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English Through the Ages
U N D E R S T A N D I N G  T H E  PA S T  T O  S U C C E E D  I N  T H E  F U T U R E



What Exactly Is Language?

• Language: a system of communication 

consisting of words, sounds, and 

grammar

• Convey ideas, meaning, emotions, etc.

• Verbal, somatic, orthographic
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Language Activity #1

• Divide yourselves into six equal groups

• Task 1:

o Introduce yourself

o Where are you from

o What is one fun fact about yourself

• Here's the catch

o Group 1: Can only use modern slang (tik tok brainrot)

o Group 2: You can only use words with two or fewer 
syllables

o Group 3: You may not use conjunctions, auxiliary verbs, 
prepositions, articles

o Group 4: You may not use words (only somatic signals 
or non-language sounds)

o Group 5: You may only speak in the present tense

o Group 6: You may only speak in questions
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Language Evolution

• Language evolves alongside cultural, social, and environmental factors

o Language contact: migration, trade, other human interactions

o Social differentiation: cultural evolution, slang, pronunciation

• Accent: pronunciation of words, associated with social or regional groups

• Dialect: distinct varieties of a language in which syntax and lexis are 

different from other varieties
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Language Differentiation

PH O N E T I C

• Relationship between letters and sounds 

are consistent

• Cryilic languages

• What are some examples?

O PAQUE  O RT H O GR APH Y

• Relationship between letters and sounds 

are inconsistent and language permits 

several exceptions

• English, French

• Examples: knight, summer, read
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Language Activity #2

In the same groups, do the following:

Share your daily routine (morning to night)

5 / 1 1 / 2 0 2 6               7



The Creation of the Latin Script

• Evolution from ancient Mediterranean languages

• Romans modified script to the one we now use

• Germanic conquerors of Rome adopted the Latin script

• The Catholic Church spread the script throughout the globe
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English Origins

• Member of the Indo-European family

oSame family as most European, Icelandic,  Indian, and west 
Asian languages

• German is a cousin to English in this family

oSimilar in sounds and grammar

• English is analytic vs. German synthetic

oDifference between heavy llinguistic inf lections and the 
lackthereoff
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English Before the English

• Roman Britain utilized Latin

o Influenced grammatical structure

o Provided the Roman alphabet

• North Bitain spoke Celtic languages

o Very law linguistic influence
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Classical Interference

• Roman remnants, christian influence, and constant exposure to romance languages 

influenced English.

o Simplified linguistics

▪ Reduction in noun forms

▪ Inflected verbs

▪ Uninflected adjectives

▪ Large amount of Romance languages in English vocab
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Language Activity #3

In the group do the following:

Explain how to make your favorite sandwich.
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Old English (450-1100 CE)

• Anglo-Saxon people from Denmark and North Germany invaded the British Isles in the 5th 

century

o Brought language with them

• Language called "Old English"

o Completely different than modern English

• Established foundational roots for words such as:

o Be

o Water

o strong
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Middle English (1100 – 1500 CE)
• 1066 William the Conqueror, the Duke of Normandy, conquered England

o Brought French

o New language of the kingdom

• Linguistic hierarchy

o French: Upper class

o English: Lower class

• English regained dominance in the 14th century

o French heavily influenced vocabulary, i.e. genre, soldier, entrepreneur

• Dialect emerged:

o Gaf = gave

o Theyre = their

o Hir = here

o French heavily influenced vocabulary
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Early Modern English (1500 –1800)
• The Great Vowel Shift: vowers suddenly being pronounced shorter

o Cause is unknown, but top theories include migration impact from the Black Death or French influence

• Renaissance revolutionized language with innovations such as the printing press

o New age of communication --> new ago of language evolution

• Widespread literacy began

5 / 1 1 / 2 0 2 6               15



Language Activity #4

In the same groups solve the following problem:

You are late to your final exam. What do you do?
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Modern English (1800 – Present)

• Main difference lies in vocabulary

o New innovations demanded new vocabulary

• Dialectal and accent formation

o British Empire covered ¼ of the world, 

absorbing local languages in each region

• Most common accent still affiliated with the 

British is the "King's English"
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The British Accent
V O W E L  S H I F T S

o "ae" becomes "a"

▪ Bath is pronounced as lot

▪ If more than one consonant follows the vowel

▪ Half the class needs a bath

• "a" becomes "lip-rounded"

o Lot is close to taught

o Round your lips like you are making a kissy-face

o I thought of calling Shaun this fall

• "oa" is more relaxed

o Goat is similar to hunt

o Don't go roaming all over the globe

• If "u" follows a "t, d, s, z, or n," it is similar to eww

• I took the tube to the duke's new studio.

C O N S O N A N T  S H I F T S

• All "R" sounds following a vowel within a syllable 

are dropped

o The perturbed surfer drove.

• Keep Rs at the end of the word

o Father is mad at brother.

• Add an R to separate vowels

The idear of meeting the Shahr of Persiar is 

exciting.

• Never drop a T!
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Language Activity #5
In your same groups:

Plan a weekend trip to Ohrid.

You must agree on time, transportation, and activities.
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• Closer to early modern English than modern British 

English

o American vocabulary is "outdated" British vocab

• Pronunciation in the colonies froze compared to 

language evolution back on the British Isles

o Intentional differences made to create American identity

• Integrated Spanish, French, and indigenous words and 

sounds

o Geographic isolation from original language in conjunction 

with constant foreign language influence

• Accents evolved across the regions as unique cultures 

developed

American English
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The General American Accent
• Rhotic "r" =  Americans stress the "R"

o Never silent

o Curl your tongue back just a bit, but DO NOT touch the 

roof of your mouth

o Around the rugged rocks the ragged rascal ran.

• Schwa: reducing unstressed vowels to neutral "uh"

o Sofa, about, wallet

• The T-f lap: "t" between two vowels turns into a light "d"

o Water, city, get it
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American Accents

S O U T H E R N  A M E R I CA N

• Mostly rhotic (keep them "r"s)

• Vowels are elongated

o Think: huuuld uuup or raaaht

• Rhythm is slow and melodic

o Focus on intonation and rhythm

o Suugaaa, honeeeyy, eveninnnn

B O S T O N  A C C E N T

• Non-rhotic

o Drop that "r" at the end of syllables or before a 
consonant

o Pahk the cah!

o Watah unda the bridge.

• New York inf luence may cause unique 
diphthongs

o Two vowels sounds come out weird

▪ Cawfee instead of coffee

• Fast rhythm and cadence

o Two vowel sounds come out weird
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Final Language Activity #6

Working with your group and the one next to you, 

address the following problem:

A  zombie apocolypse just started. How will you survive?

Remember, you can only speak using your own group's rules!
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Take Aways
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