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A needs survey of overseas Irish language learners

Ronan Connolly1

Abstract. The vast majority of endangered languages are expected to have vanished 
from community use within one to two generations (Lackaff & Moner, 2016). 
One such language, Irish, may die out as a vernacular within a decade in the Irish-
speaking regions of Ireland (Ó Giollagáin & Charlton, 2015). However, there is 
growing interest in the Irish language overseas, particularly in the USA (Schwartz, 
2020). In this study, a survey was conducted with 92 respondents to identify the 
needs of learners living outside of Ireland. The findings of this needs assessment 
suggest that overseas Irish learners would benefit from the provision of an online 
Irish language community that connects members through communicative and 
collaborative language activities. Positioned in the context of similar developments 
and innovations internationally (e.g. Henry, Carroll, Cunliffe, & Kop, 2018), this 
research builds on existing literature in online sociocultural language learning.

Keywords: social learning, Irish language, design-based research, online language 
communities.

1.	 Introduction

The Irish language has been described as ‘definitely endangered’ (Moseley, 
2010) and as being in a state of severe decline (Ó Giollagáin & Charlton, 2015). 
This trend contrasts with a significant interest in learning Irish beyond Ireland, 
particularly in the USA (Hickey & Stenson, 2016). These overseas learners, 
however, tend to have limited opportunities for sociocultural language learning 
and practice. Design-Based Research (DBR) is a methodological approach that 
aims to provide practical solutions to real world problems (McKenney & Reeves, 
2014). In advance of implementing a DBR intervention, Reeves (2006) proposes 
close consultation with relevant researchers and practitioners. The use of a needs 
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survey allows for educators to discern learners’ requirements, attitudes, and 
preferences (Basturkmen, 1998; Elisha-Primo et al., 2010). In this needs survey, 
the data collected will be used to inform a DBR intervention to support overseas 
Irish learners.

2.	 Method

The principal objective of this survey was to identify the needs of overseas Irish 
language learners, and to gather their feedback on a potential online language 
community. This objective led to the following research questions for the needs 
survey.

•	 What is the profile and background of these learners?

•	 What is the current status of their Irish language studies?

•	 What are their thoughts on a future online Irish language platform?

Participants in this survey identified as Irish language learners who were located 
outside of Ireland. A total of 92 learners responded to the online needs survey 
questionnaire via an online questionnaire using Google Forms. The survey was 
distributed widely using a number of social media platforms, namely Facebook 
and Twitter. All students voluntarily participated with informed consent. Both 
quantitative and qualitative data were collected regarding learners’ current status 
of study, personal preferences when studying Irish, and their views on a potential 
online community. The first section of the questionnaire consisted of questions 
regarding learners’ profiles. The second section gathered quantitative data on 
learners’ language level, length of time studying Irish so far, how often they 
attend classes, use of Irish outside of classes, preferred devices for learning, and 
how they learn best. The third section asked learners about their interest in the 
development of a collaborative online resource, including three open-ended, 
qualitative questions regarding the problems they faced when learning Irish, 
and what suggestions they might have for an online platform that supports their 
language learning.

Quantitative data were de-identified and exported from Google Forms into 
SPSS 26 software for descriptive analysis. Participant characteristics including 
age, gender, location, duration of study, and language level were summarised 
in frequency tables. Qualitative data were imported into NVivo software and 
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systematically coded using a thematic approach, as demonstrated by Braun and 
Clarke (2012).

3.	 Results and discussion

3.1.	 What is the profile and background of these learners?

The responses to this question helped inform the design of the intervention by 
providing information on the potential participants of an online community. A 
vast 87% of respondents to the needs survey reported being at beginner/A1 level 
Irish. Two-thirds (65%) were located in the USA. The remaining 35% consisted 
mainly of those located in Australia, Canada, and parts of Europe. Over half (60%) 
identified as female and 40% as male. The median age range was 31-36.

3.2.	 What is the current status of their Irish language studies?

Language usage among respondents was varied, with 33% stating that they use 
their Irish occasionally, followed by 26% who speak Irish every day, and 30% who 
claimed to use their Irish most days. Respondents reported being strongest at Irish 
reading, but requiring more help with speaking, followed by writing and listening. 
Respondents were asked to describe what they perceived to be their barriers to Irish 
language learning. Responses were coded line-by-line in NVivo, and six themes 
emerged. The foremost challenge for 54% of learners was a lack of opportunity to 
speak, practise, and connect with other learners, as detailed in Table 1. Additional 
challenges included a need for pronunciation guides (13%), shortage of time (11%), 
a lack of access to language experts (9%), the absence of a central online resource 
or portal for Irish language learners (9%), and a lack of motivation (4%). Learners 
also indicated that they enjoyed using apps for learning and practice, that they were 
not committed to book learning alone, and that they would like to collaborate with 
fellow learners.

