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Introduction

Material Girl



I teach English at a fashion college. In other words, my students have no idea why they have to take my class, nor do they want to take my class. They signed up to explore the world of fabric and sketches, not commas and semicolons. Therefore, on the first day of class, I go in for the hard sell. I tell them that unless they learn how to write clearly and concisely, they will be doomed to a future of styling their childhood Barbie doll instead of styling Taylor Swift for the Grammys. I tell them that if they don’t learn how to properly employ a comma or structure a sentence, the only line they will play a role in creating is the one in front of the unemployment office.

Okay, I’m not that harsh, but I do remind my students that until they do actually become the next Chanel and can afford to hire someone to write their website copy, e-mails, and Facebook posts, they need to learn to communicate clearly, concisely, and coherently. They need to support their points with concrete, specific examples to prove that they are knowledgeable. They need to learn proper grammar because it is often used as a barometer to measure intelligence and attention to detail, and they’re going to need to convey those characteristics in their cover letters and résumés. Basically, I let them know that if they don’t learn to communicate clearly, concisely, coherently, concretely, and correctly, they can’t hope to amount to much— just, perhaps, the 2008 vice presidential candidate of the United States of America.

As an English teacher, I was so relieved that Sarah Palin wasn’t going to be, as they say, one heartbeat away from the presidency. I don’t want this book to be political (but, in full disclosure, I’m an English teacher who drives a Prius, listens to NPR, and whose celebrity crush is Jon Stewart, so you do the math), so I want to focus on the fact that I didn’t want the person who was a heartbeat away from the presidency to be someone whose grammar gave me heart palpitations—just like I’m sure a history teacher would be relieved not to have a vice president who believed that Paul Revere was warning the British, or a geography teacher would be relieved not to have a vice president who mixed up North Korea and South Korea, or a science teacher would be relieved to not have a vice president that didn’t agree with 97 percent of scientists.

Sarah Palin certainly didn’t disappear into obscurity following her ticket’s defeat, but after 2008 I lost track of her. We traveled in different circles. While she and her family were on TV killing Caribou on Sunday nights, I was watching Mad Men. While she was at her Tea Party, I was having coffee. While she was opining on Fox News, I was not even aware that she was doing that because I don’t watch Fox News. But then, in January of 2016, I saw a clip of her insane Donald Trump endorsement speech on Stephen Colbert, and I just had to YouTube it and see it in its entirety.

Sentences that defy the rules of the elite grammar establishment, statements that refuse to bloat the economy of the sentence by bending over and kowtowing to concrete details, the moose in headlights look on Donald Trump’s face— I laughed to myself, yep, that’s classic Sarah Palin. But then a familiar feeling came over me. It was the same feeling that I get when I read my students’ final essays only to find that they neglected to incorporate any of the feedback I provided them throughout the course. I should be used to it by now, but I can never help feeling disappointed in an indifference to improving. It’s not like I expected Sarah’s language to have gone through an Eliza Doolittle-sized transformation (the blizzard in Wasilla stays mainly in the … yeah, it doesn’t work). And it’s not that I don’t recognize that her communication style is effective on many levels. But since 2008, she has been repeatedly lambasted in the media for her rambling, incoherent speeches and for her “struggle with the English language.” It’s been over eight years since she stepped onto the national stage and become a household name; why hasn’t she even tried to improve?

I have a few theories:

Theory #1: She doesn’t struggle with English; she speaks American.

When Palin told Jake Tapper in a CNN interview that immigrants who come to the US should “speak American,” I assumed she had simply made another of her infamous blunders and meant to say “English”— but maybe not. Maybe Sarah Palin is so patriotic that she created her own American language.

In her autobiography, Going Rogue: An American Life, Palin described the Alaskan State Fair as a perfect depiction of “small-town America,” and I realized that she speaks a lot like the scene she described. She mentioned the cotton candy, and her sentences, much like cotton candy, tend to be a lot of fluff and little substance. She also mentioned the footlong hotdogs, and like hotdogs are made up of disparate body parts, her sentences are made up of unrelated phrases. For example:

And all these new Democrat voters that are going to be coming on over border as we keep the borders open, and bequeathing our children millions in new debt, and refusing to fight back for our solvency and our sovereignty, even though that’s why we elected them and sent them as a majority to D.C.

