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VIETNAMESE WRITING SYSTEM 

I. IntrodUction 

The standard Vietnamese writing system is that of 

alphabetic writing. Quoc-ngtl or written Vietnamese was 

invented late in the sixteenth century by Western mission_ 

aries. It did not reach a definitive form until the publica_ 

tion of the monumental Annamese-Portuguese_Latin dictionary 

(Dictionarium annamiticum, lUsitanum et latinum) in 1651 in 

Rome. It was the first important pr·inted work in which the 

Vietnamese words were transcribed into Roman Characters. 

Since about 1920 it has become the national or Vietnamese 

language. It is also called Vi~t_ngti. 

II. General Characteristics 

A. Vietnamese uses Latin alphabet a, b, ~ and so on. 

B. Monosyllabic feature: Every syllable expresses a 

distinct idea and thus is a word in itself. 

C. Direction: Vietnamese like English is written from 

le ft to right. 

D. The following diacritical marks (parts of the letter) 
are used: 

1. A (circumflex or hat) 

e.g. t, e, II 
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2. 
(breve or saucer) over "a" only 

e.i!:. ll. 

3.' 
, (barb) on "0" and "un 

e.g. el, U 

Note: These diacritical marks are parts of the letter 

-and they indicate a modification of the pronunciation of the 

basic vowels. 

E. ~ (or barred d) is the only consonant modified by a 

diacritical mark. The unbarred d is also used in 

Vietnamese. 

F. The single letter q does not exist in Vietnamese, 

therefore, qu, a compound consonant is used. 

G. P is final only; as initial it is always followed 

by h, hence ph coming into use. 

H. There are no f, j, w or z. 

t. ll. and t do not occur finally. 

J. In Vietnamese writing, g equals gh, ng equals ngh, 

c equals k in pronunciation, when occurring 

initially in the syllable. 

Spelling notes: 1) gh, ngh and k are written 

before i, y, i! or e. 

e.g. gh~ 'chair', nghe 'to 

listen', kY 'to sign' 

(Exception: 

wri tten ~) 
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before 1, gi is 

2) 

III. Vowels (12) 

g, ng and c are written before 

all other vowels. 

e.g. ga 'railroad station' , 
~ , 
cua 

'to sleep', 

'of; to belong to' 

A conVenient way for 

be the following: 

remembering these vowels would 

a t 

e 

i 

o 

u 

Notes on vowels: 

1. Vietnamese vowels • may be complete wOrds 

e.g. A(chau) 'Asia' 

e 

2. Two kinds of 

'umbrella' 

'him' 

vowels: 

in themselves 

Simple VOwels or those im!l s ar (in writing 
a. 

only) 
to English vowels: 
a e i o u 
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3. Vowels with diacritical marks: 

A •. Combination of vowels 

B. 

1. Diphthongs: 

ai ao au 

lu 

eo 

3u 

ia iu 

oa oe oi 

di du 

ua ue 

u3 ui ud uy 

11i t1u 

2. Triphthongs (formed by placing i, 0, u, J or y 

before certain diphthongs): 

i3u 

oai oao oay oeo 

uly u3u ue1 uya - A uye uyu 

11di 11du 

y3u 

Vowels and Combination of Vowels with Final Consonants 

4 

1. 

2. 

3. 

Vowels 

-a 

1 

Combination 

ac 

ach 

ai 

am 

an 

anh 

ao 

ap 

at 

au 

ay 

ic 

in 

ing 

ip 

it 

1c 

5 

Examples 

A! 'exclamation 
of joy' 

• cac 'all' 

• sach 'book' 

hai 'two' 
tam 'eight' 

ban 'table' 
• sang 'morning' 
• c8nh 'wing' 

cao 'tall; high' 

Phap 'France' 

• mat 'to be cool' 
• sau 'six' 

tay 'hand' 

mtc 'to put on' 

nlm 'five' 

in 'to eat' 

ning 'to be 

- btp 'corn' 

mit 'face' 

gitc 'nap' 

. sunny' 

rob 'tray' 

Van 'alphabet' 



. 4-. e 

5. 

