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summary of /s/ and /z/ 
The following patterns are listed in descending order which means the factors near 

the top override those near the bottom. 
 /s/ /z/ 

at the beginning of 
a word 

E.g. sad, scale, send, star  

‘ss’ (at any places) E.g. assess, access,  
Except: possess [first ‘ss’ is /z/] 

 

prepositions E.g. thus E.g. as 

pronouns E.g. us, this E.g. whose, those, these, his 

auxiliary verb  E.g. is, was, has, does 

plurals(noun/verb)  
 

Words ending with /t/, /p/, /k/, /f/, /θ/ 
 
E.g. treats, peeps, kicks, beliefs, maths 

Words ending with any phonemes except 
for /t/, /p/, /k/, /f/, /θ/ 

E.g. eyes, rays, leaves, increases, brushes, 
churches, changes, sabotages 
 

before a 
consonant  

before voiceless consonants 
 /k/, /t/, /p/, /f/, /θ/ 
E.g. bask, interest, grasp, atmosphere, anesthesia 

before voiced consonants 
 /g/, /d/, /b/, /v/, /m/ 
E.g. transgress, wisdom, husband, 
transverse, charisma 
 

after a consonant  after voiced consonants 
 /b/ E.g. absent, obsess  
 /l/ E.g. else, also 
 /n/, ‘tran’ E.g. conserve, transit 

  
 

after a vowel (in 
the middle of a 
word) 

most of the vowels other than /i:/, /u:/ 
E.g. asleep, persuade, arson, versus 

After the vowels /i:/, /u:/ 

/i:/ E.g.  diesel, feasible, geyser, reason 

/u:/ E.g. enthusiasm, museli, museum, 

music 

‘-se’ (at the end of 
a word) 

/i:/ E.g. cease, crease, grease, geese 
/ɔ:/ spelling: ‘ar’, ‘or’. E.g. coarse, course 
 
 
 
 
 Mainly nouns/adjectives: 
/u:/ E.g. use(n), abuse(n), excuse(n), goose 
/aɪ/ E.g. paradise, precise, concise 
/aʊ/ E.g. mouse, louse, grouse, house 
/əʊ/ E.g. close(adj), morose, dose, glucose 
/eɪ/ E.g.  chase, case, base 

/i:/ E.g. ease, tease, disease, cheese 
/ɔ:/ spelling: ‘au’. E.g. cause, because, 
pause, clause, applause 
 

/ɔɪ/ E.g. poise, noise, turquoise 
 

 Mainly verbs: 
/u:/ E.g. use(v), abuse (v), excuse (v) 
/aɪ/ E.g. advertise, customise 
/aʊ/ E.g. browse, rouse, arouse 
/əʊ/ E.g. close(v), chose, hose, rose 
/eɪ/ E.g. raise, braise, praise, liaise 
 

suffixes E.g. ‘-ics’, ‘-ous’, ‘-sive’, ‘-sis’ E.g. ‘-sm’, ‘-ism’, ‘-sy’, ‘-ible’, ‘-san’ 

prefixes /  
non-prefixes 

After prefixes: 
‘de-’ /di:/ E.g.  deselect, desensitise  
‘re-’ /ri:/ E.g. resale, reset, resurface 
‘pre-’ /pri:/ E.g. preseason, preset, presale 
 

‘dis-’ /dɪs/ E.g. dissatisfied, dissimilar 
 

‘con-’, ‘un-’, ‘anti-’, ‘be-’, sub-’, super-’ 

After non-prefixes: 
‘de-’ /dɪ/, /de/ E.g. design, deserve 
‘re-’ /rɪ/, /re/ E.g. resign, residue, reserve 
‘pre-’ /prɪ/, /pre/ E.g.  present, preserve, 
presume 
‘di-’ /dɪ/ E.g. disaster, disease 
 

Between two 
consonants / 
vowels  

 
 

Between two consonants E.g. dogsbody 
Between two vowels E.g. cuisine 

Compound nouns 
(do not follow the 
above patterns) 

E.g. baseball, handsome E.g. cheesecake, hosepipe 
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/s/ and /z/ 

