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aBstract. The 21st century has been characterised by an unprecedented growth in transnational 
migration with education systems in many countries challenged to address the implications of 
this ongoing global phenomenon. This paper reports on a recent study that was undertaken 
amongst teachers and school managers in post-primary state schools in Ireland to explore the 
current position regarding language-sensitive teaching as an emergent response to the growing 
reality of linguistic diversity in schools. Bottom-up research of this kind is vital as it can shed light 
on the perceptions and experiences of the key stakeholders involved in order to determine their 
related professional needs and shape future directions in teacher education in this area. The key 
findings show that language-sensitive teaching remains in its infancy in the Irish post-primary 
educational context with an urgent need for teacher awareness-raising and upskilling in relation 
to this approach and its implementation in different subject classrooms. The research has also 
indicated that language support teachers can play a central role in developing language-sensitive 
teaching at the whole school level but this potential remains largely under-exploited in the Irish 
post-primary educational context. 
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1. INTRODUCTION

Over the past quarter century or so, there has been a dramatic transformation 
in the demographic landscape of Ireland, as is the case in many other EU mem-
ber states (Gallagher 2021; OECD 2020; Little & Kirwan 2019; Parker-Jenkins & 
Masterson 2013). This transformation has seen the country move towards becom-
ing a more ethnically diverse society with a richer and more complex linguistic 
and cultural tapestry (CSO 2022b). This has come about in large part as a result 
of Ireland’s growing economic prosperity over the past fifty years or so, which 
has made it an increasingly attractive destination for economic migrants, with 
these upward trends expected to continue, especially in the light of Brexit. The 
country is also now home to a growing number of displaced persons including, 
more recently, from the Ukraine. As a testament to Ireland’s growing linguistic 
and cultural diversity, the most recent national survey carried out in Ireland 
(CSO 2022b) has revealed that there are now around two hundred languages 
spoken in the country with Polish, Lithuanian, Romanian, Brazilian Portuguese 
and Ukrainian currently the most widely used alongside English and Irish which 
are the country’s two official languages (CSO 2022a). 

This ongoing demographic transformation, which is impacting on Irish so-
ciety at all levels, is also challenging the Irish education system in terms of the 
development of educational approaches that can take better address the ever 
more diverse and complex needs of pupils in Irish schools. Teachers in Ireland 
now routinely teach pupils whose first language is other than English which is 
the language of instruction in most schools except for a small number of schools 
where Irish is used for this purpose (known as Gailscoil). Moreover, an increasing 
number of pupils from migrant and displaced person backgrounds are entering 
Irish state schools with varying levels of English language proficiency depending 
on the amount of time they have lived in the country and their prior educational 
provision. The most recent national census (CSO 2022b) has indicated that there 
are now circa 30,000 pupils enrolled on the post-primary online database who 
have reported a first language other than English or Irish, which represents 
about thirteen percent of the overall school population. These numbers were 
spread over approximately seven hundred schools with a greater concentration 
in Dublin, Cork, Limerick and Galway which are the country’s four biggest cities.

In Ireland, as elsewhere, the educational challenges faced by newly arrived 
pupils from a migrant or displaced person background are greatest in the post-
primary school context when they are at an age when the development of aca-
demic language skills and knowledge of subject matter is crucial for their future 
success (Butler & Goschler 2019). This situation has led to recommendations 
by the Teaching Council of Ireland, which is the statutory body that regulates 
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schools in the country, for the development of language-sensitive teaching. This 
is envisaged as a broad, educational approach that incorporates an explicit focus 
on language awareness-raising across the curriculum and draws on the entire 
linguistic repertoire of pupils to support the learning process (Teaching Council 
2020: 3–4), in line with broader European Commission educational policy. 

At this initial stage, it is pertiant to highlight that while language-sensitive 
teaching shares some elements of a range of educational approaches such as 
Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL) and bilingual education and 
immersion, which have been in operation in some countries and contexts for 
a number of years, it can be differentiated from these approaches in a number 
of ways. For instance, CLIL is a dual-focused educational approach in which 
an additional language is used for the learning and teaching of both content 
and language (Coyle, Hood & Marsh 2010), as for example, the teaching of 
geography or mathematics through English in schools in countries such as 
Brazil or Latvia where English it is not the native language (Coyle, Hood & 
Marsh 2010). By contrast, language-sensitive teaching involves the use of the 
majority language of the country in subject teaching, so for example, the use 
of English in schools in Ireland to teach geography and history, or the use of 
German in schools in Germany to teach biology and business studies, with 
subject teachers also encouraged to make reference to minority and heritage 
languages where this is considered relevant and useful. This approach is sup-
ported by a growing body of international research which has investigated the 
links between language-sensitive teaching, language awareness, educational 
attainment and integration efforts in different migrant contexts within a vari-
ety of theoretical frameworks (e.g. García 2009; Finkbeiner, Knierim, Smasal 
& Ludwig 2012; van Dijk, Hajer, Kuiper & Eijkelhof 2020; Viesca et al. 2022). 
It is also an approach that is now increasingly advocated for on the basis that 
it can better promote inclusive education more widely, and that in so doing, 
it can help to address wider issues around inequality in society (Boisvert & 
Thiede 2020).

