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1. The Grammarian Who Lost a War of Words

Information Related to the Text -

g James S. Hirsch

James S. Hirsch was born in St. Louis in 1962. He received his bachelor’s degree in journalism
from the University of Missouri at Columbia and his master’s degree from the University of
Texas. Then he worked for three years as a reporter for 7he New York Times before joining the
staff of 7he Wall Street Journal in 1989. “The Grammarian Who Lost a War of Words” appeared
in the December 29, 1994 issue of the journal.

. Grammar and Usage

Grammar is the system by which a language functions, while usage is the way people use
that system. Usage thus reflects attitudes toward language and what is regarded as “standard.”
Standard usage is basically determined by the majority of the educated people of a country.
This group includes government leaders, teachers, and men and women who write for news-
papers and magazines.

All language habits do not result from standard usage. Most people who live in the United
States use certain forms of speech heard in their region. These forms of speech are called
dialects. A person’s use of language also depends on the situation. An individual may speak
formal English at a dinner party but use informal English at a sports event. Language habits
can be influenced by a person’s occupation as well. People who work in an automobile plant
may use slang which outsiders cannot understand. At other times, those same workers use
standard English.

Many people want to know what is “correct” or “incorrect” English. A sentence may be gram-
matical or ungrammatical, but no absolute agreement exists about all usages and standard
practices. The best guide to the use of English is what is appropriate or inappropriate at a par-
ticular time or place. We can consult dictionaries and grammar handbooks for the guidelines
of appropriate usage.




[ Suggestions for Teaching

Part 1 Developing Reading Skills

This part gives suggested answers to the exercises of reading skills. The teacher might integrate this
part into the interpretation of the text, instead of making it an independent exercise.

n How to Read Between the Lines: Direct Speech

P2 UNIT 1

In this essay the author tells a story about Mr. Hogan, an English teacher who has exerted pro-
found influence on him. He quotes Mr. Hogan’s witty, stinging remarks from which we get to
know his character. The use of direct speech adds credibility to his description.

1)

2)

4)

5)

“Give them an inch. and they take a mile.” (LI.4-5)

(This sentence means that if you allow students a little freedom or power, they will try to
get a lot more. With this idiom, Mr. Hogan stresses that language teachers should be strict
with their students and set high standards for language learning.)

“Your_mind is so low,”..."that even the hand of God could not reach down into the mud
and lift you to the depths of degradation.”(LI.14-16)
(This sentence means that the student is so stupid and hopeless that even God can do
nothing to help him/her. “The mud” suggests a bad situation from which you cannot es-
cape. To understand the sentence, the teacher needs to introduce the allusion from the
Bible.

| waited patiently for the Lord: he turned to me and

heard my cry. He lifted me

out of the slimy pit, out of the mud and mire: he set my

feet on a rock and gave

me a firm place to stand. (Psalm 40:1-2, NIV) )

“The world was changing on me, and | had to make adjustments,” ... “I didn't really feel
free to be myself.” (LI.30-33)

(Mr. Hogan felt sorry when he realized that he could not keep up with the times. His teach-
ing style and faith in standard English went against the tide, which left him completely
helpless.)

... "In the bloodstream of life, you are a clot”... (L.72)

(“A clot” originally refers to a thick solid mass formed when blood dries. In this metaphori-
cal expression, Mr. Hogan compares life to the bloodstream, and the student to a clot.
Literally, the quotation means that the student is like a clot which stops the flow of blood.
Note: a clod is a stupid person.)

“Would you go to bed with me for $50,000?2” (LI.79-80)
(What Mr. Hogan intends to say is that to steal money is immoral and should be punished
for whatever sum.)



6) .. “I'lLkill him.” (L.89)
(Mr. Hogan loved the language so much that he could not stand any misuse of it. The quo-
tation also shows that Mr. Hogan likes his students so much that he does not want to hide
his true feelings.)

Teacher’'s Comment

The purpose of these quotations is to show what kind of person Mr. Hogan is. As a master
of language, Mr. Hogan is skillful at using old sayings, metaphors and illusions to express
his ideas and make comments. By employing words with negative meanings (such as “low, ” “mud,
“degradation,” “clot” and “kill"), making comments that are rich in meanings and sensory im-
ages, he voiced his hatred for the degradation of language. His satirical rhetoric or playful
mockery is meant to animate the class and raise the students” awareness about their mistakes,
not to hurt them. But unfortunately, when he hit the nail on the head, some students were of-
fended.

. How to Detect the Meanings of the Following with the Help of the Context and
% Other Clues

1) grammarian  a person who specializes in grammar or syntax

(The word comes from “grammar. “ The suffix “-ian” means “someone studying a particu-
lar subject.” In this essay, the word refers to a grammar teacher.)

2) awarofwords fight against the misuse of language

(In the title the word “grammarian” suggests that the fight has something to do with lan-
guage.)

3) playfu/ intended to be fun rather than serious

(The word comes from “play, “~ which suggests that the remark is made for fun and
should not be taken seriously.)

4) Jow below an acceptable quality

(This word figuratively means that the student is extremely stupid.)

5) enl/iven make something more interesting or active

(The root of the word is “live.” As the prefix “en-” means “make,” the word “enliven” sug-
gests that Mr. Hogan animates his class with his cutting wit.)

6) touchy easily becoming offended or annoyed

(The students did not like Mr. Hogan's pointed language.)

