
Syntax for EFL Teachers

SYNTAX FOR EFL TEACHERS
A GENERATIVE APPROACH

SYNTAX FOR EFL TEACHERS
A GENERATIVE APPROACH

This book  attempts to explain theoretical syntax 
to EFL teachers. It comprises three components – 
common L2 problems, theoretical backgrounds, 
and proposed diagnoses to the problems. The 
author has customized her theoretical and technical 
discussions to the EFL audience, while observing 
the linguistics convention, presenting syntactic 
analyses with theoretical and/or empirical motiva-
tion. In addition to EFL teachers, students, L2 
researchers and interested persons are welcome. No 
prior knowledge in generative syntax is required. 
Exercises are useful for syntactic practice and 
analyzing L2 data. Further reading and footnotes 
provide suggestions to resources for those interested 
in exploring theoretical issues and conducting 
research in SLA. 

Pornsiri Singhapreecha is Professor of  Linguistics and a part-time 
faculty member at the Language Institute of  Thammasat University. 
She received her Ph.D. in Linguistics from CUNY Graduate Center in 
2000. Her areas of  research are second language acquisition, sentence 
processing, and syntax, with a focus on Thai nominal and non-finite 
(Control) structures. She carried out Thai EFL learners’ acquisition 
studies with her advisees on various English construction types including 
Psych Verb, Control and Raising, and Dative constructions. Recently, 
she supervised theses on Thai EFL learners’ processing of  English 
relative clauses and conducted a joint study to determine the primary 
locations of  difficulty in Thai and English subject-extracted and 
object-extracted relative clauses. This research provided further 
evidence for what guides initial sentence processing.

Pornsiri Singhapreecha

+WH+WH

+Q+Q
θθ

+pres+pres
+sing+sing +past+past

phiphi

x-barx-bar

NegNeg

CPCP

SpecSpec C′C′

CC IPIP

NPNP I′I′

II VPVP

V′V′

VV NPNP

This textbook was written under a grant in 2009 from TU Academic Affairs.

Syntax for EFL Teachers: A Generative Approach THAMMASAT UNIVERSITY PRESS

http://thammasatpress.tu.ac.th

PORNSIRI SINGHAPREECHA

ราคา 250 บาท
หมวดภาษาศาสตร

ISBN 978-616-602-059-5

Second Edition

หนา 1 ซม. (192 หนา)



Syntax for EFL Teachers:

A Generative Approach

Syntax0.indd   1Syntax0.indd   1 6/10/2566 BE   11:326/10/2566 BE   11:32



Photocopying instead of using books
  is destroying intellectual creativity

Syntax0.indd   2Syntax0.indd   2 6/10/2566 BE   11:326/10/2566 BE   11:32



Syntax for EFL Teachers:

A Generative Approach

Second Edition

Pornsiri Singhapreecha
The Language Institute 
Thammasat University

Thammasat University Press

2023

Syntax0.indd   3Syntax0.indd   3 6/10/2566 BE   11:326/10/2566 BE   11:32



Pornsiri Singhapreecha.

	 Syntax for EFL teachers : a generative approach.

	 1. English language--Syntax. 2. English language--Study and teaching.

PE1361

ISBN 978-616-602-059-5

ISBN (E-BOOK) 978-616-602-062-5

ลิขสิทธิ์ของศาสตราจารย์ ดร.พรศิริ สิงหปรีชา
สงวนลิขสิทธิ์

ฉบับพิมพ์ครั้งที่  2  เดือนตุลาคม 2566
จำ�นวน 50 เล่ม
ฉบับอิเล็กทรอนิกส์ (e-book) เดือนตุลาคม 2566

จัดพิมพ์และจัดจำ�หน่ายโดยสำ�นักพิมพ์มหาวิทยาลัยธรรมศาสตร์ ศูนย์รังสิต
99 หมู่ 18 อาคารโรงพิมพ์มหาวิทยาลัยธรรมศาสตร์ ชั้น 2 ห้อง 205
ตำ�บลคลองหนึ่ง อำ�เภอคลองหลวง จังหวัดปทุมธานี 12121
โทร. 085-112-6081, 085-112-6968
http://thammasatpress.tu.ac.th, e-mail: unipress@tu.ac.th

