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1. Introduction
Let me begin with a brief introduction to Gaelic. Scottish Gaelic (Gàidhlig), along with Irish and
Manx, is a member of the Goidelic branch of Celtic languages. It is generally believed to have evolved
from the Irish language, with evidence of a distinct Scottish Gaelic variety from the 12th century (O
Maolalaigh, 2008). Frequently portrayed as one of the indigenous languages of Scotland, it is not
spoken by a majority in any other country. Scots Gaelic is well-known to international language
scholars as a case of language shift and obsolescence due to Nancy Dorian’s seminal research on East
Sutherland Gaelic (Dorian, 1981). Her landmark 1981 book ‘Language Death’ describes one Scottish
mainland community’s dialect in its final phases of obsolescence. The central theme of my paper today
is, in contrast, ‘language revitalisation’, not ‘language death’. This orientation reflects the serious
attempts to revitalise Gaelic over the past three decades through co-ordinated Gaelic planning and
policy interventions (cf. McLeod, 2010).
Figure 1: Percentage of Population who Speak Gaelic by Parishes in Scotland, 1891-2001

Source: Kandler et al. 2010. Original source: Withers, 1984, 1988 and GRO(S) Census of Population.

In common with other small language groups in Europe, Gaelic has a long history of demographic
decline and geographical retreat to the periphery. The so-called traditional territory, the
‘Gàidhealtachd’, emerged as a distinct Gaelic speaking region around the 14th Century in contrast to
the Anglo lowland area, called the ‘Galldachd’ (Smout, 1969 in Withers, 1988) 1. A pattern of Gaelic
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The terms ‘Gàidhealtachd’ for the Highlands and ‘Galldachd’ for the Lowlands did not emerge until the 17th or 18th
centuries, however (McLeod, 2004).
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language decline up to the nineteenth century intensified during the course of the twentieth century,
causing the language to suffer a “catastrophic collapse” (Pedersen, 2005: 3), as depicted in Figure 2 2.
This was evidenced by the near loss of Gaelic from the majority of formerly Gaelic-speaking mainland
communities in the ‘Gàidhealtachd’, as Figure 1 illustrates. One consequence is that Gaelic has been
generally perceived as a regional and not national language of Scotland.
Figure 2: No. and Percent Decennial Change in Gaelic Speakers in Scotland 1891 - 2011
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Source: National Records of Scotland Census of Population.

Like most languages spoken in the world today, Gaelic has a small community of speakers3. The
2011 census recorded 57,375 Gaelic speakers, equivalent to only 1.1 percent of the national
population. The loss of the monoglot Gaelic-speaking population by the 1970s means that today, all
Gaelic speakers are effectively bilingual in English. Indeed, most Gaelic speakers are equally or more
proficient in English. The territorial locus of the language is weakening due to decades of declining
inter-generational transmission in families. Gaelic-speakers account for only 8.8% of the regional
population in the Gàidhealtachd or Highland region (2011 Census). The island archipelago of the Outer
Hebrides, otherwise known as the Western Isles, is now regarded as the traditional ‘heartland’ area.
Here just over half (52.2%) of the 2011 population could speak Gaelic. There are also concentrations of
Gaelic speakers in the Islands of Tiree and Skye in the Inner Hebrides and in the mainland parish of
Lochalsh, which is contiguous to the Isle of Skye (see Plate 1) 4. The majority of speakers now live,
however, in predominantly English-speaking places. The 2011 Census recorded, for the first time, a
higher proportion of Gaelic speakers in Lowland Scotland than in Highland Scotland, and relatedly, a
majority now lives in urban settlements; some 9,000 live in Greater Glasgow city alone, where less than
one percent of the population can speak Gaelic (2011 Census). These patterns of language change
mirror other minority language revitalisation contexts, such as Wales (see Aitchison and Carter 2004;
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For a full account of Gaelic’s decline from 1800 onwards, see Macleod (2010).
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Romaine (2007) states that almost 85% of languages have fewer than 100,000 speakers.
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38.3 percent of the Tiree population speaks Gaelic, and 29.4 percent of the Isle of Skye population.
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Jones 2012), Ireland (see Ó Riagáin 2001), Galicia (see O’Rourke 2005; O’Rourke and Romallo 2011) and
the Basque country (see Ortega et al. 2015), where there are now more non-native speakers than
native speakers in the younger generations, particularly in new or urban contexts.

Plate 1: South Lochs, Isle of Lewis

Staffin, Isle of Skye

The 2011 census figures on Gaelic gave some grounds for cautious optimism that Gaelic’s decline is
being arrested: they show a diminution in the decline of speakers (an intercensal change of -2.17%)
and growth in the percentage of young speakers under the age of 25 (an intercensal change of +15%)
(Figure 3). It seems that the focus on schools as agents of language revival is having the desired effect.
Figure 3: Gaelic speakers by age group (2001-2011 Census)
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Source: National Records of Scotland Census of Population.

