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E: TEACHING AND
NO POOR MOUTHING HER
LEARNING IRISH BY MEANS OF A NOVEL

Brendan M. Kane, Donald McNamara, and Ken McIndoe
Princeton, N.J

Teaching and learning a less-commonly taught liﬁeg:iigge ::gul;ﬁ
fraught with problems of ﬁndlpg a vemic, ge:)sed 2 s
interested people, and surmounting obstacles 1‘)3 s oy one
levels of interest or ability. A method that‘has een by one
oup i to read a novel written in the Irish language, taking
g{0u£ lcl)sok(;t iterns such as grammar or usage c_mly wl}en nec;:iaer;(
ftzoosec:iplml‘ the author’s meaning, but mostly just Fryn:ﬂ%i (::)e e 2
o0d time while studying the language. In lhl? a ek ,ht ree
. bers of this group, two of whom hayc also “g e
izflgi:age in formal classes, discuss the sessions as well as

strategy behind them.

Brendan M. Kane

This is a brief report on Irish 1anguage:. mstrucgc;?nec;\rgz?;ltz
vailable in Princeton, N.J. Classes for begmpers an e
. ts have been provided through the Princeton Adu chool
S;’uf\]g)]—s—a ?:ommunity-based adult education program l:mt atl:fl il:lzn
i e s 0T e kly at Princeton Univessity.
i i at mee i i
gllst}t:oxrfa}?ltl}z% grrgsg r;eets in facilities provided by the_uplvggs::ti;z[;
there isg no formal affiliation be?ween the two, an;lN parr:izg:aoncc "
the meetings is open to the wider commumty. e e aroon
week for two hours during the acadcn'nc ye?r. CurreT y oy
is reading Myles na gCopafen’st(Bga?S}?golzgfl;nagr:) oBren
1 Bé i e to fin .
i B BZ%?:, X’ll:ll:;tg\;;eth;l; is no college- or univers1ty-base;11
$€lﬂ€st§f, in l;*ish in the Princeton area, it is hoped that"chrougl
m\?tmcumbinatiUn of community resources and ‘ mforrpa
thlfanizzglon the means exist to provide for all levels ot'" mstrutctt:)on
?ﬁhe language. Perhaps this example may be of some interes
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those involved in the teaching of Irish but who live in areas not
served by a third-tevel institution,

Since we are rather fortunate in Princeton to have the PAS
classes, I will instead focus here on the reading group as an
example of how, in an area where limited formal means of training
are available, one can offer Irish-language instruction to students
whose levels of knowledge run from intermediate to near-literacy.
The group came together through the work of Paul Muldoon, poet
and Princeton professor and myself. I came to Princeton—where 1
am currently a Ph.D. candidate in the history department—fresh
off completing an M.Phil. in Irish Studies at NUI Galway. 1 was
eager both to teach Irish and, more selfishly, to become involved
with other Gaeilgeoir in an effort to stave off any deterioration of
my new-found competency in the language. While the university
offers little in the way of courses or activities relating to Irish
studies or culture—thus rendering it difficult to gauge the level of
interest/competency in Irish within the university community—
Mr. Muldoon and | were convinced that between town and gown
we would find sufficient interest to justify organizing such a

project. A few fliers here, an advertisement there, and the odd

radio plug generated a surprisingly large initial meeting, about a
dozen people.

The levels went from complete beginner to near-native
fluency. This was purely an organizational meeting and the
immediate concern was how to cater to the varying levels of
proficiency. After some ili-starred attempts to work collectively on
songs and poems, it was decided that a group such as this would
benefit most by working for some time on one text—a novel. This
decision arose for a number of reasons. First and foremost was the
continuity provided from week to week. During the first meetings
of this group one of us would arrange to provide copies of poems
or songs for translation. Given that few people lived in the
immediate vicinity of the university, it proved difficult to pre-
distribute texts. Thus people would come to the meeting and face
the unpleasant task of sight-translating what were at times rather
daunting texts. Consequently we determined that the best approach
was to take the surprise out of our weekly sessions and work on
one long text that was readily available for purchase. Moreover
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working on a novel somewhat solved the question of how 1o
accommodate different levels of proficiency: those with relative
fluency could try their hands at translating on the fly, while less
advanced students could spend as much time as they wished
preparing between sessions. Finishing a novel also provides a
sense of accomplishment and psychological boost not attainable
through reading poetry, or even short stories, and thus offered a
good organizing goal to the group. Along similar lines, we
believed that reading an imporiant and well-known piece of
twentieth-century literature would also appeal to those who may
have heard much about Myles, perhaps had even read him in
translation, and yet had never had the confidence to tackle his

