Grammar Review
There are a number of grammatical issues I have noticed our students have had over the years.
These primarily involve the use of articles and prepositions.
Though you may think these are small things, they make you look sloppy and will likely
preclude you from getting the job of your choice. They were certainly reduce your grade
significantly, so take it seriously.

Articles (Via Grammarly.com)
Articles are words that define a noun as specific or unspecific. Consider the following examples:
After the long day, the cup of tea tasted particularly good.
By using the article the, we’ve shown that it was one specific day that was long and one specific
cup of tea that tasted good.
After a long day, a cup of tea tastes particularly good.
By using the article a, we’ve created a general statement, implying that any cup of tea would
taste good after any long day.
English has two types of articles: definite and indefinite. Let’s discuss them now in more detail.
The Definite Article
The definite article is the word the. It limits the meaning of a noun to one particular thing. For
example, your friend might ask, “Are you going to the party this weekend?”
The definite article tells you that your friend is referring to a specific party that both of you know
about. The definite article can be used with singular, plural, or uncountable nouns.
Below are some examples of the definite article the used in context:
Please give me the hammer.
Please give me the red hammer; the blue one is too small.
Please give me the nail.
Please give me the large nail; it’s the only one strong enough to hold this painting.
Please give me the hammer and the nail.
The Indefinite Article
The indefinite article takes two forms. It’s the word a when it precedes a word that begins with a
consonant. It’s the word an when it precedes a word that begins with a vowel. The indefinite

article indicates that a noun refers to a general idea rather than a particular thing. For example,
you might ask your friend, “Should I bring a gift to the party?”
Your friend will understand that you are not asking about a specific type of gift or a specific
item. “I am going to bring an apple pie,” your friend tells you. Again, the indefinite article
indicates that she is not talking about a specific apple pie.
Your friend probably doesn’t even have any pie yet. The indefinite article only appears with
singular nouns.
Consider the following examples of indefinite articles used in context:
Please hand me a book; any book will do.
Please hand me an autobiography; any autobiography will do.
Exceptions: Choosing A or An
There are a few exceptions to the general rule of using a before words that start with consonants
and an before words that begin with vowels. The first letter of the word honor, for example, is a
consonant, but it’s unpronounced.
In spite of its spelling, the word honor begins with a vowel sound. Therefore, we use an.
Consider the example sentence below for an illustration of this concept.
My mother is a honest woman.
My mother is an honest woman.
Similarly, when the first letter of a word is a vowel but is pronounced with a consonant sound,
use a, as in the sample sentence below:
She is an United States senator.
She is a United States senator.
This holds true with acronyms and initialisms, too: an LCD display, a UK-based
company, an HR department, a URL.
Article Before an Adjective
Sometimes an article modifies a noun that is also modified by an adjective. The usual word order
is article + adjective + noun. If the article is indefinite, choose a or an based on the word that
immediately follows it.
Consider the following examples for reference:
Eliza will bring a small gift to Sophie’s party.
I heard an interesting story yesterday.

Indefinite Articles with Uncountable Nouns
Uncountable nouns are nouns that are either difficult or impossible to count. Uncountable nouns
include intangible things (e.g., information, air), liquids (e.g., milk, wine), and things that are too
large or numerous to count (e.g., equipment, sand, wood). Because these things can’t be counted,
you should never use a or an with them—remember, the indefinite article is only for singular
nouns. Uncountable nouns can be modified by words like some, however.
Consider the examples below for reference:
Please give me a water.
Water is an uncountable noun and should not be used with the indefinite article.
Please give me some water.
However, if you describe the water in terms of countable units (like bottles), you can use the
indefinite article.
Please give me a bottle of water.
Please give me an ice.
Please give me an ice cube.
Please give me some ice.
Note that depending on the context, some nouns can be countable or uncountable (e.g., hair,
noise, time):
We need a light in this room.
We need some light in this room.
Using Articles with Pronouns
Possessive pronouns can help identify whether you’re talking about specific or nonspecific
items. As we’ve seen, articles also indicate specificity. But if you use both a possessive pronoun
and an article at the same time, readers will become confused. Possessive pronouns are words
like his, my, our, its, her, and their. Articles should not be used with pronouns.
Consider the examples below:
Why are you reading the my book?
The and my should not be used together since they are both meant to modify the same noun.
Instead, you should use one or the other, depending on the intended meaning:
Why are you reading the book?
Why are you reading my book?

