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Nouns and ThingsNouns and Things

Here are some common nouns in English:Here are some common nouns in English:
water, air, earth, rice, sand, gold, paper, water, air, earth, rice, sand, gold, paper, 
money, time, advice, couragemoney, time, advice, courage
As you know, nouns are names of As you know, nouns are names of ‘‘thingsthings’’ ––
some we can touch, and some we cansome we can touch, and some we can’’t.  We t.  We 
can talk about all of them:can talk about all of them:

1.1. WaterWater is hard to find in a desert.is hard to find in a desert.
2.2. RiceRice grows well in a hot, humid climate.grows well in a hot, humid climate.
3.3. CourageCourage is an admirable quality.is an admirable quality.
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Mass NounsMass Nouns

But notice two things:But notice two things:
(i) All these nouns can be used (i) All these nouns can be used on their ownon their own in a in a 

sentence (just as in Chinese or Japanese).  sentence (just as in Chinese or Japanese).  
(ii) All these nouns refer to things that do not have (ii) All these nouns refer to things that do not have 

a a naturalnatural shape, size, or boundary, e.g. shape, size, or boundary, e.g. waterwater --
-- there can be a drop, a cupful, a there can be a drop, a cupful, a tankfultankful, or , or 
even an ocean of water, but iteven an ocean of water, but it’’s still the same s still the same 
substance, water.  Theresubstance, water.  There’’s no sense in talking s no sense in talking 
about about ‘‘one waterone water’’, , ‘‘two waterstwo waters’’ and so on.  The and so on.  The 
same goes for same goes for ‘‘airair’’, , ‘‘ricerice’’, , ‘‘paperpaper’’, etc.  That, etc.  That’’s s 
why we call them why we call them ‘‘mass nounsmass nouns’’..
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Measure wordsMeasure words

What happens if you want to refer to a What happens if you want to refer to a 
particular unit or quantity of water or rice or particular unit or quantity of water or rice or 
paper?  Youpaper?  You’’ll need a ll need a ‘‘measure wordmeasure word’’, for , for 
example:example:

1.1. A A dropdrop of waterof water cannot do much, but a millioncannot do much, but a million
dropsdrops of waterof water can.can.

2.2. ThereThere’’s not even a s not even a graingrain of riceof rice left in the left in the 
bowl.bowl.

3.3. How many How many piecespieces of paperof paper do you need?do you need?



(c) 2004 Tony T.N. Hung, Waseda University Digital Campus Consortium

Are all nouns like that?Are all nouns like that?

So far, it would seem that at least So far, it would seem that at least some some nouns nouns 
in English behave like nouns in Chinese (and in English behave like nouns in Chinese (and 
other languages).  If other languages).  If all all English nouns were like English nouns were like 
that, students would probably make fewer that, students would probably make fewer 
mistakes, because all nouns would then be mistakes, because all nouns would then be 
unchanging in unchanging in formform, as in the case of , as in the case of water:water:

1.1. I can see I can see waterwater everywhere.everywhere.
2.2. WaterWater is essential for life.is essential for life.
3.3. After exercising, I have to drink a lot of After exercising, I have to drink a lot of waterwater..
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What about these nouns?What about these nouns?

Consider the underlined nouns in the Consider the underlined nouns in the 
following sentences.  Is there something following sentences.  Is there something 
wrong with them?wrong with them?

1.1. I can see I can see soldiersoldier everywhere.everywhere.
2.2. TreeTree is essential for parks.is essential for parks.
3.3. After school, I have to read a lot of After school, I have to read a lot of 

bookbook..
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Count NounsCount Nouns vs. vs. Mass NounsMass Nouns

A major difficulty in using nouns in English is this: How A major difficulty in using nouns in English is this: How 
do we distinguish between nouns like do we distinguish between nouns like water, rice water, rice and and 
paperpaper, and nouns like , and nouns like soldier, treesoldier, tree and and book?book? ThereThere’’s s 
nothing like this in Chinese, where all nouns are like nothing like this in Chinese, where all nouns are like 
water, ricewater, rice and and paperpaper in the way they are used. in the way they are used. 
Nouns like Nouns like soldier, treesoldier, tree and and bookbook may pose a greater may pose a greater 
problem for our learners.  We call them problem for our learners.  We call them count nounscount nouns
(or (or ‘‘countable nounscountable nouns’’) ) ---- nouns like nouns like table, chair, house, table, chair, house, 
car, flower, man, woman, teacher, school, month, year, car, flower, man, woman, teacher, school, month, year, 
etc. The other group (etc. The other group (waterwater etc.) are called etc.) are called mass mass 
nounsnouns (or (or ‘‘uncountable nounsuncountable nouns’’).).
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Comparing the twoComparing the two
Compare the ways in which the nouns Compare the ways in which the nouns moneymoney and and flower flower are are 
used below.  Write down all the grammatical differences that used below.  Write down all the grammatical differences that 
you can find.  Which is a count noun and which a mass you can find.  Which is a count noun and which a mass 
noun?  [NB. * = ungrammatical]noun?  [NB. * = ungrammatical]

MoneyMoney FlowerFlower
1. Money grows on trees.1. Money grows on trees. *Flower grows on trees.*Flower grows on trees.
2. *Moneys grow on trees.2. *Moneys grow on trees. Flowers grow on trees.Flowers grow on trees.
3. *A money grows on trees.3. *A money grows on trees. A flower grows on trees.A flower grows on trees.
4. Much/a little money is good.4. Much/a little money is good. Many/a few flowers are good. Many/a few flowers are good. 
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Grammatical differencesGrammatical differences
Mass nounMass noun Count nounCount noun
-- Can be used on its ownCan be used on its own No (not in sing.)No (not in sing.)
-- No plural formNo plural form YesYes
-- No numerical determinerNo numerical determiner YesYes

((a, one, ten, a, one, ten, etc.)etc.)
-- Used with Used with much/much/a little a little many/a fewmany/a few
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How to tell them apartHow to tell them apart

