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T o find out if applicants for ESL/EFL (English as 
a Second/Foreign Language) teaching positions  
“know their stuff,” interviewers might ask:  

How would you teach a lesson                      
in the use of different kinds of common nouns? 

Many native speakers of English, including articulate 
talkers and expressive writers, would hesitate at                      
the question or stumble over an answer. That’s                     
because few are aware of the “rules” for noun usage 
that they follow in their own intuitive use of language. 
Non-natives that wish to speak and write correctly, 
however, might face a different situation.    

Confusion arises when learners of English try to                         
put common nouns  together with words like “articles”  
(a, an, the), quantity expressions (no,  any, a few, 
several, some, many, much, etc.), singular/plural 
pronouns, or verbs.  In their native tongues, there                   
may not be the same distinctions among types of  
nouns—(un)countable, singular/plural, (in)definite or                   
(un)identified—that users of English take into account.  
Other languages do have similar noun features but 
certain labels may apply to different vocabulary items. 
Therefore, comparison through translation can hinder 
rather than help in language acquisition.   

What is necessary is clear, simple rules, applied to  
plenty of practice in meaningful, real-life contexts.  

Grammatical Phrasing Patterns            
for English-language learners 

Kinds Of Common Nouns 
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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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S o how can language instructors teach—and 
language students learn—how to use countable 
(“count”) and uncountable (“non-count”) nouns in 

meaningful situations that include real communication? 
Specialists in applied linguistics or experienced second-
language instructors suggest these steps: 

Ì Teachers present and/or students read the relevant 
grammar rules, principles, and patterns. Explanations 
should include sufficient examples. To demonstrate 
comprehension of the principles, learners can explain 
them in their own words—to other students or the whole 
group. As they paraphrase what they have understood, 
they are likely to ask or elicit good questions about                      
the concepts. The answers should help both questioners 
and other learners to grasp the grammar principles at 
their present level of language proficiency.  

Ì Learners practice the principles, with appropriate 
feedback and correction, in controlled exercises, 
activities, and/or games. (A “controlled” grammar                   
lesson in one in which—if they follow the rules,                   
principles, or patterns appropriately—learners are                   
likely to get correct answers.)  

Such activity may or may not encourage participants                   
or provide them with opportunity to express their                 
own information, feelings, thoughts, opinions, ideas,                  
and more.  

Some Clear, Simple Rules for Recognizing  

 Kinds Of Nouns 
(Countable Vs. Uncountable)  

How to Teach and/or Learn About  

 Kinds Of Common Nouns 
(Countable Vs. Uncountable)  
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Ì Learners apply the principles to their speech and writing 
in less controlled, more communicative exercises or 
activities. For example, they might explain what they   
have understood from a reading, an audiovisual segment,  
or a TV program. (In lessons about kinds of nouns, of 
course, the selected materials should contain a large 
number of countable nouns, singular and plural, and 
uncountable nouns from various meaning classifications.) 

Ì Finally, in contexts that make ample use of the presented 
and practiced grammar rules and patterns, students 
demonstrate that they have mastered the principles                   
for use in “real life” self-expression and communication. 
For example, they might speak for a specified time on                  
a subject that naturally elicits the grammar, applied to                  
a variety of noun vocabulary.  Or they might do some 
“free-writing” on the same kinds of topics.  Ideas for 
content with which learners can “prove” their mastery of 
the principles of (un)countable nouns appear in this book.  

How can students learn to apply rules and patterns to 
new items in their constantly expanding vocabularies? 
One effective method is to request or pay attention                 
to correction of their speech/writing by linguistically-
educated native speakers of English.  A second useful 
technique is to observe—and imitate—the oral/written 
language of articulate, expressive speakers and writers. 
To progress, learners should focus on the common noun 
vocabulary they hear or see in context.  And finally, 
students/teachers will benefit from looking up words 
(online) in English learners’ dictionaries that identify 
nouns as “countable” or “uncountable” in their various 
meanings and uses.  They should notice examples  to  
follow as phrasing models for their own use of nouns.   
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Creative Activities & Games  

for Teaching & Learning 

Kinds of Common Nouns 

S imply understanding grammar principles is hardly 
enough, of course. A grasp of the rules  for                   
noun usage serves little purpose until language 

learners have also acquired enough vocabulary to       
make the principles “stick.” Therefore, lessons in                   
kinds of nouns should target mostly item phraseology,    
providing practice in putting words together in 
appropriate sequence—and in combining noun subjects 
and objects with verbs and other parts of speech.                   
When learners get sufficient phrasing practice with     
enough words, they begin to develop a feel for language 
that will enable them to: 

 speak and write correctly and effectively  
 find the right words for their thoughts and ideas,   
 judge whether their own word usage “sounds right.”  

Following are suggestions for what to do to help           
English-language learners develop a “natural intuition” 
about the use of different kinds of common nouns:  

Illustrations of various kinds (drawings, photos) can be valuable in developing 
vocabulary in grammatical categories, such as singular/plural countable vs. 
uncountable nouns.  For instance, in these five pictures there are images of                  
at least 14 count nouns (a backpack, straps, an apple, a book; notes, a staff,                 

a musician; a bucket, shovels, a toy truck, shadows; a glass; a tractor,                           
a vehicle) and 5 non-count nouns (music, sound; sand; milk; equipment).   
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M aterials = Noun Pictures 
(+ Words) Cards  

There are many appealing activities and games that can 
be conducted with picture (+ word) cards.  Here’s how                
to make your own “Kinds of Nouns” card collections—                
to use again and again for lessons and/or practice:  

Ì Collect or create small illustrations of individual items, 
representing both countable (singular and plural) and 
uncountable nouns. The pictures can be photos, drawings, 
or cartoons.  Possible (downloadable) sources of such 
pictures are old (children’s) books to cut up, magazines, 
other printed matter, various styles of clip art, etc.                    

Ì To create reusable materials, paste up the images on  
cards or reproduce them on card stock to cut apart. 
To aid in pedagogy, you can put labels under the visuals.   
There should be as many card collections—identical or 
different—as there are groups of 3 to 5 students.   

Ì For “controlled” uses of the cards in grammatical vocab 
lessons, you could choose and organize images to illustrate 
targeted kinds of nouns.  For instance, each of Authors & 
Editors’  two 52-card decks, Kinds of Nouns A-M  and 
Kinds of Nouns  N-Z,  contains 13 sets of four (4) labeled, 
letterednumbered visuals in these meaning categories:    
1.  AN ABSTRACTION / A CHARACTERISTIC OR FEELING 
2.  EVERYDAY OBJECTS / (A[N] (UN)COUNTABLE THING(S) 
3.  EDIBLES / A SUBJECT OR AN ACTIVITY 
4.  PEOPLE OR ANIMALS / PLACES      

Fourteen (14) full-page (8.5 x 11”) images of these two 
decks (two for card backs and 12 for card faces) appear,  
greatly reduced in size, on the next three pages.    
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In the 52-card Kinds 
of Nouns Deck A-M,   

[1] Characteristics/
Feelings  are all non-
count Abstractions.  

[2] Everyday Objects 
images display one vs. 
two or more Things.   

 [3] Most Edibles  are 
uncountable food 
substances, with a   
few singular items.   

[4] People  or Animals  
can be counted: their 
labels are singular or 
plural words.   

In the 52-card Kinds 
of Nouns Deck N-Z,  

[1] Characteristics                   
or Feelings  are non-
count Abstractions.  

[2] Things  are items 
that can be singular or  
plural or  uncountable.   

[3] Subjects  or 
Activities (+ gerunds  
with –ing endings)                 
are non-count.  

[4] The words for 
Places  are countable, 
labeled by singular/
plural forms.   
 

 Authors & Editors Card Packs are                   

printed two-sided on 8.5 x 11” card stock,   

pre-perforated so that the nine distinct 

cards per page can be easily separated.   

Teacher-made materials of this kind can be 
created by computer, printed out, and cut 

apart with scissors or a paper cutter.                       

Or they can be pasted up on cards by hand.  
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Here are some tested ideas on how to use the cards you 
designed for grammar lessons and/or the Kinds of Nouns 
Card Decks A-M/N-Z  available from Authors & Editors.  

A CTIVITY ONE: SHOWING FLASH CARDS.                 
The simplest  way to make use of any  picture/word 

items is as  “flash cards.” Simply hold up—or have a group 
leader show—the card faces of a collection one by one.    

Ì If the cards have picture labels on them, participants  
simply read appropriate words aloud. Stronger students 
might try to name the items before seeing the “answers.” 
If there are no words printed on the cards, they can 
“consult” one another or available (near-)native speakers 
to get “the right answers.”  (If the words do  appear,                 
they can be covered as the cards are shown.)   

Ì To get grammar “mileage” out of the lesson, learners                   
can say a or an  before each singular noun, pronounce                 
the plural endings of the more-than-one countable items, 
and say a quantity word before each uncountable noun.                   
Or they can put the words into basic sentences, such as                 
“It’s a . . . .” or  “Those are . . .” or “That’s some . . . .”   

Ì Competition may or may not add motivation to the activity.            
Groups can try to “win” by monitoring the amount of time 
it takes their members to get through a deck of cards 
and learn all the vocabulary.  Or individuals can receive 
“points” for naming an item correctly when it is their turn.  

Ì A group of learners may want to reuse a deck of Kinds                
of Nouns  word-and-picture cards several times—to insure 
they have mastered the vocabulary and grammar rules.  

