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Double-voicing and rubber ducks: The 
dominance of English in the imaginative 
play of two bilingual sisters 
Cassie Smith-Christmas, National University of Ireland, Galway 

Cassandra.Smith-Christmas@nuigalway.ie 

Abstract 
Through a microinteractional analysis of a video recording of two bilingual siblings (aged 

5;10 and 4;0) playing with rubber ducks, this article explores the concept that imaginative 

play can serve as a potential site for language shift. The article argues that the siblings use 

English as a means to ‘double voice’ (Bakhtin 1981 [1963]) their imaginary narrative, thus 

transmuting the adult world and demarcating their play from the ongoing interaction with 

their mother.  By triangulating this microinteractional analysis with interviews with the 

siblings’ mother and Irish immersion pre-school leader, the paper further argues that the 

dominance of English in imaginative play may relate in part to the pro-Irish Family Language 

Policy (FLP) enacted by their mother as well as the robust Irish language ethos of the pre-

school; in other words, the siblings’ sense of agency is heightened by using English, the 

language they are not ‘supposed’ to speak.  The paper concludes by discussing the 

conundrum this explanation poses for language maintenance efforts, as it is only through 

initiatives such as pro-minority language FLPs and minority language immersion classrooms 

that children are able to acquire the minority language in the first place. 

Keywords:  imaginative play; code-switching; double-voicing; Irish; family language policy 
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Introduction: The Polyvocal Nature of the 
Imaginative Play 
Imaginative playi—defined here as the construction of a narrative (however disjointed it may 

seem to the adult observer) which endows interactants and/or physical objects, such as toys, 

with properties that allow them to perform certain actions (e.g. a child ‘becomes’ a butterfly 

and ‘flies,’ or toy animals ‘speak’ to each other)—is an integral component of how children 

socialise each other into cultural and linguistic norms (Kyratzis, 2007; Lytra, 2007; Goodwin 

and Kyratzis, 2012; Cekaite, Blum-Kulka, Grøver, and Teubal, 2014; Schwartz and 

Palviainen, 2016). Imaginative play is seen to be a fruitful arena for children’s L1 and L2 

development (Bruner, 1979; Gregory, 2005; Long, Volk, and Gregory, 2007;  Nicolopoulou, 

2007; Vardi-Rath, Teubal, Aillenberg and Lewin, 2014; Ehrlich and Blum-Kulka, 2014; 

Nelson, 2014; Rydland, Grøver, and Lawrence, 2014). For children being raised in 

multilingual environments, alternating languages—referred to here as ‘code-switching' (Auer, 

1984; for views which problematise the notion of ‘language’ especially in contact situations, 

see Garcia and Wei, 2014)—is a potent means by which children may organise the various 

intersecting events within the imaginary narrative (e.g. Kyratzis, 2010) as well as organise the 

interaction around the imaginary narrative, such as deciding where to place particular play 

objects (e.g. Halmari and Smith, 1994) or to ratify participants in particular play sequences 

(Cromdal, 2001; Bergroth and Palviainen, 2017). 

 

In producing imaginary narratives, the child simultaneously encodes reality as well as 

transcends it: as Vygotsky (2004 [1967], p. 11) puts it, imaginative play is an ‘echo of what 

[the child] saw and heard adults do’ in order to ‘construct a new reality, one that conforms to 
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his own needs and desires.’ Like any ‘authored’ work, the imaginary narrative involves 

augmentation of multiple voices in line with the author’s specific intentions; in other words, 

the dialogising processes associated with Bakhtin’s (1981 [1963]) well-known concepts of 

heteroglossia and double-voicing. The polyvocalic nature of imaginative play therefore 

allows children to both reproduce as well as navigate away from the adult world (Duncan and 

Tarulli, 2003; Cohen and Uhry, 2007) and is therefore an important way in which children 

enact their agency (Wood, 2014).  This agentive aspect of imaginative play, as well as the 

fact that imaginative play is primarily a peer activity and is often conducted with minimal to 

no direct adult supervision, means that children’s linguistic practices can often subvert and 

challenge certain norms and ideologies prevalent among their caregivers.  For example, 

Paugh’s (2005) study of children’s imaginative play in Dominica shows that despite being 

reprimanded for using Patwa instead of English, children use Patwa when enacting social 

roles which would normally be associated with the use of the French-based creole, such as 

‘bus driver.’  Thus, children are simultaneously encoding adult social norms as well as 

subverting adults’ linguistic rules of engagement in their play.  A consequence of this 

practice means that at some level, the children are contributing to the maintenance of Patwa. 

Similarly, in Minks’ (2013) study of children’s linguistic play practices on Corn Island in 

Nicaragua, the children’s use of double-voicing contributes to the maintenance of the 

minority language, Miskitu, despite language shift among the children’s caregivers.   

