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Article 89 of the Education (Northern Ireland) Order 1998 places a 
statutory duty on the Department of Education to ‘encourage and 
facilitate’ Irish-medium education.  The implementation of these 
duties was further clarified through case law, in Coláiste Feirste 
v Department of Education (2011).  Through this ruling, Justice 
Treacy stated that this duty was not merely to be ‘aspirational’ 
but that it must have ‘practical consequences and legislative 
significance’. This requires the Department of Education to take 
steps to ‘encourage and facilitate’ the growth of the Irish-medium 
education sector, implementing pro-active steps to build the Irish-
medium education sector.

Legislative & Policy Framework for 
Irish-medium youth work

The Department of Education 
should encourage and support 
informal opportunities for 
learning through the medium 
of Irish in the youth sector and 
through the extended schools 
approach. 

      (DENI, 2009: xix)       

In 2009, the Department of Education for Northern Ireland 
commissioned a review of Irish-medium education which 
highlighted a range of issues that needed to be addressed in 
order to strengthen and develop the Irish-medium youth sector.  
Recommendation 18 of this review stated:
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This recommendation explicitly shows that the duty to encourage 
and facilitate Irish-medium education includes provision for 
informal learning opportunities. Therefore, the development and 
expansion of the Irish-medium youth sector is essential to the full 
implementation of this statutory duty.  This also aligns with Article 
37 of the Education and Libraries (NI) Order 1986 which secures 
the provision of adequate facilities for youth service activities. The 
current youth work policy framework for Northern Ireland makes 
explicit reference to the implementation of Recommendation 18 
above, thus offering further optimism for the growth of the 
Irish-medium youth sector. It states: 

“ESA (Education & Skills Authority, now the 
Education Authority) will reflect, in the planning and 
delivery of youth services, key actions for youth as 
set out in other relevant DE policies.  In particular, 
recommendation 18 of the Review of Irish-
medium Education states that ‘The Department of 
Education should encourage and support informal 
opportunities for learning through the medium of 
Irish in the youth sector”  (DENI, 2013: 20). 
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Growing an 
Irish-medium 
youth sector
Investment was needed to support and build a robust Irish-
medium youth sector. Following Recommendation 18, additional 
funding was made available for this very purpose.  Part of this 
funding was distributed to the Education Authority Youth Services 
for local Irish-medium youth Services, and £20,000 was made 
available for the development of the sector at a regional level, 
through the Youth Council for Northern Ireland.  Fóram na nÓg 
was established as a regional body by a group of those who had 
been working with Irish-medium youth clubs, as youth workers, 
committee members and volunteers.  This group came together 
to provide a representative voice for the Irish-medium youth 
sector, one which could provide the expertise and guidance 
needed to ensure the development and strengthening of Irish-
medium youth work.  Key priorities for Fóram na nÓg were to 
enhance co-operation between youth clubs, increase links with 
the English-medium youth sector, and to promote the advantages 
of Irish-medium youth work to the wider youth sector and Irish 
language community.  Fóram na nÓg  also developed and 
delivered training to meet the needs of the Irish-medium youth 
sector.

The Education Authority Youth Service Belfast region received 
a portion of the additional funding and a full time professional 
youth worker was appointed in order to co-ordinate spending 
and to develop the sector and services across the city.    This full-
time worker was appointed to Glór na Móna, an Irish language 
youth and community organisation, and was responsible for the 
development of a workforce for the sector (primarily through 
delivering accredited training) and for building the operational 
and strategic strength of local provision and youth participation.    

In 2009, there were three part-time units providing youth services 
through the medium of Irish in the Education Authority Belfast 
region. In more recent years, Glór na Móna also received funding 
for three part time workers, under the management of the full time 
worker. This led to rapid growth in the delivery of youth services, 
with five units operating with more than 300 users across Belfast.