6. i 

lng 

ip 

it 

au 

ec 

em 

en 

eng 

eo 

ep 

et 

ech 

at 

am 

an 

3nh 

3p 

au 

ia 

ich 

i3c 

6 

vlng ''1es ' 

tip 'to drill' 

m.,t 'hone'1' 

nau t to ·cook' 

t'1 'that' 

be afraid' e nglji 'to 

ec-ec 'grunt of a pig 

tem 'stamp' 

den 'black' 

reng 'tinkle of a 
bell' 

theo 'to follow' 

dlJp 'be autiful' 

quet 'to sweep' 

e- che 'shameful' 

~ch 'frog' 

ch~t 'to die' 

dem ' night' 

len 'to go up' 

l~nh 'order' 

x~p 'to fold' 

n3u 'to raise' 

1 'motionless' 

bia 'beer' 

!ch 'useful' 

ti~C 'part'1' 

7. o 

Him 

ien 

ieng 

iet 

18u 

im 

in 

inh 

ip 

it 

iu 

oa 

oac 

oach 

oai 

oilm 

oan 

oang 

oanh 

oao 

oat 

oay 

7 

diem 'matchJ 

tien 'fairy' 

mi~ng 'mouth' 

tiep 'to receive' 

viet 'to write' 

ti3u 'to spe nd' 

tlm 'to look for' 

chIn 'nine' 

linh 'soldier' 

k.p 'on time' 

It 'few' 

chtu 'to be impossible' 

o 'to seduce' 

hoa 'flower' 

hoac 'wide open' 

ke-hotch 'strategy' 

khoai 'potato' 

ngo,m 'to snap' 

ngoan 'to be good' 

th!nh tho~ng 
- 'from time to time' 

oanh 'oriole' 

ngoao 'meow of a cat' 

Sinh-hott 'to live' 

xoay 'to find the 
way to do 
something' 



B. 

oAc 

oll.m 

oAn 

oAng . 

oAt 

oc 

oe 

oen 

oeo 

oet 

oi 

om 

on 

ong 

op 

ot 

ac 

M 

am 

en 

eng 

ap 

at 

B 

holic 'or' 

oai- oll.m 'odd and 
cruel' 

t· x!t 'to be 
xo n- . attached to' 

ngolng 'to wind 
itself' 

nh~ chott 've'l'Y 
small' 

dQc 'to read' 

khoe 'to boast' 

khoen 'link' 

ngo~o 'to die' 

t~ hoet 'the train 
au whistle' 

noi 'to say' 

nhom 'group' 

con 'small' 

trong 'in' 

cQP 'tiger' 

ngQt 'sweet' 

a 'umbrella' 

~ 'foot of a tree' goc 

tM 'I' 

om 'sick' 

bon 'four' 

eng 'Mr.' 
hl}p 'can, box' 

m~t 'one' 

9. d 

10. u 

di 

dm 

dn 

dp 

dt 

ua 

utn 

utng 

utt 

uty 

uc 

ue 

uech 

uenh 

ui 

ult 

ud 

9 

d-hS 'indifferent' 

xe hdi 'automobile' 

cdm 'cooked rice' 

dn 'favor' 

ldp 'classl 

hdt 'to trim' 

u 'mother' 

mua 'to buy' 

qutn 'troop' 

btng-khutng 
'melancholic' 

xuit 'to go out' 

khuty 'to relieve' 

muc 'to haul' 

a-ue 'filthy' 

khuech 'to develop' 

huenh-hoang 'bombastic' 

bui 'dust' • 
quit 'tangerine' 

b1plg 'abdomen' 

thuQc 'to belong' 

nhuQm 'to dye' 

lu8n 'always' 

uong 'to drink' 

chuQt 'rat' 

thu~ 'time' 



ue 

un 

up 

ut 

uy 

uya 

uych 

uyfln 

uyet 

uynh 

uyu 

uyt 

11. 

ua 

UC 

ui 

lin 

ling 

1.10,-

udi 

udm 

udn 

udng 

10 

que 'stick' 

l.l1II- tUm 'thic k' 

dun 'to heat' 

• xup 'soup' 

l~t 'flood' 

tuy 'although' 

khuya 'late at night' 

h'1ych 'sound of the 
fall of a 
heavy body' 

chuy~n 'story' 

tu-yet 'snow' 

huynh 'elder brother 

t khuyu 'elbow' 

huyt 'to whistle' 

the 1.1 'it's like th 

chua -not yet' 

ID1}c 'ink' 

g'~i1 'to send' 

chlin 'foot' 

-d\Jng 'don't' 

du'2c 'to be able' 

;mu~i ' ten' 

lu'2m 'to gather' 

mUcJn 'to borrow' 

ludng , salary' 

IV. 

