
BRITISHANDAMERICANENGLISH

EnglishataGlance

Englishisthemostwidelyspokenlanguageintheworld,withapproximately1.5billiontotal

speakers.It'sthedominantgloballinguafranca,usedininternationalbusiness,tourism,

technology,andmore.Interestingly,onlyabout26%ofEnglishspeakersarenativespeakers,

highlightingitswidespreadadoptionasasecondlanguage.

Historically,EnglishoriginatedinmedievalEngland,evolvingfrom Germanicdialects.Today,it's

agloballanguage,widelyusedacrosscontinents.

ThetwoStandardVarietiesofEnglish

ThetwomainstandardvarietiesofEnglishare:

BritishEnglish(BrE):UsedintheUK,Ireland,andsomeCommonwealthcountries.

AmericanEnglish(AmE):UsedintheUnitedStatesanditsterritories.

Thesevarietieshavedifferencesinspelling,vocabulary,pronunciation,andgrammar.

TheQuestion—WhichStandardVarietyofEnglishismoreInfluential?

BothBritishEnglish(BrE)andAmericanEnglish(AmE)aresuperinfluentialintheirownways.

AmericanEnglish(AmE)isarguablymoregloballywidespreaddueto:

•USculturalexports(movies,music,tech)

•Businessandtechdominance

BritishEnglish(BrE)influences:

•Commonwealthcountries

•TraditionalEnglishlanguagestandards

InNigeria,you'lloftenseeamixofbothduetocolonialhistory(BrE)andglobaltech/media

influence(AmE).Itisthereforeimportanttoknowtheirdifferencesandsticktooneespecially

whilewritingformalessays.



DifferencesBetweenBritishandAmericanEnglish

Let'slookatdifferencesinSpelling,Vocabulary,Pronunciation,andGrammar.

•DifferencesinSpelling

ThemaindifferencehereisthatBritishEnglishkeepsthespellingofwordsithasabsorbed

from otherlanguages,mainlyFrenchandGerman.WhilstAmericanEnglishspellingsarebased

mostlyonhowthewordsoundswhenitisspoken.

BritishEnglishwordsendingin‘our’usuallyendin‘or’inAmericanEnglish:

BRITISH US

colour color

flavour flavor

humour humor

labour labor

neighbour neighbor

VerbsinBritishEnglishthatcanbespelledwitheither‘ize’or‘ise’attheendarealwaysspelled

with‘ize’attheendinAmericanEnglish:

BRITISH US

apologizeorapologise Apologize

organizeororganise Organize

recognizeorrecognise Recognize

VerbsinBritishEnglishthatendin‘yse’arealwaysspelled‘yze’inAmericanEnglish:

BRITISH US

analyse analyze

breathalyse breathalyze

paralyse paralyze

InBritishspelling‘L’isdoubledinverbsendinginavowelplus‘L’.InAmericanEnglish,the‘L’is



notdoubled:

BRITISH US

travel travel

travelled traveled

travelling traveling

traveller traveler

BritishEnglishwordsthatarespelledwiththedoublevowelsaeoroetendtobejustspelled

withaneinAmericanEnglish:Althoughthereareexceptionstotherule.Forexample

archaeologyisspeltinthesamewayasBritishEnglishbutarcheologywouldbeacceptablein

AmericabutisincorrectintheUK.

BRITISH US

leukaemia leukemia

manoeuvre maneuver

oestrogen estrogen

paediatric pediatric

Somenounsthatendwith‘ence’inBritishEnglisharespelled‘enseinAmericanEnglish:

BRITISH US

defence defense

licence license

offence offense

pretence pretense

Somenounsthatendwith‘ogue’inBritishEnglishendwitheither‘og’or‘ogueinAmerican

English:

BRITISH US



analogue analogoranalogue

catalogue catalogorcatalogue

dialogue dialogordialogue

•DifferencesinVocabulary

HerearesomeofthemaindifferencesinvocabularybetweenBritishandAmericanEnglish.

Thispageisintendedasaguideonly.Bearinmindthattherecanbedifferencesinthechoiceof

specifictermsdependingondialectandregionwithinboththeUSAandtheUK.

