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Lesson 28
1
28 How to use a, an, the

LESSON 28

(
How to use a, an, the
In this lesson, we will be looking at the difference between indefinite articles (a and an) and the definite article (the).

	GENERAL
	PARTICULAR

	
	Indefinite
	Definite


[C]: pl.
Buttons are usually small.
(Some buttons are big.)
The buttons are green.

[C]: sing.
------
I’ve lost a button.
The button is red.

[U]
Water is essential.
(There’s some water in it.)
The water in the cup is hot.

Article or no article?

1.1
Put an article before a singular countable noun.

(()
I saw a car. The car is red.

(()
I saw car. Car is red.

1.2
But there are a number of 
exceptions:

(a)
John’s coat
(()
The John’s coat
 (()

(b)
I come home by car.

We have lunch at 1:00 p.m.
In question number 5, “A” is the correct response.
BUT
My name begins with 
an “L”.
(c)
heart disease 

cancer

polio

influenza

BUT
the flu


the measles


the mumps

(d)
Pete was made captain of the team.

They appointed White (to be) manager.

(e)
Man is physically stronger than woman.
Mother said that she would come back at 3:00 p.m. 

Elizabeth II, Queen of England.

BUT
The Queen Mary 
(name of a ship)

Table 28.1 A/an, the and zero article used in certain phrases

	A/an or zero article?


	The or zero article?

	in a hurry
have a headache 
(a cough / a fever)
have a cold
at a fixed price, 
at a discount
with a view to 
It’s a pity.

as a rule

all of a sudden

What a lovely dress!
	in haste
have toothache
catch cold
at half price
in order to
---

---

---

---


	go to the office,

go to the cinema
have the pleasure of
in the house
in the dark
in the morning,

during the day,

in the middle of the night
in the beginning, 

in the end

at the moment
in the event of

in the hope of
	go to town
have much pleasure in

at home, leave home

in darkness
at dawn, 

by day, 

at midnight
at first, 

at last, at length

at present
in case of

in hopes of



 XE "the or zero article?" 
A/an or zero article?

 XE "a/an or zero article?" 
2.1
Some nouns can be either countable or uncountable, depending on the context. 

Einstein developed a theory regarding space and time.

We had a great time at the beach last week.

The waiter brought me _____ glass of water.

Look out! I broke a bottle and there’s _____ glass on the floor!
Some uncountable nouns can appear with a or an if the meaning is “a kind of”.
The pilot ran out of fuel and had to land in a field.

Gasoline is a fuel made from petroleum.

Red Mountain is _____ inexpensive wine.

_____ wine is an alcoholic beverage.

2.2
Article, or the lack of it, can affect the meaning of a sentence. 

She can’t stay here very long because she has little time.

I’ll talk to you later when I have a little extra time.

I’m sorry, I have few ideas.

He knows the subject because he has taken a few classes in it.

EXERCISE — Choose the correct answer—A or B.
1. Although this question is easy, (A. few / B. a few) students can answer it. 

2. Although this question is difficult, (A. few / B. a few) students can answer it. 

3. (A. Little / B. A little) care would have prevented the accident.
The or zero article?

 XE "the or zero article?" 
3.1(a)
If something specific is being described, use the.

I saw a cat. The cat had a long tail.

I like flowers. (general)

The flowers in the vase are beautiful. (specific)

Water is changed into steam by heat and into ice by cold. 

The water in the glass has turned into ice. 
I like to teach girls rather than boys. 

I like to teach the girls of Indiana University. 
EXERCISE —Put the definite article before the nouns in these sentences where it is necessary:
1.  ___ Industry is the basis of our economy.

___ Industry of Sheffield is steel-making.

2.  She likes ___ modern literature.

She does not like ___ literature of the XVIII century.

3.  ___ Ignorance is bliss.

___ Ignorance of these people is astounding.

4.  ___ Beauty is only skin-deep.

We were admiring ___ beauty of the night.

5.  ___ Games are good for health.

He went to Helsinki for ___ Olympic Games.

6.  ___ Cats I breed are all Siamese.

___ Cats are intelligent animals.

7.  ___ Sewing-machines have an intricate mechanism.

___ Sewing-machines you lent me is broken.

8.  ___ Grass grows everywhere, but ___ grass in the valley is the best.

3.1(b)
However, use the when generalizing about:
(i) an entire class of musical instruments.
He was a student of the trumpet.

She plays the piano.

(Cf.
She plays basketball every day.)
(ii) an entire class of animals.
Humans have lived with the dog for thousands of years.

The cat was domesticated centuries ago.

The largest land animal is the elephant.

(Elephants are the largest land animals.)

(iii) an invention.

The computer has changed the world.

Edison invented the phonograph.

3.2
Article, or the lack of it, can affect the meaning of a sentence. 

(a)
A boy goes to school (to study), but a policeman goes to the school (to arrest a teacher)! 

The family go to church (to pray), but a thief goes to the church (to steal the cross). 