3

1.1

Introduction to the legislative framework

Unlike most other small languages, Gaelic has official status and a seemingly enviable institutional
apparatus to promote and support its sustainable future at a national level. It is over a decade since
the ‘Gaelic Language (Scotland) Act 2005’ introduced a statutory framework for the treatment of Gaelic
and English on the basis of equality, and established the statutory body ‘Bòrd na Gàidhlig’ (henceforth
referred to as ‘the Bòrd’) to facilitate an increase in the number of people using and understanding
Gaelic. This statutory recognition follows the United Kingdom’s 2001 ratification of the European
Charter for Regional or Minority Languages and designation of Gaelic under Part III thereof (Dunbar,
2003; Dunbar, 2006: 14-15). Under the Act the Bòrd is charged with implementing a ‘National Gaelic
Language Plan’ and for guiding the delivery of Gaelic education by local government, including a
national model of immersion education introduced in the 1980s (cf. O’Hanlon, 2015). The main powers
of the Bòrd are exercised through placing a requirement on certain public bodies to produce plans to
give equal status to Gaelic and English, and to incrementally increase bilingual service provision by
their organisation. The Bòrd has an annual budget of some €7m (£5m), which supports eight priority
‘areas’, as defined in the current National Gaelic Language Plan 2012-17. Figure 4 shows 42% of the
development budget is allocated to schools, teachers and post-school education, and 36% to
supporting community use of the language. In addition, the Scottish Government administers a €6.3m
(£4.5m) education grant to local government for Gaelic education provision, and annual funding of
€30.7m (£21.8m) supports the provision of a dedicated Gaelic digital broadcasting service (see below).

Figure 4: Annual budget of Bòrd na Gàidhlig 2015-16 by development priority area (Euros)
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The level of institutional support seeks to address the power imbalance which continues to persist
between English monolinguals and Gaelic-English bilinguals in Scotland. Gaelic-English bilinguals live in
a highly monolingual society: 92.6% of people living in Scotland use only English at home (2011
Census); and the dominant language is a of course a global language. As a result, a wider monolingual
perspective on Scottish society is endemic.
4

Introduction to the rest of the paper

1.2

To take my discussion forward, I am going to apply the ‘Capacity-Opportunity-Desire’ model for
understanding language vitality, which was introduced by Francois Grin (1990) and subsequently
elaborated by Joseph Lo Bianco (2008a, 2008b, 2013), to Gaelic. The ‘COD’ framework is widely known
but, at the risk of rehearsing it yet again, let me just summarise it briefly. The model advocates that
‘Capacity development, Opportunity creation and the fostering of Desire to use’ a language need to be
simultaneously pursued. The model responds to the late Fishmans’ cautionary maxim, that “schools are
unreliable allies of language maintenance, frequently and appreciably leading to language shift” (cited
in Lo Bianco 2013). Thus language revitalisation involves more than teaching in school, but to
simultaneously increase young people’s linguistic ability or capacity (C) to recreate and reward
opportunities for use of the language (O) and to foster a positive desire (D) to use the language. In
applying this framework today, I hope to be able to identify barriers to reproducing Gaelic as well as
points of opportunity for policy and practice 5. I will highlight recent policy interventions and
approaches, and point to some of the emerging evidence to suggest that these initiatives are affecting
changes in attitudes, and behaviour.

2. Capacity to use
I have already said something about the number of speakers Gaelic in Scotland. To elaborate, a
further 23,275 can understand Gaelic, although they don’t speak, read or write it. These passive
bilinguals often live in Gaelic communities or families undergoing language shift, and could, potentially
become active Gaelic speakers. There are also 6,324 people who can read or write Gaelic, but do not
speak it. This group is likely to include ‘bookish’ adult learners who do not have confidence to speak.
Table 1: Knowledge of Gaelic in Scotland (2011)
Knowledge of Gaelic

Scotland

Understand

87,056

Speak

57,375

Speak and Read

38,409

Speak, Read and Write

32,191

Source: National Records of Scotland 2011 Census of Population.

Literacy levels are low, particularly in those aged 30 and over, but increasing. Only 56 percent of the
population can write, as well as speak and read Gaelic (see Figure 5 for a breakdown by age-group).
32% of speakers aged 5 and over can neither read nor write Gaelic. Moreover, many speakers lack
confidence in their writing skills and seldom read in Gaelic (see McEwan-Fujita, 2010; NicAoidh, 2006),
which challenges language planning measures to increase the use of Gaelic in official public life and in
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Note that it is outwith the scope of this paper to summarise developments in Gaelic literature and publishing (see
Macleod, 2010), the creative industries (see Chalmers & Danson, 2013) or in business use (see Highlands and Islands
Enterprise, 2014). Interested readers are directed to these reports and recommended to visit www.soillse.ac.uk for further
information on Gaelic sociolinguistics.
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social media 6. These figures reflect the formal exclusion of Gaelic from public education until its
reintroduction in the 1980s as well as its weak presence in print media. Today, nearly all Gaelicspeaking children are literate. In lowland and urban communities in particular, a Gaelic immersion
school system has introduced the language, and its related culture, to hitherto non-Gaelic speaking
families.
Figure 5: Gaelic literacy levels by age group (2011 Census)
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School education has been the focus of Gaelic revitalisation policy since the 1980s, when the
immersion system known today as ‘Gaelic Medium Education’ (GME) was first introduced. The 1918
Education Act placed a duty on local authorities to provide Gaelic teaching in ‘Gaelic speaking areas’
which, in practice, obligated the local authorities for the Highlands and Islands to provide weekly Gaelic
language classes to primary pupils. The earliest appeal for a model of bilingual education which would
include children from non-Gaelic speaking homes can be traced to the 1960s 7. However, it was only in
the 1980s that a profound ideological shift in Gaelic in education policy occurred, and an additive
bilingual model of education for L1 and L2 Gaelic speakers was implemented. This ‘opt in’ immersion
model has aimed since its inception to develop full bilingualism and biliteracy in both Gaelic and in
English, and “To bring pupils to the stage of broadly equal competence in Gaelic and English, in all the
schools, by the end of [primary school]” (Scottish Office, 1993: 6).
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In the Western Isles, a random survey of adults found that 88% of the population had some understanding of Gaelic,
but only 14% have very good writing skills (NicAoidh, 2006, 2010).
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GME in primary schools (which are junior schools for pupils aged 5-11) has grown from two primary
schools teaching 24 pupils in 1985, to 59 schools teaching 2818 pupils in 2014-15 (Peadar Morgan,
Bòrd na Gàidhlig). Early-years education aims to facilitate children entering the GME system: in 201415, some 1052 children were enrolled in 56 ‘Sgoiltean Àraich’ (Gaelic pre-schoos) across Scotland (ibid.)
(see Figure 6). In common with many other bilingual immersion systems, GME has the same aims in
other areas of the curriculum as education conducted only though the state language (in this case,
English). It also shares the linguistic context of other small languages, such as Welsh, where GME is
immersion education in a second language (L2) for the majority of pupils and ‘heritage education’ in a
first language for a minority of children 8.

