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#32) Articles 

Most ESL students find learning to use articles correctly very challenging. Although general rules govern 

article usage, there are many exceptions. This handout describes the general rules, beginning with 

Section I, which defines definite and indefinite articles. Section II explains how to make the correct article 

choice; the section attempts to follow the organization of the chart below, “Nouns and the Use of 

Articles.” The “Special Rules” section at the end covers many common exceptions.   

  

I. Types of Articles 

A and an are indefinite articles, which means that you use them with nouns that are not specific. The 

phrase a dog ÛÏÈÛɀÚɯÌÈÚàɯÛÖɯÛÙÈÐÕɯdoesn’t refer to a particular dog; it speaks to a class of dogs in general.  

The is a definite article, which means that you use it with nouns that are specific. The phrase the dog 

that Mary brought home from the shelter refers to a particular dog; Mary has probably already given the 

dog a collar and a name!   
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II. Types of Nouns 

To decide which article to use, or whether to use one at all, you first must examine the noun that the 

article would modify.  The two major categories of nouns are common and proper. A common noun 

denotes any or all of a class of entities not formally unique (ex: dog, ocean, hamburger). A proper noun 

denotes a formally unique individual, place, thing, etc., and is capitalized (ex: Gandhi, Paris, Mount 

Rushmore). 

A. Common Nouns: 

Common nouns are divided into two categories: countable and uncountable. 

1. Countable Nouns: 

This term means you could have more than one of this noun and that the noun could take a 

plural form. For example, you could have more than one dog, so it is a countable noun.  Other 

examples of countable nouns include: chair (chairs), pen (pens), book (books), car (cars), etc. 

Singular Countable NounsɭSpecific Reference (Article Option: the) 

When the noun describes something that is specific, unique, or previously identified, use the. 

Ex: Rob, do you still have the book I gave you? [The speaker is not asking about just any 

book, but specifically the one he gave to Rob.] 

Ex: It is our duty to protect the earth. [There is only one earth, which makes it unique, so 

the is needed.] 

Ex: Elaine bought a cat.  The cat is part Siamese. [The first time the cat is mentioned, it is 

not specific because the audience is not familiar with it.  After the cat has been identified, 

however, it becomes specific, and so the is used.] 

Singular Countable NounsɭNonspecific Reference (Article Options: a/an) 

For singular countable nouns, if the noun is nonspecific, use a or an.   

Ex: I need to get a job for this summer. [The writer does not specify which job she wants, 

so the noun is nonspecific.] 

Ex. An ant is able to lift ten times its body weight. [Here the writer speaks of ants in 

general, which is a kind of nonspecific usage, and so uses an.] 

Plural Countable NounsɭSpecific Reference (Article Option: the) 

When the noun describes things that are specific, unique, or previously identified, use the. 

Ex: Jim says the dogs behind Mary’s house bark too much.  [Jim is talking about specific 

dogs—the ones that live behind Mary’s house.] 
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Plural Countable NounsɭNonspecific Reference (Article Options: quantity words , no article ) 

If the noun is nonspecific, you can use either a quantity word (many, some, a few, a little, etc.) or no 

article when the noun is used as a generalization.   

Ex: Some dogs like to swim.  [This indicates that some but not all dogs like to swim.] 

Ex: People are strange.  [The writer is using people as a generalization and so is stating that 

in general all people are strange.] 

Ex: Bears don’t make good pets. [The writer refers to all bears, so no article is needed.] 

2. Uncountable Nouns: 

These nouns (also called mass or abstract nouns) cannot be counted and do not have a plural 

form. Some examples are air, love, knowledge, milk, homework, advice, information, etc. Although 

you could count, “One chair, two chairs,” you could not say, “One air, two airs. . . .” 

Uncountable NounsɭSpecific Reference (Article Option: the) 

When the noun describes something that is specific, unique, or previously identified, use the. 

Ex: John shared the information about the upcoming seminar with his colleagues. [John had 

specific information to dispense.]   

Uncountable NounsɭNonspecific Reference (Article Options: quantity w ords, no article ) 

If the noun is nonspecific, you can use either a quantity word (many, some, a few, a little, etc.) or no 

article if the noun is used as a generalization. 

 Ex: A little patience can go a long way. [A little modifies patience, which is used as generalization.] 

Ex: Knowledge is power. [This sentence refers to knowledge in general, so no article is needed.] 

B. Proper Nouns: 

Proper nouns are divided into two categories: singular and plural. Proper nouns take either the 

or no article. (See Section III for additional situations, rules, and clarification.)  

Singular Proper Nouns (Options: the, no article):  

Singular proper nouns typically take no article, though they sometimes require the use of the. 

  Ex: Barack Obama loves vacationing in Hawaii.   

  Ex: The Atlantic Ocean separates America from Europe and Africa.  

Plural Proper Nouns (Options: the, no article):  

Plural proper nouns usually use the, but not always. 

Ex: The Rocky Mountains are the longest mountain range in the United States. 

Ex: Some say that Americans live in a country full of natural beauty. 
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III. Special Rules 

Adjectives as Nouns 

When you use an adjective as a noun to refer to a group of people collectively, use the.   

 Ex: The rich and famous do not always have happy lives.  

 Ex: We need to take care of the elderly.  

Notable Exceptions to the Rules 

1. Rivers, Oceans, Seas, and Groups of Mountains and Islands: use the 

the Mississippi, the Pacific, the Black Sea, the Hawaiian Islands, the Rockies 

note exceptions: Lake Superior, Hawaii 

2. Cardinal Numbers (One, Two, Three): use no article 

World War II, page 1, chapter 3  

3. Ordinal Numbers (First, Second, Third): use the 

the Second World War, the first page, the third chapter 

4. Cities and Streets: use no article 

Saint Louis, Seventh Avenue 

5. Names of Countries / Singular Names: use no article    

Ex: France, Norway, England 

6. Names of Countries / Plural Names: use the    

Ex: The United States of America, The United Arab Emirates, The Philippines  

7. Titles of People 

With name: use no article      Ex: President Obama, Queen Elizabeth, Doctor Gray 

Without name: use the            Ex: the president, the queen, the doctor 

8. Schools 

Oklahoma State University, Tulsa University, Stanford University, Rogers High School 

note exceptions: The University of Arkansas, The University of Arizona 

9. Unique Objects 

the sun, the moon, the earth, the universe, the human race 

10. Diseases and Ailments 

a cold, a backache, the flu  

note exceptions: pneumonia, cancer, AIDS, HIV 

11. Expressions of Time 

in the morning, in the evening, all the time, most of the time, some of the time  

note exceptions: sometimes, in time, on time, at night 

12. Locations 

at the office, at the movie theater, at the mall, in the library  

note exceptions: at work, in bed, in school 



5 
created 4/09 

 

Works Consulted 

Grammar Troublespots: An Editing Guide for Students, 2nd Ed., by Ann Raimes 

Prentice Hall Workbook for ESL Writers, by Stacy Hagen and Bernice Ege-Zavala 

The Longman Handbook for Writers and Readers, 2nd Ed., by Chris Anson and Robert Schwegler 

 


