
New	
  Speakers,	
  New	
  Perspectives?	
  

North	
  American	
  Students	
  &	
  Irish	
  Language	
  Revitaliza:on	
  



The	
  New	
  Speaker	
  
• Non-­‐na:ve	
  speakers	
  of	
  minority	
  languages	
  who	
  
self-­‐iden:fy	
  as	
  fluent	
  
•  ‘Neo-­‐speaker’,	
  ‘Second	
  language	
  learner’,	
  ‘L2’,	
  
‘Second	
  language	
  speaker’,	
  ‘adult	
  learner’,	
  
‘Neofalantes’	
  

• Generally	
  an	
  urban,	
  middle	
  class	
  profile	
  
•  Language	
  Varie:es	
  



An	
  Nuachainteoir	
  
• More	
  than	
  competency	
  alone	
  

•  ‘(N)a:ve	
  speakers	
  have	
  tended	
  to	
  be	
  seen	
  in	
  
opposi:on	
  to	
  second	
  language	
  speakers	
  as	
  the	
  
repository	
  and	
  guardians	
  of	
  the	
  ‘true’	
  or	
  
‘authen:c’	
  language,	
  the	
  model	
  seMer	
  or,	
  in	
  
Chomskyan	
  terms,	
  the	
  ‘ideal’	
  speaker.’	
  (O’Rourke	
  
&	
  Ramallo,	
  2011)	
  

• Ques:ons	
  regarding	
  authen:city,	
  ownership	
  and	
  
legi:macy	
  



Signi9icance	
  
•  A	
  difficult	
  role	
  but	
  a	
  necessary	
  one	
  

•  ‘While	
  it	
  is	
  unlikely	
  that	
  a	
  language	
  can	
  survive	
  without	
  na:ve	
  
speakers,	
  in	
  minority	
  language	
  contexts	
  the	
  genera:on	
  of	
  non-­‐
na:ve	
  speakers	
  who	
  can	
  become	
  ‘new	
  speakers’	
  of	
  the	
  
languages	
  can	
  play	
  an	
  important	
  role	
  in	
  the	
  process	
  of	
  
language	
  revitaliza:on.	
  Such	
  new	
  speakers	
  can	
  re-­‐ini:ate	
  the	
  
process	
  of	
  intergenera:onal	
  transmission	
  in	
  the	
  home	
  and	
  
community	
  and	
  thus	
  have	
  the	
  poten:al	
  to	
  create	
  new	
  
genera:ons	
  of	
  na:ve	
  speakers.’	
  (O’Rourke	
  &	
  Ramallo,	
  154)	
  



Methodology	
  
• Focus	
  Groups	
  
• Current	
  students	
  of	
  Irish	
  at	
  a	
  beginners’	
  
level	
  (Not	
  New	
  Speakers..yet)	
  

• 18-­‐24	
  
• First	
  Year	
  of	
  Irish	
  instruc:on	
  in	
  the	
  
University	
  
• ‘Language	
  Ownership	
  in	
  an	
  Irish	
  Language	
  
Classroom’	
  -­‐	
  Dr.	
  BernadeMe	
  O’Rourke	
  



Prior	
  Impressions	
  
•  S1,	
  R6:	
  I	
  heard	
  it	
  was	
  a	
  really	
  confusing	
  language,	
  
didn’t	
  really	
  make	
  a	
  whole	
  lot	
  of	
  sense.	
  

•  S2,	
  R4:	
  …everybody	
  said	
  it	
  was	
  going	
  to	
  be	
  really,	
  
really	
  hard	
  and	
  that	
  it	
  was	
  going	
  to	
  have	
  no	
  use.	
  	
  

•  S2,	
  R1:	
  It’s	
  not	
  as	
  difficult	
  as	
  everybody	
  said	
  it	
  
was.	
  I	
  mean,	
  it’s	
  not	
  easy,	
  but	
  it’s	
  not	
  as	
  
outrageously	
  hard	
  as	
  some	
  people	
  said	
  it	
  was.	
  



Prior	
  Impressions	
  
•  S1,	
  R7:	
  	
  Like,	
  honestly,	
  when	
  I	
  saw	
  it	
  on	
  the	
  list	
  of	
  choices,	
  
I	
  s:ll	
  thought	
  it	
  was	
  a	
  dead	
  language.	
  

•  S1,	
  R4:	
  …I	
  thought	
  it	
  was	
  a	
  dead	
  language	
  too.	
  

•  	
  S2,	
  R2:	
  People	
  (in	
  America)	
  think	
  it’s	
  a	
  dead	
  language.	
  

•  	
  S1,	
  R3:	
  I	
  also	
  thought	
  it	
  was	
  like,	
  like	
  La:n,	
  like	
  
something	
  that	
  people	
  didn’t	
  actually	
  speak,	
  um,	
  like	
  as	
  a	
  
na:ve	
  tongue.	
  So	
  I	
  was	
  surprised	
  to	
  learn	
  that.	
  



