achieved 490+ points (CAO n.d.).

2. While the minimum Leaving Certificate grade required in English and maths is a H7 (30%+ 
on a Higher-Level paper) or O4 (60%+ on an Ordinary Level paper), the minimum require
ment for Irish is H4 (60%+ on a Higher-Level paper).

3. 65%+ in a Teastas Eorpach na Gaeilge (TEG) oral Irish exam at lower intermediate level, B1 
(Teastas Eorpach na Gaeilge n.d.).

4. Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools (DEIS) (DES 2017a) is the Irish State’s action 
plan for educational inclusion and co-ordinates the services, supports and resources that 
target educational inequality in Irish education.

5. The most recent National Access Plan collapses the ‘priority groups’ into three core cohorts 
(social disadvantage; Irish Traveller and Roma communities; people with disabilities) but 
also broadens the widening participation perspective by expanding, within the first 
cohort, and naming specific groups that experience social disadvantage to include, for 
example, people from ethnic minorities, refugees, carers, victims of domestic violence, 
people with criminal convictions and more (HEA 2022).

6. It should also be noted that the overwhelming whiteness of the teaching profession across all 
sectors in Ireland has not explicitly been identified as a focus to be addressed in any iter
ations of these teacher diversity policy initiatives.

7. Such immersion experiences in Irish medium schools were introduced in the re-launched 
Foundation Cert in 2023/24.
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