
US English 
beats its bum rap: 

the decline of British English 
as the language standard 



Yle News
• The Finnish Broadcasting Company Yle has been providing 

news in English about Finland since 1999

• Nine employees, only two full-time, from all over the globe: 
preferably they are a native speaker of English 

• News writing is a breed of its own. The main objective is to 
relay Who, What, When, Where and Why in a manner that is 
easy to understand and engaging

• We try to maintain a house style, and we attempt to use the 
UK English standard, but…



















Brexit



American English 
rules, man!

• The Guardian: Commercial, political and military might and 
the impact of Hollywood, CNN and McDonald’s

• Sheer numbers – The US represents 319 million people and 8 
million expats, the UK has a population of 64 million and a 
British diaspora of 5 million

• US English is the lingua franca of most multinational companies 
and international business negotiations - and money talks

• The top academic communities also are concentrated in the 
US.



Author Henry Hitchings
in Salon (2011) 

• The “English-ness” of English is being diluted. So, more surprisingly, is its 
American flavour. English’s centre of gravity is moving; in fact, in the 
twenty-first century the language has many centres. As this 
continues, native English-speakers may find themselves at a 
disadvantage. Native speakers freight their use of the language with 
all manner of cultural baggage.

• The trouble is, often I and many others like me do not exercise much 
care at all. To non-native speakers, quirks and elaborations of this 
kind are confusing. Non-native speakers of English often comment 
that they find conversing with one another easier than sharing talk 
with native speakers. 

• There is a chance that a command of English will within twenty or 
thirty years be regarded as a basic skill for business, and native 
speakers of the language will no longer enjoy any competitive 
advantage.



Austin Powers English English



Bill Bryson



The Mother Tongue (1990)
• 330 million people speak English as a first language, more 

English students in China now than people in the US

• Brief history of language and English development

• Funny anecdotes and quirks

• Cautionary tales of past efforts to regulate and standardize 
English

• Great chapters on swearing and wordplay



Elizabethan English words in 

US English that fell out of use in the UK
• Mad for angry
• Fall for autumn
• Progress as a verb
• Gotten for got
• Platter for a large dish
• Assignment as a job or task
• Deck of cards instead of pack
• Slim, in the sense of small (slim chance)
• Mean, in the sense of unpleasant
• Trash for rubbish 
• Hog as pig
• Mayhem, magnetic, chore, skillet, ragamuffin, homespun and the 

expression ”I guess”
• Even maybe, quit in the sense of resign, leaf through, frame-up

Bryson, The Mother Tongue, pages 170-171



US words adapted in UK
commuter, bedrock, snag, striptease, cold spell, gimmick, 
baby-sitter, lengthy, sag, soggy, teenager, telephone, 
typewriter, radio, to butt in, to sidetrack, hangover, to 
make good (be successful), fudge, publicity, joyride, 
blizzard, stunt, law-abiding, department store, notify, 
advocate ( as a verb), currency (for money), to park, to 
rattle (unnerve), hindsight, beeline, raincoat, scrawny, take 
a backseat, cloudburst, graveyard, know-how, to register 
(in a hotel), to shut down, to fill the bill, to hold down 
(keep), to hold up (rob), to stay put, stiff upper lip...

Byrson, The Mother Tongue, page 171  



UK words adapted in the US 
since the colonial exodus

smog, weekend, gadget, miniskirt, radar, brain drain 
and gay, in the sense of homosexual

Bryson, The Mother Tongue, page 172



…there is no denying that the great bulk of words 
introduced into the English language over the last two 
centuries has travelled from west to east. And 
precious little thanks we get. 

Almost from the beginning of the colonial experience, 
it has been a common assumption in Britain that a 
word or turn of phrase is inferior simply by dint
of its being American‐bred.”

Bill Bryson, The Mother Tongue, page 172



In the UK, the use of Americanisms is 
seen as a sign that culture is going to 
hell.

But Americans think all British people 
are posh, so ‐ aside from things that are 
fairly pretentious ‐ no‐one would mind. 

Cordelia Hebblethwaite BBC News, in Washington DC, 27 September 2012



Bill Maher ‐ Brit for Brains



Made in America (1994)
• Solving the mystery of why American English developed in the 

way it did

• History of the country mirrored in the language

• Manifest destiny, economic growth, WWII, baby boom, space 
programme, Vietnam, hippies, computer revolution, melting 
pot

• Advertising and movies change everything

• Entire chapter on political correctness (coined in 1975 by 
Karen DeCrow, the president of NOW)



Being PC 

• Inclusive Language is communication that 
does not stereotype or demean people 
based on personal characteristics including 
gender, gender expression, race, ethnicity, 
economic background, ability/disability 
status, religion, sexual orientation, etc. 

• http://www.upworthy.com/what-political-correctness-does-and-
doesnt-mean?g=2



Examples of 
PC language development
• chairperson, chair, moderator or discussion leader for chairman
• Southeast Asia for Far East
• supervisor for foreman, police officer for policeman, flight attendant for stewardess, 

homemaker for housewife, postal worker/mail carrier for mailman
• sexual orientation or sexual identity for sexual preference
• Native Americans or indigenous people or First Nation people (Canada) for Indians
• undocumented* immigrant, asylum seeker or refugee for illegal alien (when we call a 

person illegal, we imply that they are an object. *Although preferable to illegal , this term 
lacks recognition of the person’s humanity first.)

• U.S. citizen or Resident of the U.S. for American (Finnish resident for Finn)
• person “living with” a specific disability, as opposed to “afflicted with", “stricken with”, 

“suffers from”, “victim of”, and “confined to” are terms that are based on the assumption 
that a person with a disability is suffering or living a reduced quality of life. 

• wheelchair user or physically disabled for handicapped or invalid
• learning disabled or person with a learning or cognitive disability for mentally 

challenged*, mentally retarded, slow, brain-damaged, special education student
• Bipolar, autistic, sociopath, schizo, OCD and ADD are words that should not be thrown 

around in conversation, they are real psychiatric disabilities, not metaphors

Disclaimer: The views expressed in this guide are NOT the policy of the University of New 
Hampshire. UNH supports free speech on all of our campuses. 



https://www.theguardian.com/us‐
news/2016/nov/30/political‐correctness‐
how‐the‐right‐invented‐phantom‐enemy‐
donald‐trump



Reasons why US English 
is taking over

• Commercial dominance
• Language of preference in top businesses
• Lion’s share of academic research
• The expanding influence of Hollywood
• Brexit
• English as a lingua franca is closer to US English
• Social media English is closer to US English
• Politically correct language 
• UK English adapts US words, visa-versa not true
• And..