Ideology	
  
•  S2,	
  R2:	
  It	
  is	
  the	
  ul:mate	
  fun-­‐fact	
  conversa:on	
  
starter.	
  But,	
  I	
  don’t	
  know,	
  its	
  kind	
  of	
  cool.	
  I	
  mean,	
  
the	
  reason	
  I	
  took	
  it	
  was	
  because,	
  what	
  I	
  want	
  to	
  
do,	
  I	
  have	
  to	
  learn	
  a	
  lot	
  of	
  different	
  languages	
  
and	
  I	
  only	
  know	
  Spanish	
  before	
  this.	
  So,	
  I	
  figure	
  if	
  
I	
  can	
  learn	
  Gaelic,	
  I	
  can	
  learn	
  anything	
  and,	
  that	
  
way,	
  I	
  feel	
  a	
  lot	
  more	
  comfortable,	
  walking	
  into	
  a	
  
situa:on	
  where	
  I	
  can	
  say	
  I	
  can	
  learn	
  this	
  now.	
  If	
  I	
  
learned	
  Gaelic,	
  I	
  can	
  learn	
  this.	
  	
  



Native	
  Speaker	
  
•  I:	
  And,	
  as	
  you	
  men:on	
  it,	
  would	
  you	
  need	
  a	
  na:ve	
  speaker	
  or	
  just	
  a	
  fluent	
  
speaker	
  (as	
  an	
  instructor)?	
  

S1,	
  R2:	
  I	
  think	
  you	
  need	
  a	
  na:ve	
  speaker.	
  It’s	
  like,	
  umm,	
  my	
  son	
  in	
  high	
  school	
  
was	
  taking	
  French	
  but	
  his	
  French	
  teacher	
  was	
  from	
  Brazil	
  and	
  his	
  French	
  
accent	
  was,	
  you	
  couldn’t	
  take	
  that	
  to	
  France,	
  you’d	
  be	
  killed	
  for	
  speaking	
  
French	
  to	
  a	
  French	
  person	
  that	
  way.	
  They	
  don’t	
  want	
  to	
  hear	
  it	
  that	
  way.	
  

•  S1,	
  R6:	
  I	
  think,	
  I	
  think	
  technically	
  you	
  could	
  (learn	
  it)	
  in	
  America	
  like	
  I	
  said,	
  but	
  I	
  
think	
  it	
  would	
  be	
  much	
  beMer	
  to	
  actually,	
  to	
  actually	
  go	
  to	
  Ireland	
  and	
  be	
  
immersed	
  in	
  it.	
  

I:	
  With	
  a	
  na:ve	
  speaker?	
  

S1,	
  R6:	
  Oh	
  yes,	
  yes.	
  	
  



Potential	
  as	
  ‘New	
  Speakers’	
  
•  S2,	
  R2:	
  As	
  far	
  as	
  the	
  Gaelic	
  language	
  overall,	
  the	
  Irish	
  
language,	
  it’s	
  kind	
  of	
  cool.	
  I	
  mean,	
  it’s	
  something	
  that	
  I’m	
  
not	
  going	
  to	
  use	
  in	
  my	
  life.	
  I’ve	
  accepted	
  that	
  but	
  I	
  mean	
  
it’s	
  s:ll,	
  it’s	
  something	
  that’s	
  kind	
  of	
  fun	
  but	
  different.	
  

•  I:	
  So	
  you	
  think	
  you	
  will	
  con:nue	
  to	
  study	
  the	
  language?	
  

S2,	
  R6:	
  I	
  will,	
  yeah.	
  I	
  have	
  to	
  get	
  back	
  on	
  track	
  with	
  my	
  
computer	
  science	
  stuff	
  but	
  this	
  was	
  a	
  great	
  distrac:on.	
  



Potential	
  as	
  ‘New	
  Speakers’	
  
•  S1,	
  R5:	
  I’m	
  invested	
  in	
  it	
  now.	
  There’s	
  no	
  way	
  of	
  
geing	
  out,	
  yeah.	
  I	
  just,	
  no,	
  I	
  really,	
  I	
  enjoy	
  languages	
  
as	
  just	
  like	
  a	
  general.	
  I’ve	
  always	
  enjoyed	
  learning	
  
them	
  and	
  I’ve	
  never	
  been	
  quite	
  able	
  to	
  master	
  one	
  
as	
  I’ve	
  never	
  really	
  any	
  kind	
  of	
  dedicated	
  study.	
  And	
  
to	
  have	
  this	
  language,	
  that	
  appeals	
  to	
  me	
  on	
  so	
  
many	
  different	
  aspects,	
  on	
  so	
  many	
  different	
  levels,	
  
to	
  not	
  con:nue	
  with	
  it	
  would	
  seem	
  like	
  a	
  great	
  
disappointment	
  towards	
  myself	
  because	
  I’d	
  like	
  to	
  
think	
  I’ve	
  put	
  a	
  lot	
  of	
  work	
  into	
  learning	
  this	
  
language	
  and,	
  you	
  know,	
  discussing	
  it.	
  I	
  just,	
  I	
  want	
  
to	
  be	
  a	
  part	
  of	
  it,	
  not	
  just,	
  you	
  know,	
  in	
  name.	
  	