 

In contrast, Mirvahedi and Cavallaro’s (2020) recent work on two siblings in a Malay family 

in Singapore explores how children’s linguistic practices in imaginative play may actually 

mitigate against language maintenance, and as they put it, become an  ‘inchoate stage of 

language shift which can manifest itself to an even greater extent in future generations’ (p. 

194).  Like Mirvahedi and Cavallaro’s (2020) work, this paper will also focus on two siblings 
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and examine their how imaginative play relates to the individual family’s ‘Family Language 

Policy’ (‘FLP’)—a term which King, Fogle, and Logan-Terry (2008, p. 907) define as 

‘explicit (Shohamy, 2006) and overt (Schiffman, 1996) planning in relation to language use 

within the home among family members’ (see also Luykx, 2003)—and will also centre on the 

concept of linguistic practices in imaginative play as a potential site of language shift.  Unlike 

Mirvahedi and Cavallaro’s study, however, where caregivers did not practice a strongly pro-

Malay FLP and where English is the language of the school, in this case, the minority 

language—Irish—is both the strongly the language of the family and the language of the 

school. The article will centre on the concept that the siblings see  the ‘other’ language (in 

this case, English) as subtly subversive, and therefore employ it as their preferred language 

for imaginative play.  The article will conclude by discussing the conundrum this poses for 

language maintenance efforts at the family and community level. 

Method  
The analysis in this article is centred on a video interaction recorded in May 2017 involving 

single-mother Miaii and her two daughters, Máire (aged 5;10) and Sorcha (4;0). Mia and her 

daughters were one of the six families who took part in an ethnographic project funded by the 

Irish Research Council which compared FLPs in the Outer Hebrides of Scotland to FLPs in 

the Corca Dhuibhne Gaeltachtiii.  The six minute and forty-eight second video—which 

mainly involves Máire and Sorcha playing with rubber ducks—was part of the ‘diary’ 

component of the project, whereby families were given tablets to record various interactions.  

This was in addition to participant observation sessions in May 2017, where I would visit 

with the families and also interview the caregivers, which resulted in approximately six hours 

of recorded interactions, included interviews, per family. 
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After the data was collected for the Irish Research Council project, I continued to stay in 

contact with Mia and her family, as I returned to Corca Dhuibhne the following May for an 

ethnographic project through the Smithsonian’s ‘Sustaining Minority Languages in Europe’ 

initiative.  For this project, I worked closely with Orlaith Ruiséal (who had first introduced 

me to Mia), director of Tús Maith (‘A Good Start’), the family language support initiative at 

the local Irish language development centre Oidhreacht Corca Dhuibhne. Over the course of 

this project, I visited with Mia and her daughters on several occasions. I also interviewed a 

number of speakers who worked with Irish language development in Corca Dhuibhne, 

including Máire and Sorcha’s naíonra (Irish immersion pre-school) leader.  

 

In line with my previous work on family interactions (e.g. Smith-Christmas, 2016) the 

analysis in this article aligns with Auer’s (1984) microinteractional approach to code-

switching. The ‘rubber ducks’ video was chosen over the other interactional data because it 

was deemed to best encapsulate a linguistic concern that Mia mentioned to me several times: 

that her daughters code-switched from Irish to English while engaged in imaginative play.  

Following other work which views interaction, particularly those interactions involving 

imaginative narratives as ‘layered’, (e.g. Kyratzis, 2010; Kariol, 2016), in analysing the 

video, I found it useful to conceptualise the interface between the real and the imaginary 

worlds as analogous to an egg.  The outer layer—the shell—is composed of the various 

features that comprise that interaction as distinct in space and time (cf. Hymes’ 1974 

SPEAKING model). The white of the egg naturally is contained within the shell, and consists 

of the real world objects employed in the play sequences as well as the verbal and physical 

negotiation of the objects used to gain entry into the imaginative space.  This differs from the 

outer shell not only in terms of specificity (e.g. talking about how to arrange the ducks versus 

general ‘playing’), but also in terms of the fact that the white of the egg directly surrounds the 
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imaginative space and therefore facilitates entry into this realm.  In turn, the imaginative 

narrative is conceptualised as the yolk—that is, it exists both within the interaction as well as 

within the specific negotiation of the play objects —yet the difference between the imaginary 

narrative and the outer layers is that the imaginary space is exactly that:  imaginary.  The 

rubber ducks are no longer just physical rubber ducks; they do things and they have voices 

and personalities. This conceptualisation of the different layers is summarised by the diagram 

below: 

 
[Diagram 1 goes here] 

 

The content of any utterance (including language choice) may consist of various intersecting 

motivations, which in turn may evolve over space and time (Auer, 1984).  Clearly, there are 

limitations to what can be gleaned from an in-depth analysis of one interaction, but it is 

envisaged that by triangulating this microinteractional analysis with an understanding of the 

wider language ecology of Máire and Sorcha’s family and pre-school, we may arrive at a 

better understanding of how they use English to double-voice their imaginary narratives, and 

the implications of this in terms of Irish language maintenance efforts. 

