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PRINCIPLES OF ITALIAN ORTHOGRAPHY

ITALIAN ORTHOGRAPHY

Principles of Italian orthography
• Transparent orthography: with a few exceptions, the Italian language is spelt as it
is spoken, and read as it is written.
• There are precise rules whereby certain graphemes will always correspond to the
same phonemes. Only in a few cases do some letters of the alphabet represent
more than one phoneme.
• Italian children show a higher speed and accuracy in learning how to read words
with simple structures than their peers from countries with opaque orthographies,
such as France or Scotland (Seymour et al., 2003).

WHAT ARE THE MAIN DIFFICULTIES?

The main difficulties are the following:
•
•
•
•
•

Use of double consonants.
Incorrect use of apostrophes and accents.
Initials of names in capital letters.
Division into syllables to write and spell correctly.
Use of the letter H or the letter E with an accent to indicate a verb.

WHAT ARE THE MAIN DIFFICULTIES?

The main difficulties are the following (some examples):
• Regional accents can interfere with the correct writing of words
(azione; azzione; ...) .
• Identifying compound words: Expressions that were originally made up of several
words and have become compound words. In some cases the words also continue
to remain separate (al di là means beyond; aldilà means afterlife; all’erta means
being careful – allerta means danger).

Sabatini, Camodeca, De Santis, 2014

CHARACTERISTICS OF ITALIAN
ORTHOGRAPHY

ITALIAN ORTHOGRAPHY

Characteristics of Italian Orthography
• Written from left to right.
• Alphabetic system using mainly 21 letters, namely the 26 letters of the English
alphabet minus <j k w x y>; these do occur, with the pronunciations /j k w ks i/, but
mainly in loanwords and very rarely in ‘native’ Italian words
• Phoneme-grapheme correspondences: quite regular (30 phonemes represented by
28 graphemes, namely the 21 ‘native’ letters plus 7 digraphs <ch ci gh gi gl gn sc>
and one trigraph <sci>).
• Grapheme-phoneme correspondences: quite regular (the 28 graphemes have just
30 phoneme pronunciations between them).
• Use of accents.

ITALIAN ALPHABET
Aa
Bb
The alphabet has 21 letters (16
C c (/ʧ/, /k/)
consonants – 5 vowels)
Dd
E e (/e/, /ε/)
Ff
G g (/ʤ/, /g/)
H h (etymological left-over, used only in
digraphs <ch gh> & as an initial ‘marker’ in 4 words)
I i (/i/, /j/ glide; also used
in digraphs <ci gi> & trigraph <sci>)
*Jj
*Kk
Ll

*Foreign loan letters

Mm
Nn
O o (/o/, /ɔ/)
Pp
Qq
Rr
S s (/s/, /z/)
Tt
U u (/u/, /w/ glide)
Vv
*Ww
*Xx
*Yy
Z z (/ʦ/, /ʣ/)

PHONEME-GRAPHEME CORRESPONDENCES

Phoneme-grapheme correspondences are quite regular
• In the standard accent there are 30 phonemes (21 consonants, 7 vowels + 2 glides).
• The vowels /a e ɛ i o ɔ u/ and glides /j w/ are spelt <a e e i o o u> and <i u> respectively.
• The consonants /p b t d f v l r j w ʎ ɲ s z/ are mainly spelt <p b t d f v l r i u gl gn s s>
respectively. /j w z/ are never geminate (pronounced double); all the other 18
consonant phonemes can be either single or geminate; most geminates are written as
the single letter doubled.
• /k g/ are spelt <ch gh> before /e ɛ i/ when single, <cch ggh> when geminate, otherwise
<c g> when single, <cc gg> when geminate. Exceptionally, /k/ is written <q> before /w/
spelt <u>.
• /ʃ ʧ ʤ/ are spelt <sc c g> before /e ɛ i/, <sci ci gi> before other vowels. When /ʧ ʤ/ are
geminate, the letters <c g> respectively are written double.
Serianni, 1997; Sabatini, Camodeca, De Santis, 2014

GRAPHEME-PHONEME CORRESPONDENCES

Grapheme-phoneme relations are quite regular
• The number of characters which constitute a word is rarely less than three.
• Alternating consonants and vowels: the most frequent syllables are those of the
consonant-vowel (CV) type.
• Many sequences of phonemes and letters recur identically and form rhymes,
suffixes or prefixes.

