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A scientist from Mars has just arrived in the San Diego area.* The Martian scientist is learning to 
speak English, and she wants very much to sound like an ordinary speaker of English. Right 
now, the Martian scientist is having problems making plurals. Plurals are used when we talk 
about more than one of something. For example, the plural of cat is cats, and the plural of day is 
days. The Martian scientist does not know how to pronounce plurals correctly. 
 
1. The Martian scientist listened carefully to English speakers’ pronunciation of some plurals. 

She noticed that the plural endings sounded like the last sound in the word buzz. For exam-
ple, say the following sentences aloud. Concentrate on the sound of the plural endings of the 
underlined words. 

 
There are bugs on this plant. 
The pears are rotten. 
There are two birds in the sky. 

 
On the basis of such data, the Martian scientist made up a simple hypothesis: Add a [z] sound 
to a word to make it plural. If the Martian scientist follows this hypothesis to make plurals for 
the words below (and similar words), will she sound like us? Why or why not? 

 
pig rat judge rock 
lunch cloud shape star 

 
2. The Martian scientist heard someone say the sentences shown below, and noticed differences 

in the way the plural endings of the underlined words sound. Say the sentences aloud. Con-
centrate on how the plural endings of the underlined words sound. 

 
All of the spoons and cups and dishes are on the table. 
There are goats and horses and cows on the farm. 

 
Some of the plural endings sound the same. Which of the underlined words have plural end-
ings that sound the same? 

 
3. Say the plurals for the following words aloud. Listen to how the plural endings sound. 
 

graph myth wish lunch rock shape 
rib room snake star tree dove 
cloud law kiss watch lie breeze 
box bus rat bell judge pig 
toe bush hen fuse day crew 

 
Put the words into groups according to how their plural endings sound. 

 

                                                        
* This handout is adapted from M. Honda and W. O’Neil, “Triggering Science-Forming Capacity through Linguistic Inquiry,” in 
The View from Building 20, ed. by K. Hale and S. J. Keyser, pp. 229-255. (MIT Press, Cambridge, 1993.) 
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4. Look at your answers to problems #2 and #3. Think about what your work shows about how 
we make plurals. Formulate a simple hypothesis that will help the Martian scientist say plu-
rals so that she sounds like any ordinary speaker of English. (Hint: Say the words in each 
group without adding their plural endings. Listen to the final sound of each word.) 

 
5. If the Martian scientist follows your hypothesis, will she be able to make plurals that sound 

“right”? Why or why not? 
 
 
The Martian scientist has come to understand many things about the English language. But now 
she is having problems making the past tense for words. The past tense is used when we talk 
about something that has already happened. For example, the past tense of kick is kicked, and the 
past tense of smile is smiled. The Martian scientist does not know how to form the past tense. 
 
1. The Martian scientist listened carefully to English speakers’ pronunciation of past tense 

forms, and heard the sentences shown below. She noticed differences in the way the past 
tense endings of the words sound. Say the sentences to yourself. Concentrate on the sound of 
the past tense endings of the words. 

 
He cried and stomped his feet, and sounded awfully upset. 
She jumped up, climbed a tree, and waited at the top. 

 
First put the underlined words into groups according to the sound of their past tense endings. 
Then think of a way to write the sound of the past tense endings, and label the groups. 

 
2. Say the simple past tense of the following words to yourself. Listen to how the past tense 

endings sound. 
 

walk rob kiss knead 
shout flip treat laugh 
play raid buzz hug 

 
Put these words into groups according to how their past tense endings sound. 

 
3. Look at your answers to #1 and #2. Think about what the data show about how we make the 

simple past tense. Formulate a hypothesis that will help the Martian scientist say the past 
tense of words so that she sounds like a native speaker of English. (Hint: Think of how the 
words in each group sound without adding their past tense endings.) 

 
4. If the Martian scientist uses your hypothesis, will she be able to pronounce the past tense of 

words so that she sounds like a native speaker of English? Why or why not? 
 
Write up your work in the form of a short essay addressing all of the above questions and points. 
Don’t simply answer each question in turn — unify your answers with prose that (a) introduces 
the problem, (b) outlines the data, (c) sets forth your hypothesis, (d) provides additional evidence 
for your proposal, if any, and (e) concludes with a summary. Any questions? Ask. 
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Nouns to which you add [z] Nouns to which you add [əәz] Nouns to which you add [s] 
day room lunch wish cat 
bug law judge kiss rat 
pear hen dish watch shape 
bird bell horse breeze rock 
pig tree bus box cup 

cloud lie bush fuse goat 
star dove   graph 

spoon crew   myth 
cow toe   snake 
rib     

Verbs to which you add [d] Verbs to which you add [əәd] Verbs to which you add [t] 
cry sound stomp 

climb wait jump 
play shout walk 
smile raid flip 
rob treat laugh 
hug knead  

 
 
How do English speakers “know” this? Consider the following four hypotheses. 
 
Hypothesis A. They memorize the plural form for every noun they come across, and the past 

tense form for every verb they come across. 
 
Hypothesis B. They learn the plural form of a noun and the past tense form of a verb on the basis 

of spelling. For instance, they learn that nouns that end with the letter p form the 
plural by adding [s], and they learn that verbs that end with the letter b form the 
past tense by adding [d]. 

 
Hypothesis C. They know that the sound (rather than the letter) in which the noun or verb ends 

determines the pronunciation of the plural or past tense ending. They have thus 
memorized a list of English speech sounds that will be followed by the plural end-
ing [s], another list that will be followed by [z], and a third list that will be fol-
lowed by [əәz]. Similarly, they have memorized a list of sounds that will be fol-
lowed by the past tense ending [t], another list that will be followed by [d], and a 
third list that will be followed by [əәd]. 

 
Hypothesis D. They know that if the noun ends in a certain type of sound, the plural ending will 

be [s], that if it ends in another type of sound it will be [z], and that if it ends in a 
sound of a third type it will be [əәz]. Similarly, they know that if the verb ends in a 
certain type of sound, the past tense ending will be [t], that if it ends in another 
type of sound it will be [d], and that if it ends in a sound of a third type it will be 
[əәd]. The speakers have not memorized three arbitrary lists of speech sounds for 
these purposes; rather, they learn which sound types (or classes) are relevant. 
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Hypothesis A seems reasonable — after all, you have to memorize such “irregular” plurals and 
past tenses as children, feet, moose, went, drank, and flew. So what’s wrong with it? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Hypothesis B seems to do the trick — at first. It should be easy to figure out what’s wrong with 
this one. Here’s a hint: what about nouns that end in e or h? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Hypothesis C looks more like the real deal. But there are a few subtle things wrong with it. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This leaves us with Hypothesis D. But it’s not just the process of elimination that makes it the 
correct choice; after all, we could have come up with a whole bunch of crazy hypotheses to add 
to our list. So what’s right about this one? Anything wrong with it? (Hint: there is.) 