‘s’ at the beginning of a word is pronounced as /s/: 
sad  survive system subordinate slave 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘ss’ is pronounced as /s/: 
access assess  dress  recess process  

[exception: possess (first ‘ss’ is /z/)] 

 

These words are pronounced as /z/: 

prepositions: as 

auxiliary verbs:  is, was, has, does 

pronouns: whose, those, these, his [exception: this /ðɪs/, us /ʌs/] 
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Plurals (noun/verb) 

Words ending with /t/, /p/, /k/, /f/, /θ/ 
→ /s/ 
 
 
asks /k/ 
cats /t/ 
peeps /p/ 

beliefs /f/ 

maths /θ/ 

Words ending with any phonemes 
except for /t/, /p/, /k/, /f/, /θ/  
→ /z/  
 
eyes /aɪz/ 

rays /reɪz/ 

leaves /liːvz/ 
increases /ɪnˈkriːsɪz/ 
brushes /ˈbrʌʃɪz/ 
churches / tʃɜːtʃɪz/ 
changes /tʃeɪndʒɪz/ 
sabotages /ˈsæbətɑːʒɪz/ 
 

  

Vowels 

 
Front  Mid  Back   Diphthongs 

ɪ  ɜ:  ʊ   eə ɪə 

i:  ə  u:   əʊ aɪ  

e  ʌ  ɒ   aʊ eɪ  

æ     ɑ:   ʊə ɔɪ    

    ɔ:     

 
 
 
Consonants 
 

voiceless  t p k f θ ʃ tʃ s h 
       

 

 
Voiced  d b g v ð ʒ dʒ z  

 
 
 
l r j w m n ŋ   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

           plural:     /s/ 

 

 

 

plural: / ɪ z/ 

 

 

 

 

plural:     /z/ 

 

 

 

 

plural:     /z/ 

 

 

plural:     /z/ 



4 

/s/ /z/ 

before voiceless consonants  before voiced consonants  

/k/, /t/, /p/, /f/, /θ/ /g/, /d/, /b/, /v/, /m/ 
before /k/ before /g/ 

letter ‘k’ Glasgow 

ask transgress 

brisk  

mosque  

 

letters ‘sc’ letters ‘sc’ (silent ‘c’)  

describe descend  

prescribe rescind 

inscribe sceptic 

escalate discipline  

biscuit prescience 

rescue  

  

  

before /t/ before /d/ 

cost wisdom 

interest Tuesday/Wednesday/Thursday 

restrict   

rest  exception, /s/: 

install  jurisdiction (after /ə/) 

apostle (silent ‘t’) 

bristle (silent ‘t’) 

epistle (silent ‘t’) 

jostle (silent ‘t’) 

whistle (silent ‘t’) 

 

 

before /p/ before /b/ 

correspond dogsbody 

crisp Brisbane 

despite Frisbee 

despair husband 

respect lesbian 

inspire raspberry (silent ‘p’, consonant cluster) 

transparent 

 

before /f/ before /v/ 

atmosphere transverse 

blaspheme transvestite  

transfer      satisfy 
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/s/ /z/ 

before /θ/ before /m/ 

aesthetic abysmal plasma 

anaesthesia charisma Jasmine 

prosthesis dismal Tasmania 

asthma /ˈæsmə/(UK) [consonant cluster] asthma /ˈæzmə/(US)  

  

 

 

  

after voiced consonants  after voiced consonants  
after /b/  

absent  

absurd  

absolute  

obsess  

obsolete  

 

exception, /z/: 

absorb  

absolve 

observe → observant 

 

