Ionad Chaluim Chille Ìle

Gaelic Phonics Study

Report

March 2003


Contents

Contents








Page 2

Introduction







Page 3-4
Description of Sounds, Spelling and How

     They Work Together





Page 5

Why Gaelic Phonics Could Be Hard To Teach
Page 5

Differences In The Way English and Gaelic

Page 5-6


Use The Same Alphabet





The Vowel Sounds






Page 6-8

The Consonants






Page 8-9

How The Sounds Of Words Are Made In

Page 9-11

        The Body








Description of Sounds





Page 11-34
Observations and Recommendations


Page 35-40
Appendix – Word Lists





Page 41-47
Contact Details






Page 48
© Stòrlann Nàiseanta na Gàidhlig on behalf of the local authorities represented on MRG 2003.

All rights reserved.  No part of this publication may be reproduced in any form without permission from Stòrlann Nàiseanta na Gàidhlig.

[image: image1.png]e

Storlann Naiseanta na Gaidhlig
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Ionad Chaluim Chille Ìle

Introduction
This study was commissioned by Stòrlann Nàiseanta na Gàidhlig in Spring 2002.  Ionad Chaluim Chille Ìle was asked to carry out research into the teaching of phonics in Gaelic schools and units in Scotland, with a possible view to facilitating the later production of a national phonics system.  This report is the outcome of that research study.  Although this is the final version of the report, the PRT see this project as no more than the first stage in a more extensive programme of research that needs to be carried out into Gaelic literacy issues.

Phonics Advisory Team
Stòrlann established an advisory group of experts in Gaelic Primary education: Mairead Dhomhnallach, Catrìona NicIain, Rosemary Ward, Donalda McComb, Joan Mackinnon and Donald John Macleod.  This team (known as Phonics Advisory Team or PAT) has directed the project and acted as liaison with the research group.

Phonics Research Team
The study itself has been carried out by staff of Ionad Chaluim Chille Ìle: Dr Michelle Macleod, Dr Moray Watson, and (between August and early November) Mr Dàibhidh Grannd.  This group (known as Phonics Research Team or PRT) has also authored this report.  The main researchers have also been assisted by Mrs Mavis MacTaggart, Ms Sheena MacKellar and Mrs Elma Paton.

Objectives
PAT asked the PRT to incorporate four main points (described as objectives) in the study and, consequently, the report:

1. description of the Gaelic sound system

2. description of how sounds are realised in spelling

3. word lists illustrating the above and how sounds work together

4. suggestions as to how phonics can be taught

Timescale
PRT began working in May 2002.  PRT tabled an interim report in August 2002.  The draft report was submitted in December 2002.  Feedback on this draft report was received in January 2003.  The final version was completed in March 2003.

School Consultation
PRT visited a number of schools, observed classes and interviewed teachers.  Much of the material covered under Objective Four has been suggested by these visits and by the teachers themselves.

Nairn Conference
Dr Macleod represented the research team at the national congress for Gaelic teachers that was held in Nairn in November 2002.  Dr Macleod presented some of the findings from the report and received informal feedback from teachers and other authorities.

Final Report
This report is the final version of the report.  It incorporates all four objectives and takes into account both research undertaken by the team and also feedback from teachers and others.  It also takes into account feedback from the PAT and some further research that has been carried out as a result of that feedback.

Objectives 1 and 2 are dealt with together for ease of illustration.  Objective 4 stands alone, since it arises out of the findings of the first three objectives: some aspects of objective 3 have actually been assimilated into the work on objectives 1 and 2 and also into objective 4.  Further word lists have been included as an appendix.

Each of the main sounds in Gaelic has been described in both technical terms and also in a form that an educated non-linguist will soon be able to grasp.  The letter (or group of letters) that represent(s) that sound is/are given.  A list of illustrative words then follows, showing how the sound (and the letter[s]) will either change or not change depending on its/their position in a word.

Description of Sounds, Spelling and How They Work Together

Why Gaelic Phonics Could Be Hard To Teach

For many children in Gaelic-medium education, English is the only language they use in most situations outside of school.  For some children, the experience of learning to read and write Gaelic coincides with their learning the language from scratch as English monoglots.  This could have an effect on the way the children grasp phonics and the relationship between sounds and spelling.  The main problem here is that Gaelic and English use the same Latin alphabet.  We cannot change this, but we can at least be aware of the different ways the two languages use that alphabet.

Differences in the way English and Gaelic use the same alphabet

The Gaelic sound-system is very much more complex than that of English, both in the number of individual sounds distinct from other sounds (phonemes) and the way in which these combine to produce words in action (morphology).  An average Gaelic dialect contains some 80 sounds compared to the 36 of Standard English.  When it comes to writing, the good news is that although Gaelic uses fewer symbols (18 compared to 26 letters in the alphabet) it uses a more ‘phonetic’ system.  By this we mean that the correspondence of individual sounds to their written form is more regular and so for early-readers an unknown word is more predictable because the system is more regular.  Once certain key concepts are grasped, the initial difficulty of reading and writing Gaelic gradually gives way to a realization that Gaelic keeps to established patterns and is therefore easier to read and write than English (in spite of all the big words!).

In written English, vowels and consonants operate in largely separate spheres.  Consonants can be single, or combined in clusters to give ‘blends’, e.g. wh-, br-, gl-, -tch-, -nt.  Vowels on the other hand appear singly or as two- and three-vowel strings, representing single sounds, diphthongs (i.e. doubled vowels) and triphthongs (i.e. trebled vowels); e.g. -ou-, -ai-, -y, -eau-, -i.e., -owe-.  The vowel- and consonant systems operate by and large independently of one another.  Thus an English ‘t’ is nearly always pronounced as ‘tuh’, regardless of what other sounds are its neighbours (taking into account blends like –tch-, as mentioned above, or –th-, as mentioned below).  With such regularity, an English phonics system aims to build up knowledge of a one-to-one relationship between sound and symbol or group of symbols.  Armed with the sounds of letters, previously-unencountered words can be sounded out, a character or cluster at a time, to decode through pronunciation.

Gaelic is quite different in its treatment of the letters of the alphabet and this is a major challenge to using phonics to teach reading and writing in the language.  This does not mean that phonics cannot be used effectively in Gaelic; it simply means that a thorough understanding of the sounds as opposed to letters is necessary.

For example, even though the symbol ‘t’ is only one letter, it can be part of four basic sounds (taigh  ‘t’, dà thaigh  ‘h’, teòclaid  ‘tsh’, a theòclaid  ‘hy’).  Putting the word for ‘the’ in front of the ‘t’ can then cause nasalisation of the sound – in other words, it can make much or all of the sound travel through the nose instead of the mouth (think of stereotypical French people).  The effect of nasalisation varies with dialect ( an taigh  ‘d’ in North Uist; an taigh  ‘h’ in Lewis).  Furthermore, ‘th’ is regularly used to distinguish hiatus (the linguistic term for a kind of pause in the middle of a word: sometimes a catch in the throat) from a diphthong – compare ‘fitheach’ and ‘fiach’.  Finally, ‘th’ can be silent or represent a ‘ch’-like sound as in ‘ruith’, ‘ith’.  In any given dialect ‘t’ and its variants (like ‘th’) can stand for seven or more sounds, none of which is exactly the same as the two sounds represented by the English ‘th’ (the and thick).  How to pronounce a ‘t’ can only be determined from knowing about the effects of neighbouring vowels and consonants.

The rule described in the paragraph above applies not only to ‘t’ but to all letters and is fundamental to the Gaelic writing system.  Only by understanding the relationship between vowels and consonants can a child come to appreciate the relationship between sound and spelling in Gaelic.  This rule, therefore, forms the basis of the PRT’s recommendations for phonics teaching as detailed in the Suggestions.

The Vowel Sounds

i) Vowel Length

The particular rhythm of Gaelic speech stems mainly from the length of its vowels.  The basic opposition between long and short vowels is a major feature of the language, important in distinguishing between otherwise similar words: dha /dhà.  This can have a radical effect on meaning: leumainn à nèamh no iutharna / leumainn a nèamh no iutharna (S. MacLean).

The long vowels are considerably longer than are those found in English, and are liable to be reduced by learners of Gaelic, leading to a clipped articulation compared to the authentic intonation of the language.  A main indicator of vowel length is the grave accent, which marks single vowels as long and distinguishes the vowel to be sounded in vowel clusters: a’ tèarnadh / a’ teàrradh, bean / beàrn.  The grave’s secondary function is to denote a change of stress in words, mostly of foreign origin e.g. buntàta.  Correct pronunciation as regards length is important in understanding the representation of vowels in writing.  For those learning to speak Gaelic as they also begin to learn to read and write, the consistent use of the accent can aid decoding as well as signalling correct articulation.

ii) Nasalisation – sounds that travel through the nose

A second major feature is whether the sound of the vowel or group of vowels travels through the nose or not: compare cobhair and comhair.  In most dialects the -bh- and -mh- sounds have disappeared in these words to leave something like ‘co-ar’, but the nasalisation of the vowels in comhair remains (again, in most dialects) to distinguish the pair.  Wherever ‘n’, ‘m’ ‘mh’ or ‘ng’ occur in the written language, a nasalisation of surrounding vowels AND consonants may be heard: nàire / àire, cumhach / cuach, fuaim / fuaigh.  This nasalisation may extend across words: think of an cù which sounds like ‘un gu’ in North Uist and ‘ung hŸ’ in Lewis; or an-dè ‘un jay’ (N.U.)  ‘un yay’ (L.).

iii) The main vowel sounds

There are nine main vowels, written using the same five letters as the main English vowels.  Three of these are produced in the front of the mouth with lips spread apart: these are heard at the beginning of the words ith, eile, aig.  We often call these the slender vowels.  The word ‘slender’ refers to the way the mouth is quite closed and narrow when making these sounds: they are also known as front and closed vowels, again to do with the shape of the mouth when making them.

Another four vowel sounds are produced at the back of the mouth with the lips rounded (like blowing a kiss) to a greater or lesser extent: these are heard in at, bochd, obair, ugh.  These are often called the broad vowels.  The word ‘broad’ refers to the way the mouth is quite open and broad when making the sounds: they are also known as back and open vowels, because of the shape of the mouth when making them.

