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Something about the Swedish orthography 
 
Swedish is a Germanic, Scandinavian language with a rather shallow orthography and, to 
some extent, regular spelling patterns. Nevertheless, there are some notable 
irregularities connected with certain phonemes, for instance, those not having one 
corresponding letter (Melin, 2012). Some of these irregularities will be discussed in this 
section.  
 
The Swedish alphabet has 29 letters, if we include Q, W and Z, which are used mainly in 
names and in loanwords from other languages (i.a., English), such as QUEER, QUILT, 
TWITTER, WEB, ZINK, ZOO, ZULU. The letter X is mostly used in the middle of words and 
corresponds to two phonemes; it is always pronounced [ks], e.g., AXEL, LÄXA 
(homework). 
 
The alphabet includes nine vowels, four considered ‘hard’: A, O, U, Å, and five ‘soft’: E, I, 
Y, Ä, Ö. This quality of the vowels is important knowledge because it often determines 
how the preceding phoneme is spelled. Another vowel quality that is important for 
spelling is ‘long’ (or ‘closed’) and ‘short’ (or ‘open’)1. Typically a ‘long’ vowel is followed 
by a single consonant, e.g., HAR (=has/have), and a ‘short’ vowel is followed by a double 
consonant, e.g., HARR (=a kind of fish) or KALV (=calf).  However, this rule is only true 
for one-syllable words (with a few exceptions). In words with two or more syllables it is 
more important which one of the syllables/vowels that is stressed, so the rule is: after a 
short, stressed vowel there are two (or more) consonants. Originally Swedish has two 
kinds of stress, either on one particular syllable, as in ANDEN (=the duck) or BANAN 
(=banana), or on more than one (‘even stress’), as in ANDEN (=the ghost) or BANAN 
(=track). Thus, the stress system is variable and for the most part depending on the 
origin of the word.  
 
Consonant clusters are common, both in the beginning, middle and end of words: SKROT 
(=’scrap metal’) SPJUT (=’spear’), more so in compound words: ANFALLS-SPELARE2 
(=forward, e.g., in football), with an additional S in the middle. 
 
Furthermore, Swedish has many compound words, but this rarely affects the spelling of 
each component. The difficulty here is the length of the word and that a binding letter is 
sometimes added, e.g., BARNAVÅRDSCENTRAL (‘child care clinic’); the components are 
BARN, VÅRD, CENTRAL and the binding letters are A and S. But many compound words 
have no binding letters: BARN-BÖCKER (‘children’s books’), CYKEL-BANA (‘bicycle 
track’). 

                                                        
1 In this case the words ’closed’ and ’open’ refer to how the mouth is shaped when the vowel is 
pronounced. 
2 The hyphen is to show that this word has two components. Normally, there is no hyphen 
between the components. 
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The phoneme [sh] can be spelled in many different ways, depending on the origin of the 
word or the subsequent vowel: J, SCH, SJ, SK SKJ, STJ, SH, GE, at the beginning of a word; 
SI, SSI, TI, GE within a word or at the end of a word. The phoneme [ch] can be spelled 
thus: CH, K, TJ. Yet another pitfall is the [j]-phoneme (pronounced like the initial Y in 
YET in English), which initially can be spelled as DJ, G, GJ, J, LJ and always is pronounced 
as [j]. 
 
Three of the Swedish vowel letters do not exist in English: Å (pronounced like ‘or’ in 
English, i.e., with a mute ‘r’), Ä [æ], Ö [œ]. In spelling Å and Ä can sometimes cause 
problems because the pronunciation does not always distinguish them from short O and 
E. Diphthongs are rare in standard Swedish (again, apart from loanwords), although 
various diphthongs exist in dialects albeit not signified in spelling. 
 
The various spellings of [sh], [ch], and [j] are surrounded by rules that can be taught, 
since they concern a limited amount of words. The same is true about spelling of the 
vowels Å/O and Ä/E. Loanwords, on the other hand, are probably easier to learn as 
whole words, since the Swedish spelling rules are not normally applicable. 
 
Loanwords are quite frequent in Swedish. Many internationally well-known words 
emanating from Greek and Latin are well integrated in everyday language and do not 
feel ‘foreign’ any more. The same goes for words borrowed from e.g., German and 
French hundreds of years ago. In many cases their spelling has been changed to fit into 
the ‘normal’ spelling system. The situation is different for recent loanwords, mostly from 
English. Attempts were made early on to ‘convert’ them into Swedish (examples: TAPE 
into TEJP, DATE into DEJT, BABY into BEBI), but these spellings were never really 
accepted, so the English spelling was maintained, even if both spellings exist. This is the 
case with most of the recent loanwords. Unlike the situation in many other countries, 
the Swedish language experts did not try to find ‘genuinely’ Swedish names for new 
technical devices that were invented in the 20th century, such as telephone (spelled 
TELEFON), radio and television, and parts of a computer (except for the machine itself, 
which is called DATAMASKIN or  DATOR, which is the most common name today). This 
means that there are plenty of new loanwords with ‘foreign’ spelling patterns.  However, 
as they are well known by the young they hardly cause any spelling problems. 
 
