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Summary 
 

This Unicode Technical Note presents the result of a brief survey about the use of special sym-
bols to represent phonetic and other information in dictionaries. The survey intends to document 
specific examples of typical usage, rather than provide a complete summary of existing practices. 
Many dictionaries use The International Phonetic Alphabet [IPA], which is fully described else-
where. A few of the special symbols mentioned in this document are not encoded, but would 
have to be realized with special fonts or ligatures. 

Phonetic symbols 

Dictionaries use a number of different methods to indicate the pronunciation of terms. Some are 
based on IPA, others employ other symbols, in particular barred or ligated di- and trigraphs 
based on small Latin letters as well as the use of diacritics across two letters. While the systems 
are different, there is some common ground, and systems for use in monolingual English and 
monolingual German dictionaries may sometimes use the same symbol for the same sound. 
 
For this survey, several dictionaries were researched and their notational systems are compared 
here to each other and to the available characters in the Unicode standard. Characters that are 
readily available in Unicode are not separately discussed, as they make up the vast majority of 
characters in any of the systems investigated, however, in some cases, recent editions of the 
Unicode Standard have added some of the characters discussed here. The Unicode Consortium 
continues to add phonetic symbols and general symbols to the Unicode Standard, whenever they 
meet the criteria for character encoding. 

Phonetic symbols in widely used American dictionaries 

The following two excerpts (Sample 1 and 2) are from an American dictionary for college use, 
showing a variation of the phonetic transcription system for which the character U+1D7A LATIN 

SMALL LETTER TH WITH STRIKETHROUGH was added in Unicode 4.1. Instead of strikethrough’s, 
ligatures are used.  
 

 
 

Sample 1 
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The full pronunciation listing for that dictionary also shows a kh ligature (not shown here), with 
the glyph constructed on the same principles. It is used for the ch sound in German ‘ach’. In 
addition, it shows a number of ligatures, some with overbar: 
 

 
Sample 2   

 
Note that Sample 2 shows an oi and an ou ligature, as well as an oo ligature.  
 
Not all dictionaries use either the TH with strike through or a even a ligated th. Sample 3 below 
is from a dictionary that uses an unligated digraph, but with italics to indicate voiced pronuncia-
tion. 
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Sample 3 
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Glyph representation in online reference works 

Microsoft Office 2000 was shipped with a font (Verdana Reference) that is used for the on-line 
reference works included with various versions of Microsoft Office. In that font, there are many 
characters that are provided for phonetic representations and readily correspond to the phonetic 
notation found in the printed sources, such as: 

       

The ligated and accented digraphs  and  are equivalent to the oo ligature with and 
without a bar, note the use of both ligation and double wide diacritic, matching the sample above 

(where the ligation is a bit difficult to spot). The symbol  is equivalent to the th ligature or 
the TH WITH STRIKE THROUGH, but here realized as an incomplete horizontal strikethrough. 

The two forms  and  are equivalent to some forms of oi, depending on the precise 

phonetic value, while  represents the same sound as the ou ligature. The font contains 
additional ligated digraphs, constructed by the same principle, some of them for non-English 
sounds: 

       
The sounds that they intend to represent are immediately understandable from the constituent 
characters (some of which are from IPA). Nevertheless none of these characters can be repre-
sented with existing Unicode characters.  
 
While the sound could be represented by writing just the two base characters, the double diacritic 
carries the essential information that the letters must be pronounced in an uninterrupted se-
quence.  This document proposes encoding a double wide combining mark for the purpose of 
indicating the connection. 
 

Non-US dictionaries 

The use of such non-IPA systems to indicate pronunciation is not limited to US dictionaries. The 
excerpt in Sample 4 is from the pronunciation guide used by Duden. 
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Sample 4 

Marking Stress 

There are many different systems to mark stress. One common system uses oversized primes in 
two different weights to mark primary and secondary stress. See the following sample: 
 

 
 

(This sample also shows one of the symbols used to show the pronunciation of voiceless th.) 
 
Use of symbols for subject classification in dictionaries 
Dictionaries often need a shorthand notation to classify terms by subject matter or by other us-
age. A system of using iconic symbols for subject matter classification is fairly widespread, 
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especially on the European continent. However, there are both differences in elaboration as well 
as some differences in particular symbols chosen. 
 
The symbols used for this classification are dingbats, but their function is to serve directly as a 
shorter and more easily recognizable stand-in for one or more words or abbreviations. Where 
glyphs are equivalent depictions of the same object, and can stand for each other in more than 
one context, unification to a set of generic dingbats would be appropriate. However, where the 
representative object for a category is different, for example a hypothetical use of both ship and 
anchor to indicate nautical terms, both symbols should remain distinct. In other words, what 
would be encoded in this hypothetical situation would be a symbol for a ship and a symbol for an 
anchor. The fact that they are both used to indicate ‘nautical term’ is an externally applied con-
vention. 
 