Other groups may prefer to work quickly with each card 
collection and then trade it for materials with other                
noun vocabulary items to learn.    
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A CTIVITY TWO: CLASSIFYING NOUNS.              
The main purpose of instruction in “kinds of nouns”                    

is to lead participants to make distinctions in the context                 
of their own speech/writing.  Here’s another way to make 
preparatory use of Kinds of Nouns  cards.  

Ì Groups of learners are provided with card collections                     
of equal size. The members of each group work together 
to categorize the cards—single count nouns  in one pile, 
plural nouns  in another, and uncountable nouns in a third. 
They can list the names of their items in three sections   
of a chart on a board and/or paper with everyone’s                   
name on it, to be handed in for comment, a cooperative  
grade, and/or reference.  Here’s a sample list with                    
words for some of illustrated items in this Kinds of                   
Nouns Instructions & Ideas book, including its covers.                   
Including noun-adjectives in phrases (e.g., a fruit bowl, 
kitchen utensils) makes those item names more precise.    

COUNTABLE NOUNS  
SINGULAR PLURAL 

 a fruit bowl 
 a kitchen counter 
 a can opener 
 a coffee pot 
 a blender, a mixer 
 an egg timer 
 a person, an adult  
 a child, a (wo)man 
 a tractor, a vehicle  
 a glass, a jar  
 a paper lunch bag 
 a chess board 
 a chili pepper 
 a pyramid 

 bills, coins, dice 
 oranges, apples 
 grapes, bananas 
 plates, knives 
 containers, cups  
 kitchen utensils 
 activities, sports 
 people, women 
 children, kids 
 scissors, pliers 
 glasses, binoculars 
 pajamas, clothes 
 baked goods 
 musical notes 

 money, currency 
 cash, metal 
 corn, butter 
 fruit, bread 
 silverware 
 lotion, soap 
 music, sound 
 sand, light, sun 
 milk, water 
 paper, cardboard 
 glass, porcelain  
 cake, candy 
 soup, broth  
 stuff, junk, trash 

UNCOUNTABLE  
NOUNS 

Illustrations of these items are in this book or on its front/back covers.  
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Ì As in all small-group activities, learners will be motivated 
to find out the correct “answers,” so there should be 
opportunity to go over the names of the items—as                          
a class or in small groups led by tutors or helpers, who   
can show the visuals again and model their pronunciation.  
Questions should be encouraged and answered clearly.                   
If feasible, an “Answer Key” chart can be provided—                      
on a screen or papers to lend out.  

Ì Some learners might find it less complicated to simply      
list  words for items on the cards (rather than to  
categorize them in columns). To demonstrate they can                  
distinguish among types of nouns, they ought to write                 
the article a  or an before each countable singular noun,  
add the regular -(e)s  ending or use an irregular form                
for each plural, and put some before uncountable nouns.                
To make their vocabulary listings more accurate, they 
might want to write more precise phrases, perhaps 
including (noun-)adjectives, “partitives” with of,                         
quantity expressions,  etc.  Here are examples: 

Ì In addition to or instead of using picture (and word)   
cards as vocabulary cues, learners can continue   
classifying kinds of nouns as singular, plural, or                    
uncountable  by making charts or lists of other  items.                   
These might be the names of things they see around   
them in reality, in newspaper or magazine scenes, or                       
in complex pictures of clutter.  They could also list some 
of the nouns they read in connected text without visuals.    

 two bundles of dollar bills 
 some corn on the cob 
 a stack of coins 
 a bowl of fruit 
 three bunches of grapes 

 two apples and 2 oranges 
 some bread, not much flour 
 a chess board, 32 chess pieces 
 a lot of sand, a little sunlight 
 a pair of scissors  
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A CTIVITY THREE: CREATING SENTENCES.  
Even after learning the spellings, meanings, and 
grammatical categories of various kinds of nouns, 

students need to practice using the words in context—                   
with feedback (from [near-]natives) in each learning group.  
Any collection of self-created and/or purchased picture/   
word noun cards can be used productively for this purpose.    

Ì Each cooperative learning group receives a card pack  
appropriate to its size—about ten items per member                   
(for instance, 52 cards for five participants).  From a 
shuffled deck, five cards are dealt out to each person.                 
The others are placed face-down in a stack on the table.  

Ì The first player begins by placing a card from his/her 
hand face up on the table and making a phrase or sentence 
with the word. If the context is grammatically correct                  
in its noun usage, play passes to the second/next person.                
If the first player has made a mistake, however, he/she 
must put the card back into his or her hand. That player 
must also draw a card from the face-down stack.  

Ì The second player does the same thing, putting any card 
from his or her hand face up on the table and creating                  
a phrase or sentence that shows how the word is used.                
Someone with no idea how to make use of a word may 
trade that card for another by putting it at the bottom   
of the face-down stack and taking the top card instead.   

Ì Play continues in this way until someone “plays out” by  
getting rid of the last card in his/her hand. The “winner” 
gets to lead a review of the items in the deck, during 
which everyone can recall contributed sentence contexts. 
Then the cards are collected and shuffled. To review                  
that noun vocabulary, players can use the same card                   
collection for another game.  To learn to use more 
vocabulary, they can trade their pack for another. 
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A CTIVITY FOUR: PLAYING CARD GAMES. 
Collections of cards with matching/sequenced                     

groups of four  lend themselves to (adaptation of) the 
motivating procedures and rules of traditional card play.                   
In regard to pre-prepared Picture Card Decks  illustrating 
Kinds of Nouns, depictions of four “grammatical types”—like  

1.  AN ABSTRACTION / A CHARACTERISTIC OR FEELING 
2.  EVERYDAY OBJECTS / (A[N] (UN)COUNTABLE THING(S) 
3.  A SUBSTANCE / A SUBJECT OR AN ACTIVITY 
4.  PEOPLE OR ANIMALS / PLACES      

might represent the four “suits” of standard decks (Spades, 
Hearts, Diamonds, Clubs).  The “quartets” of four initial-
lettered/numbered items (A1, A2, A3, A4;  B1, B2, . . . Z3, Z4)                  
starting with each of the 26 letters of the alphabet can 
correspond to both the matching and sequencing  features                
of a traditional deck (Ace, Two, Three . . . Jack, Queen, King).   

In language lessons, picture/word card decks of traditional 
format (with 13 sequenced four-of-a-kind groupings) can                     
be used in more ways than as “Flash Cards,” for “Classifying,” 
or as sentence-generating cues as proposed in ACTIVITIES 
ONE, TWO, and THREE on pages 16-19 of this book.   

In addition, they work well in the kinds of classic card games 
that have proven engaging worldwide: theoretically, 52-card 
decks could function in any  game of any level of complexity, 
like (Gin) Rummy, Bridge, Canasta, Poker, Solitaire, . . . .                       
To reduce the distraction of ruthless competition or 
strategizing, however, it’s advisable to start with simpler 
games, such as those popular with children.   

Following are a few customized suggestions for how to make 
good use of 52-card Kinds of Nouns Decks—for both 
competitive games and  for instruction that directs users’ 
attention to grammatical features and vocabulary usage:  
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Ì Concentration (Memory).                     
This popular and well-known     
game involves matching and 
collecting associated items                     
by turning over two face-down 
cards on each turn to view their 
faces.  For pedagogical purposes, 
here’s a possible variation to play 
with a 48-card Kinds of Nouns  card pack, from which                
one quartet (perhaps the last) has been removed:   

1.  Each of four players chooses a different one of                        
the four 12-item “meaning classifications,” such                          
as those in Pack A-L: AN ABSTRACTION, EVERYDAY 
OBJECTS, EDIBLES, PEOPLE/ANIMALS. 

2. In turn, each person flips over, reads, and shows 
everyone the nouns for two images; he/she keeps                    
the pair only  if both items fit the grouping he/she                    
is responsible for.  Anyone that succeeds gets                    
another turn; otherwise, the cards are turned face 
down again, and play passes to the next person.   

3. Using “strategy” by remembering where items are 
located, players take turns turning two cards face up.     
They get to add these to their “winnings” only  when               
the two visible items belong to their chosen category. 

4. After all participants have collected their 12 cards, 
they can put them into alphabetical order to see if   
their set is complete.  Then they create one general 
sentence to accommodate all those items—such as: 

 How can you define . . . (e.g., anger, balance, change)?    
 Do you think . . . (e.g., anchors, balloons) are expensive?   
 Do you like (to eat) . . . (e.g., applesauce, beer, cheese)?  
 Have you ever seen/had a(n) . . .  (alligator, baby, cat)?                  

5. Together, everyone reviews the 48 items in context.     
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Ì Snip-Snap-Snorem. The object of  
this  activity is to be the first to get                   
rid  of all of one’s cards.  The 52 cards     
of a deck of 13 “quartets” are dealt out, 
one at a time, to all players, who hold 
their cards  in their hands, fan-shaped.   

1. The first person places any card face up on the playing 
surface, naming the image (in a phrase or sentence).  

2. If he/she has one, the next player puts down one, two, 
or three noun images beginning with the same letter 
and reads the item(s) aloud (using it/them in context).   
If he/she has no card(s) to contribute, play passes to 
somebody else.  

3. Whenever someone puts down the fourth (last) card                   
in a quartet, that person sets aside the set of four.  
He/She then begins the next round, strategically                       
“discarding” an item he/she wants to dispose of. 