- Free-standing Gaelic school
Plate 2: Gaelic medium primary provision in Scotland.
Source: Comann nam Pàrant

A distinctive feature of the Gaelic immersion system is that pupils are typically educated in Gaelic in
dual-stream primary schools, which teach Gaelic-medium or English-medium pupils in separate
classrooms (see Plate 2). In 2007, the designation of a school in the island Skye as a ‘Gaelic school’ with
an ‘English-medium unit’ subverted the power geometry inherent in the ‘Gaelic unit’ model. In
recognition of the weaknesses of dual-stream schools in terms of language input and normalisation,
parents in three cities have successful campaigned for free-standing Gaelic schools, and two more will
open shortly 9. The term ‘Gaelic medium education’ has been used as an umbrella term for a range of
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National data on the first language of pupils in GME is not available, but the annual census of pupils recorded Gaelic as
the home language of only 637 of 3522 pupils in 2011-12, suggesting that some 18% of pupils enrolled in Gaelic-medium
primary or ‘Gàidhlig’ fluent education in 2011 are first language speakers (see O’Hanlon et al., 2013).
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The first free-standing Gaelic primary school opened in Glasgow in 1999 followed by the opening of ‘Sgoil Ghàidhlig
Ghlaschu’ (Glasgow Gaelic School) in Glasgow in 2006, which absorbed the pupils of the Gaelic primary school as well as
offering Gaelic medium education to secondary level; ‘Sgoil Ghaidhlig Inbhir Nis’ (Inverness Gaelic School) in Inverness in
2007 and, ‘Bun Sgoil Taobh na Pàirce’ (Parkside Primary School) in Edinburgh in 2013. A fourth free-standing primary school,
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educational experiences which have varying levels of instruction through the medium of Gaelic, varying
use of Gaelic outside of the classroom and varying levels of non-Gaelic speaking staff and children in
the school. New national guidance seeks to standardise the level of instruction through Gaelic, in order
to address an overuse of bilingual instruction in Gaelic medium education (Education Scotland, 2015).
It recommends a ‘total immersion’ phase for the first three years (primary 1-3), followed by an
‘immersion phase’ (from Primary 4 onwards), which continues to teach entirely through the medium of
Gaelic, including the teaching of English literacy.
The scale of GME provision is relatively small: fourteen of Scotland’s 32 Local Authorities make
provision for Gaelic education. Whilst less than 1% of all primary pupils in Scotland are enrolled in
GME, a strategic approach to Gaelic Learner Education (GLE) through a scheme called ‘Gaelic Learners
in the Primary School’ (GLPS) has increased provision of Gaelic being taught as a subject, which was
previously primarily available to secondary school pupils. The growth in GLE increases the proportion of
pupils in Scotland learning Gaelic to 2.7%. The intake of pupils into GME is also slowly increasing, from
387 in 2007 to 490 primary 1 pupils in 2013-14. Overall, GME in primary grew from 2601 pupils in 2007
to 2818 pupils in 2014-15.
Figure 6: Pupils in Gaelic Education in Scotland 2014-15
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Source: Peadar Morgan, Bòrd na Gàidhlig.