When referring to the usual function of the place, we do not use articles.

go to school

go to bed

go to college

go to class

go to church

go to jail/prison

(b)
I’ll travel to Rome next year.

Last year I worked in a bakery.

I came here in 1981, and the next year I went home.

The last year that it snowed was three years ago.

(c)
He sits in front of me in class. (before me)

He sits in the front of the class.

(in the front rows of the class)
(d)
I know him well. His honesty is out of question. (beyond/without question)
We can’t go out in this weather; it’s out of the question. (impossible)
 XE "place names" 

 XE "the or zero article?" 
Table 28.2
Place names

	
	(a)
I live on Ninth Street.
Peace Avenue

Nathan Road

Tin Lok Lane

Sunset Boulevard

	If the name of a street/place is used as an adjective, articles are needed.
The Broadway play that we saw was excellent.

A Madison Avenue lawyer can charge 300 dollars an hour.
The Hong Kong team will arrive on Tuesday.

	Broadway is a famous street in New York City.
I live in Hong Kong.

	(b)
place that has a plural sense:
the United States, 
the Himalayas, 
the Philippines

	

	(c)
countries that contain the words united, union, kingdom, or republic:
	

	The United Arab Emirates is a country in the Middle East.

The Republic of South Africa occupies over 471,000 square miles.

	

	(d)
the Pearl River
the Indian Ocean 

the Red Sea
the Gobi Desert
the Persian Gulf
the Suez Canal
	Lake Baikal

Red Mountain

Lantau Island

Sycamore Canyon

Cape Rushe

	the Regent Hotel
the Bates Motel
the Ocean Theatre
the Golden Gate

the Social Science Building
the San Diego Zoo
the Botanical Gardens
the Space Museum
the Institute for Advanced Study

the Ford Motor Company
the Star Ferry

	Ocean Park
Shea Stadium

Sunshine Mall

Johnson Hall 
St. Joseph’s Hospital

	(e)
universities or colleges that contain the word of:
Dai studied medicine at the University of Hong Kong, and obtained his BA in English from the University of London.

	London University is world famous.


EXERCISE — Write an article in each space. If no article is needed, write ø in the space.
1. I’m working nights to make _____ little extra money.

2. Because he did poorly on the first exam, Vince began to study more. However, he did _____ little better on the second exam.

3. Canadians, like Americans, speak _____ English.

4. Manila is a city in _____ Philippines.

5. _____ camera was invented in the 1800s.

6. _____ Lebanese speak Arabic.

7. I spilled _____ tomato juice on my new shirt.

8. _____ Lake Mono has very salty water.

9. _____ Mount Fuji, an extinct volcano, is the highest mountain in Japan.

10. For centuries, _____ chicken has been raised for its meat and eggs.

11. I was born in _____ Mount Sinai Hospital.

12. _____ Valley Art is the oldest theatre in my hometown.

13. Countries on _____ equator are often hot and uncomfortable.

14. _____ South Mountain Park is the largest city park in the world.

15. _____ English language uses words from many other languages.

16. On December 24, it rained. _____ next day it snowed.

17. First, hypothesize. _____ second, test. Finally, evaluate.

18. _____ most Americans do not like to eat snails.

19. Many of _____ songs that Brian wrote were very good.

20. We really enjoyed _____ time we spent on Alamo Lake.

A, an or the?
4.1
Use an before a vowel.

There are twenty vowels in English.
((

(




((
(



(

((

(





(



(

((






(
((





((
Look up the word hour (in your dictionary. It starts with the vowel ( so it takes an instead of a.

an egg
an heir

an honest man
an honour

an hour

In contrast, uniform ((( does not start with a vowel, but with a consonant  so it takes a.
a European

a uniform

a university

a used car
The 24 consonants in English are:

























(
(



(
(




(



If you cannot read the phonetic symbols, please download the IPA Fonts from http://www.phon.ucl.ac.uk/home/wells/fonts.htm . It is very easy!

4.2
Do not use THE with there is, there are, etc.
(() There’s the screwdriver here!

(() There’s a screwdriver here.
There is a pen on the table.
There were planes in the sky.
EXERCISE —Matching: uses of a/an.
(a) mentioned for the first time

(b) meaning one or any one

(c) a numerical expression

(d) job

(e) per/every

(f) certain

( b )  
Please give me a ruler.
(  )  
She bought a dozen eggs.

(  )  
An apple a day keeps the 
doctor away.
(  )  
There is a Mr. Lee waiting 
outside.
(  )  
My father is a teacher.
(  )  
We met an old man.

 XE "a, an, the" 

 XE "the" 
Table 28.3 THE is required in the following situations:

	(a)
the sun 
the sea

the sky
the mountains

the equator
the country

the North Pole
the Big Apple
the east
the 1700s

the Renaissance
the Stone Age

the Cretaceous Period
(b)
the army

the theatre
the navy

the press
the air force 

the radio

the marines

the middle class
the military

the fire department


We reported the theft to the police.
The rich should help the poor. 


