
English          
 

English is part of the Indo-

European family of languages.  

The language originated in 

Anglo-Saxon England but has 

since spread around the world. 

It has become a global language. 

About 360 million people speak 

English as their first language. 

English is the most widely 

spoken second language. Out of 

the world's approximately 7.8 

billion inhabitants, 1.35 billion 

speak English. The majority, 

however, aren't native English 

speakers.  

English is an official language in 67 different countries 

including: Australia, Canada, New Zealand, South Africa, UK, 

USA. In some countries English is an official language but isn’t 

actually the primary language used. 

  



History of English 
If we think of the different types of language as trunks and 

branches of a tree, then coming off the Indo-European trunk 

is a separate European trunk. Branching off from that is the 

Germanic language branch. Can you trace the branches to the 

English language? 

 

The English language is also a bit like a giant snowball. It 

started out as a small snowball but over time it has rolled and 

gathered from lots of different languages and dialects. Today 

it shares roots and similarities with many different languages. 

Reading the story of English can you list all the different 

languages and dialects that have together created the English 

language? 



The story of English 
600BC – The Celts 

The first languages we know about in the British Isles are the 

Celtic ones like Welsh and Scots Gaelic. These people probably 

settled here about 600BC, that is more 

than 2500 years ago. 

English still has some borrowed Celtic 

words like corgi meaning 'little dog' 

from Welsh or whisky 'water of life' 

from Gaelic. 
 

55BC – The Romans 

In 55BC there was an invasion by the 

Romans who spoke Latin. They gave 

Latin names to places and some of 

these names are still used today. For 

instance, any place name containing 

'chester' is derived from the Roman 

name for that place. It comes from their word for 'camp'. Can 

you think of a place name that has 'chester' in it. 
 

450AD – Anglo-Saxons 

The first people who spoke the language 

which over time turned itself into English 

conquered England in about the Year 450. 

These people were known as Anglo-Saxon 

and their language is also often called 

Anglo-Saxon or Old English. Many words from this time are still 

around in English: cow, house, bread and sword. 



595AD – Christianity 

In the late 6th century, a man 

called St Augustine, was sent from 

Rome to England to bring 

Christianity to the Anglo-Saxons. 

He would later become the first Archbishop of Canterbury. The 

introduction of Christianity added the first wave of Latin and 

Greek words to the language. 

 

800AD – The Vikings 

From about the year 800 the Vikings started to 

invade Britain. The Vikings came from 

countries like Denmark and Norway and spoke 

a language called Old Norse which later 

developed into Norwegian and Danish. The 

language the Vikings spoke was probably 

mutually understandable with Old English. It left behind many 

words in modern English: you, husband, law and anger. Also 

places: Tenby and Grimsby in which the 'by' means village. 

 

1066AD – The Normans 

In 1066 Normans invaded England 

from Normandy in France. They 

spoke an earlier version of French 

and this became the high-status 

language in England with French or 

Latin spoken in the Royal Courts. English continued to be the 

language of the common people. During this period spellings 

changed influenced by French rules and many new words were 

introduced into English such as cash, age and reward.  



English literature started to reappear around 1200AD as it 

became fashionable again. 

 

1400AD – Middle English 

With no more invasions of 

England, gradually English took 

over again from French. The 

English spoken around this time is 

called Middle English, which 

modern English speakers can 

understand with a little difficulty. A number of books were 

published in Middle English, perhaps the most famous one being 

a book of great stories called The Canterbury Tales by 

Geoffrey Chaucer. 

 

1476AD – The Printing press 

Books have been written in English 

since the 9th century, but it was 

with the introduction of the 

printing press by William Caxton in 

1476 that publishing really took 

off. With the printing also came an 

interest in a standard way of writing English which had not been 

present before. 

 

1525AD – The English Bible 

In 1520 the New Testament of the Bible was translated into 

English by William Tyndale. This was quite a big step since it 

meant that people who only knew English could read the Bible 



themselves. The church didn't like 

this at all and so the first Bibles were 

printed elsewhere and smuggled into 

England. 

 

1550AD – Invading words 

England wasn't being attacked by armies anymore but words 

were still invading. In the 16th century there was great interest 

in studying as people read books written in Latin and Greek and 

they borrowed words from these languages. Even though Latin 

was already a dead language at this stage, no-one spoke it for 

day-to-day purposes. 

Since this time, words have been 

coming into English in dribs and 

drabs. For example, the Dutch 

were good with boats and so words 

like cruise and yacht were 

borrowed. 

 

1580AD – Shakespeare 

There are many important authors 

in modern English, however one of 

the most well-known early writers 

is William Shakespeare (1564 - 

1616). He deserves a mention here 

since many words in English are 

first found in his plays. It could be that he invented words or 

that he took words that were only used in spoken English and put 

them in print. 



Today - Modern English 

English has continued to assimilate 

foreign words, especially Latin and 

Greek, even to the present time. 

As a result of this history of 

assimilation, English today is 

commonly believed to have the largest vocabulary of any 

language in the world. As there are 

many words from different 

languages the risk of 

mispronunciation is high. Remains of 

the older forms of English remain in 

a few regional dialects, notably in 

the West Country. 