Language Ecology of the Family and Pre-
School in Corca Dhuibhne  
It was clear from the first visit with the family that Mia had firmly established Irish as the 

language of  interaction with her daughters. She always spoke to Máire and Sorcha in Irish, 

and they in turn always responded to her in Irish. They also spoke to each other in Irish. The 

fact that Mia set up a pro-Irish FLP several years ago stands in contrast to many of her 

generational peers in the Corca Dhuibhne Gaeltacht. Ó hIfearnáin’s (2013, p.356) work in 

this same geolinguistic area for instance emphasises how ‘parents frequently remarked that 
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there are no “accidental” Irish speakers anymore.’ This reality in turn follows from a 

trajectory of decline in intergenerational transmission: in his 1983 study, Ó Riagáin (1992) 

found that only 25% of those respondents under 45 years of age in the Corca Dhuibhne 

Gaeltacht would use ‘all Irish’ or ‘mostly Irish’ with their children if starting a family today. 

As Mia describes in her interview, establishing Irish as the language of interaction was a 

conscious decision and this norm came into fruition through her refusal to answer her 

daughters’ utterances in Englishiv v: 

 

 Interview Excerpt 1 (Mia) 

1 Mia It was very conscious, and do you know who actually, for all my, for 
all my learning about minority languagesvi [..] it was actually a family 
in [Place] […]And he said to me, I just didn’t accept English from [his 
children]. From the word go. And he said my friend across the road, 
who was [Nationality], spoke only [Language] to his kids, but they 
answer him back in English, because he allows them to do that. So I 
thought, ok, there is an allowing thing here, it hadn’t occurred to me. 
So then I took his approach on and I decided ok, I just won’t respond 
to the, to the English	

2 Cassie Yeah, ok  

3 Mia And it worked. I just don’t know how to, I wish I knew how to 
broaden that approach in some way to their language between 
themselves and their imaginary world language, but I just don’t know 
how to do that, or if that’s possible or if it’s even advisable. 

		

The strategy that Mia describes—not responding to her daughters when they address her in 

the majority language— is what Lanza (1997) refers to as the ‘minimal grasp strategy.’ Lanza 

characterises this strategy as the discourse strategy most conducive to minority language 

maintenance, a characterisation which clearly aligns with Mia’s own experience.  In the 

following quote, Mia goes on to explain how in addition to adherence to the minimal grasp 

strategy, she also made the decision to always read to her daughters in Irish, irrespective of 

what language the book was written in: 



8 
 

 

 

Interview Excerpt 2 (Mia) 

1 Mia any book I have, I read to them in Irish and that again was a decision, that I 
made, this is the area, this is the arena, that’s the most important, the words and 
the expressions and all of that, that you get in books and, because again it’s the 
imagination, that world of imagination and broadening out your experiences, so 
I always do that in Irish, so I just translate on the spot. Or obviously I have 
Irish language books, too […] 

 

These two quotes illustrate key aspects of Mia’s views on imagination in the context of her 

FLP.  First, it is clear that Mia sees the imaginative realm as critical to her daughters’ 

linguistic development, which aligns with views on language and imagination discussed in 

the introduction. Secondly, the FLP is seen as a space in which Mia both can and should 

exercise linguistic authority— and indeed, from her choice of the word ‘allowing’ in the first 

excerpt, she appears to view the minimal grasp strategy as laden with authority. In contrast to 

the authoritative dimension of her FLP, she views the imaginative realm as one that both is 

and should be immune from authority, which in turns aligns with views mentioned in the 

Introduction of imaginative play as an agentive space for children. In other comments to me, 

Mia also relayed how she sees the imaginative realm as an important space for her daughters’ 

bonding with each other, and worries that her interference may therefore jeopardise their 

relationship with each other.  Thus, while she practices a strongly pro-Irish FLP, she is 

reticent to expand such language practices beyond the bounds of her own interactions with 

her daughters, and limits her role in developing their imaginative use of Irish to consistently 

reading books to them in Irish.   

Mia’s concern—that her daughters prefer to use English when engaged in imaginative play—

is echoed in Máire and Sorcha’s naíonra (Irish immersion pre-school) leader’s interview.  

According to the naíonra leader, approximately half the children in the naíonra are socialised 
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primarily through Irish at home, while the remainder are socialised with either a mix of Irish 

and English at home or English only, which she describes as ‘Leath acu, cainteoirí dúchais. 