Udp 

udt 

udu 

ut 

Uu 

12. 

yflm 

yen 

yet 

yeu 

Consonants (26 in all) 

A. Single Consonants 

b c d d g h k 1 m 

(15) 

. B. 

n p 

Compound Consonants (11) 

r s t x 

udp 'to flavor' 

uot 'wet' 

hudu 'roebuck' 

nhut 'first' 
• cUu 'to save' 

y 'him' 
~ 

'bra' yem 

yfln 'peaceful' 

yet 'to visit a 
superior' 

A 

'to love' yeu 

ch, gh, kh, ng, ngh, nh, ph, th, tr, gi, qu 
C. Classification of C onsonants 

1. Initial only (19) 

b, d, d, g, gh, gi, h, k, 
r, s, th, tr, v, x 

-
kh, 

2. Either initial or final (7) 

c, ch, m, n, ng, nh, t 

3. Final only: p (e.g. Phap) 

11 

I, ngh, ph, qu, 



VOWELS 
Part III. Vowels with tones followed by E 

I N 

ln ln l. an - an an an ,.n a li a 

tn N 

In in 2. lin - In In 4n 
i ( y) e . g 

an an .. In an 1I.n ~n 
3. - an 0 cS d 

4. in - in In In in in .n 
u U 

5. I N 

~n t>n on - on on on qn VOWEL PRONUNCIATION EXERCISE 
6. I N 

~n &n en - en en en 'In 
Part 1. 7. 6n 6n ~n ~n en 'n qn 

an N 

~n lin 
a 8. dn - dn dn ~n 

1. a li 
I N 

un rm e 9. un - un un un v.n 2. i e 

10. Un - Un 1m Un ~ !m 1in 3· 0 cS d 

4. a u U 11. 6n 6n ~n ~n on ~n ~n 

Part II. Vowels followed by E 
CONSONANTS 

l. an In an 

2. in en en c gh k nh 

3. on cSn dn ch gi kh qu 
d h ng r 4. an un Un 

s tr 

t v 

th x 

12 13 



CONSONANT PRoNUNCIATION EXERCISE 
(Take !I consonant above, 

then combine with the 
\' • Tone Ma.rks (6) 

vowe1.s .! i u i) - Name Symbol Description Graph Frequency 

ki kU ld C ca 
1. sic 

• Rapid rise 
I to high then r 240/0 high rising (0.; staying hi~h cbi chu chi CH cha 

di du di D da 

ghi gu ghi G ga 

gia gi giu gi GI 

hUY hUu huy H hua 

k1 kU ki K ka 

lUli !lhu lUli KH kha 

- Acute, nga - interrupted r- 5 0/0 high broken ~ by a glottal '''') stop 

khang diu No change 
(none) of pitch - 25 0/0 mid-level ('0.1 

nling Grave, 

~ • interrupted 8 0/0 low broken by a glottal (CIt, stop 

2. 

3. 

nghi ngu nghi NG nga 

nhi nhu nhi NH nbS 
h~i Gradual rise 1:: • from low to 9 0/0 ... low rising (0.) high 

5. 

qua qui quu qui QU 

ri ru ri R ra 
huyen Rapid fall k • to low then 29 0/0 low falling ... 

Ca.) staying low 

6. 

si su si S sa 

ti tu ti T ta Illustration: Tones Meanins tb1 thu th1 TH tha 
1. l~ leaf 

tri tru tri TR tra 
2. Is plain (nuClc 1&: plain water) V va vi vu vi 
3. la to shout xi xu xi X xa 4. l~ to be strange 
5. lA to be exhausted 
6. 11 to be 

15 



VIEl'NAMESE TONE MARKS Part II. 

~ 1. ban - ban ban _ ban ban _ ban bAn _ ban bln _ ban b,n 

, , 
'" A 

SAC 

gh8 gh6 glIB _ gh8 ghi _ gh8 ghe _ 
gh8 gh' - gh8 gh~ 

DAU 
2. -
3. etta etta ella etta ella eua erta _ etta elta eua elP! 

I 

"'" I'~ DAU NGA 

Part III. , 
# - mA ml 

1. ma - ma rna rna 
m, 

v 

• D~U NANG 

2. m1 1111 III! mI ml m! mt 

• 

? 3. m6 - m6 mS m~ m5 m~ m~ 

I ? 

4. ban _ ban ban ban bAn bln b,n 

A 

1-101 DAU 

5. gh6 _ gh8 gh; ghi gbG g~ gh~ 6. etta _ eua ella - erta elta Cua 
clP! 

, 
~ 

" 
" J./UYEN DAU 

TONE PRONUNCIATION K:ERCISE 

Part I. 

mA ma ml - ma - ma -# ma ma -ma -1. ma 

2. m1 m1 mi mr m1 ml m1 mt m1 

me - me mb m~ me mo -mS me 3. me 

16 
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Notes on Tone Marks: 
A. Tlie pronunciation of a word is affected by the tones; 

so is the ~aning. It is necessary to place the right 

B. 

tone marks over the right vowels • 

• e.g. cua 

c. 