Sabatini, Camodeca, De Santis, 2014

GRAPHEME-PHONEME CORRESPONDENCES

Grapheme-phoneme relations are quite regular
• Italian graphemes are the result of a long process of reduction and stabilization of
the language. The lack of total correspondence can be explained in the light of the
evolution of handwriting, which has changed much slower than pronunciation,
leaving inevitable gaps.
• Simple syllabic structure, mainly CV (consonant-vowel).
• 29 graphemes in all

Serianni, 1997; Sabatini, Camodeca, De Santis, 2014

GRAPHEME-PHONEME CORRESPONDENCES

Grapheme-phoneme correspondences
• 18 graphemes <a b ch ci d f gh gi gl gn l m n q r sci t v> each have a single
correspondence with a phoneme: /a b k ʧ d f g ʤ ʎ ɲ l m n k r ʃ t v/ respectively.
• <h> as a separate grapheme occurs only in 4 words (ho hai ha hanno) in order to
distinguish them from homophones spelt o ai a anno.
• <q> is, strictly speaking, redundant (it could in theory always be replaced by <k>)
• Each of the remaining 9 graphemes <e o i u c g s sc z> has 2 pronunciations

Serianni, 1997; Sabatini, Camodeca, De Santis, 2014; Treccani, 2019;

POLYVALENT GRAPHEMES

Graphemes with two pronunciations
• <e> is pronounced /e/ or /ɛ/ - but there seem to be few rules governing the choice.
• <o> is pronounced /o/ or /ɔ/ - but there seem to be few rules governing the choice.
• <i> is pronounced /i/ or /j/ - the latter between a consonant and a vowel; or, if part of
di/trigraphs <ci gi sci> may have no separate pronunciation.
• <u> is pronounced /u/ or /w/ - the latter between a consonant and a vowel.
• <c g sc> (when separate graphemes and not part of di/trigraphs) are pronounced /ʧ ʤ ʃ/
before <e i>, otherwise /k g sk/.
• <z> is pronounced /z ts dz/ according to context or native-speakers’ knowledge.
• <s> is pronounced /s z/ according to context or native-speakers’ knowledge.

Serianni, 1997; Sabatini, Camodeca, De Santis, 2014

ACCENTS

ACCENTS: grave, acute and circumflex
• Technically, any of the 5 vowel letters can carry an acute, grave or circumflex accent;
in practice, only the grave accent is much used, and only on final stressed vowels,
e.g. città, caffè, felicità, vertù.
• Apart from that there is in general no system for indicating which words of more
than two syllables are piano (stressed on the penultimate) or zdrucciole (stressed on
the antepenultimate), though many verb forms are predictable in this respect.
• The grave accent is often used to distinguish è (‘is’) from e (‘and’).
• Circumflex accent: (ˆ), which has now almost disappeared, serves only to
indicate the contraction of the final double <i> of some plurals and verbal forms
to single <i>, e.g. studî (‘studies’).

Serianni, 1997; Sabatini, Camodeca, De Santis, 2014

DEVELOPMENT OF TEACHING METHODS
FOR READING IN ITALY

METHODS FOR TEACHING READING

Developmental sequence
• “Classical” (outdated) methods
• Synthetic approaches
• Analytic approaches (Ganzwort und Ganzsatzmethoden) (metodo globale)
• “Modern” methods
• Analytic –synthetic approaches

SYNTHETIC APPROACHES

Synthetic approaches
• In the synthetic method one starts from the mnemonic knowledge of the letters
and then proceeds to the syllables and words.
• The simplest elements without meaning are taught first: LETTERS.
• Then the most complex elements: SYLLABLES, WORDS, SENTENCES.

SYNTHETIC APPROACHES

SYNTHETIC APPROACHES
• Among the synthetic phonetic-based methods are: the syllabic method of Mialaret
(1967) used mainly with children with learning difficulties; the one of Maria
Montessori (1952) in which writing precedes reading; phoneme is associated with
sight and touch.
• At the core there is the belief that the minimum elements (the letters) are easier
to acquire than words with meaning.
• The concern is centered on technical aspects through repeated exercises that aim
to make people acquire automatism.
• Understanding is postponed until the technical ability to decipher is consolidated.

