
PRELIMINARY SYLLABUS: HIS 59 

History of the English Language 

  

Course Description 

In this class, students will acquire an understanding of the history of the development of the 
English language. At the same time they will learn to engage critically with the evidence and 
tools through which that history has been reconstructed, including particularly the huge and 
intensely rationalized database and flexible search engines provided through the online Oxford 
English Dictionary. 

By studying the events that have shaped of the development of English, students will gain an 
awareness of the implication of great historical processes — conquest, trade, empire, politics 
and social conflict — in the emergence of English as a modern global language. They will also 
appreciate the relationship of this history to the formation of various peculiarities of English — 
its idiosyncratic spellings, grammar and syntax.  

Students will also emerge from the class with the ability to use fundamental lexicographical and 
philological tools for the study of the English language critically and knowledgeably. By the end 
of the course they will be able to read and understand traditional dictionary entries. They will 
also be able to approach the history of the English language using quantitative methods, based 
on new and powerful digital resources, including the online Oxford English Dictionary (begun 
1884; CD-ROM 1992; first online edition released 2000), the many dictionaries of English usage 
and slang, the Google Ngram viewer (released 2010) and many contemporary corpora and 
specialized databases, including notably COCA and COHA (the Corpus of Contemporary 
American English and the Corpus of Historical American English). Some of these databases are 
vast (more than a quarter of a million entries in the OED; over half a billion words in COCA and 
COHA; half a trillion in Google Books) and have been provided with intuitive search engines and 
elegant data visualizations. As is appropriate we will also explore some smaller and exemplary 
databases, such as Early English Books Online (EEBO) and the Old Bailey Online. Later in the 
class we will ask students to investigate databases and repositories of digital texts pertinent to 
their own interests, and show them how to explore these quantitatively: for this project we will 
use Voyant, a free web-based application for performing text analysis and data visualizations. 
Using these and other tools students will learn to carry out their own investigations: how to 
appraise the strengths and limitations of databases; how to pose nuanced and original 
questions; how to evaluate outcomes critically; how to design appropriate and enlightening 
modes of visualization for their quantitative results. 

 
Course Requirements 
 
Mastery of the course’s content will be assessed by successful completion of numerous 
assignments: weekly online exercises and quizzes assessing comprehension of the readings, 



videos and video lectures; assigned research projects, to be evaluated in alternating weeks by 
quiz and short report; participation in discussion groups; and a final written project. 
 
We will evaluate student mastery of the readings, videos and video lectures on the basis of 
their successful completion of online exercises and quizzes. Many of these quizzes are intended 
as formative assessments: students will receive feedback about incorrect answers, and will be 
given an opportunity to retake the quizzes to give them an opportunity to master the material, 
with their highest grade will be entered in the Canvas gradebook. Comprehension of videos will 
be assessed with in-video questions, using PlayPosit. 
 
Beginning in the second week, and continuing in alternating weeks through the eighth week, 
students will complete small assigned research projects. These will be designed to illustrate 
problems specific to the use of statistics in humanistic subjects and to allow students to acquire 
experience using databases and applying statistical evidence to a range of specific problems. 
The topics for projects are intended to allow for a range of interests: they will be interesting 
and informative not only for students of history, but also for majors in other humanistic 
disciplines, such as literature. Some topics will be assigned, others will be selected by students; 
the former will be evaluated by quiz, the latter by completion of a peer-reviewed written 
report. In the case of peer-reviewed written reports, the Canvas LMS will assign peer groups 
after the assignments are due, and students will comment on their group members’ 
submissions, and then reevaluate their own, according to a rubric created by the instructors 
and posted with the original assignment. Students’ work in both the writing assignment and the 
peer-review process will then be assessed by the instructors or TAs. 
 
Beginning in the first week and continuing in alternating weeks through the seventh week, 
students will participate in mandatory discussion groups. For these students will be required to 
post a response to the week’s topic (usually a reading or video segment followed by a question 
for discussion) and to respond thoughtfully to two other students’ contributions. 
 
