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Chanter
Introduction

Four hundred years ago, at the turn of the 16th and 17th centuries,
English was spoken almost exclusively by the English in England, and by
some speakers in Wales, Ireland and Scotland, and this had been so for
hundreds of years since the language was first brought to Britain in the 5Sth
century.

English today is a worldwide international language. It is spoken as a
mother tongue by about 400 million people in the British Isles, Canada, the
United States of America, Australia and New Zealand. It is a second
language for many others in, for example, India and Pakistan and in some
African states, where it is used as an official language in government and
education.

Many different national and regional varieties of English have therefore
developed, and will continue to do so. They have been called “new
Englishes,” with their own characteristics of vocabulary, grammar and
pronunciation, in the different states of Africa, India and Pakistan, Singapore
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and the Philippines for example.

In Britain there are many regional and social dialects, but there is one
variety which is not confined to any geographical region. It originally
developed as a common system of writing, but it is also the dialect of what is
called “educated speech” :

Educated English naturally tends to be given the additional prestige of
government agencies, the professions, the political parties, the press, the
law court and the pulpit — any institution which must attempt to address
itself to a public beyond the smallest dialectal community. It is codified in
dictionaries, grammars, and guides to usage, and it is taught in the school
system at all levels. It is almost exclusively the language of printed matter.
Because educated English is thus accorded implicit social and political
sanction, it comes to be referred to as ... (R.
Quirk, et al., A Comprehensive Grammar of the English Language.
Longman, 1985)

In the glorious reign of Queen Elizabeth ( the first, that is, from 1558 to
1603), the number of English speakers in the world is thought to have been
between five and seven million. At the beginning of the reign of the second
Queen Elizabeth, in 1952, the figure had increased almost fiftyfold: 250
million, it was said, spoke English as a mother tongue, and a further 100
million or so had learned it as a foreign language.

Thirty-five years on, the figures continue to creep up. The most recent
estimates tell us that mother-tongue speakers are now over 300 million. But
this total is far exceeded by the numbers of people who use English as a
foreign language — at least a further 400 million, according to the most
conservative of estimates, and perhaps a further billion, according to radical
ones. “Creep,” perhaps, is not quite the right word, when such statistics are
introduced.

In numbers of speakers as well as in its uses for international
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communication and in other less quantifiable measures, English is one of the
most important languages of the world. Spoken by more than 370 million
people as a first language in the United Kingdom, the United States, and the
former British Empire, it is the largest of the occidental languages. English,
however, is not the most widely used language in the world. Chinese is
spoken by more than a billion people in China alone. Some of the European
languages are comparable with English in reflecting the forces of history,
especially with regard to European expansion since the sixteenth century.
Spanish, next in size to English, is spoken by about 240 million people,
Russian by 210 million, Portuguese by 125 million, German by 110 million,
French by 85 million native speakers (and a large number of second-language
speakers), Italian by 65 million. A language may be important as a lingua
franca in a country or region whose diverse populations would otherwise be
unable to communicate. This is especially true in the former colonies of
England and France whose colonial languages have remained indispensable
even after independence and often in spite of outright hostility to the political
and cultural values that the European languages represent.

French and English are both languages of wider communication, and yet
the changing positions of the two languages in international affairs during the
past century illustrate the extent to which the status of a language depends on
extra- linguistic factors. It has been said that English is recurringly associated
with practical and powerful pursuits. Joshua A. Fishman writes: “In the Third
World ( excluding former Anglophone and Francophone colonies) French is
considered more suitable than English for only one function: opera. It is
considered the equal of English for reading good novels or poetry and for
personal prayer ( the local integrative language being widely viewed as
superior to both English and French in this connection). But outside the realm
of aesthetics, the Ugly Duckling reigns supreme.” The ascendancy of English
as measured by numbers of speakers in various activities does not depend on
nostalgic attitudes toward the originally English-speaking people or toward the
language itself. Fishman makes the point that English is less loved but more
used; French is more loved but less used. And in a world where “econo-
technical superiority” is what counts, “the real ‘ powerhouse’ is still English.
It doesn’t have to worry about being loved because, loved or not, it works.
It makes the world go round, and few indeed can afford to ‘knock it.””

If “econo-technical superiority” is what counts, we might wonder about
the relative status of English and Japanese. Although spoken by 125 million
people in Japan, a country that has risen to economic and technical
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dominance since World War II, the Japanese language has yet few of the
roles in international affairs that are played by English or French. The reasons
are rooted in the histories of these languages. Natural languages are not like
programming languages such as FORTRAN or LISP, which have gained or
lost international currency over a period of a decade or two. Japan went
through a two-century period of isolation from the West ( between 1640 and
1854) during which time several European languages were establishing the
base of their subsequent expansion.

