Articles Made Accessible: IU Southeast Writing Center Podcast
Here is another quick tip from the IU Southeast Writing Center.

Deciding when to use an article before a common noun can be difficult. This series of simple steps should help you learn to juggle articles like a professional!
In the English language, the three articles are “a,” “an,” and “the.” Articles come before common nouns – but it’s a little tricky, because not every noun needs an article. To find out whether your noun needs an article, take yourself through this list of questions.
First, ask yourself if you are talking about something specific.  If you are, you will need to use the definite article “the.” For example, when you say: “According to the Guinness Book of World Records, the world’s deepest underwater postbox is located in Susami Bay, Japan,” you are talking about something pretty specific. There is only one postbox that fits this description. So you use the definite article, “the,” to describe it. 
You can use “the” for definite nouns that are countable and not countable, singular and plural.

On the other hand, if your noun is not specific (if you’re talking about postboxes in general, for instance), then you have to ask yourself another question before you can decide which article to use. Ask: “Can this noun be counted?” 

If you can count the noun by putting a number in front of it and making it plural, then it will probably need an article. If you cannot count the noun, then it probably won’t take an article. 

For instance, “chair,” “apple,” and “experience” are countable nouns. You can count three chairs, two apples, or five experiences. When we use these words in a sentence, they usually need articles. On the other hand, “forgiveness,” “bread,” and “music” are usually not countable nouns. You can’t count two forgivenesses, or three breads, or five musics. Since these are not countable nouns, they don’t need articles (unless, of course, they are specific. All specific nouns need the definite article, “the”). 
If your noun isn’t specific and you can count it, you still have one more question to ask before you’re done: ask if the noun is plural. If it is, you get off the hook easily: you don’t need to use any articles at all! You can say, “I like wombats,” and be done with it!
If, however, your noun is singular, then you need to use an indefinite article: “a” or “an.” You’ll have to say, “I own a wombat,” or “That sounds like quite an experience!” 

To decide whether to use “a” or “an,” just listen to the first sound of the word that comes right after the article. If the word starts with a vowel sound, like “eggplant” or “experience” or “honor,” then you’ll use “an.” If it starts with a consonant sound, like “chainmail” or “cockatoo” or “tuxedo,” then you’ll use “a.”
One last thing: when the noun you’re describing is modified by one or more adjectives, put the article before both the noun and the adjective(s). Check it out: “a fantastic experience” or “the crazily delicious smooth chocolate milkshake.” It may look complex, but it’s really not. Just ignore all of the modifying adjectives until you’ve decided which article to use. When you’ve figured out which article is needed, put it in front of the noun and all the adjectives that accompany it. The only thing the adjectives will affect is whether you use “a” or “an” for an indefinite singular countable noun.
Well, now we’ve about reached the end of the podcast (and yes, I’m talking about a specific podcast here so it takes the definite article)! 

Come and let us help you become a stronger writer soon!

This has been another “quick tip” from the IU Southeast Writing Center.

Thanks for listening!