Cuid acu, uh, dhátheangach. Agus cuid eile acu le Bhéarla amháin (‘Half of them, native 

speakers.  Some of them, uh, bilingual.  And the rest with only English.’).  English, however, 

dominates all children’s play practices, as seen from the naíonra leader’s quote below: 

 

Interview Excerpt 3 (Naíonra Leader) 

1 Naíonra Leader Agus caithfear a bheith an-aireach le linn saorimirt. Mar d'fhéadfá 
lán-Bhéarla a chlos. Seachas aon am eile den lá. Mar tá an chuid 
eile den lá fé stiúir. Ach níl an saorimirt. Agus sin an áit is mó a 
bheadh Béarla. 
And you have to mind them closely in free play.  
Because you hear a lot of English.  Unlike any 
other part of the day.  Because the rest of the 
day is structured.  But not free play.  And that’s 
the place where English takes hold 

Here we see the juxtaposition of the ‘structured’ nature of the naíonra activities with the 

agentive nature of free play— the context where ‘English takes hold,’ according to the 

naíonra leader.  By highlighting this structure/agency division in terms of language use, like 

Mia, the naíonra leader also suggests a residual authority associated with Irish due to its 

connection with regimentation, as well as the implication from her statement ‘you have to 

mind them closely in free play’ that children’s use of English is sanctioned.  This residual 

association of Irish with authority is also illustrated in Hickey’s (2007) multi-sited study of 

Irish immersion pre-schools, in which Hickey observes (p. 61) that even in an ‘Irish-speaking 

context such as the naíonra', children choose English as the ‘default means of 

communication.’ In the following quote (p. 56) , Hickey shows how one of the target children 

appears to primarily associate Irish with ‘requirement’ and ‘management’:  

 
This shows that the child was aware that the role of the Stiúrthóir required Irish, the 
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official language of the naíonra, and she [the target child] therefore saw Irish as the 

appropriate choice when trying to manage the other children, but there was no 

evidence that she perceived Irish as a normal mode of communication with her peers.  

 

The following analysis will use the concept of residual authority in exploring Máire and 

Sorcha’s language use in imaginative play. It will then return to Hickey’s observations of 

English as the ‘default means of [peer] communication’ in discussing the language 

maintenance implications of this analysis.    

Analysis: ‘Rubber Ducks’ Video 
The video begins as Mia enters the living room with the camera.  As seen below, Mia’s first 

turn follows from discussion about a rubber duck, as she tries to clarify which ‘other duck’ 

the girls are referring to: 

 
Excerpt 1 ‘Which other duck?’  

1  Mia cén lachan eile?  
which other duck? 

2 Maire an lachan [[(?)]vii  =(runs over to where Sorcha is standing) 
the duck  

   
3 Sorcha =[[MOMMY!  dhearúd dhearúd ] túsa  

            you forgot- forgot 

cur thar n-ais na- na (holds pink duck up to Mia) ducklings 
 to bring the ducklings back  

   
4 Mia dhearúdas iad a chur thar n-ais 

I forgot to bring them back 

5 Sorcha [[yeah!] 
6 Máire [[yeah!] 
7 Mia  ooohhh caithfimid a chur thar n-ais go tig Nan 

       we have to bring them back to Nan’s house 

8 Sorcha yeah 
(steps on a blue teddy bear) 

9 Mia yeah 
  do chonac cúpla ceann ar an talamh 

I saw a couple [of them] on the floor  

10 Máire  ach sin an ceann mór (?)   
but that’s the big one 
(moves white duck in a swimming motion and walks away from 
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camera) 

 
 
In this excerpt, the girls remain rooted to the shell layer as outlined in the egg diagram:  the 

conversation is about the rubber ducks, but is anchored in the real world—that is, their 

physical, real-world states of the rubber ducks.  As seen here, the excerpt is in Irish, the 

exceptions being Sorcha’s use of ‘duckling’ in Turn 3 as well as all three interactants’ use of 

the word ‘yeah’ throughout the excerpt.  Given the high degree of Irish -English language 

contact in everyday speech, ‘yeah’ is viewed as belonging to the informal register of Irish 

speech rather than an English lexical item per se (see O’ Malley-Madec, 2007; Darcy, 2014). 

The fact that this excerpt is in Irish is one illustration of the point made earlier: Irish remains 

the language of reciprocal interaction between Mia and her daughters. 

  

As the video continues, Sorcha is out of the video frame momentarily, but then—carrying a 

pink duck, an orange object, and plastic tub—follows Máire, who is carrying a white duck, to 

the sofa.   

 
Excerpt 2 'Ducks with no rooms' 

1 Sorcha look! heehee! 
(Both girls kneel down at the sofa.  There are a number of ducks which have already 
been arranged on the other side of the sofa).  