Table  1.	 Challenges reported by overseas Irish language learners
Theme Codes % of 

respondents
Lack of opportunity 
to practise with 
other learners

speakers, chance to chat, other people, other 
learners, no speakers, no opportunities, 
lack of practice, isolated, lack of contact, 
no one, other speakers, conversation, 
places, face-to-face, connecting

54
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Pronunciation guide hear, sounds, pronunciation, speak, listen 13
Time time, opportunity, routine, regularly, 

lack of structure in own learning
11

Resources/
central portal

no resources, need for a portal, 
something centralised

9

Lack of experts/
expertise

teachers, native, experts, helpers, lack 
of structure, questions, grammar

9

Motivation, usefulness, 
loss of confidence

lack of motivation, getting motivated, 
usefulness, feeling out of practice

4

3.3.	 What are their thoughts on a future online 
Irish language community?

Almost all (92%) of respondents indicated a willingness to collaborate with 
fellow learners and to contribute to an online Irish language community. Of all 
learners surveyed, 73% stated that they very rarely, or never, meet up with an Irish 
speaker outside of class for language practice, and 66% of respondents reported 
not knowing a person with whom they could practice conversing. Respondents 
stated that they felt somewhat isolated in their studies. They also cited a lack of 
routine and time in which to study Irish. Survey participants were asked an open-
ended question on how their Irish development could be better supported beyond 
a classroom environment. Primary codes were assigned to these responses, and 
15 themes emerged from the data. The most common suggestions from learners 
was an increased opportunity for interaction with fellow learners (23%), access to 
educational resources, such as notes, videos and easy-to-follow podcasts (16%), 
feedback from teachers and helpers (11%), and the provision of online language 
activities (10%).

4.	 Conclusions

The findings of the needs survey suggest potential benefits in designing an 
online Irish language community. The absence of a central resource for overseas 
learners can be addressed by providing a social platform where learners are 
able to connect and interact with each other. Responses from overseas learners 
indicate that a lack of opportunity to communicate in Irish, and especially through 
speaking, can be mitigated through the provision of asynchronous language 
activities and live conversation sessions. Respondents’ willingness to contribute 
to an online community suggests that the platform may also foster a collaborative 
learning environment conducive to sociocultural learning for overseas learners. 
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The proposed design compliments the research of Lackaff and Moner (2016), 
who state that “audiences exist for minority language social platforms, and those 
who tackle the challenge of designing for these audiences will benefit from a 
framework that leads to a better understanding of the minority language user in 
the design research process” (p. 8). The findings of this needs survey, alongside 
a comprehensive literature review, will be used to inform a DBR intervention 
allowing overseas Irish learners to ‘connect, communicate, and collaborate’ in an 
online community, located at the domain Gaeltacht.net. This process will result 
in a prototype design model, the 3Cs Model for Online Language Communities, 
and a series of theoretical contributions, which can be utilised by educators to 
support similar endangered language groups.

5.	 Acknowledgements

The author would like to acknowledge the funding of the Digital Arts and 
Humanities Scholarship, National University of Ireland, Galway.

References

Basturkmen, H. (1998). Refining procedures: a needs analysis project at Kuwait University. 
English Teaching Forum, 36(4), 2-9.

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2012). Thematic analysis: APA handbook of research method in 
psychology. APA Books.

Elisha-Primo, I., Sandler, S., Goldfrad, K., Ferenz, O., & Perpignan, H. (2010). Listening to 
students’ voices: a curriculum renewal project for an EFL graduate academic program. 
System, 38(3), 457-466. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.system.2010.02.002

Henry, M., Carroll, F., Cunliffe, D., & Kop, R. (2018). Learning a minority language through 
authentic conversation using an online social learning method. Computer Assisted Language 
Learning, 31(4), 321-345. https://doi.org/10.1080/09588221.2017.1395348

Hickey, T. M., & Stenson, N. (2016). One step forward and two steps back in teaching an 
endangered language? Revisiting L2 reading in Irish. Language, Culture and Curriculum, 
29(3), 302-318. https://doi.org/10.1080/07908318.2016.1231200

Lackaff, D., & Moner, W. J. (2016). Local languages, global networks: mobile design for minority 
language users. In Proceedings of the 34th ACM International Conference on the Design of 
Communication (pp. 1-9). https://doi.org/10.1145/2987592.2987612