However, despite the growing consensus in support of this approach, pro-
gress in this area has been slow at the “chalk face” in many EU countries and 
this includes in the Irish post-primary educational context (Farrell & Baumgart 
2019; Baumgart 2021). This has been attributed to three main factors: the first 
is a lack of appreciation on the part of school managers and subject teachers 
of the linguistic challenges that are associated with different subject areas; the 
second is the limited competences in schools for teaching subject content in 
a language-sensitive manner, which includes a lack of awareness on the part of 
subject teachers of subject-specific language; and the third is a general failure 
on the part of educators to understand that linguistic diversity in schools cre-
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ates new opportunities for enhanced learning experiences and outcomes for all 
pupils (Farrell & Baumgart 2019). 

Education has a fundamental role to play in the promotion of inclusion 
in schools (Eurydice 2019) with educational policy makers and theorists alike 
increasingly stressing the need for the development and implementation of 
educational approaches that can take better account of the needs and abilities of 
all pupils in schools (Little & Kirwan 2021). Inclusive education is now viewed 
as a fundamental social right and priority area by the European Union Com-
mission (2020) and the United Nations (2015). In Ireland, the Education Act of 
1998 marked a watershed moment with its recognition of the statutory require-
ment of the government to ensure the provision of education that is appropriate 
to meeting the needs and abilities of each individual pupil, including a pupil 
with a disability, or who has other special educational needs (OECD 2009: 20). 
Since 2013, European Commission policy aims to support Member States to 
integrate learners from a migrant background in their education and training 
systems, from early childhood education to higher education. 

In response to the need to address the additional, educational needs of newly 
arrived pupils from migrant and refugee backgrounds, a model for the provision 
of English as an additional language (EAL), and for the development of inter-
cultural skills in schools more broadly, was introduced into Irish state schools 
in 2007 by the Department of Education and Science (renamed the Department 
of Education and Skills [DES] in 2012). However, while some progress has been 
made in promoting inter-cultural education in Irish schools (DES & The Office 
of the Minister for Integration 2010), there has been criticism that the model of 
EAL provision introduced fails to provide EAL pupils with an adequate level 
of language support for their needs (Rodriguez-Izquierdo & Darmody 2019). 
Moreover, it has led to a situation whereby the responsibility for integration at 
the linguistic and cultural levels is often seen as the sole responsibility of lan-
guage support teachers rather than subject teachers. This situation has thwarted 
the development of whole-school approaches based around consultation and 
cooperation between these two key stakeholders (Farrell & Baumgart 2019).

The cultivation of multilingualism in schools has been a key European Com-
mission educational goal since 2008 and in the Irish context, this has been reaf-
firmed by the recently launched National Languages Strategy (Languages Connect) 
(DES 2017). This recognises the importance of actively promoting multilingual 
educational practices for the country’s future economic development and it has 
explicitly identified the “new Irish” and the languages they bring as a strength 
that must be cultivated. From this, a number of initiatives have been introduced 
to increase the range of foreign languages taught in post-primary schools, and to 
support the teaching of heritage languages from an early age. This includes a new 
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primary language curriculum which acknowledges that developing skills in one 
language will help children to develop similar skills in another language (DES 
2019). Against this backdrop, significant progress has been made in Irish primary 
schools in recent years in developing innovative, multilingual educational practices 
at the whole-school level (Little & Kirwan 2019) with this progress at the bottom-
up level commended by the European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice (2019).

Of significance also, is the fact that the National Languages Strategy high-
lights the crucial role that all teachers can play in encouraging children of dif-
ferent languages and cultures to embrace and share their heritage (DES 2019), 
and it further stresses the need for parents to become more involved in their 
child’s language development. However, despite the greater recognition of the 
role and importance of language development across the school curriculum, no 
specific reference is made in the policy documents as to the kind of specialised 
knowledge and skills that will be required of subject teachers if they are to play 
a central role in driving this approach. This brings us to the present study which 
was undertaken to provide a snapshot of the current state of play concerning the 
development and implementation of language-sensitive teaching in Irish post-
primary schools viewed from the perspective of the perceptions and experiences 
of subject teachers, language support teachers and school managers, from which 
to determine what this might mean for teacher education in this area. 

2. METHODOLOGY

2.1. Research aims and approach 

The research being reported on had four key aims: 
1) To determine the awareness of subject teachers, language support teach-

ers and school managers in relation to growing linguistic and cultural 
diversity in schools.