2 Sorcha nee-haha (.) look!  
(does something with the orange object and the pink duck) 

3 Máire ah ah ah  
(makes  an orange duck jump) 

4 Sorcha and this goes 
(Máire puts the white duck with the other ducks which have been arranged on the 
sofa) 

5 Sorcha (gesturing in a circular motion) 

all of the ducks don't have any rooms  
(picks up the plastic tub and flies it around) 

6 Máire ah-ah-wee-ba-a-bigo mmmmm  
(separates a black duck from the ones already arranged on the 
sofa) 

7 Sorcha and duck says (HIGH CHIRPING NOISE)  
(reaches down and grabs the black duck on the head) 

8 Máire woo-eee  
 

(Máire hops the black duck over into the plastic tub. Sorcha takes out the pink duck 
out of the tub and the girls motion their ducks together, as if they were talking).  
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9 Máire wa wa wa 
10 Sorcha (° (?) mommy I'm going to go) 
11 Máire ° gock gock gock gock  

(moves toward Mia) 

12 Máire Mummy 
13 Mia yeah 
14 Maire duirt tú- chonaic tú cupla cinn ar an talamh 

did you say you saw a few [of them] on the ground  

15 Sorcha cead agam féachaint 
may I see 

 
 
In contrast to the last excerpt, this excerpt is mostly in English. Also in contrast to the last 

excerpt, here Máire and Sorcha appear to transcend to the imaginary realm.  The rubber 

ducks are no longer simply physical objects to be found, as they were in the previous excerpt; 

rather, through the movements of these physical objects (the ‘egg white’ in the diagram, e.g. 

the arrangement of the ducks the sofa) the ducks come to have a narrative which is co-

constructed and co-enacted.  In this instance, the main narrative is that the ducks ‘don’t have 

rooms’viii and that they ‘say’ various things in this imaginary narrative. Although what the 

ducks ‘say’ appears to be nonsense sounds, these particular enactments, and the very ‘non-

duck’ manner in which they are performed (such as Sorcha’s high chirping noise in Turn 7 

and Máire’s ‘ah ah ah’ in Turn 3) align with Bruner’s (1979, p. 60) point that children’s 

language in imaginative play is often experimental:  here we see the girls’ utter delight in 

trying out new and different sound combinations, which would be nonsense sounds in either 

of their two available languages.  Secondly, we also see a parallel with the Bakhtinian notion 

of double-voicing and Vygotsky’s statement mentioned earlier that at the same time children 

are mimicking reality, they are also injecting their own voices into the play sequence—for 

instance, when Sorcha’s duck ‘says’ a high chirping noise (Turn 7), as ducks certainly do not 

chirp.   
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The Bakhtinian concept of double voicing, and in particular, its function in distancing from 

the imaginary world from the discursively-authoritative adult world, is relevant when 

examining the use of English in this particular excerpt. As discussed earlier, Mia’s initial 

establishment of Irish as the language of reciprocal interaction was dependent on 

authoritative language practices, such as not answering her daughters if they spoke to her in 

English.  The fact that Irish is firmly the language of reciprocal interaction suggests that Irish 

does not carry strong authoritative connotations; however, there may nonetheless be a 

residual sense of authority associated with the language. This sense of residual authority in 

turn may manifest in play: to distance themselves from the authoritative nature of adult 

discourse (in this case, their mother), Sorcha and Máire use English, thus reinforcing the 

boundary between the imaginary world and the adult world.  English is also, after all, the 

language that their mother actively will not use with them (and which she has pretended that 

she cannot speak when interacting with them), and thus by using English, Máire and Sorcha 

set up the means by which they can exclude their mother from their imaginary world. 

English, therefore, has the power to give them a heightened sense of agency as they co-

construct their imaginary narrative.  

 

Sorcha and Máire have also physically distanced themselves from the adult world: they have 

moved away from Mia and their backs are toward the camera.  Indeed, Mia’s first realisation 

of her daughters’ practice of code-switching to English when in their imaginary worlds 

occurred when the girls were in the back seat of the car (and thus, partially physically 

separated from the adult world), which is also when I observed them use English during the 

ethnographic participant observation sessions.  Physical space may contribute the girls’ 

ability to enter into the imaginary realm (cf. Tversky, 2003), and in this particular sequence, it 

appears that the girls are drawing on multiple resources—both physical and linguistic—in 
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reifying a boundary between the imaginary world and the ongoing interaction. As bilinguals, 

they have an additional tool by which achieve this separation: code-switching (cf. Auer, 

1984). There of course could be a high degree of reflexivity here in terms of movement away 

from Mia and language choice; as English is the language that the girls know they are not 

supposed to speak to Mia, their movements away might be an attempt to make their use of 

English less audible to Mia. 

 

 It is further argued that Sorcha’s use of ‘Look’ in Turn 1 is a way of signalling a layer shift 

and negotiating entry into the metaphorical yolk of the egg, which aligns with Cromdal’s 

(2001) observations of children using code-switching to gain entry to certain play sequences. 

