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Why does English cause so much 
trouble?

1. Modern American English contains words from more than
how many languages?

100!

2. Inglsh iz naht uh funehtik langwij
English is not a phonetic language.

(The letters that we write do always not represent the sounds
that we make when we speak.)

3. English is Crazy!

2

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZXa8cO9mXFk
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Aspects of English We Might Struggle With, 1

3

Inconsistent Verb Tense:
• It not only helped to eliminate disease but also generates more 

energy and less depression.
Singular/Plural Shifts (includes Subject-Verb agreement):

• Subject-Verb agreement errors:
• A healthy lifestyle with diet and exercise are. . . . 

• Pronoun-Referent agreement errors:
• The tomatoes in St. Petersburg are ripe and flavorful; it is the freshest I’ve ever 

tasted.

Prepositions
• Create relationships, no denotations, very idiomatic

Articles
• Definite (the); indefinite (a/an)

http://wsip.arizona.edu/
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Warm-up: Edit the passage below to correct errors in 
agreement, verb tense, articles, and prepositions. 

4

The healthy lifestyle with diet and exercise are 
considered of many to being essential. These are 
emphasized on for keeping a people fit, happy, 
and strong. It not only helped to eliminate the 
disease but had also generated more energy and 
less depression.

http://wsip.arizona.edu/
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Answer Key 

5

A healthy lifestyle with diet and exercise is 
considered by many to be essential. This way of life is
emphasized on for keeping a people fit, happy, and 
strong. It not only helps (to) eliminate the disease but 
had also generates more energy and less depression.

The healthy lifestyle with diet and exercise are considered of many to being 
essential. These are emphasized on for keeping a people fit, happy, and strong. 
It not only helped to eliminate the disease but had also generated more energy 
and less depression.

http://wsip.arizona.edu/
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Verb Tenses

Create Relationships in Time:
1. Simple (fixed conditions, qualities, directions . . .)

2. Perfect (“to have”; connects different points in time)

3. Progressive/Continuous (“to be”; ongoing conditions or 
actions . . .)

Enable Conjecture:
1. Conditional (If/then relationships)

Resources: 
List of Verb Tenses
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4xKg1GSV2Go
Gerunds vs. Present Participles 

http://wsip.arizona.edu/
https://www.ef.com/english-resources/english-grammar/simple-present-tense/
https://www.ef.com/english-resources/english-grammar/verbs/
https://www.ef.com/english-resources/english-grammar/verbs/
https://www.ef.com/english-resources/english-grammar/conditional/
https://www.ef.com/english-resources/english-grammar/verbs/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4xKg1GSV2Go
https://www.ef.com/english-resources/english-grammar/gerund/
https://www.ef.com/english-resources/english-grammar/present-participle/
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Revise and Reflect

7

The Mary Celeste

1. Add what you think is the correct verb tense to 
each blank space in the passage.

2. We’ll choose several verb tenses and discuss 
why we chose them and whether the choices 
were accurate.

http://wsip.arizona.edu/
http://www.kico4u.de/english/uebungen/zeiten/mary.htm
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One of the greatest sea mysteries in history (to be) the disappearance of the crew of the "Mary Celeste" in 1872. 

On 3rd December 1872 the British ship "Dei Gratia" (to notice) a ship, which (to drift) off the "Azores" that (to appear) 
to be in trouble. They (to send) three seamen on board to find out what (to be) wrong. However, there (to be) not a 
soul on board. The name of this ship (to be) the "Mary Celeste".

The "Mary Celeste" (to build) in 1861 in Canada and on November 5th, 1872 it (to leave) New York for Genoa, in Italy, 
carrying a cargo of alcohol. The captain, Benjamin Spooner Briggs, (to be) a very experienced seaman who definitely 
wouldn't have abandoned his ship without a very good reason. However, abandoning a ship to get into a very 
unstable lifeboat (to be) certainly a desperate measure, especially when your wife and young two-year-old daughter 
(to be) with you.

The strange thing (to be) that the crews' breakfast only half , ( to eat) there (to be) no sign of mutiny, clothes (to fold) 
neatly on the beds, a lifeboat (to miss) and so (to be) the navigation instruments. The Captain's log (to be) normal 
with entries up until 25th November. So, in fact, it (to be) certainly clear that the crew (to abandon) the ship, but it (to 
be) unclear as to why!

A lot of people (to try) to find out what (to happen)to the captain, his wife and child, and the crew of the "Mary 
Celeste". Some people (to believe) that they (to try) to escape in a lifeboat, because they (to think) the ship ,(to sink) 
or because the alcohol .(to explode) How (can) the boat (to remain) on course for ten days and (to travel) 800 km with 
no one steering her? 