McKenney, S., & Reeves, T. (2014). Educational design research. In J. Spector, M. Merrill, J. Elen 
& M. Bishop (Eds), Handbook of research on educational communications and technology 
(pp. 131-140). Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4614-3185-5_11

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.system.2010.02.002
https://doi.org/10.1080/09588221.2017.1395348
https://doi.org/10.1080/07908318.2016.1231200
https://doi.org/10.1145/2987592.2987612
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4614-3185-5_11


68

Ronan Connolly

Moseley, C. (2010). Atlas of the world’s languages in danger. UNESCO Publishing. http://www.
dspace.cam.ac.uk/handle/1810/243434

Ó Giollagáin, C., & Charlton, M. (2015). Nuashonrú ar an Staidéar Cuimsitheach Teangeolaíoch 
ar Úsáid na Gaeilge sa Ghaeltacht 2006–2011: Príomhfhaisnéis na Limistéar Pleanála 
Teanga. Údarás na Gaeltachta/Gaeltacht Development Authority, Ireland. https://www.rte.ie/
documents/news/udaras-na-gaeltachta.pdf

Reeves, T. C. (2006). Design research from a technology perspective. In J. van den Akker, K. 
Gravemeijer, S. McKenney & N. Nieveen (Eds), Educational design research (pp. 52-66). 
Routledge.

Schwartz, O. (2020, February 14). Hawaiian, Gaelic, Yiddish: so you want to learn an endangered 
language on Duolingo? The Guardian. https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2020/
feb/14/hawaiian-gaelic-yiddish-learn-endangered-language-duolingo

http://www.dspace.cam.ac.uk/handle/1810/243434
http://www.dspace.cam.ac.uk/handle/1810/243434
https://www.rte.ie/documents/news/udaras-na-gaeltachta.pdf
https://www.rte.ie/documents/news/udaras-na-gaeltachta.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2020/feb/14/hawaiian-gaelic-yiddish-learn-endangered-language-duolingo
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2020/feb/14/hawaiian-gaelic-yiddish-learn-endangered-language-duolingo


Published by Research-publishing.net, a not-for-profit association
Contact: info@research-publishing.net

© 2021 by Editors (collective work)
© 2021 by Authors (individual work)

CALL and professionalisation: short papers from EUROCALL 2021
Edited by Naouel Zoghlami, Cédric Brudermann, Cedric Sarré, Muriel Grosbois, Linda Bradley, and Sylvie Thouësny

Publication date: 2021/12/13

Rights: the whole volume is published under the Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives International (CC BY-NC-
ND) licence; individual articles may have a different licence. Under the CC BY-NC-ND licence, the volume is freely 
available online (https://doi.org/10.14705/rpnet.2021.54.9782490057979) for anybody to read, download, copy, and 
redistribute provided that the author(s), editorial team, and publisher are properly cited. Commercial use and derivative 
works are, however, not permitted.

Disclaimer: Research-publishing.net does not take any responsibility for the content of the pages written by the authors 
of this book. The authors have recognised that the work described was not published before, or that it was not under 
consideration for publication elsewhere. While the information in this book is believed to be true and accurate on the date of 
its going to press, neither the editorial team nor the publisher can accept any legal responsibility for any errors or omissions. 
The publisher makes no warranty, expressed or implied, with respect to the material contained herein. While Research-
publishing.net is committed to publishing works of integrity, the words are the authors’ alone.

Trademark notice: product or corporate names may be trademarks or registered trademarks, and are used only for 
identification and explanation without intent to infringe.

Copyrighted material: every effort has been made by the editorial team to trace copyright holders and to obtain their 
permission for the use of copyrighted material in this book. In the event of errors or omissions, please notify the publisher of 
any corrections that will need to be incorporated in future editions of this book.

Typeset by Research-publishing.net

Cover Theme by © 2021 DIRCOM CNAM; Graphiste : Thomas Veniant
Cover Photo by © 2021 Léo Andres, Sorbonne Université
Cover Photo by © 2021 Sandrine Villain, Le Cnam
Cover Layout by © 2021 Raphaël Savina (raphael@savina.net)

Fonts used are licensed under a SIL Open Font License

ISBN13: 978-2-490057-97-9 (PDF, colour)

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data.
A cataloguing record for this book is available from the British Library.

Legal deposit, France: Bibliothèque Nationale de France - Dépôt légal: décembre 2021.

https://doi.org/10.14705/rpnet.2021.54.9782490057979

	_30j0zll