The current structure in Belfast has led to the development of 
Meitheal na nÓg, a group where all the Irish-medium youth 
providers in Belfast come together to strategically develop the 
work. Coiste na nGael Óg are a group of young leaders who 
volunteer within the Irish-medium youth services who participate 
in Meitheal na nÓg and represent the voice of young people in this 
structure and beyond.
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Developing 
a Model of 
Irish-medium 
youth work
To grow and develop a series of Irish-medium youth centres 
requires huge energy and determination. To support this 
strategically,  Glór na Móna and Fóram na nÓg were interested in 
developing a ‘roadmap’ to steer the principles and practices of 
emerging Irish-medium youth work. This report sets out to identify 
the distinctive elements of Irish-medium youth work. Having a 
clearly articulated youth work model allows for core elements 
to be replicated from site to site; thus leading to a greater 
understanding of the core principles in practice and ultimately 
leading to the delivery of high quality Irish-medium youth services. 

This model builds on the work of Mhic Leannain & Ní Shabhaois 
(2014) who carried out qualitative interviews with 105 young people 
involved in local Irish-medium youth services. Neill and McArdle, in 
a secondary analysis of this work, extracted a number of themes 
which highlighted the rationale for the involvement of young 
people in Irish-medium youth work.  

To corroborate these as core themes, supplementary qualitative 
interviews with 8 participants were conducted. Themes from the 
quantitative consultations alongside data from these interviews 
have informed this model of practice.  

Five distinct characteristics were identified and form the basis of 
this model of Irish-medium youth work. The Irish language is the 
centre point of this model. The language acts as a binding force 
for all four of the other elements in this model of practice. The four 
other elements intersect with the centre-point (The centrality of 
the Irish language).  

Two of these elements refer to features that emerge for young 
people through Irish-medium youth work (A sense of belonging; 
and a sense of ownership) and two elements refer to key 
principles in practice (The approach; and a shared space).
The Irish Language is a defining feature but is not the only driver 
for building Irish-medium youth work.
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The approach

The approach is guided 
by youth work principles 
and practice. These youth 
work methodologies 
are interwoven with the 
Irish language, offering 
young people a new and 
different relationship to 
Irish.

A shared space

The atmosphere of 
intimacy and closeness 
is amplified through 
having a shared and 
collective space.

A sense of ownership

A feeling of acceptance 
and a common 
identity are defining 
characteristics of Irish  
medium youth work.  
This sense of belonging 
reinforces the kinship of 
this new community of 
young Gaels.

A sense of belonging

The youth- driven ethos gives 
birth to young people whose 
sense of ownership of their 
service is palpable. This sense 
of local ownership then spills 
into wider social activism with 
a politicised and 
active youth voice.
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Centrality of the Irish Language
For language to permeate life, it needs to flourish outside of a 
formal educational setting. This can happen where children and 
young people have opportunities to meet across a full range of 
social settings and have opportunities to spend time in social 
settings where Irish is the lingua franca. Irish–medium youth 
work provides such a space. These less formal spaces and 
approaches support young people in using and developing their 
conversational everyday Irish.

Mhic Leannain & Ní Shabhaois (2014) in their research with Irish-
medium youth club members point to three reasons for taking 
part in Irish -medium youth clubs. These are:

 ● The chance to socialise with friends

 ● The range of activities on offer

 ● The chance to speak Irish outside of school

While the Irish language is at the core of everything that takes 
place within the club, it is the youth work methodology that makes 
this approach to learning so unique. Experiential approaches 
to learning change everyday games, projects and tasks into 

opportunities to use and develop the language (Kolb, 1984), 
building in fun and friendships as motivating factors. Young 
people themselves recognise that such an approach develops 
their language skills, by bringing them to life in ‘a more social 
manner’ with ‘different topics and issues than they would have in 
school’ (Mhic Leannain & Ní Shabhaois, 2014).

...(Irish -medium youth work is) 
an important way of 
integrating the language 
into their lives, socially and 
informally.

Mhic Leannain & Ní Shabhaois (2014)
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Dearbhlá also recognised that for those growing up in non- Irish 
speaking homes, the opportunities for speaking and developing 
the language are significantly reduced:

“I’m lucky, ‘cause my Daddy is an Irish speaker and 
I’d use Irish in the house, but I know a lot of people that 
would not have that chance.” 

Having just left an Irish -medium school and living in an English  
speaking home, Caoimhe also saw the club as one of the main 
places where she could speak the language, stating that 

“there’s very little opportunity to speak Irish outside of 
the club.”

