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Some Clear, Simple Rules for Recognizing  

 Kinds Of Common Nouns 
(Countable Vs. Uncountable)  

I n English, common nouns  (unlike capitalized, 
particular proper nouns) are general words                      
for people, places, things, activities, ideas,  etc.).              

They belong to one or both of these groupings: 

Ì Countable Common Nouns are also called “count nouns.”             
That’s because speakers of the language “count” items 
named by these words.  For example, the word noun  is 
countable, so we can say, “one noun,” “two nouns,”                      
“a hundred (100) nouns,” and so on.                        

Most countable nouns have singular and plural forms. 
“Regular plurals” end in –(e)s.  “Irregular plurals”                      
differ from their singular forms in other ways.   

Most countable nouns have singular and plural forms. Here are examples:                       
a language/languages,  an activity/activities, a person/people, a fish/fish.   

Singular                      
Common Noun 

Regular Plural 
Form with -(e)s 

Singular                 
Common Noun 

Irregular                  
Plural Form 

a language languages a person people 

a speaker speakers a child children 

a question questions a woman women 

a place places a foot feet 

an activity activities a fish fish 
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As sentence subjects, singular nouns “agree with”          
singular verbs.  In the third person (he, she, it) of           
the simple present, singular verbs end in –s  or -es.         
Plural nouns take plural verbs, without -[e]s endings.  

A singular subject takes a singular verb. 
Plural subjects take plural verbs.   

A singular countable noun must  have a marker before   
it—often a  or an, but sometimes the, this, my, etc.         
A plural noun needs no article, but it may follow        
a quantity expression (no, any, some, a lot of, . . . ),         
a demonstrative (these, those), a number (two, five  
thousand, 126, . . .), a possessive (my, our, . . .), etc.  

Above are illustrations of some countable nouns used only in the plural:        
scissors, pliers, glasses, binoculars, pajamas, clothes, pants, shorts, baked goods.  

More extensive lists and explanations can be found at            
http://mentalfloss.com/article/52672/11-nouns-only-have-plural-form 

Singular  Noun Markers Plural Noun Markers 

a (before a consonant sound) or               
an (before a vowel sound)  

no, any, both, a couple of, a few, 
several, some, many, a lot of, . . 

the, this, that, . . . the, these, those, . . . 

my, our, your, his, her, their, . . my, our, your, his, her, their, . . 

A few countable nouns have no singular forms at all.         
Some examples of nouns that are always plural are 
scissors, pliers, tweezers, glasses, binoculars, pants, 
slacks, jeans, shorts, pajamas, clothes, belongings, riches, 
leftovers, (sporting, baked) goods, suds, . . . . 
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Unit Expressions in of-Phrases before Uncountable and Countable Nouns 

a piece of wood, cake, bread, fruit, clothing, jewelry, gold, furniture, 
equipment, work, information, advice, my mind, . . . Plural: pieces of . . 

a bottle or  a can of beer, soda pop, oil, etc.  Plural: bottles of, cans of . 

a cup or  a pint or a quart or a gallon or a container of water, etc.  

a kind of music, art, game, money, machinery, . . . Plural: kinds of . . .  

a grain of sand, salt, rice, wheat, truth, . . .  Plural: grains of . . . 

Ì Uncountable Common Nouns are also called “non-count 
nouns.” English speakers may “measure” these items         
but they don’t “count” them. Most uncountable nouns fit 
into one or more of these meaning classifications: 

To express a more precise quantity, speakers may add 
“partitives” in of-phrases to uncountable (and countable) 
nouns.  Here are a few examples: 

Meaning Classification for 
Uncountable Nouns Common Examples 

1. SUBSTANCES                                
(Whole Masses Made up of 

Smaller Elements)  

 wood, fabric, steel, paper
 gasoline, water, coffee, juice
 rice, meat, lettuce, sugar

2. NATURAL PHENOMENA                  
(Forces Without                      
Concrete Form) 

 sunshine, light, color, energy
 sound, thunder, noise, air
 wind, rain, fog, snow, lightning

3. ACTIVITIES OR SUBJECTS          
OF STUDY OR INTEREST 
(Including Gerunds) 

 English, Spanish, literature
 history, psychology, science
 reading, swimming, shopping