Note: some of the symbols are more traditional and are both used, and readily recognized outside 
the context of the notation for a given publication. The symbols are arranged in that order in the 
table of proposed symbols. 
 
Examples of subject classification symbols 
The following examples show sets of symbols actually used for classification of subject matter in 
dictionaries.  
 

 

 
 
 
 

Sample 5 
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A nearly identical set of symbols has been identified in an English-Turkish dictionary.  

 

 
 
 

Sample 6 

 
A slightly more elaborate set of symbols was located by in an Icelandic dictionary. See Sample 7 
below. All three samples (5-7) show a different design for the symbol for aviation. 
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Sample 7 

 

Sample 8 is a sample from a Danish-Islandic dictionary, showing a glyph variant on the anchor. 
 

 
Sample 8 

 
Sometimes, only a subset of these symbols is used, but as can be seen, with very consistent 
representation. The following excerpt in Sample 9 is from the list of symbols used in an English-
Swedish dictionary. In addition to the symbols shown here, that dictionary also uses the sans-
serif capital letters F and V with the same meanings as in Sample 7 above. We may consider this 
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as pointing towards an overall pattern of usage that transcends individual editors’ or publishers’ 
style, but is fairly common. 
 

 

 
 

Sample 9 

 
Here is a sample from a typical page of the English-German dictionary showing the symbols as 
they are used in an actual entry: 
 

 

 
 
 

Sample 10 

 
Three additional subject classification symbols, which are commonly found, are not documented 
here. They include the mask for theater, the film clip for cinematic, or cinematography and use 
of a stylized palette to signify the visual arts. 
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Other symbols used in dictionaries 
The use of some form of tilde to repeat terms is common. Where the capitalization changes in the 
new context, a circle is added: 
 

 
 

Sample 11 

 
As can be seen in Sample 11, the glyph chosen for the tilde is not the ordinary mid-line tilde, but 
a low tilde that rests on the baseline. The symbol that combines the tilde with the circle is only 
topologically similar to the combination of U+007E TILDE and U+030A COMBINING CIRCLE 

ABOVE, but when typeset with common fonts such a combination (~̊̊) looks noticeably different 
(and the circle, which is a distinguishing feature no longer appears emphasized). Note that while 
the text mentions the tilde by name, it does not describe it as a tilde with a circle added, rather 
treating it as a symbol of its own. 
 
Sample 12 is a sample  from Duden Rechtschreibung, a work usually considered the authority on 
German orthography, containing three further symbols not yet encoded in Unicode. 
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Sample 12 

 

� The first is a series of four dots, spanning the height of the entire line and used in the 
cited work to indicate places for emergency word breaks. 

� The second is based on the German word for trademark and is used where an English 
language work might use ® or ™. [Indirect evidence for the use of this symbol in online 
reference works for Microsoft Office 2000 comes from the fact that the ‘Verdana Ref’ 
font that shipped with that product contains a glyph for this Wz symbol] 

� The third is used to split a term into two parts, one of which can then be repeated by an 
ellipsis. (…). Other dictionaries use a vertical bar and low tilde for the same purpose. 

 
Use of geometrical shapes 

Many dictionaries use geometrical shapes as symbols; cf. the use of □ in Sample 10 above. The 
following two samples also show the use of a symbol that appears to be the character U+25EB � 
WHITE SQUARE WITH VERTICAL BISECTING LINE, but whose shape here deliberately emphasizes 
the dividing line, rather than the two rectangular halves of the square. 
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Sample 13 

 

Sample 14 is a second sample from the same source, completing the set of symbols used. 
 

 
 

Sample 14
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Special uses of Punctuation and Stress Symbols 
Dictionaries follow specific conventions that guide their use of special characters to indicate 
features of the terms they list. Marks used for some of these conventions may occur near line 
break opportunities and therefore interact with line breaking, for example, in one dictionary a 
natural hyphen in a word becomes a tilde dash when the word is split. 
 
Examples of conventions used in several dictionaries were investigated by looking up the noun 
“syllable” in eight dictionaries: 
 
Dictionary of the English Language, Samuel Johnson, 1843 SY´LLABLE where ´ is an over-
sized U+02B9 and follows the vowel of the main syllable (not the syllable itself). 
 

Oxford English Dictionary (1st Edition) si·lă'bl where · is a slightly raised middle dot indicating 
the vowel of the stressed syllable (similar to Johnson's acute). The letter ă is U+0103. The ' is an 
apostrophe. 
 

Oxford English Dictionary (2nd Edition) has gone to IPA 'sIləb(ə)l where ' is U+02C8, I is 
U+026A, ə is U+0259 (both times). The ' comes before the stressed syllable. The () indicate the 
schwa may be omitted. 
 