The English language developed out of Germanic dialects that were
brought to Britain, during the course of the 5th and 6th centuries, by the
Jutes (from modern Jutland, Denmark), Angles (from modern Schleswig,
Denmark/Germany), Saxons (from modern Holstein, Germany), and Frisians
(from modern Friesland, Netherlands /Germany). By mediaeval times, this
Germanic language had replaced the original Celtic language of Britain in
nearly all of England as well as in southern and eastern Scotland. Until the
1600s, however, English remained a language spoken by a relatively small
number of people and was confined geographically to the island of Britain.
Indeed, even much of Britain remained non-English-speaking. The original
Celtic language of Britain survived in the form of Welsh in nearly all of
Wales and as Cornish in much of Cornwall. The Highlands and Islands of
western and northern Scotland spoke Gaelic, another Celtic language which
had been brought across from Ireland in pre-mediaeval times. And the
populations of the Northern Isles — Orkney and Shetland — still spoke the
Scandinavian language, Norn, which they had inherited from their Viking
ancestors. It was not until the 17th century that the English language began
the geographical and demographic expansion which was to lead to the
situation in which it finds itself today, with more non-native speakers than
any other language in the world, and more native speakers than any other
language except Chinese.

This expansion began in the late 1600s, with the arrival of English-
speakers in the Americas — North America (the modern United States and
Canada), Bermuda, the Bahamas, and the Caribbean — and the importation
of English, from Scotland, into the northern areas of Ireland. Subsequently,
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during the 1700s, English also began to penetrate into southern Ireland, and
it was during this time, too, that Cornish finally disappeared from Cornwall,
and Norn from Orkney and Shetland. During the 1800s, English began
making serious inroads into Wales, so that today only 20 per cent of the
population of that country are native Welsh-speakers; and in Scotland,
English also began to replace Gaelic, which today has around 70,000 native-
speakers.

It was also during the 1800s that the development of Southern
Hemisphere varieties of English began. During the early 19th century, large-
scale colonization of Australia began to take place and, at slightly later date,
New Zealand, South Africa and the Falkland Islands also began to be
colonized from the British Isles. The South Atlantic islands of St Helena and
Tristan da Cunha also acquired English-speaking populations during the
1800s, as did Pitcairn Island and, subsequently, Norfolk Island in the south
Pacific.

Even if the new Englishes did become increasingly different, as years
went by, the consequences for world English would not necessarily be fatal.
A likely scenario is that our current ability to use more than one dialect would
simply extend to meet the fresh demands of the international situation. A new
form of English — let us think of it as “World Standard Spoken English”
(WSSE) — would almost certainly arise. Indeed, the foundation for such a
development is already being laid around us.

Most people are already “multidialectal” to a greater or lesser extent.
They use one spoken dialect at home, when they are talking with their family
or talking to other members of their local community: this tends to be an
informal variety, full of casual pronunciation, colloquial grammar, and local
turns of phrase. They use another spoken dialect when they are away from
home, traveling to different parts of their country or interacting with others at
their place of work: this tends to be a formal variety, full of careful
pronunciation, conventional grammar, and standard vocabulary. Those who
are literate have learned a third variety, that of written standard English
which (apart from a few minor differences, such as British vs. American
spelling) currently unites the English-speaking world.

In a future where there were many national Englishes, little would
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change. People would still have their dialects for use within their own
country, but when the need came to communicate with people from other
countries they would slip into WSSE. So, a multinational company might
decide to hold a conference at which representatives from each of its country
operations would be present. The reps from Calcutta, sharing a cab on their
way to the conference, would be conversing in informal Indian English. The
reps from Lagos, in their cab, would be talking in informal Nigerian
English. The reps from Los Angeles would be using informal American
English. Any one of these groups, overhearing any other, might well find
the conversation difficult to follow. But when all meet at the conference
table, there would be no problem: everyone would be using WSSE.

People who attend international conferences, or who write scripts for an
international audience, or who are “talking” on the Internet have probably
already felt the pull of this new variety. It takes the form, for example, of
consciously avoiding a word or phrase which you know is not going to be
understood outside your own country, and of finding an alternative form of
expression. It can also affect your pronunciation and grammar. But it is too
early to be definite about the way this variety will develop. WSSE is still in
its infancy. Indeed, it has hardly yet been born.