Try asking yourself this question: Try asking yourself this question: ‘‘Does the noun refer to Does the noun refer to 
something that is something that is naturally naturally boundedbounded??’’ If so, it is more If so, it is more 
likely to be a likely to be a countcount nounnoun..
Take something like Take something like time.time. Time is openTime is open--ended and has ended and has 
no natural or inherent boundary.  The word no natural or inherent boundary.  The word timetime is thus is thus 
a mass noun: a mass noun: ‘‘TimeTime is preciousis precious’’, , ‘‘I donI don’’t have much t have much timetime’’, , 
etc.  etc.  
Now think of a Now think of a boundedbounded segment of time: e.g. a segment of time: e.g. a secondsecond, , 
minuteminute, , hourhour, , dayday, , weekweek, , monthmonth, , yearyear, , centurycentury, etc.  , etc.  
However long or short, each of them has an inherent However long or short, each of them has an inherent 
boundary, unlike boundary, unlike ‘‘timetime’’ itself.  Thus, they are itself.  Thus, they are count count 
nounsnouns: : ‘‘Do you have Do you have a minutea minute’’, , ‘‘many many daysdays laterlater’’, , ‘‘for for 
several several yearsyears’’, etc., etc.
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Count or mass?Count or mass?

Using the idea of Using the idea of ‘‘boundedbounded’’ vs. vs. 
‘‘unboundedunbounded’’, divide the nouns below into , divide the nouns below into 
countcount nouns and nouns and massmass nouns:nouns:
water, lake, pond, sand, dune, money, water, lake, pond, sand, dune, money, 
dollar, cent, literature, novel, poem, dollar, cent, literature, novel, poem, 
vegetation, flower, tree, furniture, chair, vegetation, flower, tree, furniture, chair, 
table.table.
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AnswersAnswers

MASS NOUNS (notice that these are all MASS NOUNS (notice that these are all 
‘‘unboundedunbounded’’ entities): entities): water, sand, money, water, sand, money, 
literature, vegetation, furniture.literature, vegetation, furniture.
COUNT NOUNS (notice that these are all COUNT NOUNS (notice that these are all 
‘‘boundedbounded’’ entities): entities): lake, pond, dune, lake, pond, dune, 
dollar, cent, novel, poem, flower, tree, dollar, cent, novel, poem, flower, tree, 
chair, table.chair, table.
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An explanationAn explanation

Take the case of Take the case of water water vs. vs. lake.  lake.  Both are Both are 
made up of exactly the same substance, made up of exactly the same substance, 
water.  water.  But whereas But whereas water water itself is not an itself is not an 
inherently bounded entity, inherently bounded entity, lake lake is is 
inherently bounded inherently bounded –– in fact, there would in fact, there would 
be no lake without a boundary.be no lake without a boundary.
Hence Hence lake lake is a count noun while is a count noun while water water is is 
a mass noun.a mass noun.
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Properties of count nounsProperties of count nouns

Count nouns have a Count nouns have a singular singular form (e.g. form (e.g. bookbook) ) 
and a and a plural plural form (form (booksbooks))
Mass nouns only have a singular form (Mass nouns only have a singular form (ricerice))
If you know that a certain noun is a count noun, If you know that a certain noun is a count noun, 
pluralplural number is usually a simple matter of number is usually a simple matter of 
adding a suffix adding a suffix ––ss to the noun:to the noun:
A book, one book A book, one book vs. vs. ten books, many ten books, many 

books, a lot of booksbooks, a lot of books
I like to read a bookI like to read a book vs. vs. I like to read booksI like to read books
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Irregular pluralsIrregular plurals

However, there are a limited number of However, there are a limited number of 
count nouns in English which have an count nouns in English which have an 
irregularirregular plural form, e.g.:plural form, e.g.:
man ~ men, child ~ children, man ~ men, child ~ children, 
thesis ~ theses, radius ~ radii, thesis ~ theses, radius ~ radii, etc.etc.
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SubjectSubject--verb agreementverb agreement

The singular/plural distinction is important also The singular/plural distinction is important also 
because the form of a because the form of a verb verb in thein the present present 
tense tense has to has to ‘‘agreeagree’’ with the with the subject subject in terms in terms 
of of number number (singular or plural), e.g.:(singular or plural), e.g.:
The studentThe student drivesdrives to school in a sports car.to school in a sports car.
The studentsThe students drivedrive to school in sports cars.to school in sports cars.
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A major complicationA major complication

The idea of subjectThe idea of subject--verb agreement is simple enough verb agreement is simple enough 
((‘‘the boy the boy playsplays’’ vs. vs. ‘‘the boys the boys playplay’’).).
However, thereHowever, there’’s one major complication.  What if the s one major complication.  What if the 
subject is not a single word but a subject is not a single word but a phrasephrase, e.g. , e.g. ‘‘one of one of 
the boysthe boys’’?  What should the verb agree with, ?  What should the verb agree with, ‘‘oneone’’ or or 
‘‘boysboys’’?  Should we say ?  Should we say ‘‘One of the boys One of the boys isis brilliantbrilliant’’ or or 
‘‘One of the boys One of the boys areare brilliantbrilliant’’?  ?  
What about the phrase What about the phrase ‘‘The boy who beat all his The boy who beat all his 
classmatesclassmates’’?  Should the verb agree with ?  Should the verb agree with ‘‘boyboy’’ or or 
‘‘classmatesclassmates’’, and should we say , and should we say ‘‘The boy who beat all The boy who beat all 
his classmates his classmates is/areis/are brilliantbrilliant’’??
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The Noun PhraseThe Noun Phrase

Most students tend to think of sentences as Most students tend to think of sentences as 
being made up of individual being made up of individual wordswords.  This, of .  This, of 
course, course, appears appears to be true some of the time.  to be true some of the time.  
For example, the subject of the sentence For example, the subject of the sentence ‘‘Girls Girls 
are naughtier than boysare naughtier than boys’’ is the word (noun) is the word (noun) 
‘‘girlsgirls’’.  .  
However, if you look at the larger picture, youHowever, if you look at the larger picture, you’’ll ll 
find that words often find that words often groupgroup themselves into themselves into 
phrasesphrases, and no matter how long these phrases , and no matter how long these phrases 
are, they behave like are, they behave like one single wordone single word!  !  
For example, letFor example, let’’s look at the underlined phrases s look at the underlined phrases 
in the following sentences:  in the following sentences:  
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Examples and a questionExamples and a question

a) a) The boyThe boy is a genius.is a genius.
b) b) The young boyThe young boy is a genius.is a genius.
c) c) The young boy from Hong KongThe young boy from Hong Kong is a genius.is a genius.
d) d) The young boy from Hong Kong who won the The young boy from Hong Kong who won the 

chess tournamentchess tournament is a genius.is a genius.

