“YOU LEARNED THE LANGUAGE WITHOUT EVEN REALISING”:
RESILIENCE AND CHALLENGES OF SECOND-LANGUAGE
LEARNING FOR LEARNERS WITH DYSLEXIA IN IMMERSION
EDUCATION

Learners with dyslexia can experience challenges in second language (L2) learning, given how their brain
interprets language and processes vocabulary. This study explored the experiences of learning Irish as an L2 in
Irish-medium (IM) and English-medium (EM) primary schools in the Republic of Ireland. Semi-structured interviews
were conducted with four young adults (undergraduates, aged 19-22) with dyslexia who reflected on their L2 Irish
language learning experiences in primary school. The findings indicate similar experience for learners with dyslexia
in IM schools and EM schools. The experiences of these learners as they engaged with L2 learning was nuanced,
including cognitive and emotional challenges as well as strengths across language learning, such as the use of
decoding strategies. The findings highlighted the importance of educational resilience - positive attitudes towards,
and personal identification with, the Irish language. Perseverance was also important trait within these learners, as
it helped them to learn and engage with the L2 despite the language and literacy challenges that dyslexia can bring.
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INTRODUCTION

Theorists of second-language learning (L2) have typically diverged in terms of the strength of influence of internal
(cognitive) and external (social) factors in the learning process (Saville-Troike and Barto, 2017). Sociocultural
perspectives of L2 learning operate from the assumption that there is a significant relationship between culture and
mind, and that all learning is, first social, then individual (Saville-Troike and Barto, 2017; Vygotsky, 1987). Thus, social
factors and the context of learning, including the culture of the school and the language of instruction, can impact on
L2 learning similar to cognitive factors.

Dyslexia is a neurodevelopmental condition that primarily impairs an individual’s reading ability, language
comprehension, spelling, and phonological processing (Nijakowska, 2020; Snowling, 2014; Reina et al., 2024). At the
core of dyslexia is a difficulty in learning to decode and to spell (Snowling et al., 2020). The cognitive difficulties
experienced by learners with dyslexia include delayed central processing, poor automatization, impaired phonological
processing, and a lower level of working memory and short-term memory (Nijakowska, 2020). Given these difficulties,
dyslexia impacts on how the brain interprets language and processes vocabulary, which can impact on both L1 and
L2 learning (Helland & Kaasa, 2005; Lundberg, 2002). Although dyslexia is defined by such problems, some individuals
with dyslexia can compensate for their difficulties, such as strengthened morphological awareness (Law et al., 2015),
and dyslexia may only be disabling if the individual remains unable to cope with the literacy demands despite
appropriate intervention (Snowling et al., 2020). While students with dyslexia may be at greater risk of developing
negative self-perceptions of themselves as learners, this does not necessarily translate to their overall self-worth, and
positive attitudes towards dyslexia and neurodiversity can promote such positive perceptions (Gibby-Leversuch et
al,, 2021).

Irish immersion education

Immersion education refers to education in which linguistically homogeneous students, who are typically dominant
in the majority language when they start school, attend a school which operates through a minority immersion
language. Immersion education is an additive program, enriching the learner’s linguistic repertoire without negatively
affecting the first language (L1) (Lambert, 1975). It aims to develop additive bi/multilingualism and bi/multiliteracy,

-22-



as well as ensuring that learners achieve academically and foster the development of intercultural understanding
(Tedick et al., 2011). In Ireland, approximately 8% (n = 256) of primary schools in the Republic of Ireland are Irish-
medium schools, where classes are taught through Irish and school business is held through Irish. These include
Gaelscoileanna - schools outside the Irish-speaking regions, and schools in the Gaeltacht (Irish-speaking regions).

Immersion education supports bilingualism, which has been shown to accelerate children’s development of
metalinguistic awareness, particularly in tasks that require high levels of executive control (Bialystok et al., 2014).
However, the oft cited advantages in executive function for bilingual children has been questioned, particularly in
terms of publication bias, and the bilingual advantage may only be marginal (Gunnerud et al., 2020).

