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\z\ sounds are made by placing the tongue against the hard palate of the roof of the 
mouth, just behind the ridge of gums. Consonants differ also in “manner of articula-
tion,” the mechanics of how the airflow is obstructed. The \m\ sound, for example, 
is made by closing the mouth while opening the nasal cavity; the \f\ sound is made 
through an obstruction of the airflow that produces a hissing sound. A third distinction 
between groups of consonants is known as voicing. Compare the \s\ in the syllable “sa” 
with the \z\ in “za.” The \s\ does not require the vocal cords to be vibrated as the \z\ 
does; therefore, the \z\ is said to be voiced and the \s\ unvoiced.

Features of phonemes, such as those just reviewed, are involved in certain pho-
nological rules that govern the ways phonemes can be combined. For example, if 
two “true” consonants (i.e., all the consonants except \h\, \w\, \y\, \r\, and \l\ 
plus certain other sounds such as the \th\ in thy, the \th\ in thigh, and the \ch\ 
in chip) are at the beginning of an English word, then the first one must be an \s\  
(H. H. Clark & Clark, 1977). This rule prevents word strings such as dtop and mpeech 
from being “legal” words in our language (although they may be so in other languages) 
whereas stop and speech are. These phonological rules also explain how to pronounce 
new words and how to pronounce prefixes and suffixes to words such as plural and 
past-tense endings. To illustrate, the way to form a plural for an English word depends 
on the phoneme with which the singular form of the word ends. From work in pho-
netics, we can state the following rule (after Halle, 1990): 

If the word ends with . . . The plural ending of the word is . . . Examples

\s z c j\ \z\ places, porches, cabbages
\p t k f \ \s\ lips, lists, telegraphs
Anything else \z\ clubs, herds, phonemes

Different languages have different phonological rules; hence, there are two answers 
to the question, why do different languages sound different? One answer is that they 
contain different sounds (phonemes). A second answer is that they have different rules 
for combining those sounds (phonology).

SYNTAX

The term syntax refers to the arrangement of words within sentences or, more broadly, 
to the structure of sentences—their parts and the way the parts are put together. 
Syntactic rules, similar to phonological rules, govern the ways different words or larger 
phrases can be combined to form “legal” sentences in the language. Thus, sentences 
such as “The book fell off the table” are clearly acceptable to English speakers, and 
word strings such as “Chair the on sits man” are not. Syntactic rules should meet two 
requirements: They should be able to describe every “legal” sentence, and they should 
never be able to describe an “illegal” sentence (Chomsky, 1957).

What does it mean to say that sentences have structure? Consider the following  
sentence:

(1)	 The student will carry the shiny laptop.

If you tried to divide the words of this sentence into groups (linguists call these constit-
uents), you might proceed as follows. Certainly the word student goes with the word the. 
Similarly, shiny appears to modify laptop, and the forms another constituent with shiny 


