
How do you see the world? 

 

 

Earlier, you have learned that where you place ideas in the sentence, either before or after the verb, is 

important because it signals to your reader whether they should interpret this information as old (familiar) 

or new (unknown) information. You also learned that you can make it easier for readers to follow your 

thoughts if you focus on one, single topic per paragraph. You can maintain this topical focus by choosing a 

single item of old (familiar) information and keeping this same information before the verb, preferably in the 

subject position, across all of the sentences within the same paragraph. These two important concepts, 

what we see as being familiar/unfamiliar or in focus/ out of focus says a lot about how we view the world.  

 

In English, this view of the world and how the reader should interpret reality is signaled by marking all 

nouns (concepts and objects) with a set of words that we call determiners. These determiners comprise 

four classes: 

A. Definite (the) and indefinite (a/an, zero) articles,  

B. Demonstrative pronouns (this/ these, that/those),  

C. Possessive pronouns (my, their, its, the professor’s) and  

D. Quantifiers (all, many, most, three, few, little).  

 

A. Definite and Indefinite Articles 
 

In order to successfully use the English article system, you need to understand two important 

meanings that can be communicated through the article system: Countability and Reference. 

COUNTABILITY  

1 Countable Nouns 

2 Non-count Nouns 

REFERENCE 

3 NON-UNIQUE (generic) REFERENCE 

3.1 Countable nouns 

3.1.1 Generic usage 

3.1.2 Human generic 

3.1.3 Generic device 

3.2 Non-count nouns 

3.2.1 Generic non-count 

 

4 UNIQUE REFERENCE 

4.1 Contextual reference 

4.1.1 Second mention 

4.1.2 Implied uniqueness 

4.1.3 Shared knowledge 

 

 

4.2 Post-modification 

4.2.1 Descriptive “of” 

4.2.2 Defining relative clauses 

4.2.3 Class + Term 

4.3 Pre-modification 

4.3.1 Pre-modified common noun 

4.3.2 Superlative adjective 

4.3.3 Ordinal adjective 

4.3.4 Restrictive adjective 

4.4 Special nouns 

4.4.1 Common physical features of our 
world 

4.4.2 Time periods 

4.4.3 Model numbers 
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3. Non-unique Reference 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.1 Countable Nouns  

 

To signal that you are not referring to a particular instance of a thing, but rather talking in a  

“general way” about it, use the plural form without the definite article the. 

 
 
 
 
 

 

3.1.1  Generic  a(n) or Ø + plural 

 
Does this noun 

have a unique 

referent? 

Is it a 

countable 

noun? 

Use a or an 

No 

Yes Yes 

Is it singular? 

No 

Use the  

Use Ø + plural 

No 

Use Ø article  

Yes 



 

 

 

3.2 Non-count Nouns  

 

3.2.1  Generic Non-count  Ø 

3.1.2  Human generic  [a(n), Ø + plural, or the] 

3.1.3  Generic device  the 



4. Unique Reference 

 

 

4.1 Unique Reference (Contextual)  

 

 

 

 

 

4.1.1  Second mention  [the] 



 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.1.3 Shared knowledge  [the] 

4.1.2  Implied Uniqueness  [the] 



 

4.2 Unique Reference (Post-modification) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.2.1.  Descriptive “of”  [the] 

EXCEPTIONS:   



 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.2.3  Class + term  [the] 

4.2.2  Defining relative clauses  [the] 



4.3  Unique Reference (Pre-modification) 

 

 

 

Named places, processes, models and institutions are often unique, especially if the second part of the name is 

a common noun. Common nouns describe the class of things that the concept belongs to. Note in the 

examples below how the last word in each expression is a common noun, which if not specified by the 

preceding word (i.e., pre-modifier) would have an unlimited number of possible referents. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Certain adjectives can restrict or limit a noun to only one meaning and therefore require the definite article 

the to signal this uniqueness. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.3.1  Pre-modified common nouns  [the] 

4.3.2 Superlative adjective  [the] 

4.3.3  Ordinal Adjective  [the] 

4.3.4  Restrictive adjectives  [the] 



 

4.4   Unique Reference (Special nouns) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.4.1

. 

4.4.2

. 



 

 

 

 

 