Question: What are the Question: What are the underlined phrasesunderlined phrases
basically about?  Which of these phrases can be basically about?  Which of these phrases can be 
replaced by the pronoun replaced by the pronoun ‘‘hehe’’??
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AnswerAnswer

Each of the underlined phrases in (aEach of the underlined phrases in (a--d) is about a certain d) is about a certain ‘‘boyboy’’ (and (and 
not about not about ‘‘Hong KongHong Kong’’ or a or a ‘‘chess tournamentchess tournament’’).  All the other words ).  All the other words 
in in the phrase only tell us something more about this the phrase only tell us something more about this ‘‘boyboy’’ –– e.g. e.g. 
‘‘youngyoung’’ (the (the boyboy is young), is young), ‘‘who won the chess tournamentwho won the chess tournament’’ (the (the 
boyboy won the chess tournament), and so on.  won the chess tournament), and so on.  
So, in a real sense, the noun So, in a real sense, the noun ‘‘boyboy’’ is the is the headhead of the whole phrase.  of the whole phrase.  
And since the head is a noun, the And since the head is a noun, the wholewhole phrasephrase behaves like a behaves like a 
nounnoun too, and therefore the whole phrase can be replaced by a too, and therefore the whole phrase can be replaced by a 
pronoun (like pronoun (like ‘‘hehe’’).  ).  
This kind of phrase is called a This kind of phrase is called a nounnoun phrasephrase.  All the underlined .  All the underlined 
groups of words in sentences (groups of words in sentences (aa--dd) are noun phrases, and the whole ) are noun phrases, and the whole 
noun phrase (not just the noun) is the noun phrase (not just the noun) is the subjectsubject of the sentence.of the sentence.
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Structure of the Noun PhraseStructure of the Noun Phrase

A noun phrase (obviously) has a A noun phrase (obviously) has a nounnoun as its as its 
headhead.  .  
In addition, it may have a In addition, it may have a determinerdeterminer (like (like ‘‘thethe’’
in in ‘‘the boythe boy’’) and one or more ) and one or more adjectivesadjectives (e.g. (e.g. 
‘‘youngyoung’’) ) beforebefore it.  it.  
It may also have other words It may also have other words afterafter it, such as a it, such as a 
preposition phrasepreposition phrase (e.g. (e.g. ‘‘from Hong Kongfrom Hong Kong’’) ) 
and a and a relative clauserelative clause (e.g. (e.g. ‘‘who won the chess who won the chess 
tournamenttournament’’).  ).  
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Schematic representationSchematic representation

HereHere’’s a representation of the structure of a s a representation of the structure of a 
noun phrase like noun phrase like ‘‘the young boy from Hong the young boy from Hong 
Kong who won the chess tournamentKong who won the chess tournament’’
[The]  [young]  [The]  [young]  boyboy [from Hong Kong] [from Hong Kong] 

|          |           |                 | |          |           |                 | 
DET    ADJ    DET    ADJ    HEAD HEAD PREP PHR    PREP PHR    
[who won the chess tournament]                      [who won the chess tournament]                      

||
REL CLAUSEREL CLAUSE
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SubjectSubject--verb Agreement (again)verb Agreement (again)

The subject of each of the following sentences is a The subject of each of the following sentences is a 
noun phrasenoun phrase [enclosed in brackets for easy [enclosed in brackets for easy 
identification].  In each noun phrase there are two or identification].  In each noun phrase there are two or 
more nouns (given in more nouns (given in boldbold print).  Underline the noun print).  Underline the noun 
which controls which controls agreement agreement with the verb.with the verb.

1.1. [The [The leader leader of the of the rebelsrebels] has surrendered.] has surrendered.
2.2. [The newly[The newly--elected elected spokesman spokesman for the for the workersworkers] ] 

seems very inexperienced.seems very inexperienced.
3.3. [The former [The former lovers lovers of the of the presidentpresident] have come ] have come 

forward one by one.forward one by one.
4.4. [The [The playersplayers who lost to the who lost to the newnew--comercomer] were ] were 

taken by surprise.   taken by surprise.   
5.5. [The [The disease disease which struck fear in which struck fear in millions millions of of peoplepeople] ] 

was SARS.was SARS.
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AnswersAnswers

The noun which controls agreement with the verb is underlined The noun which controls agreement with the verb is underlined 
for you:for you:

1.1. [The [The leaderleader of the rebels] has surrendered.of the rebels] has surrendered.
2.2. [The newly[The newly--elected elected spokesmanspokesman for the workers] for the workers] 

seems very inexperienced.seems very inexperienced.
3.3. [The former [The former loverslovers of the president] have come of the president] have come 

forward one by one.forward one by one.
4.4. [The [The playersplayers who lost to the newwho lost to the new--comer] were taken comer] were taken 

by surprise.   by surprise.   
5.5. [The [The diseasedisease which struck fear in millionswhich struck fear in millions of people] of people] 

was SARS.was SARS.