Similarly, we can also see Máire’s use of  Irish in Turn 14 as a means for shifting out of the 

yolk into the ongoing interaction, as now she is talking about the ducks as physical objects, 

not enacting their worlds.  Sorcha then also switches out of the imaginary world (Turn 15), 

asking her mother in Irish if she may view the video. There is some intervening dialogue as 

Mia tries to help Máire find the missing duck and comments on the fact the girls have put 

their toys all over the floor. Sorcha then makes a strong bid for Mia’s attention, as seen here:  

 

Excerpt 3 ‘He drank hot sauce’ 

1 Mia  [[lads tá an áit trína chéile] 
      the place is a mess 

2 Sorcha  [[(makes loud pooping sound)] (“screaming” ) 
Mommy!  [[féach!]   
         look! 

3 Máire [[(?)] 
4 Sorcha (“screaming louder”) 

FÉACH! MOMMY!= 
LOOK! 

5 Mia  sea <tá mé ag féachaint, tá mé ag féachaint, tá mé ag féachaint 
yeah  I’m looking I’m looking I’m looking 

6 Sorcha  (makes slurping sound and tilts the orange object towards the duck’s 
mouth) 

7 Mia cad atá sé ag déanamh? 
what is it doing? 

8 Sorcha  (makes slurping sound, then makes a loud pooping sound and circles 
duck around) (“squealing”)  

eee di di di 
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9 Mia cad a dhéin sé, Sor? 
what did he do? 

10 Maire (looking directly at camera with black duck in her mouth) dh'ól sé hot 
sauce 
                                          he drank hot sauce 

11 Mia cerb é  hot sauce? 
what is hot sauce? 

 
 
 
In this excerpt, Sorcha enacts the narrative (the duck drinking something and then explosively 

defecating) while Máire elaborates on the narrative verbally, providing a reason for the 

duck’s actions:  he drank hot sauce. The language used in narrating the imaginary realm, 

however, is Irish. The difference here appears that Mia is expressly invited into the imaginary 

realm, first by Sorcha’s very explicit bids for her mother’s attention in Turns 2 and 4 and then 

Máire’s steady gaze at the camera while she responds to Mia’s question and gives an 

explanation for the duck’s behaviour. Even though in her interview quote discussed earlier, 

Mia reported that she refrains from intervening in her daughters’ language use in the 

imaginary realm, here it appears that Mia does attempt an intervention, as in asking ‘cerb é  

hot sauce’ (‘what is hot sauce?’), she is feigning that she does not understand the English 

lexical item ‘hot sauce.’ The hypothesised reason that Mia feels able to intervene here as 

opposed to other instances of her daughters’ imaginary play is that in this instance, her 

daughters have expressly invited her to the imaginary realm.   

 

Sorcha then turns her attention to asking if she can watch the video that Mia is making, then 

tries to jump out the window.  After Mia brings Sorcha down from the window, the 

conversation turns back towards the missing duck, with Máire asserting in Irish that there is a 

black duck is missing.  As seen below, Mia offers suggestions of where this missing duck 

could be, while Sorcha embarks on a new imaginary narrative, again using English to do so:  

 

Excerpt 4 'Grannie'       
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1 Mia an bhfuil siad thíos ansan a Mháire? 
are they down there, Máire? 

2 Máire nooo 
3 Mia istigh sa mhála sin 

in that bag there 
(Máire walks away, her back to the camera.  Sorcha, who has been kneeling at the 
sofa, stands up and also turns her back to the camera.  In her hands she has the 
small pink duck, the orange object, and a large yellow duck) 

4 Sorcha  (walks towards Máire)  

look Máire look! I'm going to put this back to Grannieix  
(drops large yellow duck and picks it up)  

cause he's her favourite sauce  
(moves towards window) (bends down) 

oops  
here you go Grannie 

5 Máire (looking at the camera)  

oopsie 
6 Mia [[an bhfuil sé briste?] 

is it broken? 

7 Sorcha  [[(?)] hot sauce 
8 Máire  um 
 
  
As in ‘Ducks with no rooms,’ here too there is a movement away from Mia and the camera, 

as well as Sorcha’s signalling this shift with ‘Look!’, analysed as an attempt at creating 

physical autonomy for the imaginary space, which in turn is accompanied Sorcha’s switch to 

English.  We also see an accretion of certain themes within the imaginary realm; although 

between when Máire last stated that the duck drank hot sauce, there has been intervening talk 

and action, Sorcha returns to the hot sauce motif in her imaginary world.  Despite being the 

original author of the hot sauce narrative, Máire however no longer seems to be interested in 

this particular theme, and turns her attention to another object.  In facing toward the camera, 

Máire appears rooted in the outer shell of the egg, while Sorcha seems to have transcended 

into the yolk of the egg and is constructing a narrative despite the lack of cooperation on the 

part of her sister. As in ‘Ducks with no rooms,’ the language used to narrate this imaginary 

sequence is English. 

