Count and Noncount Nouns

Count Nouns

Most English nouns are count nouns. They refer to objects which are thought of as separate and distinct entities, and they have both singular and plural forms. Generally speaking, their plurals are formed in a regular and predictable way. Usually, plurals are formed by adding -s to the singular. Nouns that end in -s, -z, -ch, -sh, and -x are made plural by adding an -es. 
When a count noun is unspecified, the articles a or an must be used: 

Example: When Shirley Wang's grandfather came to visit her from China, it was the first time he had ever been on an airplane.

A sample of count nouns which take -s to create the plural form: 

airplane, horse, orange, vase, book, inch, pencil, window, car, jar, quarter, x-ray, desk, idea, key, rose, year, eraser, lamp, street, zipper, fork, motorcycle, train, garden, nest, umbrella, etc.

Irregular Plural Formation

The plurals of some count nouns are formed in irregular ways.  Here are the rules for forming irregular plurals:  (Foreign nouns refer to nouns adopted from Latin or Greek.) 

Some nouns that end in -o: take -es
Example: tomato=tomatoes

Example: daisy=daisies 
 

[image: image1]Nouns that end in -f or -fe: change the -f to -v and add -es 
  

Example: calf=calves 
 

[image: image2]Nouns that change the vowel but add no ending 
  

Example: tooth=teeth, mouse=mice 
 

[image: image3]Nouns that show no difference between singular and plural 
  

Example: deer=deer, fish=fish 
 

[image: image4]Foreign nouns that end in -us: change to -i 
  

Example: alumnus=alumni, focus=foci 
 

[image: image5]Foreign nouns that end in -a: change to -ae 
  

Example: formula=formulae, vertebra=vertebrae 
 

[image: image6]Foreign nouns that end in -um: change to -a 
  

Example: curriculum=curricula, stratum=strata 
 

[image: image7]Foreign nouns that end in -ex or -ix: change to -ices 
  

Example: index=indices, appendix=appendices 
 

[image: image8]Foreign nouns that end in -is: change to -es 
  

Example: neurosis=neuroses, thesis=theses 
 

[image: image9]Foreign nouns that end in -on: change to -a 
  

Example: phenomenon=phenomena, criterion=criteria 
 

[image: image10]Some Italian nouns referring to music that end in -o: change to -i 
  

Example: concerto=concerti, virtuoso=virtuosi 
 

[image: image11]Some French nouns ending in -eau: add -x 
  

Example: beau=beaux, tableau=tableaux
  

Noncount Nouns

Noncount nouns do not have a singular or a plural form. In a sentence, a noncount noun is treated like a singular noun and uses the verb form for singular nouns. 
A and an cannot be used with noncount nouns. However, noncount nouns that represent a collection or a mass may be preceded by a phrase that indicates quantity, or quantifier, such as a lot of, a little, some, much, any. 

Example:  I like some mustard on my hot dog. 

(Not: I like a mustard on my hot dog.)

When used for generalizations, noncount nouns are used without an article: 

Example: Former German Chancellor Helmut Kohl loves to eat hearty German food.

But--for definite meaning, noncount nouns can be preceded by the, that, and other determiners: 

Example:  Did you remember to bring the food for the party?
Types of Noncount Nouns

A useful way to identify noncount nouns is by category.

1.  Things made up of small pieces

Example: grass, dirt, oatmeal, salt, barley, flour, sand, cinnamon, gravel, pepper, spinach, corn, hair, popcorn, sugar, cornmeal, lettuce, rice, etc.

  

2.  Wholes composed of individual parts
These nouns represent collections made up of similar individual parts, which are usually count nouns.  Many of these collective nouns have more than one kind of individual component. 

                   
	Collection
	Sample Component

	mail
	letter

	baggage, luggage
	suitcase

	cash, money
	dollar bill

	clothing
	shirt

	food
	sandwich

	fruit
	strawberry

	furniture
	table

	garbage
	banana peel

	jewelry
	necklace

	lumber
	board

	machinery
	gear

	merchandise
	microwave

	pay 
	dollar and cents

	scenery
	waterfall

	clothes (always in plural) – “clothe” is a transitive verb
	shirt


 
3. Fields of Study / Professional Fields
Noncount nouns are used for academic subjects or areas of professional expertise. 

Examples:  astronomy, civics, geology, music, advertising, computer science, grammar, photography, biology, economics, history, physics, bookkeeping, engineering, law, poetry, Chinese, English, mathematics, politics, etc.
 

4.  Abstract Ideas
 Ideas and abstract concepts also use noncount nouns.
 

Example: strength, equality, information, melancholy, selfishness, advice, fun, justice, news, serenity, anger, happiness, knowledge, patriotism, slang, applause, hatred, laughter, peace, trouble, courage, health, laziness, permission, wealth, crime, help, leisure, relaxation, wisdom, curiosity, ignorance, love, sanity, youthfulness, enjoyment, importance, luck, satisfaction, zip, etc. 

 
5.  Liquids

Example: paint, cream, kerosene, petroleum, beer, gasoline, soup, blood, glue, milk, water, coke, juice, oil, wine, etc.
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 6.  Gases
Example: helium, methane, air, oxygen, carbon dioxide, ozone, carbon monoxide, smoke, ether, hydrogen, steam, neon, tear gas, nitrous oxide, vapor, etc.

7.  Solids, Minerals and Elements 

These noncount nouns refer to a generalized mass. 