2) To explore their perceptions as to what this phenomenon might hold 
for their own subject classroom practices, and for schools more broadly. 

3) To gauge their understanding and skills in relation to language-sensitive 
teaching as an educational approach and their related concerns and 
practices in this area.

4) To determine their related professional needs and how these might be 
addressed by teacher education, to enable them to respond more effec-
tively to the changing linguistic landscape in Irish schools.

The context of the research and the methods used to address these research 
aims are outlined in the following section. 
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2.2. Research context and participants 

The research was carried out over the course of the academic year 2021/2022 
in six, post-primary schools in Limerick, a city in the mid, south-west of Ireland 
with a population of circa 120,000 (CSO 2022b) including migrant and displaced 
person communities. Convenience sampling (Creswell 2009) was used to ensure 
the recruitment of a representative sample of teachers across age, gender and ca-
reer stage/teaching and the schools involved were selected based on their varying 
geographic location and pupil socio-economic background. As Figure 1 shows, 
the participants were 12 subject teachers (females, n = 6; males, n = 6), 12 language 
support teachers (females, n = 3; males, n = 3) and 12 school managers (females, 
n = 6; males, n = 6), with one subject teacher, one language support teacher and 
one school manager recruited from each of the six participating schools. 

Figure 1. School and participant profile

Source: current study.

Participant teaching/management experience varied in length from two to 
twenty-eight years. Each of the subject teachers was involved in the teaching of 
two subject areas with an overall range of ten subject specialisms: these were: 
Biology, Chemistry, Physics, Mathematics, Business, French, Spanish, English, 
History and Geography. The teachers all taught at both junior and senior school 
cycles which meant that they had experience of preparing pupils for state ex-
aminations. 

The language support teachers were all involved in the provision of EAL 
classes to newly arrived pupils from migrant and displaced person backgrounds 
with classes typically taking place outside the main classroom context. In three 
of the participating schools, a subject teacher also taught EAL as a second area 
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of subject specialism. In these instances, the subject areas taught were either 
French or Spanish. 

As far as their teaching qualifications and prior teacher education were 
concerned, post-primary subject teachers in Ireland are required to hold an 
initial subject degree and a post-graduate teacher education qualification with 
teacher education programmes providing core content in relation to general 
and subject specific pedagogical theory and there is also a teaching practicum 
which involves two extensive placements in schools under the supervision of 
a cooperating teacher and university tutors.

Post-primary teachers make pedagogical decisions and undertake student 
assessments within the framework of a national curriculum. They may also take 
part in developing the local school curriculum. The language support teachers 
all held a teaching qualification in English as a Foreign Language (EFL) but only 
one of the three subject teachers who were involved in the teaching of EAL held 
a similar teaching qualification. 

2.3. Primary data and research methods 

The study gathered qualitative data, which was sourced from individual 
online, dyadic interviews between the present researchers and the participants. 
As Figure 2 shows, these were structured around the four main themes of aware-
ness of linguistic and cultural diversity in their own classrooms, and in their 
school and Ireland more widely, their perceptions of the educational challenges 
and opportunities this brings, their experiences of language sensitivity teaching 
as an approach, if any; and their related professional and teacher education needs.

Figure 2. Main thematic areas of focus for qualitative analysis

Source: current study.

Awareness of linguistic and cultural diversity in the schools

Perceptions of related educational challenges and opportunities and their implications 

Experiences of language sensitive teaching

Professional needs and teacher education
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3. DATA ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS

As shown in Table 1, the analysis involved identifying and coding sub-
categories around the four main analytical themes. 

Table 1. Main themes, sub-themes and key related findings

Themes Sub-themes
1. Awareness of linguistic and cultural diversity 

and its implications 
a) In schools generally 
b) In their classrooms 

2. Perceptions of the educational challenges and 
opportunities in linguistically diverse subject 
classrooms 

a) Challenges 
b) Opportunities 

3. Experiences of language-sensitive teaching a) Factors promoting
b) Factors impeding 
c) Evidence of emergent practices 

4. Professional needs and teacher education a) Language-related knowledge 
b) Strategic pedagogical skills 
c) Key role of language support teachers 

Source: current study.

Following this, the interview data were explored in greater depth to gain 
a more finely nuanced understanding of the teachers’ awareness, perceptions, 
teaching experiences and professional needs in the specified areas. The findings 
are discussed in the following section drawing on extracts from the individual 
dyadic interviews for illustrative purposes. In all instances, the identities of the 
teachers have been protected using pseudonyms. 