No really good explanation (ever / to find) and so it (to remain) a mystery up until today. The ship's disappearance 
(often /to link) to the Bermuda Triangle, although the ship (to be) nowhere near the area when it .(to find)

http://wsip.arizona.edu/
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Verb Tenses: Resources for Review and Practice

1. George Mason University’s Writing Center offers a good, concise 
reviews of verb tenses in English: 
https://writingcenter.gmu.edu/guides/verb-tenses

2. The UNC-Chapel Hill Writing Center offers this discussion of the three 
most important verb tenses in academic writing: 
https://writingcenter.unc.edu/tips-and-tools/verb-tenses/

3. UNM offers this timeline-based chart of verb tenses, adapted from the 
well-known Azar grammar textbooks: 
http://writing.umn.edu/sws/assets/pdf/verb_tense_chart.pdf

4. This chart from CUNY doesn’t feature timelines but does include 
example sentences: 
http://resources.jjay.cuny.edu/erc/tutoring/pdfs/26.pdf

http://wsip.arizona.edu/
https://writingcenter.gmu.edu/guides/verb-tenses
https://writingcenter.unc.edu/tips-and-tools/verb-tenses/
http://writing.umn.edu/sws/assets/pdf/verb_tense_chart.pdf
http://resources.jjay.cuny.edu/erc/tutoring/pdfs/26.pdf
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Singular/Plural Shifts

Number Agreement, Accurate Usage: 

Subjects and verbs agree in number; nouns and pronouns agree in 
number; uncountable nouns are not made plural

Look at the Errors below:
• A patient with multiple diabetes symptoms are often weeks or even 

days from death.
• Multiple datasets from that federal program is incomplete.
• Luggages for all the tourists were lined up in the hall.
• We interviewed six clients about their life.

Resources: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=37XBATSQm8U
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tjPoypKI11g

Number = plural or singular; 
Agreement = consistency

Luggage is uncountable; 
Life is countable 

http://wsip.arizona.edu/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=37XBATSQm8U
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tjPoypKI11g
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Answer Key

• A patient with multiple diabetes symptoms is often 

weeks or even days from death.

• Multiple datasets from that federal program are

incomplete.

• Luggage for all the tourists was lined up in the hall.

• We interviewed six clients about their lives.

http://wsip.arizona.edu/
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Revise Passage to Correct Singular/Plural Errors

Some major issues that I am facing when writing is staying 

focused on the main topic of a paper while supporting my main 

ideas in detail. The research I have gathered—over 250 articles—

are more than could ever be included in a master’s thesis. I also 

feel that my skills in writing is not on par with the research I have 

done or my goals to begin a PhD program in the future. My 

ultimate goal to formulate clear, concise, direct, and meaningful 

thesis chapters are essential to demonstrate an intellectual and 

scholarly engagement with these researches.

http://wsip.arizona.edu/
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Answer Key

A/One major issues that I am facing when writing is staying 

focused on the main topic of a paper while supporting my main 

ideas in detail. The research I have gathered—over 250 articles—

are is more than could ever be included in a master’s thesis. I also 

feel that my skills in writing is are not on par with the research I 

have done or my goals to begin a PhD program in the future. My 

ultimate goal to formulate clear, concise, direct, and meaningful 

thesis chapters are is essential to demonstrate an intellectual and 

scholarly engagement with these this researches.

http://wsip.arizona.edu/
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• Look it up

• Read, Listen, Speak

• Practice

➢ Corpus of Contemporary American English: 
https://corpus.byu.edu/coca/

➢ Oxford Dictionary of Collocations: 
http://www.freecollocation.com/

➢ Videos with subtitles/captions: Ex. I Love Lucy - Pronunciation

Prepositions and Articles - Usage

http://wsip.arizona.edu/
https://corpus.byu.edu/coca/
http://www.freecollocation.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uZV40f0cXF4
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Prepositions
Remember that 
Prepositions
• Create relationships 
• Have no denotations 
• Are very idiomatic

• I am driving along Lomonosova Street.

• I am driving on the street in the left lane.

• ITMO University is situated on the right side of
Lomonosova Street.

• The tunnel runs under Lomonosova Street.

• The bridge stretches over/across Lomonosova Street.

• My office is in ITMO University.

• I work for/at ITMO University.

• I am studying at ITMO University.

• I want to drive to ITMO University. 

• I want to go to ITMO University for my degree program.

http://wsip.arizona.edu/
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Articles

Source: Troublesome English (1994), by 

Richard Firsten and Patricia Killian (p. 62). 

http://wsip.arizona.edu/
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• Countable, singular noun if one of multiple possibilities

• Is there a pen on the desk? (vs. Could you grab the pen on the desk?)

• “N” depends on consonant or vowel sound

• Do you want an apple or an orange?

• I ate a yogurt.

• A heavy rain fell an hour ago.

• No article if noun is plural

• We’ve been shopping for boots all afternoon (vs. I found a boot lying on 
the grass in the front yard)

Indefinite Article (A/An)

http://wsip.arizona.edu/
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• Countable, singular noun that all speakers are aware of

• The house at the end of your street is on fire.

• Noncountable noun that is a familiar abstraction

• We all have the flu (meaning that we all have some kind of virus)

• Emphasis (less common)

• That was the most interesting film I’ve seen in a long time!

Definite Article (The)

http://wsip.arizona.edu/
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Why?

• Russia BUT

• America BUT

• A heavy sigh BUT

• An unusual event BUT

• Australia is a country. BUT

• Take a bat from the pile. BUT

• The Russian Federation

• The United States

• An hour

• A unicorn

• I live in the country.

