How is Ùlpan Different?

Adults learn languages differently from children.  Their sound-system has become fixed and new sounds are difficult to acquire accurately; especially from native speech.  The traditional approach to teaching Gaelic has been to take advantage of an adult's literacy skills to encode the structures of the language.  This has three main drawbacks, which Ùlpan addresses:

i) Reading and writing happen at a much slower pace than listening and speaking.  Many people, who learn by the former, find it next to impossible to shift up the gearbox to the faster pace of fluent conversation, because that is not the medium they have practised.  Ùlpan teaches primarily through listening, and requires students to develop longer sequences of speech in real time.  Therefore, in understanding the spoken word, or in formulating utterances, they have ready-made patterns to use, unlike the more traditionally taught learner, who must assemble or decode an utterance from scratch from disconnected parts.  Ùlpan offers real-time comprehension and speed.

ii) Written Gaelic is an excellent medium for representing the language - it is relatively phonetic - but its orthographic principles are quite alien to the majority of people, coming from other western European languages.  Moreover, it has a sound system vastly more complex than, say, English; in fact more than double the number of sounds.  Learning to decode the written form, to turn it into the spoken, puts a significant obstacle in the adult learner's path.  Ùlpan teaches natural pronunciation by spoken example.  The student must be able to identify, repeat accurately and then formulate new sentences based on a target structure, before being exposed to the written form.  Reading reinforces sound-patterns already acquired.  Happening in real-time, students develop natural intonation and all the other features, which the written word does not convey.  Ùlpan gives accurate and natural pronunciation.

iii) Literacy-based teaching often produces grammarians rather than speakers.  This is because students are taught to view Gaelic metalinguistically, i.e. as a giant puzzle to be solved through the acquisition of complex grammatical rules.  This excludes the non-academically minded and those without sufficient time to study in the traditional sense.  Ùlpan encodes those features, popularly called grammar, through oral modelling.  Step by step, the inflections are carefully introduced and competency is allowed to develop, before moving on.  Ùlpan's focus is syntax rather than how words change their form in a given context.  Students learn to expect certain sound changes from experience, not through a bird's-eye-view of the language.  Ùlpan teaches the experience of being a competent speaker.

Ùlpan is a complete, graded system, leading to functional fluency.  It has an excellent track-record of success in Wales, Brittany, and Israel, where it was first developed.  Only trained and competent tutors are able to offer tuition.  Ùlpan gives adult learners the reassurance of proficient tutors delivering by a proven method.