Typically, the teachers try to avoid the more complicated spelling patterns and rules in 
the initial teaching, at least if they use the phonics or synthetic method. Nevertheless, 
there are some very common everyday words that are learned as whole words from the 
very beginning, e.g., OCH (‘and’) is pronounced [åck] or in everyday language [å]; 
pronouns such as JAG (‘I’), pronounced [ja], DIG, MIG, SIG (‘you, me, her/him’), 
pronounced [dæj, mæj, sæj] and sometimes in children’s literature spelled DEJ, MEJ, SEJ. 
 
In other words, like most other languages, Swedish is a complex and in many ways 
irregular language with bendable spelling rules, but, nonetheless, with a spelling pattern 
that makes it suitable for using basically synthetic models in initial literacy teaching 
(Druid Glentow, 2007). 
 
 
 



FINRA 3RD BALTIC SEA-17TH NORDIC LITERACY CONFERENCE AUGUST 2016 3 
 

Historical background 
 
From the early 17th century all Swedish citizens were obliged to be able to read, at least 
‘Martin Luther’s short catechism’ and the Swedish ‘Book of Hymns’, so as to become 
familiar with ‘The Word of God’ and the teachings of the Swedish Protestant/Lutheran 
church. It was the responsibility of the church and the clergy to make it happen. Locally, 
the parish clerk did the teaching or someone he had appointed, often it was up to the 
father of the house. At that time Sweden was primarily a rural country. The vicar visited 
each household once a year to carry out ‘exams’. Each individual’s performance in 
reading and his/her knowledge of religion and ‘church history’ were carefully noted in 
the church register. Those who didn’t learn to read could not get confirmed and were 
then not allowed to marry. All surviving church registers are now available in the State 
Archives. 
 
What was meant by ‘reading’ in those days is, however, not very clear, but in most cases, 
the more you could recall verbatim from the mentioned books, the better marks you got. 
In other words, reading aloud ‘out of ‘ a well-known book was considered good. How 
well you could read an unknown text ‘in a book’ was rarely measured, and whether you 
really understood what you read was not that important, since all explanations you 
needed was written in Luther’s catechism, which you should know by heart (Persson, 
1994). In addition, some clergymen were not very good readers themselves, due to lack 
of training. Apart from the religious books, literature was a rare commodity in the 
country, outside academic circles. Educational conditions, thus, varied greatly 
throughout the country. 
 
All this was ultimately going to change in the mid-1800s, when industry was built up in 
the country and people started to move into the towns and cities to find work. 
 
1842 – “Folkskolestadgan”, an Education Act ordering the establishment of a public 
elementary school, stating the following: 

- each parish should provide elementary schooling for all children aged 7-12 years, 
including a room for teaching and a trained teacher, free of charge for the 
families; 

- the local community should cover the costs through taxation; 
- the vicar was to be head of the school board; 
- the teachers were often paid ‘in kind’, since communities were poor;  
- initial requirements: children should be able to read before school entry, should 

have access to one pair of shoes and should be provided with something to eat 
during the day (exemption: poor children and those who were needed to work in 
the farm were allowed home teaching by parents); 

- the curriculum was limited to reading, writing, arithmetic, religion (i.e., 
Lutheranism), gymnastics, and song, and, in addition, some geography, history 
and science; 

- a minimum course was offered for children who were poor or had some form of 
‘handicap’; 

- the school board was to decide to what extent girls should have the same level of 
teaching as the boys; 
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Teacher training was very poor initially, the first teachers knew little more than their 
pupils. Training was extended from one to two years in the late 1840’s and then 
gradually improved. In the 1860’s several teacher-training institutions were opened, at 
first only in cities with a cathedral.  
 
 

Is there a BEST METHOD? 
 
Very early on there was a debate in Sweden regarding how children should be taught to 
read. Focus was definitely on reading. In the parliament some scholars even expressed 
doubts concerning the usefulness of teaching ordinary people’s children to write. What 
could they possibly have to write about? In the end, writing was included in the 
curriculum, but it was mostly a matter of ‘beautiful handwriting’, being able to copy and 
spell correctly.   So it was natural that the discussion about teaching methods only 
concerned reading. 
 
In 1854, P. E. Svedbom wrote a book, in which he outlined three different methods that 
he had come across when travelling in Europe: the ABC or alphabet method (also 
commonly used in Sweden), the whole-word method (according to Svedbom suitable for 
languages such as English and French, with a poor letter-sound correspondence), and 
the synthetic method (used in, for instance, Germany). As German and Swedish are 
closely related languages, Svedbom thought that this synthetic method would be best 
suited for Swedish children as well. It took decades – the alphabet method was well 
established since hundreds of years – but gradually the synthetic method became 
standard in Swedish schools. 
 