• The bat flew through my window.

http://wsip.arizona.edu/
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Additional Resources

20

✓Hemingway App: http://www.hemingwayapp.com/

✓Online Writing Lab at Purdue University:

General Writing
https://owl.purdue.edu/owl/general_writing/index.html

ESL
https://owl.purdue.edu/owl/english_as_a_second_language
/esl_students/index.html

http://wsip.arizona.edu/
http://www.hemingwayapp.com/
https://owl.purdue.edu/owl/general_writing/index.html
https://owl.purdue.edu/owl/english_as_a_second_language/esl_students/index.html
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It wasn't iust a party, but the party to end all parties! 

THE INDEFINITE ARTICLE 

It's odd how this chapter wouldn't even appear in, let's say, a Russian or Chinese 
or Latin grammar book, and only the second part of this chapter, which deals 
with the definite article, might appear in an Arabic or Hebrew grammar book. 
Very curious indeed! The reason is that the articles (indefinite= a/an; definite = 
the) are features which don't exist in many languages-and the speakers of those 
languages get on perfectly well without them. This little bit of information may 
help you anticipate certain problems when you teach students whose native lan
guages have no articles or at least no indefinite article. 

Pronunciation 

Before we go on with the standard usages of the indefinite article, let's discuss 
its pronunciation for a moment. The usual pronunciation is like the unstressed 
syllable (first syllable) in the words about or agree. The symbol schwa la I in the
International Phonetic Alphabet represents this sound. 

We do have an alternate pronunciation, however. It's the same sound as 
the name of the letter, "a" le/ and is used more for emphasis or in slowed-down
speech. Make sure your students understand that it is not the standard sound 
in normally flowing speech. 

11 A" Versus II An." 

We showed above that the word "a" has a variant form, "an." How can we know 
when to use "a" and when to use "an"? Here's a hint: it has to do with sound. 
Look at the following examples and see if you can figure out the two phonolog
ical rules that govern "a" and "an": 

a plum 
a melon 
a nice apple 
a ripe pear 

an apple 
an orange 
an old banana 
an overripe peach 

63 
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First Rule: 

Second Rule: _____ _ _ _____ __ ___________ _ 

As it happens, the rules are quite clear cut: if the noun or adjective begins 
with a consonant, use the word "a." If the noun or adjective begins with a vowel, 
use the word "an." Simple, right? Well, almost. 

a harp 
a happy child 
an hoill 
an honorable man 

a university 
a united faculty 
an uncle 
an ugly wart 

Above are some exceptions to the rules-or are tbey? Figure out what's go
ing on with the indefinite article in front of these words and write your conclu
sions below: 

:-� 

Come to think of it, we really haven't come across any excepti6ns to the 
rules after all; in fact, tbe examples above make our case even stronger. We use 
"a" before "harp" and "happy child" because the words after the article begin 
with a consonant, or rather, a consonant sound. We use "an" before "hour" and 
"honorable man" because, even though the words after the article begin with a 
consonant, they don't begin with a consonant sound but with a vowel sound 
since the initial h is silent in both words. 

One possible exception that bears mentioning is the adjective "historical." 
Even though the traditional rule dictates that we say "l! historical novel," more 
and more native speakers tend to say "an historical novel." It seems that there's 
a tendency to drop the h in this word and this triggers people into using "an" 
instead of "a." A possible explanation might involve the change of stress be
tween the noun "HIStory" and the adjective "hisTORical." After all, no native 
speaker would say "an history." 
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Taken to its farthest limits, this phenomenon can be observed regularly in 
what we refer to as Cockney English, a dialect spoken in a certain section of 
London. It's a standard rule in Cockney phonology to drop all initial h's and, by 
so doing, use the article "an" instead of "a": an 'ammer (a hammer); an 'and (a 
hand). 

Getting back to our previous list, we say "a" before "university" and "united 
faculty" because the initial sound isn't a vowel (Qnion / ooze), but a glide like 
the sound of "y" in "youth." We say "an" before "uncle" and "ugly wart" be
cause the words after the article in these two cases do begin with vowel sounds. 

So, our rules should be amended a bit: use "a" before words that begin 
with consonant sounds; use "an" before words that begin with vowel sounds. 

'Ieadiing Tips 

Realia is very useful for ESOL teachers to have; it can be used in many 
different ways (role plays, for example). In this case, bring in realia that 
represents occupations, sports, or actors and their roles. Examples might 
be •'I pilot's cap, stethoscope, wig, book bag, swimming goggles, mortar 
board, Mickey Mouse ears, etc. If you don't have any of these items, you 
can often get them at toy stores, second-hand shops, and yard sales. Your 
students may even have some they'll bring in to class. Hand out the props, 
or let the students choose them, and say as you point to a student: "She's 
a rock star." "He's a doctor." "She's a professor." If you have duplicate 
props, you say: "They're pilots." "He's Mickey Mouse." Have the students 
repeat after you individually or as a group. Continue with questions 
("Who's the doctor?" "Is Jenna a chemist?") or by pointing to a student 
and saying: "clerk." Student responses may be the following: 'Who's a den
tist?" "Is Genghis a teacher?" ''I'm a swimmer." "She's not an actor; she's 
a ballerina." When the students are comfortable with the articles, let them 
take over the questioning. 

']v[ore 'Teacfring Tips 

Before class, select several pictures from your picture file. Be sure that the 
pictures you choose have plenty of items in them. (It's also possible for 
you to let your students select a picture themselves.) Ask the students to 
describe the various items in the pictures, using articles where necessary. 