We start with Democrat voters who haven’t even crossed the border yet. We’ve got them bequeathing our children millions in debt. Now, we’ve got them refusing to fight back for our solvency and sovereignty, but why would they fight for our solvency and sovereignty? They’re not even from here. And after all that, after they put our kids in debt and refuse to fight for us, it turns out we elected them and sent them to D.C.

Either we make terrible choices or that’s a two-foot-long hotdog.

Theory #2: She’s a Maverick.

I capitalized “Maverick” because I don’t mean “maverick” in the way that Palin repeatedly described herself and John McCain during the 2008 campaign. I’m referring to the character that Tom Cruise portrayed in Top Gun who famously felt the need, the need for speed. In other words, maybe Palin did some speed right before giving her endorsement speech. A sober person wouldn’t use the phrase “suck off” in a speech to endorse a candidate, right?

Theory #3: It doesn’t matter

It was widely speculated that Palin’s teleprompter went down during her Iowa Freedom Summit speech. Why? Because these words came out of her mouth:

For it is they who point a finger not realizing that they have triple the amount of fingers pointin’ right back at ‘em.

And these:

By the way, uh, you know, the man can only ride ya’ when your back is bent, so strengthen it. Then the man can’t ride ya’.

When Sean Hannity asked her if her teleprompter did, in fact, go down and if she had any trouble with her speech, she responded by pointing out that she received a standing ovation during and after the speech. And she did!

If an incoherent, rambling speech receives a standing ovation, am I lying to my students about the need to communicate clearly and concisely and coherently and correctly? Is it time for me to put down the red pen and put on the red Naughty Monkey heels?

I don’t think so. And I’m not just saying that because I don’t want to look for another job and because I can’t walk in heels; I’m saying that because of the speech Sarah Palin gave at the Republican National Convention when she accepted the vice presidential nomination. Thanks to that speech, John McCain took the lead in the polls for the first time during the election. Thanks to that speech, the number of McCain backers who claimed to be enthusiastic about their candidate doubled. And it wasn’t a rambling, incoherent, grammatically questionable speech. It was, even according to Palin’s opponent, Joe Biden, a “well-crafted” speech. It was a speech that White House speechwriter Jon Favreau said that although “it seems silly to think about now” he remembers watching “and was scared of Sarah Palin as the vice presidential nominee.” Sure, Palin didn’t write it, but the fact is that the words that she delivered made a difference; they changed people’s minds, they convinced people that she was qualified. The speeches that she has given since then, the rambling incoherent ones, ignite a few loyal fans—but I doubt they turn any nonbelievers into believers.

We write cover letters and résumés to convince someone who has never met us to hire us. We write web copy to sell our products and services to strangers. We write business plans to persuade investors to part with their money. We write proposals to compete for jobs. We write e-mails to colleagues whose inboxes are cluttered with unread messages. We write Facebook posts to elicit as many “likes” as possible to boost our self-esteem. We need our writing to convert nonbelievers into believers! Can I get a Hallelujah?

Speaking of believers, Stephen Colbert is one. He was so excited to have Sarah Palin back in the spotlight following her Trump endorsement speech, he exclaimed, “God, I have missed you. It’s like a magical eagle made a wish on a flag pin and it came to life. Which is great. For me.” It was great for him because, as he explained, that although Trump gave him material to work with on his show, “Nobody compares to the original material girl.” And what can I say? Colbert’s enthusiasm was contagious. I checked out some of Palin’s material, and Colbert was right: in order to emulate much of it, one would have to tase the part of the brain that understands sentence structure. But as a teacher, I knew what I had to do. I had to turn it into a teachable moment. I hope you enjoy and learn from these writing lessons gleaned from the words of Sarah Louise Palin.


Chapter 1

Sentence Fragments: A Bridge to Nowhere



On November 4, 2008, John McCain and Sarah Palin lost their bid for the presidency. Nine months later, Rush Limbaugh lost ninety pounds. Coincidence?

Mere days before the election, in an interview with the London Telegraph, Limbaugh revealed that his gut hadn’t been giving him any indication of the race’s outcome. “But,” he said, “it started talking to me last night.” And what it told him was that McCain and Palin were going to win. Clearly, Limbaugh got rid of his gut out of anger for the lies it told him.

