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Introduction

The importance of language learning for employment, education and intercultural
understanding was highlighted at the launch of a new group promoting language learning in
Trinity College Dublin on Thursday, November 14th, 2013.

One Voice for Languages is a group of over 200 linguists, academics, teachers, parents, arts
representatives and business leaders who have come together to highlight Ireland’s deficit
in 21st century language skills and the diminishing status of language learning in the Irish
education system. The event hosted by Trinity’s School of Education and School of

Languages, Literature and Cultural Studies in Trinity Long Room Hub.

A media invite and press release were issued to national news desks and relevant
journalists.

Broadcast Coverage

¢ Adhmbhaidin, Radio na Gaeltachta, Thursday, 14 November, 2013

Print Coverage

e See overleaf

Compiled by Fiona Tyrrell, Press Officer for the Faculty of Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences, 18/11/2013


http://www.tcd.ie/Education/
http://www.tcd.ie/langs-lits-cultures/
http://www.tcd.ie/langs-lits-cultures/
http://www.rte.ie/rnag/adhmhaidin/programmes/2013/1114/486609-adhmhaidin-dardaoin-14-samhain-2013/
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Farmer fell out with %
family and community
aftes tion of land

New campaign aims to boost
languages in our education

ENGLISH is no longer enough
- that is the message of a new
campaign to give languages a
greater voice in education.

The big focus on science,
technology, engineering and
maths (STEM) has prompted
concern that languages will get
left behind.

While so-called STEM sub-
jects are much in demand from
employers, proficiency in for-
eign languages is also essential
for many jobs.

Many businesses and indus-
tries operate in a global market,
and their staff need to be able to
communicate across the world.

Employers in Ireland regular-
ly complain about the lack of
home graduates with the neces-
sary language skills.

Now the languages fightback
has started, backed by more
than 200 linguists, academics,
teachers, parents and business
leaders. It represents the first
coming together of all levels of
the education system, as well as
business leaders and social
entrepreneurs, to support lan-
guage teaching and learning.

The One Voice for Languages
campaign argues that employ-
ment is not the only reascen for
students to develop their lin-
guistic skills.

They point to national and
international research, demon-
strating the direct benefits of
language learning in boosting
literacy, at both primary and
post-primary level.

Proficiency in foreign lan-
guages also brings wider social
and cultural benefits, they say.

French is the most popular
language in the Leaving Cer-
tificate, taken by about 25,000
of over 55,000 candidates this
year. A long way behind comes
German, at about 6,600 candi-
dates, Spanish with about 5,000,
with Italian, Russian and Japan-
ese trailing at around 300.

In the Leaving Certificate,
male students are less likely to
take languages than females.

Dr Ann Devitt, assistant pro-
fessor in modern languages in
Trinity College, said Ireland,
with its own national language

and migrant populations had
the potential to become a place
of rich linguistic diversity.

But this potential wealth was
not being developed, with only
40pc of Irish people claiming
they could hold a conversation
in any second language - the
fourth lowest rate in Europe,
she said.

Ireland is the only country in
Europe, other than Scotland,
where a non-indigenous lan-
guage is not compulsory at any
stage of the mainstream educa-
tional curriculum.

Katherine Donnelly
Education Editor
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Group highlights importance
of language learning for jobs

Anew group to highlight the
importance of language
learning for employment was
launched in Trinity College
Dublin yesterday.

Only 40 per cent of Irish
people can hold a conversa-
tionin any second language,
which s the fourth lowest rate
in Europe.

One Voice for Languages is
agroup of more than 200
linguists, academics, teachers,
parents, arts representatives
and business leaders who have
come together to “highlight
Ireland’s deficitin 21st-centu-
ry language skills”.

The group said language
learning is important for
employment, education and
intercultural understanding.
Italso claimed language
learningis the subjectof a
“diminishing status” in the
Irish education system.

The group came together to
raise awareness of the issue
following “repeated calls”
from industry leaders, employ-
ment specialists and experi-
enced linguists.