The suitability and outcomes of immersion education for students with Special Education Needs (SEN) is an area of
contention (Kay-Raining Bird et al., 2016; Nic Aindriu et al., 2020). The proportion of individuals with SEN enrolled in
immersion schoolsis lower than that of the general school population (Fortune, 2008; McCoy & Banks 2012; Nic Aindriu,
2020; Zehrbach, 2011). Evidence suggests that parents with children who have been diagnosed with SEN may be
privately discouraged from enrolling in immersion education due to professionals’ concerns about delays in language
acquisition and additional cognitive demands on the child (Fortune, 2011; Kay-Raining Bird et al., 2016). Nonetheless,
research indicates that for the most part children with SEN in IM education have a positive experience (Nic Aindriu,
2021a). While students with an SEN encounter challenges when learning through Irish as an L2, specifically spellings,
grammar, and phonics, these challenges were similar to their monolingual peers (Nic Aindrid, 2021a; Nic Aindrid,
2021b). Furthermore, many of the challenges apply to the broader context such as teacher education, access to
bilingual services (Nic Aindrit & O Duibhir, 2023), difficulties in relation to parents helping their child with homework
(MacIntyre-Coyle & Nic Aindriu, 2023; Nic Aindrit, 2020), and the lack of standardised assessments for dyslexia in the
Irish language or students of immersion education (Barnes, 2017).

Learning Irish in English-medium education

In EM schools, the English language is the working language of the school and Irish is taught as a subject. Irish is one
of the core subjects on the primary and post-primary school curriculum in Ireland. Learners in IM and EM schools
follow the same Primary Language Curriculum which supports teaching and learning in English and Irish. The amount
of time for teaching Irish in EM primary schools was 3.5 hours when the current participants attended school. In
Ireland, all students must study Irish unless they qualify for an exemption. Students in English-medium primary and
post-primary schools may access an exemption from studying the subject of Irish due to their SEN.

The aim of the current research is to add to this growing field of research and explore the experiences of learners with
dyslexia in L2 learning in Irish-medium and English-medium primary schools.

METHODOLOGY

Design

A qualitative approach was taken when conducting this research, using semi-structured interviews. This research
received ethical approval from the Dublin City University Research Ethics Committee. The research questions explored
were as follows:

1. What were the experiences of learners with dyslexia in learning Irish in IM and EM schools?

2. What challenges and supports did individuals with diagnosed dyslexia experience while learning Irish in
either an IM or EM primary school?

Sample

Purposive and convenience sampling was used for this study. The sample consisted of four female majority language
(English) speaking participants who were dyslexic and learned Irish as an L2 in IM or EM schools. The intention of
the study was not to examine the experiences of L2 learning to be generalised to all learners with dyslexia, but to
examine the lived experiences of this sample in the learning of Irish in both contexts. All participants were of a similar
age to explore the experiences of individuals with a relatively recent experience of formal primary and post-primary
education. All four participants had been diagnosed with dyslexia in their later primary school years (approximately
10-13 years). Participant 1 was 19, attended an IM primary school, and was studying Irish in university. Participant 2 was
21, grew up in a Gaeltacht area, attended an IM primary school, and was also studying Irish in university. Participant
3 was 21, attended an EM primary school, and was studying Law in university. Participant 4 was 22, attended an EM
school, and was studying Engineering in university. Both IM participants (P1 and P2) were not offered an exemption
from Irish in primary school or secondary school. Participant 3 was offered the exemption from Irish in secondary
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school but did not take it due to her love and passion for the language. Participant 4 was encouraged not to study
Irish in secondary school despite her wish to do so. She studied it externally to the school up to Junior Certificate level
(age 15 approximately) and availed of an exemption for her Leaving Certificate (age 16-18 approximately). All student
participants were diagnosed in their later primary school years.

Procedure

We conducted one-to-one semi-structured interviews over Zoom. Each interview lasted for 10-15 minutes as the
researcher asked a set of 10 structured questions from an interview schedule tailored to the participant’s medium of
education attended. All interviews were conducted by the first author.

Data analysis

The data were thematically analysed (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Clarke & Braun, 2017). The first author carefully transcribed
the data and read through the interviews several times for familiarisation. An inductive coding technique was
employed (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The first author generated initial codes by reading through the transcriptions line
by line and identifying codes in the data. The codes were then sorted into initial themes based on similarity and
broad relationships to each-other. The first author then reviewed the existing themes in relation to the coded data
and entire data set. The first and second author then reviewed, refined and named the themes. The final step was the
production of this report as outlined in the findings below.

FINDINGS

The findings included in this section include the following themes, educational resilience in L2 learning, challenges of
L2 learning, and learning strengths.

Theme 1: Educational resilience in L2 learning: Positive attitudes and perseverance

Resilience is defined as the ability to overcome adversity and positively adapt to challenging life circumstances
(e.g., Rutter, 1979). Within the educational context, “resilient” students are those who succeed in school despite the
presence of adverse conditions (Waxman et al., 2003). In this context of SEN, we conceptualise it as the ability to cope
with and overcome the challenges that dyslexia may bring with regard to learning and engagement with school. Both
IM and EM participants reported having positive attitudes and motivation in their L2 learning despite the challenges
of dyslexia. Participant 2 reported “l was constantly surrounded by the language, so I've always had a really positive
outlook.” (P1-IM). Participant 4 reported a sustained positive attitude despite the challenges of L2 learning “I've always
kind of had quite a positive attitude towards the Irish language even though | struggled with it” (P4-EM), highlighting
the resilience shown throughout this L2 learning process, such that the participant’s interest and positive attitude
towards the language helped them overcome some of the challenges of L2 learning.