Omission of Articles
Occasionally, articles are omitted altogether before certain nouns. In these cases, the article is
implied but not actually present. This implied article is sometimes called a “zero article.” Often,
the article is omitted before nouns that refer to abstract ideas.
Look at the following examples:
Let’s go out for a dinner tonight.
Let’s go out for dinner tonight.
The creativity is a valuable quality in children.
Creativity is a valuable quality in children.
Many languages and nationalities are not preceded by an article. Consider the example below:
I studied the French in high school for four years.
I studied French in high school for four years.
Sports and academic subjects do not require articles. See the sentences below for reference:
I like to play the baseball.
I like to play baseball.
My sister was always good at the math.
My sister was always good at math.

Prepositions (Via Grammarly.com)
•
•
•
•

Prepositions indicate relationships between other words in a sentence.
Many prepositions tell you where something is or when something happened.
Most prepositions have several definitions, so the meaning changes quite a bit in different
contexts.
Ending a sentence with a preposition is not a grammatical error.

What Is a Preposition?
“Vampires! Zombies! Werewolves!” “Where?!” “Behind you!”
Thank goodness for prepositions. Imagine not knowing where the danger lay….
Prepositions tell us where or when something is in relation to something else. When monsters are
approaching, it’s good to have these special words to tell us where those monsters are. Are
they behind us or in front of us? Will they be arriving in three seconds or at midnight?
Prepositions often tell us where one noun is in relation to another (e.g., The coffee is on the
table beside you). But they can also indicate more abstract ideas, such as purpose or contrast
(e.g., We went for a walk despite the rain).

Types of Prepositions
Prepositions indicate direction, time, location, and spatial relationships, as well as other abstract
types of relationships.
Direction: Look to the left and you’ll see our destination.
Time: We’ve been working since this morning.
Location: We saw a movie at the theater.
Space: The dog hid under the table.
Preposition Examples
Unfortunately, there’s no reliable formula for determining which preposition to use with a
particular combination of words. The best way to learn which prepositions go with which words
is to read as much high-quality writing as you can and pay attention to which combinations
sound right. Here are a few examples of the most common prepositions used in sentences.
I should rewrite the introduction of my essay.
Sam left his jacket in the car.
Did you send that letter to your mother?
We’re cooking for ten guests tonight.
Dan ate lunch with his boss.
You can also use tools like Google Ngrams to see which prepositions most commonly occur with
particular words—but remember, this tool can’t explain the difference in meaning between
different prepositional phrases like “pay for” (to purchase) and “pay off” (to bribe). For that, you
may want to refer to a list of prepositions that includes the meanings of common combinations.
Ending a Sentence With a Preposition
The old claim that it’s wrong to end a sentence with a preposition has been utterly debunked. It’s
not true and it never was true. Writers who always insist that a preposition can’t end a sentence
often end up with stilted and unnatural sentences:
There’s no one else to hide behind. (Grammatically correct and natural)
There’s no one else behind whom to hide. (Grammatically correct, but unnatural)
Where did you come from? (Grammatically correct and natural)
From where did you come? (Grammatically correct, but unnatural)
That said, it is sometimes more elegant to move a preposition to an earlier spot in a sentence,
especially in very serious and formal writing. But if you do move the preposition, remember to
delete it from the end.
This is something we must meditate on.
This is something on which we must meditate.
This is something on which we must meditate on.

Unnecessary Prepositions
One of the most common preposition mistakes is adding an unnecessary at to the end of a
question.
Where is your brother at?
Although this is common in some English dialects, it’s considered an error in writing. You can
fix the problem by simply deleting the at.
Where is your brother?
On the bright side, if you’re not sure which preposition to use, sometimes you can just get rid of
it altogether. In fact, you should always get rid of unnecessary prepositional phrases. Too many
prepositions can be a sign of flabby writing. Look at how many prepositions appear in the
sentence below:
For many people, the reality of an entry into a new area of employment is cause for a
host of anxieties.
Getting rid of the prepositions forces you to tighten up the sentence. The result is shorter, more
direct, and easier to understand:
Changing careers makes many people anxious.
Here’s another example:
Alex hit the baseball up over the fence.
Get rid of the up. You don’t need it:
Alex hit the baseball over the fence.