Dr Ann Devitt said the
group was seeking to “high-
light how important languag-
es are for Ireland, not only in
terms of skills for the economy
but also in terms of societal

and cultural benefits”.
COLIN GLEESON
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Speaking
with one

voice

Why do we have such a pre¢blem

with modern languages?

ext month the Long Room at

Trinity College Dublin will be

home to a Babel of tongues asthe

many language-interest groups

inIreland come together to form
a new advocacy movement for language
learning.

Ireland is well behind other nationswhen
it comes to languages, and we have no offi-
cial language policy, beyond Irish, around
which a movement for progress could coa-
lesce. Modern languages are not compulso-
ryatany stage of Irishschooling. Lastyear's
budgetsaw the abolition of the Modern Lan-
guages in Primary Schools Initiative (MLP
SI); our first foray into early-languagelearn
ing never madeit past the pilotstage. Hene
the One Voice for Languages movement.

“We have seen what can happen whe
there is State support for a subject,” say
Kristin Brogan, a founder of One Voice arl
alecturerin German, intercultural comm-
nication and EU projects at the Institute f
Technology Tralee. “There has been a hue
emphasis on science and technology ovr
the past few years, and it has paid offin
terms of uptake at postprimary and thyd
level.”

Brogan and the One Voice group wanto
light a similar fire under language learnig,
but, she admits, there are obstacles uniue
to Ireland. “There is a tendency to asstne
English is enough, that we don’t need oner
languages. However, in Europe, the Ing-
lish language is like the European Comput-
er Driving Licence. Everyone has it. tHsh
people competing for jobs in Europe ae up
against applicants with English, their)wn
native language and often a third langiage
aswell.”

The National Council for Curriclum
and Assessment is moving towards annte-
grated language curriculum at prinary
level, but the focus will be on Englisl and
Irish, with some element of languag-skill
learning. This, the NCCA hopes, will ““stab-

lish a sound foundation for the learniig of a .

foreign language in postprimary schol. An
integrated language curriculum would
enable teachersto achieve learning eficien-
cies by explicitly drawing children’satten-
tion to similarities and differences btween
their languages”.

But any hope that French, Spaish or
German might find its way back intcprima-
ry schools, where children are at te opti-
mum age for new language acquisifon, has
beendefinitively extinguished. :

“The decision to end the ML'SI was
made in the context of a very chalenging
budgetary environment, where difficult
decisions had to be taken,” a spoksperson
for the Department of Educatiorteld the
Irish Times. “The programme nded in
June 2012, and there are no plango revisit
this decision.” ‘

Irish-language lobby

Irishis the second challenge to mdern-lan-
guage learning in Ireland. Irishlanguage
groups will form part of One Voie, but the
native tongue occupies a uniqu position
that sets it apart from other larguages in
the Irish context. “We don’t wint to put
down Irish,” says Brogan. “It’ a can of
worms nobodywants to open.”

In theory, the iearning of lish should
complement further language cquisition,
but in reality, for Ireland, it doen’t. Before
theabolition of the MLPSI, justiper cent of
Irish primary-school children vere learn-
inga modern language, compaed toan EU
average of 79 per cent.

Roughly two-thirds of Irish jostprimary
students takea modern languaje. In the UK
itis compulsory untii the age o 16. By third
level, uptake here has droppd again, to

apund 3 per cent.

A 2012 European Commission report
rvealed that only in Britain, Portugal, Italy
adHungary can fewer adultshold a conver-
stion in an additional language. In Ireland,
4) per centhavea second language, but that
scludes those who can speak Irish. This
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ompares with a 54 per cent EU average,
futthe figure is more than 90 per centin the
Jetherlands and Sweden.
Brogan admits educationalists will not be
ible to force the Gevernment’s hand on a
nodern-languages policy. The language of
money is the only one that's ever heard, and
there is no shortage of companies highlight-
ing the language deficit here. Apple, eBay,
Facebook, Google, LinkedIn, Oracle, Pay-
Pal and Dropbox have their Europe, Middle
East and Alfrica headquarters here, and are
all recruiting outside Ireland to fill their lan-
guage needs. Amazon, IBM and Twitter
have headquartered their European opera-
tions here. Currently, there are 2,000 vacan-
cies for speakers of German in Dublin, and
companies are startmg to move some of
their departmentsto eastern Europe, where
they can find approprate language skills,
Thisis ameasurablzloss to the Irish econ-
omy. What is harder ts quantify isthe poten-
tial growth Ireland ismissing out on. Tony
Donoghue of Ibec beleves that Irish SMEs,
particularly export canpanies, are the big-
gest losers. “The texdency among many
Irish exporters is tovoid markets where
language is a barrier./f we had more speak-
ers of German, Frenth and Spanish work-