พิมพ์ที่โรงพิมพ์มหาวิทยาลัยธรรมศาสตร์

แบบปกโดยกิตติโชติ สิงหปรีชา 
ภาพการ์ตูนโดย มินาโกะ มิฮารา

พิมพ์ครั้งที่  1  เดือนตุลาคม	 2561	 จำ�นวน	 100	 เล่ม
พิมพ์ครั้งที่  1  เดือนกรกฎาคม	 2562	 จำ�นวน	 100	 เล่ม (ฉบับพิมพ์เพิ่มครั้งที่ 1)
พิมพ์ครั้งที่  1  เดือนสิงหาคม	 2565	 จำ�นวน	 50	 เล่ม (ฉบับพิมพ์เพิ่มครั้งที่ 2)
พิมพ์ครั้งที่  2  เดือนตุลาคม	 2566	 จำ�นวน	 50	 เล่ม

ราคาเล่มละ 250.- บาท



Contents

Preface						      (10)
Acknowledgments				    (12)
1. Core Ideas to the Understanding of Grammar	 1					 
	 	 Introduction			   1 
		  1.1	 Native Speakers’ Knowledge	 1
			   1.1.1	Phonology		  2
			   1.1.2	Morphology		  4
				    1.1.2.1 Derivational Process	 6
	 	 	 	 1.1.2.2 Inflectional Process	 7
				    1.1.2.3 Reduplication	 9
				    1.1.2.4 Compounding	 9
			   1.1.3	Syntax			   9	
			   1.1.4	Semantics		  11
				    1.1.4.1 Arbitrariness 	 11
				    1.1.4.2 Word, Phrase, and Sentence Meaning	 12
		  1.2	 Competence vs. Performance	 13
	  	 1.3	 Grammar			   16
		  1.4	 Descriptive vs. Prescriptive Grammar	 17	
		  1.5	 Generative Grammar		  22	
		  1.6	 Universal Grammar		  23
			   1.6.1	Language Acquisition Device	 24
			   1.6.2	UG & Binding Theory	 25
			   1.6.3	UG Parameters		  26
		  1.7	 Summary			   28 
		  1.8	 Exercises			   29
		  1.9	 Further Reading		  30
											         
2. Elements of Sentence Structure		  31
		  Introduction			   31
		  2.1	 The Lexicon and Lexical Items	 31
		  2.2	 Sentence Hierarchy		  32 

Syntax0.indd   5Syntax0.indd   5 6/10/2566 BE   11:326/10/2566 BE   11:32



(6)

		  2.3	 Constituent 			   35
			   2.3.1	NP Constituent		  36
				    2.3.1.1	 Substitution by a Pronoun	 36
				    2.3.1.2	 Fragment		 36
				    2.3.1.3	 Reordering	 36
			   2.3.2	VP Constituent		  37
				    2.3.2.1	 Fragment		 37
				    2.3.2.2	 Coordination	 37
				    2.3.2.3	 Reordering	 37			 
		  2.4	 Subcategorization		  40						 
			   2.4.1	Verbs			   40
			   2.4.2	Nouns			   41				 
			   2.4.3	Adjectives		  42
		  2.5	 Argument for Levels of Representation	 42
			   2.5.1	Constituent Reordering & Levels of Representation	 42
			   2.5.2	Traces and Wanna Contraction	 44
		  2.6	 Transformational Model	 45
		  2.7	 Summary			   47
		  2.8	 Exercises			   47
		  2.9	 Further Reading		  48
		
3. Technical Apparatus 			   50
	 	 Introduction			   50
		  3.1	 Head and Phrase		  50
		  3.2	 Domination (Dominance)	 51
			   3.2.1	 Immediate Domination	 51
			   3.2.2	Sister/Daughter/Mother Relations	 52
			   3.2.3	Constituent(C)-Command 	 52
		  3.3	 Intermediate (Bar) Level 	 55
			   3.3.1	Structure of VP 		  56 
			   3.3.2	Structure of NP		  58
			   3.3.3	AP and PP and Intermediate Level 	 60
		  3.4	 Introduction to X-bar Theory	 62
		  3.5	 Summary			   63
		  3.6	 Exercises 			   64
		  3.7	 Further Reading		  66
	

Syntax0.indd   6Syntax0.indd   6 6/10/2566 BE   11:326/10/2566 BE   11:32



(7)