3.1. Theme 1: Awareness of growing linguistic and cultural diversity  
and its implications 

A common recurring theme observed was that while the teachers and school 
managers were aware of the changing ethnic and cultural landscape in their own 
schools and in the wider community, they showed only a limited critical under-
standing as to the implications of this change for their own teaching practices, 
as Extract 1 exemplifies: 

Extract 1. Teacher of Business and Geography (Louise)
I’ve been a teacher for more than twenty years and in the past, I would have taught 
only Irish pupils, and then we started to see increasing number of children from 
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a Polish background coming into schools, and a few other nationalities too so I sup-
pose there has been quite a change, but it hasn’t really influenced the way I teach. 

Interestingly, subject teachers who were more recently qualified were found 
to have a stronger sense of the cultural backgrounds of pupils they taught, which 
they attributed to their prior teacher education, as is evident in the following 
extract: 

Extract 2. Teacher of Biology and Physics (Conor)
I’m from Limerick and I’ve seen the population of the city change a lot over the years 
with different groups of immigrants coming to live and work here. We studied the 
ways in which schools are changing as a result of migration on my teacher education 
programme, so this made me more aware of what to expect when I started teaching 
and helped me to notice pupils from other cultures. 

As might be expected, amongst the subject teachers, it was only those who 
taught a foreign language and EAL who demonstrated an awareness of both 
the linguistic and cultural backgrounds of their pupils. They attributed this to 
the fact that they were language teachers which made them more sensitive to 
these aspects, as Extract 3 exemplifies: 

Extract 3. Teacher of French and EAL (language support) (Libby)
There are about twenty different nationalities in the school where I teach including 
pupils from the Ukraine and this says a lot about how Limerick and Ireland have 
become more multicultural especially in the last decade. I know more about the 
pupils from non-Irish backgrounds than other teachers would because by nature, 
foreign language teachers have the antenna up when it comes to noticing different 
languages and cultures and I also teach EAL, so I get to meet pupils from non-English 
backgrounds when they arrive, and I test their English language proficiency. 

This was also the case for the other language support teachers who partici-
pated in the study who were also better informed about multicultural profiles 
of the schools and the linguistic and cultural identities of those they taught.

3.2. Theme 2: Perceptions of challenges and opportunities 
in linguistically diverse classrooms 

When we explore perceptions relating to the implications of teaching in lin-
guistically and culturally diverse classrooms, the most common view expressed 
by the subject teachers and school managers was that it created difficulties due 
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to the additional workload it brought as well as problems in classroom com-
munication and integration, as Extract 4 and 5 exemplify: 

Extract 4. School Manager (Patrick)
Trying to integrate pupils with a limited understanding of English can place a great 
deal of strain on teachers and for schools as communication issues arise and teachers 
end up having to give them a lot of attention, so it adds to our workload. 

Extract 5. Teacher of History and English (James) 
I have a few pupils from the Ukraine who only have a few words of English, but 
I don’t have any extra time to devote to them and they end up just sitting there look-
ing into space which I know is not good, but this is the problem we are faced with. 

Here, we note again that only the foreign language and language support 
teachers showed insights into the new opportunities that linguistically and 
culturally diverse classrooms offer, as in Extracts 6 and 7, where the potential 
to advance multiculturalism and multilingualism in Ireland are mentioned as 
key benefits: 

Extract 6. Teacher of Spanish and EAL (Marie) 
I love the new diversity we are seeing because it makes for a much richer cultural 
experience for everyone and its lovely to hear different languages used in the school. 
I have two pupils from Poland, and they love talking about how things are done 
there compared to in Ireland which makes the whole class more aware of another 
culture which has to be good for the future. 

Extract 7. Teacher of EAL (Claire)
With so many languages now spoken in Ireland it’s a great opportunity to teach 
more foreign languages in schools so that all pupils can become multilingual as this 
would really benefit the Irish economy in the long term.

3.3. Theme 3: Experiences of language-sensitive teaching

As for the participants’ experiences of language-sensitive teaching as an ap-
proach, the analysis indicates that very few subject teachers were familiar with 
this term and that there was a general lack of understanding of what it might 
entail in practice, with some also questioning its feasibility, as in Extracts 8 to 14: 

Extract 8. Teacher of Mathematics and Biology (Sean)
I have never actually heard of this and I’m not a linguist so I don’t really know what 
I would be expected to do differently to what I do ordinarily as a teacher. 
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Extract 9. School Manager (Rose) 
I have heard of this, of course, it’s in the Teaching Council recommendations, but 
it’s unclear to many of us what it actually means. 

Extract 10. Teacher of Geography and History (Martin) 
How can teachers of non-language subjects be expected to do this? It would mean 
changing our courses so I can’t see how it can work. 