Growth in secondary education has been much slower. Only 31 schools offer Gaelic education to
secondary school pupils. Since 2007, there has only been a small growth in Gaelic medium secondary
pupils, from 1096 to 1204 pupils. GME at secondary level is concentrated primarily at the lower
secondary levels (S1-3) and in secondary schools in the Gaelic heartlands, with the exception of the
free-standing Glasgow Gaelic School. Taken together, these schools now teach fourteen subjects in
Gaelic. A major criticism of Gaelic medium education has, however, been the weakness in continuity of
‘Bun-Sgoil Ghàidhlig Loch Abar’ (Lochaber Gaelic Primary School), opens in Fort William in August 2015 and a fifth freestanding school is expected to open in Portree in 2016.
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learning from primary school to secondary. Recent research has found Gaelic medium primary pupils to
be confident and proud speakers (cf. Landgraf, 2013; Macleod et al., 2014) but the transition to
secondary schooling usually signals an abrupt end to Gaelic medium education. For most pupils, GME
at secondary level involves learning only Gaelic through the medium of Gaelic. Whilst the number of
secondary pupils taking learners classes has increased and retention is reported to be high between
GM primary classes and studying Gàidhlig for fluent speakers in S1 (Secondary 1), there have been
concerns expressed regarding declining numbers of pupils studying Higher or Advanced Higher
qualifications (O’Hanlon et al., 2010).
A national, blanket approach to Gaelic education is also regarded as a weakness, for no distinction
is made between the needs of so-called ‘first language speakers’, who account for many pupils in the
‘heartlands’, and second language learners, who account for the majority of pupils elsewhere. This is
one possible reason why Gaelic medium education has been less popular in the heartlands – and with
native Gaelic speakers – than it has in other places. Whilst the Local Authorities in the ‘Gàidhealtachd’
account for the largest number of school providers and pupils (60% of all GME primary pupils in 2011),
perhaps ironically, the ‘strongest’ model of Gaelic education is found in urban areas in which Gaelic is
the language of a small minority in the population. Here, economies of scale support the viability of
free-standing schools, without affecting the choice of parents to opt for English medium schooling; as a
result, in 2010, there were more GME pupils in the three largest providers in the Lowlands, than there
were in the 23 providers in the Gaelic heartlands of Eilean Siar 10. The three city schools (Inverness,
Glasgow and Edinburgh) are at full capacity and account for the majority of recent growth (Galloway,
2010). Campaigns for further provision in these areas are at various stages of development.
Gaelic policy has, however, been much less successful in selling Gaelic education to Gaels more
generally. In the Western Isles - the heartlands - the percentage of pupils in GME primary education
was stuck around 24% between 1996 and 2007. Efforts by ‘Còmhairle nan Eilean Siar’ (Western Isles
Council) to promote and improve provision means this figure had grown to 47% by 2014. In small
Gaelic-speaking rural communities the choice of Gaelic or English-medium education can be a source of
local tension. Moreover, parents can lack confidence in their own Gaelic, and in the immersion system.
Removing the choice for children to remain monolingual in a predominantly English monolingual
Scottish society is ideologically unacceptable to many islanders and explains why there are no ‘official’
free-standing Gaelic schools in the Western Isles to date 11.
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These were ‘Sgoil Gàidhlig Glaschu’ (Glasgow Gaelic School), ‘Condorrat Primary School’ in North Lanarkshire and
‘Bun Sgoil Taobh na Pàirce’ (Parkside Primary School) in the City of Edinburgh. In 2009-10, the primary 1 intake into
Glasgow’s dedicated Gaelic school and Condorrat primary school in the neighbouring Local Authority of North Lanarkshire
was 87, exceeding the intake of 81 students into primary 1 GM classes in all of the Western Isles (Galloway, 2010).
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In 2014-15, six ‘Comhairle nan Eilean Siar’ (Western Isles Council) schools decided to proceed with ‘Gaelic Schools
Status’, whilst continuing to offer English-medium education. These schools are: Bernera, Breasclete, Castlebay, Iochdar,
Leverhulme Memorial and ‘Sgoil an Taobh Siar’.
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Plate 3: Bòrd na Gàidhlig Teacher Recruitment

On the whole, however, the expansion in Gaelic education is regarded as a major accomplishment
of Gaelic planning. The level of demand nationally is being curbed by a lack of capacity to meet growth,
due to inadequate forward-planning to ensure suitably qualified Gaelic teachers. A new scheme has
been put in place to train already qualified teaching staff to transfer from English- to Gaelic-medium
teaching through a one-year intensive training programme, Gaelic Immersion for Teachers (GIFT) (see
Plate 3); the first cohort complete have recently completed the course, and the challenge now is to
successfully match these teachers to Gaelic posts in their locality12. But is this too little, too late? And
are we, as Fishman argued in 1991, too dependent upon school education to maintain Gaelic speakers?
I will return to these questions shortly.
Gaelic learning in adulthood

2.1

Since the launch of the first ‘Gaelic Language Plan’ in 2007, the creation of new adult speakers has
been another priority policy area to help achieve target increases in the crude number of Gaelic
speakers in Scotland. To this end, Bòrd na Gàidhlig and partners have invested some 1.5 million Euros
in the Ùlpan programme, which is the first nationally accessible and nationally coherent class-room
method for learning Gaelic as an adult. The course is modelled on the Welsh ‘Wlpan’ programme, and
has an emphasis on achieving oral skills in a short time through intensive learning. The investment in
Ùlpan sought to address the previously fragmented delivery of adult provision, variable quality of
tuition, and the low levels of adult learners reaching fluency in Gaelic (cf. McLeod et al., 2010). By
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For an outline of the language and pedagogical training involved
http://www.strath.ac.uk/humanities/courses/education/courses/pgdipgaelicimmersionforteachers/.

in

GIFT,

visit:
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increasing the intensity of learning, adults are able to progress through this 144 hour taught course in
two years.
So what are the expected outcomes? It is hoped that this framework will help turn adult learners
from ‘bookish’ learners who had little contact with ‘native’ Gaelic speakers to active speakers, who can
contribute to the building of Gaelic communities. The scale of adult learning remains, however, pitifully
low compared, for example, to the Basque for adults programme (cf. Azkue and Perales 2005). In the
Basque Autonomous Community (BAC) the adult learner programme aims to take adults to fluency (C2
on the CEFR) through 1715 hours of class time. The Ùlpan programme provides only 216 hours of class
tuition.

