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Articles (A, An, & The) 
 
We use articles to help us describe how defined a noun is. Articles are broken down into two categories: 
indefinite (a, an) and definite (the).  
 
Before talking about articles, it’s important to understand nouns and the different ways nouns are 
classified. 
 
Countable nouns: Simply, these nouns are separate objects, people, ideas, etc. which we can count, 
such as: 
 
A cat → three cats 
A plan → two plans 
An owner → four owners 
 
Uncountable nouns: These are the names of materials, liquids, groups, or other things we do not usually 
see as separate objects, such as: 
 
Wool (but not “a wool”) 
Water (not “a water”) 
Weather (not “four weathers”) 
 
Plural nouns: Plural nouns account for more than one thing, such as shoes, cats, books, or stores. 
 
Singular nouns: Singular nouns account for only one thing, such as a shoe, a cat, a book, or a store. 
 
A, an, and the are all used with different kinds of nouns, as shown in the table below: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This table is meant to be a general indication of when we use each type of article. As with all things in 
English, there are exceptions.  
 

A/an, 
The 

The  

The N/A 

Countable Uncountable 

Singular 

Plural 
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Indefinite Articles 
 
A and an are indefinite articles; indefinite means that we use them when referring to non-specific nouns. 
For example, you might ask: 
 

May I borrow a pen? 
 
There isn’t a specific pen you want to borrow—any pen will do. Here are a few more examples: 
 

Do you think you will win an award? 
 

We need a mechanic. 
 
I want to read a new book. 

 
In each example above, nothing specific is being said or asked. There isn’t a specific award the speaker 
knows they will win, but they may win one of them. There isn’t one mechanic they want to call; they just 
know they need one. Lastly, the speaker only knows that they want to read a new book, but they 
haven’t picked a specific one out yet. 
 
The only difference between the indefinite articles are the types of nouns that come after them.  
 
An is used before nouns that start with a vowel (a, e, i, o, u). 
 
A is used before nouns that start with a consonant (all the other letters of the alphabet). 
 
One more note: A and an can mean one. “A cat” would be one cat, and “an ice cream cone” would 
mean one ice cream cone. 
 
Definite Article 
 
In English, there is only one definite article: the. We use this article when we want to refer to something 
specific. For example: 
 

I don’t want to go to the party. 
 
In this case, there is one specific party that you do not want to go to. The person you’re speaking to 
clearly knows which party it is, so you can use the definite article “the” in front of it. You could also say: 
 

I don’t want to go to a party. 
 
This would imply that you don’t want to go to any parties at all at this time. 
 
 
Some more examples comparing the articles are below: 

a) The neighbor’s dog ran away. (the dog belongs to someone specific) 
b) A neighbor’s dog ran away. (you don’t know which neighbor owns the dog) 
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a) I want the banana. (a specific banana that the listener knows about) 
b) I want a banana. (you are craving a banana) 

 
a) Did you give your sister the games we played? (not just any games, but the games you 

and the listener played together) 
b) Did you give your sister a game? (any game) 

 
In each of the (a) scenarios, there is something specific the speaker is referencing, and the person 
they’re speaking to knows what that specific thing is. In the (b) scenarios, the speaker is simply referring 
to these items or situations in general.  
 
You can always make a tutoring appointment if you would like to learn more about articles and how we 
use them! 