In a final writing assignment at the end of the quarter, groups of students will carry out a larger 
research project on an assigned topic pertaining to some aspect of the history of the English 
language, which will require use of the various databases, digital repositories and tools we will 
have practiced using during the course. For this project, students will again participate in a peer 
review group and submit a final revised version of their project after the process is complete. 
The project will launch at the end of the eighth week. The peer review will be conducted in the 
tenth week of class; the final version will be due on the assigned day of the final examination 
period. As with other projects, students’ work in both the writing assignment and the peer-
review process will be assessed as part of the assignment grade by the instructors or TAs. 
 
Assignments will be weighted as follows to determine the final grade:  
 

repeatable online quizzes and exercises: 20% 
research projects: 40% 
participation in discussion groups: 20% 



final written project: 20%. 
 
Reading and Viewing requirements 
 
We will use one textbook for the course: M. Bragg, The Adventure of English: the Biography of a 
Language (Arcade, 2011). The book is reliably and readily available for purchase inexpensively 
in print (for about $10) as well as in other media, including ebook (including Kindle and iBook 
formats) and audio formats (e.g. Audible, MP3, CD). At present, only one campus library (UC 
Merced) makes it available for checkout in e-form, but we hope other UC libraries will be 
persuaded to acquire licenses for it so that students will be able to read it freely online. Bragg’s 
engaging and general narrative will be supplemented by more specialized and detailed essays 
written or selected by the instructors; in general, students will be required to read one 
scholarly article a week. In all, students will be asked to complete on the order of 100-150 
pages of reading each week.  
 
With the exception of Bragg, all assignments will be available to students online. In addition to 
readings, students will be required to view 2-2.5 hours of video, video lectures, guides and 
interviews each week. Between readings, videos, tests, discussion, research projects, and final 
project, we estimate that successful students will need to spend on average 15 hours per week 
working on the course. 
 
 
Technical requirements: 
 
For this course, students will need access to: 

• A reliable computer 
• A reliable internet connection 
• A webcam and a microphone (built in or peripheral) to participate in live office hours 
• A modern web browser (Firefox, Safari or Chrome) 
• Any text editor 

 
Schedule 

Week 1. Course Introduction.  

Topics: Summary survey of the subject of the class: history and transitional moments in 

formation of English. General orientation of students to online instruction: 

familiarization with the Canvas LMS and instruction regarding access to instructors and 

TAs. General account of the special problems of using statistical methods in the study of 

history and language (e.g. curating a database; sample size; randomization). Virtues and 

pitfalls of the historical evidence for the English language and of the two major 



databases, the OED and COCA. Nature and use of the search engines for the OED and 

the Google Ngram viewer.  

Assignments and Exercises: Quizzes assessing comprehension of the week’s readings. 

Exercises and quizzes designed to familiarize students with the use of the Canvas LMS; 

using Zoom to meet with instructors; remote access to the library; access to the OED 

and elementary use of the dictionary; how to read a dictionary entry.  

Discussion: Introductions 

Reading: Bragg, Introduction; other essays and videos to be composed or supplied by 

the instructors.  

Week 2. Languages of the world, Indo-European languages. 

Topics: Indo-European and other major linguistic families of the world. Etymology and 

grammar, with attention to distinctive features of Indo-European. The history of the 

study of Indo-European and historical linguistics. The various language groups of the 

Indo-European family and their relationships. The history and spread of the Indo-

European language family. The Germanic languages and Grimm’s Law. General overview 

of contemporary English and its vocabulary. Continuing work with the OED: the history 

and nature of the data collection for the OED; recent collection of materials in the OED; 

biases and holes in the database. Use of “sources” and “categories” and “timelines” 

databases. 

Assignments and Exercises: Quizzes evaluating comprehension of the week’s readings. 

Exercises and quizzes illustrating the sources of the OED; the flexibility of the search 

engine.  

Research project: On the composition of the OED 

Reading: Essays and videos composed or supplied by the instructors. 

Week 3. English prehistory; Celts, Romans, Frisians. 

Topics: English prehistory; the earliest attested speakers of England. England and 

Roman domination. The decline of the Roman Empire and the withdrawal of its 

government from the island. The arrival of the Angles, Saxons and Jutes and the 

replacement of Celtic by Old English. The survival of Celtic in Ireland, Wales, Scotland 



and Bretagne (France). The relationship of the mixed historical and archaeological 

evidence for continuity and change to the statistical evidence for linguistic change.  