4. CATEGORIES OR GROUPINGS                 
(of Items with Characteristics  

in Common)  

 equipment, machinery, furniture
 hardware, software, jewelry
 weather, information, traffic

5. ABSTRACTIONS                      
(Concepts or Notions That 
Can’t Be Touched or Held) 

 happiness, tragedy, love, hate
 wisdom, stupidity, knowledge
 fun, amusement, enjoyment
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Explanation, Charts, 
Reference Lists, Addenda      

for Teaching & Learning 
Kinds of Common Nouns 

Even while or after developing a “feel” (intuition)
for English-language phrasing through activities,
some learners will want to further their study of
kinds of nouns  with other pedagogical approaches.  
These may or may not include “academic” grammar 
explanations plus follow-up exercises, summarizing 
charts or reference lists, and/or online “research.”   

The main uses of nouns in phrases and sentences of 
everyday language and connected discourse are as:  

 sentence and clause subjects
 direct and indirect objects; objects of prepositions
 subject and object complements
 appositives; noun-adjectives; possessives

In these contexts, websites and materials directed     
at native English speakers or fluent youngsters might 
distinguish among common, proper, concrete, abstract, 
mass, collective, gerund (-ing), and other “noun types.”   

Texts for non-native  learners of English are more likely 
to teach users about “Count vs. Non-Count Nouns,” 
“Quantity Expressions,” and “Indefinite (Unidentified) 
vs. Definite (Identified) Nouns,” especially in reference 
to use (or not) of the word the  and other noun markers.  
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Lessons and exercises with “vocabulary acquisition”
as their purpose may discuss nouns in sections that 
address parts of speech, synonyms/opposites, subject 
areas, compound words/phrases, and possibly confusing 
word pairs like homophones, homographs, near-misses.  

Both online and printed dictionaries, especially if they 
are designed for second-language learners, not only 
distinguish between countable  and uncountable nouns  
but also between count vs. non-count meanings of           
the same headword.  These are usually indicated by
the label [C] for a count(able) definition or [U] before 
an uncountable meaning.  Included examples of 
vocabulary usage in context can serve as models for 
language learners to follow in their own speech/writing.  

The supplementary grammar/spelling charts and noun-
vocabulary reference lists on the following pages are 
based on the Countable vs. Uncountable Kinds-of-
Common-Nouns  system at the core of this book.  

“Graphic Organizers,” easy to find online, illustrate some of the approaches 
educators and students may take in “kinds of nouns” instruction.  
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Spelling Rules to Form 
Regular Noun Plurals  

Groups of Irregular Plural 
Forms & Exceptions   

 For a singular noun with -y
after a consonant  at the end, 
change the -y  to -i-. Add -es.  
EXAMPLES: baby + -es = babies, 
category +  -es = categories.                
BUT: boy + -s = boys, day + -s = 
days (because these nouns end 
in -y  after vowels). 

 For a singular noun with -f or         
-fe at the end, change the -f  to    
-v- and add -es  or -s. 

EXAMPLES: knife + -s = knives, 
wolf + -s = wolves, shelf + -es = 
shelves, loaf + -es = loaves  
BUT: chief + -s = chiefs, belief  +                            
-s = beliefs.  

 For a singular noun ending in         
-s,  -z, -ch, -sh, -x, or -o (-o   
after a consonant), add -es. 
EXAMPLES: kiss + -es = kisses, 
buzz + -es = buzzes, watch + -es 
= watches, wish + -es = wishes, 
box + boxes, hero + -es = heroes. 
BUT: zoo + -s = zoos, video + -s = 
videos, radio + -s = radios, piano 
+ -s = pianos  (because these  
nouns end in -o after vowels or 
are words related to music).  

 For all other regular singular
nouns, just add -s. 
EXAMPLES: noun + -s = nouns, 
word + -s = words, rule + -s = 
rules, course + -s = courses,         
test + s = tests.  

 Some irregular plural forms
have the same spellings as 
their corresponding singular 
nouns.  
EXAMPLES:  fish / fish, deer / deer, 
sheep / sheep, bison / bison, 
species / species, series / series, 
offspring / offspring.  

