
British vs. American English: What’s the difference?

The English language, spoken by millions worldwide, exhibits notable variations between its
British and American forms. These differences, though subtle, can sometimes lead to
confusion. Understanding these variations can enhance communication and enrich your
appreciation of the language's diversity.

Spelling Differences
One of the most prominent distinctions lies in spelling. Here are a few common examples:

1. -our vs. -or

British English: Colour, honour, neighbour
American English: Color, honor, neighbor

British English retains the 'u' in words like "colour," reflecting its Latin origins. American
English, on the other hand, simplifies these words by omitting the 'u'.

2. -re vs. -er

British English: Centre, metre, theatre
American English: Center, meter, theater

Words ending in -re in British English are often spelled -er in American English, a change
that was made to reflect pronunciation more closely.

3. -ise vs. -ize

British English: Realise, organise, recognise
American English: Realize, organize, recognize

While both forms are acceptable in British English, the -ise ending is more commonly used.
American English consistently uses the -ize ending, following the Greek rather than the Latin
convention.

4. -ogue vs. -og

British English: Catalogue, dialogue, monologue
American English: Catalog, dialog, monolog

American English tends to simplify the endings of words, dropping the 'ue' from words like
"catalogue".
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Vocabulary Differences
Apart from spelling, certain words differ entirely between British and American English:

1. Biscuit vs. Cookie

In British English, a "biscuit" refers to what Americans would call a "cookie". Conversely, in
American English, a "biscuit" is a type of bread roll.

2. Boot vs. Trunk

The "boot" of a car in British English is known as the "trunk" in American English.

3. Lift vs. Elevator

British English uses "lift" for the device that moves people between floors of a building, while
American English uses "elevator".

4. Flat vs. Apartment

In British English, a "flat" is a place where people live, which Americans refer to as an
"apartment".

Pronunciation Variations

Pronunciation also varies, often subtly but sometimes significantly. For instance, the 'r' at the
end of words is typically pronounced in American English but is often silent in British English.
Additionally, vowel sounds can differ, such as the 'a' in "bath" which is pronounced as a short
'a' (as in cat) in American English and a long 'a' (as in father) in British English.

Grammar and Usage

Grammar and usage differences, though less frequent, are also present. For example:

Collective Nouns

In British English, collective nouns (like "team" or "government") can take a singular or plural
verb form depending on whether the group is seen as a single entity or individuals. For
instance, "The team are winning." American English, however, generally uses singular verbs
for collective nouns, as in "The team is winning."
Past Simple vs. Present Perfect
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British English often uses the present perfect tense to describe an action that has relevance
to the present moment, such as "I have just eaten." American English may use the past
simple tense more frequently in similar contexts: "I just ate."

The differences between British and American English add richness and variety to the
language. While these distinctions can sometimes be confusing, they are also a testament to
the language's evolution and adaptability. Whether you’re writing a “colourful” story in British
English or describing the “honor” of an event in American English, embracing these
differences will enhance your understanding and appreciation of English in its many forms.

Now it’s time to test what you’ve learned. Take a look at the exercises below:

Match the British English words (1-8) to their American equivalents (A-H):

1. Toilet
2. Football
3. Trainers
4. Lollipop
5. Biscuit
6. Car park
7. Boot
8. Lift

A. Sneakers
B. Elevator
C. Parking lot
D. Trunk
E. Popsicle
F. Restroom
G. Cookie
H. Soccer

Spellcheck: Is the word spelt in British or American English?

1. Color
2. Center
3. Honour
4. Realize
5. Catalogue
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6. Metre
7. Recognise
8. Theater
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Answer Key:
Exercise 1:

1. F
2. H
3. A
4. E
5. G
6. C
7. D
8. B

Exercise 2:
1. American
2. American
3. British
4. American
5. British
6. British
7. British
8. American
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