(Montessori, 1952; Mialaret, 1967; Cisotto, 2006; Scenini, 2011)

SYNTHETIC APPROACHES

SYNTHETIC METHODS: observations
• The synthetic methods follow a process that goes from working on the code to
understanding the meaning.

• At the beginning exercises centered on the code are proposed and only later,
after a long time, activities are proposed to obtain the meaning.

ANALYTIC APPROACHES

ANALYTIC APPROACHES
• Start with reading and writing by memorizing entire words or phrases. Children
then begin to analyse syllables or letters to compose new words. This ranges from
comprehension to memorisation, to understanding the code through direct
experience.
• The most practised are: Decroly ideo-visual method, which privileges the sense of
sight over hearing. Over time children then move on to the recognition of simple
elements.

(Decroloy, 1966; Catalfamo, 2002)

ANALYTIC APPROACHES

DISSEMINATION OF METHODS
• Freinet (1978) natural method: bringing the child closer to reading and writing.
Artistic techniques such as printing and typography.
• Dottrens (1969) global method: the basis is represented by games that stimulate
visual attention and then let themselves be led by the child's requests.
• Jadoulle (1975) global method: initial reading of sentences that emerged from the
experience of class life (children's names, …).

(Dottrens, 1969; Jadoulle, 1975; Freinet, 1978; Catalfamo, 2002)

OBSERVATIONS ON THE METHOD

CRITIQUES
• Children have to analyse the word and then afterwards make the syllable division,
which is not very effective for a transparent language such as the Italian language.
• Not applicable to pupils who have not grown up in an Italian-speaking environment
because they need a basis of lexical and syntactical knowledge.

ANALYTIC –SYNTHETIC APPROACHES

ANALYTIC–SYNTHETIC APPROACHES
• In the 20th century, there emerged synthetic methods of the phonic type alongside
the spread of very varied global methods.
• Mixed methods: presence of synthetic-analytic methods that differ from analytic
methods because:
• passage from the “first presentation of the whole word” to the “analysis and
synthesis” of the letters is fast and immediate;
• greater attention on analysis and synthesis of the word;
• learning process is predetermined through systematic exercises.

ANALYTIC APPROACHES

DISSEMINATION OF METHODS:
• The Deva (1982) method: very popular in Italian schools. It consists of forty-eight
cards which accompany the child through the material composition of the word, to
learn the word, the syllable and the letter.
• The phonematic method of Germano (1982) : it starts with the presentation of
phonematic words, composed of syllables, and at the same time the first letters are
studied. Then it proceeds to compose words with phonemes proposed by
classmates and to read and write words using the letters and not the syllables.

(Deva, 1982; Germano, 1982)

WHAT IS HAPPENING TODAY IN ITALY WITH
THE INITIAL TEACHING OF LITERACY?

STANDARDS FOR READING AND WRITING
• In Italy there is no real regulation on the method to be used in primary schools for
the teaching of literacy. Total discretion is left to teachers and schools.
• The Ministry of Education offers a document with indications of the skills to be
acquired (Indicazioni nazionali per il curricolo, 2012) for which each teacher will use
the most appropriate evaluated method.
• Another document: Decreto Ministeriale del 12 luglio 2011 (Guidelines for the right
to study of pupils and students with specific learning disorders) gives some
indications.

(MIUR, 2012; D.M., 2011)

STANDARDS FOR READING AND WRITING

• There are significant passages in the document (DM, 2011):
• "Often in the first class of primary school teachers are anxious to teach their pupils
to read and write early, but in doing so, they obstruct learning processes that
should be gradual".
• "Going into the specifics of the teaching-learning method of reading and writing, it
is important to underline that the most accredited scientific literature advises
against the global method" [cit.]

(D.M., 2011)

STANDARDS FOR READING AND WRITING
• “In the phonosyllabic method there is not always a consistent progressive choice of
illustrative words in relation to the letters presented. That is, words are presented
to the child that contain the letter and the syllable that is being studied, but that
also contain other letters that are still unknown: this often leads to a fusion
between the phono-syllabic method and the global method, at least in practice.
• It is necessary, instead, to pay attention to order the consonants, and the
illustrative words useful for their recognition and for the exercise of reading, so as
to present to the child only letters already known" [cit.]
• “In any case, whatever method is adopted, it would be desirable to start with
capital letters, the perceptually simplest form of writing (…)."