The remaining two vowels have no English equivalents.  These are what we call back unrounded vowels, which means they are made at the back of the mouth, and the lips are not rounded as they would be for o etc.  These sounds can be heard in aonad and oidhche.

iv) Vowels in general and vowels in writing

Each of the nine main vowels can be short or long, nasalised or oral (in other words, the sound goes through either the nose or the mouth).  This means there is a possible total of 36 vowel sounds.  In practice, however, some are comparatively rare in occurrence and others are restricted to particular dialects.  The presence of nasalisation is shown by the spelling: crodh (short and oral)/ crò (long and oral)/ cnò (long and nasalised).

The nine main vowel sounds combine readily to produce an enormous number of diphthongs and triphthongs (i.e. sounds of two and three vowels).  These are represented by combinations of letters like: ua, iù, ia, uai, ài, ìo, eòi, etc.  But there is an apparent difficulty with the system.  It is not always immediately obvious without experience which vowel sound a particular vowel cluster represents: whether a true diphthong or just a single vowel, e.g. -ea-, in beag  ‘bek’ or seall  ‘showl’ or seabhag  ‘shawvak’ or deas  ‘jace’ or  ceart  ‘kyarsht’.  This difficulty arises from the fundamental fact that a vowel sign in any Gaelic word can be performing one, two, or three possible functions within a word:

•
Function 1 - a vowel is written to be pronounced

•
Function 2 - a vowel is written to indicate the class of neighbouring consonant(s) i.e. ‘broad’ or ‘slender’

•
Function 3 - a vowel is written to balance another vowel, which is performing Function 2.

Take for example the ‘i’ in the following three words: fìor, còig, càise.  In fìor the ‘i’ is to be pronounced as the main vowel sound (Function 1); in còig it indicates that the ‘g’ is slender (Function 2), and there is a hint of a diphthong; in càise the ‘i’ balances the following ‘e’ (Function 3) after the rule: “Broad to broad and slender to slender”.

vii) Broad to broad, slender to slender

This rule states that any consonant or cluster of consonants must be flanked with vowels of the same class (‘broad’ i.e. back, or ‘slender’ i.e. front) in order to indicate whether a consonant is broad or slender (see below).  If one were to break this convention it would not be clear how the flanked consonant was to be pronounced e.g. esan, neoni.  Only by having learnt these exceptions can it be known that the -s- of esan is usually broad, as is the second -n- of neoni.

However there are accepted patterns for determining which vowel (Function 2 or 2+3) is inserted before or after another vowel that is performing Function 1.  The patterns are as follows:


A

a
ai-
ea

fad
airm
geal



à
ài-
eà

càr
càil
ceàrr

O

o
oi
eo

loch
sgoil
deoch



ò
òi
eò

bròg
mòine
seòrsa

U

u
ui
iu

cus
dhuit
diugh



ù
ùi
iù

bùth
sùil
siùcar

E

ei
ea
ai-

leig
beag
air



èi
èa
ài*

cèile
trèana
pàipear*

I

i
io
ai

min
fios
cofaidh



ì
ìo
/

cìr
sgrìob
/

(* this is a rare sound and would more often be turned into a diphthong)

As we can see above, the letter ‘i’ is used after ‘a’ to perform Functions 2 or 3, but the letter ‘e’ could not be used after ‘a’ for these purposes – we never see ‘ae’ in modern Gaelic.  On the other hand, ‘e’ can be used before ‘a’ to perform Functions 2 or 3 – e.g. ceann.  Similarly, if we ever see ‘ia’, we know that the two vowels are to be pronounced separately (‘ee-aa’), and that neither is being used only to perform Functions 2 or 3.  But, if we consider the ‘ai’ in cofaidh above, we realise that the letter ‘a’ is mainly present to balance the broad vowel ‘o’ that comes before the ‘f’.  There is no significant difference in the sounds represented by ‘ai’ and ‘i’ in the endings of the words ithidh and sgrìobhaidh.

All of the spelling choices detailed above are governed by rules, which makes them eminently teachable.

The Consonant Sounds

There are thirteen letters used in Gaelic to represent the consonant sounds: b, c, d, f, g, h, l, m, n, p, r, s, t.  Each of these letters is used to represent either a broad or a slender consonant sound.  Nine of these letters – b, c, d, f, g, m, p, s, t – can be combined with the letter h to represent a further five (or six) consonants, which all fall into the same two classes of broad and slender.  Even without the presence of the h, some of the letters stand for more than two sounds: viz. most dialects distinguish at least three l sounds and at least three n sounds.  The consonants can also have different sounds depending on their position in a word.  The letter d sounds a bit like
 the English d when it appears at the beginning of a word, but is more likely to sound like an English t when it appears in the middle of a word or at the end of a word.  This is due to the unvoiced, non-postaspirated nature of Gaelic consonants, compared with their English equivalents.  All of this might make it seem impossible to use phonics to teach the consonants of Gaelic to children, but the reason it is not impossible is that there are clear rules governing the spelling and use of consonants in almost every instance.  There are two areas where confusion could arise: (i) when there are silent letters and (ii) when there are digraphs that sound alike.  Silent letters are much more common in Gaelic than in English.  In many cases, they are not entirely silent, because they cause a change in the quality of the vowel sounds in the word – e.g. Samhna would be realised by most speakers with no articulation of the /v/ that is often marked by the mh.  However, the letter a that precedes the mh becomes a diphthong to compensate for this muting of the mh.  In addition, most dialects would also have marked nasalisation in this instance.  In all instances where a 'silent' letter is actually carrying out a function that is marked by sound, there are teachable rules that may be applied.  Sh and th (and also fh in three words) are digraphs that sound alike – the other main pair of digraphs that sound alike are dh and gh.  At the beginning of a word, sh, th, dh and gh appear only when lenited as a result of contact mutation or grammatical exigency.  This means that the sound-change involved should be familiar to children before the spelling-change is encountered.  Again, this makes these combinations teachable, because they are context-bound.

How the sounds of words are made in the body

Voice

When we think of people talking, we tend to assume that they are using their voices.  A lot of the time, they are.  However, very many of the sounds we use in speech are actually made without the voice.  Consider the title The Thinker.  Both words begin with the combination ‘th’, but the ‘th’ makes two different sounds.  If you find it hard to imagine the difference, say it out loud a few times.  You will hear that ‘th’ in the is louder than it is in thinker.  If you say the beginnings of the two words in isolation – i.e. just the ‘th’ part – you will notice that the main difference between the two is that you use your voice to say ‘th’ in the but you do not use your voice to say  ‘th’ in thinker.  It is hard to whisper words with ‘z’, ‘g’, ‘b’, etc. in English because all of these sounds need to use the voice to sound right.  In contrast, it is easy to whisper ‘s’, ‘k’, ‘p’, because these sounds are not made with the voice (‘s’ at the end of cars is actually a ‘z’ sound in RP English).

One distinction between Gaelic and English is that some letters that stand for sounds that use the voice in English actually stand for sounds that do not use the voice in Gaelic.  The sound of ‘b’ in a word might help to illustrate this.  In English, the name Aberdeen has a voiced ‘b’ – that is, you use your voice in pronouncing the ‘b’.  In Gaelic, the name Obar Dheathain has a voiceless ‘b’ – the voice ‘switches off’ to say the ‘b’ then switches back on again to say the rest of the word.  To many people, this makes the ‘b’ of Gaelic sound like an English ‘p’.

Air

The other main thing that generates the sound when we say words is the passing of air.  Just like when wind passes through certain spaces, it makes a whistling noise, the air passing out of the throat, mouth and nose can also be manipulated to make noises.  Think of the ‘th’ at the beginning of thòisich this time.  This is simply made by breathing heavily.  You breathe out and squeeze your throat slightly narrower than it normally is – the /h/ sound comes out.

The sounds of words are made by manipulating air, regardless of whether we use the voice or not.  By vibrating the vocal chords as the air passes through the voice box, we can add to the sound greatly – we can vary the volume, tone and pitch.

Mouth, throat and nose

Air makes sound by passing through certain shapes and sizes of gaps.  The throat and back of the mouth are in a certain shape when relaxed but can be moved into lots of other shapes.  To illustrate this, think of reading out the last two sentences without making any sound: this makes it easier to be aware of the shapes that the mouth and throat make in order to speak words.  By closing off parts of the mouth and throat, the air can even be sent up the nose (and normally the nose does not change shape as much as the mouth or throat).  The easy way to see this is to begin by saying the vowel ‘a’ (keep going, like at the doctor’s), then, without stopping, close the mouth completely.  You will now be saying ‘m’ – with the air going through the nose instead of the mouth.

Different parts of the mouth and throat can be relaxed, tightened, opened, closed or flapped to make the air pass through in different ways and thus cause different sounds.

Tongue

The tongue is a very flexible organ, and we use many parts of it in speech.  Without the tongue, comprehensible speech is very difficult to achieve.  In some languages, the root of the tongue is used to make sounds – this is the part at the very back of the tongue, partway down the throat.  Gaelic does not use the root.  Gaelic does, however, use the back of the tongue – this is the furthest back area that can be raised.  The middle of the tongue is also used – either to raise up towards the palate or else to flatten out or sometimes both.  The sides of the tongue are often used – such as in the ‘n’ sounds, where the air must pass around the tongue on either side (and up the nose!).  Gaelic also uses the blade of the tongue.  This is the area between the middle and the tip.

Palate and soft palate

By running the tongue back along the roof of the mouth, it is possible to feel the palate.  This is the pinkish, semi-hard area that looks like the middle of a set of false teeth (basically, what we think of as the roof of the mouth, in other words).  In the front of the palate, there is a rough ridge just before the teeth – this is called the alveolus.  At the rear of the palate, there is the soft palate (so called because it is soft and flexible), also known as the velum.  The palate and alveolus do not move, but the soft palate can move up and down.  When the soft palate moves down, the back of the tongue normally moves up to meet it – we call a sound made like this velarised.

Teeth

Teeth are important in making sounds.  The teeth do not move, but the tongue and lips move close to them or touch them in order to force the air through in certain ways.  When someone loses teeth, words usually sound different from that person because the size of the gap has changed and a different amount of air can escape.

Other articulators

There are various other organs and areas used in producing speech (e.g. the diaphragm), but a knowledge of these is not necessary to understand the basic descriptions of sounds contained in this report.