But let’s imagine for a moment that Rush Limbaugh’s gut had been correct and Sarah Palin had been elected as vice president. As we all know, as vice president, Sarah Palin would have been one heartbeat away from the presidency—and, heaven forbid, if something had happened to John McCain, a Palin presidency would certainly have changed the landscape of America—literally. We would have had to hire a bunch of cartographers to relocate New Hampshire to the Northwest on the US map. We would also have had to revamp our foreign policy so we could “stand with our North Korean allies.” In addition, we would have had to rewrite our history books to recount that Paul Revere was actually warning the British, not the Americans. And then after all of that trouble, Sarah probably would have just quit anyway.

You see, Sarah seems to have of pattern of failing to complete the jobs she starts. She resigned from her job as chairwoman of the Alaska Oil and Gas Conservation Commission. She resigned from her job as Alaska’s governor. And she shut down her subscription-based online channel after less than a year. (Even her “Moose Meat: It’s What’s for Dinner” segment couldn’t save it.) So I guess it should come as no surprise that she also fails to complete many of her sentences.

But here’s the thing about Sarah Palin: quitting works for her. Leaving the Alaska Oil and Gas Conservation Commission helped propel her into the governorship. And resigning as governor enabled her to pursue a 7 million dollar book deal, 100, 000 dollar speaking fees, and a 250,000 dollar per episode reality show deal (because the one thing the Kardashians don’t do on national TV is shoot caribou). But does failing to complete her sentences also work in Palin’s favor?

Before we have a look at Palin’s incomplete sentences, also known as sentence fragments, let’s discuss the components that make up complete sentences. This will help us identify when a sentence is not complete. I know that, unlike Sarah, most of you do, in fact, finish what you start, including your sentences. But like there is more than one way to skin a caribou, there is more than one way to express a complete sentence— some of which are often mistaken for fragments.

A complete sentence fulfills three criteria:

1.   It contains a subject (the person, place, thing, or idea the sentence is about).

2.   It contains a verb (the word that conveys the subject’s action or state of being).

3.   It completes a thought.

To explore complete sentences further, let’s examine what it looks like when Sarah Palin actually finishes the sentences she starts:

•   Only dead fish go with the flow.

This sentence contains a subject: “fish.” It contains a verb: the action verb “go.” It completes a thought: Upon finishing the sentence, we get that dead fish are the only ones that go with the flow.

And, no, this sentence is not part of an Alaskan fishing lesson; it’s a metaphor Palin used in her resignation speech to explain why she was quitting the governorship.

•   Buck up or get in the truck.

It might seem as though this sentence doesn’t have a subject, but like the alleged Bumpit Sarah inserts to achieve that perfect hillock of hair on the top of her head, just because you can’t see it, it doesn’t mean it’s not there doing a fabulous job. This is an imperative sentence, a sentence that gives a command, and the subject of all imperative sentences is an invisible “you.”

That’s right, YOU buck up or get in the truck. No more pussyfootin’ around!

•   They are also building schools for the Afghan children so that there is hope and opportunity in our neighboring country of Afghanistan.

The subject of this sentence is “they.” And we know what they are doing; they “are building,” which is a helping verb. In this case, “are” joins with “building” to help convey that the building is ongoing. And it completes a thought: the sentence expresses whom “they” are building schools for (the Afghan children) and it even explains why (so that there is hope and opportunity in our neighboring country of Afghanistan).

What the sentence doesn’t explain is when Afghanistan moved into our neighborhood. I wish I would have known. I would have brought them over a welcome basket.

•   As Putin rears his head and comes into the airspace of the United States of America, where—where do they go?

It might seem as though “Putin” is the subject of this sentence and that the verb is “rears,” but do not be fooled by Putin and his rearing head. The phrase “As Putin rears his head and comes into the airspace of the United States of America” is a subordinate clause. A subordinate clause sets the stage for the actual sentence, but it can’t stand alone as a sentence. Say it out loud. It doesn’t complete a thought, right? But it does set the stage, and on the stage is Putin’s head smack dab in the middle of America’s airspace. Now comes the actual complete sentence: “Where do they go?”

Because it can be difficult to identify subjects and verbs in a question, it’s helpful to turn the sentence into a statement. The statement will sound “backasswards,” as Sarah would say, but it works. The statement form of this question is “They do go where” (See? Backassward). The subject is the pronoun “they,” which in this case is a pronoun that refers back to Putin (which is incorrect because “Putin” is singular and “they” is plural—but that’s a lesson for a different chapter). The verb is the helping verb “do go.” And this sentence completes a thought: Where does Putin go when he rears his head and comes into US airspace?

My guess is Putin’s head heads straight to visit his good buddy Steven Seagal.