(c) 2004 Tony T.N. Hung, Waseda University Digital Campus Consortium

The problemThe problem

Notice (from the above examples) that it is the Notice (from the above examples) that it is the head head of a noun of a noun 
phrase which controls subjectphrase which controls subject--verb agreement, and not any other verb agreement, and not any other 
noun in the noun phrase.  This is reasonable, since the head is noun in the noun phrase.  This is reasonable, since the head is what what 
the whole noun phrase is all about.the whole noun phrase is all about.
To say that the verb agrees with the head of the noun phrase is To say that the verb agrees with the head of the noun phrase is 
easy, but it may not be that easy for learners to decide easy, but it may not be that easy for learners to decide which noun which noun 
is the headis the head!!
In Chinese, the head of a noun phrase is very easy to identify. In Chinese, the head of a noun phrase is very easy to identify. It It 
always occurs at the very always occurs at the very endend of the noun phrase.  So instead of of the noun phrase.  So instead of 
[the young [the young boyboy who won the chess tournament], we have who won the chess tournament], we have 
something like this:something like this:
[the won the chess tournament young [the won the chess tournament young boyboy] is a genius.] is a genius.
[[那個嬴了象棋比賽的男孩那個嬴了象棋比賽的男孩] ] 是位天才是位天才
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The case of EnglishThe case of English

But English grammar does But English grammar does notnot work like that.  work like that.  
The noun head in English need not be at the The noun head in English need not be at the 
end of the noun phrase,  and may be separated end of the noun phrase,  and may be separated 
from the verb by several other words from the verb by several other words ---- as in as in 
‘‘[the [the boyboy who won the chess tournament] is a who won the chess tournament] is a 
geniusgenius’’..
In identifying the noun head in an English noun In identifying the noun head in an English noun 
phrase, you should ask yourself, phrase, you should ask yourself, ‘‘what is the what is the 
whole phrase about?whole phrase about?’’ E.g., is it about a certain E.g., is it about a certain 
‘‘boyboy’’, or about , or about ‘‘chess tournamentchess tournament’’, or something , or something 
else?else?
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An exerciseAn exercise

Fill in the blank with the correct form of the verb, so Fill in the blank with the correct form of the verb, so 
that it agrees with the subject:that it agrees with the subject:

1.1. The schedule showing the jetfoil arrivals and The schedule showing the jetfoil arrivals and 
departures _______ (be) outdepartures _______ (be) out--ofof--date.date.

2.2. His book of old photographs _____ (be) missing.His book of old photographs _____ (be) missing.
3.3. The recent development of new public facilities The recent development of new public facilities 

____________ (have) led to an increase in tourism in ____________ (have) led to an increase in tourism in 
the area.the area.

4.4. The trees in the park __________ (need) trimming.The trees in the park __________ (need) trimming.
5.5. The floods which hit Hunan Province recently The floods which hit Hunan Province recently 

_________________ (have) caused untold damage._________________ (have) caused untold damage.
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6.6. The search for the terrorists  _____________ (go) on.The search for the terrorists  _____________ (go) on.
7.7. The new The new neighbourneighbour who moved in yesterday with 11 who moved in yesterday with 11 

dogs ______________ (seem) a little weird.dogs ______________ (seem) a little weird.
8.8. The Olympic athlete with the greatest number of gold The Olympic athlete with the greatest number of gold 

medals ____________  (be) Mark Spitz.medals ____________  (be) Mark Spitz.
9.9. A car with four doors  ____________________ (cost) A car with four doors  ____________________ (cost) 

a little more than one with two.a little more than one with two.
10.10. The mathematician whose Nobel Prize surprised many The mathematician whose Nobel Prize surprised many 

people _____________ (be) John Nash.people _____________ (be) John Nash.



(c) 2004 Tony T.N. Hung, Waseda University Digital Campus Consortium

AnswersAnswers
The noun phrase subjects are enclosed in brackets below, with thThe noun phrase subjects are enclosed in brackets below, with the head e head 

underlined (it controls the form of the verb):underlined (it controls the form of the verb):
1.1. (The (The scheduleschedule showing the jetfoil arrivals and departures) showing the jetfoil arrivals and departures) isis outout--ofof--date.date.
2.2. (His (His bookbook of old photographs) of old photographs) isis missing.missing.
3.3. (The recent (The recent developmentdevelopment of new public facilities) of new public facilities) hashas led to an increase led to an increase 

in tourism in the area.in tourism in the area.
4.4. (The (The treestrees in the park) in the park) needneed trimming.trimming.
5.5. (The (The floodsfloods which hit Hunan Province recently) which hit Hunan Province recently) havehave caused untold caused untold 

damage.damage.
6.6. (The (The searchsearch for the for the terrorists)terrorists) goesgoes on.on.
7.7. (The new (The new neighbourneighbour who moved in yesterday with 11 dogs) who moved in yesterday with 11 dogs) seemsseems a a 

little weird.little weird.
8.8. (The Olympic (The Olympic athleteathlete with the greatest number of gold medals) with the greatest number of gold medals) isis Mark Mark 

Spitz.Spitz.
9.9. (A(A carcar with four doors) with four doors) costscosts a little more than one with two.a little more than one with two.
10.10. (The (The mathematicianmathematician whose Nobel Prize surprised many people) whose Nobel Prize surprised many people) isis John John 

Nash.Nash.



(c) 2004 Tony T.N. Hung, Waseda University Digital Campus Consortium

English GrammarEnglish Grammar
Unit 1Unit 1--4:4:

NOUNS & NOUN PHRASES (4)NOUNS & NOUN PHRASES (4)

Prof. Tony T.N. HungProf. Tony T.N. Hung
Language CentreLanguage Centre

Hong Kong Baptist UniversityHong Kong Baptist University
tonyhung@hkbu.edu.hktonyhung@hkbu.edu.hk



