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Making English Grammar Meaningful and Useful 
Mini Lesson #10 

3 Kinds of Nouns:  Counting is Not Always the Issue 

 
The purpose of this lesson is to argue the benefits of presenting ELLs with 3 kinds of nouns, 
reflecting how English nouns are used and the difficulties ELLs have in mastering them. 
 
 
Most approaches to teaching English nouns to ELLs divide nouns into two categories, 
Countable and Uncountable.  This is done because most English nouns either have singular and 
plural forms or they do not, and the countability distinction often helps to decide into which 
category a Noun is placed.  This has three drawbacks.  First, many nouns do not logically fit into 
the appropriate category.  Second, many English nouns can be both countable and uncountable.  
Third, the distinction only addresses two categories of nouns, while their significant grammatical 
characteristics fall more logically into three categories of nouns. 
 
It is preferable, therefore, to refer to Common Nouns as being used in 3 forms: SINGULAR, 
PLURAL or N-N.  Singular means one.  Plural means more than one.  N-N means Not-singular-
and-Not-plural.  This is helpful for ELLs because each of the 3 kinds of nouns has a unique set of 
significant grammatical requirements. 
 
SINGULAR Nouns require the use of the simple determiner 'a’ or 'an' unless some other 
determiner is used instead.  Many languages in the world do not require these simple 
determiners.  ELLs who are native speakers of these languages frequently omit them in places 
where they are required.  (This is perhaps the biggest structural problem in English for these 
ELLs.)   
 
PLURAL Nouns require plural forms.  Most Plural Nouns simply have an 's' added to their 
singular forms.  However, there are several irregular plural forms of English nouns. Plural 
Nouns also have their own forms of Determiners.   The word ‘some’ is used as a Simple 
Determiner for Plural Nouns in the same way that ‘a’ or ‘an’ is used with Singular Nouns, 
although it is not always required.  When used as subjects of sentences, Plural Nouns often 
require plural forms of the verb to establish Subject-Verb Agreement. 
 
N-N Nouns cannot be used with the Simple Determiner ‘a’ or ‘an’ and they do not have a plural 
marker.  Like plural nouns, however, N-N Nouns do sometimes have the simple determiner 
‘some’.   They also have their own set of determiners, some of which are used with Plural 
Nouns, some of which are used exclusively with N-N Nouns.  
 
In every context when a common noun is used, it must be used as one of these 3 forms.  Also, in  
most indefinite contexts, the appropriate simple determiner must accompany the noun.  The  
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problem for ELLs is to know the form of each noun as it is used.  Noun Chart - Aspects of 3 
Kinds of Nouns shows the 3 kinds of nouns and the considerations that accompany the use of 
each kind. 
 

Noun Chart – Aspects of 3 Kinds of Noun 
 

 Singular 
Nouns 

Plural 
Nouns 

N-N 
Nouns 

Meanings 1 2 or more no number 

Example room rooms room 

Simple 
Determiner a / an some some 

Verb Form  is / has  are / have  is / has 

Sample 
sentence 

A room is free at 
the end of the hall. 

Some rooms are 
small. 

There is some room in  
the front. 

 
The biggest problem encountered by ELLs with English nouns is knowing which abstract nouns 
are nevertheless singular.  Examples of such words are ‘an idea’, ‘a suggestion’, ‘a feeling’, ‘an 
intention’, ‘a thought’, ‘a problem’, ‘a chance’, ‘a look’.  ELLs need to learn that an English 
noun is Singular or N-N when they first encounter it.  This aspect of the noun is as important as 
its pronunciation, its spelling and its meaning.  
 
ELLs face a similar problem in using the plural form with nouns that don’t have specific 
numbers.  Cook one potato, mash it and add milk and butter.  You have mashed potatoes which 
you must pluralize even though the mashed potatoes cannot really be counted.  The same is true 
of mashed tomatoes, scrambled eggs, and skies filled with clouds.   
 
Many English words are N-N Nouns even though they can be counted.  ‘Money’, ‘furniture’, 
‘bread’, and ‘lettuce’ are examples. 
 
Finally, the count/non-count distinction of many nouns is not as consistent in everyday use as it 
used to be.  Nouns that were once exclusively uncountable are now frequently referred to in their 
singular and plural forms.  It is very common today to hear one getting ‘a coffee’ or ‘a beer’.   
Good ‘wines’ are produced in California, and Wisconsin produces good ‘cheeses’.   