Meaning and HA" Versus ,..One" 

What does the word "a" mean? It represents one way that we communicate that 
something is singular and countable (a book, a flower, a cat). It's also the arti
cle we use in general statements (An apple is a fruit). 
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But the number "one" does the same thing, doesn't it? In some cases that 
we'll discuss later, it does, but right now let's look at some comparisons and see 
if we can find a distinction between "a" and /<one": 

I bought a book, 
They have a parakeet. 
He gave her a flower. 

I bought one book. 
They have one parakeet. 
He gave her one flower. 

Do you discern a difference? If you do, write down the difference you find 
between "a" and "one" on the lines that follow. 

For students whose native languages have only "one" word for the indef
inite article and the number "one," such as Spanish with "un[o]" (masculine) 
or "una" (feminine), there's usually some confusion as to when to use the arti
cle and when to use the number in English. If your observations are the same as 
ours, they'll include the explanation that some of your students will need. As it 
happens, the indeflnite .. ru:ti&��eans that the noun is sinjl11la�, countable and 
just one ofmany:1'1che_,mmber "one/Son the other hand,d'i)g_ci£_to be used when 
we respond_!? the questwn·�illany_,,. ?" or'"How m11cli, .. -:-:-:-,"·1nother
words, we noriiialifUSe'"olle" when counting, but we use "a'' just to commum 

nicate that something or someone is singular. 
Are there times when "a" and "one" can be used the same way? Let's find 

out. Here are some examples for you to look at. If you can substitute "one" for 
"a/an," check the box after each sentence. 

1. Would you like to hear an interesting story'?

2. I found close to a hundred old coins in my basement!

□ 

f{] 
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3. I told my brother and he said it was probably a treasure
somebody bad hidden there.

4. In fact, what I had found was only a third of the total treasure
hidden in my basement!

5. I looked closely at some of the coins. There was a dollar,
a dubloon, a kroner, and a ruble.

6. I put some of the coins in a little leather pouch.

7. That tiny pouch must have weighed at least a kilo!

□ 

□ 

r:.7 
l.2J 

□ 

□ 

Do you see any rules at work? In a moment we'll look into what rules there 
may be. Tbe boxes we'd check go with Sentences 2, 4, 5, and 7. In all of those 
sentences, tbe word "a" can be substituted perfectly well with "one." So why is 
that? Why can't we do the same for the other sentences? Think about how you'd 
categorize the words following "a" in the sentences you checked and list the cat
egories below: 

a / one hundred 

a I one third

a/ one dollar, etc. 

a/ one kilo 

The categories we hope you came up with are numbers, fractions, money 
'-f and weights or measurements. \!\Tith words in these categories, "a" and "one" 

can be used the same way. 

�-'';:;! \ 14, 
,fvv<� , \.0A..,� i)�\...,'i '5-"L, 

(:,-,_JJ.,,,_;; Of\ C..r�-'J(l;f\ t,'1A,_. 

An Idiomatic Ollshoat 

We'd like to mention here that there's an idiomatic use for the word "one" which 
is currently quite popular. It's used as another way to show emphasis or to sub
stitute for the phrases "a really" or "a very." For example, one person might say 
to another, "That's one beautifulcar!" Translation: "That's a really beautiful car!" 

One last point we should discuss is in answer to the question, what is the 
plural of the indefinite article? The answer is simply NOTHING. When a noun 
tbat has "a" before it is pluralized, it drops the article: 

a pin 
an anchor 
a grape 
an unpaid bill 

pins 
anchors 
grapes 
unpaid bills 

Among many linguists, this lack of an article actually has a name of its 
own; it's called the "zero article." 
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'Teacfiing 'lips 

Bring in 20 to 25 items that represent a variety of count and non-count 
nouns (a book, some sand, a newspaper, some paper, etc.). Spread them 
out on your desk before class and cover them up. VVhen the students come 
in, have them gather around your desk and uncover the items. Give the 
students a few minutes to remember as many items as they can before you 
cover them up again. Have the students return to their desks and ask them 
to list the items, making sure they use articles in their list. 

:More 'Teacfiing 'lips 

Divide your: class into pairs or small groups and have them plan a party, 
barbecue, picnic or trip, etc. Ask them to write up a list of the equipment 
and items that they'll need for the event, Again, make sure that they in
clude appropriate articles on their list. When each group has made up its 
list, bring the class back together and compare the lists. 

THE ZERO ARTICLE 

As we've just mentioned, the zero article is used when a countable noun that 
takes "a" in the singular is made plillaL It's also used when we deal with un
countable nouns (butter/ water/ snow) in general terms. 

There are some peculiarities in its usage, though, that we should also men
tion. Compare the words in bold in the following dialogs and see if you can make 
any conclusions about when the definite or indefinite article is used as opposed 
to the zero article. 