4. Main Verb and Auxiliary Constructions	 67
		  Introduction			   67
		  4.1	 Errors in Main Verb and Auxiliary Constructions	 68
		  4.2	 Thai Declaratives and Interrogatives	 69
			   4.2.1	Background		  69
				    4.2.1.1	 Thai Declaratives	 69
				    4.2.1.2	 Thai Negatives	 70
				    4.2.1.3	 Thai Yes/No Questions	 70
			   4.2.2	Comparison between Thai and English	 71
		  4.3	 Syntax of English Main Verb and Auxiliary Constructions	 73
			   4.3.1	Functional Categories	 73
	 	 	 	 4.3.1.1	 Inflection Phrase (IP)	 73
					     4.3.1.1.1 English Auxiliary	 73
					     4.3.1.1.2 The Internal Structure of IP 	 74
 				    4.3.1.2	 Complementizer Phrase (CP)	 76					 
			   4.3.2	Transformations 		  77
				    4.3.2.1	 Auxiliary Yes/No Questions 	 77
				    4.3.2.2	 Main Verb Yes/No Questions	 80
	  			   4.3.2.3	 Negative Sentences 	 82
					     4.3.2.3.1 Main Verb Negative Declaratives 	  82
					     4.3.2.3.2	 Auxiliary Negative Declaratives	 83
					     4.3.2.3.3	 Auxiliary Negative Interrogatives	  87
					     4.3.2.3.4	 Main Verb Negative Interrogatives	  88
			   4.3.3	Summary		  89
		  4.4	  Apply What You Know		 90
		  4.5	 Exercises			   93
		  4.6	 Further Reading		  95
	
5. Wh-Movement Transformation		  96
		  Introduction			   96
		  5.1	 Errors in Wh-Questions		 96
		  5.2	 Thai Wh-Questions		  97
		  5.3	 Syntax of English Wh-related Constructions	 98
			   5.3.1	Wh-Questions 		  98
				    5.3.1.1	 Root Wh-Questions 	 99
					     5.3.1.1.1	 Main Verb Root Wh-Questions	 99
					     5.3.1.1.2	 Auxiliary Root Questions	 104
					     5.3.1.1.3	 Subject Wh-Questions	 106

Syntax0.indd   7Syntax0.indd   7 6/10/2566 BE   11:326/10/2566 BE   11:32



(8)

				    5.3.1.2	 Non-Root Wh-Questions 	 108
				    5.3.1.3	 Long-Distance Wh-Movement 	 110
				    5.3.1.4	 Argument vs. Adjunct Wh-Questions 	 113
			   5.3.2	Relative Clauses		  116
				    5.3.2.1	 Relative Clauses with Overt Wh-phrases	 116
				    5.3.2.2	 Relative Clauses with Non-Overt Wh-Phrases	  119
			   5.3.3	Summary		  122
 		  5.4	 L1 and L2 Acquisition of English Questions	 123
			   5.4.1	Acquisition of Yes/No and Wh-questions 	 123
				    5.4.1.1	 L1 Research	 123
				    5.4.1.2	 L2 Research	 125
	  		  5.4.2	The Status of L1		  127
 			   5.4.3	Argument and Adjunct Wh-Questions	 127
				    5.4.3.1	 L1 Research	 128
				    5.4.3.2	 L2 Research	 129		 
			   5.4.4	Summary		  130
		  5.5	 Apply What You Know		 131
		  5.6	 Exercises			   133
		  5.7	 Further Reading		  134
	
6. NP Movement 				    135
	 	 Introduction			   135
		  6.1	 Errors in English Psych Verbs and Passives	 135
 		  6.2	 Psych Verbs and Sentence with Particles in Thai	 138
			   6.2.1	Thai Psych Verb Constructions	 138
			   6.2.2	Construction with Particles and Passives	 139
		  6.3	 Theoretical Background		 140
			   6.3.1	Argument Structure	 140	 
			   6.3.2	Theta Roles		  141
				    6.3.2.1	 Expletives, Clauses, and PPs	 142 
				    6.3.2.2	 Expletives and the Extended Projection Principle	 143
 			   6.3.3	Case and Case Assignment	 144
		  6.4	 Passive			   146
			   6.4.1	Argument Structure	 146
			   6.4.2	Theta Criterion		  147
			   6.4.3	Case			   147 
			   6.4.4	Spec,IP			  147
			   6.4.5	Derivation		  147