These comments suggest that in the Irish post-primary school context, lan-
guage-sensitive teaching remains an aspirational goal of policymakers and theorists 
rather than an approach that schools have embraced or are actively implementing. 
Notwithstanding this limited overall understanding and engagement, there was 
evidence that a small number of subject teachers were making a conscious and 
concerted effort to embed language-related strategies to ensure that all pupils could 
access the lesson content. These strategies included modifying the pace of their 
speech, using targeted repetition, highlighting the linguistic aspects of the lesson, 
and allowing the use of assistive language learning technologies to support the 
learning process and to foster independent learning, as in Extracts 11, 12, 13 and 14: 

Extract 11. Teacher of English and Biology (Sophie) 
I am conscious that there are now more pupils who aren’t from Ireland and who have 
come into the school with different levels of fluency in English, so I make a mental 
note to look out for this and I try to slow down my speech because the Irish tend 
to speak very quickly, and I repeat key concepts several times to give them a better 
chance of understanding. 

Extract 12. Teacher of Business and Geography (Matthew)
I wouldn’t say I really know what language-sensitive teaching is, but I do make sure 
that I go over the key concepts and definitions really well and keep revising them 
because everyone has to understand these or they would be lost and there’s lots of 
specialised terms in both of my subjects and I know it can be harder for pupils who 
don’t have English as their first language to understand what the meanings are.

Extract 13. Teacher of Chemistry and Physics (Lorraine)
I learned a lot about different learning technologies in my teacher education pro-
gramme, so I always try to embed them into my lessons as it helps pupils to become 
more independent learners and it’s a way of adding an extra layer of support which 
is especially important for pupils with low levels of English. 

Interestingly, in the previously highlighted cases, there was a clear sense that 
the subject teachers were aware of the linguistic difficulties that the specialised 
language associated with their subjects posed for pupils whose first language was 
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other than English, and that they were actively seeking strategies to address these 
challenges. However, it was only the foreign language, and language support 
teachers who showed an awareness that all teachers can also draw on the mul-
tilingual abilities of pupils as a strength and resource, as Extract 14 exemplifies: 

Extract 14. Teacher of Spanish and French (Libby)
I have pupils from lots of different backgrounds including Africa, the Middle East, 
Afghanistan and South America and many of them are multilingual. For example, 
some speak Arabic and French or Spanish and Portuguese depending on their country 
of origin. So, I find they are generally very good foreign language learners because 
they are used to communicating in different languages and they make connections 
between them. So, I always get them to do some comparative language analysis 
work when we meet new words and expressions. Does this word exist in any other 
language you know? Is it the same or different in English? We have really good 
classroom discussions about this, and I think the rest of the class benefit from this 
as well as they can see multilingualism in action, and it is motivating for them. It 
also helps raise the language awareness of all pupils. This is something that I really 
want to make other teachers aware of too and it is so important that we acknowledge 
the multilingual skills of pupils from migrant and displaced person backgrounds 
because it can help them to develop a more positive self-image instead of feeling they 
are deficient because they are not native speakers of English which can be the case. 

3.4. Theme 4: Teacher professional needs and teacher education 

The final aim of the present study was to identify the professional needs of 
teachers and schools, and to suggest some ways in which these might be ad-
dressed, to help advance language-sensitive teaching across the school curricu-
lum in the future. The data indicates that subject teachers often feel challenged 
and undermined professionally because they are not equipped to address the 
more complex learning needs that linguistically diverse classrooms bring, as 
Extracts 15 and 16 exemplify: 

Extract 15. Teacher of Mathematics and Biology (Chris) 
I find it stressful to know that we are supposed to implementing new teaching 
methods to support migrant pupils and that I don’t know what this involves and 
lack the skills to be able to do this. 

Extract 16. Teacher of Business and English (Frances) 
I know that we need to be making more of an effort to improve our teaching to ensure 
that all pupils are included but I don’t feel we are being guided enough.
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Meanwhile, extract 17 underscores the perceived growing need for school-
wide teacher education in this area which school managers believe is becoming 
increasingly more urgent in the light of the large numbers of newly arrived 
pupils from the Ukraine now entering Irish post-primary schools. 

Extract 17. School Manager (William)
The reality is that most teachers lack the pedagogical knowledge and skills to teach 
learners who do not have adequate competency in the language of instruction in the 
classroom, so this is a school-wide problem that needs to be addressed and the war 
in the Ukraine and the ongoing refugee crisis has brought this to a head. 

One key area where school managers feel that specialised training is now 
vital is in in trauma informed teaching, as is highlighted in Extract 18:

Extract 18. School Manager (Pat)
The war in the Ukraine has brought to a head the need for specialised training for 
teachers and support staff so that we can integrate these children as quickly as pos-
sible. In particular we need training in trauma informed teaching as we are meeting 
children who have experienced terrible suffering with the loss of family members 
and their homes, and we need guidance on this urgently.

In the final four extracts, we highlight the key role that language teachers can 
play in the development of language-sensitive teaching at the whole school level 
by working alongside subject teachers to improve their language awareness and 
from this, their planning and teaching skills. As Extracts 19–21 exemplify, this 
is understood to be the crucial first step for any real advancement in this area 
to occur, with many of the language teachers pointing out that their language 
knowledge and skills need to be more valued and better exploited.

