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1. The Grammarian Who Lost a War of Words

e

|
|

s a high school grammar teacher, Russell Hogan preached

that the verb “to be” lacked punch, so he banned it from

our writing assignments . When a parent complained, Mr.
Hogan said of his students: “Give them an inch, and they take a
mile.”

Last year Mr. Hogan gave in himself. He took early retirement
from Clayton High School in St. Louis®, ending a 35-year teaching
career, disillusioned and frustrated . Over time , assaults on the lan-
guage had become increasingly common, but he quit in large part
because of a different kind of assault on him and his controversial
teaching style.

Mr. Hogan, now 61, animated  his classes with playful mock-
ery and occasional finely formed insults directed  at students.
“Your mind is so low,” he would say, “that even the hand of God

@ St. Louis(ZEB& 5 HT): a city in the state of Missouri in the eastern central US, which is a port and an
industrial center. It is also known for its Jazz and Blues music.

James S. Hirsch

Mr. Hogan was for many years a high school grammar teacher. He maintains that
students should be taught to speak and write in standard English, and to convey
ideas with effective as well as accurate words and sentences. He loves the language
and cares about students, but his teaching style generated a lot of criticism.

1. preach /pristf/ vt. E$

2. punch /pantf/ n. 711

3. ban /been/ v. $1E

4. assignment /a'sammeont/ n. Nk

5. give in: admit that you are de-
feated

6. disillusioned /.dist'lju:zand/ adj.
KREY
7. frustrated /fra'strertid/ adj. ;B3 H9

8.over time: gradually during a
long period of time

9. assault /a'so:lt/ n. Bty
10. in large part: mostly

11. controversial /kontra'va:fal/ ad.
FHEUM

12. animate /‘znmert/ vi. EHES
13. mockery / ‘mokary/ 1. Bj%

14. occasional /o'kerzanol/ ad). 1B
iy

15. direct /dr'rekt/ vt. $t3¢




16. degradation /,degra'deifan/ n.
%

17. “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.”: Your mind is far
down below the deepest part of
degradation. Even God can do
nothing about that.

1

™

cutting wit: RIS EDE
19. convey /kan'ver/ vI. ik

2

o

. Intimidate /m'timidert/ vt. €8
1’

2

-

. concede /kan'si:d/ V. ZKIA

2

N

. fight the good fight: fight to de-
fend a good cause

2

w

.on a mission: doing an impor-
tant job

24. break down: separate something
into smaller parts to make it
easler to understand

25. bind /bamd/ n. Bk

26. linguistics /lm'gwistiks/ n. &
-

27. flourish /'flartf/ n. 4T HRR
28. adjustment /a'd3astmont/ 1. 1H¥

29. functional / ‘fankfanal/ adj. 3%
#

30. detall / 'disterl/ n. 4TS
31. antique /en'ti:k/ ad). HER
32. chronic / ‘kronik/ ad). it

33. lllinois /ulr'noy/ RFIHELT (XE
M3Z)

34. Mo. = Missouri /mr'zuari/ B
B(XEME)

35. tide /tard/ n. R#)

could not reach down into the mud and lift you to the depths of deg-
radation .”

For scores of students, including me, his sometimes cutting
wit  enlivened class and conveyed'  his passion for the subject.
But it intimidated” others. Yet even his critics conceded’' that Mr.
Hogan was a successful one-man army fighting the good fight"
against ambiguous antecedents®, superfluous commas® and creeping
colloquialisms®.

“He was on a mission ,” says an admiring former student, Rob-
ert Kerr, now a lawyer. “He broke down ' the language and made you
feel as if you were studying it for the first time.”

Toward the end of his career, however, Mr. Hogan found him-
self in a bind . At a time when high school students were less inter-
ested in linguistics ', they were much more touchy about language
itself — and highly critical of Mr. Hogan’s pointed flourishes .

“The world was changing on me, and I had to make adjust-
ments”,” he says, from his brick house in a quiet tree-lined neigh-
borhood of this St. Louis suburb. “I didn’t really feel free to be my-
self.”

