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Concerning the Diacritical Marks

Webster first used these current diacritical marks to indicate the precise pronunciation of speech sounds in his 1829
Elementary Spelling Book. Before that he had used numbers over the letters to indicate the sounds (phonemes)
represented by the letters (graphemes). Unfortunately these marks of pronunciation, although once universally
understood, are poorly known by the general population these days, so a little explanation is in order.

vvvvv

not at the end of a syllable (when followed by a consonant). These are traditionally called closed syllables.

The letter ¢ with a curved line under it, called a cedilla, ¢ is pronounced /s/ like the ¢ in city. The universal rule is
that ¢ followed by e, 1 or y is pronounced /s/.

The letter g with a dot over it (&) is pronounced as a /j/ as g in gem. Sometimes a line is placed over the g (g) to
show that it is hard /g/ as g in get.

The so-called r-controlled vowels require special consideration.
ar, €r, ir, or, Ur: 4r as in car, €r as in her,
ir as in bird, Or as in order, {r as in nurse.

The u is a special use of long u after the letter r as the u in spruce and truth.

Further information on Webster’s diacritical marks can be found in his 1908 Elementary Spelling Book or older
editions of his later dictionaries (not the popular 1828 edition).



Note From Internet Publisher: Donald L. Potter
January 31, 2010

This Syllabary is based on Noah Webster’s 1908 Elementary Spelling Book. This form of Webster’s Spelling Book
was first published in 1829. The 1908 edition was the last revision.

I have taken the liberty to make a few minor changes to the syllabary. Dr. Gene Roth has been particularly helpful
in making suggestions for the revision. I have not gone as far as Dr. Roth in updating the syllabary; but my
revision, I believe, is a definite enhancement of Webster’s excellent Syllabary.

Inspiration for experimenting with Webster’s spelling book method of teaching reading and spelling came from the
work of Miss Geraldine Rodgers. Her essay, “Why Noah Webster’s Way Was the Right Way,” alerted me to the
fact that Dr. Webster’s method offered advantages lacking in today’s reading methods. Extensive experimentation
in my classroom has convincingly demonstrated the validity of her claims. Students who master the syllabary and
Webster’s spelling tables are able to make dramatic advances in their reading abilities, including: word
identification, oral fluency, silent reading speed, accuracy, and comprehension. Miss Rodgers’ essay is available
on my web site www.donpotter.net

I finally published my typed edition Webster’s 1908 Elementary Spelling Book under the title, Webster’s Spelling
Book Method of Teaching Reading and Spelling for the Twenty-First Century. It is an 8 2 x 11, spiral-bound
volume. You can purchase copies at my Café Press Shop: www.cafepress.com/donpottertutoring

My coworkers and I have found Webster’s way of teaching reading and spelling superior to any currently
available. We are excited about the prospect of seeing today’s children given the same advantages as children of
Webster’s day. Last corrected and updated 1/12/12. Thanks to Willow Lamb, a bright fifth-grade student, for her
help editing the Syllabary.



