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Forkner Shorthand Symbols: A Comprehensive Guide to the Forgotten 
Speed �Writing System

In an age where digital dictation and voice �to �text technology dominate, the art of shorthand may seem like a relic of 

the past. Yet, for journalists, secretaries, and business professionals who value speed, precision, and a paper trail 

that’s both portable and legible, shorthand remains an indispensable skill. Among the many systems that have 

emerged over the centuries, Forkner shorthand symbolsoffer a unique blend of simplicity and efficiency that has

earned them a loyal following among enthusiasts and professionals alike.

Whether you’re a seasoned stenographer looking to diversify your skill set, a history buff intrigued by the evolution

of written communication, or a curious learner eager to master a new writing technique, this article will guide you

through the origins, principles, and practicalities of Forkner shorthand. We’ll explore the system’s distinctive

symbols, compare it to other popular shorthand methods, and provide actionable tips for learning and applying

Forkner symbols in real �world scenarios.

1. The Genesis of Forkner Shorthand

The story of Forkner shorthand begins in the early 20th century, a period of rapid industrialization and burgeoning 

demand for efficient documentation. John H. Forkner, a British teacher of business writing, recognized the 

limitations of existing systems such as Gregg, Pitman, and Teeline. He sought a method that was both fast to learn 

and easy to read—one that could be adopted by clerks, journalists, and students without the steep learning curve

that often accompanies phonetic shorthand.

Forkner’s approach was grounded in a phonemic principle: each symbol corresponds to a distinct sound rather 

than a whole word or letter. This focus on phonetics allows writers to capture speech in real time, producing notes 

that are both rapid and accurate. The system was first published in 1934 as “Forkner’s System of Shorthand” and

quickly gained traction in British business schools and secretarial training programs.

While not as globally widespread as Gregg or Pitman, Forkner shorthand carved out its niche in the UK’s corporate

and educational sectors. Today, it’s often taught in specialized shorthand courses and remains a popular choice for

those who appreciate a streamlined, intuitive symbol set.

2. Core Principles of Forkner Shorthand

Understanding the foundational principles of Forkner shorthand is essential before diving into the symbols

themselves. The system is built on three core concepts:

•  Phonetic Accuracy: Each symbol represents a specific phoneme. This ensures that the shorthand 

transcription mirrors spoken language as closely as possible.

•  Simplified Stroke Patterns: Forkner symbols are designed to be quick to draw, reducing the physical strain 

that can accompany more complex systems.

•  Modularity: The system uses a limited set of base symbols that can be combined, altered, or embellished to 

represent a wide range of sounds and words.



These principles translate into a system that is both efficient for speed writing and accessible for beginners. By

focusing on phonemes and using a compact set of strokes, Forkner shorthand allows writers to produce a high

volume of notes without sacrificing legibility.

2.1. Phonemic Representation

Unlike alphabetic writing, where each letter may have multiple phonetic values, Forkner shorthand assigns a

unique symbol to each phoneme. For example, the /k/ sound has one symbol, while the /&�ð sound has another. This

eliminates ambiguity and speeds up transcription.

2.2. Stroke Economy

The symbols are intentionally simple—often consisting of a single line, curve, or combination of basic shapes. This

economy of strokes reduces the time required to write each symbol and helps maintain a steady writing rhythm

during fast �paced dictation.

2.3. Modifiers and Contextual Rules

Forkner shorthand incorporates modifiers such as dots, lines, or hooks to indicate vowel length, stress, or

consonant clusters. These contextual rules allow writers to capture subtle nuances in spoken language without

adding excessive complexity.

3. The Forkner Symbol Set

Below is a concise overview of the most commonly used Forkner shorthand symbols. While the complete system

contains dozens of characters, the following list covers the essential phonemes that form the backbone of everyday

shorthand writing.