His living room is arranged like a well-written sentence, func-
tional ', free of anything unnecessary and with just enough detail ’,
such as an antique  teapot from China, to make it interesting. The
most noticeable change in him since he was my teacher 14 years ago
is a chronic ~ smoker’s cough, but his sly humor hasn’t changed.

Mr. Hogan taught literature as well as language composition,
or grammar, at well-regarded high schools in Illinois" and then in
Clayton, Mo . In many ways, he spent his career swimming against
cultural tides . Grammar has been devalued at teachers’ colleges and

@ ambiguous antecedents (%4745 A& ): An antecedent is a word, phrase or clause to which an-
other “placeholder” word — a pronoun — refers. Ambiguous antecedents cause the reader to be unsure
of the meaning of a pronoun because it could refer to one antecedent or to another. For example:
Ambiguous Lisa wrote to Jennifer every day when she was in the hospital.

Clear When Lisa was in the hospital, she wrote to Jennifer every day. Or
When Jennifer was in the hospital, Lisa wrote to her every day.

@ superfluous commas(3Z-S-#3938 F): Unnecessary commas make sentences difficult to read. For example:
The facts were selected, and organized with care.
The man said, that the old bike needed repairing.
(The comma in each of the sentences should be omitted.)

@ creeping colloquialisms( 018 A B MEiB): Colloquialism is an expression or word used in informal
conversation. But colloquialism is usually inappropriate in formal writing. For example:

colloguial Let’s say for example a relative dies, a poor family will have to deal with financial
worries as well as with grief.
formal If a relative dies, a poor family will have to deal with financial worries as well as

with grief.

5
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A
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de-emphasized in the schools. Fewer students seem to care about ' it,
and television and movies have quickened the pace at which non-
standard English becomes standard.

“I once heard a girl being described as ‘really stud ”, and I

thought, “Well, we’ve totally lost that word,
Still, he did what he could, determinedly. He banned students

Mr. Hogan says.

from using “none” with a plural verb; the pronoun means “not one”,
he argues, and should always be singular®. And heaven help the
student who passes off “presently” for" “currently .” “Presently”
means “soon.”

As head of Clayton’s English department, Mr. Hogan was also
tough on other instructors. He once told a teacher to learn more
grammar. She objected ', so Mr. Hogan wrote out a sentence — “I
like him singing to me” — and asked the teacher if it was correct. She
said, “Yes.” Wrong again. It should be “I like his singing to me®,” be-
cause “singing” is a gerund , a verbal noun, and pronouns attached
to gerunds are in the possessive case’, just as they would be with
other nouns: his hat. The teacher agreed to learn more grammar.

Despite his insisting on such fine " points, Mr. Hogan does
not believe grammar rules are unchangeable. Rather, they evolve'
as “professional  users” of language accept different guidelines. He
taught for years that a pronoun following a form of the verb “to be”
should be in the nominative case ", not the objective. “It is I,” not “It
is me.” But several years ago, Mr. Hogan threw in the towel . “Even
I was saying ‘It’s me.””

At one time, Mr. Hogan’s willingness to talk to students outside
class about movies, music and pop culture made him popular, but by
the end of his career, students were complaining to administrators
about his stinging rhetoric . Mr. Hogan says he believes his sharp
satirical remarks — “ In the bloodstream of life, you are a clot 7 —
were effective because “these were the brighter kids I was teaching,

and they saw the humor.” But, he acknowledges ', “My style was

risky .”

® He banned students from using “none” with a plural verb; the pronoun means “not one,” he argues,
and should always be singular: None used with plural verb Is also acceptable now in informal spoken
English. For example: None of my children has/have blonde hair.
None of the houses has/have a large garden.

® | like his singing to me: “I like him singing to me” is also widely used now. For example:
| can't understand John/John’s making such a mistake.
It's strange him/his behaving like that.