Symbols

To make it easier for people to be able to imagine the sounds of languages they do not know, linguists often use a set of phonetic symbols known as the International Phonetic Alphabet.  This report makes use of these symbols, but it is not necessary to be able to read them to understand what is being said.  Many of them seem common sense to us anyway.  When a symbol is used to give an approximation of a sound that can be heard in a certain language (i.e. not an accurate description of what somebody actually said), it is usually written in slanting brackets /v/ (this is the symbol for the sound ‘v’ [Gaelic ‘bh’]).

The way the descriptions are presented

The basic sounds of the language are presented here, based on the way they are written in normal spelling.  The order roughly follows that of the alphabet, but there are certain additions: these additions are discussed in the section of the report that addresses objective four.  A non-technical description is offered for each sound, followed by the technical description, followed by examples and the IPA symbol.  The illustrative word lists required in objective three are included as examples of how the sounds and spelling relate to one another – e.g. in blends.

a
Non-technical Description: i) a short vowel, made with the mouth quite open and no ‘rounding’ of the lips.  The sound is mainly made at the back of the mouth.  The voice is used.  ii) When beside m, n, ng, nn, the sound often comes at least partly through the nose.  Can also be unstressed, giving a nondescript central vowel.  The voice is used.

Technical Description: i) short, oral, open, back, unrounded, vowel, IPA: /a/, when not in contact with a nasal; OR ii) short, nasalised, open, back, unrounded vowel, IPA: /ã/ in contact with nasals [n, m, ng, nn].  In unstressed syllables it can resemble /(/.

Word Position: initial, medial, final

It has been adopted as the symbol for any broad unstressed vowel, eliminating ‘u’ and ‘o’, e.g. comunn  now comann.  It readily combines with various characters to denote other vowels (-ao-, -adh-, -agh-, etc.), diphthongs (-ai-, -ann-, -aigh-, etc.), triphthongs (-aoi-, -uai-, -eai- ) and to balance preceding (caochail) and following (geata) back vowels.

Examples:


initial
medial
final

/a/
aca
cat
tha


/ã/
anam
tana
ma

Combinations:  In combinations, the letter ‘a’ is part of various sounds:


abh
/u/
-
-
leanabh


abh
/au/
-
cabhsair
-

adh
/((/
adharc
ladhar
-


agh
/(/
aghaidh
laghail
dragh


ai
/a/
aiste
maille
-


ai
/(/
aig
cait
-


ai
/ai/
aithghearr
braich
-


all*
/au/
allt
calltainn
mall


ann*
/(((/
annta
banntrach
fann


am*
/(((/
-
-
glam

amh*
/(((/
amharas
famhair
-


amh
/(((/
-
-
falamh


ao
/((/
aodann
taom
-


aoi
/(((/
aois
caoin
naoi


-aich
/i/
-
-
casadaich


-aidh
/ai/

snaidhm
tionndaidh


-aidh
/i/
-
-
tapaidh


-aigh
/ai/
-
-
laigh


-aigh
/(i/
-
-
dachaigh


-ail
/i/
-
-
fàgail


-aim
/(((/
-
Caimbeul
(rare)


-aing
/((/
-
-
farsaing


-ainn
/((/
-

cagainn


-aoidh
/(((/
-
-
caoidh


-aoigh
/(((/
-
-
laoigh

à
Non-technical Description: i) a long vowel, made with the mouth quite open and no ‘rounding’ of the lips.  The sound is mainly made at the back of the mouth.  The voice is used.  ii) When beside m, n, ng, nn, the sound often comes at least partly through the nose.  The voice is used.
Technical Description: i) long, oral, open, back, unrounded vowel, IPA: /a(/, in contact with nasals; OR ii) long, nasalised, open, back, unrounded vowel, IPA: /(((/, in contact with nasals.  It occurs only in the stressed syllable: àbhaist, buntàta, ma-thà
Word Position: initial, medial, final

It readily combines with various characters to denote diphthongs (-ài-,  -àigh-, etc.).

Examples:


initial
medial
final

/a(/
àlainn
càr
dhà


/(((/
àm
màthair
(rare)

Combinations:


ài
/a(/
àile
càise
-


ài
/((, ((/
-
pàipear
-


ài
/ai(/
àigh
làimhsich
-


-àidh
/ai(/
-
-
fàidh


-àigh
/ai(/
-
-
tràigh

b
Non-technical Description: i) Made by bringing the lips together and briefly trapping the air, then letting it go again.  The voice is not used in the Gaelic ‘b’ the way it is in English (compare Aberdeen with Obar Dheathain).  ii) Beside a slender vowel, the tongue rises toward the roof of the mouth and makes (in many dialects) a ‘y’-type sound (e.g. beachd).

Technical Description: Voiceless non-aspirated bilabial stop,  IPA: /p/.  It may assume a palatal quality in the presence of front vowels /p(/.

Word Position: initial, medial, final

Examples:

initial
medial
final



/p/
bad
abaich
gob




bean
(rare)
gilb



/ p(/
beachd
(rare)
(rare)
Blends:
b+vowel
bàta, beò, bith, botail, bùth

bl+vowel
blas, bleagh, bliadhna, bloigh, bl+u (rare)

br+vowel
bradan, breac, briogais, brochan, bruach
bh
Non-technical Description: i) The upper front teeth meet the lower lip and air is expelled through the little gaps they leave.  The voice is used.  ii) Beside a slender vowel, the tongue rises toward the roof of the mouth and makes (in some dialects) a ‘y’-type sound (e.g. bheò).  The voice is used.  OR  iii) In some positions, the lips come together but do not quite meet, then part again (like English ‘w’).  The voice is used.

Technical Description: Voiced labiodental fricative.  IPA: /v/.  It may assume a palatal quality in the presence of front vowels, IPA: /((/

Word Position: initial, medial, final.  Medially this digraph can represent i) IPA: /v/ or ii) hiatus between vowels.  This varies with dialect.  Finally it may represent IPA: /v/ or /¿/; when mute it can cause retraction of the adjacent vowel e.g. sibh /(i(v/ or /(u/.

Examples:
/v/
initial
medial
final



bha
abhainn
garbh



bhideo
(rare)
agaibh


/((/
initial 
medial 
final



bheòthail
(rare)
(rare)


/¿/
initial
medial
final



  -
sabhal
beulaibh


Blends:
bh+vowel
bhan, bheir, bhiodh, bhòt, bhuam

bhl+vowel
bhlais, bhleith, bhlian, bhl+o & bhl+u (rare)

bhr+vowel
bhraon, bhreab, bhris, bhrosnaich, bhruic

c
Non-technical Description: i) The soft palate comes down to meet the back of the tongue (which rises towards the soft palate at the same time).  Air is trapped then released quickly as the soft palate and tongue move apart again.  The voice is not used.  When ‘c’ comes after a short, unstressed syllable, an out-breath can be heard before the ‘c’ sound.  ii) Beside a slender vowel, the middle of the tongue rises towards the roof of the mouth, traps air then releases it quickly (a little like English ‘q’, but not quite the same).  The voice is not used.  When ‘c’ comes after a short, unstressed syllable, an out-breath can be heard before the ‘c’ sound.

Technical Description: i) Voiceless postaspirated back velar stop, IPA: /k(/, when in contact with back vowels; OR ii) voiceless postaspirated palatal stop, IPA /c(/, when in contact with front vowels.  Most contemporary dialects have presaspiration medially and finally in stessed syllables after short vowels.  The realisation of preaspiration is dialectally variable ranging from /(/ or /(/ in palatal environments to /h/ or /x/ in velar ones.

Word Position: initial, medial, final

Examples:
/k(, (k/
initial
medial
final



cat
poca
cnoc



/c, (k/
initial
medial
final



ceud
aice
mic


Blends:
c+vowel
cnap, ceum, cìr, còta, cupa

cl+vowel
clann, cleas, cliù, clòimh, cluich

cn+vowel
cnatan, cneutag, cn+i (rare), cnoc, cnuimh

cr+vowel
crac, creag, cridhe, crosta, cruth

ch
Non-technical Description: i) The soft palate and back of tongue come close together (as in ‘c’) but, instead of trapping air (as in ‘c’), they allow the air to force its way through.  The voice is not used.  ii) Beside a slender vowel, the middle of the tongue rises towards the roof of the mouth and allows air to force its way through.  The voice is not used.

Technical Description: i) voiceless velar median fricative, IPA: /x/, in contact with back vowels; OR ii) voiceless palatal median fricative, IPA: /(/, in contact with a front vowels . 

Word Position: initial, medial, final

Examples:
/x/
initial
medial
final



chunnaic
dachaidh
balach


/(/
initial
medial
final



chì
crìche
eich


Blends:
ch+vowel
chaich, chèile, chiad, cho, chuala

chl+vowel
chlas chleachd, chlisg, chl+o (rare), 



chluich


chn+vowel
chnag, chn+e ,chn+i &chn+o (rare), chnuas, 
chr+vowel
chrath, chreid, chrith, chrom, chrùb
d
Non-technical Description:  i) The blade of the tongue presses against the upper front teeth and the ridge behind them.  Air is trapped and then released.  The voice is not used (in contrast to the English ‘d’).  ii) When ‘d’ appears beside a slender vowel, the blade of the tongue starts near the ridge behind the upper front teeth.  As air begins to force its way through the gap, the tongue moves back slightly in the mouth, across the front of the palate.  The voice is not used.

Technical Description: i) Voiceless non-aspirated laminal dental stop, IPA: /((/, in contact with back vowels OR ii) voiceless palato-alveolar affricate, IPA: /t(/, in contact with front vowels.

Word Position: initial, medial, final

Examples:
/((/
initial
medial
final



dad

adag
grod


/ t(/
initial
medial
final



dèideag

maide
pacaid

Blends:
d+vowel
daor, dè, dìg, doras, duilich


dl+vowel
dl+a (rare), dleas, dlighe, dl+o (rare), dlùth


dr+vowel
dràma, dreuchd, dris, droch, druim

dh
Non-technical Description: i) The back of the tongue rises towards the soft palate and the soft palate descends towards the tongue.  Air forces its way through the small gap that remains.  The voice is used.  This is a ‘voiced’ version of ‘ch’.  Can be silent or help to cause a diphthong.  ii) When ‘dh’ appears beside a slender vowel, the middle of the tongue rises towards the palate.  Air forces its way through the gap that remains.  The voice is used.  This is a ‘voiced’ version of ‘ch’ (ii).  Can be silent.