Chambers English Dictionary (7th Edition) sil´ə-bl where the stressed syllable is followed by ´ 
U+02B9, ə is U+0259, and - is a hyphen. When splitting a word like abate´- ment the stress 
mark ´ goes after stressed syllable followed by the hyphen. No special convention is used, when 
splitting at hyphen. 
 

BBC English Dictionary sIləbl where I is <U+026A, U+0332>, ə is U+0259. The vowel of the 
stressed syllable is underlined. 
 

Collins Cobuild English Language Dictionary sIləbə°l where I is <U+026A, U+0332> and has 
the same meaning as in the BBC English dictionary. The ə is U+0259 (both times). The ° is a 
U+2070 and indicates the schwa may be omitted. 
 

Readers Digest Great Illustrated Dictionary. syl·la·ble (sílləb'l) The spelling of the word has 
hyphenation points (· is a U+2027) followed by phonetic spelling. The vowel of the stressed 
syllable is given an accent, rather than being followed by an accent. The ' is an apostrophe. 
 
Webster's 3rd New International Dictionary. syl·la·ble /'siləbəl/ The spelling of the word has 
hyphenation points (· is a U+2027) and is followed by phonetic spelling. The stressed syllable is 
preceded by ' U+02C8. The ə's are schwas as usual. Webster splits words at the end of a line 
with a normal hyphen. A U+2E17 DOUBLE OBLIQUE HYPHEN indicates that a hyphenated word is 
split at the hyphen. 
 
This survey was originally published in Unicode Standard Annex #14, “Line Breaking Proper-
ties”, which can be accessed at http://www.unicode.org/reports/tr14/.  
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About the use of oblique double hyphen in dictionaries 
A lot has been written recently about the use of Fraktur hyphen (“oblique double hyphen”). See 
for example document N2639. For completeness, here is a citation of the use of this symbol in a 
dictionary context. 
 

Webster's Ninth New Collegiate Dictionary, ISBN 0-87779-508-8 

Copyright 1989 by Merriam-Webster Inc. 

 

Explanatory Notes, End-of-line division (p11) 
 

A double hyphen at the end of a line in this dictionary (as in the definition at indexation) stands for a hy-

phen that belongs at that point in a hyphenated word and that is retained when the word is written as a unit 

on one line. 

 

And the definition of indexation reads (line breaks indicated by | ): 
 

a system of economic control | 

in which certain variables (as wages and interest) are tied to a cost-of<double-> | 

living index so that both rise of fall... 

 

Graphically, the double hyphen is slanted upward. 
 
Acknowledgements 
Michael Everson contributed to the collection of samples from dictionaries, especially on sym-
bols. Tim Partridge contributed the set of samples of stress marks and punctuation characters 
(originally published as part of UAX#14 Line Breaking Properties, but re-edited and incorpo-
rated here for completeness), 
 
References 
Note that a large number of additional dictionaries were researched, but since they either use no 
phonetic symbols, or use IPA and/or other symbols already encoded in Unicode, or simply dupli-
cate the set of proposed symbols they have not been cited here. 
 
 
Akdikmen, Resuhi. 1992. Langenscheidt’s pocket Turkish dictionary: Turkish-English English-
Turkish. Berlin & München: Langenscheidt. ISBN 0-245-60405-7 
 
American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language, 3rd ed., Houghton Mifflin, Boston 1992, 
ISBN 0-395-44895-6 
 
Árni Böðvarsson. 1992. Íslensk orðabók. Reykjavík: Mál og menning. ISBN 9979-3-0446-4 
 
Engelsk-svensk ordbok, skoluplaga, Esselte Herzogs, Nacka 1976, ISBN 91-24-19070-2 
 
Der Große Duden, Band 1, Rechtschreibung, Bibliographisches Institut, 1968, Mannheim, 
Zürich. 
 



UTN #29  Phonetic and Other Symbols in Dictionaries 

  15 
  

Langenscheidt’s New College German Dictionary, German-English 
© 1973 Langensheidt KG, Berlin and Munich, ISBN:0-88729-018-3 
 
NTC’s New Japanese-English Character Dictionary, Jack Halpern ed., Tokyo 1993. 
 
The Random House College Dictionary, revised edition, Random House, New York 1975, ISBN 
0-394-436008-8 
 
The Random House College Dictionary, revised edition, Random House, New York 1975, ISBN 
0-394-436008-8 
 
Webster’s New World Dictionary, Second College Edition, Williams Collins, Cleveland 1979, 
ISBN 0-529-05234-1 

 

Webster's Ninth New Collegiate Dictionary, ISBN 0-87779-508-8 
Copyright 1989 by Merriam-Webster Inc. 
 
The dictionaries used for the survey on representing ‘syllable’ are not separately cited as refer-
ences. Sufficient information to identify them is incorporated in the text. 
 
Web sites referenced 

http://www.wikipedia.org/wiki/Caduceus 
 
http://www.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rod_of_Asclepius 


