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LANGUAGE REVITALIZATION
In the broader sense: a cover term for activities aimed at

keeping a language alive or bringing it back to life. 

[recall Fishman’s «Reversing language shift»]

❖ Language maintenance: keep a strong but threatened

language alive, don’t let it get endangered

❖ Language revitalization (narrower sense): strengthen

an endangered language

❖ Language revival: bring a forgotten language back into

use

❖ Language reclamation: don’t accept a language’s

extinction



THE ROLE OF EDUCATION IN REVITALIZATION

„It is the teaching of language, whether in 

existing or in new educational facilities, that 

constitutes the most frequently employed 

tool of language revitalization/language 

maintenance.” (Wicherkiewicz 2014)

http://languagesindanger.eu/book-of-knowledge/endangered-
languages-ethnicity-identity-and-politics/

http://languagesindanger.eu/book-of-knowledge/endangered-languages-ethnicity-identity-and-politics/


HOW CAN A MINORITY LANGUAGE BE TAUGHT? 

Within the general education system (in schools):

❖ Language classes as part of the curriculum 

(medium of education is the majority language)

❖ Bilingual education (part of the education in the 

minority language, part in the majority language)

❖ Minority language as medium of education (all

subjects)
 For children from the minority: special schools

 For children from the majority: immersion programs

 Today often together – why? 



Outside of the education system

❖ Kindergardens, playgroups, child-care by 

speakers of the language; language nests

❖ Language classes by private or public 

organizations

❖ Private lessons, web-based language learning, 

etc.

Which factors decide about the choice of method? 



FACTORS DETERMINING THE CHOICE

• status and governmental support

• absolute number of learners; age

• relative number within population (e.g. children in
school)

• native or home language of learners

• availability and quality of teachers and materials

• literacy

• financial needs and support

• prestige, attitudes



Case study: 

Scottish Gaelic



SCOTTISH GAELIC IN EDUCATION

There are many possibilities to learn the language:

❖ Preschool institutions and playgroups

❖ Primary education in Gaelic (GME) for children with and 

without prior knowledge of the language

❖ Bilingual education (primary and secondary)

❖ Language courses for adults

❖ Materials for self-studying and private lessons



ARE THESE POSSIBILITIES USED?

„Gaelic medium education is increasingly popular 

throughout Scotland, and the number of pupils who are 

in Gaelic medium education has risen from 24 in 1985 

(its first year)[1] to 3,892 in 2016.[2] The current figure is 

the highest number of Gaelic medium Education pupils 

in Scotland since the 2005 passage of the Gaelic 

Language (Scotland) Act by the Scottish Parliament. ”

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gaelic_medium_education_in_Scotland

http://www.gov.scot/Topics/Statistics/Browse/School-
Education/dspupcensus

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gaelic_medium_education_in_Scotland#cite_note-1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gaelic_medium_education_in_Scotland#cite_note-2
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gaelic_medium_education_in_Scotland
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/Statistics/Browse/School-Education/dspupcensus


BUT…

The total number of pupils in Scottland

in 2016 was 684,415. So 3,892 in Gaelic

medium classes = 0.57% of all pupils.

More pupils were learning Gaelic in Gaelic

language classes: 6,055 (= 0.88%).



GAELIC MEDIUM EDUCATION (GME) IN SCOTLAND
(SOURCE: HTTP://WWW.GAIDHLIG.SCOT/BORD/EDUCATION/PRIMARY-
EDUCATION/) 

❖ began in primary schools in the 1980s

❖ today 60 GME departments or dedicated schools 
throughout Scotland across 14 Local Authorities

❖ a national education system which adheres to national 
standards and Curriculum for Excellence

❖ Pupils are usually taught entirely through Gaelic during 
their first three years in primary school.

