
Grammar Therapy Session 2

Getting gritty with grammar
What’s the subject of a sentence? Or the object? 

When should we use whom? 
What are some cool tools to use when answering linguistic questions?
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Goals for today
Review parts of speech 

How to find the subject of a sentence 

What’s the deal with who and whom? 

Is singular they okay? 

Cool tools
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Parts of speech
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prepositions determiners

conjunctions interjectionspronouns

nouns verbs adjectives

adverbs
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Pre-test
Parts of speech 

Subjects and objects 

who or whom 

and more
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who or whom?
How do you know?
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Subject and object
John hit Bill. 

Who’s the subject, and who’s the object? 

John is doing the hitting. 

He’s the subject. 

Bill is getting hit. 
He’s the object. 

But how do you know this?
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Subject case and object case
Imagine an alternate version of English with case marking. 

Johna hit Billom. 

How would you say “Bill hit John” in this alternate English?
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Nouns and case
Old English had case marking 

Modern English nouns aren’t marked for case 
but our pronouns still are. 

Also who and whom.
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SUBJECT OBJECT POSSESSIVE

1 I we me us my our

2 you you your your

3

m he

they

him

them

his

theirf she her her

n it it its

OE nominative the king se cyning

OE accusative to the king þone cyning

OE genitive the ship of the king þæs cyninges scip
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who

!9



| 34

whom
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who or whom?
Using who is almost always okay 

She is a family therapist who conducts workshops. 
He thinks of a woman who/whom he met. 

but you can use whom after a preposition. 

The criminals, most of whom refuse to speak… 

Beyond that, things get weird.
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who or whom? For experts only
who is used in subject case 

Floyd ate all the cake. 

Who ate all the cake? 

whom is used in object case 

Sarah spoke to him. 
To whom did Sarah speak? 

But sometimes whom just means the 
speaker is trying to be fancy 

and sometimes getting it wrong 
known as hypercorrection
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Back to whomever
The subject/object rule 
has limitations 
People don’t have a 
good sense of the 
difference between a 
subject and an object 

especially when the 
sentence has more 
than one clause in it.

!13

| 34

Singular they
Is it ungrammatical to use plural they to refer to a singular person? 

From a message board: 

That’s actually incorrect usage of they. It is plural, and in this case 
anyone is “he or she”. 

They cannot be subsituted for a singlular object of unknown gender. 
He or she is grammatically correctly. 

http://talk.collegeconfidential.com/sat-act-tests-test-preparation/
769321-singular-they.html
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Singular they is ungrammatical?
Singular they has been going on for a long time. 

There’s not a man I meet but doth salute me / As if I were their well-acquainted 
friend — Shakespeare, The Comedy of Errors, Act IV, Scene 3 (1594) 
Arise; one knocks. / ... / Hark, how they knock! — Shakespeare, Romeo and 
Juliet 
I would have everybody marry if they can do it properly. — Austen, Mansfield 
Park (1814) 

That’s always your way, Maim—always sailing in to help somebody before 
they’re hurt. — Mark Twain, Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1884) 

Eche of theym sholde ... make theymselfe redy. — Caxton, Sonnes of Aymon (c. 
1489)
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Singular you
You used to be only plural, but then changed to singular. 

And how people complained.
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Singular you
You used to be only plural, but then changed to singular. 

George Fox, founder of the Society of Friends, or Quakers, 
wrote a book on why it’s always thou for one, you for many.  

It’s from 1660.
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Thx Dennis Barron, 

@DrGrammar.
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Singular you
You used to be only plural, but then changed to singular. 

This edition of Murray’s English Grammar, used in many 
American schools, insisted that English speakers should 
use thou for one person. 

Incredibly, it’s from 1821.
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Thx Dennis Barron, 

@DrGrammar.
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Another one

!19 http://allthingslinguistic.com/post/134360698297/kingfucko-gollyplot-flittering-sylph-man
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singular they
Then grammar grouches decided 
they didn’t like it 

People tried he or she 

and other epicene pronouns 

thon, xe, hir 

with little success 

Then in 2015, the American Dialect 
Society named they its Word of the 
Year.
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The singular they articles 
Click here to see a massive list of 

resources explaining the history and 
acceptability of singular they
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Singular they becoming accepted
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3 April 2017 
Chicago accepts this use of singular they in 

speech and informal writing…. 
A writer (or speaker) may also use they 

to refer to a specific, known person who 
does not identify with a gender-specific 

pronoun such as he or she.

21 April 2017 
The updated guidelines permit use of 

“they” and “their” as singular 
pronouns for individuals who do not 

identify as male or female, or for when 
gender is unknown.

14 March 2017 
They/them/their is acceptable in limited cases 

as a singular and-or gender-neutral 
pronoun, when alternative wording is overly 
awkward or clumsy…. We do not use other 

gender-neutral pronouns such as xe or ze…”
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Word of the Decade
Singular they was voted the Word 
of the Decade by the American 
Dialect Society 
‘While editors have increasingly 
moved to accepting singular they 
when used in a generic fashion, 
voters in the Word of the Year 
proceedings singled out its newer 
usage as an identifier for someone 
who may identify as “non-binary” in 
gender terms.’
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Questions of language fact
“What are the most common 
languages on earth?” 

Wikipedia is great for these 
kinds of questions. 

en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
List_of_languages_by_number
_of_native_speakers
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Questions of language fact
“What languages do they 
speak in India?” 

Try the World Factbook. 

www.cia.gov/library/
publications/the-world-
factbook/
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Questions of language fact
“How do you say dog in Welsh?” 

Google Translate can be used 
with care. 

translate.google.com
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Questions of language fact

Compare different kinds of English 

The Corpus of Global Web-Based English 
(GloWBE) 
www.english-corpora.org/glowbe/
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Questions of language fact
“Which language is the oldest?” 

For really tough questions, the 
Linguist List has “Ask a 
Linguist”. 

linguistlist.org/ask-ling/
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Questions of language usage
What about when we have questions about what’s right to say? 

Avoid self-appointed experts. 
Their advice is prescriptive, and often just made up. 

Remember, we want to base our decisions on what language 
users actually do. 

But how can we find real language data? 

Look in a language corpus 

Latin corpus: body
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A number is, or are?
We can use Google’s 
Ngram Viewer to look at 
millions of books over 
hundreds of years. 

books.google.com/
ngrams/

!29

| 34

YouGlish
How do people pronounce a 
certain word? 

Type in a word or phrase, and 
YouGlish will take you directly to 
someone saying it in a YouTube 
video. 

youglish.com
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Another resource
The Online 
Etymological 
Dictionary 

etymonline.com
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Word and Phrase Info
How can you use 
corpus data to inform 
ideas about English 
usage? 

wordandphrase.info
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What have we covered?
Parts of speech 

Subject and object 
who and whom 

Cool tools 

Next time 
Phrases, clauses, and the verb system of English
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Outcomes for Session 2
Identify the parts of speech for various words 

Explain what nominalisation is, and why it’s okay 

Identify the subject and the object of a sentence 

Tell whether to use who or whom in a sentence 

Explain the case for and against singular they 

Name some tools you can use to answer language questions
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