Plate 4: Students attending a residential course on Gaelic language, culture and the environment

There are some 3,500 adults actively learning Gaelic in Scotland today, and by 2013, around 2,600
had used the Ùlpan programme. Roughly three quarters of Ùlpan students surveyed in 2013 had
reached A2 on the Common European Framework of Reference scale for spoken interaction – that is,
they are basic users. Competing demands of full-time work and family together with difficulties in
accessing courses have meant that only a proportion of adults have completed the course (MacLeod et
al., 2015). This suggests that structures to support adults learn Gaelic through, for example, schemes to
release employees from work to undertake intensive study, are needed. Moreover, on completing
Ùlpan there are no further local courses for those who wish to progress to fluency, or for learners who
want to develop their literacy skills.
Excellent distance-learning courses are available, including a degree in Gaelic through the national
Gaelic college, which can bring learners to fluency through part-time study. Two other distancelearning courses are aimed at developing literacy amongst native speakers, one targeted at teachers
and another at other professionals. It remains the case, however, that except for the small numbers
who study Gaelic at University to degree level, successful learning of Gaelic in adulthood is seen as
something achieved by an exceptional and talented few. Moreover, there continues to be a lack of
strategic policy to address issues of course accessibility; resourcing; curriculum and accreditation, and
professionalisation of the workforce. The continued absence of a national funding framework for
Gaelic adult learner provision adds to the complex picture.
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3. Opportunity to use
I now want to turn to examine the opportunities which Gaelic speakers have to use the language. In
1991 the late great scholar Joshua Fishman criticised Gaelic language planning efforts for “the well
“nigh complete reliance on school and other higher order props”, namely media, in language
revitalisation efforts (1991: 380). Fishman was of the view that Scotland had placed excessive emphasis
on Gaelic education for language revitalisation, at the expense of focussing on the “home, family
neighbourhood and community intergenerational vernacular activity” (1991, 91-5). Might the same
criticism be levered of Gaelic planning efforts today?
3.1.1 Gaelic use in ‘low’ status domains

Plate 5: Location of Iomairtean Gàidhlig
Source: Comunn na Gàidhlig

I want to look first at opportunities to use Gaelic in the ‘low’ domains (cf. Ferguson, 1959) which
Fishman regarded as so central to reversing language shift: the home, family and neighbourhood.
Gaelic language planning initiatives have centred on creating opportunities and incentives for young
speakers in recognition that many pupils in GME do not have Gaelic in the home. The publicly funded
organisation, ‘Comunn na Gàidhlig’ (the Gaelic Association), aims to promote local use of Gaelic in the
home, family and neighbourhood. Nine geographically defined ‘Iomairtean Gàidhlig’ (Gaelic Initiatives)
are supported by language animateurs to develop community plans and opportunities for Gaelic use
through arts, sports and community activities in areas where Gaelic education is strong (see Plate 5). In
doing to, they aim to connect school education to community-based initiatives and inter-generational
transmission in the home. A local network of ‘Sradagan’ (youth clubs) is supported by ‘Comann na
Gàidhlig’ and the organisation runs outdoor activity summer camps for young people. ‘Micro-language
planning’ is, however, badly underfunded and geographically limited. Bòrd na Gàidhlig operates a small
fund for community groups to bid for grants to support local initiatives, but there are doubts over how
12

effective these volunteer efforts are, particularly given voluntary capacity is weak in the very areas
which need development (Munro, 2011) 13.
A Gaelic arts movement, called ‘Fèisean’ (arts tuition festivals) has expanded since it began in the
early 1980s. These events are usually either day courses or annual week-long local events which tutor
children in traditional music, song and language. Approximately 13,000 young people take part in
Fèisean activities each year (Fèisean nan Gàidheal, 2015). The use of Gaelic has incrementally increased
at ‘Fèisean’ both as a medium of instruction and as a taught subject, as a result of the progressive
Gaelic policy of the umbrella organisation, ‘Fèisean nan Gàidheal’. The renaissance of traditional Gaelic
music through ‘Fèisean’ has contributed to the growth in Gaelic music as an economic, as well as
cultural, asset and has had a positive effect on young people’s motivation to learn and use Gaelic (Plate
6).
At a national level, cultural, sporting and educational events are important in increasing the status
of Gaelic amongst young people and in rewarding them for Gaelic use. These include an annual interschool Gaelic-medium football championship; a short film competition; a national debating
competition for secondary school pupils, and; participation in song, literary and music competitions at
the annual festival of the Gaels, the ‘Royal National Mòd’. The ‘Mòd’ is also a major showcase of adult
talent.