 

After some intervening talk where Máire and Mia discuss an object which appears to be 

broken, Sorcha successfully attracts Máire’s attention with another object. The girls turn with 
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their backs toward the camera and begin to play with this object in their dollhouse.  However, 

there then arises confusion over whose object it is: 

 
Excerpt 5  ‘I got this!’ 

1 Sorcha Mum, fuair mé é seo!  
     I got this!     
(holding her hand up and pointing) 

(Maire walks over to Sorcha) 

2 Mia cad é sin? 
what is that? 

3 Máire an bhfuil cead agam féachaint?   
may I see? 
(looks at what Sorcha has) 

4 Sorcha ( squeals) 

5 Máire  (?)  
(Girls turn towards dollhouse.  Their backs are towards the camera and Máire puts 
what looks like a bead in the plastic toilet in the dollhouse) 

6 Máire is leatsa é sin  
that’s yours 
(hands Sorcha the bead) 

7 Sorcha (steps away. The bead falls to the ground)  
no ní liomsa é sin (.) is leatsa é sin. 
   it’s not mine (.) it’s yours. 

(Máire bends down to pick up the bead) 

  
8 Máire  (?) mise seo  

    me this 
(Sorcha picks up an item from the lower floor of the dollhouse and places it on the 
upper floor of the dollhouse, next to the toilet) 

9 Maire  Mommy, cá' bhfuil na cinn? 
       where are the pieces? 

 
 

Physically speaking, this excerpt looks similar to ‘Ducks with no rooms’ in that Máire and 

Sorcha have their backs towards the camera—in other words, they have created a physical 

boundary between the interaction and their own play sequence. However, noticeably absent 

in this particular excerpt is an instance where either of the girls transcend into the imaginary 

realm, as it appears that the girls are setting up the imaginative narrative, but never actually 

construct it.  Returning to the egg metaphor, they are still in the physical realm of the play—

that is, the white of the egg, rather than the yolk.  The object is put in the toilet, but the 

narrative does not seem to commence, which may in part have to do with the fact that the 

object negotiation is unresolved (Turns 6 and 7).  Also absent in this particular excerpt is the 
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use of English.  It is argued that there is a level of reflexivity inherent in the use of English in 

the imaginative realm:  the use of English plays a role in separating the imaginative realm 

from the ongoing interaction; simultaneously, English language use is predicated on the entry 

to imaginative realm in the first place.  As entry to the imaginative realm does not occur in 

this particular sequence, the girls continue to use Irish together.   

 

Discussion  
 
In this article, I have argued that Sorcha and Máire’s use of English when enacting their 

imaginary narratives allows them to transmute the authoritative world of the adults and to add 

to the polyvocal nature of their imaginary landscape.  By situating this analysis within an FLP 

framework, I have shown how Mia’s specific language practices may imbue Irish with a 

residual authority, thus amplifying her daughters’ sense of agency in using English to 

construct imaginary narratives with each other.  This line of argument could also account in 

part for the naíonra children’s exclusive use of English in free play as recounted by Sorcha 

and Máire’s naíonra leader, as well as Hickey’s observation that naíonra children use 

English as their default peer language.  English functions as the way for the children to 

circumscribe their playful interactions with each other from the regimented nature of the 

school; English is their language, so to speak.  Further, the fact that English is the language 

they are not ‘supposed’ to speak in the naíonra or within the boundaries of a strongly pro-

Irish FLP may heighten this sense of subversion similar to the children’s use of Patwa in 

Paugh’s (2005) study.   

 

This use of English in imaginative play could therefore be seen as children’s creative, 

agentive use of language and consequently, as a welcome milestone in their bilingual 
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development. However, it is clear that neither Máire and Sorcha’s mother nor their naíonra 

leader hold this view: they see this practice as a potential threat to Irish language 

maintenance, a view echoed in Hickey’s (2007) in multi-sited naíonra study as well as 

Mirvahedi and Cavallaro’s (2020) characterisation of siblings’ practices in imaginative play 

as a potential site of language shift.  Without comprehensive longitudinal data that 

triangulates the individual child’s linguistic practices in imaginative play with home, school, 

community and media language experiences, however, it is difficult to gauge the direct 

impact of imaginative play on language maintenance.  However, two points should be 

emphasised here:  first, as mentioned in the introduction (and also mentioned explicitly by 

Mia in her interview) imaginative play is an important arena for language development. An 

asymmetry in language use in imaginative play in favour of the dominant language could 

potentially lead to an asymmetry in language development, which would ostensibly be further 

bolstered by the asymmetry at the societal level in terms of the dominant/minority language 

and how this filters down to children’s everyday language experiences.  Secondly, as 

imaginative play is one of the primary ways in which children interact with their peers, the 

use of the dominant language in imaginative play can help establish the dominant language as 

the peer language, with resonates with Hickey’s (2007) conclusions. As Hickey (p. 61) points 

out, once English becomes the peer group language, ‘it is difficult to see how to get them [the 

children] to speak the [minority] language informally with other children outside of 

educational institutions,’ a viewpoint echoed in other eminent scholars’ emphasis on the 

importance of children’s peer group minority language use to language maintenance efforts 

as a whole (e.g. Spolsky, 1991; Fishman, 1996).   