A: You just bough
T

·;
u
��(,

l>
dYJ���

1

;tu? 4i 
B: Well, it's really a used car. ,,JI:"
A: Do you go everywhere by ciir, or do you use the bus? 
B: Now I hardly ever go anywhere by bus, 

A: 
B: 

A: 
B: 

. l 
\ h 'j -�·, 1-v n·�"J'. ( 

e-l-1" iJ i!1) ,_,_,c /4-4' ' 

Are you going to church now? 
Yes, I am.� zt.,,0-1 rt�cv. 
Is the church the one at the corner? 
That's right 



"1l 

j 
f 

A: I'm staying in bed all day today! 
ll: Uh-oh, That's what you think. 
A: Oh? What do you mean? 
ll: Our St. Bernard just broke the 

bed t 
.. ' 4'-,;,;1,1 :t� 

· . ,., d me!l.'.i "I) 
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Before you become totally perplexed, we'll make it easy for you. The sim
ple fact is that there's often a zero article in what we can refer to as "pat phrases" 
(preposition+ noun), These phrases usually deal with abstract uses of concrete 
nouns. In other words, they don't refer to one specific item but rather to an item 
in a general activity. 

For example, "a car" is a concrete item; "by car" is an abstraction which 
deals more with the general activity of using this means of transportation, "Going 
to church" refers to an activity rather than one specific building; "the church" 
does that. "Staying in bed" is another example of a general activity, while "the 
bed" refers to a concrete item, 

Other examples of pat phrases with the zero article are: 

in or to: jail/ class / school / college / town I court 

at: school / work / sea / home 

on: top / land / consignment / call 

Another interesting example of the zero article is with some verbs of move
ment or motion such as:

leave: home I work / town 

go/ fly/ drive: home I uptown/ downtown 

You should understand why the zero article is used in this way-your stu
dents don't have to. They should simply learn these kinds of pat phrases just as 
they are and not bother analyzing them, As you'll read later on in this chapter, 
part of good language learning is to be accepting of the idiosyncracies that the 
target language may have, 



70 Chapter 3 The Articles 

'Ieacliing 'lips 

Have your students write down (1) 10 to 15 items that they'd like to have, 
given unlimited money, or (2) JO to 15 things that they'd like to change 
about themselves, their lives, or their world. :tviake sure they use articles 
with their items. Collect the lists and redistribute them. The students need 
to interview one another to find out whose list they have. Students must 
use appropriate questions in order to discover who the lists belong to. 

A Word About Chonge 

In just about every prescriptive English grammar we've come across (the ones 
that tell you what you should say), the lesson dealing with countable and un
countable nouns is quite straightforward: here are the nouns that you can count 
(in which case, you can use the indefinite article or a number accompanied by 
a plural marker on the noun), and here are the nouns you cannot count (in which 
case, you can't use the indefinite article or a number and a plural marker on the
noun).

•c 

In the list of uncountable nouns, we find words such as beer, coffee, tea, 
water, bread, and lettuce. The lesson goes on to tell us that we must use such
words as a glass, two cups, a loaf, and two heads in order to count the un
countable items we've just mentioned. Then we go out into "the real world" and 
listen to what people really say. Go into any restaurant and you may just hear: 

"Let's see, that'll be a vodka on the rocks and two beers, right?" 

"Hey, Antoine, the chef's gotta make a little more salad, so go
get a lettuce, an endive, and a can of anchovies, okay?" 

So what should English teachers do? Are we to "go by the book," remain 
staunch defenders of prescriptive grammar and be blind to the changes that are 
taking place in the language? After all, if enough native speakers decide to con
tradict what the grammar books say, what should we do? 
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Our advice, for the time being, is to say that you should teach the prescribed 
grammar, but that it's perfectly acceptable to mention the current alternatives 
that your students will surely hear once they're exposed to enough native speak
ers. We can call these alternatives when dealing with countable and uncount
able nouns "fast food English." It could have developed out of the need for restau
rant people to abbreviate their messages whenever possible in order to keep up 
a certain pace on the job. After enough time passed and enough customers kept 
hearing these usages, they caught on with the general public and have now be
come fairly acceptable alternatives. 

You may not choose to have your students use these alternative forms ac
tively, but your students can at least be made aware that they do exist. Sometimes 
it can be dangerous to judge what's right and what's wrong in language. 

'Teacfiing 'Tips 

Before class, collect or prepare various menus. Divide the class into small 
groups; one student will be the "waiter" or "waitress" and the others the 
"customers." Have the students role play ordering food. The ·waiters and 
waitresses should write down the orders as they're being given so that they 
can repeat the orders at the end to see if they're correct. Make sure that 
everyone uses appropriate "restaurant English." 

THE DEFINITE ARTICLE 

Pronunciation 

We've already mentioned that the definite article is the word "the" and the first 
thing we should consider is its pronunciation. Just as when choosing to use "a" 
or "an," we have rules for the standard pronunciation of this word as well. Read 
the following examples out loud and see if you find yourself using two differ
ent pronunciations for "t-h-e." 

the angel 
the onion 

the elm 
the ink 

the plant 
the fruit 
the birch 
the pen 

There are some people who would pronounce "t-h-e" the same way with 
all these nouns, but that's considered nonstandard. Note any observations you 
can make about how you pronounced "t-h-e" in the column on the left, and how 
you pronounced it in the column on the right. 