There were attempts to introduce other methods. For instance, in 1906 the first 
professor of education in Sweden, Bertil Hammer, wrote an article where he described a 
method of teaching reading that he had developed himself, inspired by experiences he 
had made during a journey to the US. There he had read about the sentence method, 
described and tested by Farnham in the 1870’s, which he thought had similarities with 
Amos Comenius’ so called ‘word method’. Hammer’s idea was to begin, not by teaching 
the alphabet, but by finding out the children’s natural interests, what their minds were 
occupied with, talk with them about phenomena, concepts and words that were 
meaningful to them, and then introduce ‘authentic’ texts that could motivate them to 
learn to read for themselves. Hammer wrote about what he called the interest method: 
 
Characteristically, it tries to absorb the good out of all methods without obsequiously confining itself 
to any of them. Its goal is to change learning to read into a natural and entertaining activity for the 
seven-year old. (Hammer, 1906) 

 
In other words, Hammer’s method was truly eclectic. Sadly, Hammer was not very 
successful – teachers did not fall for his ideas. It seemed that most of them wanted to 
play it safe and stick to the old method in their everyday teaching. Nevertheless, the 
most used primers during the first decades of the 20th century actually contained 
fictional short stories about everyday life in a country village (the Sörgården and 
Önnemo stories by Anna Maria Roos, 1912). Fiction was used in schools for other 
purposes than teaching to read. For instance, the teacher’s union commissioned one of 
our most famous authors, Selma Lagerlöf, to write a book that was to be used as an 
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overall textbook in the lower grades, Nils Holgerssons underbara resa genom Sverige [The 
wonderful adventures of Nils], first published 1906-07. It covered most subjects taught in 
the lower grades. In the 1930s-40’s another primer became popular: Vill du läsa? [Would 
you like to read?] by Elsa Beskow (a very famous artist and writer of children’s books) 
and Herman Siegvald. This book contained fairy tales and short stories, as well as 
poems, quizzes and games, but the first pages were all about the alphabet. 
 
The synthetic or phonics method was recommended in the national curriculum in those 
days and it was by far the most common method for initial teaching of reading in 
Sweden until the early 1970’s, even if there were elements of whole-word, syllable, 
sentence and other methods in most teaching. This could also be detected in many of the 
primers that were used. The 1980 national curriculum was less prescriptive than the 
previous ones as regards teaching methods. It was up to the teacher, together with 
school leaders, to decide what method to use, and so it has remained until today. 
 
 

LTG or phonics – top-down or bottom-up? 
 
The 1970’s and 80’s was the era of the great ‘reading war’ in Sweden. Which was really 
the best way to teach reading? Using top-down or bottom-up models? In 1974 Ulrika 
Leimar, an experienced primary school teacher in Gothenburg, published a book, LTG - 
Läsning på Talets Grund [literal translation: Reading based on Speech], where she 
outlined her ideas about how to teach children to read by using their own everyday 
language. She was dissatisfied with the kind of ‘artificial’ language that was used in the 
primers, very often incomprehensible to the children. The words may be ‘easy’ to 
pronounce but were rarely found in the children’s vocabulary, she said. So why not use a 
language that they are familiar with? (There are similarities with the Language 
Experience Approach and the Whole Language Movement, but the LTG method was her 
own idea.) The method consists of five phases:  
 
Conversation 
Dictation 
Elaboration 
Re-reading 
Follow-up 
 
In short, the children decide together what they want to talk, write and read about. They 
formulate sentences from their conversations, which the teacher writes on the board, 
the children read the sentences together, tricky words are explained, they copy the 
sentences on paper, work with the words, trace single letters in the words, pick out 
letters that they want (or need) to work more on, for instance, they create new words, 
cut out words from sentences, shuffle them and create new sentences, etc. The children 
work with this both individually and in small groups. 
 
The debate was very lively during this ‘war’, not to say vicious at times. Some open-
minded teachers liked the method because it made the children more active as learners, 
and at the same time the teachers had to use their imagination and creativity to enhance 
the children’s progress. It gave them more work but it was stimulating, they said. 
Researchers were hesitant, as many of them were in agreement about the crucial role 
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played by phonological awareness – and the teaching of phonics – in ‘breaking the 
alphabetical code’. So, proponents of the traditional and formal teaching – starting with 
single letters and phonologically easy, if nonsensical, words, such as OS [‘smoke’ from 
cooking, hardly used even in the 70’s], ÅL [‘eel’, a fish that children would never eat], 
SAM [‘swam’, most children would use another form, ‘simmade’], RIA [an outhouse used 
for drying corn, not even adults know this word, unless they are crossword lovers] – 
claimed that the method was unsuitable for children with potential reading disabilities, 
as they received no training in letter-sound correspondence. Teachers who had adopted 
the method and liked it, on the other hand, claimed that they met very few children who 
did not discover this correspondence on their own (or with a little help of the teacher) 
by ‘manipulating’ and analysing words that meant something to them – even if they 
sometimes were loan words, were difficult to pronounce, or had an awkward spelling, 
for example, ASTRONAUT, CYKEL [‘bicycle’], DOCKVAGN [‘doll’s pram’], SPRANG [‘ran’] 
– and those who didn’t ‘break the code’ would get extra training by a reading specialist.  
 