3.1. Consonant Symbols

1.  • p – a straight vertical line

2.  • b – a short horizontal line intersecting the vertical line

3.  • t – a diagonal line from top left to bottom right

4.  • d – a diagonal line from top right to bottom left

5.  • k – a short vertical line with a hook at the bottom

6.  • g – a short vertical line with a hook at the top

7.  • m – two parallel vertical lines connected by a short horizontal bar at the top

8.  • n – two parallel vertical lines with a single diagonal connecting them

9.  • s – a simple curve resembling a lowercase “s”

10.  • z – a curve with a small dot inside

11.  • f – a short horizontal line with a vertical stroke through the middle

12.  • v – a diagonal line with a small hook at the end

13.  • h – a single horizontal line

14.  • l – a vertical line with a small hook at the top

15.  • r – a curved line that starts at the bottom and loops upward

3.2. Vowel Symbols

1.  • %’�‡66‡pa) – a small circle

2.  • i – a vertical line with a dot above

3.  • e – a short horizontal line with a dot above

4.  • a – a diagonal line from top left to bottom right

5.  • o – a small oval shape



6.  • u – a vertical line with a small hook at the bottom

3.3. Modifier Marks

•  Dot: Indicates a short vowel or a consonant cluster.

•  Line: Signifies a long vowel or stressed syllable.

•  Hook: Used to modify the base consonant to indicate voiced or unvoiced variations.

When combined, these symbols allow the shorthand writer to capture the full phonetic content of a spoken

sentence with remarkable speed.

4. How to Learn Forkner Shorthand Symbols

Mastering Forkner shorthand requires a structured approach. Below is a step �by �step guide that will help you

progress from basic symbol recognition to fluent, real �time transcription.

4.1. Familiarize Yourself with the Symbol Chart

Begin by printing or downloading a comprehensive Forkner symbol chart. Spend at least 10–15 minutes each day

reviewing the symbols, paying particular attention to the shapes and strokes that distinguish each phoneme.

4.2. Practice Basic Stroke Exercises

Write each symbol repeatedly, focusing on maintaining consistent stroke length and direction. Use a ruler or a lined

notebook to help keep your strokes straight and uniform.

4.3. Build Simple Word Fragments

Combine symbols to form common syllables and short words. For example, practice writing “pa”, “be”, “ti”, and “lo”.

This step helps you get comfortable with symbol combinations and reinforces the phonetic mapping.

4.4. Transition to Full Sentences

Start transcribing simple sentences spoken aloud. Record yourself or ask a friend to read a paragraph while you

write in Forkner shorthand. Focus on maintaining a steady rhythm rather than perfect accuracy at this stage.

4.5. Use Timed Exercises

Set a timer for 30 seconds and try to write as many words as possible in Forkner shorthand. This exercise

simulates real �world dictation scenarios and helps build speed.

4.6. Review and Refine

After each practice session, review your notes and compare them to the original spoken words. Identify any errors

or inconsistencies, and adjust your strokes or symbol usage accordingly.

4.7. Join a Community or Class

Learning alongside others provides motivation and feedback. Look for local shorthand clubs, online forums, or

formal courses that specialize in Forkner shorthand. Engaging with peers can help you troubleshoot challenges

and stay committed.

5. Forkner Shorthand vs. Other Systems

When choosing a shorthand system, it’s helpful to compare Forkner to other popular methods. Below is a quick

comparison that highlights key differences.

5.1. Forkner vs. Gregg Shorthand



•  Learning Curve: Forkner’s simpler strokes make it easier for beginners, whereas Gregg requires mastery of 

more complex curves.

•  Speed: Both systems can achieve high speeds, but Forkner’s minimalism often results in faster writing for 

those who have mastered the basics.

•  Legibility: Forkner’s phonetic clarity can be an advantage in noisy environments where transcription accuracy 

is critical.

5.2. Forkner vs. Pitman Shorthand

•  Stroke Complexity: Pitman’s use of thick/thin strokes and angle variations can be more demanding than 

Forkner’s straight lines.

•  Adaptability: Forkner’s modular symbol set allows for easier adaptation to different dialects or specialized 

vocabularies.

•  Historical Usage: Pitman has a longer history in legal and court reporting, whereas Forkner is more common 

in business and journalism.

5.3. Forkner vs. Teeline Shorthand
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