72 Chapter 3 The Articles 

In t!ie {eft-fianc[ co{umn, - - --- ----- ---- - � -- -� -

'v' 

/\ 
In tlie riglit-lianc[ co{umn, ---''�i - -- - --'- - -- -- -- - -- -'--�"-------' 

If you harken back to the rules we figured out for "a" and "an," you recall 
that it all depended on whether the first sound in the following word was a vowel 
or consonant sound. That holds true for these pronunciation rules as well. If the 
following word begins with a vo-Wel sound, pronounce the vowel in "t-h-e" as 
the name of the letter, "e" /i/, If the following word begins with a consonant 
sound, pronounce the vowel in "t-h-e" the sanie way you pronounce the "a" in 
about, lo/. This also holds true for those deceptive words which begin with 
silent "h" (honor) or the glide "y" /y/ (union). Since the "h" is silent, we treat 
those words as if they begin with vowel sounds; since the "y" is a glide, we treat 
those words as if they begin with a consonant sound.

One other pronunciation to keep in mind is that we often pronounce the 
"e" in "t-h-e" as the name of the letter when we emphasize the 1;oun it precedes: 

Meaning and Usage 

A: Did you say that 
his name's Jason 
Rockefeller? 

B: Yes, I did. 
A: Is he one of theee 

Rockefellers? 
B: No, I'm afraid he 

isn't. 

We've already said that "a" is the article to use in general statements; the same 
can be said about "the" (The orange is a fruit of Oriental origin). Is there a sig
nificant difference if we substitute "An" for "The" in the example in parenthe-
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ses? Not really; at least, not for the purposes of this book. In fact, there, are three 
ways that we can talk in generalities about subjects: using the indefinite article 
(a) ,  using the definite article (the), or using no article (the zero article) and mak
ing the noun plural. Here's an example of the three ways we can discuss the 
same topic in a general statement: 

1, A rabbit is an animal loved by all children, 
2. The rabbit is an animal loved by all children.

3 . Rabbits are animals loved by all children.

Keep in mind that the use of " the" in Sentence 2 is restricted and doesn't 
reflect the usual meaning of this article. To discover the most typical use of "the," 
let's examine another group of sentences. If the sentences sound right to you, 
write the word okay on the lines after them; if they don't sound right, put the 
word odd on the lines. 
1. Where's a newspaper I was reading?

2. A: Look at that peeling paint!
B: Where?
A: On a front door!

3. Want to see some card tricks? Good!
Take the card out of a deck.

4. Hey, Pete, we ate at the great restaurant!

\ _·. 

In case you were wondering about your better judgment, don't be alarmed.
You should have written odd on all of  the previous lines. But why are they all 
odd? Let's examine each one and find the reason. 

The question in the first example refers to a specific newspaper that the 
person was reading earlier, and "the" is the article we choose when identifying 
a specific thing which both speaker and listener are aware of. The corrected 
sentence should be, "Where's the newspaper I was reading?" 

In Example 2 ,  Person A is talking about a specific door, the one and only 
front door that the house would have. Since the door being referred to is spe
cific, we again need to use " the" and the corrected version should be, "On the 
front door!" 

Example 3 has two misuses. The corrected sentence should read, "Take l! 
card out of  the deck." The speaker needs to say "a" card because it can be one 
of fifty-two and refers to a general or vague thing (this card, that card- any card); 
the speaker has to say " the" deck because our amateur magician is referring to 
the specific deck which the participant sees, not any deck of  cards in general. 

If left alone, Sentence 4 would probably force Pete into wondering whether 
he'd previously recommended some outstanding restaurant to the speaker. He'd 
be uncomfortable because the speaker is making no reference to a previous con
versation that he can pinpoint. The sentence should be, "Hey, Pete, we ate at l! 
great restaurant!'' 
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By now, we realize that the all-important use of "the" is to refer lo some
thing or someone specific, not general. 

How about the following sentences? All four of them are right, but infor
mation about the direct object in each one is different. What assumptions can 
we make? Write your thoughts about the direct objects (depending on which ar
ticle is used with them) on the accompanying blank lines. 

la. Please pass me a salt shaker. 

lb. Please pass me the salt shaker. 

Za. Did you see a film last night? 

2b. Did you see the film last night? ----'�--'-''----- - - - - - - - � -

In la, we can assume that there are at least two salt shakers on the table. 
The speaker is saying he doesn't care which one of the two the other person 
passes to him. In lb, however, there can only be one salt shaker on the table, 
and the speaker needs to use "the" because it's the one and only specific item 
he's asking for. 

.... Troubleshooter II" 

Y In many languages, e.g., Spanish and French, the definite article is 
more commonly used than in English. In fact, contrary to English 
usage, the definite article is typically used when making statements 
about things in general, not just specific things as in English. 
Some cases in point: 
.... In French, it's "C'est � vie," but in English it's 

"That's [Kl life." 
.... In Spanish, it's " [Ill] agua es un tesoro," which is 

"[R]Water is a treasure" in English. 
So be prepared to deal with this if your students add "the" where 
we would not normally use it in English! 

Y As we mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, there are many 
languages which have no articles at all-definite or indefinite. If you 
have students whose native tongues fit into this group (Russian and 
Japanese are two good examples), plan accordingly for the double 
challenge of getting your students to understand the concepts in
volved and getting them to use the articles appropriately. 
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In 2a on the previous page, the speaker is asking the other person if he saw 
just any movie last night; it doesn't matter which one. In 2b, the speaker is ask
ing if the person saw a specific movie that they'd previously discussed, proba
bly at some recent point in the past. In other words, both speaker and listener 
know exactly which movie is being referred to. 