Technical Description: i) Voiced back velar fricative, IPA: /(/ when in contact with back vowels; OR ii) voiced palatal median fricative, IPA: /(/ or /j/, in contact with front vowels.

Word Position: initial, medial, final.  Medially this digraph can represent hiatus between vowels, e.g. adhar.   Finally it may be silent or pronounced, depending upon dialectal variation.

Examples:

/(/
initial
medial

final



dha
fiodha

seadh


/(/
initial
medial

final




dheth
cidhe

purpaidh




/¿/
initial
medial

final




  -
tadhal

Donnchadh


Blends:
dh+vowel
dhà, dheth, dhith, dhomh, dhuit


dhl+vowel
dhl+a, dhl+e, dhl+i & dhl+o (rare), dhlùthaich


dhr+vowel
dhràibh, dhr+e, dhr+i & dhr+o (rare), dhrùidh


dh’fh+vowel
dh’fhalbh, dh’fheuch, dh’fhill, dh’fhosgail, 



dh’fhuirich

e
Non-Technical Description: i) This is a short vowel.  The mouth is half-closed.  The middle of the tongue is fairly close to the palate and fairly far forward in the mouth.  The lips are spread apart.  ii) Similar to (i) but with the mouth slightly more open.  iii) When beside n, m, nn, ng, mh, similar to (i), but with much of the air passing through the nose.  iv) When beside n, m, nn, ng, mh, similar to (ii) but with much of the air passing through the nose.  v) Can also be an unstressed, central vowel.

Technical Description: i) short, oral, half-close, front, unrounded vowel, IPA: /e/, when not in contact with a nasal; OR ii) short, oral, half-open, front unrounded vowel, IPA: /(/, when not in contact with a nasal; OR iii) short, nasalised, half-close, front, unrounded vowel, IPA: /((/, in contact with nasals [n, m, ng, nn]; OR iv) short, nasalised, half-open, front, unrounded vowel, IPA: /((/, in contact with nasals.  In unstressed syllables it can resemble /(/.

Word Position: initial, medial, final

It can combine with various characters to denote diphthongs (-eall-,  -èigh-, etc.).

Examples:


initial
medial
final

/(/
eich
ceist
-


/((/
initial
medial
final



eanchainn
teine
-


/(/
initial
medial
final



e
fear
de


/((/
initial
medial
final



ainm
bean
uime
Combinations:


ei
/(,(/
eile
bheil
-


ea
/(,(/
eagal
deas
-


ea
/ja/
eala
cleachd
-


-ea-
/a/
-
sealg
-


-eabh-
/jo/
-
feabhas



-eabh
/ju/
-
-
aitreabh


-eadh-
/jo/
-
feadhainn
-


-eadh
/(/
-
-
seadh


-eagh
/jo/
-
-
deagh


-eamh-
/(((/
-
reamhar
-


-eamh-
/ju/
-
-
ainneamh


-eo-
/((/
-
geodha



-eth
/(,(/
-
-
leth


-eith
/(,(/
-
feitheamh
breith


-eall*
/(((/
-
sealltainn
meall


-eann*
/(((/
-
beanntan
teann

è
Non-technical Description: i) This is a long vowel.  The mouth is half-closed.  The middle of the tongue is fairly close to the palate and fairly far forward in the mouth.  The lips are spread apart.  ii) Similar to (i) but with the mouth slightly more open.  iii) When beside n, m, nn, ng, mh, similar to (i), but with much of the air passing through the nose.  iv) When beside n, m, nn, ng, mh, similar to (ii) but with much of the air passing through the nose.

Technical Description: : i) long, oral, half-close, front, unrounded vowel, IPA: /((/, when not in contact with a nasal; OR ii) long, oral, half-open, front unrounded vowel, IPA: /((/, when not in contact with a nasal; OR iii) long, nasalised, half-close, front, unrounded vowel, IPA: /(((/, in contact with nasals [n, m, ng, nn]; OR iv) long, nasalised, half-open, front, unrounded vowel, IPA: /(((/, in contact with nasals.

Word position: initial, medial, final

Examples:



initial
medial

final



/((/
èigh

mèinn

glè


/((/
initial

medial

final




èasgaidh
dèan

crè



/(((/
initial

medial

final




-

trèan

gnè



/(((/
initial

medial

final




-

mèaran
-

Combinations:

èi
/((/
èirich

mèirleach
-


èa
/((, ((/
èalaidh

plèana

-

f
Non-Technical Description: i) The upper front teeth meet the lower lip and air is expelled through the little gaps they leave.  The voice is not used.  ii) Beside a slender vowel, the tongue rises toward the roof of the mouth and makes  a ‘y’-type sound.  The voice is not used.

Technical Description:  Voiceless labiodental fricative, IPA: /f/.  It is an allophone of [ph].  It may assume a palatal quality in the presence of front vowels /f(/.

Word Position: initial, medial  (rare), final (rare)

Examples:
/f/
initial
medial
final



fàg
cofaidh
(rare)



fear
oifis
(rare)

/f(/
initial
medial
final



feòrag
ifrinn
(rare)
Blends:
f+vowel
falamh, feadh, fiacail, fodha, fuil


fl+vowel
flat, fleasgach, flin, fl+o (rare), flùr


fr+vowel
fraoch, freumh, frids, froca, fr+u (rare)
fh
Non-Technical Description: Usually silent.  Can be heard as a ‘breathing’ sound (like English ‘h’) in three words: fhèin, fhathast, fhuair.  The throat is narrowed slightly and the air escapes through the narrower passage, making a sound like a heavy breath.

Technical Description:  Apart from three words this digraph is mute, IPA: /¿/.  In fhèin, fhathast  and fhuair  it is realised as a voiceless glottal fricative, IPA: /h/.  As this latter sound it is an allophone of [sh] and [th].

Word Position: usually initial only

Examples:
/¿/
initial
medial
final



fhasa
-
-



/h/
initial
medial
final



fhèin
-
-

Blends:
fh+vowel
fhathast  (cf. dh’fh+vowel)


fhl+vowel
fhl+a, fhl+e, fhl+o & fhl+u (rare) fhliuch, 


fhr+vowel
fhras, fhreagair, fhr+i, fhr+o & fhr+u (rare), 
g
Non-Technical Description: i) The soft palate comes down to meet the back of the tongue (which rises towards the soft palate at the same time).  Air is trapped then released quickly as the soft palate and tongue move apart again.  The voice is not used.  The main difference between this sound and the ‘c’ is that there is no out-breath before ‘g’ when it appears in the middle or at the end of a word.  Similarly, there is no out-breath after ‘g’ at the beginning of a word.  This makes it sound more like an English ‘g’ at the beginning of a word, because the voice starts to be used before the ‘g’ sound is finished.  ii) Beside a slender vowel, the middle of the tongue rises towards the roof of the mouth, traps air, then releases it quickly. The voice is not used.  The main difference between this sound and the ‘c’ (ii) is that there is no out-breath before ‘g’ when it appears in the middle or at the end of a word.  Similarly, there is no out-breath after ‘g’ at the beginning of a word.  This makes it sound more like an English ‘g’ at the beginning of a word, because the voice starts to be used before the ‘g’ sound is finished.

Technical Description:  i) Voiceless non-aspirated back velar stop, IPA: /k/ when in contact with back vowels; OR ii) voiceless non-aspirated palatal stop IPA: /c/ when in contact with front vowels.

Word Position: initial, medial, final

Examples:
/k/
initial
medial
final



gobhar
agam
beag




/c/
initial
medial
final



gille
aige
leig


Blends:
g+vowel
gach, geal, gin, goirt, guth


gl+vowel
glan, glè, glic, glòir, glug

gn+vowel
gnàth, gnè, gnìomh, gnothach, gnùis

gr+vowel
gràdh, grèim, grian, gròiseid, gruaidh
gh
Non-technical Description: i) Same as ‘dh’.  The back of the tongue rises towards the soft palate and the soft palate descends towards the tongue.  Air forces its way through the small gap that remains.  The voice is used.  This is a ‘voiced’ version of ‘ch’.  Can be silent or help to cause a diphthong.  ii) Same as ‘dh’.  When ‘gh’ appears beside a slender vowel, the middle of the tongue rises towards the palate.  Air forces its way through the gap that remains.  The voice is used.  This is a ‘voiced’ version of ‘ch’ (ii).  Can be silent.

Technical Description: i) Voiced back velar fricative, IPA: /(/ when in contact with back vowels; OR ii) voiced palatal median fricative, IPA: /(/ or /j/, in contact with front vowels.  It is an allophone of [dh]. 

Word Position: initial, medial, final.  Medially this digraph can represent hiatus between vowels, e.g. taghadh.   Finally it may be silent or pronounced, depending upon dialectal variation.

Examples:

/(/
initial
medial

final


ghabh
tagh

bàgh


/(/
initial
medial

final



gheall
oighre

taigh



/¿/
initial
medial

final




  -
roghainn

- / rìgh


Blends:
gh+vowel
ghairm, gheibh, ghiùlain, ghoid, ghuin


ghl+vowel
ghlac, ghleus, ghl+i & ghl+o (rare), ghluais


ghn+vowel
ghn+a, ghn+e & ghn+i (rare), ghnog, ghn+u (rare)


ghr+vowel
ghr+a & ghr+i (rare), ghreas,  ghrod, ghr+u (rare)

i
Non-technical Description: i) A short vowel.  The mouth is fairly closed when making this sound.  The air does not pass through the nose.  The lips are spread apart.  The tongue is far forward in the mouth, usually spread wide.  ii) When beside n, m, nn, ng, mh, a short vowel.  The mouth is fairly closed when making this sound.  The air passes mostly through the nose.  The lips are spread apart.  The tongue is far forward in the mouth.  iii) Can also be an unstressed, central vowel.
Technical Description: i) short, oral, close, front, unrounded vowel, IPA: /i/, when not in contact with a nasal; OR ii) short, nasalised, close, front, unrounded vowel, IPA: /((/, when in contact with a nasal. 