 

after /l/  

in the middle of a word 

Alsatian 

also 

balsam 

bolster 

Celsius 

compulsory 

emulsify 

solstice 

 

at the end of a word  

else  

convulse  

false  

pulse  

impulse 

repulse 
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/s/ /z/ 

after /n/  

in the middle of a word 

answer intrinsic 

censor insane 

counsel insight 

ensue insist 

ensemble insult 

enslave onslaught 

extrinsic ransom forensic 
  

at the end of a word  

condense  immense 

expense  license 

suspense  tense 

defense → defensible 

dispense → dispensable  

response → responsible 

sense → sensible, nonsensical 
 

exception, /z/: 

cleanse 

 

after prefix ‘tran-’ after prefix ‘tran-’ 

transceiver (followed by a silent ‘c’) transact 

transcend (followed by a silent ‘c’) transgenic (followed by /dʒ/) 

transcribe (followed by /k/) transgender  (followed by /dʒ/) 

transit transistor 

transept transient 

transfer (followed by /f/) transgress (followed by /g/) 

transfigure (followed by /f/) 

transfix (followed by /f/) 

transfusion (followed by /f/) 

transpire (followed by /p/) 

transplant (followed by /p/) 

transport (followed by /p/) 

transparent (followed by /p/) 
 

 ‘s’ between two voiced consonants 

translate (US,UK) translate (US, UK) 

transliterate (US) transliterate (UK) 

translucent (US) translucent (UK) 

transmigrate (US) transmigrate (UK)  

transmit (US) transmit (UK)  

transmute (US) transmute (UK)  

transverse (US) transverse (UK)   
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/s/ /z/ 

after vowels after vowels 
after /ə/ after /i:/ 

in the middle of a word in the middle of a word 

asleep amnesia 

jurisdiction diesel 

legislate geyser 

persist Indonesia /ˌɪndəˈniːziə/(or /ˌɪndəˈniːʒə/) 

persuade Jesus /ˌdʒiː.zəs/ 

persnickety measly, measles 

pursue reason 

pursuant season 

pursuit weasel 

philosophical anaesthesia 

 synaesthesia 

 magnesium 

 magnesia  

 

 Others: 

 feasible  visa /ˈviːzə/ 

   

 

at the end of a word at the end of a word  

alias circus Pisces /ˈpaɪsiːz/ 

apparatus crisis /ˈkraɪsɪs/ crises /ˈkraɪsiːz/ 

atlas focus 

bias fungus 

cactus genius 

Celsius radius 

census purpose  Christmas 

 

exception, /z/: 

berserk   /bəˈzɜːk/ 

  

 

 

 

after /ʌ/  

us thus 

bus muscle 

pus hustle 

plus         

exception, /z/:  muslin /ˈmʌzlɪn/  
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/s/ /z/ 

after / ɒ/ 

chaos  /ˈkeɪɒs/ 

cosmos /ˈkɒzmɒs/ (1st ‘s’ followed by /m/) 

curiosity /ˌkjʊəriˈɒsəti/ 

kudos /ˈkjuːdɒs/ 

pathos /ˈpeɪθɒs/ 

philosophy /fəˈlɒsəfi/ 

 

 

 

after /ɑ:/  

arson  

parson   

parsley  

sparse 

 

exception, /z/:  

vase (UK) 

 

 

 

after /ɜ:/ after /u:/ 

in the middle of a word in the middle of a word 

versus enthusiasm 

diversify muesli 

persevere museum 

 music 

 

at the end of a word 

verse curse 

adverse disburse 

averse reimburse 

converse disperse 

diverse hearse 

inverse immerse 

perverse nurse 

transverse purse 

traverse terse 

universe worse 

reverse → reversible 

 

exception, /z/: 

masseuse /mæˈsɜːz/ 
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/s/ /z/ 

‘se’ at the end of a word 
after /i:/ after /i:/ 

cease these 

crease Chinese 

decease  /dɪˈsiːs/ disease /dɪˈziːz/  

decrease ease 

increase appease 

lease please 

release tease 

grease expertise others: 

geese cheese faeces /ˈfiːsiːz/ 

 

after /ɔ:/, spelling ‘or’, ‘oar’, ‘our’ after /ɔ:/, spelling ‘au’ 

coarse  course cause pause  

hoarse  horse because 

endorse  remorse applause 

gorse  clause 

  