To sum up everything we've touched on so far, all we need to do is re
member this basic difference between "a" and "the": "a" is for generalities about 
people, places, things, or ideas, and the "zero article" works this way, too. "The," 
on the other hand, is for specific people, places, things, or ideas. 

An interesting way to look into other uses and misuses of the definite ar
ticle is to put ourselves right in the classroom and deal with situations as they 
arise. Here are examples of typical questions that students ask their English 
teachers. See if you can figure out what to say to these students. Let's start out 
with just a couple of questions: 

1 . Is it all right to call her the Roxanne?

2 . Why can't I say It's the Roxanne's book? --------

Things get quite interesting right away with our first question. Can we ever 
say "the" before a person's name? Absolutely! Just check out the following ex
amples: 

1 . The Roxanne you're talking about isn't my sister; she's my cousin.

2. I've just bought a new sailboat. I'm calling it "The Roxanne."

3. A: Isn't Roxanne's last name Bergerac?
B:  Yes, it  is. In fact, the Bergeracs live next door to me.

In our first example, the rule is that we can use "the" before a person's name 
if we're speaking about one out of two or more people with that same name. In 
this situation, there are two Roxannes. 

In Sentence 2, the rule is that we can use "the" before names when refer
ring to things like ships or boats, aircraft, paintings, and any other things that 
we've given names to. 
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Example 3 is a little different. When we refer to a couple, a whole family 
or any group of people with a collective name, it's customary to put "the" be
fore the name and then add the plural marker (-s or  -es) onto tbe name. 

While we're on the subject, is it ever possible to put "a" or "an" before a 
name? Again, the answer is YES, although it's more common to do so before a 
last name. When speaking of one member of a group or family, it's quite proper 
to use the indefinite article before the name, signifying this is just one o f  many 
(which tbe indefinite article represents under any other circumstances, too). 

You've disgraced the whole family! A MacDongald never gives up! 

Let's go back to the students' questions. As for our second typical question, 
the reasoning that students often have for coming up with a phrase like "the 
Roxanne's book" is really intriguing. They know it's the book, and they know 
it's Roxanne's, so their sense of efficiency dictates that tbey should combine the 
two phrases to produce " the Roxanne's book. " Quite clever actually, but the rea
son it can' t be done is that we cannot put the definite article before tbe posses
sive form of a name. 

Now let's look at two more typical questions that students have been known 
to challenge their English teachers with. 

1 . I 'm confused. I don't understand why you changed my words. When you
asked me what I'd done over the weekend, I said, "Last Sunday I went to
see tbe tennis match. The match was very exciting." You corrected me and
said, "Last Sunday you went to see '! tennis match." Why?

- � -- - �-- -- - -- -- - -- -- - -- - - -- -- --

' i  i 

2. English is very crazy! You tell me I can't say that I come from the Iran; that
I should say only "Iran." But when Boris said that he comes from the 
Caucasus, you didn't correct him. Why not?

c c\ 
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For some people, the question posed in Example 1 is a real "head scratcher." 
What we have here is a simple rule that even most native speakers aren't aware 
of: when you mention something countable for the first time, you normally say 
"a"; if you happen to mention it again, you change "a" to "the." Here's a longer 
example of this rule at work: 

When I got home yesterday, I saw a cat up a tree in 
front of my house. The tree was very tall and the cat 
was very scared. I asked a passerby if he'd help, but 
the man wasn't interested. Anyway, I finally man
aged to coax the cat down from the tree. 

The answer to the next student's question is perhaps one of our favorites. 
We just grin broadly and say, "That's English!" Sometimes this is really the only 
answer to give. There are times when students should understand that the best 
way to learn another language is simply to accept how that language operates 
and not try to analyze everything. This is a good case in point. 

For reasons that you as the teacher don't need to get into with your stu
dents, there are some names for geographical designations which use the defi
nite article. The student mentioned the Caucasus; we can also mention the 
Crimea, the Yucatan, the Taiga, and the Yukon among others. Just keep it sim
ple sometimes and tell your students to be accepting, not always analytical. 

While we're on the subject of geographical designations, let's discuss one 
other area that can be perplexing. Fill in the blanks with the word the before the 
following names of these natural or man-made features or places if you think 
you should. 

1 .  Nile 6. Puget Sound 11. Panama Canal 

2. Himalayas 7. Lake Como 12. Steppes 
3 .  Mt. Ararat 8. Vatican 13.  Tokyo Bay 
4. Stockholm 9. Vatican City 14. Bay of Biscay 
5 .  Hague 10. Niagara Falls 15. Tierra del Fuego 

Confusing, isn't it? The definite article should appear in the blanks after 
the following numbers in this list: 1, 2, 5, 8, 11, 12, and 14. Of course, the ques
tion is, why don't we use the definite article before the other names listed? 
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Once again, we can make this relatively easy for you. Remember we men
tioned that there are many pat phrases which have the zero article? The same 
basic explanation holds true for using the definite article before most of the pre
vious examples. To try analyzing all of them could create quite a linguistic night
mare, so we're better off just accepting that this is how English has named these 
geographical features-and that's that. 