Word position: initial, medial, rarely final

Examples: 

/i/
initial
medial
final




ith
inntinn
neoni



/((/
initial
medial
final




imeachd
min

mi



/(/
initial
medial
final




inbhe
pinc

-


Combinations:


ia
/ia, (a/
iasg
fiamh
dia


io
/io, (o, i/
iolaire
diog

-


iu
/iu, (u/
iuchair
ciubha
-

ì
Non-technical Description: i) A long vowel.  The mouth is fairly closed when making this sound.  The air does not pass through the nose.  The lips are spread apart.  The tongue is far forward in the mouth, usually spread wide.  ii) When beside n, m, nn, ng, mh, a long vowel.  The mouth is fairly closed when making this sound.  The air passes mostly through the nose.  The lips are spread apart.  The tongue is far forward in the mouth.

Technical Description: i) long, oral, close, front, unrounded vowel, IPA: /((/, when not in contact with a nasal; OR ii) long, nasalised, close, front, unrounded vowel, IPA: /(((/, when in contact with  a nasal.

Word position: initial, medial, final

Examples: 


/((/

initial
medial

final






ìoc
fìdeag

trì




/(((/

initial
medial

final






ìne
prìne

nì

Combinations:


ìo

/((/

iochd
sìol

-

l
Non-Technical Description: i) The blade of the tongue presses against the upper front teeth and the ridge behind them.  The back of the tongue and the soft palate come close together.  Air passes through the gap left at the back of the mouth and then around the sides of the tongue.  The voice is used.  ii) Beside slender vowels (usually when doubled as ‘ll’ or else at the start of a word), the middle of the tongue moves up towards the palate and the front of the tongue goes behind the lower front teeth.  The air passes through the gap left at the roof of the mouth.  The voice is used.  iii) This is when ‘l’ is lenited, or when ‘l’ is beside a slender vowel in the middle or at the end of a word.  The tip and blade of the tongue touch the ridge behind the upper front teeth.  The air passes on either side of the tongue.  The voice is used.
Technical Description: i) Voiced velarised blade-dental lateral, IPA: /(((/, when in contact with back vowels; OR ii) Voiced palatal lateral, IPA: /(/ when initial in contact with front vowels; OR iii) Voiced alveolar lateral, IPA: /l/, when initial and representing ‘lenited l’ (in contact with back and front vowels) AND medially and finally when representing [l] in contact with front vowels.

Word Position: initial, medial, final

Examples:
/(((/

initial
medial
final




là
coltach
cùl


/(/

initial
medial
final




leabhar
-
-





/l/

initial
medial
final



      (mo)
làmh




      (mo) 
 leabaidh
caileag
bheil


Blends:
l+vowel
lag, leann, leòr, loch, lùb


ll

Non-Technical Description: i) The blade of the tongue presses against the upper front teeth and the ridge behind them.  The back of the tongue and the soft palate come close together.  Air passes through the gap left at the back of the mouth and then around the sides of the tongue.  The voice is used.  ii) Beside slender vowels, the middle of the tongue moves up towards the palate and the front of the tongue goes behind the lower front teeth.  The air passes through the gap left at the roof of the mouth.  The voice is used.
Technical Description: i) Voiced velarised blade-dental lateral, IPA: /(((/, when in contact with medial and final back vowels; OR ii) Voiced palatal lateral, IPA: /(/ when initial in contact with medial or final front vowels.

Word Position: medial, final.  Note: in final position this historically long consonant remains long in some dialects, whist in others it causes lengthening of the preceding vowel or diphthongisation of it.

Examples:
/(((/

initial
medial
final




-
balla
toll


/(/

initial
medial
final




-
cailleach
till



Blends:
none

m
Non-Technical Description: i) The lips come together, so that the air has to pass through the nose.  The voice is used.  Sometimes, when a slender vowel is present, the tongue also passes near the palate, causing a ‘y’-type sound.
Technical Description: Voiced bilabial nasal, IPA: /m/.  It may assume a palatal quality in the presence of front vowels /m(/.

Word Position: initial, medial, final

Examples:
/m/

initial
medial
final




màthair
coma
thugam




meas
aimsir
grèim


/m(/

initial
medial
final




meall
truimead
-


Blends:
m+vowel
madainn, mèilich, miotag, mìr, muc

mn+vowel
mnathan (+variants thereof - very rare)
mh
Non-Technical Description: i) Similar to ‘bh’.  The upper front teeth meet the lower lip and air is expelled through the little gaps they leave.  The voice is used.  Much of the air is forced to escape through the nose (in most dialects).  ii) Similar to ‘bh’ (ii).  Beside a slender vowel, the tongue rises toward the roof of the mouth and makes (in some dialects) a ‘y’-type sound.  The voice is used.  Much of the air is forced to escape through the nose (in most dialects).  OR  iii) Similar to ‘bh’ (iii).  In some positions, the lips come together but do not quite meet, then part again (like English ‘w’).  The voice is used.  Much of the air is forced to escape through the nose (in most dialects).

Technical Description: Voiced nasalised labiodental fricative.  IPA: /((/.  It may assume a palatal quality in contact with front vowels, IPA: /(((/

Word Position: initial, medial, final.  Medially this digraph can represent i) IPA: /((/ or ii) hiatus between vowels where it also signals residual nasalisation.  This varies with dialect.  Finally it may represent IPA: /((/ or /¿/.

Examples:

/((/
initial
medial
final




mhag
sgamhan
ullamh



/(((/
initial
medial
final




mheal
-
-



/¿/
initial
medial
final




  -
coimhead
-

Blends:
mh+vowel
mhaisich, mheirg, mhill, mhol, mhùch

mhn+vowel
mhnaoi (+variants thereof - very rare)
n
Non-Technical Description: i) The blade of the tongue presses against the upper front teeth.  The back of the tongue and soft palate move towards each other.  Air escapes mostly through the nose.  The voice is used.  ii) When slender vowels are present at the beginning of a word, the middle of the tongue passes close to the palate, air escapes through the nose, and the voice is used.  iii) When ‘n’ is lenited or beside a slender vowel in the middle of a word or at the end of a word, the tip/blade of the tongue presses against the ridge behind the upper front teeth.  Air escapes through the nose.  The voice is used.  iv) When ‘n’ is doubled, see below.
Technical Description: i) Voiced velarised blade-dental nasal, IPA: /((((/, when initial in contact with back vowels; OR ii) Voiced palatal nasal, IPA: /(/ in contact with front vowels; OR iii) Voiced alveolar nasal, IPA: /n/, when initial and representing ‘lenited n’ (in contact with back and front vowels) AND medially and finally when representing [n] in contact with back vowels.

Word Position: initial, medial, final

Examples:
/((((/

initial
medial
final




nach
-
-


/LhN/

initial
medial
final




nead
teine
cuin





/(/

initial
medial
final



      (mo)
nàire
tana
airson



      (mo) 
 nighean
-
-


Blends:
n+vowel
nathair, neònach, nì, norrag, nurs 

nn
Non-Technical Description: i) The blade of the tongue presses against the upper front teeth.  The back of the tongue and soft palate move towards each other.  Air escapes mostly through the nose.  The voice is used.  ii) Beside slender vowels, the middle of the tongue passes close to the palate, air escapes through the nose, and the voice is used.
Technical Description: i) Voiced velarised blade-dental nasal, IPA: /((((/, when in contact with medial and final back vowels; OR ii) Voiced palatal nasal, IPA: /(/ in contact with medial or final front vowels.

Word Position: medial, final.  Note: in final position this historically long consonant remains long in some dialects, whist in others it causes lengthening of the preceding vowel or diphthongisation of it.

Examples:
/((((/

initial
medial
final




-
-
donn


/(/

initial
medial
final




-
bainne
tinn


Blends:
none


o
Non-technical Description: i) This is a short vowel, with the air passing through the mouth.  The mouth is fairly closed.  The sound comes from the back of the mouth and the lips are in a round shape.  ii) A short vowel, with air passing through the mouth.  The mouth is fairly closed.  The sound comes from the back of the mouth.  The lips are spread apart.  iii) This is a short vowel, with the air passing through the mouth.  The mouth is fairly open.  The sound comes from the back of the mouth.  The lips are in a round shape.  iv) When beside n, m, nn, ng, mh, this is a short vowel, with the air passing mostly through the nose.  The mouth is fairly closed, and the lips are in a round shape.  v) When beside, n, m, nn, ng, mh, this is a short vowel, with the air passing mostly through the nose.  The mouth is fairly closed.  The sound comes from the back of the mouth.  The lips are spread apart.  vi) When beside n, m, nn, ng, mh, this is a short vowel, with the air passing mostly through the nose.  The mouth is fairly open, and the sound comes from the back of the mouth.  The lips are in a round shape.

Technical Description: i) short, oral, half-close, back, rounded vowel, IPA: /o/, when not in contact with a nasal; OR ii) short, oral, half-close, back, unrounded vowel, IPA: /(/, when not in contact with a nasal; OR iii) short, oral, half-open, back, rounded vowel, IPA: /(/, when not in contact with a nasal; OR iv) short, nasalised, half-close, back, rounded vowel, IPA: /((/, when in contact with a nasal; OR v) short, nasalised, half-close, back, unrounded vowel, IPA: /((/, when in contact with a nasal; OR vi) short, nasalised, half-open, back, rounded vowel, IPA: /((/, when in contact with a nasal.

Word position: initial, medial, final

Examples: 


/o/

initial
medial
final






olc
Ploc
seo




/(/

initial
medial
final






oifig
toil
-




/(/

initial
medial
final






os
post
tro
Combinations:


oi

/(i/

oifig
toil
-
ò
Technical Description: i) This is a long vowel, with the air passing through the mouth.  The mouth is fairly closed.  The sound comes from the back of the mouth and the lips are in a round shape.  ii) A long vowel, with air passing through the mouth.  The mouth is fairly closed.  The sound comes from the back of the mouth.  The lips are spread apart.  iii) When beside n, m, nn, ng, mh, this is a long vowel, with the air passing mostly through the nose.  The mouth is fairly closed, and the lips are in a round shape.  iv) When beside n, m, nn, ng, mh, this is a long vowel, with the air passing mostly through the nose.  The mouth is fairly open, and the sound comes from the back of the mouth.  The lips are in a round shape.