36. care about: think that something
Is important

37. pace /peis/ n. BE

38. stud /stad/ ad). FHEEY
Here it may mean she is impres-
sive.

39. heaven help the student: Mr.
Hogan rudely corrects the
student who misuses the word
“presently.”

40. pass off ... for ...; make people
believe that something Is an-

other thing

41. currently /‘karantly/ adv. BL7E,
et

42. object /ob'dzekt/ vi. T Rt
43. gerund /'dzerand/ n. & iE
44. attach /o'teetf/ vi. 5+ A

45. possessive /pa‘zesiv/ case; FTE
1%

46. fine /fam/ adj. 4H/)\9
47. evolve /r'volv/ vi ¥R R

4

o

. professional /prau'fefansl/ ad).

R #y

4

o

. nominative / 'nominatrv/ case:

%

50. throw in the towel: admit that
one has been defeated

51.

=

stinging rhetoric /'stmym 'retorik/:
WHIHYIEE

5

~N

. satirical remark: ¥R 69358
53. clot /klot/ n. Mk, 8

5

»

acknowledge /ok'nolidz/ . 7
ik

5

v

_risky / 'misky/ adj. fEBR Y




56.And then some: (infml.) And
considerably more in addition.

57. big deal: used to show that it is
nothing important

58. deliver /dr'livalr)/ vt. i
59. moral /'moral/ adj. B
60. principal / ‘prmsapal/ n. B4
61. process / ‘prauses/ vt. 4038
62. comment / 'koment/ n. it

63. be out of touch: not know much
about current events and devel-
opment

64. cross the line: overdo it
65. at times: sometimes
66. mutter /'mata(r)/ vi. BEIR

67. unorthodox /,an's:0adpoks/ ad).
EELGH

68. fervor / 'farvalr)/ n. #ig
69. oddly /'pdly/ adv. % thZ1%
70. raid /rexd/ n. &

71. after hours: after the time when
a business is supposed to close

And then some . Two school years ago, when a student was
caught stealing a $3 textbook, a female classmate said in class, “Big
deal ,it’s only $3.”

Mr. Hogan turned to her and responded, “Would you go to bed
with me for $50,000?” Before he could deliver ~ the next line — “It’s
not how much, it’s whether or not it’s moral .” — the girl ran out of
class, crying. He later apologized to her but was severely criticized by
the principal .

“I was insulted,” he says. “I was told she couldn’t process [my
comment ],and I thought, ‘I am really out of touch .”” He retired at
the end of the school year.

Mr. Hogan may have crossed the line  at times , but his re-
tirement strikes me as a loss. I recall one day when I made an error
in class, he muttered , “I'll kill him.” I knew it was Mr. Hogan’s
unorthodox way of saying he loved the language, and only because
he cared about his students with equal fervor * did he make such re-
marks. I felt oddly ' comforted and never made the mistake again.

Mr. Hogan still teaches summer school at Clayton, and a good
thing, too, as raids  against the language continue without weaken-
ing. Call Clayton High School after hours ' these days, and a record-

ed voice says: “The office is presently closed.”

From The Perceptive I, ed. Edmund Farrell and James Miller, Jr. New York:
NTC Publishing Group, 1997
964 words

Reading Skills and Practice
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90
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w How to Read Between the Lines: Direct Speech

Direct speech is frequently used in a narrative to depict one’s character and feelings. -With
direct speech, the author tries to present a vivid picture of a character without making much
comment and lets the character speak for himself. However, sometimes due to the complexity
of the text, the meaning of direct speech is not always evident.

Find out the implied meanings of the following sentences and then tell how they help to de-
scribe Mr. Hogan's character.