Plate 6: Fèis Chataibh Cèilidh Trailers

The launch of FilmG, the Gaelic short-film competition

Source: Fèisean nan Gàidheal

Source: MG Alba

3.1.2

Gaelic use in ‘high’ status domains

Importantly, these national events receive significant levels of national media coverage through
Scotland’s new dedicated digital media service, BBA Alba. The media is the first of ‘high’ status domains
which I want to consider. This service was launched in 2008 and combines three media: a new
dedicated digital TV channel; radio and the internet 14. The television channel attracts an average of
751,000 views in Scotland each week (MG Alba, 2014). In doing so, its ‘reach’ extends beyond Gaelic
speakers, with an estimated 94% of the audience having little or no Gaelic (ibid.). In contrast to, for
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Since 2004, Bòrd na Gàidhlig has operated a small grants fund. The Taic Freumhan Coimhearsnachd fund has
operated since 2008. Voluntary groups are able to bid for grant funding on an annual basis for initiatives which support
acquisition and use in the home, among young people, and within the community. 106 groups were awarded funding of up
to £5,000 in 2013-14 (Bòrd na Gàidhlig, 2014).
14

This service integrated the dedicated Gaelic public radio service ‘Radio nan Gàidheal’.
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example, public media services in Wales and Ireland, the services’ financial viability is dependent upon
attracting these non-Gaelic speakers. One consequence is that all programmes are sub-titled in English
and content with broad appeal, such as Scottish sports and ‘Celtic’ music, account for the majority of
programming.
Commentators have been critical of the financial commitment to Gaelic media - BBC Alba has a
€30.7m (£21.8m) annual budget (MG Alba, 2015). However, the centrality of digital media to the
articulation of young peoples’ identities in contemporary society and the obvious benefits of BBC Alba
in terms of status planning are dispelling some of these doubts (see Milligan et al., 2011). Its role in
creating new opportunities for Gaelic’s use are less certain, though I believe there are clear benefits
which are not yet fully understood: first, public participation in programmes offers ‘new’ and ‘old’
speakers a chance to use the language in a public domain. This includes supporting digital literacy
through social media. Second, the media accounts for the second largest sector (after education) to
reward employees for their Gaelic-speaking skills. Thirdly, and indirectly, in the absence of any formal
framework for Gaelic corpus planning, BBC Alba plays an important role in lexicon development and in
creating new norms of communication. Finally, in addition to job creation opportunities for staff
involved in TV and radio production, BBC Alba is a platform for the Gaelic creative industries, and
musicians in particular.
Indeed, one of the goals of national Gaelic policy is to extend usage in the workplace. The primary
means by which the Bòrd can do this is through the statutory requirements of Gaelic Language Plans
(GLPs), which public bodies are requested to produce in alignment with the National Gaelic Language
Plan 15. There are now some 40 public authorities with GLPs in Scotland, and more in preparation (Plate
7). GLPs enforce the principle of bilingual public service provision. They increase opportunities for
people to work through the medium of Gaelic and heighten institutional capacity and commitment to
its use by staff and by customers. One of the immediate benefits is the impact on the demand for
Gaelic skills. In a study I was involved in in 2008, 700 jobs for which Gaelic was an ‘essential’ job skill
and a further 439 for which Gaelic was ‘desirable’ (Hecla Consulting et al., 2008). These were mainly in
Gaelic education and Gaelic media. Now public sector organisations with GLPs in a whole range of
sectors – health, environment, agriculture, tourism to name but a few - have to address basic issues of
language in recruitment practices as part of their strategic workforce planning16. As such, the demand
for employees with Gaelic skills is increasing.
The national Guidance on the ‘Preparation of Gaelic Language Plans’ (Bòrd na Gàidhlig, 2007)
requires organisations to address the visibility and audibility of Gaelic in the organisation (status
planning); the internal use of Gaelic in the organisation; their provision of services (usage planning),
and; the development of staff capacity (acquisition planning). Whilst Scotland has adopted a national
Gaelic policy, it does allow for territorial flexibility according to the ‘sliding-scale’ principle. The Bòrd
“seeks Gaelic Language Plans that are reasonable and proportionate according to the particular

15

Gaelic Language Plans are broadly equivalent in scope as ‘Language Schemes’ in Ireland and ‘Welsh Language
Measures’ in Wales, although the legal basis of GLPs is relatively weaker in terms of compliance and enforcement (see
Dunbar, 2006 and 2010; Walsh & McLeod, 2007).
16

A list of approved Gaelic Language Plans is available at: http://gaeliclanguageplansscotland.org.uk/en/toolsresources/development/process-of-developing-a-glp
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circumstances of individual public authorities” (Bòrd na Gàidhlig, 2015). It prioritises the raising of
Gaelic’s profile and the delivery of Gaelic medium services in areas where 20% or more of the
population have Gaelic abilities17. The Bòrd expects public bodies to increase their level of Gaelic
service provision incrementally over time.

Plate 7: Gaelic Language Plans produced by Edinburgh City Council and Highland Council

Most authorities are are focusing, in the first instance, on developing capacity through staff training
and in providing bilingual front-line staff (see Walsh and McLeod, 2007). Most GLPs are relatively weak
in terms of the commitments to enhance bilingual service provision: the opportunity to use Gaelic
when dealing with a member of staff face-to-face about routine matters is very limited. The Local
Authority for the Outer Hebrides, ‘Comhairle nan Eilean Siar’, was one of the first authorities to be
requested to prepare a GLP. In its first plan it offered the Gaelic-speaking the public the “right” to use
Gaelic in official business (Comhairle nan Eilean Siar, 2009: 18). Yet, when reviewing progress in
meeting its objective of recruitment practices having “regard for the capacity of the service to be
deliver in Gaelic, the Council also noted that, “There is no evidence to suggest that the capacity to
deliver the service in Gaelic is a serious consideration in recruitment” (Comhairle nan Eilean Siar, 2009:
17). This contradiction reflects the inertia in changing institutional practices.
Taken together, these initiatives are extending Gaelic into ‘High’ domains from which it has
been previously excluded, and expanding the scale of Gaelic services. Whilst some criticise the pace of
change and to question the usefulness of translating long formal documents into Gaelic, which most
Gaelic speakers cannot and do not read, the main concern is that these measures are increasing the
symbolic use of Gaelic, but doing rather less to support its communicative use, particularly in the home
and community.