Technical Description: : i) long, oral, half-close, back, rounded vowel, IPA: /((/, when not in contact with a nasal; OR ii) long, oral, half-open, back, rounded vowel, IPA: /((/, when not in contact with a nasal; OR iii) long, nasalised, half-close, back, rounded vowel, IPA: /(((/, when in contact with a nasal; OR iv) long, nasalised, half-open, back, rounded vowel, IPA: /(((/, when in contact with a nasal.

Word position: initial, medial, final

Examples: 


/((/

initial
medial

final






òran
fòn

crò




/((/

initial
medial

final






òb
corn

-
Combinations:


òi

/((i/

òige
dòigh

-

p
Non-technical Description: i) Made by bringing the lips together and briefly trapping the air, then letting it go again.  The voice is not used.  The main difference between this and ‘b’ is that there is an out-breath immediately afterwards when ‘p’ appears at the beginning of a word, or else an out-breath immediately before a ‘p’ that comes after a short, stressed syllable.  ii) Beside a slender vowel, the tongue rises toward the roof of the mouth and makes (in some dialects) a ‘y’-type sound.  The main difference between this and ‘b’ is that there is an out-breath immediately afterwards when ‘p’ appears at the beginning of a word, or else an out-breath immediately before a ‘p’ that comes after a short, stressed syllable.  The voice is not used.
Technical Description: i) Voiceless postaspirated bilabial stop, IPA: /((/.  It may assume a palatal quality in the presence of front vowels /((/.  Most contemporary dialects have presaspiration medially and finally in stessed syllables after short vowels.  The realisation of preaspiration is dialectally variable: /(/,/h/ or /x/.

Word Position: initial, medial, final

Examples:
/((/

initial
medial
final




pòg
tapadh
cop




pìos
bhuaipe
drip


/((/

initial
medial
final




piuthar
-
-



Blends:
p+vowel
pàirt, peata, pìob, port, putan


pl+vowel
plastaig, plèana, ploc, plumair

pr+vowel
pràis, preas, prìs, prosbaig, 
ph
Non-Technical Description: i) Similar to ‘f’.  The upper front teeth meet the lower lip and air is expelled through the little gaps they leave.  The voice is not used.  ii) Similar to ‘f’.  Beside a slender vowel, the tongue rises toward the roof of the mouth and makes  a ‘y’-type sound.  The voice is not used.
Technical Description:  Voiceless labiodental fricative, IPA: /f/.  It is an allophone of [f].  It may assume a palatal quality in the presence of front vowels /f(/.

Word Position: initial. medial (rare)

Examples:

/f/
initial
medial
final




phòs
(rare)
(rare)




pheant
(Eiphit)
(rare)


/f(/
initial
medial
final



       (dà)
 pheann
(rare)
(rare)
Blends:
ph+vowel
phàigh, leth-pheighinn, phill, phut


phl+vowel
phlaoisg, phlosg, phlubraich


phr+vowel
phreas, phriob, phronn, 
r
Non-Technical Description: i) The tip of the tongue ‘trills’ near the upper front teeth and the ridge behind them (sometimes hitting the ridge).  The back of the tongue and soft palate come closer together.  The voice is used.  ii) When ‘r’ is lenited or beside a slender vowel in the middle of a word or at the end of a word, the tongue flaps against the ridge behind the upper front teeth.  The voice is used.  iii) When ‘r’ is beside a slender vowel, the tip of the tongue ‘trills’ near the upper front teeth and the ridge behind them (sometimes hitting the ridge).  The middle of the tongue moves close to the palate.  The voice is used.  iv) When ‘r’ is before ‘d’ or ‘t’, the tongue flaps against the ridge behind the upper front teeth and then the tongue curls back towards the palate.  The voice is used.  v) There are other varieties in some dialects.  The lenited or slender ‘r’ can sound a bit like English ‘z’ or ‘y’ or even the ‘th’ of ‘that’.
Technical Description: i) Voiced velarised apico-alveolar trill, IPA: /((/, when initial; OR ii) Voiced alveolar flap, IPA: /(/ when initial (representing lenited ‘r’) AND medial and final in contact with back vowels; OR iii) Voiced palatalised apico-alveolar trill, IPA: /(((/, when  medial and final in contact with front vowels.  iv)  The clusters -rd and -rt  may articulate the -r- as an affricate of a voiced alveolar flap + voiceless apico-postalveolar median fricative, IPA: /((/, e.g. ceart, ˆrd.  Note: The exact realisation of this intrusive sibilant is not limited to the description given here nor is it found at all in some extant dialects.

Word Position: initial, medial, final

Examples:

/((/
initial
medial
final




ràdh
-
-




reòiteag
-
-



/(/
initial
medial
final



       (mo)
 rothar
mòran
cur



       (mo)
 rìbhinn
-
-




/(((/
 
initial
medial
final




-
fàire
cuir



/((/
initial
medial
final




-
pàrtaidh
mart

Blends:
r+vowel
radan, reic, rìgh, ròs, rud


rr
Non-Technical Description: i) The tip of the tongue ‘trills’ near the upper front teeth and the ridge behind them (sometimes hitting the ridge).  The back of the tongue and soft palate come closer together.  The voice is used.  The ‘rr’ never appears at the beginning of a word.
Technical Description: Voiced velarised apico-alveolar trill, IPA: /((/, when medial, AND final in contact with back vowels.

Word Position: medial, final

Examples:
/((/

initial
medial
final




-
orra
ceàrr




-
oirre
-

Blends:
none


s
Non-Technical Description: i) The tongue spreads out close to the ridge behind the upper front teeth.  Air is expelled sharply through the remaining gap.  The voice is not used.  ii) With a slender vowel, the tongue spreads out slightly further back, near the front of the palate.  The voice is not used.  iii) After ‘t-’, ‘s’ is silent.
Technical Description: i) Voiceless alveolar median fricative, IPA: /s/, when in contact with back vowels; OR ii) Voiceless palato-alveolar median laminal fricative IPA: /(/, in contact with front vowels.  (Note in consonantal clusters an initial [s] remains unpalatalised by a following front vowel if a orthographically lenitable consonant intervenes, e.g. compare sgrios  and slios, cf. * below); OR iii) mute IPA: /¿/ when initial after [t-].  ‘Eclipsis’ of the [s] leads to the [t-] being realised as if it stood adjacent to the following vowel, and so pronounced /(((/ before back vowels OR /((/ before front vowels.

Word Position: initial, medial, final

Examples:

/s/
initial
medial
final




suidh
asta
cus



/(/
initial
medial
final




seann
ise
tais



/¿/
initial
medial
final



       (an)
 t-Suain
-
-
Blends:
s+vowel
sabhal, seachd, sìth, sona, suas


sg+vowel*
sgàin, sgeul, sgian, sgoil, sguir


sgl+vowel*
sgl+vowel (rare), sgleog


sgr+vowel*
sgraing, sgreab, sgrìobh, sgròb, sgrùd


sl+vowel
slàn, sleuchd, slìob, sloc, sluagh


sm+vowel*
smaoin, smèid, smiogaid, smoc, smùr

sn+vowel
snàmh, sneachd, snìomh, snog, snuadh


sp+vowel*
spàin, speur, spìocach, sporan, spùt


spl+vowel*
spl+vowel (rare) , spleuchd


spr+vowel*
spreadh, sprùilleach, spr+vowel (rare) 


sr+vowel

sradag, sreath, srian, sròn, srùbag


st+vowel*
stad, steall, stiùir, stoirm, stuth


str+vowel*
stràc, streap, strì, stròdhail, struth


t-s+vowel  (an)
 t-sàil, t-seiche, t-sìde, t-sòfa, t-sùil


t-sl+vowel (an)
 t-slat, t-sleamhnag, t-slighe, t-sluic,


t-sn+vowel(an)
 t-snàthad, t-snèip, t-sn+vowel (rare)


t-sr+vowel (an)
 t-sràid, t-sreang, t-sròn, t-sr+vowel (rare)

sh
Non-Technical Description: i) The throat narrows slightly and air is forced out, like a heavy breathing.  The voice is not used.  ii) Beside a slender vowel, the same action occurs, but the tongue also passes close to the palate, adding a slight ‘y’-type sound.
Technical Description: i) Voiceless glottal fricative, IPA: /h/ before back vowels; OR ii) voiceless palatal median fricative, IPA: /(/, /h(/ before front vowels.  It is an allophone of [th].  Cf. also [fh].

Word Position: initial

Examples:

/h/
initial
medial
final




shad
-
-




/h(/
initial
medial
final




shearg
-
-

Blends:
sh+vowel
shàbhail, shealg, shil, sholair, shuidh


shl+vowel
shlaod, shleamhainn, shlisnich, shluig


shn+vowel
shnàig, shnigh, shn+vowel (rare) 


shr+vowel
shrann, shreotharaich, shr+vowel (rare) 

t
Non-technical Description:  i) The blade of the tongue presses against the upper front teeth and the ridge behind them.  Air is trapped and then released.  The voice is not used (in contrast to the English ‘t’).  The main difference between this and ‘d’ is that there is an out-breath immediately afterwards when ‘t’ appears at the beginning of a word, or else an out-breath immediately before a ‘t’ that comes after a short, stressed syllable.  ii) When ‘t’ appears beside a slender vowel, the blade of the tongue starts near the ridge behind the upper front teeth.  As air begins to force its way through the gap, the tongue moves back slightly in the mouth, across the front of the palate.  The voice is not used.  The main difference between this and ‘d’ is that there is an out-breath immediately afterwards when ‘t’ appears at the beginning of a word, or else an out-breath immediately before a ‘t’ that comes after a short, stressed syllable.  

Technical Description: i) Voiceless postaspirated laminal dental stop, IPA: /(((/ in contact with back vowels; OR ii) voiceless palato-alveolar affricate, IPA: /((/ in contact with front vowels.  Most contemporary dialects have presaspiration medially and finally in stessed syllables after short vowels.  The realisation of preaspiration is dialectally variable: /(/, /h/ or /x/.