4. The first player to run out of cards wins the game. 
Others may or may not choose to continue playing                  
until all items have been revealed. 

5. In the review session to follow, all participants can 
cooperate in showing—and letting go of—their cards                 
in alphabetical order—in first one classification                  
(e.g., ABSTRACTIONS), then a second, third, and last.    

In many (traditional and educational) card games, players compete to            
collect sets of four-of-a-kind (quartets) as quickly as they can. In this case,                        

the 4 uncountable and countable nouns “match” in that they all begin with a.  
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Ì Rummy. Two to six participants can compete in and                   
learn from this classic matching/sequencing game of 
strategy, of which there are many varieties worldwide.  
From a shuffled 52-card deck of 13 sets of four, two 
players are given ten cards each; three or four get seven;   
five or six receive six. The rest are placed face down on                
a table, forming a stack to draw from. The top card                  
is flipped over (turned face up), starting a “discard pile.”  

1.  Each player in turn must take the top card from either 
the face-up or the face-down stack and add it to his/
her hand. Then if he/she can, that person places three 
or four cards of a quartet (nouns starting with the same 
letter)—or three or four items in alphabetical order 
from a “suit” (a noun-meaning classification) face-up                   
in front of him/her.  Instead or in addition on the                       
same turn, he/she may add one or more cards from                   
his/her hand to any  of the sets or sequences on the 
playing surface.  Finally, he/she discards one card by 
placing it uppermost on the face-up pile.  

2. Anyone that disposes of all his/her cards in these ways 
in one turn wins the game.  However, if nobody has “gone 
out” by the time the face-up stack is gone, the discard 
pile is turned face down again. The game continues until 
someone does “play out” by running out of cards.  

3.  Review sessions may be conducted in any of the ways 
described on these pages—or in new, better ways—   
with the same or different kinds-of-nouns  materials.     

In Rummy, players collect, organize, and add to sets of cards that go together 
in quartets of initial letters and/or in alphabetical sequences of kinds of nouns.   
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Ì Rolling Stone. Card play in this classic game can go               
on for a long time, which gives participants the chance                  
to practice the content well.  The card pack used by each 
learning group of 4 to 6 members should consist of 12 
“quartets” of noun images starting with the same letter.  
The four “suits” are noun-meaning classifications, like 
those from Deck N-Z: A CHARACTERISTIC/FEELING, (A[N] 
(UN)COUNTABLE THING(S), A SUBJECT/AN ACTIVITY, PLACES.  
From a shuffled deck, 48 cards are dealt out about  
equally to all participants, who arrange the items in                   
their hands according to their groupings.   

1. The first person places any card face up on the                    
playing surface, naming the grammatical/meaning 
classification and the image (in a phrase or sentence)—
for example, “a non-count characteristic, nervousness” 
as in “Nervousness isn’t a pleasant feeling.”  

2. The second player (to the left) must “follow suit” by  
putting down a card in the same grouping and naming/
using it, etc.  If he/she cannot do so, that person                 
picks up all the cards already played and “leads with”                
a noun from another meaning class.  The next person 
then plays an item of the same grouping or begins a 
different noun-meaning classification, and so on.  

In a game with the objective of collecting items within noun-meaning 
classifications, the player holding these cards would already have five image/
word items representing CHARACTISTICS/FEELINGS, as well as three other cards.                     
Before game play begins, he/she has arranged his/her “desireable” cards in                 

his/her hand according to the order of their initial letters N, O, P, S, Z.  
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3.  If everyone in the group manages to play an item of  
the same grammatical meaning category, the person 
that put down the “highest” card (a word displaying                  
the initial letter closest to the beginning of the 
alphabet) “wins” the collection and sets them aside. 

4. The winner of the game could be [a] the player that           
runs out of cards first, [b] the person with the                  
fewest cards left in his/her hand when time is called,      
or [c] whoever has won the most cards in the most sets 
when competition ends.   

5. To lead a review of the targeted vocabulary content, 
someone can show all 48 items one by one; everyone     
else can take turns “plugging in” each word to an  
appropriate question pattern (template) such as:    

 Is . . . something you value? (e.g., obedience, quiet, shame)?    
 Do you need a(n)/some . . . (e.g., nylon, oranges, paper)?    
 Are you interested in . . . (e.g., nursing, religion, sculpture)?  
 Have you been to a . . . (e.g., nursery, national park, quarry)?              

6.  Incorporating the relevant nouns into their answers,   
participants can practice the 48 (and other) items in 
natural, interesting ways in “real” conversations, like:     
 Is obedience a characteristic that you value in people?   

Not from my kids, but I demand obedience from my pets.  
 Do you need any paper?  Not writing paper, but I could use 

some paper to wrap dishes in, maybe from a newspaper.     
 Are you interested in sculpture? I like kinetic sculpture. . . .            

Relatively complete card-play procedures and 
rules for well-known classic games are at 

websites such as http://www.pagat.com/alpha/.  

Pedagogic adaptations are offered in Authors                 
& Editors’ Creative Card Decks & Games 

Resource Book, as well as in the Instructions                 
& Ideas Books for Cards & Games products 

like Alphabet LetterCards, Rhyming Words, . . . 

Paul Cezanne’s                     

The Card Players, 1895  
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M aterials = Pictures of 
Cluttered Environments 

Pictures with a large assortment of things can make                
for useful, entertaining lessons on kinds of nouns.  

Picture jigsaw puzzles ofclutter, some of them very 
clever in their presentation of items, are especially 
attractive. Students can name the items of the scene  
after assembling the pieces or can simply list words                   
or phrases for what they see on the puzzle box top.   

Joan Steiner’s “Can You Find” jigsaw puzzles display items to be named in 
two ways; their cleverness adds challenge and fun to vocabulary lessons.   
For instance, from a distance “Juanita’s Bodega” looks like an “ordinary” 

street scene.  But a closer look reveals that the bricks on a building are 
“really” dog biscuits.  The design elements below the two window frames 

made of matchsticks consist of corn kernels and goldfish (crackers) on a taco.  
In three lists, learners might put two names for some of the items.     

SINGULAR  NOUNS:  a building, an awning, a pretzel, a sign, a ruler, . . 
PLURAL  NOUNS:  two windows; bricks, dog biscuits; candles, pencils. .  
UNCOUNTABLE  NOUNS:  brick; corn; decoration; wax; wood; broccoli; . .  
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Like images of individual  items, “crowded scenes of 
clutter” can also be found in picture books like Joan 
Steiner’s Look Alikes, Ali Mitgutsch’s Wimmelbücher, 
Richard Scarry’s Best Word Book Ever, and others.   

Picture Dictionaries  for language learners offer  
separate illustrations of labeled vocabulary and/or 
scenes packed with as many relevant items as fit.                    

The large, colorful, multi-faceted cartoons on the                  
backs of 12 pages of some old wall calendars may be                   
especially fun to work with.  So might jam-packed line 
drawings to color in, reproductions of busy paintings, 
cartoonish maps, montages, and other kinds of print 
matter available on paper and/or on screen.  

Here are some particularly attractive, motivating,  
scanned-in or downloaded samples of cluttered scenes:    

The jam-packed visuals that work best in instruction on kinds of nouns are 
those with many objects, substances, and other entities of various kinds: 
singular, plural, uncountable (in contrast to many people doing things).  
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Finding fully loaded visuals that work well in lessons on kinds of nouns is fun!                    
To search, you get to browse in (children’s sections of) bookstores, in your 

own collections of materials, and/or online. For the latter, terms like “cluttered 
scenes,” “messy rooms,” “busy illustrations,” and other phrases often 

produce results; once a possibility is clicked on, other useful images might 
present themselves.  It may also work to enter known artists’ names.   
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Whether printed (out) or viewable on-screen, pages                  
of separate or combined “things and stuff” can be 
usefully “edited.”   They can be cropped, divided into 
segments, cut into pieces, pasted up, and otherwise 
manipulated, physically/virtually. Their elements can                 
be arranged to compose  pictures with targeted vocab.    

Another way to collect illustrations of cluttered 
environments is to adapt available photos or to take  
your own—of parts of rooms, tag/garage sales,                   
second-hand stores, and/or other crowded places.                      
Some people post pictures of their own clutter into  
Photobucket  or other image-sharing programs.  

To better control the vocabulary or grammatical 
patterns to be addressed, however, teachers and              
learners may want to “stage” custom designed settings.              
Before taking pictures, they can place available items 
purposefully into desired arrangements, attend to 
perspective and size, make changes that result in 
contrasting views, etc.  Here are a few examples.  

The most important feature of copied, adapted, downloaded, and/or self-created 
clutter photos is their clarity: individual items have to be recognizable and 

nameable.  Especially helpful would be an Answer Key Item List  compiled by 
somebody that actually knows or has set up the environment or scene. 
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6 

For use in grammar instruction, photographs should contain mostly objects, 
substances, abstractions, characteristics, activities, subjects, collections, 

people/animals, places, and any other entities that can be labeled by singular, 
plural, or uncountable nouns, with or without noun markers, quantity 

expressions, or of.  A few of the things displayed in the above pictures are:                       
desk lamps, a container of pens and pencils, paper, paperwork, chaos, 

confusion, shelving, dishes, mugs, a yard, shrubbery, grass, a pile of dirt, wood.  
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A CTIVITY FIVE: NAMING THINGS IN 
LOCATIONS. The simplest language-practice   

activity that makes efficient use of visuals of “Cluttered 
Environments” is having participants name (tell labels for) 
items they see in pictures.  Here are suggested steps:   

Ì Show a poster-sized picture.  As someone points to                   
them,  learners can repeat or say names of things in it.  
They could also put words into sentences demonstrating 
their grasp of grammar—like “I see (a/an/some) . . . ,”                    
“There’s/There are .  . .” “That’s an . .  .”  “Those are . . .”   