•   I am not one to be a word police.

First of all, Sarah, we know. Hiring Sarah as a member of the word police would make as much sense as hiring Nixon as a member of the ethics commission. But I included this sentence because it contains the last of the three types of verbs: a linking verb. A linking verb does not express an action. Instead, it conveys a state of being by connecting the subject to additional information about the subject, such as a description. The most common linking verbs are forms of the verb “to be” (e.g., is, was, were, are). In this sentence I is the subject, “am” is the verb, and it connects the subject to a description of the subject (“not a word police”), thereby completing a thought.

Therefore, it cannot be “refudiated” that it is a complete sentence.

•   I’m here to support the next president of the United States, Donald Trump.

I included this complete sentence for the horror fans out there, because this is one of the scariest complete sentences I have ever encountered.

And now let’s look at Sarah Palin’s incomplete sentences. When it comes to her sentence fragments, Sarah Palin is a dead fish. By that I mean that she goes with the flow. And by that I mean she tends to create the same kinds of fragments that most of us do.

•   A new commander-in-chief who will never leave our men behind.

This is a relative clause fragment. If you’re not into elitist grammar jargon, as I suspect some ex-governors of Alaska are not, you can think of a relative clause fragment as one that contains “who,” “whose,” “which,” or “that.”

There seems to be a subject, “commander-in-chief,” and a verb, “will leave,” but that doggarnit “who” prevents it from completing a thought. If we take out the “who,” we have a complete thought. The subject is “commander-in-chief,” the verb is “will leave,” and the complete thought is that this commander-in-chief will never leave our men behind.

Having said that, I am not suggesting we leave the “who” out. That would change the meaning. We’ll discuss how to deal with these types of fragments later when we see them in context, but for now we’re just identifying them. As Palin said, it’s important to “first to recognize who the enemy is and to be candid enough and honest enough to let the people know.” Well, here you go, people, a fragment has reared its ugly head into our airspace.

•   Because that’s what’s going to let you make America great again.

This is a dependent clause fragment, or you can think of it as the type of fragment responsible for your English teacher telling you never to start a sentence with the word “because.” The truth is that it is grammatically correct to start sentences with “because,” but because we tend to leave such sentences as fragments, English teachers often just tell us to avoid them.

It’s similar to why John McCain’s aides told Sarah Palin to avoid calling Biden by his last name in the vice presidential debates. She kept referring to him as O’Biden during the prep sessions, so instead of making sure that she learned how to pronounce it correctly, they gave up and told her to just ask him if she could call him Joe.

•   To make things great again.

This is an infinitive phrase fragment. An infinitive is the to form of a verb (i.e., She likes to shoot wolves from planes. She wants to drill, baby, drill). “To make things great again” contains the verb “to make,” but it lacks a subject. Who does she believe is going to make things great again?

I’ll give you a hint: he and a famous Disney duck share the same name and a proneness to temper tantrums when things don’t go their way.

•   PETA barking their tired old death threats against us, and I’m thinkin’ oh get in line.

This is a gerund fragment, also known as an ing fragment, which is probably the most common fragment. Its popularity probably stems from the fact that people mistake the gerund (the ing word) for a verb. But a gerund is not a verb. It’s actually a verb turned into a noun. It’s kind of like when you put lipstick on a bulldog, you get a hockey mom. When you put an ing on the end of a verb, you get a noun.

Therefore, in the fragment above, PETA is the subject, but there’s no verb. If Sarah would have called in reinforcements and employed the helping verb “was” and placed it before the “barking,” she would have been in business.

But I guess she has bigger problems to worry about. PETA’s about to go rogue and kill itself a mama grizzly.

•   Steve very strong.

I call this a WTF, a Weird Tarzan Fragment.

So, yes, Sarah Palin often communicates in incomplete sentences, but let’s get back to the question I posed at the beginning of this chapter: Does not completing her sentences work in her favor? To answer that question, let’s look at a couple of her fragments in context:

Thank a vet, and know that the United States military deserves a commander-in-chief that loves our country passionately, and will never apologize for this country. A new commander-in-chief who will never leave our men behind. A new commander-in-chief, one who will never lie to the families of the fallen.

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/Images/half.jpg
EEEEEEEEEEEEE





OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
QARAH PALIN'G

exPERT GUIDE TO

600D GRAMMAR
“RIGHT reow
WRITE
JEN.
BARAN%‘L

Skyhorse Publishing