(c) 2004 Tony T.N. Hung, Waseda University Digital Campus Consortium

The DeterminerThe Determiner

If you open an English dictionary, you will find entries If you open an English dictionary, you will find entries 
like the following for nouns like like the following for nouns like carcar and and policemanpoliceman::
Car: Car: n. n. motor vehicle with four wheels for carrying motor vehicle with four wheels for carrying 
passengerspassengers
Policeman:Policeman: n. n. male member of the police forcemale member of the police force
Notice that, in their Notice that, in their bare bare form (i.e. form (i.e. ‘‘carcar’’ or or ‘‘policemanpoliceman’’), ), 
these nouns refer only to a these nouns refer only to a typetype of object or person.  of object or person.  
‘‘CarCar’’ is a type of vehicle, and is a type of vehicle, and ‘‘policemanpoliceman’’ is a type of is a type of 
person.  They do not refer to any actual, individual car person.  They do not refer to any actual, individual car 
or policeman in this world. or policeman in this world. 
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Therefore, if you use these nouns in their bare Therefore, if you use these nouns in their bare 
form in an actual sentence, there is something form in an actual sentence, there is something 
odd about it:odd about it:

1.1. * I saw * I saw carcar in the garage yesterday.in the garage yesterday.
2.2. * The robber shot * The robber shot policemanpoliceman outside the bank.outside the bank.

Why is it odd?  Because, when you see Why is it odd?  Because, when you see 
something, you see an actual object and not a something, you see an actual object and not a 
type of object, and when you shoot somebody, type of object, and when you shoot somebody, 
you shoot an actual person, not a type of you shoot an actual person, not a type of 
person!person!
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What word would you use?What word would you use?

What sort of word would you put before the What sort of word would you put before the 
nouns in the following sentences to make nouns in the following sentences to make 
them sound right?  (Think of as many different them sound right?  (Think of as many different 
words as you can)words as you can)

1.1. I saw _____ car in ______ garage yesterday.I saw _____ car in ______ garage yesterday.
2.2. ______ robber shot ______ policeman outside ______ robber shot ______ policeman outside 

______ bank.______ bank.
3.3. ______ friend works in ______ restaurant.______ friend works in ______ restaurant.
4.4. ______ teacher gave ______ very boring ______ teacher gave ______ very boring 

lecture today.lecture today.
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AnswersAnswers

Here are just some possibilities:Here are just some possibilities:
I saw I saw a/the/hisa/the/his car in car in thethe/a/a garage garage 
yesterday.yesterday.
The/aThe/a robber shot robber shot the/athe/a policeman policeman 
outside outside the/athe/a bank.bank.
My/herMy/her friend works in friend works in a/thisa/this restaurant.restaurant.
The/ourThe/our teacher gave teacher gave a a very boring very boring 
lecture today.lecture today.
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What do determiners do?What do determiners do?

We find ourselves using words like these before We find ourselves using words like these before 
the nouns in the nouns in ‘‘I saw I saw a/the/this/that/her/your a/the/this/that/her/your car car 
in in thethe garage yesterdaygarage yesterday’’..
Each of these words Each of these words –– a, the, this, that, his, her, a, the, this, that, his, her, 
my, your, my, your, etc. etc. ---- ‘‘limitslimits’’ the noun the noun car car in some in some 
way, so that it refers to an individual car, and way, so that it refers to an individual car, and 
not just a type of object called not just a type of object called ‘‘carcar’’.  .  
Such words are known as Such words are known as determinersdeterminers.  Other .  Other 
words, like words, like each, every, some, one, two, each, every, some, one, two, etc., etc., 
which refer to quantity, also act as determiners.which refer to quantity, also act as determiners.
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An exerciseAn exercise

Underline all the determiners in the following passage:Underline all the determiners in the following passage:

‘‘Once upon a time, there was an old man in Northern China Once upon a time, there was an old man in Northern China 
called Yu Gong (called Yu Gong (‘‘Foolish Old ManFoolish Old Man’’).  In front of his house ).  In front of his house 
stood two tall mountains.  To go to the nearest town, Yu stood two tall mountains.  To go to the nearest town, Yu 
Gong had to go around these mountains, which took a Gong had to go around these mountains, which took a 
long time.  So one day he called his family together, and long time.  So one day he called his family together, and 
announced that they would start digging and removing announced that they would start digging and removing 
the mountains.  He said, the mountains.  He said, ‘‘When my sons and I are dead When my sons and I are dead 
and gone, their sons will carry on, and their sons and and gone, their sons will carry on, and their sons and 
their sonstheir sons…’…’
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AnswersAnswers

Once upon Once upon aa time, there was time, there was anan old man in old man in 
Northern China called Yu Gong (Northern China called Yu Gong (‘‘Foolish Old Foolish Old 
ManMan’’).  In front of ).  In front of hishis house stood house stood twotwo tall tall 
mountains.  To go to mountains.  To go to thethe nearest town, Yu nearest town, Yu 
Gong had to go around Gong had to go around thesethese mountains, which mountains, which 
took took aa long time.  So long time.  So oneone day he called day he called hishis
family together, and announced that they would family together, and announced that they would 
start digging and removing start digging and removing thethe mountains.  He mountains.  He 
said, said, ‘‘When When mymy sons and I are dead and gone, sons and I are dead and gone, 
theirtheir sons will carry on, and sons will carry on, and theirtheir sons and sons and 
theirtheir sonssons…’…’
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Determiners and Determiners and 
singular count nounssingular count nouns

WeWe’’ve seen that ve seen that count nounscount nouns have a singular and a have a singular and a 
plural form (e.g. plural form (e.g. house house and and houseshouses), while mass nouns ), while mass nouns 
only have a singular form (e.g. only have a singular form (e.g. goldgold).  Now here is ).  Now here is 
another grammatical difference between the two:another grammatical difference between the two:
A A singular count nounsingular count noun must must take a take a determinerdeterminer
Thus, it would not be grammatical to say *Thus, it would not be grammatical to say *‘‘This is houseThis is house’’.  .  
The singular count noun The singular count noun househouse must take a determiner, must take a determiner, 
such as such as ‘‘This is This is a/the/my/hisa/the/my/his househouse’’.  On the other hand, .  On the other hand, 
a singular mass noun, or a plural count noun, need not a singular mass noun, or a plural count noun, need not 
take a determiner (although they can): take a determiner (although they can): ‘‘This is goldThis is gold’’, , 
‘‘These are housesThese are houses’’, etc. are grammatical., etc. are grammatical.
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The ArticleThe Article

