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20  Agreement 
 

When one talks about agreement, and I think the conversation would have to 
be really slow to bring agreement up, she’s talking about the relationship between 
the subject and the present tense verb (predicate) or the relationship between a pronoun 
and its antecedent.  Simply put, the verb must agree in number with the subject, 
and the pronoun must agree in number and gender with the antecedent. 
 
For subject/verb (predicate) agreement, the trick is finding the subject, 
identifying it as singular or plural, and using the appropriate verb.  It’s usually 
easy. 
 
In a strange blending of cultures, the hula dancer’s hips sway back and forth to 

the sound of the accordian. 
 

The subject hips is plural.  It requires a plural verb (sway). 
 
We occasionally run into problems when other words (especially prepositional 
phrases) get in the way. 
 

Each of the students finds grammar titillating. 
Liana, as well as Pua, enjoys jokes told in Hawaiian. 

 
In both of the above examples, the subject is singular, as is the verb. 
 
There are, of course, the Grammar Gods’ attempts to screw with you.  Like these. 
 
When a compound subject is connected with the coordinate conjunction and, the 
subject is plural. 
 

Miss Twittles and her ugly dog Roscoe eat grass when they feel ill. 
 

The exception is when the two parts work as one, for instance, bacon and eggs, law 
and order, or yin and yang.  In these rare cases, the verb is singular. 
 

Bacon and eggs is the all-American breakfast. 
 

When a compound subject is connected with the coordinate conjunction or or nor 
or the correlative conjunction either . . . or or neither . . . nor, the verb takes the 
number of the part closest to it. 
 

Hobs or Thurber has been watching The Food Channel again. 
Neither the cats nor the dog turns the television off at the end of the night. 

 
In order to avoid awkward-sounding sentences like the last one, it’s often better 
to put the plural part of the compound subject closer to the verb. 
 

Neither the dog nor the cats turn the television off at the end of the night. 
 

As we’ll see, much of the awkwardness in formal English can be avoided with a 
little foresight and creativity. 
 
Rarer, but extremely tricky, are these last two situations. 
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When the subject is the indefinite pronoun all, some, most, or none or the words 
meaning a fraction of (half, a third, etc.), the object of the preposition determines 
the number. 
 

All of the class thinks this rule stinks. 
All of the students think this rule stinks. 

 
In the first case, class makes all singular.  We’re talking about an amount of the 
class.  In the second, students makes all plural—a number of students.   
 
Perhaps the trickiest and most obscure subject/verb agreement issue deals with 
adjective clauses.  Look at the following sentence carefully. 
 

Mr. Slagel is one of those teachers who feel like they know everything. 
 

You might be tempted to write Mr. Slagel is one of those teachers who feels like he 
knows everything, believing that feels must agree with the singular Mr. Slagel.  
However, the subject of the adjective clause is the relative pronoun who, and the 
antecedent of who is the plural teachers, making who plural.  In a sense, I’m saying 
there are teachers who think they know everything, and Mr. Slagel is one of them.  
Slagel has a bit of an ego problem, but so do others.  Therefore,  
 

Mr. Slagel is one of those teachers who feel like they know everything. 
 

                      
 

The boys like agreement, although they don’t always agree.  
 Here, they’re disagreeing about agreement. 

 
The use of they in that sentence leads to our second agreement issue, 
pronoun/antecedent agreement.  Any pronoun used in a sentence must 
agree with the antecedent in terms of number and, for third person singular, 
gender.  For the most part, this is easy.   
 

Few trees know their roots. 
 

The antecedent for the plural pronoun their is the plural subject trees.  The key to 
making this work is being able to find the antecedent and recognizing it as 
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singular or plural.  Remember, indefinite pronouns ending in –body or –one are 
singular. 

Somebody left her stuffed giraffe in my room. 
 

I went with her because there are more girls than guys reading this, and they 
scare me a little. 
 
The antecedent is usually the subject, not the object of the preposition. 
 

One of the math team kids left his calculator at the 24 Hour Fitness Center. 
 

The antecedent is one, not kids.  I went with his because most math team kids are 
boys.  I went with the Fitness Center because I think the math team kids are 
studs. 
 
Actually, the problem of a singular, genderless antecedent is complex.  Tradition 
has us using masculine pronouns because we live in a male-dominated society.  
Some folks say use both, no matter how awkward it sounds. 
 

Each of the students should put on his/her clothes when he/she gets  
out of his/her bed. 

 
I had a more progressive professor at Berkeley who suggested alternating 
masculine and feminine, giving us  
 

Each of the students should put on her clothes when he gets out of her bed. 
 
Yikes.  I don’t even want to get into promiscuous, cross-dressing students.  A 
better solution is to make the subject plural, avoiding the problem altogether. 

 
The students should put on their clothes when they get out of their beds. 

 
I should point out that the singular they, that is, the use of they as a genderless 
substitute for he or she, consequently negating the concern for agreement, is 
becoming more accepted.  The Washington Post Style Guide is okay with it.  Two 
hundred linguists at the American Dialect Society’s annual meeting voted the 
singular they the Word of the Year.  Odell would like you to note that he doesn’t 
own a copy of the Washington Post Style Guide, and none of the two hundred 
voting linguists reside in the Smith basement.  For now, the bassets are going 
with tradition on this one.  Maybe next year. 
 
A final problem has to do with maintaining agreement across clauses.  I’ve seen 
folks write things like When one sees a movie, you shouldn’t tell others how it ends.  
The antecedent of you is one?  Nope.  Instead, write 
 

When one sees a movie, she shouldn’t tell others how it ends. 
When you see a movie, you shouldn’t tell others how it ends. 

 
Either way works, and the most important thing is not telling others how movies 
end.  It’s rude. 


