
OXFORD ENGLISH GRAMMAR · ARTICLES

The Definite 
Article: "The"
When specific means specific — "the" signals that both speaker and listener 

know exactly which person, place, or thing is being discussed.
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DEFINITE ARTICLE

When to Use 
"The"

Previously Mentioned

"I saw a dog. The dog was barking."

Unique or One-of-a-Kind

"The sun rises in the east."

Specified by Context

"Pass me the salt." (on the table)

Superlatives & Ordinals

"She's the best player. He was the first to arrive."
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INDEFINITE ARTICLES

"A" and "An" — Introducing the 
Unknown

Use "a" or "an" when referring to 

something non-specific — the listener 

doesn't yet know which one you mean.

First Mention

"I need a pen." (any pen)

General 
Category

"She's an engineer."

One of Many

"He ate a sandwich."
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KEY RULE

Choosing "A" vs "An": It's All 
About the Sound!
The rule is based on pronunciation, not spelling. Listen to the initial sound of the following word.

Use "A" → Consonant Sound

a book · a university (/juː/) · a one-way street (/wʌn/)

Use "An" → Vowel Sound

an apple · an hour (/aʊər/) · an MBA (/em/)

⚠️ Watch out! "Hour" starts with a consonant letter but a vowel sound — so it takes "an".
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THE + GENERALISATION

"The" in 
Generalisations

With Plural Nationalities

"The British are known for their politeness." — Refers to the people as a 

group.

With Adjectives as Nouns

"We must protect the environment." / "The poor need support."

NOT with General Plurals

"The Dogs are loyal." → "Dogs are loyal." — No article for general 

plural nouns.
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PLACES & INSTITUTIONS

"The" or Zero Article with 
Places

The key distinction: purpose vs specific location.

Zero article = you're there for its primary function

"The" = you're referring to a specific building or location

"She's at hospital." (patient) vs "I visited the hospital." 

(building)
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ZERO ARTICLE

When to Use No Article

General Plurals & 
Uncountables

"Cats are independent." / "Water is essential."

Proper Nouns

"Paris is beautiful." / "Sarah is my friend."

Meals, Days & Languages

"We had breakfast." / "She speaks French."

Transport & Institutions (by 
purpose)

"by car / on foot / at university"
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SPOKEN ENGLISH

Articles in Real-
Life 
Conversations
In spoken English, articles are often reduced or elided. Listen for the 

rhythm and context clues.

Natural 
Speech

"D'you wanna grab a coffee?" — 

"a" is reduced to /ə/

Context is 
King

"I saw the film." → Which film? 

The one we discussed.

Zero Article in Phrases

"go to bed / at home / in town" — fixed expressions with no article
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PRACTICE

Practice Time! Fill in the 
Blanks
Choose a, an, the, or — (zero article).

1

Exercise 1

"___ Eiffel Tower is in ___ Paris."

2

Exercise 2

"She's ___ honest person. ___ 

honest people are rare."

3

Exercise 3

"I went to ___ university by ___ 

bus."

Answers: 1. The / —  2. an / — 3. — / —
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SUMMARY

Summary & 
Takeaways

🔵 "The" = Specific

Both speaker and listener know which one.

🟢 "A / An" = Non-Specific

Sound determines choice — not spelling.

⚪ Zero Article = General

Plurals, uncountables, proper nouns, fixed phrases.

🎙️ Listen for Context

In speech, context and rhythm guide article use.

Mastering articles takes practice — listen, read, and speak with confidence!
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