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About 6000 languages in the world 
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Grouped into language families 
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Grouped into language families 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
today: English  German    Spanish    French    Greek    Urdu 
            Romanian 
 



 

 6 of 46 

Grouped into language families 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2500  Proto-                     Latin               Greek    Sanskrit 
years  Germanic 
ago 
 
 
today: English  German    Spanish                               French    Greek    Urdu 
            Romanian 
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Grouped into language families 
 

 
8000      Proto-Indo-European 
years 
ago 
 
 
 
2500  Proto-                     Latin               Greek    Sanskrit 
years  Germanic 
ago 
 
 
today: English  German    Spanish                               French    Greek    Urdu 
            Romanian 
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Grouped into language families 
 



 

 9 of 46 

How do we know this? 
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How do we know this? 
 

 
 
 
We compare the “ingredients” of each language  



 

 11 of 46 

What are the ingredients of languages? 
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How would you invent a language? 
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What are the ingredients of languages? 
1. Sounds 
2. Words 
3. Grammar rules 
4. Writing system (sometimes) 
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Sounds 
 
Language sounds: Sounds we make with our mouth, nose, throat, lungs: 
 Consonants, vowels, other things 
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Sounds 
 
Consonants (How many are there in English?) 
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Sounds 
 
Consonants (24 in English) 
 m n ŋ[ng] p b t d k g f v θ[th] ð[th] s z ʃ[sh] ʒ[zh] č[ch] j r l h w y  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 (Human languages have between 6 and 77 consonants) 



 

 17 of 46 

Sounds 
 
Consonants (24 in English) 
 m n ŋ[ng] p b t d k g f v θ[th] ð[th] s z ʃ[sh] ʒ[zh] č[ch] j r l h w y  
 
Vowels:  (How many are there in English?) 
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Sounds 
 
Consonants (24 in English) 
 m n ŋ[ng] p b t d k g f v θ[th] ð[th] s z ʃ[sh] ʒ[zh] č[ch] j r l h w y  
 
Vowels:  simple (monophthongs)   
    beet  boot       
    bit   book 
    bet   bought 
    bat   (ro)bot 
     but 
     about 
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Sounds 
 
Consonants (24 in English) 
 m n ŋ[ng] p b t d k g f v θ[th] ð[th] s z ʃ[sh] ʒ[zh] č[ch] j r l h w y  
 
Vowels:  simple (monophthongs)  complex (diphthongs) 
    beet  boot      bait, bite, bow, boy, boat 
    bit   book 
    bet   bought 
    bat   (ro)bot 
     but 
     about 
   (15 in Midwestern American English) 
 
 
 (Languages have between 2 and 31 vowels) 
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Sounds 
 
Consonants (24 in English) 
 m n ŋ[ng] p b t d k g f v θ[th] ð[th] s z ʃ[sh] ʒ[zh] č[ch] j r l h w y  
 
Vowels:  simple (monophthongs)  complex (diphthongs) 
    beet  boot      bait, bite, bow, boy, boat 
    bit   book 
    bet   bought 
    bat   (ro)bot 
     but 
     about 
   (15 in Midwestern American English) 
 
Stress  insult ( noun: IN-sult    ‘That was an insult.’ 
     verb:  in-SULT   ‘Don’t insult me.’  ) 
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Words 
 
Jackie’s mother usually babysits for a friend of hers on  
 
Tuesday afternoons at the bakery. 
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Words 
 
Jack-ie-’s mother usual-ly baby-sit-s for a friend of her-s on  
 
Tuesday after-noon-s at the bak-er-y. 
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Words 
 
Jack-ie-’s mother usual-ly baby-sit-s for a friend of her-s on  
 
Tuesday after-noon-s at the bak-er-y. 
 
 
Not English: 
Ie-Jack-’s mother ly-usual s-sit-baby for a friend of s-her on  
 
Tuesday s-noon-after at the er-bak-y. 
 



 

 24 of 46 

Word forms 
English:  present I       talk   we     talk 
     you    talk   you (all)  talk 
     he/she/it  talks  they    talk 
  
  past  I     talked  we     talked 
     you    talked  you (all)  talked 
     he/she/it   talked  they    talked 
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Word forms 
English:  present I       talk   we     talk 
     you    talk   you (all)  talk 
     he/she/it  talks  they    talk 
  
  past  I     talked  we     talked 
     you    talked  you (all)  talked 
     he/she/it   talked  they    talked 
 
Greek: present  ego    milao  emis   milume 
     esi    milas  esis    milate 
     aftos/afti/afto milai  afti/aftes/afta milane 
 
  past  ego    milisa  emis   milisame 
     esi    milises  esis    milisate 
     aftos/afti/afto milise  afti/aftes/afta milisan 
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Grammar rules 
 
English:   A man saw a small girl.    Subject Verb Object 
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Grammar rules 
 
English:   A man saw a small girl.    Subject Verb Object 
Not English:  Saw a man a girl small.     Verb Subject Object 
    Saw a girl small a man.     Verb Object Subject 
    A small girl a man saw.     Object Subject Verb 
    A man a small girl saw.     Subject Object Verb 
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Grammar rules 
 