  



Resources	
  
•  S1,	
  R7:	
  I	
  think	
  you	
  need	
  to	
  hear	
  it	
  and	
  like	
  the	
  only	
  way	
  really	
  
is	
  like	
  the	
  internet,	
  I	
  guess.	
  

•  S1,	
  R4:	
  I,	
  like,	
  downloaded	
  two	
  dic:onary	
  apps	
  on	
  my	
  phone.	
  

S1,	
  R6:	
  They	
  suck.	
  

S1,	
  R4:	
  Yeah,	
  they	
  don’t	
  have	
  very	
  much.	
  	
  

•  S2,	
  R1	
  I	
  was	
  thinking	
  about	
  it	
  today	
  and	
  RoseMa	
  Stone	
  was	
  the	
  
only	
  op:on	
  that	
  came	
  to	
  mind,	
  umm,	
  so	
  I’d	
  really	
  like	
  to	
  s:ll	
  
have	
  it	
  a	
  few	
  years	
  from	
  now	
  but	
  I	
  don’t	
  know	
  how	
  I’d	
  go	
  
about	
  it.	
  



Opportunities	
  	
  
•  S2,	
  R2:	
  That’s	
  the	
  one	
  hard	
  thing	
  about	
  this	
  
language,	
  you	
  cannot	
  prac:ce	
  this	
  language	
  
without,	
  like,	
  talking	
  to	
  yourself	
  in	
  the	
  mirror.	
  It’s	
  
the	
  only	
  way.	
  

•  S2,	
  R4:	
  I’d	
  definitely	
  like	
  to	
  go	
  back	
  to	
  Ireland	
  and	
  
properly	
  be	
  able	
  to,	
  if	
  I	
  get	
  lost,	
  talk	
  to	
  people	
  in	
  
Irish	
  or	
  something	
  like	
  that.	
  But,	
  as	
  everyone	
  else	
  
was	
  saying,	
  I	
  don’t	
  know	
  if	
  there	
  are	
  too	
  many	
  
opportuni:es	
  in	
  America	
  to	
  con:nue	
  learning.	
  	
  



Potential	
  as	
  ‘New	
  Speakers’	
  
•  S1,	
  R5:	
  In	
  order	
  to,	
  kind	
  of,	
  make	
  the	
  transi:on	
  from	
  
Irish	
  being	
  a	
  purely	
  academic	
  pursuit,	
  like,	
  to	
  being	
  
able	
  to	
  read	
  it,	
  translate	
  it,	
  to	
  make	
  it	
  into	
  a	
  
language,	
  which	
  is	
  all	
  about	
  communica:on,	
  you	
  
need	
  someone	
  to	
  communicate	
  with,	
  you	
  need	
  
something	
  to	
  communicate.	
  It’s	
  geing	
  easier	
  in	
  
today’s	
  world	
  because	
  you	
  have	
  the	
  TG4	
  
documentaries	
  that	
  you	
  can	
  find	
  online	
  but	
  an	
  actual	
  
sort	
  of	
  conversa:on,	
  face-­‐to-­‐face,	
  is	
  something	
  that	
  
would	
  really	
  be	
  required	
  …….	
  because	
  otherwise	
  it’s	
  
just	
  the	
  academic	
  pursuit;	
  it’s	
  not	
  really,	
  like,	
  a	
  full-­‐
bodied	
  experience.	
  



Conclusions	
  
•  Awareness	
  of	
  the	
  Irish	
  language	
  among	
  students	
  is	
  limited.	
  

•  Opinions	
  among	
  students	
  regarding	
  the	
  study	
  of	
  Irish	
  in	
  American	
  Universi:es	
  would	
  
appear	
  to	
  be	
  very	
  favourable,	
  despite	
  widespread	
  assump:ons	
  that	
  the	
  language	
  is	
  
dead	
  and	
  very	
  difficult	
  to	
  learn.	
  

•  While	
  opinions	
  towards	
  the	
  language	
  are	
  generally	
  favourable,	
  students	
  are	
  divided	
  
about	
  the	
  ability	
  to	
  become	
  fluent	
  speakers	
  of	
  Irish	
  in	
  America.	
  	
  

•  Students	
  generally	
  believe	
  that	
  the	
  na:ve	
  speaker	
  is	
  the	
  ideal	
  speaker	
  and	
  appear	
  to	
  
disregard	
  the	
  significant	
  role	
  of	
  new	
  speakers	
  in	
  Irish	
  language	
  instruc:on.	
  

•  Students	
  do	
  not	
  feel	
  that	
  adequate	
  resources	
  are	
  available	
  to	
  them	
  for	
  independent	
  
learning	
  of	
  the	
  language	
  and	
  demonstrate	
  a	
  strong	
  desire	
  to	
  interact	
  with	
  other	
  
learners	
  outside	
  of	
  the	
  classroom.	
  

•  	
  	
  