work in the original.

This method has worked relatively well. During our
sessions we simply take turns reading aloud and translating. I have
been particularly pleased at the way in which the structure has
accommodated members with varying levels of knowledge. As
hoped, those for whom the text is rather difficult have used the
time between sessions to have a go at the text themselves,
dictionaries and grammars at the ready. Come meeting time, they
are able to try out their translations, ask questions about gramumar,
etc. And for those who can read fairly proficiently, by not studying
the material prior to the meeting they have the opportunity to test
their reading comprehension of unseen texts. Moreover, the novel
has provided exactly the sort of continuity for which [ had hoped. |
am well aware that this is only a pastime for most and that on
account of work schedules, family demands and so on people are
not always able to make the weekly meetings. Therefore, 1 send
out a general e-mail detailing where we stopped and any
questions/puzzlers discussed. That way those who may have been
absent can still keep current with whatever progress has been
made and jump right back into the mix come the next week.

September 2001 will mark ‘the second year of the
Princeton Irish reading group. We are confident that the model is
in place through which an interested leamer could advance from
no knowledge whatsoever to reading literacy in a town that offers
no formal third-level instruction in Irish. And while I hope to see
just that sort of progression in the future, 1 will be satisfied in the
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meanti i :

facir?gn?l: c;fﬁ?urhexpiﬂe“ces may be of some value to others
icult task of trying to turn initial i ¢ 10 ot

long-term study and anoymzll]t,g m initial interest in Irish into

Donald McNamara

Th . .
Wa: 22?1?1?; é)lfn An Béal Bochtl was a felicitous one for me, because [
ras conet asg £:ny Ph.D. dlss,ertation, which included a study of
e ook 88 part of O’Nolan’s oeuvre. I confined m
Gisseration 06;1 ; ebEnghsh~language version of the book, The Poo::"
s re;camh b)tr ;scausc language was not the primary focus of
my resea ut also because the Irish-language version i i
cult for those who are not fluent Irish speakers e

cniched my v inexprtation or A Béa Ao, it 1 o
éal Bocht, and 1
?;;;e i?i‘:-l rr?':tliz to ;nhance the reading for the others by sﬁf&gl
orstand s n. ?r certain passages that were difficult to
i know;;le (0) , Wthl’} even gave Brendan a great deal of
sense of” the text.g Fog\I Eg(l:;\;lg ugi(]ﬁglse?mted Clh&:ilpfUI ol Do
' f the . X an intended A4 ]
Tasngu:;:t:;gl% Ttatlre, not qf native Irish speakers ilﬁegi‘fgggé
pnguage atd 1:19. l:lrtla §nthu51_asts who valorized poverty as an ideal
- theif drlsh during wcc_ekend trips to the Gaeltacht but
bt curing {h ;y—to—da){ business. O’Nolan was angered
admirati,on iy t}s:uck‘ enthusiasts expressed the most profound
oo of thee ish language, they had only a rudimentary
ot lvocabulary and grammar and, much worse, had
no feeling | ast‘-: Cz;l’lguage. Tl}ey saw Irish as a means of hoiding
on to tim a]})of,h' N‘?l'f‘“ envisioned Irish as part of an exciting
aluions o virually any topic, ncien or oden Bessies of o
‘ ‘ , modern. Becaus i
lc‘l:fslgzdtc; itcl;l:ﬁtne hl; readersh:p to a select audience, (;1321113113
Bocht or to autl?or?;;tznigninglsles};lag guagen‘;’efSiDIl Nonth s
‘ 0 so
:?Etlgiz ]??Illy aﬁer‘his death in 1966). He pflrpﬁsgl(;o:r?ﬁttﬁhk\:: ,
ek foa;c:;ssﬂﬂ‘e to any but the most proficient speakers, andp
speaking Sm)l/se! , 1 can say he succeeded quite well. havé
otined yF gg’ es as Irish-language teacher and learner in the
ng Forum” of the 2000 issue of the Journal of Celtic
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ing, and I can only hope that,‘ now that my