While previous research indicated that challenges with language comprehension tend to create feelings of
discouragement (Snowling, 2014), participants still showed high levels of motivation I still like speaking Irish even
though it just means | have to put in more work than everyone else.” (P2-IM). Participant 3 stated “/ really enjoyed the
subject, so | just powered through and just tried to learn how to spell” (P3-EM). The interest in Irish also supported the
resilience of both EM and IM participants; “Although I still struggle with Irish, I'll continue to use it throughout my life”
(P1-IM). “After the Junior Cert, | was told to drop it ...but | didn’t because | love the language” (P3-EM). Of note here is that
only one of the participants availed of the exemption from studying Irish, and she availed of this for senior cycle only.
She had previously studied it outside of school for Junior Cycle but found it “too stressful” to continue it for Senior
Cycle. Not availing of the exemption from lIrish is a possible reflection of the participants’ positive attitudes towards
the language.

All four participants indicated considerable commitment and persistence in their L2 learning. One participant noted
“obviously like you feel that practice and persistence is very important”. (P2-IM). Strategies of persistence included “just
sticking to it even when you're feeling like you're not getting anywhere” (P4-EM).

Participant 1 reflected on the positive impact attending an IM school had on her as a learner with dyslexia.

It's only had a positive effect... When | was attending the Gaelscoil (IM school), | didn’t really see it as you know, having
to learn the language....you learned the language without even realising (P1-IM)

This illustrates some of the benefits of immersion education that has been identified previously in the literature (e.g.,
Bialystok et al., 2014; Nic Aindrig, 2021a). On the other hand, Participant 2's responses were mixed. She noted that “/t
was difficult like with the grammar and everything” while also stating “I've always had a really positive outlook” (P2-IM).
While this quote revisits the positive attitudes to the language, it also illustrates the challenges she experienced in
learning her L2.
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Theme 2: Challenges of L2 learning
L2 learning was noted as a challenge by the participants in both mediums of instruction.

Subtheme 1 - Academic challenges

Dyslexia impacts a person’s ability to read, write, and spell (Snowling, 2014) and this was reflected in both the IM
and EM participants’ responses. “I would know the subject material, but | kept not getting them right because | couldn’t
spell them properly.” (P2-IM). Nic Aindriu (2021) argues that although the orthographic rules are different across both
languages, students with and without a diagnosis may struggle with the same difficulties in both languages (e.g.,
syntax and grammar). Hickey and Stenson (201 1) found for the Irish language, while the most frequent words show a
high level of regularity, underlying rules are very complex. This was reflected by Participant 3: “Spelling is really hard in
Irish as you don't know if it's the actual spelling based on what it sounds like” (P3-EM).“I think that the spelling with all the
‘fadas’ was really difficult” (P2-IM).

Participantsalso noted challengesin word recognition and vocabularyinIrish and subsequent reading comprehension,
which reflects the typical comprehension, spelling, and phonological processing difficulties associated with dyslexia
(Nijakowska, 2020; Snowling, 2014; Reina et al., 2024) “I wouldn’t be able to read big texts obviously because it’'s so many
letters just mashed in together.... | could not comprehend what this word is even if | read the whole thing over and over
again” (P3-EM).

Subtheme 2: Emotional impacts

Both EM and IM participants noted some adverse emotional impacts of their experience in L2 learning. One participant
reflected on the feelings of unfairness associated with failing an Irish exam - "It felt unfair when you would fail an exam
even though you knew the material” (P1-IM). Snowling (2014) notes that negative feelings for a student with dyslexia
can create problems concerning self-belief and decreased motivation. This was reflected in participants’ recollection
of the negative impact their academic performance had on them “I just thought that | was just not as smart as them.”
(P3-EM).“I suppose it impacted me in a negative way because it didn’t seem as fun for me”(P2-IM).