Word Position: initial, medial, final

Examples:

/(((/
initial
medial
final




toll
dotair
at




/((/
initial
medial
final




teth
dùinte
cait


Blends:
t+vowel
taigh, teaghlach, tìr, tog, tuath


tl+vowel
tlachd, tl+vowel (rare)


tn+vowel
tnù, tn+vowe,l (rare)


tr+vowel
trath, treas, trì, trobhad, truagh

th
Non-Technical Description: i) Similar to ‘sh’.  The throat narrows slightly and air is forced out, like a heavy breathing.  The voice is not used.  ii) Similar to ‘sh’.  Beside a slender vowel, the same action occurs, but the tongue also passes close to the palate, adding a slight ‘y’-type sound.  iii) Can be silent in the middle of a word or at the end of a word.
Technical Description: i) Voiceless glottal fricative, IPA: /h/ especially before back vowels; OR ii) voiceless palatal median fricative, IPA: /(/, /((/before some front vowels.  It is an allophone of [sh].  Cf. also [fh].  Medially this digraph can represent hiatus between vowels, e.g. dithis.   Finally it may be silent or pronounced, depending upon dialectal variation.

Word Position: initial, medial, final

Examples:

/h/
initial
medial
final




tha
-
math




thig
aithisg
crith



/((/
initial
medial
final




theann
-
ith



/¿/
initial
medial
final




  -
fathann
dìth



Blends:
th+vowel
thàinig, thèid, thill, thoir, thuirt, 



thl+vowel
thl+vowel (rare)


thn+vowel
thn+vowel (rare)


thr+vowel
thràigh, thrèig, thriall, throid, thruis

u
Non-technical Description: i) This is a short vowel, with the air passing through the mouth.  The sound comes from the back of the mouth.  The mouth is almost closed.  The lips are spread apart.  ii) This is a short vowel, with the air passing through the mouth.  The sound comes from the back of the mouth.  The mouth is almost closed.  The lips are in a round shape.  iii) This is a short vowel, with the air passing mostly through the nose.  The mouth is almost closed.  The lips are spread apart.  iv) This is a short vowel, with the air passing mostly through the nose.  The mouth is almost closed.  The lips are in a round shape.

Technical Description: i) short, oral, close, back, unrounded vowel, IPA: /(/, when not in contact with a nasal; OR ii) short, oral, close, back, rounded vowel, IPA: /(/, when not in contact with a nasal; OR iii) short, nasalised, close, back, unrounded vowel, IPA: /((/, when in contact with a nasal; OR iv) short, nasalised, close, back, rounded vowel, IPA: /((/, when in contact with a nasal.

Word position: initial, medial, rarely final

Examples: 

/(/
initial
medial

final




uisge
druim

-



/(/
ugh
dubh

gu

Combinations:


ua
/ua/

uamh
duan

-


ui
/ui/

ùidh
muin

-

ù
Non-technical Description: i) This is a long vowel, with the air passing through the mouth.  The sound comes from the back of the mouth.  The mouth is almost closed.  The lips are in a round shape.  ii) This is a long vowel, with the air passing mostly through the nose.  The mouth is almost closed.  The lips are in a round shape.
Technical Description: i) long, oral, close, back, rounded vowel, IPA: /((/, when not in contact with a nasal; OR ii) long, nasalised, close, back, rounded vowel, IPA: /(((/, when in contact with a nasal.

Word position: initial, medial, final

Examples:

/((/

initial

medial

final





ùrlar

dùdach

diù

Suggestions Relating to the Teaching of Phonics

Introduction
The project research team recognises that some schools are already using some of the approaches suggested here.  Some schools are having marked success with other methods altogether.  This section of the report should be seen as advisory rather than as prescriptive.

Several GMUs visited by the project team use an adaptation of the analytical phonics method used to teach English.  English contains 36 basic sounds, which it maps onto 26 letters; in total there are 44 basic letter combinations to master in order to read English.  Gaelic on the other hand has some 80 basic sounds maped onto 18 letters; of basic letter combination there are many hundreds, possibly totalling more than 1000 (e.g. the character ‘b’ has 66 onsets, lenited ‘b’ would double that total, then one would add all the combinations for ‘b’ in the middle of a word or at the end of a word).

The basic principle of phonics is that reading can be taught by relating a known sound to a letter or combination of letters.  Written language can then be systmatically decoded by sounding out the building blocks of each symbol(s).

Teaching phonics in Gaelic needs a different approach because:

•
Gaelic is phonologically more complex than English, particularly because of initial and final mutations - key areas for the phonics method.

•
Gaelic uses a smaller number of symbols to represent a much larger range of sounds

•
Not all, if even most, early reader/writers are fluent speakers.  Many are learning the language from scratch and have only English phonology upon which to build their sound/letter relationships.

•
Current reading systems are translations of English or based on its methods and linguistic peculiarities (short ‘phonics suitable’ English words can have much longer translations [help/cuideachadh], which make them unsuitable).  Likewise, the target sounds are not ordered in a logical sequence for Gaelic, nor is the fourfold pronunciation of onset consonants clearly distinguished (cat/ceò/cha/chionn) leading to confusion.

•
Orthographic inconsistency in reading materials, signage, reference materials, posters and displays, etc. inculcate uncertainty in teachers and pupils alike with regard to ‘correct’ standards.

•
The density of Gaelic-speaking in communities has declined dramatically during the lifetime of all but the latest generation of teachers, producing a very different sociolinguistic milieu with new challenges, especially from cross language interference.  Old strategies may need to be augmented to deal effectively with these.

Supportive conditions - i) Gaelic literate environments, ii) Early Intervention (pre-school & pre-playgroup reading), iii) New linguisitic domains (e.g. computers and other technology) and prestige.

Suggestions

i) Gaelic Phonics needs to use its own ‘phonics’ alphabet

Phonics requires a straightforward relationship between sound and symbol to be established.  Gaelic’s orthography and phonology are very complex.  Without altering the established spelling system, a fresh approach needs to be signalled to simplify perceptually the range of letter combinations and to emphasise Gaelic usage of the Roman alphabet as different to that of English.

By expanding the digraphs (i.e. two-letter combinations that make a single sound) to full-letter status, the single sounds they represent become transparent.  Instead of chaidh being sounded out as ‘cuh, huh, a, i, duh, huh’ one would get ‘chuh, a, ee-y’;  deoch  ‘dyuh, o, ch’.  Given that the onset is the key trigger to word recognition it is in clarifying the sound of the first letter/cluster that this suggestion would have the most impact.  As Gaelic is not fully phonetic this method too would have its limitations, e.g. in decoding every combination of letters, especially sequences in the middle of words.  However it would inculcate a degree of linguistic awareness (particularly of lenition) which is key to later writing skills.  The proximity of the digraphs to the radical (unlenited) form in the alphabetic sequence would underscore this relationship.

Examples:

31-character set (a, à, b, bh, c, ch, d, dh, e, è, f, fh, g, gh, i, ì, l, m, mh, n, o, ò, p, ph, r, s, sh, t, th, u, ù)

26-character set (a, b, bh, c, ch, d, dh, e, f, fh, g, gh, i, l, m, mh, n, o, p, ph, r, s, sh, t, th, u)

The 31-character set has the advantage of clearly signalling the different phonetic properties of long vowels (with the grave accent.)  The long/short vowel opposition is very important to Gaelic’s rhythm and in distinguishing minimal pairs.  Such is the case with other diacritic-using languages.  Welsh offers a Celtic parallel for using two-letter combinations to represent single sounds and for teaching these almost as if they were single letters: a, b, c, ch, d, dd, e, f, ff, g, ng, h, i, l, ll, m, n, o, p, ph, r, s, t, th, u, w, y.  Other European alphabets also treat digraphs as if they were single letters.

Observation of Gaelic-speaking children confirms that some (at least) already treat ‘ch’ as one sound/letter, when copying letter by letter from the board.  One boy in a phonics class suggested to his teacher that in order to improve the game they were playing (arrange letters written on cards to make new words), that they needed cards with ‘ph’, ‘ch’, ‘dh’, etc. on them.

If a new character set were adopted the digraphs would need names and sounds.  We would suggest that either a new word containing the sound was coined or that an existing short Gaelic word be extended to name the digraph e.g. bha=bh, dha=dh, tha=th, agh=gh, amh=mh, aph, ‘eff-sèimh’=fh, etc.  This would require further consideration before becoming a workable part of the system.

Of course, we do not suggest that Gaelic needs to adopt a whole new alphabet – just that early phonics should be taught by referring to the sounds as opposed to individual letters, and that can mean teaching two letters as if they were one.

We would also suggest that regardless of whether a new character set is adopted or not, that the consonants of the alphabet be treated as their ‘broad’ form.  This would have implications for the order of sounds and words in a new phonics scheme.  Essentially only words in broad consonants would be taught initially.  Once mastered the ‘broad’ digraphs then would be introduced.  This would mean that the concept of lenition would appear as a simple change across all consonants, since the slender forms would not yet be known, at least in writing.  Having grasped the broad consonants and digraphs, the alteration in sound caused by slenderisation of consonants could then be tackled.  Once that concept was mastered the final stage would be the introduction of the slender form of the digraphs.  For example the target areas (taught by synthetic phonics, see below) might be:

Stage One: introduction of monosyllables in broad consonants (cat, fàg, mo, mòr, muc, tha bò, càr, dhà, cù, làmh, cha, fo, dhut, bha, goc, sàbh, loch, lach, luch, dubh, mac, ag òl, thog, guth, cus, thug, ghabh, thu)

A complete word frequency research project would be an important step in carrying this stage forward.  Such a project would look into word frequency at various stages of development in children's education and indeed in adult language, too.  Without carrying out this research, it is nevertheless possible to make recommendations:

1. All words should be functional words that are likely to be known to the children or soon to be encountered;

2. In compiling lists of words to base phonics on at Stage One, use should be made, for instance, of Mo Chiad Fhaclair and the reading scheme story books already in existence;

3. Also to be addressed here is word-position and how that affects the pronunciation of broad consonants such as b/p, d/t, c/g, etc.  Refer to these letters in the descriptive section that precedes this section of the report.

4. Unlenited consonants should be mastered where practical before their lenited counterparts are introduced.  Lenited consonants are to be considered as separate sounds in their own right – i.e. ‘bh’ is the /v/ sound and not ‘buh-huh’.

The Word List section which follows can be used to compile short lists of words that might be introduced here.

Stage Two: blends in broad consonants (gorm, glas, slat, càrn, clag, donn, dall, blàth, glan, snàmh, bròg, dragh, ochd, ghlac)

1. 'Normal' blends should be introduced first and separately from consonant clusters featuring epenthesis: e.g. ‘glan, donn, ochd’, then ‘gorm’, etc.

