
SPELLING	-	BRITISH ENGLISH (BrE) AND AMERICAN ENGLISH (AmE) 
 

“There iz no alternativ. Every possible reezon that could ever be offered for altering the spelling of wurds, 
stil exists in full force; and if a gradual reform should not be made in our language, it wil proov that we are 
less under the influence of reezon than our ancestors.” 
- Noah Webster 
 

“The United States and United Kingdom are two countries divided by a common language”. 
- George Bernard Shaw 

 

“We have really everything in common with America nowadays, except, of course, the language”. 
- Oscar Wilde 
 

 

History 
The British introduced the English language to the Americas when they reached these lands by sea 
beginning in the late 16th century. At that time, spelling had not yet been standardised. It took the writing 
of the first dictionaries to set in stone how these words appeared. In the UK, the dictionary was compiled 
by London-based scholars. Robert Cawdrey’s Table Alphabeticall, published in 1604, was the first single-
language English dictionary ever published and Johnson’s Dictionary, published in 1755 is among the most 
influential dictionaries in the history of the English language. 
 

Meanwhile, in the United States, the lexicographer was a man named Noah Webster (www.merriam-
webster.com). Allegedly, he changed how the words were spelled to make the American version different 
from the British as a way of showing cultural independence from its mother country. 
 

In terms of speech, the differences between American and British English actually took place after the 
first settlers arrived in America. These groups of people spoke using what was called rhotic speech, where 
the ‘r’ sounds of words are pronounced. Meanwhile, the higher classes in the UK wanted to distinguish 
the way they spoke from the common masses by softening their pronunciation of the ‘r’ sounds. Since 
the elite even back then were considered the standard for being fashionable (indeed today we speak of 
the “Queen’s, or the King’s, English), other people began to copy their speech, until it eventually became 
the common way of speaking, especially in the south of England. 
 

While the British and the Americans understand each other the vast majority of the time - and some claim 

there is no significant difference or that there are greater differences within the United Kingdom itself - 
there are still many important differences between UK and US English, which can lead to confusion or 
humorous misunderstandings. 
 

Spelling 
 

On paper, the most obvious difference between British and American English is the spelling (just as when 
speaking, the most obvious difference is pronunciation). 
 

The spelling differences first arose because at the time of the British colonisation of North America, English 
spelling wasn’t yet fixed. Standardised spelling of English came about in the 18th century, after the 
American Colonies had already declared independence. 
 

Further spelling differences came when Webster’s Dictionary attempted to simplify English spellings in 
America. Many of his suggestions (e.g. “plow” instead of “plough”) took hold and became standard 
American spelling. Other suggestions like “tung” for “tongue” did not. 
 

Let’s have a look at the main spelling differences that exist between British and American English. 
 

 

1) -ae- v. -e- 
 

Many words derived from Ancient Greek or Latin have maintained the -ae- in British English but only -e- 
in US English. Most of these words are scientific, medical, or technical words. 



 

British English American English 
aeon eon 
aesthetic esthetic 
paediatrician pediatrician 
anaemia anemia 
amoeba ameba 
archaeology archeology 
anaesthesia anesthesia 
mediaeval medieval 
encyclopaedia encycolpedia 

 

We find similar spelling changes in words with -oe- such as “coeliac” (BrE) and “celiac” (AmE) or 
“oenology” (BrE) versus “enology” (AmE). Other examples are “manoeuvre” (BrE)/“maneuver” (AmE) 
and “diarrhoea” (BrE)/“diarrhea” (AmE). 
 

2)  Doubled consonants 
 

Sometimes British spelling requires a doubled consonant, for example in the past participle of certain 
verbs, where American spelling omits it. In other places, it is US English that has the doubled consonant; 
in certain verbal infinitives, or to preserve the root word of certain adjectives. 
 