Others:  Others: 

corsair (n)  corset (n)  nausea (n) → ad nauseam  

dorsal (adj) torso (n)  plausible Santa Claus 
 

 

 after /ɔɪ/ 

 noise → noisy 

 poise 

 turquoise 
 

 

after /u:/ after /u:/ 

use (n)  use (v) → usable 

abstruse (adj)  ruse (**n) 

abuse (n)  abuse (v) 

excuse (n)  excuse (v) 

refuse (n)  refuse (v) 

loose (adj)  lose (v) 

goose (n)  choose (v) 

moose (n)  accuse (v) 

noose (n)  amuse (v) 

profuse (adj)  confuse (v) 

obtuse (adj)  defuse (v) 

recluse (n)  diffuse (v) 

  infuse (v) 

  bruise (v)(n)  cruise (v)(n) 
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/s/ /z/ 

after /aɪ/ after /aɪ/ 

(note the subtle change of /aɪ/) mainly verbs 

concise (adj) advertise enterprise (n) 

precise (adj) advise exercise (v)(n) 

paradise (n) agonise familiarise 

 baptise franchise 

 compromise harmonise 

 customise improvise  

 crystalise incise 

 devise revise 

 despise rise 

 guise (n) prise 

 disguise surprise (v)(n) 

 empathise wise (adj) 

 emphasise 

  -wise: (suffix) 

  crabwise, crosswise, clockwise 

  

Others: Others: 

isolate (v) /ˈaɪsəleɪt/ miser (n) /ˈmaɪzə(r)/ 

Pisces (n) /ˈpaɪsiːz/  visor (n) /ˈvaɪzə(r)/ 

crisis (n) /ˈkraɪsɪs/ 

 

 

after /aʊ/ after /aʊ/ 

dowse, douse (v) dowse, douse (v) 

grouse (n) (v) drowse (v) 

mouse (n) browse (v) 

house (n) house (v) 

spouse (n) spouse (**n) 

louse (n)(v) blouse (**n) 

 rouse (v) 

 arouse (v) 

 

 Others: 

 trousers thousand 
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/s/ /z/ 

after /əʊ/ after /əʊ/ 

close (adj) close (v) → closet  

dose (n) chose (v)   

verbose (adj) hose (n)(v)  

dextrose (n) rose (n)(v) nose (**n)  

glucose (n) arose (v) prose (**n) 

lactose (n) diagnose (v) 

morose (adj)  

 expose (v) → exposition/ˌekspəˈzɪʃn/ 

 pose (v) → positive/ˈpɒzətɪv/, position/pəˈzɪʃ(ə)n/ 

 depose (v) →deposit/dɪˈpɒzɪt/, deposition/ˌdepəˈzɪʃn/ 

 compose (v) → composition/ˌkɒmpəˈzɪʃn/ 

 dispose (v) → disposable, disposition/ˌdɪspəˈzɪʃn/ 

 impose (v) →imposition /ˌɪmpəˈzɪʃən/   

 juxtapose (v) →juxtaposition/ˌdʒʌkstəpəˈzɪʃn/ 

 propose (v) →proposition/ˌprɒpəˈzɪʃn/ 

 oppose (v) →opposition/ˌɒpəˈzɪʃən/ 

 suppose (v) → supposition/ˌsʌpəˈzɪʃn/ 

  

 Others: 

 agnosia (n) 

  

after /eɪ/ after /eɪ/ 

case (n) phase(v)(n) 

chase (**v) phrase (**n) 

erase (US)(**v) erase (UK) (v) 

vase (US) (n) vase (US) (**n)  

base (n)(v) →basic raise (v) 

 braise (v) 

 praise (v) 

 appraise (v) 

 liaise (v) 

 tase (v) 

  

Others: Others: 

basin (n) laser (n), nasal (adj)  
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/s/ /z/ 

suffixes suffixes 
‘ics’ /ɪks/ ‘ism’ /ɪz(ə)m/ ‘sium’ /zi(ə)m/ 

aerobics absenteeism gymnasium 

politics altruism magnesium 

basics antagonism symposium 

logistics aphorism  

dynamics autism 

 capitalism  

 communism  

 criticism  

 cubism  

 egoism 

 materialism 

 mechanism 

 

 