Stage Three: disyllables in broad consonants (bàta, agam, agad, còta, poca, fada, dona, orra, sona, lùdag, monadh, radan, sabhal, bothan)

1. There is an opportunity here to highlight hiatus as a feature of disyllabic words, thus bringing in combinations that involved so-called ‘silent’ letters – ‘fitheach, sabhal’, etc.

Stage Four: blends in broad consonants in disyllables (shuas, brochan, sporan, cruach, crann)

Stage Five: introduction of slender consonants (cìr, thig, leth, min, dè, sin, ith, fir, dheth, dìg, leis, reic, ceò, geal, sia, fhèin, nead, sheòl, sibh, beag, nigh)

1. Also to be addressed here: word-position and how that affects the pronunciation of broad consonants such as b/p, d/t, c/g, etc.  Refer to the appropriate sections in the descriptive part of the report.

2. It will be important to teach children that i and e are 'special' letters – somewhat like the final –e in English that alters the sound of a to a long /ε/.  Whenever they see i and e, they know that the consonants around them will have a different quality.  This would have to be made one of the basic precepts in phonics teaching in Gaelic and would also help in the teaching of good pronunciation.  It would make sense to begin this process by teaching children about the effect that the letter i has on consonants.  Once this is understood, slender consonants with e can be introduced.  For example, having taught cìr, dìg, and sia, the slender e could be introduced with words like ceò, dè, and seo.  It is also important to convey the fact that the slender vowels do not have an equally strong effect on all consonants – e.g. s ( si is a radical sound change, but f ( fi is not usually so radical.  It will also be necessary to teach children that the presence of slender vowels has more than one function, as detailed in the vowel-combination table above.  If pupils know the effect that the slender vowels have on each individual consonant, they will be less likely to struggle to distinguish when reading leag, cead or leam.  Similarly, learning that vowels and consonants work in closer combination in Gaelic than they do in English will help them to understand that the a in ceann is performing a function that has as much to do with the nn as it does with the e.

3. Blends in broad consonants come in under Step 2, so that would include ann.  Slender consonants come in under Step 5 – e.g. ceò.  Therefore, a word like ceann could be taught after all of this knowledge was learned and assimilated.  Children would not be learning that the combination ea is pronounced one way in ceann, another way in leag and yet another way in leat, because they would be taught not to think of ea as the important combination, but rather to focus on the interaction between the vowels and consonants.  Recognising the sound of ea as in fear would be secondary to analysing the relationship between the vowels and their adjacent consonants.  Children would be looking at the a and recognising that this makes the r broad.

Stage Six: blends in slender consonants (cèic, deoch, feòil, dearg, seachd, peann, gheàrr, sinn, èist, glè, smèid)

Stage Seven disyllables in slender consonants (dèideag, àite, dìnnear, gealach, sìde, leabhar)

Stage Eight: blends in slender consonants in disyllables (plèana, briste, sgrìobhadh, trèana.

The main intention would be to teach ‘broad sounds’ first (initial consonants and digraphs) then show how all the basic (broad) forms change into slender forms when in contact with slender vowels.  This replaces the current situation where broad and slender are introduced simultaneously, followed later by their lenited forms.  By making the lenited forms full letter-sounds from the start there is no need to teach the change of ‘put in an h to change the sound’, since the sound gh-, bh-, th-, etc. would already be known and being used as if they were letters in their own right.  True blends could then be composed from these broad sounds.  The bigger phonemic change of slenderisation would then come as a modification of the broad system, with slender vowels the focus of the alteration, whether of simple letters or digraphs alike.

To summarise: the current system of teaching broad and slender together, introduces two sounds for each letter (taigh, teine) which sets up uncertainty, because the concept of broad/slender is difficult to take in at the start.  By teaching the broad sounds only at first children can begin to form their own short words and so gain confidence in how a sound maps onto a letter.  By increasing the number of letters to include the digraphs, the lenited initial sounds are treated as what they are: just single sounds.  Thus the whole ‘broad alphabet’ is learned.  It is then a matter of teaching that each character of this alphabet can have a different pronunciation when in contact with a slender vowel.  This replaces a four-fold system with a two-fold one, simplifying the confusion caused by an initial letter having four pronunciations.  If ‘t’ and ‘th’ are different letters then only the slender forms need be an elaboration.

The active gaelicisation of non-Gaelic words could take the form of language games for older children, reinforcing an understanding of the orthographic conventions and inculcating the desire and habit to assimilate foreign words to Gaelic phonology / orthography.  For example: “Ciamar a litricheas mi science ’sa Ghàidhlig?” “S-a-i-dh-e-a-n-s”.  “DVD: D-Bh-D”  “tyre – t-a-idh-r”.

ii) Gaelic Phonics needs consistent exemplification
Given that the language is inflected and that the inflections themselves introduce a level of complexity unknown to English-language children, it seems all the more necessary for only the modern Gaelic spelling system (GOC) to be available to children.

Particular areas where attention needs to be paid are:

i) Signage/posters/displays
ii) Reading materials 

iii) 
Dictionaries 

iv)  
Computers - the government’s NGfL objective that all primary children should now have access to a computer in their class should now be a reality.  However, the software which would ease the writing of Gaelic by this means is undeveloped.  Particularly in the writing of accented vowels, some simpler method needs to be established.  Such a system is available for French, where certain lesser-used characters on the keyboard are remapped for accented letters.  A Gaelic keyboard is now available.  

iii)  Early Intervention

The Government’s recognition that pre-school and early-school reading with parents is critical to the later development of reading and writing presents special problems for Gaelic.  Many Gaelic speakers, for historical reasons, do not read Gaelic often, if at all.  For children neither of whose parents speak the language the scope is even more reduced to be able to read with a parent.  Teachers have tackled this by sending home regular reading packs with cassette tapes, sometimes featuring phonetic glosses for non-Gaelic parents.  If a synthetic phonics system were adopted the playing with magnetic letters could also be done with parents at home, if a suitable list of short words were also supplied.  This would greatly increase a parent’s ability to be involved in the process of reading acquisition, and thus extend early intervention, regardless of a parent’s linguistic experience: simply the ability to sequence letters from a script with the child would be enough.

iv)  Resources for Teachers

A GOC ‘crib sheet’ could easily be produced for use in the classroom (for the teachers), helping to simplify application of the ‘new’ spelling conventions.

A tailor-made phonics course would be desirable.  This would consist of a single course with graded reading books, which are based on an understanding of how Gaelic phonology relates to the orthographic system.  Teachers themselves consider this to be important to allow them to develop Gaelic reading and especially for children of all abilities.  

Synthetic Phonics
Given the astounding success of this system, which has outstripped the Government’s designated method - analytical phonics - in the teaching of English reading, it might be worth giving serious consideration to adapting it for the teaching of Gaelic.

It differs from the traditional approach by teaching all the onsets very rapidly over a few weeks (instead of years) and then encouraging the child to play with arranging letters on magnetic boards to correspond to words from the child’s vocabulary.  Through play the natural inventiveness and inquisitiveness of the child is engaged to learn how language is mapped onto symbols.  Blends are also introduced much earlier than usual and actual reading of words in sentences does not commence until the whole sound-system has been explored.

Given the complexity of Gaelic’s spelling system in relation to its sounds, it seems prudent to test to see if this method could accelerate early reading.  Since only short basic words are tackled at the outset, the spelling conventions can be assimilated before the complexities of Gaelic sentence structure are encountered.  This should inspire confidence in that ‘sounding out’ a new word really does relate to what is written.  The use of an expanded ‘phonics alphabet’ (with digraphs appearing as single magnetic characters) would be necessary to distinguish single sounds (bh-, gh-, etc.) from blends (cr-, gl-, -ua-, bhl-, etc.).  And similarly the staged introduction of the broad/slender distinction could well suit this approach, at least in theory.  Perhaps the teaching of word-final slenderisation could be managed by this system, thereby giving more weight to the teaching of noun inflexions.

Appendix - Word Lists

On the following pages, there are listed the 400 or so most common words encountered in the first four Storyworlds series of books for Gaelic-medium children.  These books are aimed at promoting early reading skills and were therefore considered by the PRT to be an ideal source of material for compiling word lists of this sort.  The words appear in alphabetical order: opposite them is the number of citations of each word found in the Storyworlds series up to the intermediate level where the child is expected to be reading more involved and varied work.  There is a second list at the end of the appendix, which is the 70 or so most commonly-cited words, based on words that appear ten or more times in the books.  Of course, there are occasional words in the books that are not what we would consider ‘everyday’, because of the expedients of story-telling: these words have been included nonetheless, in recognition of the fact that it is not always possible to predict what words will arise in a classroom situation on any given day.  For the most part, however, the words listed here are ‘everyday’ functional words, and the PRT would recommend that any phonics teaching should always be based as much as possible on such vocabulary.  In the lists, lenited words have been counted separately from their unlenited versions, because they sound and look like they are different words.  Some attention should be given to this fact when teaching phonics – it should not be assumed that children will automatically make the link between the radical and the lenited forms.
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Contact Details for Ionad Chaluim Chille Ìle

It is recognised that people may have questions or points of information they wish to raise regarding the content of this report.  Staff at ICC Ìle can be contacted during normal working hours in the following ways:

Postal Address:
Ionad Chaluim Chille Ìle




Gartnatra




Bowmore




Isle of Islay




PA43 7LN

Phone:


01496 810818

Fax:


01496 810818

Email:


info@iccile.co.uk
Via Website:

http://www.iccile.co.uk
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� Obviously, this is no more than a rough approximation, but it probably helps to illustrate the differences.


*only a diphthong when not followed by a vowel.  Some dialects, e.g. Islay, preserve the historical long -ll, -nn and -m and e.g. do not have [-all] as /-auL/ but as /aL:/)





*only a diphthong when not followed by a vowel.  Some dialects, e.g. Islay, preserve the historical long -ll, -nn and -m and e.g. do not have [-all] as /-auL/ but as /aL:/)





�This sound varies greatly between dialects: /(/ (Lewis, etc), /j/ (Tiree, etc), /z/ Barra, etc.


� Note: in some dialects the historical [sr-] is preserved without an intrusive -t-, e.g. sròn /sr(:n/ not /str(:n/ as is more common in extant dialects.
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