Having attended Irish -medium schools, all of those interviewed 
had Irish as a first language. While, at times, the opportunities 
to speak Irish at home or outside of school were limited, Irish- 
medium youth clubs provided them with social spaces where they 
could ‘just come and speak your own language’. As Mhic Leannain 
& Ní Shabhaois states, Irish -medium youth work is

“an important way of integrating the language into 
their lives, socially and informally.” 

Additionally, young people attending Irish medium youth clubs 
were able to avail of the more general benefits that accrue from 
participation in the youth sector.

Me and my sister are the only Irish 
speakers in the house, so it’s not what 
we speak in the house. So there’s no real 
other opportunities for me to speak Irish 
other than in the youth club…I’m grateful 
that it [the Irish medium youth club] has 
come about because it has helped us to 
expand on that [on speaking Irish]…. It’s 
the only other opportunity I get apart from 
school to speak Irish. It sort of creates 
social spaces for young Irish speakers, 
rather than just in school. It really helped 
develop my Irish.

Tiernan

Seventeen  year  old Tiernan feels that school alone is not enough 
for the development of his everyday language skills and that 
spaces need to be created outside of this to develop Irish as a 
living language:
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A language that binds
 

When young people were asked why they chose Irish- medium 
youth clubs over English  speaking youth clubs, they suggested 
that “because Irish was spoken in their clubs, everyone already 
had something in common with each other and were…able to get 
to know each other quite easily” (Mhic Leannain & Ní Shabhaois, 
2014). This demonstrates how young people feel a sense of 
community and similarity because of a shared starting point.
Clíodhna, an 18  year  old who had been involved in the youth club 
for over two years, best captured the idea of a language that 
binds:

“I think it’s just an Irish language thing; the schools 
[English and Irish  language] are exactly the same, 
there does seem to be a bond between people that you 
don’t get in English schools or English youth clubs you 
get a lot closer.”

And from Caoimhe:
“I think doing it [being in a youth club] through your 
own language is what makes it special.”

The language was also seen as a means of connecting with other 
people, even those who were strangers, as Cliodhna explains:

“….when I work in [large retailer] and people would 
have seen my name badge…they ask me if I could 
speak Irish or whatever and then other people do start 
speaking…it is a conversation starter in a lot of places.”

The Irish language was a key factor in attracting young people 
to Irish- medium youth clubs, but it also created further common 
links and bonds amongst those who attended. Indeed, many of 
the young people who attended Irish -medium youth clubs stated 
that they would not attend or participate in the youth sector unless 
it was available through the medium of Irish.

Dearbhlá, who has attended Irish -medium youth clubs for over 
five years, highlighted the deep bond that this creates:

We all know that we are part 
of something new, something 
different. It brings us all 
together.
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 Celebrates identities
 

There were numerous examples provided that illustrated young 
people’s love for and pride in the language, culture and identi-
ty. The club allowed for and provided opportunities to not simply 
learn a language, but to celebrate their identities as young Irish 
speakers, and it was this concept that made Irish -medium youth 
clubs different from other clubs and from formal education:

Dearbhlá: 
“….you are still doing youth work, but for me it’s just 
different [than doing English  language youth work], 
because I have my own love for the language.”

Participants noted that while interest in the language could wane 
during teenage years, the club through its wider cultural focus 
helped them develop and maintain a greater appreciation and 
respect for the language. 

This was enough to re-ignite their interest in the language and 
contribute towards their developing sense of identity:

Clíodhna:
“It’s really important, like I absolutely love it. Obviously 
speaking it from I was about two and when you’re 
younger you think it’s brilliant, that you can speak 
another language that others can’t, but then as you 
get older, early teens, you don’t appreciate it as much 
anymore. But then as you get to 15 or 16 you start to 
realise the importance of the language, you see it as 
something really important to you.”

Emma: 
“I think I came to the point where I know that Irish is 
just part of who I am and I’m going to embrace it. But I 
think people need to gradually get to that point on their 
own. But it’s good that places like this are here to help 
you learn to embrace it.”

This celebration of identity built confidence and self  belief that had 
far- reaching outcomes for these young people.

…growing up, I just developed 
a love for the culture, the 
language and the people…I 
love the culture and I will 
keep speaking the language.