These emotional impacts were seen in the adverse impact of a late diagnosis of dyslexia on participants’ self-belief.
Nijakowska (2020) argues that dyslexia diagnoses allow people to understand their challenges with language, and late
diagnosis can have a significant emotional and cognitive impact. Participant 4 noted“as a child, it probably affected me
in a more negative way as | didn't know what was wrong” (P4-EM). Participant 1 expressed the feeling of being “behind”
peers at school “I didn't know | had dyslexia, so | just felt like | was behind everyone else” (P1-IM). This reflects the lower
self-perceptions regarding their abilities of themselves as learners (Gibby-Leversuch et al., 2021)

Theme 3: Learning strengths

Being a learner with dyslexia brings several strengths (Kannangara, 2018) and participants identified the strengths of
dyslexia. “Being dyslexic helped me think of other ways around things.” (P1-IM). Participants noted how they developed
strategies to support L2 learning, including orthographic mapping and the use of the chunking decoding strategy
“I used to break spelling and grammar into small easy chunks that made more sense for me” (P4-EM). This process of
‘thinking of ways around things’ seems to be a pattern in people with dyslexia, and may reflect some of the
compensatory strategies such as strengthened morphological awareness found in previous research (e.g., Laws et
al,, 2015). Participant 1 referred to the different ways of thinking that dyslexia brings “you look at things differently and
yeah, I think it's really good.” (P1-IM). This reflects some of the benefits of bilingualism, which may be linked to executive
control development (Bialystok et al., 2014).

DISCUSSION

These findings indicate very similar experiences of L2 Irish learning for learners with dyslexia in IM and EM schools.
The challenges experienced were both cognitive and emotional. The cognitive challenges included writing, spelling,
and reading comprehension, which was found across both IM and EM schools. This echoes previous research (Nic
Aindrid, 2021a; Nic Aindrid, 2021b) and suggests that intervention programmes that support such skills should be
applied similarly in both learning contexts and ideally the benefits would transfer across L1 and L2 learning (Nic
Aindriu, 2021b). Schools and teachers should also pay sufficient attention to the emotional impact of dyslexia given
the critical role of self-efficacy on learners’agency (Bandura, 1982; Code, 2020). The negative emotional impacts were
likely moderated by the late diagnosis of all the participants. Participants reported the negative emotional impact of
poor academic performance in L2 learning, including feeling behind their peers and the absence of an explanation for
difficulties, such as a formal diagnosis. Given the importance of early identification in mitigating some of the adverse
secondary consequences of dyslexia including poor self-belief (Battistutta et al., 2018; Sanfilippo et al., 2020), it is
imperative that schools are proactive in terms of screening and referrals and teachers are well-educated in the area
to identify suspicions, particularly in struggles with L2 learning, from a young age. Teacher education plays a key role
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here as has been previously identified (Nic Aindrid, 2020) as well as the need for standardised assessments for dyslexia
in the Irish language or students of immersion education (Barnes, 2017; Patton & Mathews, 2020).

A crucial finding was the resilience the participants reported in the face of the challenges posed by dyslexia in L2
learning. Indeed, the challenges noted above were frequently referenced in the context of resilience - participants
indicated thriving at Irish in school despite the challenges of dyslexia - this is a core element of educational resilience
(Waxman et al., 2003). Positive attitudes towards, and a strong level of identity with, the Irish language, as well as
perseverance, were the sites of resilience in this study. This echoes previous research on the positive experience of
children with SEN in IM education (Nic Aindrid, 2021a). These findings emphasise the importance of school culture
in fostering such attitudes and identity in both IM and EM schools (Garza & Crawford, 2005). These resilience findings
reflect the notion of grit - a non-cognitive trait that combines passion and perseverance for long-term goals
(Duckworth et al., 2007). Grit entails working strenuously toward challenges, maintaining effort and interest despite
failure and adversity, and is associated with educational, professional, and personal success (Fernandez Martin et al.,
2020).

There are strengths and limitations to the study. Participants were recruited through purposive and convenience
sampling and a small sample was employed. Such a sample is prone to bias due to its characteristics that depends
on the judgment of the researcher (McEwan, 2020). With only two participants in each of the groups, we do not aim
to generalise this to all learners with dyslexia in IM and EM education. Nonetheless, it is important that the voices
of learners with dyslexia are heard more prevalently in this space. This research adds to the relatively small body
but developing body of research on SEN in L2 learning and challenges the monolingual bias that tends to shape
educational policy and practice towards monolingual students (Fortune, 2011). Research on educational resilience in
L2 learning for students with SEN is relatively new and in need of further exploration, potentially through a longitudinal
study tracking a larger group of students through their educational journey.

The findings from this small-scale study indicate that the experiences and challenges of the participating learners
with dyslexia are similar across both educational contexts. The findings reflect the socio-cultural view of language
learning where the social context, such as the school, individual variables, such as attitudes towards the language
and perseverance, and cognitive variables, such as phonological awareness and working memory, all interact to affect
how L2 learning is experienced (Saville-Troike and Barto, 2017).
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