British English American English 
appal appall 
counsellor counselor 
dishevelled disheveled 
distil distill 
enrol enroll 
fulfil fulfill 
instalment installment 
instil instill 
skilful skillful 

 

British English consonant doubling is used for all inflections (-ed, -ing, -er, -est) and for the noun suffixes 
-er and -or. In American English this is almost never the case. If we look for example at the verb “to 
travel”, in British English we have the participles “travelled” and “travelling” and the derived noun 
“traveller”. In American English we have “traveled”, “traveling” and “traveler”. 
 

3)  -ence v. -ense 
 

Many nouns that end in -ence in British English end in -ense in the US. British English only uses -ense for 
the corresponding verb; for example, you can license someone to do something, after which they hold a 
licence to do it. 
 

British English American English 
defence defense 
licence license 
offence offense 
pretence pretense 

 

4)  Final -e 
 

On both sides of the Atlantic, English is famous for the “silent” -e at the end of many words. Where both 
American and British English have this, in words such as name, make, or have, it comes from an Old 
English inflection. But many final -e spellings come from French loanwords, where often the consonant 
before the final -e is doubled. American English tends to omit these in accordance with Noah Webster’s 
spelling reforms. 
 



British English American English 
annexe annex 
glycerine glycerin 
gramme gram 

programme program 

tonne ton 
 

The words “axe” (BrE) and “ax” (AmE) follow this pattern, though the word comes from Germanic (not 
French) roots. The word “judgement” (BrE) and “judgment” (AmE) can also be taken as an example of 
this if we discard the suffix -ment. 
 

5)  -our v. -or 
 

This is one of the more famous spelling differences between British and American English, and comes 
from French influence. Nearly all of these words originally come from Latin, and had the plain -or ending 
before being adopted by French and then British English. 
 

British English American English 
armour armor 
behaviour behavior 
clamour clamor 
colour color 
endeavour endeavor 
favour favor 
flavour flavor 
harbour harbor 
honour honor 
humour humor 
labour labor 
neighbour neighbor 
odour odor 
rumour rumor 
saviour savior 
splendour  splendor 
tumour  tumor 
valour  valor 
vigour vigor 

 

6)  -re v. -er 
 

Like -our, the -re spelling in British English originally comes from French. In the United States it was 
replaced with -er to better reflect American pronunciation. 
British English American English 
calibre  caliber 
centre center 
fibre  fiber 
litre  liter 
lustre luster 
meagre meager 
metre meter 
sabre saber 
sceptre scepter 
sepulchre sepulcher 
sombre somber 
theatre theater 

 

 



7) -ize v. -ise and -yse v. -yze 
 

One of the most famous spelling differences isn’t really a difference at all. It’s a common misconception 
that in the US you must use spellings like “civilize” (which is true) but with British English you must only 
use spellings like “civilise” (which is not entirely true). In fact, both the -ize and -ise spellings are valid in 
the UK. Many British people use -ise spellings exclusively, but this is a convention, not a rule. However, 
you cannot use -ise spellings in the US. 
 

By contrast, the -yze ending in words like “analyze” and “paralyze” is only acceptable in American English. 
In the UK you must use “analyse” and “paralyse”. 
 

8)  Other Simplifications 
 

Many American spellings do owe their existence to Noah Webster’s spelling reforms, which sought to 
simplify spelling and bring it closer to common American pronunciation. 
 

British English American English 
aeroplane airplane 
aluminium aluminum 

artefact artifact 
cheque (banking) check 
chequerboard checkerboard 
chequered checkered 
cosy cozy 
dependant (noun) dependent 
doughnut donut 
draught draft 
grey gray 
jewellery jewelry 
kerb curb 
liquorice licorice 
orientated oriented 
mollusc mollusk 
mould mold 
plough plow 

pyjamas pajamas 
sceptical skeptical 
sulphur sulfur 

 

Of course, thanks to the impact of globalised media and the internet, the lines are becoming increasingly 
blurred for many. In fact, you could argue that both varieties of English are being overtaken by “textspeak” 
which has no boundaries… 

 

 

 

 