❖ After P3, English is gradually introduced through the 
medium of Gaelic, but Gaelic remains the predominant 
language of the classroom in all areas of the 
curriculum.

http://www.gaidhlig.scot/bord/education/primary-education/


GME aims to address the needs of both fluent Gaelic speakers 

and pupils who do not have full fluency. 

Pupils will also receive an excellent education in all other areas 

of Curriculum for Excellence. Indeed, research shows that 

when GME pupils reach P7, on average their English language 

skills tend to be better than those of their mono-lingual 

counterparts.

In addition to their class-based education, pupils will 

sometimes have the chance to meet people from the 

community who have Gaelic in order to encourage children to 

use the language in different situations. Gaelic schools and 

departments also tend to forge ties with other Gaelic schools.

http://www.gaidhlig.scot/bord/education/primary-education/

see also: http://www.parant.org.uk/index.php/gme

http://www.gaidhlig.scot/bord/education/primary-education/
http://www.parant.org.uk/index.php/gme


PROBLEMS? 

149 home languages of pupils in Scotland (2016)

http://www.gov.scot/Topics/Statistics/Browse/School-
Education/dspupcensus/dspupcensus16 Table 1.14

Which had the most speakers? Where is Gaelic?

rank language pupils

1 English 631 557 

2 Polish 14 739 

3 Urdu 5 814 

4 Scots 5 889 

22 Gaelic 522

http://www.gov.scot/Topics/Statistics/Browse/School-Education/dspupcensus/dspupcensus16 Table 1.14


HOW IS THE LEARNING OF GAELIC
SUPPORTED?

❖ Legislation (Gaelic Language Act, other)

❖ Organizations (main: Bòrd na Gàidhlig, 

http://www.gaidhlig.scot/bord/) 

❖ Prestige and attitudes (campaigns, appearance of

Gaelic in public space)

❖ Advice and support for parents: Comann nam

Pàrant, http://www.parant.org.uk/index.php

❖ Materials: http://gaelic4parents.com/

http://www.gaidhlig.scot/bord/
http://www.parant.org.uk/index.php
http://gaelic4parents.com/


GAELIC FOR ADULTS

• Sabhal Mòr Ostaig – National Center for Gaelic
Language and Culture; 
http://www.smo.uhi.ac.uk/en/colaiste/welcome/

• Links to Gaelic language related websites, 
courses and resources: 
http://www.smo.uhi.ac.uk/gaidhlig/gaidhlig.html

• Ùlpan, http://www.ulpan.co.uk

• The Gaelic Book Council, 
http://gaelicbooks.org/index.php?route=common/home

• http://www.feisean.org/en/feisgoil-en/gaelic-
learning/adult-learning/

http://www.smo.uhi.ac.uk/en/colaiste/welcome/
http://www.smo.uhi.ac.uk/gaidhlig/gaidhlig.html
http://www.ulpan.co.uk/
http://gaelicbooks.org/index.php?route=common/home
http://www.feisean.org/en/feisgoil-en/gaelic-learning/adult-learning/


Visibility of Gaelic and other languages

in Scotland: Some examples



BILINGUAL ROAD
SIGNS AND 
STREET NAMES IN 
SCOTLAND



TWO STREET SIGNS IN SCOTLAND: 
WHAT IS THE DIFFERENCE? 
(WHY) IS IT IMPORTANT?



GAELIC NAMES OF INSTITUTIONS



THREE LANGUAGES

AT A CHURCH IN 

INVERNESS, 

SCOTLAND. 

GAELIC USED ONLY

IN SYMBOLIC

FUNCTION



INVISIBLE (BUT AUDIBLE) GAELIC



DECORATION AT THE SCOTTISH PARLIAMENT
BUILDING IN EDINBURGH (PLATES MADE
FROM INDIGENOUS SCOTTISH ROCKS). 



SCOTS (AND ENGLISH) AS DECORATION IN 
NORTHERN SCOTLAND 





T-SHIRTS PROMOTING GAELIC IN SCOTLAND