Ì Using prepositional phrases or other adverbs of location, 
listeners can tell where the mentioned items are, as in: 

 I see a desk in an office.  There’s paper on it.  
 There’s a mirror between two posters.  
 That’s a chest of drawers under the mirror.  
 Those are sheets (not clothes) on top of the bed.  

 If participants are to describe cluttered scenes in connected sentences,                        
non-native speakers of English may need instruction in the use of                               

the “definite article” the before nouns. Here are some rules: [1] After the first 
time an item is mentioned, the precedes the same word when it is referred to 
again.  [2] The is also used before a noun when both the speaker and listener                     

(or the writer and reader) already know which item is being referred to.    

Ì For reinforcing practice in a Sentence-Chain  format,   
each person can repeat or paraphrase the previous 
speaker’s words, making corrections, improvements, or 
comments before adding a contribution of his/her own.   
Participants could also ask location questions for others 
to answer in phrases or sentences with one or more 
targeted noun(s) in context, such as:  

 You see a desk . . . where?     There’s paper . . . where?  
 Where’s a mirror?       Where are (there) some coats?  
 What’s that on the chest of drawers under the mirror? 
  On the floor and rug . . . those things are . . . what? 
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After whole-class demonstration, learners could try                       
(some of) the same, similar, or other steps on their own.  
Identical copies of a single large, mounted cluttered                
picture of “things and stuff” can be handed out to confident 
individuals, collaborating partners, or cooperative learning 
groups.  Here are a few more suggestions for what to do:   

Ì To demonstrate in writing that they recognize kinds                     
of nouns, participants can put the words for pictured 
items into charts with these headings: COUNTABLE      
NOUNS (SINGULAR / PLURAL) and UNCOUNTABLE NOUNS.                    
Or learners can write the names of all items in a list—   
with the article  a/an  before every singular common                 
noun; a number or no marker before each plural noun;                   
and the word some  or another quantity, an –of  phrase,    
or no marker before each uncountable noun.  

Then, if groups are competing, in turn their spokes- 
people read (and perhaps spell) aloud one of their                      
nouns/noun phrases for the relevant (displayed) visual.  
Each team could get a point for every correct item and  
lose a point for every error.  Or competitors could cross               
items off their own lists as they hear them read aloud                  
by others. The team left with the most correct listings  
that no other group has thought of is the winner. 

Ì When everyone has mastered the grammar/vocabulary 
content of one “typical” crowded arrangement of items, 
each person, pair, or group can work with a different one. 
On finishing with their own cluttered visual, they can 
“present the results” to the whole class—by pointing                      
out and naming items (in various ways?) on the displayed 
picture, printing the words on a board, responding to 
corrections and comments, and answering questions.   

Later, participants can trade familiar pictures for new 
ones; then they can help one another label the items.   
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A CTIVITY SIX: DESCRIBING BUSY PICTURES.       
As language students gain proficiency, they might                   
want to form longer and longer meaningful phrases or 

sentences in their responses to grammar-instruction cues.  
When looking at attractive, interesting scenes of clutter, 
they are likely to try describing them orally or in writing.   
For instance, here are examples of what group members 
might say when examining a “Look Again” jigsaw puzzle:                     

The top half of a 
building is made of dog 

biscuits. Its window 
frames are matches. 

There are flowers in a 
thimble in one window. 

And that 
awning   
consists of 
birthday 
candles made 
of wax.      

Goldfish crackers and 
corn kernels decorate 
a sign on a taco that 
says, “Juanita’s Bodega.” 
There’s a yellow and 
green awning . . . 

Here are a few ideas for configuring (setting up) working 
space, materials, and activity steps so that all learners can 
stay occupied and productive at the same time:  

Ì Make available a stack of crowded clutter scenes that  
are of comparable size and complexity (number of items).  
Give each group, or let its members choose, a different 
one of these; let them exchange it if necessary.  

Allow time for participants to get a general sense of  
their visual. Help them to determine what type of 
illustration it is (a puzzle solution, a picture-book page,                  
a cartoon drawing, a photograph, or . . . ?)  and what                   
sort of place it shows (a bedroom, a kitchen, a closet,                    
a fridge, a thrift shop, a city street, a park, or . . . ?) 
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Ì A beneficial way for learners to describe a visual  
cooperatively is to create a linear Sentence Chain.                     
One person begins with a statement or a question                      
(and answer) about the scene, the second repeats or 
paraphrases it—making corrections if necessary or 
improvements if possible, the third summarizes what                   
the first two speakers have said, and so on until at                      
least one section of the picture has been covered.                      

The same or other people can then make new chains   
about other parts of the visual or additional items in it.  
When they finish talking about the whole scene, they 
summarize what they have said—continuing to repeat, 
paraphrase, correct, and improve their use of noun 
phrasing when possible.  

Ì To prepare for later (oral and/or written) compositions    
of “spatial description,” academically oriented students 
might want to begin organizing  the content of their 
summaries.  They should probably begin  with general 
statements (main ideas) about the entire image, such as 
“This entertaining street scene displays many things                
that can be viewed and labeled in more than one way.”  

Together, they can deal with one  area of the 
visual at a time, including connecting words and 
expressions of spatial relationships, as in:  
 On the far left side of the scene is a narrow panel  

of a two-story building with a dental office above. 
 Its stone façade is composed of square crackers 

spaced evenly next to and underneath one another.   
 A hinged carpenter’s ruler unfolded to 90 degrees    

frames the window.  On the first floor below is a pharmacy. .  

Ì Correction, commentary, and editing will occur naturally. 
Eventually, learners may even write their best sentences 
in organized paragraphs that describe a place in detail.  
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Organized or cluttered, a well-equipped classroom or learning environment is 
likely to offer a plethora of noun vocabulary.  Views through windows offer  

more possibilities, as do the things participants have with them.  

ACTIVITY SEVEN on the next two pages is likely to work 
especially well with the kinds of real items found in               
rooms, homes, offices, stores, malls, public spaces, . . .  

M aterials = Real & Tangible Noun 
Items (Objects & Substances) 

In addition to viewing and naming things in printed                     
or online reproductions, language learners can acquire, 
practice, or review noun grammar and vocabulary while 
looking at (and touching) real  objects and substances. 
These might be arranged on surfaces, placed into 
shelving, hung on walls, or observed in their customary 
indoor or outside locations.  Many of the  steps in 
previous ACTIVITIES ONE to THREE, FIVE, SIX on                       
pages 16-19 and 31-34  are easily applicable to                        
actual  items  and real-life environments  as well.  
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A CTIVITY SEVEN: OBSERVING/REMEMBERING. 
Websites about powers of observation, memory, 

(encoding, storing, retrieving) and related topics claim that 
the “vital elements of memory  are observation  and focus.”   
Abilities developed through perception and short-term                   
“data storage” are not only useful  in vocabulary/language 
acquisition itself but are also improved  by lessons that                   
foster conscious, cognitive effort or concentration.  

Following are two versions of a simple, previously popular 
party game.  It requires collections of real things (small 
enough to be handled) that can named by various kinds of 
singular, plural, and uncountable nouns.  Examples of actual, 
easily-found or pre-prepared, items include: 

 packets of condiments, such as catsup, mayonnaise, salsa, 
horse radish, tartar sauce, soy sauce, salt, pepper, etc. 

 various kinds of containers of non-food substances, like 
shampoo, moisturizer, toothpaste, sun block, and so on. 

 useful small objects that language students might use but 
may not yet know the names of—such as nuts and bolts,                   
screws, nails, a tool, a kitchen device, twine, wire, paste,                    
tape, styrofoam, paper clips, lens cleaner, and many others.  

 anything else that comes into view or to mind while looking 
around for things to collect—in a creative, fun variety!  

Ì Memorize the Tray. Assemble a number of items                      
on a tray or table in full view of all participants—or 
players can stand around it to examine objects.   

Adapt the number and choice of items in a “Tray Memory Game” to participants’ 
vocabulary-learning purposes, interests, and language-proficiency levels.   

One of many sites describing this activity is www. activityvillage.co.uk/the-tray- 
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Up to five minutes should be allotted for everyone to                   
look over the display—without writing anything down.    
Less confident learners may need help with vocabulary.    

After the time limit, all the objects are either covered 
(with a cloth) or put back into their container, probably                 
an opaque bag or box.  Individually or cooperatively,  
players are given about five minutes to list the names  
of the items they remember—in one or more ways; e.g., 
a gripping tool = a cooking utensil = [a pair of] tongs).   
If they don’t know or can’t remember what an item is 
called, they can quickly sketch it.   

When the class reconvenes, players or groups in turn                   
tell one item they recall—that no one else has mentioned. 
To demonstrate a grasp of grammar, they can use a/an,                 
a plural ending, or some for each noun.  As each thing is 
named, it is held up from, or put back on, the tray/table.   

