Grammar for Dummies
Articles of faith?  A few thoughts on the use of articles...
Years ago, when I was working for a conversation school (No... names mentioned) I wrote what I considered a humorous comment in a student file: 

Often omits the definite article “the”, and an indefinite article “a”.

Most of my co-workers did not get the joke.  The terms “definite article” and “indefinite article” were alien to them.  I don’t want them to be alien terms to you, so I’ll explain.
Simply put, in English grammar, the term “article” refers to three words: “a”, “an” and “the”.  “A” and its variation “an” are the indefinite articles.  As you’ve probably guessed by elimination, “the” is the definite article.  Their job is to indicate nouns.
So why do three words deserve a whole article (pun intended) dedicated to them?  Firstly, it makes your job as a teacher of English easier if you have a working understanding of how they function.  Secondly, it will make your life easier when trying to teach them to people whose first language contains NO articles.
Let’s look at the indefinite article first.


Waiter, there’s a fly in my soup!


I’d like an apple.


Once upon a time, an old man and an old woman lived in a house in a forest.

In each of these sentences, the article serves to 1) introduce the nouns; and 2) give their number as one.  This may be better illustrated below.

I caught fish.


I caught a fish.

The first sentence indicates that any number of fish were caught.  The second indicates that a single fish was caught.  Notice that indefinite articles are never used with plurals or with non-countable nouns.  This is important for students to remember, especially when dealing with general nouns.


I like reading a book.  (Really?  Only one?)


I like reading books.


A monkey eats a banana.  (Which monkey and which banana?)


Monkeys eat bananas.


I watch a baseball on TV.  (Does the ball do anything?)


I watch baseball on TV.
The definite article is used when talking about either: 1) a distinct, unique thing, event or concept;

The sun.  (There is only one sun.)

The Lord of the Rings  (There is one dark lord and a fixed number of rings.)

The things money can buy.  (Phrasal nouns typically start with “The”.)

Or 2) something which has already been introduced or that we are already aware of.


Once upon a time, an old man and an old woman lived in a house in a forest.  Every day, the old man went out and the old woman stayed at home.


There’s a computer and a word processor on my desk.  Don’t touch the computer!

Some expressions naturally require the use of “the” – “the best”, “the same”, “the only”.

So far things look fairly straight forward.  Don’t let that lull you into a false sense of security, however.  Be prepared to field questions like, “Why does one visit the Taj Mahal but not the St. Peter’s Cathedral?”  “Why can one play the piano, but not play the football?”  Conventions do not always follow rules...
I mentioned before that the Japanese language does not contain articles at all.  Furthermore, it has no singular/plural distinction, which makes articles a headache for learners of English.  Many students either randomly throw articles in front of nouns in the hope of getting some right, or omit them altogether.  Many forget the relationship between numbers and articles.  Thus, we end up with constructs like this:

Old man and old woman lived in forest.  Every morning old man went to mountains to cut wood.  Old woman went to river to wash clothes.


I enjoy a fishing with the friends.  I catch many the fish.  I listen to a music.

I have a brother.  He is 12 and 10.  His name is Kenta and Yuta.  He is the elementary school student.

I have one more point before I close.  Many native speakers are unaware that we inflect the word “the” depending on whether the next word starts with a consonant (in which case it’s pronounced “thuh”) or noun (pronounced “thi”).  Japanese Teachers of English are often too aware of it and may force the “thi/thuh” distinction at the expense of fluency.  This also often results in the students saying “za” and “ji”.  The other major problem is that not many JTEs are aware that native speakers also use the “thi” pronunciation for emphasis.

He’s the boss.  (“thuh”)


He’s THE boss.  (“thi”)

Thus ends this article on articles.