Deaglán
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The Approach
When asked why they attended the club or what it was that they 
liked about it, young people consistently reported that there was 
a particular ‘feel’ about the club that made it special. In exploring, 
with young people, what it was that contributed to this ‘unique’ 
‘feel’ they noted that it was the non- judgemental attitudes and 
affirming approaches from staff that made this club different from 
other youth work or Irish-speaking spaces they had encountered.

Non-judgemental  
approach to learning and 
communicating in Irish

Sixteen year old Orthlaith noted that using Irish in this space 
was less pressurised than learning and speaking Irish within 
formal educational settings. This less formal, more experimental 
approach to developing the language was also mentioned by the 
majority of research participants. A non-judgemental approach 
by workers and volunteers was therefore a significant reason why 
young people got involved and continued their involvement:

Orthlaith:
“You’re not like under the teachers’ rules all the 
time. It’s just general conversations and you pick up 
different wee words and different wee phrases and 
stuff that you wouldn’t pick up in school. That’s what I 
think is one of the best reasons.”

Following on from this Emma believed that one of the reasons 
young people failed to use Irish outside of the school setting was 
due to the embarrassment that was so often associated with 
learning Irish in this setting and getting it ‘wrong’. As a result of the 
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strict corrective approaches used within formal education, Emma 
felt that young people would stop using the language as soon as 
they were no longer obligated to do so:

“They [young people] are embarrassed, like so many 
teenagers that have Irish are embarrassed. It’s to do 
with school. They feel like Irish is this thing that they 
are being forced to use everyday, so they don’t use 
it outside school just because they can, they feel like 
they have to be obligated to do it.” 

Caoimhe, who had recently completed her studies at an Irish 
medium school, felt that the informal approach of the club 
facilitated learning in a way that did not happen within formal 
education:

It was this less formal approach to learning and speaking 
Irish that was believed to both encourage young people 
to use the language but also to appreciate it more fully.  
Emma commented:

“But it’s good that places like this are here to help you 
learn to embrace it.”

Building on this, Dearbhlá felt that it was the shared desire and 
vision of workers, volunteers and youth people to revive and 
preserve the Irish language which aided the learning process 
by encouraging participation and limited the pressure around 
getting it ‘right’:

Dearbhlá: 
“It feels a lot more normal [speaking Irish in the club 
as opposed to school] ‘cause there’s not that there 
pressure of getting the whole grammar right or any of 
that. Everybody is on the same level and for the same 
reason, ‘cause we want to speak Irish.”

There is little doubt that the development of gaelscoileanna 
(Irish medium schools) has contributed greatly to the more 
positive attitudes that the young people had to Irish culture and 
language. The strong ethos of pastoral care emphasises the 
special relationship between teacher, pupil and community, and 
maximises this relationship to achieve educational excellence in 
Irish-medium schools. However, it was clear from the research 
respondents that their Irish language development has been 
further strengthened by their participation in the Irish-medium 
youth sector.

You feel comfortable speaking 
it, you don’t feel under pressure 
like you do in school.

Caoimhe
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is done with, but when you come away from here you 
keep speaking to your friends in Irish.” 

Young people felt that the club was based on less hierarchical 
relationships than those usually associated with formal learning 
settings. These less-tiered, more balanced relationships eased 
interactions, and opened dialogue between ‘teachers’ and 
learners. The lack of reliance on power, by the workers, to control 
the group and the learning environment enabled young people to 
feel more active, engaged and integral to the learning process.

Orthlaith: 
“They don’t think that they are above you, they don’t 
think they can tell you what to do. Obviously they can 
if you are misbehaving or anything. But they are just 
more like friends…the youth leaders are just brilliant…
you never get looked down at – everyone is on the 
same level…No one thinks they are any better or any 
bigger than anyone else. It brings everyone together.”

Overall, the non-judgemental attitude of staff, and the less 
authoritative approaches taken by them, was highlighted 
as significant. Young people felt that such approaches were 
instrumental in their use of and development of the Irish language. 
Aside from how these relationships supported the development of 
the language, young people also commented that these ‘special’ 
relationships with staff created a ‘close bond’ that supported them 
holistically.