BritishEnglish AmericanEnglish

anti-clockwise counter-clockwise

articulatedlorry trailertruck

autumn autumn,fall

barrister attorney

bill(restaurant) bill,check

biscuit cookie

blockofflats apartmentbuilding

bonnet(car) hood

bonnet(clothing) hat

boot trunk

bottom backside

carpark parkinglot

caravan trailer

chemist'sshop drugstore,pharmacy

chestofdrawers dresser,chestofdrawers,bureau

chips fries,Frenchfries



cinema themovies

clothespeg clothespin

coffin coffin,casket

crisps potatochips

crossroads intersection;crossroads(rural)

cupboard cupboard(inkitchen);closet(forclothesetc)

diversion detour

drawing-pin thumbtack

drink-driving drunkdriving

drivinglicencedriver'slicense

dualcarriageway dividedhighway

dummy(forbaby) pacifier

dustbin garbagecan,trashcan

dustman garbagecollector

engine engine,motor

estateagent realestateagent

estatecar stationwagon

film film,movie

flat apartment,flat,studio

flattyre flattire

flyover overpass

gear-lever gearshift

gearbox(car)transmission

GirlGuide GirlScout

groundfloor ground/firstfloor



handbag handbag,purse,shoulderbag

highstreet mainstreet

holiday vacation

hood(car) convertibletop

jam jam,preserves

jug jug,pitcher

juggernaut 18-wheeler

lift elevator

loo(informal)bathroom

lorry truck,semi,tractor

mad crazy,insane

mainroad highway

maize corn

maths math

motorbike motorcycle

motorway freeway,expressway

motorway highway,freeway,expressway,interstatehighway,interstate

nappy diaper

naughtsandcrossestic-tack-toe

pants,underpants underpants,drawers

pavement sidewalk

pethate petpeeve

petrol gas,gasoline

Plough BigDipper

pocketmoney allowance



post mail

postbox mailbox

postcode zipcode

postman mailman,mailcarrier,lettercarrier

pram carriage babycarriage

pub bar

publictoilet restroom,publicbathroom

railway railroad

return(ticket)round-trip

reversecharge collectcall

ringroad beltway,freeway/highwayloop

roadsurface pavement,blacktop

roundabout trafficcircle,roundabout

rubber eraser

rubbish garbage,trash

rubbish-bin garbagecan,trashcan

saloon(car) sedan

shop shop,store

silencer(car)muffler

single(ticket)one-way

solicitor lawyer,attorney

spanner wrench

sweets candy

taxi taxi,taxicab

teatowel dishtowel



telly(informal),TV television,TV

third-partyinsurance liabilityinsurance

timetable schedule

tin can

tollmotorwaytollroad,turnpike

torch flashlight

trousers pants,trousers

tube(train) subway

underground(train) subway

vest undershirt

waistcoat vest

walletwallet,billfold

wellingtonboots rubberboots,rainboots

whiskywhisky/whiskey

windscreen windshield

zip zipper

•DifferencesinPronunciation

Now,let’sgetintothenitty-gritty:whatmakesBritishandAmericanEnglishsoundsodifferent?

Let’slookatafewkeyfeaturesoftheReceivedPronunciation(RP)andGeneralAmerican

English(GAE)accents–thesearethetwo‘standard’accentsforeachvariety.

VowelSounds

VowelsoundsareoneofthebiggestdifferencesbetweenBritishandAmericanEnglish.Onekey

differencetonoteisthatsomevowelsarelongerinGeneralAmericanEnglishcomparedto

ReceivedPronunciation.You’llalsonoticethatsomevowelschangeto‘r-coloredsounds’like

/ɚ/and/ɝ/.Thismeansthata/r/soundispronouncedatthesametimeasthevowel.

Recognisingpatternslikethesecanhelpyougetusedtoeachaccentmoreeasily.

Let’stakealookatsomemoredifferencesbetweenBritishandAmericanaccentvowels:



/ɑː/vs./æ/

British(RP):Wordslikebath,dance,andclassarepronouncedwiththelong/ɑː/vowel.

American(GAE):Thesewordsareallpronouncedwithashortandopen/æ/sound.

/ɒ/vs./ɑ/

British(RP):Wordslikelot,hot,anddogusetheshortrounded/ɒ/vowel.

American(GAE):Thesewordstypicallyusetheunroundedvowel/ɑ/,whichisalittlemoreopen.

/ɔː/vs./ɑ/

British(RP):Wordslikecot/ɒ/andcaught/ɔː/arepronouncedwithtwodifferentvowels.

American(GAE):Manywordslikethesearepronouncedwiththesame/ɑ/vowel.Thisiscalled

the‘cot–caughtmerger’.

/əʊ/vs./oʊ/

British(RP):Wordslikego,know,andlowarepronouncedwith/əʊ/.Startbyrelaxingthemouth

andtongue,thenslowlyroundyourlipsintoan/ʊ/sound.

American(GAE):Thesewordshaveaslightlymoreopen/oʊ/sound.Startwithamorerounded

mouthplacement,liketheBritish‘o’soundin‘hot’.Thenslowlyroundyourlipsintoan/ʊ/sound.