Which variety will be most influential, in the development of WSSE? It
seems likely that it will be US (rather than UK) English. The direction of
influence has for some time been largely one-way. Many grammatical issues
in contemporary British usage show the influence of US forms, US spellings
are increasingly widespread ( especially in computer contexts), and there is a
greater passive awareness of distinctively US lexicon in the UK ( because of
media influence) the vice versa. On the other hand, the situation will be
complicated by the emergence on the world scene of new linguistic features
derived from the L2 varieties, which as we have seen will in due course
become numerically dominant. No feature of L2 English has yet become a
part of standard US or UK English; but, as the balance of speakers changes,
there is no reason for L2 features not to become part of WSSE. This would
be especially likely if there were features which were shared by several (or
all) L2 varieties — such as the use of syllable-timed rhythm, or the
widespread difficulty observed in the use of th sounds.

The development of WSSE can be predicted because it enables people,
yet again, to “have their cake and eat it” The concept of WSSE does not
replace a national dialect: it supplements it. People who can use both are in a
much more powerful position than people who can use only one. They have a
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dialect in which they can continue to express their national identity; and they
have a dialect which can guarantee international intelligibility, when they
need it. The same dual tendencies can be seen on the Internet, incidentally,
which simultaneously presents us with a range of informal identifying
personal varieties and a corpus of universally intelligible standard English. It
is an interesting context for those wishing to study the forces affecting
language change, with users searching for a balance between the attraction of
a “cool,” idiosyncratic, but often unintelligible linguistic persona and the
need to use an “uncool” standardized form of expression in order to make
oneself understood!

“Having your cake and eating it,” of course, also applies to the use of
completely different languages as markers of identity. It may well be that the
people traveling by cab to the international conference would be speaking
Hindi, Hausa, and Spanish, respectively. When they all meet at the
conference table, they would switch into WSSE. They do not have to give up
their national linguistic identities just because they are going to an
international meeting. But of course this scenario assumes that Hindi, Hausa,
and Spanish are still respected, alive and well, and living in their respective
home communities.

Historically, the word-store of English is a composite, drawn in the
main from the Indo-European language family. There is a base of Germanic
forms ( mainly Old English and Old Norse) with a super-structure of
Romance, mainly from French and Latin, with a technical stratum
contributed by Greek (mainly through Latin and French). In addition, there
are many acquisitions from languages throughout the world. Because of such
a complex background, and because dictionaries and other resources state that
they list thousands of headwords and other items, the question often arises:
How many words are there in the English language?

No easy answer is possible. In order to reach a credible total, there must
be agreement about what to count as an item of vocabulary and also
something physical to count or to serve as the basis for an estimate. Counting
words (however defined) is wearisome, complex, and difficult, and
experience suggests that no matter how well organized the count there can
never be enough data to ensure completeness. There are at least five reasons
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for this: (1) There is no corpus available in a countable form which
represents the whole language. (2) Even if there were, it would only indicate
what was available at the time the count started. It would therefore be a static
assessment of a dynamic process. (3) The result of the counting would
consequently be out of date before the counting was completed. (4) Even
with careful safeguards, the total reached would be different for each
counter. In practice, counters tend to interpret instances differently and so
count items in different ways. (5) The administrative work needed to
homogenize the efforts of the counters would be formidable and time-
consuming, making the survey even more out of date by the time it
appeared.

Points 4 and 5 can be demonstrated by means of one example: the -ing
form in running and walking. There are three ways to handle this suffix in a
word count: (1) Count every item containing -ing as a distinct word. (2)
Omit every item, treating -ing as an inflected form of the verb, like runs and
walks, and therefore a matter of grammar, not lexis. (3) Count only some
instances, like clearing and drawing, because these are used as distinct nouns
with the plurals clearings and drawings, and ignore the rest. Whatever
decision is taken significantly affects the outcome, because there are as many
-ing forms as there are such verbs as run and walk. If solution 3 is chosen, it
poses further problems, because in the corpus to be counted will appear
citations like rustlings and twitterings among the trees. If rustling and
twittering are taken as distinct words on this occasion, how will the counters
handle the fact that many -ing forms can be so used, even if they are not
recorded in the corpus?