 The vowel letters of some
irregular singular nouns  
change to form the plural.  
EXAMPLES: man / men,           
woman / women, foot / feet, 
tooth / teeth, goose / geese. 

 For some “academic” nouns
with Greek or Latin origins, -is 
changes to -es; -us changes to         
-i; -on and -um change to -a.  
EXAMPLES: basis / bases,        
crisis / crises, analysis / analyses,     
oasis / oases, alumnus / alumni, 
cactus / cacti, nucleus / nuclei, 
radius / radii, stimulus / stimuli, 
phenomenon / phenomena,  
criterion / criteria, curriculum / 
curricula, memorandum / 
memorandi, stratum / strata. 

 A few irregular nouns follow
no rule or pattern in forming       
the plural.  
EXAMPLES: child / children,     
index / indices, ox / oxen,    
mouse / mice, louse / lice,       
die / dice, beau / beaux,          
seraph / seraphim.   

Regular &  Irregular Plural Countable Nouns  
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Countable Nouns That Are (Almost) Always Plural   
The phrase “a pair of” can be 
used with many of these nouns, 
such as a pair of pajamas, pants, 
shorts, jeans, slacks, glasses, 
spectacles, binoculars, scissors, 
shears, pliers, and a few others.   

Here are a few other nouns        
that are always plural: clothes, 
groceries, dentures, belongings, 
earnings, shenanigans, remains, 
mathematics, economics, riches,  
ruins,  jitters, hysterics, suds, . . .  

In their “noun-adjective form” preceding nouns, most plurals drop the -(e)s,                
as in apple (not apples) trees. Only a few of the above words do this, however. 
EXAMPLES: pajama tops, a scissor kick, pant legs, a grocery store, denture . . . . 

Use of “Indefinite” Articles (a or an) Before Singular 
Count Nouns the First Time They Are Mentioned  

Use the Article a Before Nouns 
or Adjectives Beginning with a 
Consonant Sound. EXAMPLES:  

Use an Before Nouns or 
Adjectives Beginning with a 

Vowel Sound. EXAMPLES:  

 Words that begin with 
pronounced consonant letters, 
such as a class, a rule, a kind, a 
hand, a hard time, and most other 
singular nouns.   

 Words that begin with the 
consonant sound /y/, no      
matter how it is spelled—like            
a university, a unique chance,         
a year, a yard, etc.  

 Names of letters that begin with 
a consonant sound—like a B.A. 
degree, a P.S. to a letter, etc.  

 Words that begin with vowel 
letters pronounced as vowel 
sounds, such as an apple, an 
English lesson, an item, an 
intuition, an individual, etc.  

 Words that begin with silent 
consonant letters, most often 
silent h-, like an honor, an 
honest man, an hour, etc. 

 Names of letters that begin 
with a vowel sound—like      
an I.Q. test, an EKG, an FTP 
server, an LAPD officer, etc.   

Although “proper nouns” (capitalized names of particular people/places)        
are often included in spelling lessons, terms for nouns such as concrete, 

abstract, mass, and collective may not appear in second language instruction.  
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Meaning Groups of Uncountable Nouns 
Incomplete Lists of Items Uncountable in Their Basic Meanings  

“Mass” Nouns (Nouns of Matter and Material)  

air 
anesthetic gas 
argon 
carbon dioxide 
chlorine 
fog  
gas 
helium  
hydrogen 
krypton 
methane 

natural gas 
neon 
nitrogen 
oxygen 
ozone 
pollution 
radon 
smog 
smoke 
steam 
vapor 

Gases  

alcohol 
ale 
ammonia 
beer 
bleach 
blood 
brandy 
cider 
coffee 
cologne 
cream 
detergent 
dye 
gasoline 
gin 
glue 
ink 
juice 
liquor 
lotion 

milk 
mouthwash 
oil  
perfume 
perspiration 
plasma 
polish 
saliva 
soda pop 
soup 
sweat 
tea 
tequila 
turpentine 
varnish 
vinegar 
vodka 
water 
whiskey 
wine 