The winner of the game is the person/team with the                   
most correctly listed items.  Maybe competitors could                
get bonus points for each item on their list that nobody                 
else got—and/or subtract points for every wrong item.   
Collection items could double as prizes for game winners.  

For instruction in   
kinds of nouns, 

Observation  
Memory games   
are so effective   

that they appear in 
grammar or skills 
texts for adults, 
such as Before 
Speaking: Oral 

Language Skills for 
Real-Life 

Communication  
(Part One: Talk 
About Things, 
pages 12-13).  
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Ì Spot the Differences. In this Noun Observation- 
Memory  activity, participants try to see and tell what                   
is different about two settings. To play with real items  
rather than two side-by-side pictures, while participants 
are occupied elsewhere (perhaps studying their vocab 
lists from a recent Memorize the Tray  game), devise 
changes to be noted.  For instance, you could remove                 
half the items, rearrange those that remain, and add                   
new things.  If technologically convenient, photograph  
the original arrangement before changing it—to serve                
as half an Answer Key for later use in checking, “fixing,”  
and/or improving learners’ use of language.    

The tasks of observers of the second  real-life layout are 
[1] to name those items that are still present, those that 
are gone, and those that have been added. [2] to describe 
the changed appearance or 
relative positions of items.    

Ì Creative Follow-Up. 
Finally, you might show        
each item from a previous                    
Observation Memory Game 
and have the class name 
something else that could 
be associated with it.                    
On large paper, print                   
those nouns/phrases.                  
Then remove the paper; 
students tell, write, or 
draw all items they recall.  

Also, an “Oral Vocabulary 
Quiz” as detailed in 
ACTIVITY NINE may be 
helpful for reinforcement.  

To reinforce instruction in kinds of 
nouns, make sure that many of the 

changes to be noted can be described 
with noun phrases; e.g., There’s                     

a pitcher in the first setting but no 
water container in the second.                      

I see more wine, fewer napkins . . . 

Also, review uses of the determiner 
the (before nouns when they are 

mentioned after the first time or when 
everyone knows which item is meant).  

If helpful, provide level-appropriate 
review in adjectives, comparatives, 
prepositional phrases, clauses, etc.   
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N o Materials Necessary  
Instruction in the grammar and vocabulary of                  
countable vs. uncountable common nouns can 

proceed without visuals, of course—especially if it 
targets (groups of) items that learners are familiar  
with or can figure out from explanation or context.      

On their own, unillustrated speaking/writing activities 
can serve to review or reinforce the names of tangible 
items learners have already viewed (and touched) as   
well as of things seen in pictures. They work well with 
vocabulary difficult to depict in printed images—like  
words for abstractions, concepts, emotions, elements, 
phenomena, generic classes, subjects, and other (often 
“advanced”) vocabulary.  In addition, they can provide                 
a welcome change of pace from activity that requires 
focused observation and/or handling of materials.    

Ideas for educational word games that focus on common nouns but do not 
require tangible materials or visuals, are plentiful online, at addresses like:  

 http://www. ehow.com/info_8312295_fun-games-types-nouns.html                             
 http://grammar.yourdictionary.com/parts-of-speech/nouns/noun-games 
 html, http://www.usingenglish.com/articles/teaching-countable-

uncountable-nouns.html. 

Cooperative/competitive activities and games are so motivating in language 
instruction that they are often included in online courses or the “academic 
chapters” of texts.  The page images that follow from The New Scenario,                   

Book One: Beginning to Use English Grammar in Context, Chapters 11, 12.  
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A CTIVITY EIGHT: PLAYING CATEGORY GAMES.   
There are many spelling and vocabulary games that 

address categorization,  providing convenient practice, 
reinforcement, and review in kinds of nouns.    

Categories of Noun Meaning  used in such competitions   
should correspond in “level of challenge” to learners’ 
vocabulary experience or linguistic abilities. Beginners can  
work with more concrete classifications for which it is 
relatively easy to find or think of items.  More ambitious 
students may learn faster and have more chance to apply 
grammatical rules with level-appropriate designations for 
groupings like these. A few examples are provided.   

Suggested Classifications for 
Games of Noun Categories Common Examples 

 EDIBLES, FOODSTUFFS,                          
FOOD GROUPS                                       

Substances: soup, ice, coffee, rice, . .  
Groups: dairy, meat, produce, sweets, . 

 MATERIAL(S)/MATTER (that 
may name objects, too) 

(a) fish, (a) bread, (an) egg, (a) paper, 
(an) iron, grass, lumber, (a) rock/stone,  

PERSONAL QUALITIES, 
CHARACTERISTICS, TRAITS  

intelligence, generosity, loyalty, shame, 
faithlessness, shyness, beauty, trust, . .  

FEELINGS/EMOTIONS, 
SENTIMENTS, ATMOSPHERES                             

sadness, joy, fear, anxiety, love, hate, 
hopefulness, attraction, (a) panic, . . . 

WEATHER/CLIMATE-RELATED 
CONDITIONS, PHENONEMA,  

SENSATIONS, OBSERVATIONS                           

Uncountable: rain, snow, sunshine, heat, 
cold, humidity, color, electricity, force, .  
Countable: a storm, clouds, showers, . .    

GENERIC CLASSES OF THINGS 
(with comparable features)  

furniture, machinery, equipment, fruit, 
weather, garbage, traffic, jewelry, . . . 

SUBJECTS OF STUDY/
INTEREST, ACTIVITIES  

(including –ing gerunds) 

science, psychology, literature, law;  
economics, social studies, languages; 
running, hiking, shopping, reading, . . . 

CONCEPTS, GENERIC IDEAS, 
NOTIONS, ABSTRACTIONS   

justice, wisdom, comedy/tragedy, truth, 
life/death, racism, freedom/slavery, . . . 
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After a review of the kinds of vocabulary that might fit                  
into each category designation, learners can play games.   

Ì Grid-Based Cateogies. The first step in a Categories 
Game  is for participants to create one game board for 
each player or team for each 
round. They print a different 
Category of Noun Meaning  above 
each column and one letter of an 
agreed-upon word, without 
repeats, in each box of Column 1.   

Competitors (work together to) 
put one item in each box that not 
only fits that category but that 
also begins with the letter to the left. To demonstrate 
awareness of noun usage, players can write a(n) before 
each singular noun, put the -(e)s ending on each regular 
plural, and put no marker before each uncountable noun. 
Allow or encourage use of (online) dictionaries that 
correlate countability  or uncountability  with 
classifications of noun meanings.  

When time is called, individuals or teams in turn read 
aloud their answers for each box.  If helpful, they spell 
them aloud so that they can be printed on a board/screen.  

There are several ways to score the round. The simplest             
is for each player or team to receive one point for each 
acceptable answer (each noun written correctly in the 
appropriate box) and to lose one point for each error. 
Another scoring method is for each competitor to get                    
a point for each correct response that  nobody else  had 
thought of.  If this second method is chosen, players 
cross off items they hear them mentioned by others.    
Those with the highest scores get to determine Noun 
Categories  and a vertical word for the next round.  

 ANIMALS/
PEOPLE 

HOUSEHOLD  
ITEMS  

FOOD & 
DRINK 

FEELINGS / 
QUALITIES 

ACTIVITIES              
& SUBJECTS 

G a goat glasses grapes  grammar 
A an ant   anxiety  
M mice a mixer meat  math 
E elves  eggs egotism economics 

S a snake a scale sweets  sewing 

The object of a 25-box Game of 
Noun-Meaning Categories is to 
insert vocabulary items in the 

five classes above the columns 
with items starting with the five 

letters to the left.  



42 Kinds of Common Nouns: Creative Activities 

Ì Response-Based Categories. A simpler Game that 
requires less preparation can be used as follow-up to—                 
or as a variation on—the preceding Grid  competition.                     
A Category  likely to prove productive but not endless is  
stated in the form of a question or directive that will 
elicit nouns, such as “What circumstances . . . ? / Name 
conditions that might keep you from attending class.” 
Within a time limit, competitors (alone or together) 
compile responses with appropriate nouns/noun phrases; 
e.g., an accident, illness, sickness, fatigue, babysitting, no 
transportation, an emergency, family responsibility.                   

To encourage responses with realistic, commonly used 
vocabulary, scoring could be the opposite of that in the 
Grid-Based Game: the number of points “won” for each 
item can equal the number of people that came up with it.  

Ì Connected Categories. Follow-up in a “chain format” 
can be not only reinforcing but also appealing to players.                
After a Game of Categories, for instance, a leader can 
read aloud items from one grouping; listeners can name 
their—or another appropriate—category of meaning.      
Then participants think of and say different nouns to 
assign to that classification; someone else tells another                 
category  to which those items  belong; and so on . . . .   

Procedures/rules for the traditional pencil-and-paper Game of Categories are         
at sites such as http://boardgames.about.com/od/categories/a/rules.htm.  

Scattergories is a commercially available version with game pieces that make 
a grid format superfluous. Details appear at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Scattergories.  Other addresses, including some directed toward (second) 
language education, offer adaptable lists of suggested categories to use.   

Family Feud  is a T.V. game show that gets contestants to come up with                          
the most common responses (determined by “surveys”) to directives that       

begin with “Name something (that) . . . .”  There are lists of “advanced” 
categories in this pattern at http://familyfeudfriends.arjdesigns.com/                    

and other sites. Their language can be simplified; they can be made broader 
(less specific) for participants with less experience or language ability.  
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A CTIVITY NINE: FORMING (LINEAR & OPEN) 
NOUN-MEMORY & ASSOCIATION CHAINS.         

