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Summary: 
English Language Day at the UN is celebrated each year on 23 April, the date traditionally 
observed as both the birthday and date of death of William Shakespeare. In this report, 
wordsmith David Astle talks about how the English language has evolved over time. 

Interviewee(s) • David Astle 

 
 
 
KEY WORDS 

Below are some words from the report - which ones don't you know or you are unsure what they mean? 
 
 

change  
complain about, express regret 
about 

 

friendship, companionship, 
togetherness 

 

give rise to, bring about, cause  
grow, change or develop slowly  
quiet and soft  
relating to the nose  
resistance, opposition  
shortened form  
subtlety, sensitivity  
the state of differing from something 
of the same type 

 

unnamed  
 

prompt a discussion (v) 
bemoan (v) 
abbreviation (n) 
evolve over time (v) 
cultural shift (n) 
nasal sound (adj) 
muted (adj) 
variation (n) 
anonymous (adj) 
camaraderie (n) 
defiance (n) 
sensibilities (n) 
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SUMMARY 
 
English Language Day at the UN is celebrated each year on 23 April, the date traditionally observed as 
both the birthday and date of death of William Shakespeare. In this report, wordsmith David Astle talks 
about how the English language has evolved over time. 
 
 
FOCUS QUESTIONS 
  
Ø When asked why language reshapes itself so regularly, David Astle says that “… language is alluvial. 

That is, it relates to the river beds of time and the river beds of speech and of cultural shifts and 
language reflects that.” What does he mean? Why does language change? 
 

Ø The reporter asks how well she would be able to understand what everybody was saying if she went 
back in time to the year 1790 in Australia. Do you think the language spoken then would have been 
much different? How? 

 
Ø David Astle talks about how vowels are spoken differently now compared to a few centuries ago. Do 

you think today they are longer or shorter? For example, how might the words 'sheep' and 'boat' 
sound different now compared to 300 years ago? 

 
Ø Are there many regionalisms in Australia when it comes to word usage? 
 
Ø The reporter also asks whether David thinks the 'ing' sound on the end of words like ‘thinking’ and 

‘going’ will die out. Why does she ask this question? 
 
Ø The reporter remarks that World War One was a big source of new words for the English language 

and David says that “if you look at the lexicon of the soldiers who served … in World War I, you will 
see the sardonic humour, the camaraderie and the defiance.” He gives some examples of words to 
describe food, such as 'pickled monkey', 'tinned dog' and 'concrete macaroons'. Why do you think 
soldiers used words like these? 

 
Ø What are some of your favourite words in the English language? 
 
 
PRE-LISTENING 
 
Try to answer the questions before you watch the report  
 
• David Astle says that compared to a few centuries ago, vowels today are  shorter  /  longer. 

 
• In Australia in 1790, there would have been fewer  dialects  /  more dialects. 
 
• The reporter says that where she grew up, her family would say "let's have tea" – what did this 

mean? ………………………………………….. 
 
• The reporter says people often make fun of her for using the word 'togs'. What does the word mean? 

………………………………………….. 
 
• Another word she grew up using and which has regional variations is 'demountable'. What is a 

'demountable'? …………………………………………..……………………………………… 
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COMPREHENSION QUESTIONS 
 
After watching the report, try to answer the following questions 
 
1. What does David Astle say always makes his “hair crawl”?  

When people say that English ………………………………………….. 
 

2. How does he explain the absence of the final ‘G’ sound after ‘N’ in words like ‘dreaming’? 
They (those two sounds) share a phonetic link … and consequently (after the annunciation) 
that final G is a little bit like a ………………………………………….. 

 
3. David Astle says “to have tea” would also mean “to have dinner” where he grew up. Which Australian 

city was that? ………………………………………….. 
 

4. According to David Astle, what did the following words used by World War I soldiers mean? 
a. To receive a 'souvenir': ………………………………………….. 
b. To become a 'land owner’: ………………………………………….. 

 
5. He says that you only need to “appreciate the sensibilities of those words as well as their humour” to 

understand what? …………………………………………..………………………………………….. 
 
 
CLOZE 
 
Use the words to complete the sentences  
 
The form of the word may need to be changed 
 

prompt                   bemoan               abbreviation               evolve         shift               nasal               
muted          variation         anonymous             camaraderie             defiance          sensibilities 

 
1. China’s space program dates from 1956 and has …………………………………………..into a technically 

advanced organization capable of manned flights. 
2. Greg bought a special pair of clippers to trim his …………………………………………..hair. 
3. In Germany, the language …………………………………………..a lot between the south and the north. 
4. Older generations often …………………………………………..the tendency of young people these to say ‘like’ 

in almost every spoken sentence, sometimes multiple times.  
5. Over the last 10 years, there has been a big …………………………………………..away from traditional mobile 

phones to smart phones. 
6. Police ordered the protestors to leave the hall, but they continued shouting and remained 

…………………………………………..until they had to be arrested and dragged away.  
7. The hotel room was very quiet except for the ……………………………..sound of traffic in the street below. 
8. The manager organized a 3-day camp for her sales team to try and boost ………………………………………….. 

and teamwork skills. 
9. The manager received an ………………………………..letter from an employee which was rude and abusive. 
10. The mass shooting …………………………………………..calls for tougher restrictions on gun ownership. 
11. The violinist was praised by critics for her technique and musical …………………………………………... 
12. The word centimetre is normally …………………………………………..to cm. 
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ANSWERS 
 
• longer  
• more dialects 
• Have dinner  
• bathers, swimmers 
• temporary or portable classroom 

1. is not tonal 
2. muted escapee  
3. Sydney 
4. To receive a wound, To die / receive a fatal wound 
5. the courage of those who served 
 

  
 
shortened form abbreviation 
unnamed anonymous 
complain about, express regret about bemoan 
friendship, companionship, togetherness camaraderie 
resistance, opposition defiance 
grow, change or develop slowly evolve 
quiet and soft muted 
relating to the nose nasal 
give rise to, bring about, cause prompt 
subtlety, sensitivity sensibilities 
change shift 
the state of differing from something of the same type variation 
 
 
 
1. China’s space program dates from 1956 and has evolved into a technically advanced organization 

capable of manned flights. 
2. Greg bought a special pair of clippers to trim his nasal hair. 
3. In Germany, the language varies a lot between the south and the north. 
4. Older generations often bemoan the tendency of young people these to say ‘like’ in almost every 

spoken sentence, sometimes multiple times.  
5. Over the last 10 years, there has been a big shift away from traditional mobile phones to smart 

phones. 
6. Police ordered the protestors to leave the hall, but they continued shouting and remained defiant 

until they had to be arrested and dragged away.  
7. The hotel room was very quiet except for the muted sound of traffic in the street below. 
8. The manager organized a 3-day camp for her sales team to try and boost camaraderie and 

teamwork skills. 
9. The manager received an anonymous letter from an employee which was rude and abusive. 
10. The mass shooting prompted calls for tougher restrictions on gun ownership. 
11. The violinist was praised by critics for her technique and musical sensibility. 
12. The word centimetre is normally abbreviated to cm. 
 