Here are a couple of concepts that may help you if you feel uncomfortable 
with our philosophy. The first one is that when places created by people have 
become "institutionalized," that is, when they've been accepted as special, last
ing places that are recognized as such universally, we tend to use the definite 
article along with their names (the Vatican / the Panama Canal / the Hague). It's 
part of the psychology of language more than anything else. At any rate, just tell 
your students to accept the names as they are, and learn them that way. 

The other concept has to do with geographical designations and their 
names. What tends to happen is that the definite article is used when the name 
comes before the geographical term. For example, we say the Nile (River}, the 
Yukon (Territory), and the Andes (Mountains). But if the name comes after the
geographical term, we drop the definite article: Lake Titicaca, Mt. Fuji. One no
table exception is when mentioning waterfalls: Niagara Falls, Angel Falls, and
Victoria Falls. 

'Teaching 'Tips 

Before class write up or collect various newspaper headlines. Have 
enough headlines so that each group of students has three to four to work 
with. Divide the class into pairs or small groups and have them recon
struct complete headlines by adding articles, helping verbs, etc. 

'Variation #1 
Have the students reconstruct telegrams instead of newspaper headlines. 

'Variation #2 
Ask the students to write newspaper headlines or telegrams using the 
shortened "telegraphic" style. 

Afore 'Teaching 'Tips 

This activity is commonly called 'The Alphabet Game." Students build up 
vocabulary lists based on a predetermined category (a supermarket, drug
store, nouns, adjectives, etc. ) .  One student begins the game by saying: "I 
went to the supermarket and bought an avocado." The first word must 
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begin "\v:tth an "a." The next student repeats what the first student said and 
adds an item of his/her own, this time a "b" item. "I went to the super
market and bought an avocado and some butter." The third student re
peats what's been said by the other two, adding a "c" item, and so on. 

'Variation 
Have the students write an "Alphabet Poem": "A is for Austria, the coun
try of the waltz. B is for bananas, the fruit I love the most. C is for choco
late, my passion, yum, yum. D is for . . .  etc. 

Mind Bogglers! 

To finish up this chapter, we thought it might be interesting for you 
to figure out what differences there are between the following pairs of sen
tences. Here's the first pair in which one sentence has no article and the 
other has the indefinite article: 

la. "Mr. van Straten is on the phone, sir." 
lb, "A Mr. van Straten is on the phone, sir," 

And now, here's the other pair of sentences, One contains the indef
inite article and the other has the definite article: 

2a. She's going to have a baby. 
2b, She's going to have the baby. 

We think you'll find it amazing how those two little words-or the 
lack of them-can change meaning so much! 



 

  

Verb Tense Consistency  
 

Overview: 

Verb tenses can be confusing, in part because many students often misunderstand their teachers and 

professors and believe that an entire paper must be written in a single verb tense. However, there are 

many cases when this is not true. Just as unnecessary tense changes cause confusion, tense changes that 

are appropriate can help readers understand how events relate to each other according to the time they 

took place. Generally, writers maintain one tense, but will indicate changes in time frame by changing 

tenses to describe different situations, which are usually used with either simple past or simple present. 

The main thing to remember: don’t shift tenses if the time frame for each action is the same.  

 

To help you understand tense consistency, review the following examples and explanations, wherein 

sentence A) is incorrect and sentence B) is correct. 

 

A)  The ocean contains rich minerals that washed down from rivers and streams.  

B)  The ocean contains rich minerals that wash down from rivers and streams.  

 

Contains in both examples is present tense, referring to the current state of the ocean; washed down in 

example A) is past but should be present, as in example B), because the minerals are still washing down 

into the ocean.  

 

A)  About noon the sky darkened, a breeze sprang up, and a low rumble announces the 

approaching storm. 

B)  About noon the sky darkened, a breeze sprang up, and a low rumble announced the 

approaching storm. 

 

In both example A) and B), darkened and sprang up are past tense verbs; however, in example A), 

announces is present tense but should be the past tense, announced, as shown in example B), to maintain 

consistency within the time frame (an event that happened all in the past) established by the beginning 

of the sentence. 

 

A)  The children loved their new tree house, which they built themselves. 

B)  The children love their new tree house, which they built themselves.  

 

You’ll notice in example A) above, although the tense is consistent, loved in the past tense indicates the 

children both loved and built their tree house in the past but currently no longer love it.  If the writer, 

however, actually means the children still love the tree house now but built it in the past, love should be 

in the present tense, as in example B). 

  

Rely on past tense to – 

1. narrate past events  

2. refer to an author or an author's ideas as historical entities (biographical information about a 

historical figure or narration of developments in an author's ideas over time). 
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Use present tense to – 

1. state facts 

2. refer to perpetual or habitual actions 

3. discuss your own ideas  

4. discuss ideas or to describe action in any piece of text, movie, or other literary work.  

5. narrate an event in present tense as though it were happening now (for dramatic effect).  

 

Future action may be expressed in a variety of ways, including the use of will, shall, is going to, are 

about to, tomorrow and other adverbs of time, and a wide range of contextual cues. 

 

Style Matters: 

When citing an author’s words or ideas, remember to stay in the present tense, as in Dr. Joe states …., 

rather than Dr. Joe stated … This will also help uphold an active voice throughout your writing. Look 

through some of your own work and read over a paragraph. Do your sentences maintain a consistent 

tense, or can you spot some unnecessary shift changes?   
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