English:   A man saw a small girl.    Subject Verb Object 
Not English:  Saw a man a girl small.     Verb Subject Object 
    Saw a girl small a man.     Verb Object Subject 
    A small girl a man saw.     Object Subject Verb 
    A man a small girl saw.     Subject Object Verb 
English, but means something different: 
    A small girl saw a man.     Object Verb Subject  
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Grammar rules 
 
English:   A man saw a small girl.    Subject Verb Object 
Not English:  Saw a man a girl small.     Verb Subject Object 
    Saw a girl small a man.     Verb Object Subject 
    A small girl a man saw.     Object Subject Verb 
    A man a small girl saw.     Subject Object Verb 
English, but means something different: 
    A small girl saw a man.     Object Verb Subject  
 
Greek:   Enas andras idhe ena mikro koritsi. 
    Idhe enas andras ena koritsi mikro. 
    Idhe ena koritsi mikro enas andras. 
    Ena mikro koritsi enas andras idhe. 
    Enas andras ena mikro koritsi idhe. 
    Ena mikro koritsi idhe enas andras. 
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Writing systems 
There are four main kinds of writing in the world: 
 
 Logographic system 
 
 Syllabary 
 
 Abjad (consonantal alphabet) 
 
 Alphabet 
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Writing systems 
 Logographic system 
  Each symbol stands for a word (or morpheme) 
  (no matter what the pronunciation is)  
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Writing systems 
 Logographic system 
  1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  0  +  -  =  &  $  @  
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Writing systems 
 Logographic system 
  1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  0  +  -  =  &  $  @  
 
 Chinese 
  
 
 
         rén       nü3     mù    rì 

 馬 ma3        騁 cheng3   

 騰  téng   
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Writing systems 
 Logographic system 
  1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  0  +  -  =  &  $  @  
 
 Chinese 
  
 
 
         rén       nü3     mù    rì 

 馬 ma3 ‘horse’     騁 cheng3 ‘hasten, run’ 

 騰  téng ‘soar, gallop’ 
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Writing systems 
 Syllabary: 
  Each symbol stands for a syllable 
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 Writing systems 
 Syllabary: 
  Japanese 
 

   おりかみ 
   o-ri-ga-mi    
   ‘origami, (the art of)  
   folding paper’  
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Writing systems 
 Syllabary: 
  Japanese 
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Writing systems 
 Abjad (consonantal alphabet): 
  Each symbol stands for a consonant 
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Writing systems 
 Abjad (consonantal alphabet): 
  Each symbol stands for a consonant 

Hebrew: 
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Writing systems 
 Abjad (consonantal alphabet): 
  Each symbol stands for a consonant 

 
 

An abjad system has no way to distinguish different words that have the 
same consonants in them but not the same vowels, like  

look, like, leak, or  
luck, lock, lack, lick, or 

beet, bat, bet, bit, bite, boat, bot, but, beat, bout, bait, boot, abate, about, 
beauty, abut 
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Writing systems 
 Abjad (consonantal alphabet): 
  Each symbol stands for a consonant 

 
 

N bjd sstm hs n wy t dstngsh dffrnt wrds tht hv th sm cnsnnts n thm bt 
nt th sm vwls, lk  

lk, lk, lk, r  
lck, lck, lck, lck, r 

bt, bt, bt, bt, bt, bt, bt, bt, bt, bt, bt, bt, bt, bt, bt, bt 
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Writing systems 
 Alphabet: 
  Each symbol stands for a consonant or a vowel sound 
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Writing systems 
 Alphabet: 
  Each symbol stands for a consonant or a vowel sound 

 
 

The world’s first alphabet was the Greek: 
 

Α Β Γ Δ Ε Ζ Η Θ Ι Κ Λ Μ Ν Ξ Ο Π Ρ Σ   Τ Υ Φ Χ Ψ Ω 
α β γ δ ε ζ η  θ ι κ λ μ  ν  ξ ο π ρ σς τ υ φ χ ψ ω 
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Writing systems 
 Alphabet: 
  Each symbol stands for a consonant or a vowel sound 

 
 

The world’s first alphabet was the Greek: 
 

Α Β Γ Δ Ε Ζ Η Θ Ι Κ Λ Μ Ν Ξ Ο Π Ρ Σ   Τ Υ Φ Χ Ψ Ω 
α β γ δ ε ζ η  θ ι κ λ μ  ν  ξ ο π ρ σς τ υ φ χ ψ ω 

 
From it was made the Latin (or Roman): 

 
A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z 
a  b  c d  e f  g  h  i j k l   m n  o p  q  r s  t  u  v w  x  y  z 
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Writing systems 
 A mystery: 
  The disk of Phaistos 
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Remember: 
 The ingredients in a language are: 
  Sounds  
  Words 
  Grammar 
  Writing (optional) 
 
  The kinds of writing systems you can choose from are: 
   Logographic system 
    Syllabary 
   Abjad (consonantal alphabet) 
   Alphabet 
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Thanks, and have fun! 
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The International Phonetic Alphabet 

 