The affirming approach of 
staff
The rigidity of formal education can be off  putting for young 
people; in learning syntax, grammar and vocabulary, the fun 
of learning and developing a language can be quashed. The 
affirming approach of Irish-medium youth work staff can therefore 
bridge the gap and re  ignite an association of the Irish language 
as fun. Unsurprisingly, therefore, the affirming and encouraging 
approach of workers and volunteers was mentioned across the 
interviews.

Young people felt that this less formal approach enabled and 
encouraged them to speak Irish. At seventeen  years  old, Deaglán, 
noted that the less forceful, more ‘fun’ approaches taken by staff 
supported young people in learning Irish. This is further evidenced 
through research from other minority language communities, 
including Wales, where emphasis is placed on voluntary youth 
work as a key component to their revivalist efforts. Individually 
tailored responses and interactions from staff were what made 
learning in this setting different from his experiences of learning 
within the formal school setting:

“I think the way school approaches it, they basically 
force Irish upon you, they tell you that you have to 
speak it. Here it’s more encouraged, like “try and say 
that”, but because they are so lenient you are not told 
to speak Irish but you want to do it for yourself. When 
people come away from school they think that Irish 
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A Shared Space
As highlighted above, the ‘unique’ ‘feel’ of the club was partly 
influenced through the approach of staff but it was also created 
through the physical place itself. The smallness of the space, 
within which the club took place, was seen as connecting people 
together. And it was the sharing of space and company that 
created a unity amongst members that the young people valued. 
Illustrative of this Orthlaith described the small physical space, not 
as a limitation but rather an asset, as it compelled young people 
to interact, to get along and to develop relationships:

“It’s so small...because it’s so small...It’s not that you 
don’t have the choice, but everyone knows each other. 
Everyone rubs off each other and has the craic with 
each other. You come in with loads of confidence and 
leave with loads of confidence.”

It was the intimacy of the space that was seen to support the 
building of friendships and it was this that made their club feel 
different to other, larger and better resourced centres. Dearbhlá 
and Clíodhna both commented on how the physical size of the 
club made it a ‘special’ place and affected the environment in 
noticeable ways:

because it is a smaller unit, there’s 
just that sense of connection. That’s 
what I think makes it special.
Dearbhlá
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Clíodhna: 
“it’s just again, going back to the fact that there’s a 
different atmosphere, you know. I don’t know if it’s just 
us (specific club named) that feel it. It’s just a different 
atmosphere, it’s a lot more comfortable…Everyone is a 
lot closer, like even the younger groups and the older 
groups are quite close…”

Seventeen  year  old Emma also used the word ‘special’ to describe 
the club. She felt that the space helped forge unlikely friendships 
and alliances:

You make so many friendships as 
well, more than you’d expect. Like 
everyone around this table, we are 
all friends and they weren’t before 
there was (specific club named). 
If you look at it that way, you can 
come on your own and you’re 
guaranteed to walk out with a 
friend. It’s special that way.

Emma



20

A Sense of Belonging
Within so many of their accounts young people testified to the 
deep sense of belonging that Irish-medium youth work afforded 
them. 
 
While they gathered around the language, it was bigger than 
the language.  It was part of their identity, their belonging to a 
community.  Young people did not feel that they were ‘joining’ a 
club or ‘becoming part of’ an Irish language group but rather they 
felt that they were creating something new, as Tiernán noted, ‘a 
community of young gaels’. 
 
This was not simply a place to have fun or to take part in new 
activities, what started out as a gathering around the language 
evolved into a sense of togetherness, belonging and purpose.

Tiernán: 
“Knowing that we are all there as young gaels, that 
we are all Irish speakers, that you connect in that way. 
There’s something special about that.”

The relationship within this ‘community’ was considered by both 
Tiernán and Emma to transcend friendship and form deeper 
connections and loyalties. Family metaphors were used to explain 
the connection between those who attended the club:

Tiernán: 
“…it makes you feel like part of a family of something.”

Emma: 
“…it is like a big family when we all show up at things.”

Such ‘family’ type connections were evident in the various 
measures taken to look out for other members. Deaglán and Katy 
 Rose providing examples of taking care of and providing for others 
within the group and more widely:

Deaglán: 
“…we used to come up and cook a bit of food for the 
kids and stuff…we are like a community.”

Katy Rose:
“Yeah I think you look out for other gaels, like you have 
to protect each other.” 