Although actual objects or images could serve as “stimuli,” 
these simple vocabulary-chain games require no materials or 
preparation, except perhaps a review of kinds of nouns  with 
corresponding sentence structures  or grammar rules.  

Ì Noun-Memory Chains. It’s best if players sit in                         
a circle/rectangle for this game, so if the class is large,          
students can form groups of five to ten each.  For each 
round, the class agrees on a sentence pattern for 
everyone to follow in their contributions to the chain.                   
The following suggested templates are arranged in order 
of possible grammatical difficulty or conceptual challenge.  

 In this room I can see . . . . 

 At the market, I’m going to buy . . . . 

 As presents, I like to give (or get) . . . . 

 If you come to my home, you’ll find . . . . 

 In a shopping center, you can buy items made of . . . 

 To survive, everyone needs . . . . 

 I genuinely (really, really) wish I had . . . . 

 In a desert (or a jungle  or the ocean  or another                   
kind of environment), there are . . . . 

 On a trip through this city (or this area or this                        
country), you’ll probably see . . . . 

 If I were alone on a deserted island, I’d want . .  

 The most important things in life are . . . . 

 The perfect life mate for me would have these                         
qualities, traits, or characteristics: . . . . 

Someone in each group writes down or otherwise keeps 
track of all items contributed to each chained pattern.  
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Ì The first person in each group begins an open chain by 
completing the chosen sentence pattern with one item,                   
indicating through its phrasing what kind of noun it is.              
For example, using the first template on the previous 
page, he/she might say “In this room I can see a globe.”                 
The second person repeats the sentence with the first 
noun and adds a second, as in “In this room I see a globe 
and a wall map.”  The third person repeats the sentence 
with the first two items, adding a third, and so on—                       
until everyone has had at least one turn to expand the 
open chain, or until its length has become unmanageable.  

Depending on the abilities of participants, a chain may                  
or may not include adjectives, noun-adjectives, quantity 
words, “partitives” with –of  phrases, and other elements.    

For variation—and to aid in memory, items might be 
contributed to an open chain in alphabetical order, as in                 
“I’m going to buy apples, several bananas, some clothes, 
dog food, earrings, a fire extinguisher, gas, a hamburger.” 
Advanced students can “show off” by using more than one 
noun with the appropriate initial letter in each phrase, as 
in animal art, a bunch of bananas, cotton clothes, a drop of  
dye, eagle eggs, fish food, gallons of gas, half a ham, etc.  

For review, the group tries reconstructing the chain, 
backwards this time. The group recorder can monitor                 
their recollections, providing review during the process.   

Ì A Vocabulary Chain  provides more spelling challenge                      
if participants begin each addition with the last letter                 
of the previous noun, as in soup, paper, a radio, an                   
orange, elastic, a can of corn,  nylon stockings  ( + soup).                 
In a “closed chain” in which the last link  ends with the 
initial letter of the first, this version becomes even more 
fun or satisfying—and  it becomes easier to reconstruct 
the sequence by recalling its links, even in reverse.         
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Ì Noun-Associations Chains. Here is another simple 
Vocabulary-Chain activity that draws on—or helps build                 
and develop—noun vocabulary.  A group recorder should 
accurately list all “links” of each open chain in order.  

Ì The class agrees on “an interesting noun” to begin a chain,  
perhaps a place—like a bakery  or a circus, or a concept, 
like crime  or bliss.  The first person says a noun that can 
be linked in some way to the first.  For example, if the 
first item is a zoo, the second can be cages  or animals.  
The third person says a noun associated with the second 
(in this case, perhaps bears  or mammals), the fourth 
thinks of a noun that connects with the third, and so on 
around the class or group. As their words are accepted 
(judged as appropriate and correct) by the group, players 
give themselves points—by marking their scores with lines 
like these x x x x  on a piece of paper.  If someone gets stuck 
and cannot think of an appropriate noun for the chain—or  
makes a mistake in grammar, vocabulary, or pronunciation, 
that player must remove a point. Also, if a player names               
a noun that has no obvious association with the previous 
link, others may “challenge” that person to explain                     
his/her thinking.  If the person “on the spot” cannot 
“justify” the item satisfactorily, he/she loses a point. 

When time is called, the highest scoring player wins—       
—if  that person can repeat all (or a specified number) of 
the words accepted into the chain by that time. Finally, 
review happens when the chain is reconstructed (in 
reverse) while the record keeper checks on accuracy.     

Ì As with other chains, associated links can be added in 
alphabetical order, as in an animal, a bear, a cage.  
A “linear chain” becomes “closed” when each 
contribution begins with the final letter of 
the previous noun—and the last link connects 
to the first item of the sequence.   
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A CTIVITY TEN: FOLLOWING UP WITH . . . 
For review, reinforcement, and/or assessment of 
mastery of grammar principles and vocabulary, there 

can be follow-up to lesson activities—during the same or 
other class meetings. Targeted content can be the names of 
tangible objects or images from Kinds of Nouns materials—
and/or  important vocabulary introduced and practiced in 
lessons involving those items or other content.  Here are 
some tried-and-true, quick and pleasant, activity types that 
are also useful for oral and/or written assessment.    

Ì Spelling “Tests.” An instructor or group leader dictates  
items one by one, allowing time for learners to write  
them down in numbered lists, with a/an before each 
singular noun and no marker or a quantity before each 
plural or uncountable word.  Depending on students’ 
proficiency levels, the items could be single words or 
phrases with noun-adjectives, prepositional phrases, etc. 

“Test-takers” in turn read aloud what they have written, 
orally spelling all or the difficult words letter-by-letter.  
On a board/screen, helpers print the items as they hear 
them pronounced and spelled.  Everyone makes necessary 
corrections and compares the right answers with his/her 
own work.  An Oral Vocabulary “Quiz”  could  follow.  

Ì Oral Vocabulary “Quizzes.” The vocabulary content of                
this versatile, generic Follow-up can be items that have 
served as an Answer Key for a recent Spelling Test  or 
another lesson.  Alternatively, of course, the noun words 
and phrases could be taken from any  study materials, 
or—for challenge, a newly generated list of vocabulary 
items to target.   

All of these “answers” should be clearly visible on                          
a big board or screen, as illustrated on the next page.  
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An instructor or group leader indicates the meanings of                 
the listed items, one by one, with a simple definition like                
a device for brewing coffee (ANSWER = a coffee pot);                    
a synonym, such as garbage (ANSWER = trash), or a clue  
with one or more “oral blanks,” as in “Let’s file these 
papers in _____ in _____ (ANSWERS = folders, cabinets).   

For novices, these oral cues might be in listed order, but               
for most participants, it’s motivating to hear the cues in 
random sequence  so that they have to locate and read 
aloud (clearly pronounce) the corresponding items.                         

To assure use of the words/phrases in context, learners    
could make sentences by replacing pronouns with noun 
vocabulary itself.  These examples combine ten of the 
above items with the clues in the speech balloon:     
Water is H2O, a drinkable beverage.  
Boxes are cardboard containers.  
You brew hot drinks in a coffee maker.  
Trash is to throw out or away.  
Notices are tacked onto a bulletin board.  
We write or draw on paper.  
A drawing is a handdrawn illustration.  
A tub of toys is a container of playthings.   
Breakable panes contain window glass.  
File folders hold organized papers.  

 
 boxes 
 a tub of toys 
 a drawing 
 paper 
 some trash  
 a bulletin board 
 window glass 
 a drawing 

 a coffee pot 
 file folders 
 water in a glass 
 organizers 
 lots of plastic 
 artwork 
 shelving 
 cabinets 

Spelling Test Items It’s H2O, a drinkable beverage. 
They’re cardboard containers. 
You brew a hot drink in it. 
It’s to throw out or away. 
Notices can be tacked onto it. 
We write or draw on it. 
It’s a handdrawn illustration. 
It’s a container of playthings. 
Breakable panes contain it.  
They hold organized papers. . . 
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 Ì Connected Vocabulary Chains. In a “linear” Vocabulary-
Chain  activity, participants repeat or paraphrase what 
the person or people before them said.  These kinds                  
of Chains, theoretically endless, are detailed in ACTIVITY 
NINE, which fosters Noun-Memory & Associations.                     
When spelling is included, however, such chains could 
potentially become “circular” in that initial letters  of 
“links” duplicate final letters  of previous nouns—and                  
the last  word in the sequence links to the first.  

Another kind of Vocabulary Chain joins kinds of 
information in a connected pattern that could either be 
limited to three or four links or continued for a while.  
When it is conducted orally, one item at a time, it reveals 
similarities and differences in noun-vocabulary usage.                   

If there are only three  links in the chain, there                     
should be an even number of participants (two, four, six); 
if there are four  links, three, five, or seven can play.  

The first person in each group begins with a noun or noun 
phrase—e.g., a bulletin board.  In a four-link chain, the 
second participant gives a simple definition of the item, 
as in ““a flat piece of material for posting notices.”                    
The third puts the item into a sentence context with                 
an “oral blank,” such as “Let’s tack fliers on ________.” 
The last repeats the third’s example, filling the blank 
with the original vocabulary item if the intent is to limit 
the chain to four links—or substituting a different  noun 
item for the original so that the linkage can continue.                 
In this case, the next person offers a definition of the 
new word or phrase, the next puts it in context, etc.  

