USE  OF  INDEFINITE  VS. ZERO  ARTICLE

NOUNS WHICH CAN BE COUNT OR UNCOUNT
When using the following nouns one either considers the thing that is being talked about as a substance or as an individual object.

	bone

cabbage

cake

chicken
	chocolate

cloud

cord

egg
	fish

fog

fruit

lettuce
	muscle

onion

pie

powder
	pudding

ribbon

rock

rope
	stew

stone

string

thread
	toffee

wire


E.g. Later, he ordered a tenderloin biscuit, with egg, at the diner.
But: I suddenly saw a great horned owl sitting atop its nest, presumably on an egg.
... negative health consequences including loss of muscle and damage to the heart.
But: The students stayed an hour and for the entire time she didn’t move a muscle.
Serve the chicken with sliced onion, lemon wedges, tomatoes and olives. 

But: I tried to get an onion last night and couldn’t get one.
The following abstract nouns also behave like this because they can refer to a state or process in general or to an instance of it:

	Ambition

analysis

attack

change

conflict

controversy

death
	desire
difficulty

disagreement

divorce

doubt

escape

failure
	famine

fear
hope

improvement

investment

life

marriage
	meaning

murder

noise
opportunity

pain

pregnancy

protest
	rebellion

recession

retreat

sound
suicide

suspicion

theft
	victory

war


E.g.

Never use a natural fiber such as string.  Tie a string around it.

He is not someone who accepts failure easily.   The advertising campaign was a total failure.

Such children often have difficulty engaging in competitive play.

I am not saying I won’t help; I’m just acknowledging a difficulty.

Jordan  led his team to victory. We’re  very confident of victory. It was a surprisingly easy victory.

A third of all marriages in Britain end in divorce. Gwen has just been through a bitter divorce.

Caroline's husband asked her for a divorce and she agreed.

CONVERTING UNCOUNT NOUNS TO COUNT NOUNS MEANING 
(1) ‘a unit of’
Many mass nouns can become count nouns when they are used to refer to an amount of something in a container. So offering someone a drink of coffee in a cup, you can say ‘Would you like a coffee?’ (even though, generally, we say ‘Coffee and tea are not good drinks for children’. Here’s a list of words that are frequently used in this way:
	Beer

brandy

coffee
	Coke

gin

lager
	rum

sherry

sugar
	vodka
whisky

yoghurt


(2) ‘a type of’
For example, ‘cheese’ is a general word for that particular food and ‘a cheese’ is a variety or kind of cheese:

Supper consisted of onion soup, black sausage with tomato salad, and a local cheese with herbs.   I was impressed by a wine from Friuli.

Some other words that are used in this way are:

	Beer

brandy

cheese
	coffee

detergent

jam
	lager

meat

medicine
	metal

paint

perfume
	sauce

soup

tea
	whisky

wine

wood


NOUNS WHICH CAN BE COUNT OR  UNCOUNT WITH DIFFERENT MEANINGS
There is a large group of nouns in English which can mean different things and be used differently depending on whether they are count or uncount (the cost of paper vs. the costs of producing a paper). Here are some common words which behave like this:
	accommodation

air

beauty

business

charity

charm
	cold
dinner

education

experience

faith

game
	glass
grammar

history

iron

language

lamb
	law
light

memory

paper

play

reason
	room
rubber

space

speech

study

talk
	time
tin

trust

wood

work

youth


E.g. We need to give students practical experience.
It was a remarkable experience. 

You have to rely on reason, not authority. There must be a reason for the KGB’s intervention.
USING THE INDEFINITE ARTICLE WITH ABSTRACT UNCOUNT NOUNS

Many abstract nouns can be used with the indefinite article when an adjective is used with them. For example, if you talk about ‘a sudden violent hatred’, you mean a particular kind of hatred which is sudden and violent.
E.g.  …..a passionate hatred of feminists.

……….working up a passing anger.

……….a certain quaint charm.

Compare this with their use as uncount nouns when there are no adjectives.
How long can hatred last?

……..in a voice choked with anger.

He had neither charm nor humor.

You don’t have to use the indefinite article with such nouns just because of the adjectives; you can still use them without an article if you don’t want to emphasize their individual, particular nature.

……a man of immense personal charm.

