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Characteristics of German 
orthography 

 Writing from left to right 

 Letters from different scripts  

  (a,a,a,a,a – o,e,e,c) 

 Segmentation in words 

 Capitilization of noums 

 Grapheme-phoneme relationships 



Grapheme-phoneme relations 

are rather regular 

 The alphabet has 30 letters, including ä, ö, 
ü und ß.  
 About 40 phonemes (including 16 vowels 
and 3 digraphs) are represented by 89 
graphemes each consisting of one, two or 
three letters.  
 Estimates of the amount of words that can 
be written phonologically vary from 50 to 75 
per cent of the total number of words 
(according to the definition)  
 Foreign loan words presenting the most 
number of irregularities.  
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Principle that govern German 
orthography 

 phonological  

 morphological: morphemes are spelled the same way 
even if pronounced differently in various contexts, 
e.g. Hand - Hände; l 

 logical: homonymes are written differently, e.g. Ferse 
- Verse; 

 esthetical: a word is spelled in such a way that it 
looks "good", e.g., "ck" for "kk", "sp" for "schp"; 

 grammatical: nouns are written with initial capital 
letter 
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What is regular/consistent? 

 Referring to the „Standard pronunciation“ 90 % of 
the phonemes are always represented by the same 
graphemes 

 /a:/ is represented by  >a>  91%,  >ah> 7.5% , 
>aa<  1.5%. 

 Problem: no one speaks the Standard pronunciation 
(except if you speak as you write) Example: Vater 

 Reading ("sounding-out“) is easier than writing 
because the sound-letter-correpondence is less 
predictable. 

4 



 
 
Main difficulties are the 
following:  
 
 at word final position the voiced consonants <d>, <b>, and 

<g> are pronounced /t/,/p/ and /k/.  

 graphic markers for long and short vowels: Long vowel sounds 
may be represented by the doubling of the vowel or by adding 
an -h, such as <aa> and <ah> for /a:/. Short vowel sounds 
may be marked by the following of double consonants. 

 the phoneme /s/ may be represented by <s>, <ss>, <ß> or 
<c> 

 German is the only orthography in which nouns are written with 
capital letters, but there are many exceptions, and nearly 
nobody masters the 78 corresponding rules.  
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Difficulties of learners 

 Theoretical frame: cognitive developmental 
perspective 

 Learning to read, write and spell is an active process 
in which children build theories about the function 
and features of script by forming, testing and 
modifying hypotheses about the written language 
and develop strategies to deal and communicate with 
print.  

 Learning difficulties persists if the learner sticks to 
wrong concepts 
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Wrong „hypotheses“ in early 
writings (each line ends with a dot,  

each word is written with capital letter) 

 



9 

Writing (copying) from left to right 
and the problem of the new line 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Copying as constructive process (Grischa 
4;8 Jahre) 
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Direction of print – mirror 
writing (figurative strategy) 
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Communicative direction 
(Marienkäfer) 
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Figurative strategy: detection 
of lines, letters and spaces 
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Segmentation into words 

 Children do not possess the linguistic concept of a word 
(>cow< is longer than >butterfly>) 

 They believe that function words are not written down as 
shown by the segmentation task of Emilia Ferreiro 

 Das Kind kauft ein Eis 

 They segment into meaninful units (The girl/eats an 
apple; The girl – eats – an apple) 
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Segmenting utterances 

 

Tarik unlio stge  Fnt.  
 

 

Tarek und Leo sind gute Freunde. 
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No spaces between 

Words 
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(no) spaces between words in 
old grave inscriptions 

Weihinschrift 4th cent. b. Chr. 
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Beginning phonemic analysis – 
a cognitive task 

                             Lio Hat mi  

                              sm Gbsa      

                               anglen. 
                                         (Leo hat mich  

                                        zum Geburtstag 

                                           eingeladen). 
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 Skeleton 

writings 
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Problem: not phonemic analysis but 
grapheme relation 
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Phonetic writings (stretched 
pronunciation) 
 

 

       Esch Ben Aien Metschin. 

       Esch Haise Daniela. 

       Opa Oma Leshn. 



Developmental sequence  

 These strategies are not haphazard but follow a 

developmental sequence which is the result of an 

interaction between the child`s emerging process 

abilities, the structure of orthography and the 

teaching method.  