In effect, the overall vocabulary of English is beyond strict statistical
assessment. Nonetheless, limited counts take place and serve useful ends,
and some rough indications can be given about the overall vocabulary. The
Oxford English Dictionary (1989) defines over 500,000 items described as
“words” in a promotional press release. The average college, desk, or
family dictionary defines over 100,000 such items. Specialist dictionaries
contain vast lists of words and word-like items, such as the Acronyms,
Initialisms & Abbreviations Dictionary (Gale, 1989), which contains over
450,000 accredited abbreviations. When printed material of this kind is taken
into account, along with lists of geographical, zoological, botanical, and
other usages, the crude but credible total for words and word-like forms in
present-day English is somewhere over a million items.
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Reports of the size of the English language in the popular press have a
very wide range: from 400,000 to 600,000 words (Claiborne, 1983, p.5),
from a half million to over 2 million ( Crystal, 1988, p.32), about 1 million
(Nurnberg & Rosenblum, 1977, p.11), and 200,000 words in common use,
although adding technical and scientific terms would stretch the total into the
millions ( Bryson, 1990). This discrepancy is due largely to differing
definitions of a word, and so a study attempted to produce a more reliable
estimate by using word families instead of words as the unit of counting.
Goulden, Nation, and Read (1990) counted the number of word families in
Webster’s Third New International Dictionary (1963), which is one of the
largest nonhistorical dictionaries of English. Dictionaries such as this
obviously cannot contain every current word family, but they are still the best
resource available, and therefore estimates of the number of words in a
language have usually been based on them. After excluding entries such as
proper names and alternative spellings, Goulden et al. found that the
dictionary contained about 54,000 word families. This is a huge number of
items (remember that each word family contains several words), and so we as
teachers must give up on the idea of ever teaching all of them to our students
in a classroom situation. Only a fraction are likely to be acquired through
formal study, leaving the pedagogical implication that many others will have
to be acquired through simple exposure to the language or not acquired at all.
This puts a premium on nonteaching activities that can bolster exposure to a
language, with reading being an especially important source.

The most notable feature of estimates of the vocabulary size of native
speakers of English is that there is enormous variation in the estimates. Fries
and Traver (1960) and Lorge and Chall (1963) discuss some of these widely
varying estimates. Recent research (Nagy & Anderson, 1984; Goulden et al.
, in press) suggests that estimates of around 20,000 words for undergraduates
are most likely to be correct. This suggests that first language learners add
between 1,000 and 2,000 words per year to their vocabulary, or 3 to 7 words
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per day (Table 1)

Age in years

Vocabulary size

10.
11.
12.
13.
15.
18.

L w o=

w

S O 0 N NN Uttt 0

0

235
405
700
1,528
2,500
4,480
6,620
7,020
7,860
8700
10,660
12,000
17,600

Source: Fries and Traver (1960, p.49); also in Seashore and Eckerson
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A study of a young second language learner by Yoshida (1978) found that
the learner had about 260 to 300 words in his productive vocabulary after
seven months of exposure to English. His main contact with English was two
to three hours a day of nursery school, and his parents did not speak English
at home. Tests showed that his receptive vocabulary was about 2. 2 times his
productive vocabulary, which would give him a receptive vocabulary of about
1,000 words in a year.

Tests on learners of English as a forging language in India and Indonesia
(Barnard, 1961; Quinn, 1968) have shown that learners have a 1,000- to
2,000-word vocabulary after a five-year period of four or five English classes
a week.

If second language learners are in the same school system as native
speakers of English, they need to match the native speakers’ rate of
vocabulary learning and make up for the difference in English vocabulary that
existed when the second language learners entered the system. So, for
example, if a second language learner enters the school system knowing
almost no English at the age of 5, he needs to learn, say 2,500 words, plus
another 1,000 words a year.

Jamieson (1976) found that the English vocabulary levels of 5- and 7-
year-old Tokelauan children in the New Zealand school system were two
years behind their native-speaking classmates. The rate of increase of
vocabulary was similar for Tokelauan children and native speakers of
English. This suggests that Tokelauan children may continue to be about two
years behind native speakers in vocabulary as they progress through the
school. So, the difference in size between a native speaker’s vocabulary and
a second language learner’s vocabulary can be quite large, usually several
thousand words. Although second language learners may be able to match
native speakers’ rate of vocabulary learning, they may need special help to
overcome the difference in vocabulary size.

We are now ready to answer the question “How much vocabulary does a
second language learner need?” Clearly the learner needs to know the 3,000
or so high frequency words of the language. These are an immediate high
priority and there is little sense in focusing on other vocabulary until these are
well learned. Nation (1990) argues that after these high frequency words are

11