‘ous’ /əs/ ‘sy’ /zi/ 

ambitious busy 

ambiguous clumsy 

anxious drowsy 

atrocious flimsy 

callous jersey (silent ‘e’) 

conscious mosey (silent ‘e’) 

courteous nosy 

dubious palsy 

fallacious rosy 

generous woodsy 

gorgeous whimsy → whimsical 

tedious 

 exception, /s/: 

 antsy /ˈæntsi/ (after /t/) 

 

 

‘sive’ /sɪv/ ‘ible’ /əb(ə)l/ 

adhesive feasible (after /i:/) 

cohesive plausible (after /ɔː/ with the spelling ‘au’) 

corrosive divisible/dɪˈvɪzəb(ə)l/division/dɪˈvɪʒ(ə)n/ 

decisive 

incisive 

invasive 

persuasive 

repulsive 
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/s/ /z/ 

suffixes suffixes 
‘sis’ /sɪs/ ‘san’ /zæ n/ 

analysis artisan 

apotheosis partisan 

diagnosis courtesan 

emphasis 

hypothesis exception, /s/: 

hypnosis diocesan /daɪˈɒsɪsn/ 

nemesis 

stasis 
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/s/ /z/ 

after prefixes after non-prefixes 

‘de’ 
/di:/  /dɪ/ /de/ 

desalinate desert (v) desert (n) 

deselect deserve designate 

desegregate  design  

desensitise desire exception, /s/: 

 desist desolate 

   

‘re’ 
/ri:/ /rɪ/  /re/ 

resale resemble reservoir 

resell resent residue 

reset reserve resolute 

resit reside resonance 

resurface resign resurrect 

 resilience  

 resist  

 resolve  

 resound  

 resource 

 result 

 resume exception, /s/: 

  research (v) /rɪ’sɜː(r)tʃ/ 

  research (n) /ˈriːsɜːtʃ/ /rɪ’sɜː(r)tʃ/ 

  resurgent (adj) /rɪˈsɜːdʒənt/ 

  resuscitate (v) /rɪˈsʌsɪteɪt/ 

  

‘pre’ 
/pri:/ /prɪ/ /pre/ 

preseason (adj) present (v)  present (n)(adj) 

presuppose (v) preserve (v) 

preset (v) preside (v)   

presell (v) presume (v)   

presale (n)  →presumption,  

 presumptuous exception, /s/: 

   presage (v) /ˈpresɪdʒ/ 

 

‘dis’ 
/dɪs/ /dɪ/  

dissimilar disaster  

dissatisfied  disease  
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/s/ /z/ 

after prefixes after non-prefixes 

‘con’[after/n/]  ‘un’ [after /n/] 

conserve unsafe 

consensus unsatisfied 

consent unseen 

consider unsuitable 

consign unsigned 

console 

consist 

consume 

consult 

 

‘anti’ 
antiseptic 

antisocial 

 

‘be’ ‘sub’ 
beset subset 

beside subsist 

besiege substance 

besotted subsidise 

beseech subservant 

 

 

 ‘super’ 
supersede 

supersize 

superstar 

superstate 
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 /z/ 

 between 2 vowels: 

 (usually after a monophthong) 
 cuisine /kwɪˈziːn/ 

 misery /ˈmɪzəri/ 

 physiology /ˌfɪziˈɒlədʒi/ 

 physics /ˈfɪzɪks/ 

 peasant /ˈpeznt/ 

 pleasant /ˈpleznt/ 

 requisite /ˈrekwɪzɪt/ → requisition 

 euthanasia /ˌjuːθəˈneɪziə/ 

 chasm /ˈkæz(ə)m/ 

 spasm /ˈspæz(ə)m/ 

  

  

 

 

 between 2 consonants: 
 dogsbody 

 eavesdrop 

 groomsman 

 hogshead 

 menswear 

 translation 

 Louisiana 

 

 

 

 

 

compound nouns do not follow the above patterns: 
/s/ /z/ 

baseball cheesecake 

grandson hosepipe 

handsome hands-free 

milestone kinsfolk 

themselves salesperson 

tombstone 

 

 

 