Syntax0.indd   8Syntax0.indd   8 6/10/2566 BE   11:326/10/2566 BE   11:32



(9)

		  6.5	 Raising			   149
			   6.5.1	D-Structure		  150
			   6.5.2	Case			   150
			   6.5.3	Thematic Chain 		  150		 
			   6.5.4	Derivation 		  151
		  6.6	 Psych Verbs			   153
			   6.6.1	Unaccusatives in Italian	 153
				    6.6.1.1	 Ne Cliticization	 154
					     6.6.1.1.1	 Post-verbal Subjects	 154
					     6.6.1.1.2	 Post-verbal Subjects and 	 155
						      One-argument Verbs	
			   6.6.2	From Unaccusatives to Psych Verbs	 157
				    6.6.2.1	 Preoccupare and Piacere Classes	 157
				    6.6.2.2	 Belletti and Rizzi’s Analysis of Psych Verbs	 159
				    6.6.2.3	 Object Experiencer: What case is it?	 161
			   6.6.3	Psych Adjectives in Italian and English	 163
		  6.7	 Summary			   165
		  6.8	 Apply What You Know		 165
		  6.9	 Exercises 			   167
		  6.10	Further Reading		  168

References					     170

Index							      175

Syntax0.indd   9Syntax0.indd   9 6/10/2566 BE   11:326/10/2566 BE   11:32



PREFACE

As its name, Syntax for EFL Teachers: A Generative Approach, suggests,  
this book is a two-pronged project. It provides a formal background in English  
syntax, while targeting EFL practitioners. Keeping in mind the EFL audience, I have 
chosen the Generative model which is closely related to the framework widely  
adopted in the EFL literature (e.g. Celce-Murcia and Larsen-Freeman (1999)). In 
addition to its application in English pedagogy, the Generative model can serve as a 
stepping stone to the understanding of the literature in second language acquisition 
research that has its basis on formal approaches.

With my target audience in view, it occurs to me that there has not been a 
textbook that can present theoretical syntax in a way to aid EFL teachers to be able  
to diagnose their students’ problems scientifically. Therefore, I have written this  
book to serve this purpose. It is also a book I use in courses entitled “Syntax for EFL 
Teachers” and “Linguistic Foundations for English Language Teachers,” offered at  
the Master’s degree Program in English Language Teaching(MA-ELT) of the  
Language Institute of Thammasat University.

Since the target group is the EFL audience, I have customized my  
theoretical and technical discussions by selecting only concepts that are essential to 
the understanding of the standard analyses. Although the text has such limitations, it 
follows the convention in the linguistics literature. To familiarize the reader with 
scientific literature, analyses of grammatical structures are presented with theoretical 
and/or empirical motivation.

The organization is largely problem-based. Prior to the problem-based  
chapters (4-6), a theoretical background is provided in chapters 1-3. Chapter 1  
introduces the reader to the Generative model of grammar and core ideas  
underpinning the understanding of grammar. Chapter 2 presents a fundamental 
background for syntactic analyses of English constructions, introducing the lexicon, 
constituency, and subcategorization. Chapter 3 discusses technical issues that  
regulate the theory and introduces the X-bar model as the generalized internal  
structure of phrases. Chapters 4, 5, and 6 present syntactic analyses of English main 
and auxiliary verb declaratives and interrogatives; wh-questions and relative clauses; 
passive, raising, and psych verb constructions, respectively. Adopting the  
problem-based approach, I constructed these three chapters around L2 problems. 
Precisely, I demonstrate L2 problems relevant to each chapter, discuss the standard 
syntactic analysis along with the theoretical motivation, and return to the problems 
posed earlier with my proposed diagnoses. There are practice exercises in all  
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(11)

chapters. Those in chapters 1-3 largely involve expressing theoretical concepts with 
some application. Those in chapters 4-6 require the reader to apply syntactic  
knowledge to analyze novel sentences and L2 errors. Further reading is furnished at 
the end of each chapter for those in need of more information about the theoretical 
concepts and/or research findings.

 I hope that this book will be helpful for the reader to detect his/her students’ 
problems, and consequently enable him/her to resolve the problems to the point. In  
all, I hope that the reader can gain theoretical knowledge and apply it in his/her EFL 
classes.