Assignments and Exercises: Quizzes assessing comprehension of the week’s readings. 

Exercises dealing with the extent and nature of Germanic characteristics of Old English: 

common articles, prepositions and conjunctions (e.g. the; a(n); for; and); prefixes (e.g. 

be-; er- ; -en for plural) and suffixes (e.g.–dom; -like); peculiarities of spelling (e.g. knight; 

might). Exercises and quizzes introducing the Google Ngram viewer; the historical 

significance and implementation of the Google Books project; predecessors of the 

project; simple use of the Ngram viewer; strengths and weaknesses of the database and 

search engine.  

Discussion: Beowulf 

Reading: Bragg chs. 1-2 and other essays and videos to be composed or supplied by the 

instructors. Essays and documentation on the Google Ngram viewer. Representative 

excerpts from documents of the time to illustrate features of Old English, including for 

instance Beowulf.  

Week 4. The Norse and Normans  

Topics: The Viking invasions and the contributions of Norse to English: place names and 

linguistic survivals; Alfred the Great and the preservation of English; English dialects; the 

flattening of the English grammar. The Norman invasions: 1066 and all that; class 

connotations of vocabulary (“sophisticated” French and “earthy” Anglo-Saxon). The 

revival of English, now with many words assimilated from French.  

Assignments and Exercises: Quizzes assessing comprehension of the week’s readings. 

Exercises and quizzes illustrating Norse and French forms in English and their 

characteristics (prefixes, suffixes and so on). Introduction of the OED’s historical 

thesaurus and use of it (along with “category” search engine) to research social 

connotations of French and Germanic words in English. Continuing work with more 

complex searches using the Google Ngram viewer; methods of “tagging” large 

databases. 



Research Project: Change of English over time, OED’s category and timeline search 

engines to substantiate contributions.  

Reading: Bragg chs. 3-5 and other essays and videos to be composed or supplied by the 

instructors.  

Week 5. Middle English  

Topics: Characteristic features of Middle English; pronunciation and the “great English 

vowel shift”; the development of a pronunciation approximating that of modern English. 

Printing and the standardization of English. Chaucer and the creation of a literary 

English. Conflicts between common English and intellectual Latin: passion plays and 

other, secular manifestations; Wycliffe and the first English translation of the Bible; 

replacement of Latin by English for official state documents. More closely curated 

databases: COCA, COHA and the OEC. How large does a database for a language need to 

be? 

Assignments and Exercises: Quizzes assessing comprehension of the week’s readings. 

Excercises and quizzes illustrating the strengths and weaknesses of COCA and COHA.  

Discussion: The class connotations of French and Germanic words in English, using the 

OED to substantiate contributions. 

Reading: Bragg, chs. 6-8 and other essays and videos to be composed or supplied by the 

instructors; representative excerpts from literature and documents of the time, 

including Chaucer. 

Week 6. The emergence of modern English  

Topics: The English Renaissance; international connections and influx of new vocabulary 

from the continent, especially from France, Spain and the Netherlands. The relationship 

between accessions to the English language and travel and trade of the era (indirect 

borrowings from e.g. Malaysia, Persia, India, Turkey). More translations of the Bible, 

now in a language recognizable as a form of contemporary English (Tyndale and the King 

James Bible). Shakespeare and his inventions of words. Renaissance scholarship and the 

adoption of classical Latin and Greek words in English. Reaction against adulteration of 

English by foreign loan-words: the “Inkhorn controversy.”  



Assignments and Exercises: Quizzes assessing comprehension of the week’s readings. 

Intellectual borrowings of Greek and Latin terms in English and modern scientific 

vocabulary. More refined uses of COHA and COCA; varieties of supported searches and 

their rationales. Some examples of more restricted databases: EEBO and the Old Bailey. 

Research Project: COCA and its search engine. 

Reading: Bragg, chs. 9-12 and other essays and videos to be composed or supplied by 

the instructors; representative excerpts from literature and documents of the time, 

including Shakespeare and the King James Bible.  

