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Preface

Communication is the essence of the human experience. De-
spite the ease with which the average person thinks, speaks, and
writes complicated ideas on a daily basis, the process of communi-
cation is extraordinarily complex, and the distinctly human ability
to weave sounds, gestures, and expressions into meaningful units
that communicate our thoughts and feelings to our fellow humans
is at least worthy of note, if not awe and admiration.

Why then, if the process is so complex, are humans able to
communicate so easily and effortlessly? The complete answer to
that question is quite beyond the scope of this book and even be-
yond the limits of modern science. A topic that is within our grasp
and the one that this book will tackle is the regular system of rules
that we use to weave sounds into the meaningful units with which
we express our thoughts and ideas, creating language. We call this
system grammar.

In a simple sense, grammar is the study of words and the ways
words work together. It is a sort of invisible hand that guides us as
we put words together into sentences. Any person who is able to
communicate using a particular language has knowledge of the
grammar of that language, even if his or her knowledge is uncon-
scious. Grammar is pervasive.

We study grammar so that we may speak and write in a clearer
and more effective manner. The unconscious knowledge of gram-
mar that every communicator possesses may be sufficient for sim-
ple language use, but those who wish to communicate artfully and
well will seek the greater depth of understanding and proficiency
that the study of grammar provides.

For the past twenty five years, Moorpark College in Moor-
park, California, has sponsored The National Grammar Hot Line
to aid students of English grammar in their quest for knowledge.
The service is free. During the Hot Line’s existence, thousands of
callers have telephoned with questions about the English language
and its use. For a quarter of a century, I, Michael Strumpf, an
English teacher at Moorpark College, have fielded questions from
congressmen, governors, ambassadors, editors, writers, teach-
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ers, attorneys, students, copywriters, journalists, housewives,
secretaries, and vice presidents (even calls from the White House
are not unheard of). People from just about any occupation and
walk of life have called to ask a question that has puzzled or
stumped them:

“Where do I put this comma?”
“What case should this pronoun be in?”
“How do I form the possessive of ‘Dickens’?”

This book combines the most insightful and revealing of the
calls to The National Grammar Hot Line with a scholarly discus-
sion of grammar. We begin with the parts of speech in the first
third of the book, move on to the creation of sentences in the sec-
ond third, and end with a discussion of spelling, vocabulary, and
punctuation in the final third. In each chapter, you will find a dis-
cussion of a particular topic in grammar, interspersed with Hot
Line questions and answers that I feel will strengthen your under-
standing of the topic. Though the book is a reference book, it
has, I hope, been written with a sense of style and a sense of hu-
mor. Grammar should be a topic that you enjoy as well as one that
you understand.

As I mentioned before, communication (and, by extension,
grammar) is an exceedingly complex process. The authors and ed-
itors of this book have done their best to explain each grammatical
issue in a clear and concise manner, but even the most careful
writers cannot answer every question or clear up every trouble-
some matter. If the text doesn’t answer your question or, after
careful reading, a topic is still perplexing, please contact The Na-
tional Grammar Hot Line:

Professor Michael Strumpf
Moorpark College

7075 Campus Road
Moorpark, CA 93021
TEL: (805)378 — 1494
FAX: (805)378 — 1499

Agpp T



If [ had my choice of weapons with you, sir, I'd choose grammar!
— Lady For A Day(1993)

I know you believe you understand what you think I said, but I am
not sure you realize that what you heard is not what I meant.

— Anonymous
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1.

T)ouns

Nouns are naming words. They give titles to people,
places, things, and ideas.

Imagine a world without names. Imagine, for a moment, the
horror and absurdity of ordering a simple meal without naming
words. “I’'ll take one of those things with the two soft, round things
on the outside and one of those brown mushy things on the inside,
and it’s got some red stuff and some yellow stuff and some round,
green things on it.” Oh, you must mean a hamburger! You see, I
couldn’t even get through this ridiculous scenario without using a
couple of generic naming words, such as stuff or things. What’s in
a name? Sometimes, a name is everything.

The word noun comes from the Latin word nomen, meaning
“name.” Nouns are names of people, places, things, and ideas.
Anything we can imagine has a name. If someone discovers a per-
son, place, thing, or idea without a name, you can be sure that
steps will be taken to remedy that situation.

Any nutritious sentence is chock full of nouns. In the examples
below, each of the bold words is a noun.

My friend, Buddy, has a Ph.D. in physics.