 

English has been shaped by many events and has been influenced 

by many different languages. One of the people playing a part in 

shaping English now is actually you! Every time you use a word or 

phrase that your parents would 

not have used you are helping to 

change English! For many 

languages, English is now the cool 

language to borrow from. French 

has le weekend, the word 

business is often used in Italian, 

Swedish cars now have an airbag 

and the Dutch word for goal is... You guessed it - goal! 
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Obscure English words 
Here are some unusual words found in the English dictionary. 

Agelast Noun. A person who never laughs 

(especially at jokes). 

Biblioklept Noun. One who steals books. 

Chad Noun. A piece of waste paper produced 

by punching a hole 

Deliquescent Adjective. Becoming liquid, or having a 

tendency to become liquid. 

Flabbergast Verb. Surprise someone greatly 

Flimflam Noun. Nonsensical or insincere talk. 

Floccinaucinihilipilification Noun. The action or habit of 

     estimating something as worthless. 

Limerence Noun. The state of being infatuated or 

obsessed with another person. 

Loquacious Adjective. Tending to talk a great deal; 

talkative. 

Meldrop Noun. A drop of mucus (snot) at the 

nose, whether produced by cold or 

otherwise. 

Obdurate Adjective. Stubbornly refusing to 

change one’s opinion or course of 

action. 

Octophorpe Noun. The symbol # 

Omnishambles Noun. A situation that has been 

comprehensively mismanaged, 



characterized by a string of blunders 

and miscalculations. 

Penumbra Noun. The partially shaded outer 

region of the shadow cast by an opaque 

object. 

Persiflage Noun. Light and slightly contemptuous 

mockery or banter. 

Panglossian Adjective. Characterised by or given to 

extreme optimism, especially in the 

face of unrelieved hardship or 

adversity. 

Perspicacious Adjective. Having a ready insight into 

and understanding of things. 

Petrichor Noun. The pleasant smell that 

accompanies the first rain after a dry 

spell. 

Quincunx Noun. An arrangement of five objects 

with four at the corners of a square or 

rectangle and the fifth at its centre, 

used for the five on a dice or playing 

card. 

Tintinnabulation Noun. A ringing or tinkling sound. 

Triskaidekaphobia Noun. Extreme superstition regarding 

the number thirteen. 

Ultracrepidarian Noun. One who gives opinions on 

something beyond his or her knowledge 

or expertise. 

Velleity Noun. A wish or inclination not strong 

enough to lead to action. 

  



Famous English language 

influencers 
Geoffrey Chaucer (1340-1400) was an English poet, author, and 

civil servant best known for The 

Canterbury Tales. He has been 

called the "father of English 

literature", or, the "father of 

English poetry". 

Chaucer was included as a character in 

the 2001 film “A Knight’s Tale”, 

writing the patents of nobility and 

announcing "Sir Ulrich von 

Liechtenstein" from Gelderland… A 

Knight’s Tale is actually the title of one of the tales from 

Chaucer’s famous The Canterbury Tales. 

 

William Caxton (1422-1491) was 

an English merchant, diplomat, and 

writer. He is thought to be the 

first person to introduce a 

printing press into England, in 

1476. As a printer he was also the 

first English retailer of printed books. The first book he is known 

to have produced on the printing press was an edition of Chaucer's 

The Canterbury Tales. He is credited with printing as many as 108 

books, 87 of which were different titles, including the first 

English translation of Aesop's Fables (26 March 1484). He 



translated a large number of works into English, performing much 

of the translation and editing work himself.  

 

William Tyndale (1494-1536) was an 

English biblical scholar and linguist. He 

could speak 7 languages, including Hebrew 

and Greek. He was the first to translate 

the Bible into English. The New 

Testament, translated from Greek, was 

completed by him in 1525. It was 

smuggled into England but was not 

welcomed by Church leaders who didn’t want ordinary people able 

to read the Bible for themselves. Tyndale was working on a 

translation on the Old Testament from Hebrew. He completed the 

first 14 books before his death. 

 

William Shakespeare (1564-1616) was an English playwright, poet 

and actor. He is widely regarded as the 

greatest writer in the English language 

and the world's greatest dramatist. He 

is often called England's national poet 

and the "Bard of Avon". 

Shakespeare is also known as an inventor 

of words. 10 words he is believed to 

have invented are:  

Bandit - Henry VI, Part 2. 1594 

Critic - Love’s Labour Lost. 1598. 

Dauntless - Henry VI, Part 3. 1616. 

Dwindle - Henry IV, Part 1. 1598. 

 Elbow (as a verb) - King Lear. 1608. 



Green-Eyed (jealousy) - The Merchant of Venice. 1600. 

Lackluster - As You Like It. 1616. 

Lonely - Coriolanus. 1616. 

 Skim-milk - Henry IV, Part 1. 1598. 

 Swagger - Midsummer Night’s Dream. 1600. 

 

Samuel Johnson (1709-1784) often called Dr Johnson, was an 

English writer. He was a poet, 

playwright, essayist, moralist, 

critic, biographer, editor and 

lexicographer. Most famously in 

1755, he published the first 

significant English dictionary. The 

dictionary took just over eight 

years to compile, required six helpers and listed 40,000 words. 

The Second Edition of the 20-volume Oxford English Dictionary 

contains full entries for 171,476 words in current use (and 47,156 

obsolete words). Webster's Third New International Dictionary, 

Unabridged, together with its 1993 Addenda Section, includes 

some 470,000 entries. But, the number of words in the Oxford 

and Webster Dictionaries are not the same as the number of 

words in English. 

 

 