Comparative studies that were carried out were not convincing either way. It turned out, 
that after a few years in school the pupils showed no remarkable differences in reading 
performance that could be attributed to which initial teaching method they had met. 
And so the ‘reading war’ gradually subsided, even if discussions about THE BEST 
METHOD are constantly going on. 
 
 

In more recent times 
 
An informal survey among 30 teacher students in 2007, concerning observations during 
their teaching practice in year 1 classes, demonstrated that in all 30 classes the mentor 
used letter-sound correspondence as a main feature of her teaching, together with 
language awareness and writing exercises, as well as conversations. Most of them used a 
variety of texts at different levels of difficulty for pupils’ individual practice, including 
primers. What was missing, however, was a focus on comprehension strategies. The 
teacher students made very few observations on this point. Similar observations were 
made in a survey in connection with PIRLS 2006, which has then lead to actions by the 
National Agency for Education (www.skolverket.se), among others, offering in-service 
training courses on reading comprehension all over the country. In addition, teachers 
can find materials on the Internet free of charge, to help them plan and carry out reading 
lessons at different levels (e.g., “En läsande klass [‘A Class that Is Reading], 
www.enlasandeklass.se; LegiLexi [a Swedish non-profit foundation] www.legilexi.org).  
 
The Swedish National Curriculum of 2011 does not say anything about teaching 
methods. It merely states the overall aims of teaching the Swedish language and the core 
contents of the teachings in school years 1-3, 4-6, and 7-9 of the compulsory school. 
 
  

http://www.skolverket.se/
http://www.enlasandeklass.se/
http://www.legilexi.org/
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Core content in years 1-3 
 
Reading and writing 
• Reading strategies for understanding and interpreting texts, as well as adapting reading to the form 
and content of texts 
• Strategies for writing different types of texts adapted to their typical structures and language 
features. Creating texts where words and pictures interact. 
• Simple forms of processing texts, such as subsequently going through their own texts and making 
clarifications. 
• Handwriting and using computers for writing. 
• Structure of language with large and small letters, full stops, question marks, exclamation marks, as 
well as spelling rules for frequently occurring words in texts closely related to pupils’ daily life. 
• The alphabet and alphabetical ordering. 
• The relationships between sounds and letters. 
 
Narrative texts and non-fiction texts  
• Narrative texts and poetic texts for children from different times and different parts of the world. 
Texts in the form of rhymes, jingles, songs, picture books, chapter books, lyrics, drama, sagas and 
myths. Narrative and poetic texts, which provide an insight into people’s experiences.  
• The message, structure and content of narrative texts. How a narrative text can be organized with 
an introduction, sequence of events and an ending, as well as descriptions of literary figures.  
• Some authors and illustrators of fiction for children.  
• Descriptive and explanatory texts, such as factual texts for children, and how their contents can be 
organised.  
• Instructional texts, such as game instructions and task descriptions, and how these can be 
organized in a logical order and by grouping of points.  
• Texts that combine words and pictures, such as films, interactive games and web texts.  
 

 
Today, there is general agreement that certain elements should be included in any 
method you use to teach reading. That is, the majority of children seem to learn to read 
whatever method you apply, you could even say despite the method. Or you could say: 
‘the goal is the main point, what measures you use to get there is less important’. Some 
teachers prefer to start with phonics – letters, letter-sound correspondence, blending, 
simple words – others prefer to start with meaningful texts to analyse and let the 
children discover the correspondence. But most Swedish teachers have found that a 
mixed approach is the best way. They use fiction alongside with primers and exercise 
books; they combine dialogue with reading and writing from the very beginning. Today, 
some teachers use a ‘writing-to-read’ approach (learning to read through writing, using 
digital tools; Trageton, 2006; Hultin & Westman, 2014), or models inspired by Pauline 
Gibbons’ work in Australia (Gibbons, 2014), which have proved very useful in groups 
with children whose mother-tongue is not Swedish (Skolverket, 2012; Ekermo & 
Sunnerud, 2015). In our Power Point presentation we give an example of how the initial 
teaching of literacy is structured in an ordinary Swedish school today. 
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