To shorten the process into a three-link chain, the middle 
contributor can give either  a vocabulary explanation or  
an example in context with a blank to fill in, as specified. 
Or he/she can choose which clue to give for each item.   
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Ì Connected Chain  principles can                      
be applied to a written exercise,                    
for which each learner folds a                     
long (8.5 x 14”) sheet of paper                      
into four (4) segments.   

 In the furthest left column (panel), each list originator             
supplies a printed/written list of a pre-specified 
number of noun-vocabulary items, perhaps five.   

 At a signal, everyone passes his/her paper to the 
person on his/her left and receives a different one 
from the person to the right.  In the second column                  
of his/her newly received paper, he/she creates short 
definitions (explanations)  for the five listed items.   

 When time is called, he/she passes that  paper to                   
the left and gets a new one from the other direction. 
Folding back the first panel so that the vocabulary                
is not visible, in the third column the next participant 
creates an example-in-context (with a blank for the 
targeted item) that corresponds to its definition.   

 Finally, in the last panel, the fourth contributor                   
lists five vocabulary items, in order, for the blanks. 
These can be compared to the original 
items to see if they are identical. Whether 
or not they are, the connected chain can 
continue as long as feasible: other learners 
can copy the vocabulary from the last panel 
of one exercise in the first column of 
another paper and proceed as suggested.     

To shorten or simplify exercise procedure, 
list-originators can begin with a three-
panel paper instead of four.  When filling  
in the middle  column, learners may supply 
either  definitions or examples, or both.  
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A CTIVITY ELEVEN: CREATING COUNT &  
NON-COUNT NOUN COMPOSITIONS.               

As important as it is to teach/learn a large number of nouns 
with their pronunciation/spellings, word meanings, and rules, 
it is not enough. Eventually,  students will want to be able                   
to use their acquired vocabulary and grammar knowledge                    
in real contexts—situations in which they express their                   
own information, thoughts, and opinions while communicating 
with, helping, and learning from others.  
One way for learners to develop and/or to demonstrate                   
such ability is for them to collect ideas, organize, prepare, 
speak, hear, write, read, edit, improve, revise, and benefit 
from “the composition process.”  Short or longer, oral or 
written presentations on well-selected topics that interest 
participants and stimulate creative thinking will naturally 
elicit “targeted structures” of noun meaning  and usage. 

Each participant chooses a subject that will evoke a lot of 
comparable and contrasting kinds-of-nouns  vocabulary.   

On the left of the Noun-CompositionTopics Chart  that     
begins on the next page are some flexible, potentially 
productive possibilities for content.  (The kinds of nouns  
commonly associated with each kind of subject matter               
follow in parentheses).  

Whether oral or written, all “composition” needs focus.                       
To make it easier to organize, speakers/writers ought                         
to think of or choose a question (set) or directive(s) to                   
respond to.  The second column of the Topics Chart                           
provides suggestions, followed by sample essay beginnings.  

While composing, speakers/writers (and later, listeners/
readers) should keep in mind their pedagogical purposes—                
to express/receive info and views that make good use of 
targeted grammar while optimizing (language) learning.    
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TOPICS                        
(with Targeted 

Noun Grammar) 

Suggested Sets of Questions & Directives  to 
Respond to in “Mini-Talks/Writing” + 
Sample Composition Starters  

EDIBLES 
(Count Nouns 

for Food 
Items. Non-

Count Nouns 
for Masses, 
Liquids, or 
“Granular” 

Solids.)  

(Units of 
Measure or 
Partitives 

before                        
Of-Phrases) 

 What are your favorite kinds of food and drink? 
Which do you dislike the most? Why? 

My favorite food is pizza, with pepperoni, onion, garlic,  
mushrooms, spinach, and three kinds of cheese. I add. . . .  

 Which foods are good for the health? Bad? Why?  
Whole-grains, vegetables. and fruit are healthful because 

they reduce the risk of heart disease, contain vitamins . . .  

   Describe a typical meal in your household or culture.    
In my home, breakfast starts with a glass of orange 

juice. Then come pancakes with bran in them plus syrup .  

 Tell how to prepare one of your favorite dishes. 
Include all ingredients and some amounts.   

Our favorite dish is pasta (spaghetti) and meatballs.          
To make it, you need fresh herbs, especially basil, . . . 

EVERYDAY 
OBJECTS, 

MATERIALS                  
& OTHER 
THINGS 

 
(Mostly 

Countable 
Nouns, 

Singular & 
Plural.                       

Non-Count 
Nouns for 

Substances, 
Including Unit 
Expressions in 

Of-Phrases.)    

 Compare the house-keeping style of a “pack rat”  
with the habits of a “neat freak.” What things does 
each type keep or throw out? 
An accumulator keeps many things of perceived value or 
for possible future use. For example, my wife keeps huge 
piles of newspapers and magazines for later reading . . .          

 Describe your home—or one room,  corner, closet, or 
drawer. Tell what things are in it. 
In a closet of our home office are file cabinets with four 

drawers each. On top are stacks of papers and boxes.          
In them are photos, plastic bags, calendars, .gadgets, . . .  

 What kinds of presents do you like to give or 
receive? For what reasons? 

I like useful presents—things people want for practical 
purposes. I hope my friends use my gifts every day . .  

 In your view, what kinds of things are “junk?” Which  
are “useful tools” or “valuable momentos?” Why?  
Decorative items like picture frames are impractical . . . 
We put souvenirs on shelves to collect dust . . . .  
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TOPICS                        
(with Targeted                 

Noun Grammar) 

Suggested Sets of Questions to Answer in                    
“Mini-Talks/Writing” with 

Sample Composition Starters  

SUBJECTS, 
INTERESTS, & 

ACTIVITIES  
(Usually 

Uncountable  
Nouns,                      

Including      
Gerunds                         

with –ing)                          

(Also Plural                  
Count Nouns)   

 Which school subjects did (or do) you like the 
most? Which do you dislike? Give details.  
I still like mathematics. In high school, my favorite 

subjects were algebra, geometry, and trigonometry.  

 What activities do you enjoy when you’re alone? 
Which do you avoid doing on your own? Why?  

When I’m alone, I enjoy communicating on social 
media sites, reading, writing, and creating computer 

art. I avoid TV watching because it causes depression. 

 What kinds of recreation or entertainment                        
do you like sharing? For what reasons? 
I prefer attending live concerts and musical events 
with friends because we share the excitement . . .    

 What topics of conversation do you find most 
interesting/stimulating? Most boring? Why?  
I like talking and hearing about culture, customs, and 
values. Politics is an acceptable topic when it concerns 

ideas and principles, but not when it’s about . . . .  

NATURAL 
RESOURCES, 
ELEMENTS, & 
PHENOMENA 

 
(Mostly 

Uncountable 
Nouns, Including 
Classifications                   

of Items) 

(Countable                   
Nouns for                   
Objects                              

& Events) 

 Describe the climate in your city or native 
country—or the “ideal  weather” for you.   

For me, an ideal climate includes equal amounts of 
rain, snow, sunshine, and wind. I don’t want heavy 

thunderstorms, just light warm showers. Then there 
will be greenery everywhere. Snow is for skiing . . .  

 Describe a beautiful or very ugly natural place. 
Name the things and elements there.  
I find a_desert a beautiful place. It doesn’t have much 
water or rainfall but there’s plenty of sand and rock, 
There are dunes, cacti and other plants, wildlife, . . .  

 What are the physical  sciences? The earth  
sciences? The life sciences?  
The physical sciences include physics, chemistry, and 

astronomy. Physics is the study of matter and motion, 
along with force, heat, magnetism, thermodynamics, . .  
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NATURAL 
RESOURCES, 
ELEMENTS, & 
PHENOMENA, 

CONTINUED 
 

 Suppose you are on a deserted tropical island. 
What things, including natural forces and 
elements, can you use to survive?   
In a tropical environment, there are many natural 

things helpful for survival. I can use wood from trees 
to build a shelter. The thick leaves and grasses will 

make a roof. For tools, sticks and stones can be put 
together to make hammers and other instruments . . .   

PERSONAL 
CHARACTERISTICS 
(HUMAN TRAITS), 
EMOTIONS, AND 

CONCEPTS   
 

(Mostly 
Uncountable  

Nouns That Are 
Abstractions)  

 
(Count Nouns in 

Noun Clauses with 
Adjectives and 

Other Elements)  

 Tell your strongest personality traits and 
characteristics. Admit your weaker traits.  

My strongest personality traits are honesty and 
truthfulness. I hate dishonesty, cheating, lying, and 

fraud—even simple misrepresentation. I prefer 
directness, which some people see as rudeness.  

 In your view, what are the traits of a “typical 
North American?” Of people from your culture? 

At least in the stereotypical view of media in my 
native culture, some common American traits are 

friendliness, openness, naiveté, impoliteness, .  

 Describe the perfect life mate for you. What 
qualities does he or she possess? What traits    
are totally unacceptable? For what reasons? 

My “ideal partner” will possess a high degree of 
intelligence and creativity. A high “IQ” (intelligence 

quotient) isn’t my only qualification, desire, or wish,  
however. He also needs a high “EQ,” or “emotional 

intelligence.” This means he needs to show common 
sense. And wealth and generosity wouldn’t hurt, either.   