 In Germany we found similar sequential patterns in 

reading and orthography as in the English speaking 

countries (GENTRY 1978, HENDERSON 1980, 

BEERS/BEERS 1981, TODD 1982, BROOKS) 
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Table 2: Developmental model of reading and spelling  

 

Level Skills and insights  Reading Spelling 

1 Imitation of behaviour Pretend reading  Scribbling  

2 Knowledge of single letters 

in a figurative sense, 

but no insight into the 

relationship between letters 

and sounds,  

"Naive-holistic" reading 

children guess at words, 

orienting themselves at 

the context and 

figurative cues 

Logographic strategy: 

drawing arbitrary 

sequences of letters or 

letterlike forms, 

("pseudo-words") 

3 Beginning insight into the 

function of letters  

Knowledge of some 

letters/sounds  

Beginning alphabetic 

strategy (phonetic cue 

reading)  

rudimentary or skeleton 

writings) 

4 Insight into the alphabetic 

principle, ability to segment 

words into speech sounds 

and phonemes 

Sounding-out strategy 

(reading letter by letter), 

sometimes without 

understanding 

Phonetic-articulatory 

strategy (I spell as I 

speak) 

 

5 Knowledge and use of 

orthographic patterns  

 

Alphabetic reading with 

use of chunks) 

Phonemic strategy with 

first use of orthographic 

patterns 

6 Automatized processes  Automatized word 

recognition  

Correct spelling  

„ 
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3. Methods for reading 
instruction 

“Classical” (outdated) methods 

 Synthetic approaches 

 Analytic approaches (Ganzwort und 
Ganzsatzmethoden) 

 

“Modern” methods 

 Analytic –synthetic approaches 
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Synthetic approaches 
 

 Concept of reading: blending sounds 
(elementare Lesetechnik),  

 Procedures: 

   learning sounds  

   blending sounds  

   “reading” syllables, nonsense words, 

    words  
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Synthe- 
tic 
method 

„Meine liebe 

Fibel“: 

 

Starting with sounds/ 

letters 

„o“ (regret) 

„i“  (dirty) 

„u“ (cold) 

„m“ (delicious) 
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 barking  

(at print) 
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Critique of synthetic 
approaches 

 Restrained concept of reading: blending of 
sounds and reading artificial words lead to 
barking at print.  

 Blending sounds is not a mechanical process 
(b + a is not ba), a spoken word is not the 
sum of single sounds 

 In spoken words sounds are “coarticulated" 
(observe the lip position with the words: Glut 
and Glanz) 
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Whole word methods 

 1. starting with naïve-wholeword reading (guessing): children 
are confronted with sentences or words, they have to memorize 
about 30-70 words and guess words on the basis of the context. 
Children learn the alphabetic script like a logographic script 
without being taught systematically the letter-sound-
correspondence.  

 2. Words were analyzed: By comparison of words children 
should detect graphic similarities, differentiate single letters and 
detect their sound-counterpart. 

 3. Independent reading of new words by using the context.  
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Analytic method (whole word or sentence) 
Example: Biglmaier-Fibel 
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Analytic method (whole word or 
sentence) Example: Biglmaier-Fibel 
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Critique of whole word 
methods 

 The assumption that learners memorize 
pictures of whole words is not valid: instead 
characteristic features of letters or words are 
learned.  

 This methods leads to guessing, children 
might use irrelevant features of letters 

 In the beginning children experience success, 
but then a loss of motivation when reading 
unknown words. 

 First words are difficult (Ausfahrt, tropft) 
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Analytic-synthetic method 

 Starting with an easy regular word (Fu, Fara, 
Oma, Opa) 

 Analysis: visual, auditive, articulatory  

 Synthesis: reading, adding the letters to a word 
with letter cards, writing the word 

 Reading new words with the same letters 



Analytic-synthetic method 
“Fara und Fu” 



Analytic-synthetic method 
“Fara und Fu” 



Analytic-synthetic method 
“Fara und Fu” 



Analytic-synthetic method 
“Fara und Fu” 
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Children are encouraged to 
creative writing 
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Comparison between teacher directed 
instruction and „open“ instruction 

 

 Better results in classes with systematic 
reading instruction 

 Especially for slow learners and migrant 
children (Schründer-Lenzen 2004, S. 173) 

 Starting with written words yielded better 
learning results and allow the learning of the 
standard pronunciation. 

 The analytic-synthetic method helps children 
to gain insight into the alphabetic script. 
 

 



Conclusion: 
Principles and aims of initial teaching  

 to help the child to understand the code 

 to integrate reading and writing - (by using one print type, using the 
same words for reading and writing. ) 

 to foster motivation to use written language  

 to help the child to become an independent learner - (using additional 
material from which the children may choose their tasks, working 
together with a friend, self control.) 

 continuing diagnosis 

 foster creative writing or inventive spellings  

 to offer free time for pleasurable use of reading for relaxation and 
escape (“reading corner” or book corner) 
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Thank you very much for your attention! 
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