Pornsiri Singhapreecha
August 2023
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Introduction
When one thinks about grammar, one usually associates it with grammar  

taught in a formal classroom. In this chapter, we are not restricted to a teaching 
grammar but we are going to widen our perspective of grammar. This broad 
perspective encompasses a number of notions that revolve around the type of  
grammar under consideration, i.e. native speakers’ knowledge (section 1.1),  
competence and performance (1.2), grammar (1.3), descriptive vs. prescriptive  
grammar (1.4), generative grammar (1.5), and Universal Grammar (1.6). This  
chapter is concluded by a summary (1.7), exercises (1.8), and further reading (1.9).

1.1 Native Speakers’ Knowledge
When one is asked “what do you know about your native language?”, a  

variety of answers come to mind. Presumably, one would think of sounds or strings  
of sounds in association with their meanings. That is, one would say a native speaker 
knows how to combine sounds to make a word and connect such a word to a certain 
meaning. Another person might attempt a longer answer, incorporating the term 
grammar. For instance, “I know grammar rules taught in my L1 classes. These rules 
are conventions in writing and/or speaking.”

Actually, knowledge of such conventions is to be considered differently  
from a native speaker’s knowledge of language. Grammar rules held as conventions 
aside, what the first person knows is relatively close to the substance we are going 
to consider next. To put it in a systematic fashion, the kind of native language (i.e. 
L1) knowledge we are interested in includes four aspects: sounds, word structure,  

Chapter 1

Core Ideas to 

the Understanding of Grammar
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2  Syntax for EFL Teachers

sentence structure, and meaning. These topics are termed phonology, morphology, 
syntax, and semantics (which are identical to four subfields in linguistics). I will  
discuss each topic by defining relevant technical terms along with examples and  
return to answer the question of what a speaker knows. Let’s begin with phonology. 

1.1.1 Phonology

Phonology refers to one’s knowledge of the system underlying the  
production of sounds of a given language. Speaking about sounds, two technical  
terms are in order: phonemes and allophones. A phoneme is the minimal, distinctive  
unit in the sound system of a language. Allophones of a phoneme are phonetic 
realizations (surface forms) of that phoneme that usually occur in a systematic  
pattern. An instance of such a pattern is a circumstance under which one particular 
surface form occurs in a particular context, to the exclusion of other alternative  
surface form(s) of the same phoneme. In this respect, the different surface forms of  
the same phoneme occur in complementary distribution. 

Prior to illustrating complementary distribution, it is useful to understand 
how phonemes and allophones are encoded. Technically, a phoneme is indicated by 
means of slashes enclosing the letter, representing the sound unit as in /p/ in English. 
This symbolizes the underlying, abstract representation of p, which is not an actual 
pronunciation. An allophone is represented by means of brackets enclosing the letter, 
e.g. [ph]; this symbolizes the actual pronunciation, i.e. a sound produced by a sudden 
release of the airflow after the obstruction of it at the upper and lower lips (phonetically 
termed an aspirated bilabial stop).

To understand the status of phonemes and allophones, let’s examine a 
phenomenon such as aspiration in English and Thai. Aspiration that is involved 
in the pronunciation of [ph], as mentioned briefly above, refers to a feature that 
is associated with a puff of air produced after the obstruction of the airflow at a 
given point of articulation such as lips (bilabial), the gum ridge and the tongue tip  
(alveolar), and the velum and the back of the tongue (velar), respectively. In word 
initial position, native English speakers pronounce /p/, /t/, /k/, with aspiration.  
(Aspiration is indicated by the superscript h above the letter as in [ph], [th], and [kh]). 
However, when they occur after /s/, the aspiration is absent and the sounds become 
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Core Ideas to the Understanding of Grammar  3

unaspirated.1 Therefore, /p/, /t/, and /k/ are pronounced in word initial position  
differently from when they follow /s/. Table 1 represents these phonetic facts.2

Table 1 
English Aspirated and Unaspirated Sounds 

Sounds in Question Spellings Sounds Produced

/p/,/ t/, /k/ pill, till, kill [ph], [th], [kh]

spill, still, skill [p], [t], [k]

Table 1 suggests that /p/ has two phonetic realizations: aspirated [ph] and 
unaspirated [p], so do /t/ and /k/. Since [ph] and [p] are surface forms of /p/ (with a 
slight difference in the presence and absence of aspiration), and their occurrences 
are predictable (i.e. dependent on phonetic environments), they can be considered 
members or allophones of the same phoneme. This phenomenon is technically called a 
complementary distribution, as indicated by the fact that the two sounds never occur 
in the same environment. 