 What social and economic principles, concepts, 
and ideas do you believe in or hold to in your 
life? Which do you oppose? Because of which 
priorities, decisions, or values?  

I used to believe in communism, or at least socialism, 
but now I believe that capitalism is a more effective 

economic system. Democracy in decision-making is 
important too. It is certainly better than government 

by military force or power politics. On the other hand, 
to solve problems like poverty and crime, there has to 

be cooperation, not partisanship, along with vision.  
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Ì Noun Mini-Speeches. Before orally presenting  their 
info and ideas on their assigned or chosen topics, learners  
will need to take sufficient time to prepare.                       
To stay focused on vocabulary meaning                       
and usage, they should probably write                   
down the important common noun items  to 
include in their talks, perhaps in the form  
of an “idea map” or other graphic organizer.  
Then, instead of writing out  detailed 
answers to their guide questions,  they can 
practice talking  from their notes in ways 
that connect easily to their subject matter.   
In small groups, each student in turn gives his or her 
“mini-talk.” If possible, the talks should be recorded 
aurally or videotaped for later correction, analysis,                    
commentary, improvement, and/or other follow-up.   
In addition to the content of main points and important 
supporting info, listeners should attend to each speaker’s 
use of common nouns.  Perhaps one person can list those 
words and noun phrases that a speaker uses correctly, 
while another writes down his/her errors in usage.                        
An effective way to score each talk is to give one point 
for each different noun used correctly/appropriately and  
subtract a point for each mistake in vocabulary or usage.  
In this way, talkers will be motivated to “risk” using                       
many different kinds of nouns while “self-correcting”—
monitoring their application of the rules.  

Ì For more noun-grammar practice, group members can talk 
about the ideas and opinions offered by each speaker. 
They can make comments, add information, agree or 
disagree with specific points, and ask and answer 
questions. Everyone can take note of uses of different 
kinds of countable vs. uncountable noun vocabulary.  
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Noun Mini-Speeches  are effective in courses that 
incorporate the study of grammar into oral-language 
instruction (listening comprehension, pronunciation, 
speaking), including activities for a “conversation class.”  
Comparable principles can be adapted—and steps 
followed—in the creation of certain kinds of written              
essays required in more academic language courses.                     

Ì Written Noun Compositions.  
Even composition writing  ought                   
to begin with the collection and 
organization of ideas related to                   
an assigned or chosen noun topic.  
These ideas could be represented 
by single words/phrases arranged 
in an outline, mind map, or comparable graphic organizer.     

The next step might be timed “free writing” based on                    
the assembled vocabulary; keeping in mind the questions 
or directives they are responding to, writers quickly jot 
down “first drafts.” Other “writing process” steps                  
follow, including getting feedback, revising, polishing, . . . .              
Papers can be edited and discussed in groups and/or 
handed in for correction or grammar scoring and grading 
(one point for each correct use of a common noun minus 
one point for each error in noun usage).  

Finally, finished papers can be passed around the class, 
perhaps along with their original outlines or organizers.     
Readers can take note of—and notes on—the main ideas 
and important supporting information of each piece                       
of writing—especially their its “key noun vocabulary.” 
Later, for more noun-vocabulary/grammar practice in                   
the context of learner-generated content, participants 
can summarize what they have read and learned, in brief 
oral and/or written form.  
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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    



61 2learn-english.com     authorsandeditors.net 

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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A CTIVITY TWELVE: LEARNING & USING 
“ADVANCED” NOUN VOCABULARY.  

In grammatical vocab instruction, learners of English need                
to distinguish between countable and uncountable nouns.                   
As they learn more and more nouns, however, they will 
encounter many items that are count in some definitions                  
and non-count in other explanations of meaning or usage.                    
Here are some ways to acquire and practice these:   

Ì Explanations & Exercises. From a dictionary or                       
noun-vocabulary chart, notice, read (aloud), and/or                        
try to envision images for  a pair of countable [C] vs. 
Uncountable [U] definitions for the same item, such as: 
 “a farm animal kept for its eggs or flesh” vs. “one kind of 

poultry meat” (ANSWERS: a chicken vs. chicken).  

 “a theater event” vs. “playful activity” (ANSWERS: a play vs. play).  

 “a young person” vs. “a time of life” (ANSWERS: a youth vs. youth).  

Following usage models, try devising sentences that 
illustrate both  item meanings, as in “Let’s buy two whole  
chickens so we can have chicken for several meals.”    

 

 

Lessons on “advanced” grammar topics often begin with explanatory charts, 
go on to “controlled” exercises,” and progress to expressive, communicative, 

cooperative and/or competitive, “beyond-the-text” activities and games.     
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Pedagogy and exercises that “cover” such contrasts might 
include questions to answer with targeted vocabulary, 
(cartoon) stories that include it; sentences with blanks              
to fill-in from “a multiple-form noun word bank” of items 
like a grain/grains vs. grain; a cold/colds vs. cold;  and 
word games or activities that require no visuals.  

“Advanced” countable vs. uncountable pedagogy is covered extensively                 
in Scenarios Two: Continuing to Use English Grammar in Context, Chapter 6.  

Here are examples of typical language education websites that address                       
the same topic:  http://www.englishclub.com/ref/.  http://www.grammaring. 

com/nouns-with-countable-and-uncountable-meanings.   
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Ì Making & Using Two-Sided Picture & Word Cards. 
Like the 108 alphabetized (un)countable  noun items of  
Authors & Editors’  104 card packs, Kinds of Nouns A-Z,  
nouns with both countable & uncountable meanings can                
be learned and practiced with Picture & Word Cards.  
These are even more useful when they are two-sided,  
perhaps with images and words on card faces and 
corresponding word explanations or examples in                    
context (meaning clues or cues) on card backs.   

If this, these, or a demonstrative phrase replaces    
(stands for) the targeted vocabulary in the cues,                         
card users can practice using each noun in at least two 
different contexts, once as a singular or plural noun                      
and then in a non-count meaning. Here are examples:  

Meaning Cues or Clues Correctly Used Nouns  

These are types of creative activity 
like painting, music, literature, 

theater, dance, film, magic, , . . . 

The arts are types of creative 
activity like painting, music, 
literature, theater, dance. film, . . . 

This is “the expression of human 
creative activity in visual form.”  

Art is the expression of human 
creative activity in visual form.  

Some players of this sport are a 
pitcher, a catcher, batters, . . . 

Some players of baseball are a 
pitcher, a catcher, batters, . . . 

These round objects are pitched, 
thrown, and caught in gloves.  

Baseballs are pitched, thrown, hit, 
and caught in leather gloves.  

 

Countable Noun Uncountable Noun 

 

Countable Noun Uncountable Noun 

Pairs of visuals and meaning cues or clues like the above not only help 
language learners acquire the grammar of countable vs. uncountable nouns.     

They can also give useful models of definitions, sentence patterns, and 
meaningful contexts—as well as examples and/or associated vocabulary.   
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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). 
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 Authors & Editors Card Packs are printed two-sided on 8.5 x 11” card stock,   

pre-perforated so that the nine distinct cards per page can be easily separated.   

Teacher-made materials of this kind can be created by computer, printed out, 

and cut apart. Or they can be printed and pasted up on cards by hand.  

If vocabulary cards are two-sided as in these 3 examples, care should be taken 

that the left-hand column on each card face (the visuals) corresponds to the 

right-hand column on that card back (the printed meaning cues and clues).  
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Cut apart, images of Nouns with Countable AND 
Uncountable Meanings can be serve as “flash cards.”                      
Learners can pronounce, define, and use displayed                       
items in context, comparing their efforts with the 
information and models provided by cues on the back. 
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In contrast, two-sided paired items like those on pages                 
68 to 70 lend themselves to self-directed or group  
practice. For example, when cards are spread out face 
down with only their cues showing, learners can try 
matching countable  with uncountable examples of the 
same noun from their meanings only. The two identified 
cards can be turned over to check the validity of each 
attempted match. Alternatively, when cards are spread   
out face up  with their images and words showing, 
participants can try saying two “matching cues” of their 
own; listeners can pick up pairs of  cards as soon as they 
recognize these meanings. Whoever “wins” a pair of                   
cards can get “extra points” by adding more definitions, 
examples in context, or other useful grammatical info.   
Of course, the most eager learners can create their own 
cards of this kind, construct exercises, and the like.  

Four-of-a-kind 
packs of one-sided 
noun-vocabulary 
cards are suited    
to a large variety 
of classic card 
games, as detailed 
on pages 20 to 28. 
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Going Beyond Effective Teaching/Learning of 

 Kinds Of Common Nouns 
(Countable Vs. Uncountable)  

This revised and improved 68-page Great-
Grammar Kinds-of-Common-Nouns book is                  
a complete teaching/learning resource for 
instruction in the grammar and phrasing of 
countable vs. non-count nouns in English.  

Available supplements to the book are:  

 a 104-Card Picture & Word Pack of 26 Sets-of-Four                
Kinds of Nouns A-Z, ISBN 978-1-891077-44-9.  

 A 108-Card, Two-Sided Picture & Word Pack of 54 
Pairs of Nouns with Both Countable & Uncountable 
Meanings, ISBN 978-1-94637-46-3.   

Other Authors & Editors products include supportive 
material.  Here are a few of the student texts, 
supplements, and resources that address the topic                  
of kinds of nouns  through different approaches:  
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