By far, the most common determiners in English By far, the most common determiners in English 
are the are the articlesarticles, namely , namely a (an) a (an) and and thethe.  Many .  Many 
mistakes are made by students who choose the mistakes are made by students who choose the 
wrong article, and part of the reason may be wrong article, and part of the reason may be 
that there are no real articles in their first that there are no real articles in their first 
language (e.g. Chinese).   language (e.g. Chinese).   
The article The article aa is known as the is known as the ‘‘indefiniteindefinite articlearticle’’, , 
and and the the as the as the ‘‘definitedefinite articlearticle’’.  It is not that .  It is not that 
simple to explain how they are used.  simple to explain how they are used.  
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Think about thisThink about this

Underline all the definite and indefinite articles in Underline all the definite and indefinite articles in 
the text below, and explain the choice of each of the text below, and explain the choice of each of 
these articles in this context.these articles in this context.

‘‘II’’ve bought a new car.  It is a Mazda sports car.  ve bought a new car.  It is a Mazda sports car.  
It has a slim body and a powerful engine.  The It has a slim body and a powerful engine.  The 
engine is turboengine is turbo--charged, and the car can charged, and the car can 
accelerate from 0 to 100 accelerate from 0 to 100 kphkph in 5 seconds.in 5 seconds.’’
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CommentComment

‘‘II’’ve bought ve bought aa new car.  It isnew car.  It is aa Mazda sports Mazda sports 
car.  It has car.  It has aa slim body but slim body but aa powerful engine.  powerful engine.  
TheThe engine is turboengine is turbo--charged, and charged, and thethe car can car can 
accelerate from 0 to 100 accelerate from 0 to 100 kphkph in 5 seconds.in 5 seconds.’’
What we could say after What we could say after analysinganalysing the above the above 
text is that (i) the indefinite article text is that (i) the indefinite article a (an)a (an) is is 
used when an object or person is mentioned used when an object or person is mentioned 
for the first time in the context; and (ii) the for the first time in the context; and (ii) the 
definite article definite article the the is used when an object or is used when an object or 
person has already been mentioned earlier in person has already been mentioned earlier in 
the context.the context.
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Another exampleAnother example

Underline all the definite and indefinite articles in Underline all the definite and indefinite articles in 
the following text.  Does the explanation you the following text.  Does the explanation you 
have given above explain the choice of articles have given above explain the choice of articles 
here?  If not, how can you explain these other here?  If not, how can you explain these other 
uses of the articles?uses of the articles?

‘‘II’’ve bought a new car.  The engine is turbove bought a new car.  The engine is turbo--
charged and super powerful.  The bumpers are charged and super powerful.  The bumpers are 
made of a special material which can stand the made of a special material which can stand the 
severest punishment.  The seats are made of severest punishment.  The seats are made of 
the best leather, and are electrically operated.the best leather, and are electrically operated.’’
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CommentComment
‘‘II’’ve bought ve bought aa new car.  new car.  TheThe engine is turboengine is turbo--charged and charged and 

super powerful.  super powerful.  The The bumpers are made of bumpers are made of aa special special 
material which can withstand material which can withstand thethe severest punishment.  severest punishment.  
TheThe seats are made of seats are made of thethe best leather, and are best leather, and are 
electricallyelectrically--operated.operated.’’
YouYou’’ll notice that, even when a noun has ll notice that, even when a noun has notnot been been 
mentioned before in the context, the definite article can mentioned before in the context, the definite article can 
still be used if it is associated with an object already still be used if it is associated with an object already 
mentioned.  E.g., when mentioned.  E.g., when ‘‘a new cara new car’’ has already been has already been 
introduced, its engine, bumpers, seats, etc. are now introduced, its engine, bumpers, seats, etc. are now 
‘‘definitedefinite’’, since we now know which engine, bumpers or , since we now know which engine, bumpers or 
seats are referred to.  seats are referred to.  
Another use of the definite article is to refer to Another use of the definite article is to refer to 
something of the something of the ‘‘highest degreehighest degree’’, e.g. , e.g. ‘‘thethe severest severest 
punishmentpunishment’’ and and ‘‘thethe best leatherbest leather’’, since there, since there’’s s 
(presumably) only one highest or best.(presumably) only one highest or best.
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Some more questionsSome more questions
ConsiderConsider the use of the definite article in the following examples.  the use of the definite article in the following examples.  
Why do you think Why do you think the the is used, even though the noun is mentioned is used, even though the noun is mentioned 
for the first time in this context?for the first time in this context?

1. Do you have 1. Do you have thethe key?key?
2. Where2. Where’’s s thethe switch?switch?
3. Turn on 3. Turn on thethe light.light.
4. Open 4. Open thethe door.door.
5. He went to 5. He went to thethe library.library.
6. Call 6. Call thethe police!police!
7. He complained to 7. He complained to thethe manager.manager.
8. She is at 8. She is at thethe airport.airport.
9. What9. What’’s s thethe time?time?
10. What10. What’’s s thethe problem?problem?
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CommentComment