All tone marks, except (.l or low.broken tone, are 
placed over the ~, i, e, e, d, and u if a word has 

of those vowels~ 
e.g. dtt, mat, que, lbn 
If a word has two of those vowels the tone mark 
be placed over the second one: 
e.g. xu~ng 'factory'; thu~ng 'ordinary' 
Or beneath it if it is (.l or low.broken tone: 
e.g. du~c 'to be possible'; r u1u 'alcohol' 
If a word has a diphthong formed by combination of 
a, e, i, y, 0, u, such as ao, oa, au, ai, ia, ua, 
and so on, the tone mark should be placed over the 
first vowel (if such a tone mark is being used). 

e.~. 08.1 J mua, 
• • ao, nao 

D. 
If a word carries a diphthong formed with a, a, a, 
d and U, the tone mark should be piaced over or 
the vowel with diacritical mark. 
e.g. dua, l~a, lbn, l1n 

E. 
A ward never has two different tone marks. 

F. 
Some words have no tone marks. 

~~SITONB§ . r--H-~~- . I LOW a 2 kll17""F'I'--~--Mm-L~~~--~~- I 
LEVfL m -a ! ~~tfiNG c m-a 

PLAIN 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

a ~::~-=--=--c;:---~-'-.I-L __ '.J·-+~--

I q, I Q I~I------
I LOW··~~'-r?#~~-

IIION- ---;: 
RISING m-a-a I m-a-d 

I 
I 
I !Q I 71F------
I -I ~ 

m-a Ji¥ I LOW----.?;~~~ -u I B~~N C GLOTTAL m-a-q. 
• I 
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VI. Symbols of Vietnamese Writing 

(Complete Vietnamese Alphabet) 

.. .. -
VAN QUOC-NGU 

"" ~ 

aa tl~~qn~ 
.., ~ ..& .4 .&: 

"" A1 

'& 

" 
~ ~ If, :1 %~cm% 

A 

i' 
• 

.it ~ 

~ @ ~ 'iJl, ~ ~ e 
~ ,," ....0 1" -1 _JIt ~ ;t 

qv qL qr ~.~ 
-"At AL 11 ~ , 

20 

, 
VII. Numbers: o (M"'~) s (...w...) , .(~) 

VIII • 

-1 (~) 

~ (-b) 

~ (k) 

,It (~) 
Punctuation: 

( . ) cham 

( , ) phet (phl.y) 

( ; ) cham phet 

( : ) hai cham 

(? ) cham h~i 

( !) ch'"am nh~u (cham than) 

( (--) ) diu ngo,c ddn 

( " ") d" • --- au ngo~c kep 

1 (~) 
8 (-r4.m,) 

~ (c.f.k,) 

( - ) va ( - ... -) l?;~ch dh 

( ...) ba cham 

21 



PRONUNCIATION DRILL I (With 12 basic vowelo) 

a lI. a e e 0 tl d u ti i 1 - - - -

an lI.m A em 10 Itl dn bu tia im ky an em 

am nll.m am dem dem to ttl cdn du ctia in my 

nam vll.n nam den ben ho he dm dun mtia di tuy 

van bll.n vam me len no ntl cdm dua tiu vi ay 

clan M.ng dam xe quen Ion ctln hdn mua mtiu ai may 
N 
N 

san vll.ng mam xem nen non· ntln bd cua ting mai bay 

can dll.ng au tem phen hom htlm bdn nui bting tal ly 

qua mll.ng llu kem Un ong tlng md vui lting oi A may 

quan sll.ng dau nem sen dong dang mdn mui ltidng voi bay 

quai lI.n nau lem den song sang sdn sui ctldng toi cay 

PRONUNCIATION DRILL II (With Tone Marks) 

Ma M& Ml Ml M8 ~ 
ta 1& (leaf) chlo (to greet) nhl> (small ) nga (to fall) d9P (pretty) 
ra (out)· khi. (quite) nao (which) phh (must) cu (old) m,t (facej 

ang (sir) sAc (sharp) vao (to enter) cffa (door) mii (hat) m~t (tired) 
kMng (not) sat (iron) nay (this, that) cl (all) nl1a (also) 19 (pot) 

btlng (flower) bAt (to catch) nha (house) m~ (to open) mui (nose) 1, (strange) 
N 

sSng (river) mit (eye) la (to be) s~ (office) m~i (each) IlJn (pig) ... 
tai (I) but (pen) t~ (piece) hl>l (ask) da (already) slJ (scared) 

thei (no) phut (minute) ba (Mrs.) khl>i (to recover) chU (word) v., (wife) 
di (to go) chut (l~ ttle) roi (already) th~ (could) slla (milk) chtJ (market) 
thi (contest) .cut (button) ngoi (to sit) b~ (sea) My (America). dtilJc (can) 
khi (when) kho (difficult) toi (cheap) d~ (to put) nghI (think) g9i . (to call) 