Example:  When Mt. Pinatubo erupted in the Philippines several years ago, the surrounding area was covered with lava.
Some count nouns which refer to individual objects can also be used as noncount nouns that refer to a generalized mass.  Food items are often used in this way: 

Example: Mrs. Papadopolous asked the butcher to prepare a whole lamb for her daughter's wedding.  Her family loves to eat lamb.

	lava
	chicken
	cotton
	iron
	penicillin

	bacon
	chocolate
	fire
	lamb
	plastic

	beef
	cloth
	glass
	lead
	silver

	brass
	coal
	gold
	meat
	soap

	bread
	concrete
	ham
	mercury
	steel

	cheese
	copper
	ice
	mold
	wood


8. Sports and Recreational Activities

Example:  Perhaps because archery has been a traditional Korean sport, South Korean men and women excel in international archery competitions. 

	archery
	bridge
	jogging
	swimming

	aerobics
	checkers西洋跳棋
	Monopoly
	tag

	badminton
	chess
	Scrabble
	tennis

	baseball
	football
	soccer
	water polo

	bowling
	hockey
	surfing
	volleyball



  

9. Natural Phenomena
Example: When Jose first moved to Wisconsin, he found snow interesting, but after he had been there for five years, he was sick of it. 

 
 

	snow
	climate
	cold
	darkness
	dew

	fog
	frost
	gravity
	hail
	heat

	humidity
	ice
	light
	lighting
	mist

	rain
	sleet
	thunder
	wind chill
	atmosphere


10. Medical Conditions

Generalized medical conditions are not preceded by an article. 

     Example:  Even for younger people, arthritis can be a problem. 

However, when referring to specific instances of a medical condition or disease, some noncount nouns can use the.  Others do not use an article. 

Example: Arthur seems to come down with the flu every winter. 

But:  Roger couldn't kneel down when proposing to Gloria because he suffers from arthritis in both knees.
  

	arthritis
	laryngitis
	polio

	AIDS
	smallpox
	cancer

	measles麻疹;風疹
	tetanus破傷風
	emphysema肺氣腫

	mumps腮腺炎
	typhoid傷寒症
	flu

	muscular dystrophy肌肉萎縮症
	tuberculosis結核病
	asthma


11. Scientific Processes and Procedures
Example:  Robert J. Oppenheimer later regretted that his work with nuclear fission had led to the creation of the atomic bomb. 

	fission分裂
	electroshock電擊療法

	anesthesia麻醉
	fusion熔化, 融合

	birth control
	liposuction脂肪吸除手術

	dialysis洗腎
	radar

	dissection解剖
	sonar水底音波探測


-------------------------------------- 

Nouns that are Both Count and Non-count Nouns:

Certain nouns in English belong to both classes: they have both a non-count and a count meaning. Normally the non-count meaning is abstract and general and the count meaning concrete and specific. Compare:

Count 

- I've had some difficulties finding a job. (refers to a number of specific problems) 

- The talks will take place in the Krannert building. (refers to a number of specific lectures) 

- The city was filled with bright lights and harsh sounds. (refers to a number of specific lights and noises) 

Non-count

- She succeeded in school with little difficulty. (refers to the general idea of school being difficult) 

- I dislike idle talk. (refers to talking in general) 

- Light travels faster than sound. (refers to the way light and sound behave in general) 

Note: A special case of the use of non-count nouns in a count sense has to do with classification. Sometimes a usually non-count noun can be understood as one item separate and distinct from other items of the same category. The nouns that function in this way often denote foods and beverages: food(s), drink(s), wine(s), bread(s), coffee(s), fruit(s), and so on. Examples:

- There are several French wines to choose from. (= kinds of wine) 

- I prefer Sumatran coffees to Colombian. (= kinds of coffee) 

- We use a variety of different batters in our bakery. (= kinds of batter) 

Other examples:

discipline, effort, faith, soul, stress, will, work, difficulty, talk, light, sound, wine, coffee, batter, homework….

                       ---------------------------------------

Quantifiers (expressions of quantity) used before Count Nouns and Non-count Nouns:

	Quantifiers before Count Nouns
	Quantifiers before Non-count Nouns

	a lot of
	a lot of

	many, a great many
	a great deal of

	no
	no

	a bunch of 
	a large amount of 

	a number of, a large number of
	

	certain
	

	not many (negative)
	not much (negative)

	some
	some

	very few, just a few, only a few (negative)
	very little, just a little, only a little (negative)

	few (negative)
	little (negative)

	a few
	a little

	fewer
	less

	
	

	
	


                -------------------------------------------

She is prepared to pay as much as $20000 （ 她 願 意 付 二 萬 元 ） 這 一 句 ， dollars 是 可 數 名 詞 （ countable noun ） ， 為 什 麼 不 說 as many as 卻 說 as much as ？ 


Much 和 many 都 有 「 多 」 的 意 思 ， 但 many 用 於 可 數 名 詞 ， much 用 於 不 可 數 名 詞 ， 例 如 ： （ 1 ） How many dollars do you have? （ 你 有 多 少 塊 錢 ？ ） （ 2 ） How much money do you have? （ 你 有 多 少 錢 ？ ） 不 過 ， 一 個 金 額 通 常 會 當 做 不 可 數 名 詞 ， 例 如 ： Ten dollars is not much （ 十 元 並 不 多 ） 。 這 一 句 動 詞 不 用 are 。 同 樣 ， 「 我 有 一 萬 元 那 麼 多 」 是 I have as much as （ 或 no less than ） $10000 ， 不 說 as many as 。
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