Extract 19. Language support teacher (Lucy)
It’s becoming increasing obvious that the expertise and work of language support 
teachers needs to be better appreciated. We know that we can play a key role in the 
upskilling of other teachers, but the problem is that they don’t really understand this. 
For instance, we can provide language awareness workshops and work in partnership 
with subject teachers around planning and lesson delivery. It is possible to introduce 
this but is has to be done systematically and we need subject teacher buy-in which 
isn’t really there at the moment because many just don’t see the purpose of this or 
how it relates to their own professional development. 

Extract 20. Language support teacher (Mary) 
I am excited to see that schools are finally starting to understand my role and how 
I can help support the introduction of language sensitive teaching practices into the 
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school as a whole because language matters. It lies at the heart of everything that 
we do so we need to give it the attention it deserves. 

Extract 21. Language support teacher (Joan)
Instead of seeing my role as separate and apart from the subject teachers, which 
many still do, we need to know how we can all work together more effectively. In 
my language classes I make an effort to prepare pupils for the various school subjects 
and for some subjects I liaise closely with the subject teacher, so I know the themes 
the pupils are working on and their related tasks and assignments. However, not 
all teachers appreciate the supporting role I can play so my role is undervalued in 
the school as a whole. 

This comment underscores the largely untapped potential of language teach-
ers to play a more central role going forward in the advancement of language 
sensitive teaching at the whole school level and to raise appreciation and knowl-
edge about language in schools for the wider and obvious benefits this can bring. 

However, there was also a sense from the comments made by several of the 
language support teachers that any planned continuous professional develop-
ment initiatives for subject teacher upskilling would need to consider sensitivi-
ties around subject teacher lack of language awareness and knowledge. In this 
regard, it was felt that while guided mentorship by language support teachers 
drawing on examples of classroom data in subject-specific classrooms could be 
the best approach to adopt, for this to work, school managers would need to 
incentivise teachers and create the kind of supportive environment that would 
encourage subject teachers to engage in mentorship initiatives of this kind, as 
in Extract 22: 

Extract 22. (Jack)
I would be happy to collaborate with and mentor subject teachers more, but it would 
have to done in the right way so as to avoid them feeling undermined profession-
ally. So, they need to see this as beneficial for them and feel that it is being done 
across the board to support them rather than to make them feel they are deficient 
in some way. 

4. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUDING COMMENTS

The present study has indicated that while there is a growing awareness 
in Irish, post-primary schools of the ways in which classrooms are becoming 
more linguistically and culturally diverse, there is a limited understanding 
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on the part of subject teachers and school managers of the implications this 
holds for their own classroom teaching. Moreover, there remains an overall 
perception in schools that this ongoing phenomenon is creating additional 
pressures and challenges and is therefore problematic rather than offering new 
learning opportunities, which suggests a need for critical awareness raising in 
relation to the benefits that this approach offers for all pupils irrespective of 
their backgrounds. The study has also highlighted that subject teachers feel 
ill-equipped to address the perceived additional challenges that a more lin-
guistically diverse school population brings and that they are in obvious need 
of professional guidance and training in this area, with language-awareness 
raising a crucial first step. 

By contrast, there was a strong sense that foreign language teachers and 
language support teachers had developed a critical understanding of both the 
challenges and the benefits that this situation brings, and as a result, were better 
equipped to implement language-sensitive strategies into their everyday teach-
ing. In this regard, the study further found some evidence of good emergent 
practices in this area amongst subject teachers, mainly in the form of teacher 
speech modifications and the use of assistive technologies to scaffold newly 
arrived pupils from a non-English first language background. However, it was 
only the foreign language teachers and the language support teachers who rec-
ognised the potentials around drawing on the full linguistic resources of pupils 
and embedding an explicit language awareness-raising focus into their lessons, 
which was indicative both of their support for language-sensitive teaching as an 
approach, and of their critical understanding of what it means in practice (e.g., 
Cummins 2019; Gogolin 2013). 

A further key finding was that language support teachers were well-informed 
and welcoming of the potential key role that they could play in upskilling subject 
teachers in areas including the development of subject-specific language aware-
ness and the implementation of transformative pedagogies which place language 
at the heart of every lesson, across the school curriculum. These findings sup-
port earlier research in the Irish educational context (Gallagher & Leahy 2014; 
Farrell & Baumgart 2019) which has underscored the central role that language 
support teachers can and should play in the development and implementation 
of whole school approaches to language-sensitive teaching across the academic 
curriculum to enable this approach to be more widely advanced. 