SinceGeneralAmericanEnglishisarhoticaccent,the‘r’soundisusuallypronouncedvery

clearly,particularlyattheendofwords.Thishasaninfluenceonthevowelsounds,making

them soundslightlydifferent.Herearesomekeyexamples:

/ɜː/vs./ɝ/

British(RP):Wordslikenurse,bird,andworldusethenon-rhoticvowel/ɜː/.The‘r’isalsosilent,

sothewordsarepronouncedas/nɜːs/,/bɜːd/,and/wɜːld/.

American(GAE):Thesewordsusearhotic/ɝ/sound.ThisissimilartotheBritish/ɜː/butwith

themouthpositionedintoa/r/whileproducingthevowel.Thismakesthewordssoundmore

like/nɝs/,/bɝd/,and/wɝld/.

/eə/vs./er/

British(RP):Wordslikewhere,care,andhairusethediphthong/eə/attheendandthefinal

letter‘r’issilent.

American(GAE):Thesewordsarepronouncedwitharhotic/er/.Thevowelisashorter/e/

soundandthe/r/isclearlypronounced,makingthesewordssoundlike/wer/,/ker/,and/her/.



/ə/vs./ɚ/

British(RP):Wordsendinginer,or,ar,orreareusuallypronouncedwithaschwa.Sowordslike

teacher,doctor,calendar,andcentrearepronouncedas/̍tiː.tʃə/,/̍dɒk.tə/,/̍kæl.ɪn.də/,/̍sen.tə/.

Notethatthefinal‘r’issilent.

American(GAE):Wordsendingin‘r’haveaclear‘r-coloredschwa’attheend(thisisa

combinationoftherelaxedschwasound/ə/and/r/),like/̍tiː.tʃɚ/,/̍dɑːk.tɚ/,/̍kæl.ən.dɚ/,and

/̍sen.tɚ/.

•DifferencesinGrammar

TheUseofCollectiveNouns

ThefactisthatinAmericanEnglish,suchnounsareusuallyusedwithsingularverbs,andin

BritishEnglish,itispossibletousecollectivenounsinbothpluralandsingular,dependingon

whatismeant:agroupofpeopleasawhole,oragroupofindividuals.

Forexample:

Theteam isplayingtoday.–AmericanEnglish

Tom’sfamilyis/arecomingtovisit.–BritishEnglish

DifferencesinFormingthePastTense

Whenitcomestopasttenseverbs,theycanbewrittenintwowaysinBritishEnglish.

Forexample:learned–learnt,burned–burnt,dreamed–dreamt,etc.True,theydon’tsaysmelt

orleapt,onlysmelledandleaped.

InAmericanEnglish,itiscommontousethe–edendingalmostallthetime.Exceptionscanbe

thewordsdream (dreamt)andsmell(smelt),butthe–edendingisoftenusedwiththesewords

aswell(dreamed,smelled).

UseofthePastParticiple

InAmericanEnglish,thepastparticipleofthewordget,forexample,canbeusedintwo

differentways:got/gotten.WhileBritishEnglishallowstheuseofgotten,therulesofgrammar

dictategot.

Forexample:



I’vegottenaheadache.–AmericanEnglish(talkingaboutpasteventsingeneral)

I’vehadaheadache.–BritishEnglish

WhenSpeakingAboutDates

Thereisalsoasmalldifferenceinthisarea,whichwemayhaveneverthoughtabout.

Britishsay:Mybirthdayisthe9thofSeptember.

Americanssay:MybirthdayisSeptember9th.

Inotherwords,Americansusuallydon’tusethearticleinthiscase,whileBritishusetheform

article+of.

SpeakingAboutEventsinthePastTense

Whenspeakingabouteventsinthepast,Britishusethepastperfecttense,whileAmericans

simplifyeverythingandusepastsimple+already/just/yet.

Forexample:

Ijustsawher.vs.Ihavejustseenher.

Healreadyfinisheddoinghishomework.vs.Hehasalreadyfinishedhishomework.

Didsheleaveyet?vs.Hassheleftyet?

UseofthewordGot

InAmericanEnglish(whenspeakinginformally),theverbtogetisusedtoexpress:

Necessity(presentsimple)

Possession

Forexample:

Igottogo.=Igottago.

Igotanewcar.



InBritishEnglish,thewordgotisalsousedtoexpressnecessityorpossession,butonlyinthe

presentperfectverbform.

Forexample:

I’vegottogo.

I’vegotanewcar.

TheFormationofComplex(Compound)NounsinAmericanandBritishEnglish

ThisisthelastthingI’dliketodiscusstoday.

It’sverysimple.InAmerica,peopleusethefollowingconstructiontoform complexnouns:verb

+noun.

Forexample:jumprope,diveboard.

IntheUnitedKingdom,thereisanotherform:gerund(verb+ing)+noun.

Forexample:skippingrope,divingboard.
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