Grammar for Dummies

Friends you can count on
A recent question that appeared in the ALT forum:

I was teaching 1st grade and one student answered ...
“I like milks.”  It seems from her perspective the correct response... we had used melons pandas as a guide...

So why not milks?
The answer has to do with a rather fickle rule of English grammar, the countable and uncountable nouns.

As you are probably aware, some things exist as individual units – the letters on this page, for example – which can be counted.  Other things, notably gases and liquids, tend not to exist in distinct individual units.

In our example above, milk falls into the category of liquids, which can only be counted once they are arbitrarily placed into units of volume or mass.  So while I can’t count milk itself, I can count glasses of milk, buckets of milk, litres of milk, vats of milk, drops of milk, two-hundred yen’s worth of milk, or what-have-you.  I just can’t count the milk.

You might be thinking, “Well, that was easy; he’ll be winding up this article any moment now”, but you’d be wrong.

Some solids are also treated as non-countable nouns, possibly because we use each individual part in such vast quantities that counting them becomes meaningless.  Sand is a good example.

Materials are also treated as non-countable.  You cannot count bread, meat, wood or concrete.
Further complications arise when dealing with items that may exist as individual units in nature, but are not utilized as such.  You probably don’t eat entire watermelons by yourself, so you will often hear “I like watermelon” with no plural “s”.

By the same token, “I ate some chicken last night” might conjure up the image of someone at a three-star restaurant dining upon chicken Kiev with a nice white wine; “I ate some chickens last night” could well imply some monster who makes annual demands for a sacrificial maiden.

Unfortunately, the English language is fairly inconsistent in what is countable and what is not.  Noodles are countable but spaghetti isn't. Rice is uncountable. Lentils are countable. Hair is sometimes countable and sometimes not. Wheat, barley and rye are not countable but oats are.  And while I like to count my money, money itself is uncountable!
Sunshine introduces the idea of countable nouns in book one, program 4.  We are given the question, “How many sleeping bags do you have?”. This is well and good, but the question “How many?” doesn’t cover uncountable nouns.  Sunshine uses the question “How much?” only to deal with cost, not to ask about uncountable nouns.  Even adult learners of English tend not to make this connection – “How much did you drink last night?” is more likely to get an answer in yen than in bottles.
We can help our poor students by getting them to think if the item in question is probably countable or not.  Dictionaries help by giving plural forms.  Students need to pay attention to how the word is used in context.  And some just need to be memorized.

While this might sound unfair or lacking in methodology, it helps to remember that the Japanese language has literally dozens of units for counting.  People get one kind of unit, books get another.  Cars and boats are counted differently.  And there are different counters for large animals and small animals – where does one draw the line?
If nothing else, there is a lesson to be gleaned from all of this:

You can’t count on some things.