In all these cases, the In all these cases, the contextcontext makes it clear what the noun is referring to.  makes it clear what the noun is referring to.  
In (1), when you say In (1), when you say ‘‘Do you have Do you have the keythe key??’’, you are likely to be standing in front of , you are likely to be standing in front of 
a door (to a meeting room, office, home, etc.), and it is obvioua door (to a meeting room, office, home, etc.), and it is obvious that you are s that you are 
referring to the key to that door; or a place may have been mentreferring to the key to that door; or a place may have been mentioned previously, ioned previously, 
e.g. someone may have said, e.g. someone may have said, ‘‘LetLet’’s go to the storerooms go to the storeroom’’, and when you say , and when you say ‘‘Do you Do you 
have the key?have the key?’’, it obviously refers to the key to the storeroom; and so on.  T, it obviously refers to the key to the storeroom; and so on.  The same he same 
goes for examples (2goes for examples (2--4).  4).  
In other examples (5, 7, 8), your location at the moment of speaIn other examples (5, 7, 8), your location at the moment of speaking makes it clear king makes it clear 
which library (the one on the campus where you are), which managwhich library (the one on the campus where you are), which manager (of the er (of the 
establishment where you are), which airport (of the city where yestablishment where you are), which airport (of the city where you are). ou are). 
In (6), there is only one police force in the place where you arIn (6), there is only one police force in the place where you are (just as there is only e (just as there is only 
one government).  In (10), you would say such a thing only if yoone government).  In (10), you would say such a thing only if youu’’re witnessing a re witnessing a 
problem before you, so it is clear which problem youproblem before you, so it is clear which problem you’’re referring to.  re referring to.  
In all these cases then, you use the definite article In all these cases then, you use the definite article thethe because the because the contextcontext at the at the 
time of speaking makes it perfectly clear what the noun refers ttime of speaking makes it perfectly clear what the noun refers to, even without any o, even without any 
previous mention.previous mention.
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When a definite article is neededWhen a definite article is needed

Compare the following pairs of sentences (a/b), where an indefinCompare the following pairs of sentences (a/b), where an indefinite ite 
article is used in the first and a definite article in the seconarticle is used in the first and a definite article in the second.  Can d.  Can 
you explain why the definite article is needed in the (b) sentenyou explain why the definite article is needed in the (b) sentences ces 
but not in (a)?but not in (a)?

1a) This is 1a) This is anan interesting book.interesting book.
1b) This is 1b) This is thethe most interesting book I have ever read.most interesting book I have ever read.
2a) I bought 2a) I bought aa book on astrology.book on astrology.
2b) I bought 2b) I bought thethe only book on astrology in the bookstore.only book on astrology in the bookstore.
3a) I had 3a) I had aa girlfriend in school.girlfriend in school.
3b) She was 3b) She was thethe first girlfriend I ever had.first girlfriend I ever had.
4a) He found 4a) He found aa key in his pocket.key in his pocket.
4b) He found 4b) He found thethe key to the safe in his pocket.key to the safe in his pocket.
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CommentComment
In all the (a) sentences, weIn all the (a) sentences, we’’re referring to a noun re referring to a noun 
whose identity is not yet established, and so it is whose identity is not yet established, and so it is 
‘‘indefiniteindefinite’’.  In (b), enough information is provided .  In (b), enough information is provided 
in the rest of the sentencein the rest of the sentence to make the identity of to make the identity of 
the referent (the thing referred to) unique or the referent (the thing referred to) unique or 
unmistakable.  E.g., there is only one possible unmistakable.  E.g., there is only one possible 
book referred to by (1b) book referred to by (1b) ‘…‘… most interesting book most interesting book 
I have readI have read’’, or (2b) , or (2b) ‘…‘… only book on astrology in only book on astrology in 
the bookstorethe bookstore’’; and likewise only one possible ; and likewise only one possible 
referent for (3b) referent for (3b) ‘…‘… first girlfriend I ever hadfirst girlfriend I ever had’’ and and 
(4b) (4b) ‘…‘… key to the safe in his pocketkey to the safe in his pocket’’.  Therefore, .  Therefore, 
the use of the use of the the is called for.is called for.
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Definite article vs. no articleDefinite article vs. no article

In the following pairs of sentences (a/b), the same noun is usedIn the following pairs of sentences (a/b), the same noun is used with or with or 
without a definite article.  Is there a difference in without a definite article.  Is there a difference in meaning meaning between the between the 
two sentences?  If so, explain the difference.two sentences?  If so, explain the difference.

1a) He loves children1a) He loves children
1b) He loves 1b) He loves thethe childrenchildren
2a) Where can I buy DVDs?2a) Where can I buy DVDs?
2b) Where can I buy 2b) Where can I buy thethe DVDs?DVDs?
3a) He kept stray dogs as pets.3a) He kept stray dogs as pets.
3b) He kept 3b) He kept thethe stray dogs as pets.stray dogs as pets.
4a) They imported rice from Thailand.4a) They imported rice from Thailand.
4b) They imported 4b) They imported thethe rice from Thailand.rice from Thailand.
5a) He found money under his bed.5a) He found money under his bed.
5b) He found 5b) He found thethe money under his bed.money under his bed.
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CommentComment

The (a) sentences refer to things The (a) sentences refer to things in generalin general (e.g. (e.g. 
children or stray dogs in general), whereas the children or stray dogs in general), whereas the 
(b) sentences, with the definite article (b) sentences, with the definite article thethe, refer , refer 
to to specificspecific things which are understood in the things which are understood in the 
present context.  E.g. in (1b), he loves certain present context.  E.g. in (1b), he loves certain 
specific children (understood in context as (e.g.) specific children (understood in context as (e.g.) 
his own children, or the children in a certain his own children, or the children in a certain 
refugee camp, etc.), and not children in general.  refugee camp, etc.), and not children in general.  
The same applies to all the other examples. The same applies to all the other examples. 
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Correcting errorsCorrecting errors

The following sentences were written by students.  Identify and The following sentences were written by students.  Identify and 
correct any errors that you may find in their use of articles.correct any errors that you may find in their use of articles.

1.1. The majority of respondents agreed. The majority of respondents agreed. 
2.2. Most of plants were giant plants.Most of plants were giant plants.
3.3. All of them agreed that ability to communicate was important.All of them agreed that ability to communicate was important.
4.4. The vitamin can inhibit development of cancer.The vitamin can inhibit development of cancer.
5.5. It contains large amount of carotene.It contains large amount of carotene.
6.6. It is used by human body.It is used by human body.
7.7. We should save the energy as much as possible.We should save the energy as much as possible.
8.8. The layer of the mud became hard rock.The layer of the mud became hard rock.
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AnswersAnswers

The missing articles are highlighted below. Where an existing The missing articles are highlighted below. Where an existing 
article is redundant, it is enclosed in square brackets [ ].article is redundant, it is enclosed in square brackets [ ].