Fluids or Liquids  

barley 
batter 
bread 
broccoli 
butter 
cabbage 
cake 
cardboard 
cauliflower 
celery 
chalk 
cheese 
china 
cinnamon 
coal 
copper 
corn 
cornstarch 
custard 
cotton 
dirt 
dough 
dust 
earth 
eggplant 
fat 
fish 
flesh 
flour 
frosting 
fudge 
glass 
gold 

grass 
hair 
ice  
iron 
linen 
lumber 
macaroni 
make-up 
margarine 
mayonnaise 
meat 
mustard 
paper 
pasta 
pepper 
peppermint 
powder 
pudding 
rice 
rock 
rope 
salt 
sand 
silk 
silver 
stone 
straw 
string 
sugar 
tobacco 
wood 
wool 
yarn 

Substances of Particles, Solids    
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Natural Elements or Phenomena   

cold 
darkness 
daylight 
dew 
drought 
fire 
fog 
hail 
haze 
heat 
humidity 
ice 

lightning 
mud 
rain 
sleet 
slush 
smog 
snow 
sunlight 
sunshine 
thunder 
warmth 
wind 

Weather & Climate  

color 
combustion 
condensation 
convection 
distillation 
electricity 
energy 
equilibrium 
evaporation 
fluorescence 
force 
friction 

fusion 
gravity 
light 
magnetism 
magnitude 
osmosis 
oxidation 
polarization 
radiation 
relativity 
sound 
stress 

Other Phenomena  

Collections or Categories (Generic Terms)     

baggage 
business 
clothing 
dessert 
entertainment 
equipment 

fruit 
furniture 
garbage 
jewelry 
luggage 
machinery 

money 
nature 
news 
propaganda 
scenery 
slang 

stationery 
stuff 
traffic 
vegetation 
wildlife 
weather 

Activities, Areas of Study, Subjects   

archery 
badminton 
baseball 
basketball 
bicycling 
boating 
body building 
bowling 
boxing  
diving 
fencing  

fishing 
football 
golf 
haikido 
high jump 
hockey 
horse racing 
hunting 
jogging 
judo 
karate 

kinesiology 
kung fu 
marathon 
running 
paddle ball 
ping-pong 
race walking 
riding 
roller blading 
rowing 
running 

sailing 
shuffleboard 
skateboarding 
skating 
skiing 
soccer 
softball 
steeplechase 
swimming 
table tennis 
tennis 

Sports & Physical Activities  
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Activities, Areas of Study, Subjects, Cont.   

acting 
backgammon 
baking 
bird watching 
boating 
bridge 
camping 
carpentry 
cartooning 
caving 
checkers 
chess 
collecting 

computing 
construction 
conversation 
cooking 
debating 
dog breeding 
drinking 
driving 
embroidery 
fun 
gambling 
gaming 
gardening 

gemology 
genealogy 
gin rummy 
gossip 
handiwork 
humor 
knitting 
meditation  
music 
needlepoint 
painting 
photography 
play 

poker 
reading 
relaxation 
sewing 
shopping 
socializing 
studying 
television 
theater 
travel 
walking 
work 
yoga 

Recreation, Entertainment, Interests  

accounting 
aerospace 
agriculture 
algebra 
anatomy 
anthropology 
Arabic 
archeology 
architecture 
arithmetic 
art 
astrology 
astronomy 
biofeedback 
biology 
bookkeeping 
botany 
business 
calculus 
chemistry 
childcare 
Chinese 

civics 
commerce 
cooking 
dance 
debate 
dentistry 
design 
ecology 
economics 
education 
engineering 
English 
fashion 
film 
French 
geography 
geology 
geometry 
German 
grammar 
health 
history 

horticulture 
hypnosis 
Japanese 
journalism 
justice 
language 
law 
literature 
magic 
management 
math 
mathematics 
mathematics 
medicine 
meteorology 
music 
nursing 
painting 
philosophy 
photography 
physics 
painting 

philosophy 
photography 
physics 
physiology 
pronunciation 
psychology 
recreation 
real estate 
religion 
science 
science fiction 
sculpture 
sociology 
social work 
Spanish 
speech 
spelling 
statistics 
technology 
theater 
weightlifting 
zoology 