However, the overall findings of the research reported on are that language-
sensitive teaching is still only very partially understood in Irish post-primary 
schools and that there is an obvious need for teacher education in this area for 
teaching professionals at all career stages. It has further underscored the key 
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role that language support teachers can play in subject teacher awareness rais-
ing and skills development as part of a whole school development approach, 
and that school managers have a vital role to play in supporting collaborations 
and mentoring initiatives involving language teachers and subject teaching for 
such purposes to help advance this approach more widely, which supports the 
earlier conclusions reached by Calafato (2021). In this regard, the study has also 
highlighted the need for school managers to provide teaching professionals 
with structures for mentoring and guidance, and for data-informed analysis 
of practice to be included, to encourage uptake and ensure an evidence-based 
approach to language-sensitive teaching (Castro, Kelly & Shih 2010; Chubbuck, 
Clift, Allard & Quinlan 2001). 

As far as future directions in teacher education are concerned more widely, 
the findings support the arguments made for pre-service teachers to be provided 
with subject specific language-awareness training and pedagogical upskilling in 
relation to language-sensitive strategies that they can embed into their routine 
classroom practices (European Commission 2021; Teaching Council 2020). The 
results of this study, and the exemplars provided, can help to inform the de-
velopment of training and professional development initiatives of this kind for 
teachers, teacher educators and school leaders working in increasing linguistic 
diverse in Irish post-primary schools. The findings can also be drawn on for 
comparative purposes in relation to other international school contexts, to gain 
a wider sense of how language-sensitive teaching is developing more widely 
within the EU and other global educational spaces, and to help drive language-
teaching approaches. This is with the overall aim of enhancing the educational 
experience and learning outcomes of all pupils, and to promote more inclusive 
schools and societies more widely. 

Funding acknowledgement and disclaimer

The authors declare that this publication was funded with the support from the European 
Commission (Erasmus+, Strategic Partnerships, grant number: 2020-1-PL01-KA201-08612). It re-
flects the views only of its authors. The European Commission cannot be held responsible for any 
use which may be made of the information contained therein.

Acknowledgements

We want to thank the participants of this study. 



Language-sensitive teaching as an emergent response to increasing linguistic diversity 93

REFERENCES

Baumgart, J. (2021). Corpus linguistics and cross-disciplinary action research: A study of talk in the math-
ematics classroom. New York / London: Routledge.

Boisvert, D.R. / Thiede, R. (2020). Language, mind, and power: Why we need linguistic equality. New 
York: Routledge.

Butler, M. / Goschler, J. (2019). Sprachsensibler Fachunterricht. Cham: Springer.
Calafato, R. (2021). “I feel like it’s giving me a lot as a language teacher to be a learner myself”: 

Factors affecting the implementation of a multilingual pedagogy as reported by teachers of 
diverse languages. Studies in Second Language Learning and Teaching, 11 (4), 579–606.

Castro, A.J. / Kelly, J. / Shih, M. (2010). Resilience strategies for new teachers in high-needs areas. 
Teaching and Teacher Education, 26 (3), 622–629.

Central Statistics Office (CSO) (2022b). Population and migration estimates. Dublin: CSO.
Central Statistics Office (CSO) (2022a). Arrivals from Ukraine in Ireland. Dublin: CSO. 
Chubbuck, S.M. / Clift, R.T. / Allard, J. / Quinlan, J. (2001). Playing it safe as a novice teacher: 

Implications for programs for new teachers. Journal of Teacher Education, 52 (5), 365–376.
Coyle, D. / Hood, P. / Marsh, D. (2010). CLIL: Content and Language Integrated Learning. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press.
Creswell, J.W. (2009). Research designs: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods approaches. Cali-

fornia, CA: Sage.
Cummins, J.P. (2019). Should schools undermine or sustain multilingualism? An analysis of theory, 

research, and pedagogical practice. Sustainable Multilingualism, 15, 1–26.
Department of Education and Science (renamed the Department of Education and Skills [DES] 

in 2012) (2007). Meeting the needs of pupils for whom English is a second language. Circular 
53/07. Athlone: Department of Education and Skills. 

Department of Education and Skills (DES) & The Office of the Minister for Integration (2010). 
Intercultural education strategy 2010–2015. Department of Education and Skills. https://assets.
gov.ie/120820/09c2c2c6-ba6e-4618-9358-e23f001fd353.pdf.

Department of Education and Skills (DES) (2017). Languages connect: Ireland’s strategy for foreign 
languages in education 2017–2026. Department of Education and Skills. https://www.gov.
ie/en/publication/dd328-languages-connect-irelands-strategy-for-foreign-languages-in-
education-2017-2026/.

Department of Education and Skills (DES) (2019). Primary language curriculum: English-Medium 
schools. Department of Education and Skills. https://curriculumonline.ie/getmedia/2a6e5f79-
6f29-4d68-b850-379510805656/PLC-Document_English.pdf.

