
The History of the English 
Language



The 
Beginnings….



● The history of the English language started when three 
Germanic tribes, the ANGLES, the SAXONS, and the 
JUTES, invaded Britain during the 5th century. They 
crossed the North Sea from what today is known as 
Denmark and Northern Germany. These tribes named 
their new territory Engla Land, which meant land of the 
Angles. 

● At that time, the inhabitants of Britain spoke a Celtic 
language, but most were pushed west and north by 
these invading tribes into what is now Wales, Scotland, 
and Ireland. 

● The invading tribes all spoke similar languages, which 
they developed into a common language they called 
Englisc, which is where our term English derives from. 
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Old English- 450-1100 AD

About ½ of the 
words in 
modern English 
have Old 
English roots.

Old English was 
spoken until 
around 1100 
AD. 

The similar 
languages of 
the invading 

tribes became 
known as Old 

English. 



Middle English- 1100-1500 AD  

The upper classes 
began to speak 
French, while the 
lower classes, due to 
their lack of access to 
education, continued 
to speak Old English. 

This French-infused English became known as 
Middle English.

In 1066, the 
Normans from 
France, led by 
William the 
Conquerer, invaded 
and conquered 
England. 

Changes in LanguageThe Norman Invasion



Early Modern English (1500-1800) 

The first English dictionary was published in 
1604. 

Big change in 
pronunciation leading 
to vowels sounding 
shorter and shorter. 
Many new words and 
phrases entered the 
language. 

The Invention of 
Printing

Meant there was now a 
common language in 
print. Spelling and 
grammar became fixed, 
and the London dialect 
became the standard. 

The Great Vowel Shift



Late Modern English (1800-present)

The major difference is the vocabulary. The Industrial 
Revolution created a need for new words, and due to the 

expansion of the British Empire, the English language adopted 
foreign words from many countries. 



The English Colonization of 
America

● From around 1600, the colonization of North America resulted 
in the creation of a distinct American version of English. 

● In many ways, American English is more like the English of 
Shakespeare (Early Modern) than the Late Modern British 
English. 

● American English was also influenced by Spanish, French, South 
African, and Native American Languages. 


