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Remembrance by Charlie Quinn 
 
I think I first met Yan-shuan Lao, when, after having accepted EALL's job offer, I visited 
Columbus to look for a place to live.  Prof. Lao was on sabbatical, so I hadn't met him 
during my recent campus interview.  I'd been telling Galal Walker about using Nota 
Bene, the wordprocessing program, to write my dissertation.  (This was back when such 
software was still a marvelous new thing, and Word was not the hegemon that it 
became.)  Galal promptly called up Professor Lao, to ask if I could consult with him on 
my choice of software, and we were invited to come right over to the Lao residence.  
Prof. Lao met us at the door, welcomed me to EALL and invited me to address him by 
his first name.  He immediately shared what he knew--a lot--about Word, Word Perfect 
and NB, with obvious relish.  He preferred Word Perfect, but lent me his NB, which was 
a couple of versions newer than mine, and insisted that I finish my dissertation with it, 
which is just what I did.  Among other things, NB saved me the trouble of manually 
compiling the bibliography, and it was easy to create macros that saved thousands of 
keystrokes for special tags and labels.  That was just the first of many ways in which I 
became indebted to Yan-shuan Lao. 
 
Prof. Lao was still on sabbatical that Autumn Quarter, when he came to a meeting where 
the new faculty who had been hired to develop academic-year intensive courses in 
Chinese and Japanese were to give a progress report.  We newbies assumed that our tasks 
would be familiar, even if the Chair who hired us had since departed OSU.  
Unfortunately, Prof. Lao had not been consulted on the new courses--despite regularly 
teaching normally paced Chinese courses that would in effect compete with them.  We 
were all unaware of this, so when, part way through our presentation, he demanded to 
know when it had been decided to create these courses--the likes of which he'd never 
heard--it was thunder and lightning from a blue sky.  Uh-oh ...   
 
For better or worse, Prof. Lao didn't return from sabbatical until January, but to my relief, 
we immediately began to get to know each other, as he graciously and generously took 
the initiative.  Among other things, I learned how much he cared about having quality 
language instruction, and how seriously he took the Level 3 Chinese courses that he 
taught.  This was at a time when language teaching was not something that tenured 
faculty typically cared to do, much less invest their professional capital in.  And I'd never 
yet imagined a dyed-in-the-wool philologist and scholar of the Chinese literary and 
philosophical traditions who would know so much about the new technologies AND gave 
such a damn about teaching language.  He was concerned that attending more to spoken 
skills might lead to reading being shortchanged, but, it turned out, readily discussed that 
concern and lent an ear to other opinions.  Above all, I think, he simply expected us 
newcomers to reciprocate, and see him for the supportive senior partner that he was and 
wanted to be.     
 
A couple of decades down the line, I've gained some perspective, the kind that helps me 
appreciate better just how rare an American academic Lao Xiansheng was.  He was every 
bit the tremendously knowledgeable scholar that others have said he was, and he was 
exceedingly generous in sharing that with any colleague or student in need or with an 
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interest.  As I knew him, he always made his students--and your students, if he was on 
their thesis or dissertation committee--his first concern, and took their work as seriously 
as his own.  EALL and DEALL have been most fortunate to have had his passion, his 
erudition, and his example.  Shelley and I have also been blessed to have Professor and 
Mrs. Lao as friends.   
 
-Charles Quinn, former colleague 
The Ohio State University 
 
 
 


