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       English 101

                Naval Safety Center, 2003


Lesson #21: Grammar Compendium
Grammar is the great bugaboo of editors, and not just junior ones. Schools don’t teach it very often or very well, it is intrinsically boring, and it seems somehow remote from the purpose of writing, which is to produce good stories. If you are a careful, voracious reader, your ear will usually allow you to write grammatical copy and fix most flagrant errors. You don’t have to be able to recognize gerunds, squinting modifiers, and verbal phrases and understand their mechanics. Sometimes it helps, but it isn’t crucial, if you have material written by someone reasonably literate who is telling a good story.

That said, you are going to encounter a host of grammatical errors. You can’t just stick in commas because your ear tells you there’s a pause at that point. And yes, you are going to have to learn the parts of speech.

1. Misused Pronouns

The motor whaleboat and the rescue helo couldn't talk to each other because they had different radio equipment.  Despite this handicap, the rescue helo helped guide the motor whaleboat by shifts in their movement.

[Boats and helos can't talk; also, the final "their" has an unclear reference--as written, it refers to the motor whaleboat]]

Remember, the people that fly are relying on everyone that touches that aircraft to be a professional.

[… people who fly…]

We discussed this with the other H-46 and they came to the same conclusion.

[wrong pronoun, insert "aircrew"]

Early in your career, because of a lack of experience and a rookie complex, our initial reaction might be to think an experienced and senior aircraft commander always will make the right decision…

[conflict between the pronouns “your” and “our”; “Early in our careers…”]

2. Hyphens

If in doubt, look up the word in the dictionary.

Words forming prefixes, such as "co-", "post-" and "pre-", generate compounds that are nearly always closed, whether they are nouns, adjectives or verbs.  "Pre-" words are never hypenated.  "Post-" and "co-" words are rarely hyphenated.

Exceptions to the closed rule are:


(1) Compounds in which the second element is capitalized ("un-American").


(2) Compounds that must be distinguished from homonyms ("re-cover", as in what you'd do to a book). 


(3) Words that are spelled with a hyphen in the dictionary.


(4) Retain the hyphen to avoid misleading or puzzling work forms (such as "non-native" vs. "nonnative").

To express range of measurement, such as temperature or wind speed, write 

35 to 40 degrees or winds of 18 to 20 knots. As a modifier, make it 

18-to-20-knot winds.

Hyphenate figures and abbreviations used as modifiers: a 78-rpm 

recording. The exception is the caliber of weapons: a 9mm pistol.

Try to change fractions to decimals. Some common or familiar fractions, 

however, should be retained, especially in quotations: three-quarters of an 

inch.

Compound modifiers should be joined by a hyphen as necessary to assist understanding.  When a compound modifier -- two or more words that express a single concept -- precedes a noun, use hyphens to link all the words in the compound except very and all adverbs that end in ly.

"The desirability of the hyphen in such instances must be decided by the writer.  Nevertheless, it is worse to leave out the hyphen when it is desirable than to use it where it is not essential.  Judicious hyphening unquestionably aids comprehension and speeds the reader on his way."

"One test. . . is to apply the modifiers separately to the noun.  If they are ambiguous unless taken together, they should be joined by a hyphen."

Example of a headline from the Milwaukee Journal:


Man eating


piranha sold


as pet fish

Compound modifiers do not require the hyphen when they occur in the predicate (that is, after the element modified): a well-educated man…The man was well educated.

3. "which" or "that"?

Use which for nonessential clauses and phrases;  it takes a comma.  "Nonessential" means that you could remove it without changing the meaning of the sentence.  Use that for essential clauses and phrases, without a comma.  "Essential" means that if you remove it, you change the meaning of the sentence.

Examples

The canopy seal would not deflate and without normal hydraulics, the canopy was stuck closed (a problem for A-6s which shut down with the canopy closed).

[need comma after “A-6s,” since the statement is true for all A-6s, not just a subset of them]

Everything seemed to be working except the TACAN which had an off-flag.

[only one TACAN, so make it “…TACAN, which…”]

Then they positioned the vehicle on a turntable which revolved clockwise until the vehicle was lined up with a ramp.

[turntable, which…]

Develop a generic tag which can be used for all fire extinguishers.

[Lots of different kinds of tags, so this usage should be “that”]

There are contingency factors in every hop which make it non-routine.

[this means, if you switch "which" for "that," that there are two kinds of contingencies during every hop;  some of them make the flight non-routine, and some of them have no effect.  If you mean that all contingencies make the flight non-routine, make it "...in every hop, which make it..."]

The liquid also hit the MMFA's arms that he was using to shield his face.

[if you say "arms," what follows can only be nonessential.  If "arm", would  have to be essential]

My pilot and I were scheduled as Dash 2 in a flight of three A-6s that was participating in a coordinated MINEX against the godless citizens of Santa Rosa Island.

[is the "that was participating..." essential or not?  I think non-essential, because the article doesn't mention any other flights of A-6s.  If the story had mentioned another flight of 3 A-6s, it would be essential.  changed to "A-6s, which was..."

4. Other pronouns

We know that "who" is for people, but what about groups of people (a team, an aircrew, a staff)?

The AP Stylebook says, "Use who and whom for references to human beings and to animals with a name.  Use that and which for inanimate objects and animals without a name."

Bernstein, "Which normally refers to things, who to persons, and that to either persons or things."

Copperud:  "...nouns for organizations regarded as an entity, like company, are referred to by it, not they:  'The company redefined its (not their) policy on retirement.'"

5. Conjunctions
Subconsciously, I thought I heard a pop, but the airplane just didn’t feel right.

[why “but”? should be “and”]

6. Subject-verb agreement
Don’t assume that every writer knows how to make the subject and verb agree. Certain sentence constructions pave the way for confusion between singular and plural.

A low-overcast ceiling, with snowstorms, were throughout the local area.

[was]

A nut and bolt was used in place of the cotter pin, which vibrated loose.

[Compound subject? Should be "were." Also, the final phrase isn't a nonessential phrase modifying "pin."]

This mishap showed danger and death has no regard for age, rank or rate, or experience.

[“have”]
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