ing in our SMEs it coild open up so many
doors. Over 75 per cen of the world’s popu-
lation do not speak Enzlish, and only 9 per
cent speak English as tieir first language. If
we neglect to ensure alequate availability
of foreign language stills in Ireland, the
opportunities of this ghbal market for our
indigenous exporting cempanies will not be
realised.”

Six year years ago tle European Coun-
cil’s language-policy diision warned: “The
main challenge for Irelind is to move away
from ‘an official but lane bilingualism’ to
become a truly muitilinyual society, where
theabilityto learn and ug twoand more hn-
guages is taken for granted and fosterec at
every stage of the education system and
through lifelong educatisn.”

Mickael Lenglet of tie Alliance Frin-
caise says that although there is moreto
gain from language learing than boosed
job prospects, the Irish will not be at he
races at all if we don’t ca:ch up in this ara.
“Ireland is the only European country tot
to have compulsory teaching of a foregn
language in primary school. Being bilingal
in business is normal; a third language vill
soon be unavoidable. How can Irish peojle
meet the expectations abroad, or in te
Irish market, if their knowledge of forein
languages is behind the rest of Europe?”

Louise Holden

‘ The Eutopean
Councilwarned:

‘The main challenge

for Ireland isto move

away from anofficial but

lame bilingualism’
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Listening to the neighbours The UK is
working on modern-language uptake

Partof our compblacency
around foreign-ldanguage
learning inIrelamdis down to
the factthat we use English, one
ofthe most widely spoken
languagesin the world.

Butevenournearest
neighbour, the most native of
English speakers, is starting to
recognise whatit’s missing out
onbylanguishing at the bottom
ofthe modern-languages
league.

In1988 the UK government
madeasecond language
compulsory atlower second
level,and modern languages
are now taught inmost primary
schools. Despite this, the UK has
astubbornly lowlevel of
proficiency. Thismonth the
European Commission hosteda
conference, ‘NoIsland Isan
Island: EuropeanPerspectives
on Language Learningin
Britain’.

Accordingtothe event
organisers, the UK has the
worst foreign-language skills in

53,749

Number of students who sat
Leaving Cert language exams
this year

44,420

Number of students who sat
Leaving Certirish

26,061

Number of students who sat
Leaving Cert French

6.770

Number of students who sat
Leaving Cert German

5,021

Number of students who sat
Leaving Cert Spanish

Europe—worse thanin Irelaad,
where 40 per cent of the
populationcan holda
conversation in two languages,
ifyouincludeIrish. The
thinking in the UK nowis that
limited language abilities and
cultural awarenessareactiigin
effectasataxon UK trade.

The UK government has
decided to grab thisone bythe
throat and place language
learning on a robust policy
footing. Lastyearits
departmentofeducation
announceditsintention to
make languages compulsoryat
keystage 2 (childrenbetween
seven and 11). In Februarrthe
government published its
proposalsfor the nationd
curriculuminkeystages2and 3
(lower secondary), settirg high
standards forachievementin
modern languages. It’s :move
worth watching here, wiere we
do not currently prioritse
modern-languagelearring at
all.

7197

Number of students who sat
Leaving Cert Polish

377

Number of students who sat
Leaving Cert ltalian

310

Number of students who sat
Leaving Cert Russian

277

Number of students who sat
Leaving Cert Japanese

593

Total number who sat
Lithuanian, Romanian, Latvian
and Portuguese

® Mollie Nic Giolla Bhride and Alex
O'Ceallagh protest in 2011 against a
proposal to make Irish optional for the
Leaving Cert. PHOTOGRAPH: BRYAN O'BRIEN
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