Week 7. American English  

Topics: England and the New World. New coinages in American English of the 

antebellum era (including borrowings of Native American words). Features and origins 

of American regional accents: notably in New England and the South. The language of 

the western frontier in the 19th century: coinages in this period, including English terms 

derived from Native American and Spanish words. Vocabulary derived from immigrants 

speaking other languages: Scots, Irish, French, Spanish. Various pidgins and creoles of 

America and their contributions to American English; the culture of African-American 

slavery and the features of its language (both vocabulary and grammar).  

Assignments and Exercises: Quizzes assessing comprehension of the week’s readings. 

Particular attention to the contrast of features and vocabularies in English and 

American; principles of spelling. Using and contrasting evidence from databases for the 

study of American English vs. British English. Introduction to the web-based application 

Voyant; exercises and quizzes to illustrate basic use of the program. 

Discussion: American dialects 

Reading: Bragg, chs. 13-15 and other essays and videos to be composed or supplied by 

the instructors; representative excerpts from literature and documents of the time, 

including Mark Twain and the literary expression of American English. 

Week 8. Proper English and Slang 

Topics: The historical and social importance of literary expression as a formalization of 

the informal spoken language. Attempts to define and police “proper” English against 



incorrect usage and “slang” and obscenity in the late 18th and 19th centuries. Jonathan 

Swift’s opposition to slang; Johnson’s Dictionary of the English Language; Webster’s 

American Dictionary. Social functions of policing language. Homogenization of accent. 

Education, class and language. Reactions against the policing of language in England and 

America. The industrial revolution in England. Science and the continued importation 

and coinage of Greek and Latin technical terms. Applied technologies and their impact 

on English; the language of industry and the factory and the working class. Cockney 

English.  

Assignments and exercises: Quizzes assessing comprehension of the week’s readings. 

Formal and slang English. Introduction to some of the many dictionaries of slang and 

their methodologies (including an introduction to the notorious, crowd-sourced Urban 

Dictionary). Contrast of these with traditional dictionaries and grammars. Cockney. 

Exercises, quizzes and discussions designed to introduce students to some major 

publicly accessible collections of digital texts, e.g. Project Gutenberg. Continuing quizzes 

and exercises to illustrate potential uses of Voyant. 

Research project: Repositories of digital texts 

Final Project: Begin working on group projects on assigned topics pertaining to some 

aspect of the history of the English language, which will require use of the various 

databases, digital repositories and tools we will have considered during the course. 

Reading: Bragg, chs. 16-18 and other essays and videos to be composed or supplied by 

the instructors; representative excerpts from literature and documents of the time, 

including Johnson and Webster, Dickens and Shaw. 

Week 9. English and the British Empire 

Topics: The history of the expansion of the British Empire; impact of the Empire on the 

English language. Introduction of words into English from India and the rise of English in 

India. Notable examples drawn from elsewhere in the British Empire: the English creole 

of the West Indies and Australian English; mutual influence, vocabulary, accent. Survey 

of other “Englishes” (e.g. Canadian English; Singlese). Objectionable language: 

obscenities, insults and other abusive terminology. 



Assignments and Exercises: Quizzes assessing comprehension of the week’s readings.  

Reading: Bragg, chs. 19-22 and other essays and videos to be composed or supplied by 

the instructors; representative excerpts from literature and documents of the time, 

including Kipling.  

Week 10. English languages: Diverse Englishes in the Contemporary World 

Topics: The continuing inventiveness of the English language: contemporary coinages 

and adoption of words from other languages into English; the continuing formation of 

new Englishes worldwide, including “internet English.” The impact of English on other 

languages, and their impact on English. The response of dictionaries in the digital age to 

these developments (with particular reference to the OED). Survey of various forms of 

English worldwide. Conclusions to the course. 

Assignments and exercises: Quizzes assessing comprehension of the week’s readings. 

Final Project: Peer reviews on final projects. 

Reading: Bragg, chs. 23-24 and other essays and videos to be composed or supplied by 

the instructors. 

Final examination period: submission of final projects. 

 