7) pointed  direct in meaning, showing that you disapprove of something

(The noun form of the word is “point,” which means a sharp end. When the word is used

| The Grammarlar Who Lost




C3 UNIT 1

9)

10)

11)

12)

13)

14)

15)

16)

to describe something said, it means “cutting.”)

tree-lined  having trees on both sides

(The word is a combination of two words, “tree” and “line.” “Line” means to form rows
along the sides of something.)

noticeable  easy 1o notice; obvious

(The first thing we may notice about Mr. Hogan is his cough. The suffix “-able” means
easy to do something.)

sl humor  tricky humor

(Other similar expressions such as “playful mockery, “ “finely formed insults, “ “cutting
wit” and “pointed flourishes” in the essay can help students understand this phrase.)

wellregarded  having a good reputation

(The word is a combination of “well” and “regard. “ The noun form of “regard” means “re-
spect and liking.”)

cultural tides — developments in culture

(“Tide” originally means the regular rising and falling of the level of the sea. “To swim
against the cultural tides” is a figurative expression, which means that Mr. Hogan goes
against the popular beliefs.)

devalue rteduce the value

(This word is formed by “de-" and “value. ” As the prefix “de-” means “reduce,” the word
“devalue” suggests that grammar is not as important as it used to be.)

quicken make something quicker

(The word is formed by “quick” and “-en. ” The suffix “-en” is added to “quick, “ turning
the adjective into the verb. Another word with similar structure is “weaken” in LI. 94-95.)

tough  strict

(In the previous paragraphs, the author tells us that Mr. Hogan is very strict with his stu-
dents. So the word “also” in this sentence tells that Mr. Hogan is strict with instructors as
well.)

sharp  pointed

(When the word is used to describe something said, other similar expressions in the es-
say will give some clues, such as “cutting wit, ” “pointed flourishes” and “stinging rheto-
ric.”)



17) bloodstrearm  the blood flowing in your body

(The word consists of “blood” and “stream. ” The word “stream” is used to emphasize the
flowing of blood in the body.)

18) presently at the moment

(The meaning of this word has been explained in LI. 51-52. “Presently” in this sentence is
a misuse, which should be replaced by “currently.”)

Part Il General Comprehensioh of the Text

. The teacher might begin by asking the students the following questions about the
7 title.

1) What does the title mean?
(A grammar teacher who failed in the struggle to purify language.)

2) Does the title reflect the content of me story?
(A good title should be short and simple, indicating the subject matter of the writing.
From this title, we know that this piece of writing is about a teacher who failed in his fight
against nonstandard English. This title introduces who the person is, what he does, and
the consequences of his action.)

u Then the teacher might divide students into small groups and ask them to discuss
~ the following questions about the organization of the text.

1) What type of writing is this: a piece of description, narration, argumentation or explana-
tion?
(This is a description. But the description goes hand in hand with narration.)

2) How does the author describe Mr. Hogan's character?

(The author depicts Mr. Hogan’s character by telling what he says, what he does, his
opinions of language and his relationship with students and teachers. The author tries to
present Mr. Hogan with two devices. One is to use direct speech to frame a vivid picture
of the teacher’s good grasp of language, stinging style, his passion for language and his
helplessness. Mr. Hogan uses figurative language—imaginative comparisons between two
dissimilar things such as “mud” and “clot“—to make his criticism more striking. The other is
to give a detailed narration about Mr. Hogan’s toughness on his students and colleagues.
As his sly humor cannot be appreciated by most of his students, a tense relationship is
formed between Mr. Hogan and his students, which leads to his early retirement.)

3) What is the purpose of the essay?
(Although the essay concentrates on the controversial teaching style of Mr. Hogan, the
author made efforts to depict Mr. Hogan's devotion to the defense of standard English. It
is evident that he appreciates what Mr. Hogan has done and shows great respect for the
teacher. He wrote this essay to draw people’s attention to the accuracy of language.)




. Ask the students to work in pairs and discuss the character traits of Mr. Hogan.
7 With one student listing the character traits of Mr. Hogan, the other gives the sup-
porting detalils.

Supporting Detalls .

Mr. Hogan was strict with his students. Mr. Hogan encouraged his students to follow grammar
rules and use words with strong effect. For example, he
didn’t want his students to use “to be” because he thought
it lacked punch.

He didnt hesitate to use insulting words to criticize his
students for their bad mistakes. For example, a student is
regarded as having a “low mind” and another student is
described as a “clot.”

Mr. Hogan loved language and made | Mr. Hogan liked to use powerful words (such as “kill” and
every effort to fight against nonstandard “degradation”) and effective images (such as "mud” and
English. “clot”) to impress the students who had spoiled language.
He banned students from using “none” with a plural verb.
He tried his best to fight against ambiguous antecedents,
superfluous commas and creeping colloguialisms.

Mr. Hogan gave his students a new under- | Mr. Hogan broke down the language and made the stu-
standing of language. dents feel as if they were studying it for the first time.

Mr. Hogan lived a well-organized life. His living room was well arranged, like a wellwritten sen-
tence, functional, free of anything unnecessary and with
just enough detail.

Mr. Hogan felt helpless in the changing Mr. Hogan said: “The world was changing on me, and | had
world. to make adjustments. | didnt really feel free to be myself.”
The statement reveals that Mr. Hogan was not used to the
change of the world and his teaching methods were no
longer acceptable.

Mr. Hogan was also tough on instructors. Mr. Hogan insisted that instructors should learn more gram-
mar. When an Instructor objected, Mr. Hogan asked the
teacher 1o analyze the sentence “I like him singing to me”
and corrected the mistake she had made.

Mr. Hogan had a sharp tongue. Mr. Hogan made sharp satirical remarks in class such as
“Your mind is so low that even the hand of God could
not reach down into the mud and lift you to the depths
of degradation.” and “In the bloodstream of life, you are
a clot.” Although he made effective statements, students
could not appreciate his sly humor. For example, when he
said, “Would you go to bed with me for $50,0002” the girl
student could not understand his real intention and felt
humiliated.
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