This sense of belonging within the club was further strengthened 
by a sense of connection to the wider Irish speaking community. 
As Tiernán states:

“…It makes me feel like I’m part of a bigger wider 
community of Irish speakers. It really helps that you 
feel part of something bigger than yourself.”
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The community of the  
Irish-medium youth club
Acceptance was central to building this sense of belonging. There 
was a deep sense of respect which emanated from the common 
bond of the Irish language. This led the young people to believe 
that everybody who was a part of this Irish- medium youth group 
was accepted on this basis. Even if they were not friends, there was 
a tacit acceptance of all, irrespective of how different they might 
be. This acceptance led to new possibilities and friendships, as 
Clíodhna stated:

The acceptance from others created a sense of belonging within 
the club but also impacted on an individual’s sense of self -
-confidence and self-assurance. As Caoimhe pointed out:

“You always feel comfortable with people. Like from 
when I went into the youth club I would be nervous and 
would not be confident at all but from when I went in, 
it just kind of changed and you’re able to be confident 
around people. You just feel close around people… I 
don’t know what it is.”

As young people struggle to find their place in the world, their 
local community, their family or within themselves, the value of 
a space which offered a sense of belonging was immeasurable. 
This characteristic of Irish- medium youth work has implications 
for flourishing youth mental health, a burgeoning sense of 
community and for society in general.

There’s people in the group that I 
would never have even spoke to but 
now I’m really good friends with.

Clíodhna
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A Sense of Ownership
The Irish-medium youth sector has a series of formal youth 
participative mechanisms in place to ensure the views and 
opinions of young people are centralised within this work. However, 
there were also less formal ways in which young people more 
generally influenced what happens within the club.

These less formal approaches were significant as they ensure 
that the voices of those young people, who would not usually 
put themselves forward for such youth committees, had their 
opinions heard. Listening to young people, implementing their 
ideas and providing them with feedback were some of the ways 
that the Irish-medium youth centre help create a sense of youth 
ownership. As a result of being engaged with and being asked 
their opinions on various club  related matters, young people felt a 
sense of ownership over what happens.

This sense of ownership connected young people to the group, 
encouraged their continued involvement in programmes 
while instilling within them the confidence to take on greater 
responsibility. Such engagement with young people regarding the 
running and direction of the club further built an understanding of, 
and appreciation for, activism at a wider level.

Youth driven
Clíodhna had been involved with Glór na Móna for 2 years. She 
felt that having the opportunities to make decisions regarding 
what happened was important and a way in which the club 
demonstrated the value and respect it had for all of its members:

Obviously apart from it being 
fun, you get to make your own 
decisions. You’re not pressured, 
you’re not just a teenager, they 
do respect you and make you 
feel that you can make your own 
decisions.   You are part of a 
group, and as part of a group you 
get to make decisions and stuff.

Clíodhna
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Emma, like others, highlighted some of the informal ways in which 
young people’s views, desires and aspirations were implemented 
by workers within the programming of the club:

“The majority of things that go on in here come from 
us. Like we’ll just all be sitting around some day and 
an idea will come up and one of the leaders will be like 
‘that’s like a really good idea’. Then they’ll come back 
to us, like 2 weeks later, and tell us that they’ve got that 
sorted out.”

While the quotes here highlight the ways in which workers listened 
to young people and implemented their ideas, Tiernán also 
highlighted the scope that existed for young people themselves to 
be involved in initiating change or starting new projects.

Tiernán:

“Like, another thing specifically with the fishing club, 
is that Deaglan set most of that up himself. He took 
that into his own hands, he had the responsibility to 
go about and set those things up, which is brilliant at 
that age to have that kind of responsibility to go about 
creating and expanding those social spaces through 
Irish.”
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A young person’s 
journey through 
Irish-medium youth 
work

I went to an Irish speaking primary 
school. I really loved it there and 
was always keen to be involved in 
whatever was going on. So, even after 
I left and went on to secondary school 
I kept links with the primary school. 
Then the primary school decided to 
open one night a week for the old 
pupils and I got involved straight 
away. I really enjoyed being part of 
this and got more and more involved; 

so I started volunteering there.
Then I met Orliath from Glór na Móna 
when I was about 17 years old. She 
came to our school to set up a youth 
gaeilge committee. If I’m honest I 
probably only went along at the start 
to get out of class. But then I realised 
how much fun this group could 
have and what you could achieve 
from being part of it. We had the 
opportunity to take part in the first 

Dearbhlá Ní Ruanaidh



26

OCN (Open College Network) youth work through Irish course. 
Looking back I think it’s such an achievement to be part of the first 
ever OCN in Irish. So there I was volunteering and with a youth work 
qualification, but still didn’t know what to do for a career. I did my 
A  Levels, ‘cause my Daddy wanted me to, but didn’t do very well. I 
wasn’t really that interested. 

