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all the rules are, nor are we consciously aware of all of them) but rather implicit (what-
ever the rules are, we somehow follow them). We can often articulate the so-called 
prescriptive rules (such as “Don’t say ain’t”), which tell us how we should talk or write, 
even though we may violate them (such as whenever we actually say ain’t). In contrast, 
we find it hard to articulate the descriptive rules of English, which characterize which 
sentences are legal and which are not.

Linguists and psychologists also distinguish linguistic competence from linguistic per-
formance. The term competence refers to the underlying linguistic knowledge that lets 
people produce and comprehend their language. Competence is not always fully evi-
dent in actual use or performance of language. Lapses of attention or memory, nervous-
ness or tiredness, environmental changes, shifts in interest, and random error all can 
interfere with our use of language, causing us to produce ungrammatical sentences or 
to comprehend sentences incorrectly. Linguistic performance would reflect linguistic 
competence only under completely ideal conditions (Chomsky, 1965). In real life, such 
ideal conditions are never achieved. So if you overhear ungrammatical utterances, it is 
probably not that the speakers’ linguistic knowledge (competence) is faulty (especially 
if they are speaking in their native language) but rather that various other factors and 
pressures in the speakers’ lives at the time they spoke (performance) caused the errors.

PHONOLOGY

To me, French sounds musical and German sounds harsh. No doubt, you too would 
describe various languages with various adjectives. Part of what distinguishes languages 
is their idiosyncratic sounds. Here, we will consider the sounds of language (in our case, 
English) and how they are combined. We will draw on findings from two disciplines: 
phonetics, the study of speech sounds and how they are produced, and phonology, the 
study of the systematic ways speech sounds are combined and altered in language.

The English language has about 40 phonetic segments (sometimes called phones). 
Although a language may have a large number of phones, only certain ones are 
“meaningful” to it. Linguists use the term phoneme to refer to the smallest unit of 
sound that makes a meaningful difference in a given language. So if one phoneme 
in a word is exchanged for another, the word itself is changed. Thus, if the phoneme 
\d\ is replaced with the phoneme \t\, the word duck becomes tuck.

In English, we distinguish between the \l\ sound and the \r\ sound; other lan-
guages, such as the Cantonese dialect of Chinese, do not. Some of the dialect jokes 
about a Chinese speaker’s saying “flied lice” instead of “fried rice” are based on the 
fact that a native speaker of Cantonese dialect simply wouldn’t hear the difference 
(Fromkin & Rodman, 1974). Of course, other languages make sound distinctions 
that English doesn’t, and native English speakers learning those languages can 
make errors that are just as ridiculed by the native speakers. Table 10.1 presents a 
list of English phonemes.

Linguists and phoneticians distinguish between consonants and vowels. Vowels 
work without obstructing the airflow, simply depending on the shape and position 
of the tongue and lips (Halle, 1990). Try articulating vowel sounds and observe how 
your mouth changes configurations as you do.

Consonants are more complicated. In general, they are phonemes made by closing, 
or at least almost closing, part of the mouth. They differ first in what linguists call 
“place of articulation,” meaning where the obstruction of the airflow occurs. For 
example, the \b\ and \p\ sounds are made by closing the lips, and the \s\ and 

 Table 10.1: Examples of Some 
English-Language Phonemes

Symbol Examples

P pat, apple
B bat, amble
d dip, loved
g guard, ogre
f fat, philosophy
s sap, pass, peace
z zip, pads, xylophone
y you, bay, feud
w witch, queen
l leaf, palace
e-- beet, beat, believe
e ate, bait, eight
i bit, injury
u boot, two, through
U put, foot, could
0y boy, doily
ay bite, sight, island
š shoe, mush, deduction

Source: Adapted from Moates and Schumacher (1980).