Another way to confirm the status of an allophone is to check if the  
occurrences of [ph] and [p] in the same environment affect the meaning. Take spill as 
an example. If this word is pronounced with [ph] instead of [p], albeit a non-native 
pronunciation, the meaning remains the same. (The same exercise can be repeated for 
[p] in pill as well, with the same result.) Therefore, [ph] and [p] are not distinct from 
each other and do not deserve an independent status. In this respect, they are determined 
as allophones. Technically, the fact that the position of a sound can be filled by slightly 
different sounds without meaning change is called a free variation.

Unlike English, Thai makes use of the presence and absence of aspiration as 
a means to distinguish between words. For instance, [ph] and [p] can appear in [_àa], 
where [ _ ]is a gap to be filled by [ph] or [p]. The resulting pronunciations [phàa] and  
[pàa] convey different meanings: [phàa] means to cut while [pàa] refers to a jungle  
 
 

1 Based on Fromkin et al. (2007), there are two classes of voiceless sounds depending on the timing of the 
vocal cords. An aspirated [ph] in pill is produced with the lips apart, after which the vocal cords remain 
open for a very short time, enabling a puff of air to pass through the open glottis. An unaspirated [p] in 
spill is produced right after the lips that have been apart for /s/ are closed; the moment the [p] is released 
involves the vibration of the vocal cords that extends to the vowel segment. This vibration starts sooner 
than that of the aspirated one, and is not associated with a puff of air.
2 In labelling a sound phonetically, it is customary to specify the place (bilabial) and manner of 
articulation (aspirated stop), and, in certain cases, the state of the glottis (voiced or voiceless), which is 
not necessary here as English aspiration implies voiceless.
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4  Syntax for EFL Teachers

or forest. The same pattern applies to [th] and [t] and [kh] and [k]. Therefore, in Thai, 
aspirated and unaspirated sounds are distinctive, i.e. they are not dependent on phonetic 
environments and deserve an independent status. In this respect, they are in contrastive 
distribution, and, as a result, are phonemes.

Another type of knowledge of phonology involves the ability to distinguish 
between permissible and impermissible consonant clusters. Given that in word initial 
position /pr/ is permissible, whereas /kz/ is not, what would a native English speaker 
say, if he/she were asked if traf or kzag were possible as an English non-word?3  
We can ask a native Thai speaker a similar question. What would a Thai person say,  
if he/she was asked if phsâ:p or phrâ:p were possible as a Thai non-word, given that  
/phr/ is permissible and /phs/ is not? 

The native English speaker would be expected to judge traf as a possible  
non-word and kzag as unacceptable. Similarly, the native Thai speaker presumably 
judges phrâ:p as a possible non-word and phsâ:p as an impossible non-word. Both 
speakers have the judgments that are consistent with the constraints imposed in their 
phonological inventories. This suggests their knowledge includes permissible and 
impermissible consonant clusters.

With our inquiry in (1.1) in view, native speakers’ intuition includes knowledge 
of phonological rules such as English aspiration and the phonological constraints 
imposed in their language.

1.1.2 Morphology

The knowledge of morphology involves one’s realization of how words are 
internally structured. Prior to examining common morphological processes, two 
technical terms are in order: morphemes and allomorphs.

A morpheme is a minimal unit in word structure with either a constant meaning 
or no meaning.4 It can stand alone as an independent word (termed free morpheme), or 
needs to be attached to another morpheme to form a word (termed bound morpheme). 
Like a phoneme, which may vary in phonetic realizations, a morpheme can surface 
differently. Take the English plural -s, which has three different manifestations, as an 
example, as in Table 2 below.