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




2) “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.”(Ll.14-16)

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

4) ... "In the bloodstream of life, you are a clot” ... (L.72)
5) “Would you go to bed with me for $50,0002" (LI.79 - 80)

6) ... “I'llkill him." (L.89)

»; Context and Other Clues

” Guess the meanings of the following with the help of the context and other clues.

grammarian (title) a war of words (title)
playful (L. 12) low (L. 14)

enliven (L. 18) touchy (L. 28)
pointed (L. 29) tree-lined (L. 31)
noticeable (L. 37) sly humor (L. 38)
well-regarded (L. 40) cultural tides (L. 42)
devalue (L. 42) quicken (L. 44)
tough (L. 54) sharp (L. 71)
bloodstream (L. 72) presently (L. 96)

Exercises

. Reading Comprehension

" Read the text again and choose the best answer to each of the following statements or questions.

1) Mr. Hogan retired from Clayton High School mainly because
A. he had reached the age of retirement after teaching 35 years
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4)

5)

B. he couldn’t stand his students’ assaults on standard English
C. he was criticized by his students and the school administrators
D. he was unable to communicate his ideas to his students

Which of the following can best describe Mr. Hogan?
A. Modest. B. Critical.
C. Considerate. D. Mean.

In his fight against nonstandard English, Mr. Hogan realized that
A. he was going to win the war of words despite all the difficulties
B. his students could never learn English well

C. grammar was neglected by both teachers and students

D. pop culture serves as a better teacher in language learning

Mr. Hogan sometimes conveyed his ideas with sharp remarks in the hope that
A. his students would not make any mistakes

B. his students could understand the folly of their mistakes

C. his students would appreciate the power of his humor

D. his students would be afraid of making mistakes

In the last paragraph, the author tells us that

A. Mr. Hogan did not give up fighting the war of words after retirement
B. raids on language were weakening

C. Clayton High School taught good grammar after Mr. Hogan retired
D. Mr. Hogan never visited Clayton High School again

; Vocabulary Study

Find a synonym from the box for each of the italicized words in the following sentences.

enlivened stinging muttered raids comments
rhetoric errors quit acknowledge fervor

1)
2)
3)
4)
5)
6)
7)
8)

9)

The government conceded that the new policy has failed to meet people’s needs.

The Battle of Britain was a series of air assaults that lasted many months.

The reform has come in for some sharp criticism.

A smile animated his face as he went out to meet his wife.

She told him that she wouldn’t put up with his pointed remarks any longer.

The teacher found several spelling mistakes in his compositions.

The workers complained when they heard that their salary had been reduced.

In order to make positions for the young men, some of the older workers retired last
month. )

I’'m glad to find that my son has a passion for painting.



% Grammar Study
" In each of the following sentences there is an error which involves ambiguous antecedents,
superfluous commas or creeping colloquialisms. Underline the error and correct it.

1) She learns easily, because she has a good grasp of things.

2) He says, that he really can’t afford to wait another day.

3) Everyone, who smokes cigarettes, is likely to lose about ten years of life.

4) Jane waved to Mrs. Edwards as she was coming down the road.

5) David fought Goliath although he was much smaller in size and he was an experienced
warrior (1) .

6) The misunderstanding between the Kemps and the Dixons did not end until they invited
them over for a swim in their new pool.

7) The poet is widely admired, but it is very difficult indeed to make a living at it.

8) Some people worry about wakefulness but actually need little sleep. This is one reason
they have so much trouble sleeping.

9) He goes, “What do you mean by asking me such a question?”

10) Well, at the end of the war there was some doubt as to which course to take.

g, Put the Following into Chinese

1) Over time, assaults on the language had become increasingly common, but he quit in
large part because of a different kind of assault on him and his controversial teaching
style. (LI.8-11)

2) Mr. Hogan, now 61, animated his classes with playful mockery and occasional finely
formed insults directed at students. (L1.12-13)

3) Yet even his critics conceded that Mr. Hogan was a successful one-man army fighting the
good fight against ambiguous antecedents, superfluous commas and creeping colloquial-
isms. (L.19-22)

4) His living room is arranged like a well-written sentence, functional, free of anything un-
necessary and with just enough detail, such as an antique teapot from China, to make it
interesting. (LI.34-36)
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