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2012 Winter Session (2012-2013 Academic Year) 
ENGL 320: History of the English Language (6 credits) 
 
Instructor: Laurel Brinton 
Section: 001 
Term: 1-2 
 
Course Description: 
The purpose of the course is to provide students with an understanding of how the English language 
has changed in its 1200 years of recorded history with a view to understanding how it came to be the 
language it is today. 
 
The course begins with discussion of attitudes towards language change and the nature and 
mechanisms of linguistic change. It then embarks upon a survey of the historical development of 
English from its Indo-European past to the present. 
 
Considering first the prehistoric changes from Proto-Indo-European to Germanic, we will then study the 
structure and vocabulary of the earliest English and subsequent changes in sounds (phonology), forms 
of words and their endings (morphology), sentence structure (syntax), spelling (orthography), 
meanings of words (semantics), and vocabulary through the major periods of the English 
language: Old English (449-1100), Middle English (1100–1500), Early Modern English 
(1500-1700), and (Late)Modern English (1700-1920). These changes are deemed the “internal” 
history of the language. There will be discussion of the “external history” of the language, that is, the 
historical, political, and social events as they have shaped the language. 
 
Prerequisites: 
No formal background in language or linguistics is required. Students must have third-year standing 
and have the Writing Requirement 
 
Required Texts: 

 Laurel J. Brinton and Leslie K. Arnovick, The English Language: A Linguistic History. 2nd edition 
(Oxford UP, 2010). ISBN 978-0-19-543157-5www.oupcanada.com/BrintonArnovick2e 

 Jean Aitchison. Language Change: Progress or Decay? 3rd edition (Cambridge University Press, 
2001) ISBN 978-0-521-79535-7 

Course Requirements: 
The work required in this course includes: 
FOUR In-class tests   70% 
Online quizzes (8-10)   10% 
OED project (term 1)   10% 
Dictionary group project (term 2) 10% 
 

http://www.oupcanada.com/BrintonArnovick2e
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The four tests are non-comprehensive. The second and fourth tests will be held during the December 
and April examination periods, but will be no different in kind, length, or value from the mid-term tests. 
You must sit every test to pass the course. 
 
Format of the Course 
The course will be lecture, with question and answers. If time permits, there will be some opportunity 
for group work on the exercises in class. 
 
Nature of the Course 
English 320 is a fact-based course. There is a body of factual information, a set of grammatical 
concepts, and a technical vocabulary to be learned. Students will need to become conversant with a 
wealth of details related to changes in the English language on all linguistic levels 
 
Practical Applications of the Course 
As well as being a core course in the English Language Major, English 320 satisfies the Faculty of 
Education’s admission requirement of 6 credits of English language. 

 


