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“A” and “an” are known as indefinite articles. When you
were a beginner in English learning, you might have been
instructed to put “an” in front of words that begin with “a”, “e”,
“i”, “0” or “u”, and to put “a” in front of those that begin with
any of the remaining 21 letters. But is that really the case? In the
phrase “hold 1-day seminar”, which indefinite article
would you use? “A” or “an”? The word that follows does not

begin with a letter! What indication should we look for?
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To decide which of the two should be used, we must know
the governing rule first. The choice between “a” and “
depends not on spelling but pronunciation. It takes “a” if the
word that follows begins with a consonant sound, and it takes
“an” if the word begins with a vowel sound.

The use of “a” or “an” is not confusing at all. However,
some words may be a little bit tricky. This is because they are
spelt with an initial vowel but pronounced with a consonant
(for example “unique”, “useful”), or conversely spelt with an

A or An?
Tiny but Tricky!

initial consonant but pronounced with a vowel (for example
“honorarium”, “hourly”). Sticking to the above rule will
prevent you from being caught in such little traps. We should
indeed say “a unique feature”, “a useful tool”, “an honorarium”
and “an hourly rate”.

Once you have mastered this simple rule, you will not
hesitate to add the indefinite article “a” before “1-day seminar”.
So by the same token, “8-week project” takes “an” and “2-
year contract” takes “a”. The same rule applies to abbreviations.
We say “there is an SEO vacancy” and “we will create a CEO
post”. For “SOLO”, it may take either “a” or “an”, depending on
the way we pronounce it. In the first case, “SOLO” is pronounced
as one word. In the second case, the letters are pronounced
separately as “S” “O” “L” “O”.

Tiny as they seem, these two indefinite articles may cause
troubles to many. However, if we bear in mind the above rule,
we should be able to put “a” and “an” in the right places.