gggtg:rgfg:ugsf ;1’;5 goncluded, I can df:vpt: nEz:t tga:;.leli;og lzagr;;?e%
i 1 am optimistic '

th:\s?l:)gfutigee.lanlgu?gles’\:flilﬁnl;elp me geall more effectiyely with ;:1 n
%réal Bocht, the study of which }m!l in tctlmlt ﬁ};:;\;sg m};
proficiency in an Ghaeilge. All of this is aimed a ed hancing
Irish-language ability both for my own edification an
a better teacher. That is the plan, anyway.

Ken McIndoe

1 was cerlainly quite nervous about joiltlling1 the Irish r“e,;l;lix:ig glr;;g
i f the language
at Princeton. My knowledge o aguage Shay
i ach Yourself Iris
intance with about seven chapterls of Te :
2?1?111;:111&1 of Buntiis Cainte from attendmg classcs' at the Pru}ceetlcég
Adult School. I did have a keen interest 1n learning more, u_Ous
by several visits to Ireland, where I _hlz:d heargx:;lfo;rg‘s::;h .
spoken in Connemara. So with some (
}2?r%§;gihep group. Thank goodness for the l?]ngll’mhd-lanﬁzaga(;
i Ip me through the hard parts,
version of the chosen book to help id part, 55
i i from the other members in
well as for the kindly assistance n e
’ i k several hours but afte
oup. Each week’s preparation too
%vrhilg it became somewhat easier—though I qannot say as much
for my reading ability, which needs more practice.

The experience of leamning in this manner dhtz;:» :tzf;n
wonderful, the pressure was not as great as I feared, an ! e Oug
line kept my interest. I am looking forward to the gr

continuing to get together.
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Book Review

Gruffudd, Heini, 2000. Cymraeg Da: A4 Welsh Grammar Jor
Learners, Talybont:

Y Lolfa. 312 pp. ISBN 0-86243-503-X.

Gruffudd, Heini. 2000. Ymarferion Cymraeg Da. T alybont: Y
Lolfa. ISBN

0-86243-533-1. (Companion booklet).

"Mae't Gymraeg bellach yn dibynnu ar y rhai sy'n ei dysgu yn ail
iaith yn ein hysgolion. Bydded ir fyddin honno amihau a
chryfhau."("Welsh depends now on those who are learning it as a
second language in our schools. May that army increase and
strengthen.") With these words (Foreword, page 5), Heini
Gruffudd dedicates his new grammar and exercise manual for the
Welsh learner and reaffirms his unflagging zeal for the language.
Gruffudd has been an ardent promoter of the Welsh language and
Welsh social causes, and he has authored a number of successful

books including Welsh is Fun, Welcome to Welsh, and Welsh
Learner's Dictionary.

While most of his previous books have targeted beginners,
Cymraeg Da aims at learners of intermediate or even advanced
proficiency. Gruffudd indicates in his foreword that the units can
be covered sequentially, by the intermediate student for whom
much of the material may be new, or thematically, by the
advanced student who wishes to review a particular topic. The
very detailed table of contents will prove essential in locating the
various places in the book where a given topic is treated. Cymraeg
Da would undoubtedly work well in an intermediate classroom
setting, and a number of oral exercises are designed for small-
group or pair work on topics such as pollution or drugs. On the
other hand, the intermediate student working without a teacher
might find the book somewhat difficult to use, in part because all
grammatical explanations are in Welsh; the use of English is
limited to translating idioms and glossing example sentences.
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