17

The Guidance states that it is the Bòrds’s expectation that “the public authority will work towards, within a
reasonable timescale and having regard to its particular circumstances, creating the conditions in which Gaelic can be used
across all of its services to the public, and in which any employee who wants to use Gaelic in the execution of their duties
can do so” (Bòrd na Gàidhlig, 2007: 17).
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4. Desire to use
4.1

Desire to use Gaelic in the home and community

So in this final section, let me look at some possible effects of these interventions through
considering who is using Gaelic, where and why. Let me begin by first highlighting trends in intergenerational transmission in the home. The increasing rate of marriage and family-formation between
Gaelic and non-Gaelic speaking partners is weakening intergenerational transmission. In 1991 one in
three Gaelic speakers lived in an all-Gaelic speaking households; in 2001, the equivalent figure was one
in five (MacKinnon, 2014). Census data suggests that levels of inter-generational transmission are still
decreasing, even in the heartlands. In 2001, only 38 percent of children aged 0-15 being raised by one
or more Gaelic-speaking parents were recorded as Gaelic speaker. In the Western Isles, the equivalent
figure was 69 percent. The likelihood of transmission is highest in families in which two parents are
Gaelic-speakers, yet in 2001, such families accounted for only 21 percent of all Gaelic-speaking
households with children. Equivalent data from the 2011 Census is not yet available; however, a new
question on language use in the home in the 2011 Census allows a more realistic assessment of intergenerational transmission.
Figure 7 shows the percentage of Gaelic speakers who use Gaelic at home by age group in the
Western Isles and elsewhere in Scotland. At a national level, less than half of all Gaelic speakers use
Gaelic in the home. The data confirms too the dependency on the education system for developing
children’s Gaelic skills: over half of school age Gaelic-speaking children do not use Gaelic at home. In
the Western Isles, 32% of Gaelic-speaking children of school age do not use Gaelic at home.
Figure 7: Percentage of Gaelic speakers who use Gaelic at home by age-group (2011)
100%

Eilean Siar

90%

Rest of Scotland

80%

No. of people

70%
60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0%

3-4

5-17

18-24

25-44

45-64

65+

Age group
Source: National Records of Scotland 2011 Census of Population.

Yet these data disguise what local studies reveal to be much lower level of inter-generational
transmission and household use. Local studies undertaken in 2003 and 2009-10 in the Western Isles
16

have found that children being raised as first language Gaelic speakers are far fewer than the Census
data suggest (see Rothach et al., 2010; NicAoidh, 2010). Rothach et al. (ibid.) found that even in the
strongest sociolinguistic community, inter-generational transmission within the home has almost
ceased in tandem with weakened community usage. Gaelic medium education is, however, having a
positive effect on Gaelic use by children in the islands: for example, children educated through Gaelic
use Gaelic in the family and community, whereas Gaelic-speaking children in English-medium schooling
typically do not. However younger speakers in these studies are typically English-dominant in all
domains and likely to use English outside of the classroom with their peers.
Moreover, even when there is an opportunity to use Gaelic, adult speakers do not necessarily
choose to (NicAoidh, 2010). The social norm of accommodation of a non-Gaelic speaker in community
life, by switching to English, is entrenched. Remembering that nearly half of all the Western Isles
population do not speak Gaelic, this means there are few community settings in which Gaelic is the
‘dominant’ language. As a result, in traditional communities, Gaelic speakers are used to only speaking
Gaelic to those they know well. Studies of Lowland or urban Gaelic communities are few and far
between; a study of Gaelic speakers in Edinburgh in 2005 found that only 34% of speakers used Gaelic
daily (McLeod, 2005).
So, the majority of young people are learning Gaelic in English-speaking places. Nearly half of
children of school-going age who speak Gaelic do not have language reinforcement in the home. And
even in the Western Isles, children associate the use of Gaelic with the classroom. What then is the
potential for today’s children to become active speakers as adults? Will they transmit the language to
future generations? A recent study by Stuart Dunmore has investigated this question (Dunmore, 2015).
Dunmore’s purposive survey of former pupils found 70% identified themselves as fluent Gaelic
speakers today; however, he found their use of Gaelic to be limited, except amongst the respondents
who had been brought up with Gaelic in the home, or who work in Gaelic-oriented professions. The
latter accounted for the 47% of former pupils, who use Gaelic on a daily basis. The prospects for
intergenerational transmission by this group are unclear – from this non-representative sample of
former pupils, only nine of the 23 respondents with children used any Gaelic with them (39.1%). If we
could extrapolate Dunmore’s findings to the current primary 1 intake for Gaelic medium, then the
future prospects for language maintenance would look bleak.
Stuart Dunmore’s work supports Fishman’s theory, and the views of other colleagues (SmithChristmas, 2014; Armstrong, 2013) on the relationship between school, family and community: second
language socialisation in Gaelic needs to be supported by greater social use of the language and more
initiatives which strengthen the use of Gaelic in the family and community. Communities of practice
are being built around the new community schools in Edinburgh and Glasgow, where links between
parental Gaelic learning and children’s early years and primary schooling are being fostered 18. In the
islands local grass-roots initiatives to support and promote Gaelic’s use in everyday community life are
less overt than might be expected, despite many locals feeling strongly about Gaelic’s maintenance in
the islands.
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The doctoral research of Kirsty MacLeod, a Soillse PhD Candidate at the University of Edinburgh, is shedding some
light on these inter-linkages in the city of Edinburgh.
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One other way to generate new speakers is through efforts to increase the number and success of
adult learners of Gaelic. I mentioned earlier that there are approximately 3,500 adults learning Gaelic
today. Well that’s good news; but what policy has yet to address are the ongoing difficulties learners
face in accessing the target community of Gaelic speakers and in developing confidence to speak19. In a
recent study, we found that 38 percent of learners had never spoken Gaelic to a native speaker and
only 40 percent of learners used Gaelic outside of the classroom on at least a weekly basis (MacLeod et
al., 2015) For many learners outside of the heartlands, the Gaelic community is not obvious or
accessible. The route to fluency continues to be painfully slow, and on account of these challenges, less
than 50 percent of current adult learners aim to become fluent speakers (Taylor, 2014; MacLeod et al,
2015). Being a social user of Gaelic is not, therefore, always a goal or an outcome of adult learning.
Changing norms of Gaelic’s use in public places