1.1. The majority of The majority of thethe respondents agreed.   respondents agreed.   
2.2. Most of Most of thethe plants were giant plants.plants were giant plants.
3.3. All of them agreed that All of them agreed that thethe ability to communicate was important.ability to communicate was important.
4.4. The vitamin can inhibit The vitamin can inhibit thethe development of cancer.development of cancer.
5.5. It contains It contains aa large amount of carotene.large amount of carotene.
6.6. It is used by It is used by thethe human body.human body.
7.7. We should save We should save [[thethe]] energy as much as possible.energy as much as possible.
8.8. The layer of The layer of [[thethe]] mud became hard rock.mud became hard rock.
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RecapitulationRecapitulation

To recapitulate, in this unit weTo recapitulate, in this unit we’’ve seen that a ve seen that a 
noun phrase noun phrase (however long) behaves just like (however long) behaves just like 
a single a single nounnoun.  Thus, in the sentence:.  Thus, in the sentence:
‘‘[The powerful [The powerful typhoontyphoon which swept past Hong which swept past Hong 
Kong last week] did not cause too much Kong last week] did not cause too much 
damagedamage’’,,
the whole bracketed phrase [the whole bracketed phrase [the powerful the powerful 
typhoontyphoon which swept past Hong Kong last which swept past Hong Kong last 
week]week] is a noun phrase, and it can be replaced is a noun phrase, and it can be replaced 
by a pronoun by a pronoun ‘‘itit’’, just like any other noun.  , just like any other noun.  
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Structure of the noun phrase Structure of the noun phrase 
(recapitulation)(recapitulation)

First, a First, a noun phrasenoun phrase must have a must have a nounnoun (e.g. (e.g. ‘‘typhoontyphoon’’) ) 
as its as its ‘‘headhead’’.  The noun head is what the whole noun .  The noun head is what the whole noun 
phrase is all about, and it controls phrase is all about, and it controls agreementagreement with the with the 
verb.verb.
Other constituents of a noun phrase:Other constituents of a noun phrase:

a) BEFORE THE NOUN:a) BEFORE THE NOUN:
A A determinerdeterminer (obligatory for singular count nouns) (obligatory for singular count nouns) –– e.g. e.g. 
‘‘thethe typhoontyphoon’’
One or more One or more adjectivesadjectives –– e.g. e.g. ‘‘the the powerful, swiftpowerful, swift
typhoontyphoon’’

b) AFTER THE NOUN:b) AFTER THE NOUN:
A A preposition phrasepreposition phrase –– e.g. e.g. ‘‘the powerful the powerful typhoontyphoon
from the southfrom the south’’
A A relative clauserelative clause –– e.g. e.g. ‘‘the powerful the powerful typhoontyphoon which which 
swept past Hong Kong last weekswept past Hong Kong last week’’



(c) 2004 Tony T.N. Hung, Waseda University Digital Campus Consortium

ExerciseExercise

In each sentence, fill in the blank with the appropriate form ofIn each sentence, fill in the blank with the appropriate form of the verb in brackets, the verb in brackets, 
making sure that it agrees with the head of the noun phrase:making sure that it agrees with the head of the noun phrase:

1.1. The first anniversary of the Sept. 11 terrorist attacks ________The first anniversary of the Sept. 11 terrorist attacks ___________ (be) ___ (be) 
commemorated all over the world.commemorated all over the world.

2.2. The families of the victims _____________ (be) invited to attendThe families of the victims _____________ (be) invited to attend memorial memorial 
services in New York, Washington and Pennsylvania.services in New York, Washington and Pennsylvania.

3.3. The names of all those who died in the World Trade Centre ______The names of all those who died in the World Trade Centre ____________ (be) ______ (be) 
read out by the former mayor of New York, Rudy Giuliani, and othread out by the former mayor of New York, Rudy Giuliani, and others.ers.

4.4. Documentaries on the attacks and their aftermath _____________ (Documentaries on the attacks and their aftermath _____________ (be) shown on be) shown on 
TV in Hong Kong.TV in Hong Kong.

5.5. The documentary which caught the attention of most viewers  ____The documentary which caught the attention of most viewers  ____________ (be) ________ (be) 
about a young fireman on his first job in New York.about a young fireman on his first job in New York.

6.6. The cameramen who shot this documentary ______________ (be) two The cameramen who shot this documentary ______________ (be) two French French 
brothers.brothers.

7.7. The film which they shot inside the World Trade Centre during thThe film which they shot inside the World Trade Centre during the attack e attack 
__________ (be) the only one of its kind.__________ (be) the only one of its kind.
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AnswersAnswers

1.1. [[The first The first anniversaryanniversary of the Sept. 11 terrorist attacks] of the Sept. 11 terrorist attacks] waswas
commemorated all over the world.commemorated all over the world.

2.2. [The [The familiesfamilies of the victims] of the victims] werewere invited to attend memorial services in invited to attend memorial services in 
New York, Washington and Pennsylvania.New York, Washington and Pennsylvania.

3.3. [The [The namesnames of all those who died in the World Trade Centre] of all those who died in the World Trade Centre] are/wereare/were
read out by the former mayor of New York, Rudy Giuliani, and othread out by the former mayor of New York, Rudy Giuliani, and others.ers.

4.4. [[DocumentariesDocumentaries on the attacks and their aftermath] on the attacks and their aftermath] werewere shown on TV shown on TV 
in Hong Kong.in Hong Kong.

5.5. [The [The documentarydocumentary which caught the attention of most viewers]  which caught the attention of most viewers]  waswas
about a young fireman on his first job in New York.about a young fireman on his first job in New York.

6.6. [The [The cameramencameramen who shot this documentary] who shot this documentary] werewere two French brothers.two French brothers.
7.7. [The [The filmfilm which they shot inside the World Trade Centre during the which they shot inside the World Trade Centre during the 

attack] attack] waswas the only one of its kind.the only one of its kind.