After school I didn’t really know what I wanted to do so I ended 
up doing a childcare course and I absolutely hated it. Through 
doing the childcare I knew I enjoyed working with young people 
but maybe not just that young. So I worked in retail for a while. I 
was at a loss of what I wanted to do. Then I came across Orliath 
again and I remembered how much I had enjoyed volunteering at 
An Droichead. So she pointed me in the direction of Springboard 
(a voluntary youth work organisation) who were running a 
programme that provided youth work training and placements. 
I applied, got an interview and then got onto the programme. 

I loved it; it was the best thing I had ever done; it allowed me to 
experience what youth work might be like as a career; it taught me 
new skills and just meeting other young people was great.
During the course you completed a placement module. I went to 
Glór na Móna with Orliath for my placement. During the evenings 
I’d work with young people and during the day I’d be in the office 
learning about the administrative side of the organisation or out 
working with young people in schools. I just loved it!

After the Springboard course had finished a 4  hour post came 
up in Glór na Móna. So I applied for that and I got it and was 
delighted. From there it progressed to 12 hours, then 15 hours. It’s 
crazy to think about how things have developed for me and other 
young workers within the centre. Now I feel like a proper part of the 
team and to think that I came through from not knowing what I 
wanted to do, to working here on a 15 hour contract. 
The work is amazing. In my post I go around 3 different youth 
clubs in the one week, running activities and programmes with 
young people in Irish. There is such variety and enthusiasm 
from the workers and the young people – I really love it. I also 
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had the opportunity to go on and do OCN levels 2 and 3. These 
qualifications, plus the experiences I had through Springboard and 
Glór na Móna, prepared me to apply to study youth work at Ulster 
University. Before all this, I had never realised that I could have a 
career in youth work and to go to University. 

But through Glór na Móna, I had the chance to do the Irish 
 language OCN levels 2 & 3 in youth work. And then with the 
experience from Springboard, I started to feel more confident 
about what I was doing. I was always too nervous to think about 
University and the youth work degree but through talking with 
other part- time members of staff in Glór na Móna  I realised 
that I should do it; that there was nothing stopping me. I couldn’t 
believe that out of 300 applicants that I got short listed and then 
accepted for the course. Now, I’ve just finished my first year and 
looking forward to starting my second. I’m working 15 hours in Glór 
na Móna and I never would have thought that I would be here. For 
me, the Irish  speaking school and the Irish  speaking youth club 
opened so many doors and gave me so many chances that I 
would never have dreamed of.
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Conclusion

Despite the gains made by Glór na Móna Pobal & Óige and Fóram na 
nÓg since 2009, and the Irish Language movement more generally, 
there remain significant barriers in the revival of flourishing Irish 
 language communities. For example, there are limited opportunities 
for young people, educated through the medium of Irish, to access 
other relevant community or youth services in their own language.  
Added to this there are few social or public spaces where young 
people can interact through this. Outside the work of a few clubs 
there is little recognition given to the significance of Irish-medium 
youth work.  Further compounding these barriers for young people 
are the more general lack of legislative protection for the language 
and a dearth of public services available through Irish.

This model of Irish -medium youth work begins to address some 
of these barriers. The role of Irish language is at the centre of the 
model, but this model articulates the crucial inter weaving of youth 
work principles with the language, to build a living, exuberant social 
space for young people. In articulating the characteristics of the 
work that stand out, workers begin to see how and where the work 
can be strengthened. This model acts as a blueprint and guide for 
volunteers and workers to fine  tune their services or to develop new 
Irish -medium youth services from scratch. It works to change the 
discourse from Irish language in schools to Irish language for living.
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