3 The non-word traf is reproduced from O’Grady et al (1997).
4 Although certain morphemes are not assigned meanings, they are considered distinct units. Kenstowicz 
(1994), while discussing Aronoff’s (1976) generative accounts in dealing with morphology, points out 
that the morpheme [mit] which appears in [permit, remit, commit] does not have constant semantic value. 
He further remarks that the grammatical system, nonetheless, analyzes it as a distinct unit, independently 
from [per-, re-, con-]. The independent status of [mit] is confirmed by a rule which assigns the alternant 
[mis] to the morpheme [mit] as in [permissive, remissive]; this rule does not apply when mit is part of a 
word, e.g. *vomissive (from vomit).
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Table 25

Morphology of English Plural -s

Singular  Plural Pronunciation

2.1.map maps [mæps]

2.2.load loads [loudz]

2.3.rose, change roses, changes [rouzəz[, [čeinəz]

Before discussing further, it is important for us to keep in mind that when we 
analyze morpheme vs. allomorph, we pay attention to the pronunciation, not spelling. In 
Table 2 above, the (consonant) form s, which is a bound morpheme, marking plurality, 
retains the form s constantly in spelling (maps, loads, roses/changes). 

The different phonetic realizations (i.e. [s], [z], and [əz]), which arise from 
the different phonetic environments, are allomorphs of the plural -s morpheme. The  
variation is predictable. Conventionally, a [z] is posited as the underlying representation 
of the plural -s as [z] can account for data in a more economical way than [s].

In (2.1) and (2.2), when [z] is added, it is voiceless if the preceding 
sound is voiceless and voiced if the preceding sound is voiced. In (2.3), [z]  
is suffixed to words that end in [z] and [  ], which involve stridency.6 As shown 
in the pronunciation column, in addition to [z], a vowel called schwa is inserted 
between the final sound of the word and [z]. This happens because English, in 
particular, does not allow the adjacency of two strident sounds such as *[ z] and  
*[zz]. Under this circumstance, English makes use of a schwa in addition to [z], i.e.  
[əz] to indicate plurality.7

5 The transcription here is based on American Usage Consonant and Vowel Symbols in Pullum and 
Ladusaw (1986).
6 Strident sounds are produced with noisy friction of the air through a narrow passage such as /š/, involving 
the front of the tongue and the hard palate.
7 Such an insertion of an epenthetic schwa is peculiar to English. As suggested by Marcel den Dikken  
(p.c.), in many languages, geminates (double consonants or vowels) are used distinctively. In respect 
of English, in certain circumstances, when a plural noun is inflected by a genitive morpheme, i.e. an 
apostrophe s, the genitive morpheme remains silent. For instance, kids in the kids’ toys is pronounced  
[kidz], and not *[kidzZz].
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6  Syntax for EFL Teachers

Given the above discussion, it can be concluded that the plural -s carries a 
morpheme status while the phonetic realizations [s], [z], and [əz] are allomorphs of 
the plural -s morpheme.8

Now let’s examine certain morphological processes that occur across 
languages, particularly English and Thai, and return to what it is that a native speaker 
knows, morphologically. Here I will bring up four processes: derivational, inflectional, 
reduplication, and compounding. 

1.1.2.1 Derivational Process
Prior to the identifying of this process, let’s have a look at (3), where different 

suffixes are attached to govern.

(3)	 a.	govern-s, govern-ed
	 b.	govern-or, govern-ment

All the tokens bearing bound morphemes (governs, governed, governor, 
and government) in (3) as well as the base govern are words. The morphemes in  
(3b) are derivational while those in (3a) are inflectional. A major difference  
between derivational and inflectional morphemes involves grammatical information 
which is available in inflectional, not derivational morphemes. Most notable grammatical 
information is concerned with indication of number and Tense, such as singularity 
or plurality of a given sentential subject and present or past tense of a given clause. 
Note that it is not necessary that an inflectional morpheme correspond to one piece of 
grammatical information. A single inflectional morpheme such as the bound morpheme 
-s in governs can denote both pieces of information. (See more detail in 1.1.2.2).

Derivational morphemes may result in meaning change and/or syntactic 
category change. In (3b), when the suffixes -or and -ment are added to the base, the 
new words governor and government, with a noun category, convey the sense of being 
the executive officer of a city, and the administrators of a country.

8 At this point, one might wonder if allomorphs are the same as allophones, as a morpheme can have 
different phonetic realizations, like a phoneme. A key factor that distinguishes between allomorphs and 
allophones involves meanings or grammatical functions that are associated with allomorphs, not allophones. 
Thus, while [s], [z], or [əz] carries a grammatical function, [p] or [ph] does not; it is a sound segment in 
a string of sounds (assigned to a word).
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