The deaf sometimes use hearing dogs.

The French produce excellent wine.

The Chinese invented paper and gunpowder.

(c)
He is the tallest boy in our class. 

The higher we climb, the colder it is. 
Of the two classes I took, I thought Professor Dai’s was the better.
This is the second rainstorm we have had this year.
The next time I have to take a test, I will study for it.

The last page of the book was gone.
Kathy and I got the same grade.

He was the only person able to do it.
(d)
John the Baptist was put in prison by Herod.

Henry the Fourth

Peter the Great

(e)
Sid Smith hit Johnny Johnson in the eye.

The soldier was struck in the arm by a bullet.

The politician kissed 100 babies on the forehead.



EXERCISE 1 — Write an article in each space. If no article is needed, write ø in the space.
1. Borneo is _____ third largest island in the world.

2. Don’t drop that class; talk to the professor _____ first.

3. I introduced Al and Penny, and they got married _____ next day.

4. It rained on July 1st, and _____ next day it snowed.

5. Ladies and gentlemen, please welcome _____ next singer: Ranger Joe!

6. Sharon wasn’t at home when I went over last Thursday, so I went back _____ next day.

7. _____ easier a test is, the happier I am.

8. _____ first class I have in the morning is algebra.
9. _____ more I eat Thai food, the more I like it.

10. I watched _____ exciting TV programme last night.

11. _____ policeman directing traffic over there is going to retire next year.

12. _____ more expensive of my two cars is in the shop.

13. Wait; put the potatoes in _____ last.

14. We all hope to see you again ______ next year.

15. What did you do over summer vacation _____ last year?

16. What was _____ last movie you saw?

17. Who won _____ First Prize?

18. Why don’t you come by _____ next weekend?

19. Which is _____ better of the two dishes?

20. _____ snakes are hated and feared.

EXERCISE 2 — Write a, or an in the space provided. If no article is needed, write ø in the space.
1. There is ______ interesting movie playing at the Valley Art Theater.

2. She lives in a place where there are ______ long cold winters.

3. The Air Bus is made by ______ European company.

4. What ______ honour it is to meet you!

5. I saw ______ horrible accident on the highway last week.

6. The police often call ______ unknown man “John Doe”.

7. ______ whales breathe air.

8. Everything went wrong; we had ______ terrible time.

9. ______ time and space are related.

10. Wait a minute; I’ve got ______ idea!

11. Do you have ______ driver’s licence?

12. The State Press is ______ university newspaper.

13. Some people say that ______ money is the source of all evil.

14. The hungry are asking for ______ bread.

15. Is ______ grapefruit juice a popular drink in your country?

16. ______ pig is an intelligent animal.

17. I don’t really like ______ pork.

18. India ink is ______ special kind of ink.

19. My pen is out of ______ ink.

20. There are ______ penguins in Antarctica but not at the North Pole.

EXERCISE 3 — Write an article in each space. If no article is needed, write ø in the space.
1. _____ oxygen has eight protons.

2. I read _____ book on geology last week.

3. _____ members of that band are very talented.

4. A birthday cake usually has _____ candles on it.

5. Many of _____ airliners in the world are made in Washington State.

6. Most _____ dogs hate cats.

7. All of _____ fish in that river died.

8. I picked up the sugar bowl, and some of _____ sugar fell on the floor.

9. Some _____ movies are good, and others aren’t.

10. Is this _____ road to Santa Fe?

11. _____ pound of butter costs over two dollars in that store.

12. _____ area of a circle can be determined by the formula A = πr2.

13. I usually have _____ glass of orange juice for breakfast.

14. There’s _____ eucalyptus tree in my front yard.

15. _____ hydrogen is an explosive gas.

16. The Hayden Mill produces flour. _____ flour is sold locally.

17. I took some plums from the refrigerator. _____ plums were sweet and cold.

18. You can get that magazine for only fifty cents _____ issue.

19. I have an acoustic guitar. _____ strings are metal.

20. Indonesia begins with _____ “I”.

Answers
EXERCISE

1. a

2. ø

3. ø

4. the

5. The

6. The

7. ø

8. ø

9. ø

10. the

11. ø

12. The

13. the

14. ø

15. The

16. The

17. ø

18. ø

19. the

20. the

Answers 

EXERCISE 1

1. the

2. ø

3. the

4. the

5. the

6. the

7. The

8. The

9. The

10. an

11. The

12. The

13. ø

14. ø

15. ø

16. the

17. ø

18. ø

19. the
20. ø
EXERCISE 2 
1. an

2. ø

3. a

4. an

5. a

6. an

7. ø

8. a

9. ø

10. an

11. a

12. a

13. ø

14. ø

15. ø

16. A

17. ø

18. a

19. ø

20. ø

EXERCISE 3
1. ø

2. a

3. The

4. ø

5. the

6. ø

7. the

8. the

9. ø

10. the

11. A

12. The

13. a

14. a

15. ø

16. The

17. The

18. an

19. The

20. an















































