4.2

There are some indications, however, that measures to promote Gaelic’s use in public life are
having an impact. Gaelic speakers now have agency to choose to use Gaelic in many official situations,
should they be sufficiently motivated and confident to do so. It will take time to overcome decades of
normative usage of English in formal situations, and to have the organisational capacity to offer a
meaningful bilingual service, even in Gaelic speaking areas. Frustratingly, assessments of the outcomes
of GLPs are not available for public scrutiny. As such, knowledge of uptake of bilingual services, and the
progress being made towards increased use of Gaelic in authorities, cannot be evaluated without
further independent research. There is no doubt, however, that there is increased visibility and
audibility of Gaelic in public places and spaces.
A Soillse doctoral student at the University of Aberdeen, Ingeborg Birnie, is currently investigating
the use of Gaelic in public spaces in the town of Stornoway, the capital of the Western Isles (Birnie,
2015). This ongoing research has observed the positive impact bilingual members of staff can have on
the Gaelic-speaking public’s use of Gaelic, yet found that the use of Gaelic was significantly lower than
the use of English. The research has found the use of Gaelic by workers in organisations with Gaelic
plans to be higher than in organisations without such plans. This highlights two things. First, that
making an active offer to use Gaelic is important and second, that using Gaelic is guided still as much
by whom you know rather than the domain. Generally, speakers prefer not to impose their preference
to use Gaelic on others, who might not share the same language preference.
Finally, there are some indications that, taken together media, education and service provision
initiatives are affecting changes in the the primarily English monolingual public’s attitude towards
Gaelic speakers: a recent study found the majority of Scots accept Gaelic as a national language worthy
of support and would like to see the number of speakers maintained or increased in the future
(O’Hanlon et al., 2013). This compares favourably to earlier studies, which have found Scottish people
to largely perceive Gaelic as having regional, rather than national, significance and to be largely
ambivalent towards public funding in support of Gaelic’s promotion (MRUK, 2003 cited in McLeod,
2009; MacKinnon 1981). These more favourable attitudes towards Gaelic are further connected to the
movement for Scottish political autonomy (Paterson et al., 2014). So the “shallow and vague” public
support (McLeod, 2006) which characterised positive attitudes in the past is being replaced by a
19

Interested readers are directed to Smith-Christmas & Armstrong, 2014; Armstrong, 2013; and McEwan-Fujita, 2010,
to read further about the experiences of different groups of adult learners of Gaelic.
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greater tolerance of Gaelic bilingualism and an appreciation of the Gaelic language and culture’s
contribution to Scotland’s cultural identity.

5. Conclusions
This takes me to my first concluding point. Gaelic language planning does not only involve creating
capacity, opportunity and desire for language use; it involves convincing non-speakers to at least
tolerate bilingualism, and at best, to actively support and accommodate its use in the common spaces
which both groups share. Here, we are making progress.
Secondly, it seems to me that revitalising Gaelic as a community language in the Western Isles can
only be achieved by ‘universal bilingualism’, where everyone is bilingual in Gaelic and in English.
Removing the choice to remain (English) monolingual can only be achieved, however, through a desire
for change at the grass-roots level. Once it becomes the ‘norm’ for parents to choose Gaelic-medium
education for their children, Gaelic will become the language of inclusion, not exclusion. This is already
happening in some localities in the Western Isles, for example, where there are schools with ‘Gaelic
schools status’.
And finally, as I have consistently argued, we need to direct more effort to support families, who do
want to raise their children bilingually, and to create opportunities for community use. It seems that
Fishman’s criticisms still hold: policy is successfully developing Gaelic’s use in high-order domains,
including education, the media and public life. But we have been far less successful in supporting
Gaelic’s use in the home and community. We need to actively support parents to develop capacity and
confidence to raise children bilingually. For some, this involves relearning Gaelic; for others, it involves
learning Gaelic for the first time. This means we need more integrated local language learning
opportunities which support adults to learn Gaelic to fluency.
Unless we attend to these ‘micro-level’ planning needs, there is a likelihood that Gaelic will be a
second language for all speakers in the near future; and this raises questions not only about the
sustainability of the speech community, but about the future claims of Gaelic speakers for public
support.
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