 

In arguing that children’s use of a dominant language in imaginative play may be motivated 

by a sense of subversion vis-à-vis a minority language immersion classroom and/or a strongly 
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pro-minority language FLP, we see an emergent conundrum, or the double-edged sword 

nature of language maintenance, as I discuss in in previous work (2016). In other words, with 

every positive initiative on behalf of the minority language, there is often an unintended 

negative consequence which works against language maintenance. After all,  language 

maintenance is a continual struggle, and it has been established since the very early days of 

FLP research (e.g. Lanza, 1997)  that the child’s acquisition and use of the minority language 

in the first place is predicated on the caregivers’ consistent use of the minority language as 

well as the uptake of authoritative strategies, such as not answering when the child speaks in 

the majority language.  Similarly, it is only through strong pro-minority language policies and 

practices can immersion settings such as the naíonra maintain their status as an ‘Irish-

speaking context’ and therefore provide an important avenue for children’s language 

development.   How this conundrum can be fully addressed is beyond the scope of the paper;  

it is clear however that much more research is needed to understand the fine-grained 

mechanisms by which children first start to establish preference for a particular language in 

imaginative play and to determine how this impacts their future bilingual selves. From such a 

vantage point, we may then embark on considering the pedagogical and policy implications 

of such research and how to best implement them.  It is hoped that this paper has provided the 

groundwork for such an endeavour.   

Transcription Conventions 
 
Times New Roman is used for English speech.  Times New Roman italic is used for Irish 
speech.  Courier New is used for translations of the Irish speech. Eras Medium ITC is used 
for actions in the video. 
 
: Elongated Sound  
- Cut-off 
word     Emphasis 
WORD Increased Amplitude 
° Decreased Amplitude 
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< Accelerated Speech 
= Latching speech 
[[    ] Overlapping Speech 
(.) Micropause (less than two-tenths of a second) 
(description) Non-verbal action 
( ?) Uncertainty in Transcript 
(“ description”) Denotes how following words are said 
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Notes 
 
                                                
i This is alternatively referred to in the literature as pretend play, role play, or sociodramatic play. 
ii Mia, Máire, and Sorcha are pseudonyms. 
iii The term ‘Gaeltacht’ is used to refer to an area officially designated by the Irish state as ‘Irish-speaking,’ the 
first geographical definition being that offered by the Gaeltacht Commission of 1926, which suggested core 
areas where over 80%  of the population spoke Irish and surrounding areas where between 25% and 79% spoke 
Irish. The current Gaeltacht boundaries date from 1956, with some minor additions in in 1967, 1974 and 1982 
(Ó hIfearnáin, 2009). Having Gaeltacht status entails certain statutory obligations toward the language, such as 
compulsory education through the medium of Irish. The number of daily speakers of Irish outside the education 
system—which is taken to mean the number of speakers for whom Irish functions to some degree as their home 
language—in the Corca Dhuibhne Gaeltacht is 1,928 daily speakers, which comprises 28.7% of the total 
population of 6,708 people aged three and over (Census 2016). 
iv The language between Mia and her ex-husband was English, and the father speaks English to Máire and 
Sorcha.  
v Interviews were conducted in English with the Irish caregivers in the project due to my limited ability in Irish 
at the time. 
vi Mia has a postgraduate degree in language planning and minority languages. 
vii Because of Sorcha’s interjection of ‘Mommy,’ it is impossible to hear what Máire is saying here.  However, 
as in Irish syntax, most adjectives follow the noun they modify, Sorcha is most likely providing a noun (most 
likely ‘mór ‘big’ from Turn 10) to clarify which duck she means.  
viii In looking at another video which comprises the dataset, this narrative the ducks ‘have no rooms’ may come 
from the fact that in this other video, the ducks are arranged in the large dollhouse and indeed do have rooms. 
ix From a linguistic point of view, there appears to be linguistic transfer in that Sorcha uses the verb ‘put’ 
instead of ‘take’ in English (‘put this back to Grannie’ which is a direct translation of the Irish ‘cuir sin thar n-
ais go Grannie’).  It is also worth noting that that appears to be an echo of what Mia has said earlier in Excerpt 
1, Turn 7, where she talks of returning the ducklings to Nan’s house. 
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