Subjects of Study / Topics of Discussion   
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Abstractions   

Buddhism 
capitalism 
Catholicism 
Christianity 
comedy 
communism 
compromise 
Confucianism 
cooperation 
death 
democracy 
dictatorship 
discrimination 
employment 
fairness 
fantasy 
fascism 
freedom 
independence 
inflation 
Islam 

Judaism 
justice 
liberty 
life 
materialism 
morality 
poverty 
prejudice 
racism 
realism 
religion 
Shintoism 
slavery 
socialism 
spirituality 
tolerance 
tragedy 
truth 
vice 
virtue 
wisdom 

Concepts and Ideas   

aggressiveness 
assertiveness 
bravery 
carelessness 
cleverness 
clumsiness 
competence 
confidence 
courage 
cowardice 
creativity 
cruelty 
deceit 
dedication 

dependence 
discipline 
dishonesty 
emotion 
excellence 
failure 
faithfulness 
foolishness 
forgetfulness 
friendliness 
frugality 
generosity 
gentleness 
grace 

greatness 
helpfulness 
heroism 
honesty 
incompetence 
independence 
ingenuity 
intelligence 
knowledge 
laziness 
loyalty 
mediocrity 
motivation 
openness 

patriotism 
rigidity 
rudeness 
selfishness 
sensitivity 
shyness 
sickness 
speed 
stinginess 
strength 
success 
thriftiness 
timidity 
weakness 

Personal Traits, Characteristics, Qualities   

anger 
anxiety 
boredom 
calm(ness) 
confidence 
curiosity 
danger 
dissatisfaction 
eagerness 
empathy 
enjoyment 
enthusiasm 
envy 
excitement 
exhaustion 
fatigue 
fear 
frustration 
happiness 
helplessness 
hope 

impatience 
isolation 
jealousy 
joy 
loneliness 
panic 
patience 
peace 
pity 
pride 
regret 
rejection 
relief 
sadness 
satisfaction 
security 
shame 
sympathy 
tension 
trust 
warmth 

Emotions or Feelings   
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action 
age 
art 
baseball 
beer* 
bread 
breakfast 
business 
cake 
change 
cloth 
color 
company 
conversation 
crime 
dance 
danger 
disease 
earth 
egg 
emotion 
experience 
exercise 
expression 
faith 
fall 
finance 
fire 
fish 
flight 

food 
football 
fraud 
fruit 
game 
glass 
gossip 
hair 
hamburger 
hearing 
history 
home 
ice cream 
illness 
industry 
interest 
iron 
jail 
justice 
khaki(s) 
killing 
land 
language 
law 
life 
light 
living 
loss 
love 
man 

mass 
material 
meat 
memory 
metal 
need 
night 
noise 
orange 
order 
painting 
paper 
pepper 
pizza 
pleasure 
poison 
practice 
print 
promise 
quail 
quality 
quiche  
race 
radio 
reading 
reason 
reinforcement 
religion 
respect 
right 

ritual 
rock 
romance 
room 
salad 
sausage 
school 
science 
script 
sculpture 
sense 
service 
shame 
shape 
shelter 
sickness 
sight 
skill 
skin 
smoke 
space 
speech 
spirit 
sport 
spring 
steak 
stock 
stone 
straw 
string 

sweat 
talk 
tape 
tea 
television/TV 
text 
theater 
thought 
thread 
time 
tissue 
tongue 
trouble 
trust 
truth 
turkey 
type 
value 
videotape 
voice 
war 
waste 
water 
weight 
wind 
wire 
wood 
work 
youth 
zucchini 

For inclusion (or not) in advanced-level noun-vocabulary 
lessons or practice, here are items with both countable 
and uncountable meanings that English-language learners 
are likely to encounter in their studies, work, or lives. 
Those in bold type are included, illustrated, and       
explained in Authors & Editors’  108 card pack, entitled    
Nouns with Countable AND Uncountable Meanings.    

Following are reduced-sized images of the first three             
back-to-back ”pages” of the 108-card pack Nouns with 
Countable AND Uncountable Meanings. Then come the          
other nine face-card images (81 items, in visuals + words). 