STANDARDS FOR READING AND WRITING
• It should then be avoided to present the child with the same letter expressed
graphically in several characters (lower case, upper case, lower case italics, upper
case italics), but only one of these methods should be used until the pupil has
acquired a secure and stable representation of the form of that letter" [cit].
• "The teacher will have to give very precise indications for writing, a precise
indication of how to hold a correct grip of the pencil or pen, precise indications on
the movement that the hand must make, on the direction to be impressed on the
gesture, on the size of the letters in relation to the space on the sheet of paper or
on the writing support."

TEACHING READING WITH THE
PHONO-SYLLABIC METHOD

PHONO-SYLLABIC METHOD

CONTAMINATIONS AMONG METHODS
• Teaching reading: the method that could be described as simultaneous phonosyllabic is the most common method used in Italy.
• Writing: facilitating supports have been chosen that do not disorient the child with
excessive variables.
• The initial choice of the row and the one centimeter high square notebook
encourage attention to production and don’t disorient children.
• How does it work?
(Calvani e Ventriglia; 2017)

LEARNING HOW TO READ: GRADE 1

VOWELS
• Letter associated with drawing
and hand movement
• Learning sound of vowel A
• Working quickly on all 5 vowels:
• A - E - I - O - U: A - E - I – O - U
• Entire words beginning with A
are presented (APE, AIUOLA,
AEREO, ...)
• Find the letter inside the word.

(Duca, 2010 – Facile Facile, Erickson)

LEARNING HOW TO WRITE: GRADE 1

VOWELS
• Along with the reading, children
learn how to write letters.
• Pre-writing activities.
• Teacher indicates the direction of
the writing: from left to write.
• Teacher gives directions for the
handgrip of the pen.

(Images: Rinaldi, 2014)

LEARNING HOW TO READ: GRADE 1

VOWELS
• Reading vowels learned

(Duca, 2010 – Facile Facile, Erickson)

LEARNING HOW TO READ: GRADE 1

CONSONANTS
• Reading the first M consonant as
MAMMA.
• Reading first syllable (consonant
associated with 5 vowels)
• Association of an image

(Duca, 2010 – Facile Facile, Erickson)

LEARNING HOW TO WRITE: GRADE 1

CONSONANTS
• Notebook with squares height 1
cm or Notebook with continuous
lines.
• Capital letters until the children
have learned to read all the
letters.

LEARNING HOW TO READ: GRADE 1

SYLLABLES READING TABLE
• Syllables combining all the
consonants with every single
vowel
• Children practise with every
combination

(Duca, 2010 – Facile Facile, Erickson)

LEARNING HOW TO READ: GRADE 1

READING COMPLETE WORDS
• Each time a new consonant is
learned, the teacher asks the
child to read complete words
containing the new consonant
learned.
• For example (M + R).

(Duca, 2010 – Facile Facile, Erickson)

LEARNING HOW TO READ: GRADE 1

READING DIFFICULT LETTERS
• The last letter you learn to read is
the H
• Difficult Sounds: SCI, GLI, CHE,
Reading three letters

(Duca, 2010 – Facile Facile, Erickson)

LEARNING HOW TO READ: GRADE 1

SYLLABLES READING TABLE
• With increasingly complex
combinations

(Duca, 2010 – Facile Facile, Erickson)

LEARNING HOW TO READ: GRADE 1

READING COMPLETE WORDS
• Within five months, children learn
to read all the consonants.
• The sequence of learning
consonants must have a certain
order, among the first ones there
are: :
• M, P, L, N, S; T, R, F, D,

(Duca, 2010 – Facile Facile, Erickson)

LEARNING HOW TO READ: GRADE 1

READING A SENTENCE
• Reading sentences with simple
words.
• Within 7 – 8 months children
learn how to read.

(Duca, 2010 – Facile Facile, Erickson)

LEARNING HOW TO READ AND WRITE: GRADE 1

CURSIVE STYLE WRITING
• Learning how to write in cursive
style

(Duca, 2010 – Facile Facile, Erickson)
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