Dijk van, G. / Hajer, M. / Kuiper, W. / Eijkelhof, H. (2020). Design principles for language sensi-
tive technology lessons in teacher education. International Journal of Technology and Design 
Education, 32 (2), 971–986.

European Commission (2013). Language teaching and learning in multilingual classrooms. Luxembourg: 
Publications Office of the European Union. https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/
publication/c5673e19-c292-11e6-a6db-01aa75ed71a1.

European Commission (2020). Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the 
Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions. Action plan 
on integration and inclusion 2021–2027. https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?u
ri=CELEX%3A52020DC0758&qid=1632299185798.

European Commission (2021). Multilingual classrooms. https://education.ec.europa.eu/levels/
school/multilingual-classrooms.



94 Angela Farrell, Mary Masterson, Michelle Daly 

European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice (2019). Integrating students from migrant backgrounds 
into schools in Europe: National policies and measures. Eurydice report. Publications Office of the 
European Union. https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/39c05fd6-2446-
11e9-8d04-01aa75ed71a1/language-en.

Eurydice (2019). Integrating students from migrant backgrounds into schools in Europe: National policies 
and measures: Eurydice Report. Luxembourg: European Union. 

Farrell, A. / Baumgart, J. (2019) Building partnerships between teacher education programmes 
and post-primary schools in Ireland to better address the needs of EAL pupils. In: F. Mishan 
(ed.), ESOL in UL and Ireland (pp. 211–236). Bern: Peter Lang.

Finkbeiner, C. / Knierim, M. / Smasal, M. / Ludwig, P.H. (2012). Self-regulated cooperative EFL 
reading tasks: Students’ strategy use and teachers’ support. Language Awareness, 21 (1–2), 57–83.

Gallagher, A. (2021). Twenty-five years of language policies and initiatives in Ireland: 1995-2020. Te-
anga, the Journal of the Irish Association for Applied Linguistics, 28, 6–55. https://doi.org/10.35903/
teanga.v28i.1891.

Gallagher, F. / Leahy, A. (2014). The feel good factor: Comparing immersion by design and im-
mersion by default models. Language, Culture and Curriculum, 27 (1), 58–71. https://doi.org/
10.1080/07908318.2013.877476.

Gogolin, I. (2013). The “monolingual habitus” as the common feature in teaching in the language 
of the majority in different countries. Per Linguam, 13 (2), 38–49.

Government of Ireland (1998). Education Act (1998). Dublin: Irish Statute Book. https://www.
irishstatutebook.ie/eli/1998/act/51/section/1/enacted/en/html.

Little, D. / Kirwan, D. (2019). Engaging with linguistic diversity: A study of educational inclusion in 
a primary school. London: Bloomsbury Academic.

Little, D. / Kirwan, D. (2021). Language and languages in the primary school: Some guidelines for 
teachers. Post-Primary Languages Ireland. https://ppli.ie/teaching-and-learning/supporting-
multilingual-classrooms/?gresource=ppli-primary-guidelines/.

Nusche, D. (2009). What works in migrant education? A review of evidence and policy op-
tions. OECD Education Working Papers, 22. Paris: OECD Publishing. http://dx.doi.
org/10.1787/227131784531.

OECD (2009). Education at a glance: OECD Indicators. Paris: OECD Publishing.
OECD (2020). OECD regions and cities at a glance. Paris: OECD Publishing.
Parker-Jenkins, M. / Masterson, M. (2013). No longer ‘Catholic, White and Gaelic’: Schools in Ireland 

coming to terms with cultural diversity. Irish Educational Studies, 32 (4), 477–492.
Rodríguez-Izquierdo, R.M. / Darmody, M. (2019). Policy and practice in language support for 

newly arrived migrant children in Ireland and Spain. British Journal of Educational Studies, 67 
(1), 41–57. https://doi.org/10.1080/00071005.2017.1417973.

Teaching Council (2020). Céim: Standards for initial teacher education. Maynooth: Teaching Council. 
United Nations (2015). United Nations Sustainable Development. New York: United Nations 

General Assembly. https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/education/.
Viesca, K.M. / Teemant, A. / Alisaari, J. / Ennser-Kananen, J. / Flynn, N. / Hammer, S. / Routarinne, 

S. (2022). Quality content teaching for multilingual students: An international examination 
of excellence in instructional practices in four countries. Teaching and Teacher Education, 113, 
103649. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2022.103649.

Received: 9.12.2022; revised: 4.04.2023



Language-sensitive teaching as an emergent response to increasing linguistic diversity 95

ANGELA FARRELL 
University of Limerick 
angela.farrell@ul.ie ORCID: 
0000-0001-5777-1613

MARY MASTERSON 
University of Limerick 
mary.masterson@ul.ie 
ORCID: 0000-0003-2483-4440

MICHELLE DALY 
University of Limerick 
michelle.daly@ul.ie 
ORCID: 0000-0001-7710-093X




	Bez nazwy

