
Speaking & writing



British English vs American English

A question from Brittney in the United States of America: 

I am an American college student who is contemplating applying for work in the 
United Kingdom after I graduate, and I was wondering how big the language barrier 
would be in my prospective move from America to the United Kingdom. 

I know there are similarities, but I also know that there are many more differences. 
Any tips would be appreciated!

Alex Gooch answers: 

Hi Brittney. You're right, there are many well-known differences between British and 
American English, but these differences won't cause you any serious problems if you 
come and work in Britain. 

First, there are a few noticeable GRAMMAR differences between British and American 
English: I'll talk about the two most important ones. 

First of all, when Americans make sentences using 'just', 'already' or 'yet', they 
normally use the past simple tense, while in Britain, we use the present perfect. 

So an American, for example, might say: 

"I already had lunch." 
"She didn't arrive yet." 

And a British person would say: 

"I've already had lunch." - That's "I have already had lunch." 
Or... "She hasn't arrived yet." 

Also, in Britain we often use 'have got' or 'has got' when we talk about possession, 
while Americans generally just use 'have' or 'has'. 

So, for example, in American English we might say: 
"I have a new car." 

In British English it's more normal to say: 
"I've got a new car." 

The meaning's the same, there's just a small grammatical difference that you might 
notice. 

There are these and a few other very small differences, but to be honest, these 
differences almost never make it difficult for us to understand each other. 



On the other hand, the differences in VOCABULARY between American English and 
British English are stronger than the grammatical differences, but again, these very 
rarely cause serious problems. 

A lot of the words which are different are informal or slang words... 

For example, I think many Americans would be unfamiliar with the British slang word 
'naff', which means 'un-cool' or 'poor-quality'. 

On the other hand, a Brit (a British person) might be very confused by a sentence 
like: 

"The café is kitty-corner to the pharmacy." 

This means that the café is diagonally opposite to the pharmacy, but we don't have 
the word 'kitty-corner' in British English. 

Another example would be telling the time... 

If we want to describe 2:45 in Britain, we might say: 
"Quarter to three", or 3:15 would be "Quarter past three". 

On the other hand, in America, these might be: 
"Quarter of three" for 2:45, or "Quarter after three" for 3:15. 

It's another small difference, but it's one that's not going to cause serious problems - 
it's quite easy to get used to. 

There are also some differences in SPELLING which I should mention. 

One example of this is the verb 'to practise': 
In British English, this is spelt with an 'S', so that's 
P-R-A-C-T-I-S-E. 
In American English, it's spelt with two 'C's, so in American English it's 
P-R-A-C-T-I-C-E. 

And there are lots of other examples of slight difference of spelling, but about 99% 
of the time, British and American people can understand each other without any 
trouble at all. In Britain we watch lots of American films and TV programs, and we 
listen to lots of American music, so American English is generally very familiar to us. 

This is probably not quite so true for an American coming to Britain. Americans, I 
think, don't watch quite so much British TV or British movies. 

I should also point out that regional English can be an important thing to think 
about. Not everyone in Britain talks like James Bond. There are some regional 
accents in Britain which you don't hear so often in the movies, and these might be a 
bit more difficult to get used to. 

However, I'd like to finish by saying that many, many Americans live and work in 



Britain, and they don't have any serious language problems at all. So, Brittney, my 
advice to you is: don't worry about the language, you'll be fine!

A question from Diana from the USA:

Can we not... / Can we not go there?

Hi, I would like to know the correct usage of the phrase 'Can we not...'. If I say 
'Can we not go there?', that could have two meanings... one would be of disgust, 
the other of eagerness. Are both correct ways to use the words? If not, which is the 
right way? 

Alex Gooch answers: 

Hello Diana. You're right, the question 'Can we not go there?' can have two 
completely different meanings. 

Firstly, it can express eagerness. When we use the question: 'Can we not (do 
something)?' we want to do this thing, but we think it might be impossible or not 
allowed. 

Here's an example: Let's imagine a couple in a travel agency, looking at the 
brochures and trying to decide about a holiday. Let's call them 'Mary' and 'David'. 

In this first example, Mary says: 
"Can we go abroad this year?" 

In this case, she thinks it's probably okay to go abroad, so she uses the simple form 
of the question, without 'not'; just "Can we go abroad this year?" 

On the other hand, there might be a conversation like this: 

David might say, 
"We haven't got much money. Let's take a holiday in Britain this year." 
And Mary might answer: 
"Well, we've been on holiday in Britain for the last five years. Can we not go 
abroad this year?" 

Here, Mary wants to go abroad, but she thinks this might be impossible or not 
allowed because of David's comments. So in this situation, we use the question 'Can 
we not (do something)?' 

When we say 'Can we not (do something)?' to express eagerness, we can also 
say: 
'Can't we' - 'Can't we (do something)?' 

In fact, 'Can't we (do something)?' is the more common way of expressing this. 



So, Mary might say: 
"Can't we go abroad this year?" 

On the other hand, 'Can we not (do something)?' can also express disgust or not 
wanting to do this thing. 

Let's think about another example: Mary and David, again, are in the travel agents' 
looking at brochures... 

David says: 
"I'd like to go to Iceland." 
Mary replies: 
"Iceland sounds very cold. I don't like cold places. Can we not go there?" 

Here, Mary doesn't want to go Iceland, because she doesn't like cold places. We 
sometimes use 'Can we not (do something)?' to express the fact that we really 
don't like this thing, and we don't want to do it. 

This use of 'Can we not (do something)?' is very informal - and it's more common 
in America, but British people have started to use it too. In this type of situation we 
never use the contraction 'can't', as in 'Can't we (do something)?'. It's always 
"Can we not..." - "Can we not (do something)?" 

So, when someone uses a question like this, how do we know what they mean? 
Actually, the sentences all look the same when they're written down, but they're 
normally used in spoken English, and when we say them, the stress changes 
according to the meaning. 

When we want to express eagerness, we stress the word 'can' and the main verb. 
"Can we not go abroad this year?" 

On the other hand, when we want to express disgust, or the desire not to do this 
thing, we put strong stress on not. 
"Can we not go there?" 

Incidentally, Diana, the particular example that you chose: 'Can we not go there?' 
has come to have a special meaning in English recently... 
If we say: 
"Can we not go there?" 
That can mean: "I don't want to talk about it: let's not talk about this."

Contractions: 'aren't', 'haven't', 'isn't'

Julia Melnikova from Russia asks:

My question is not very serious, but I'd like to know what the contraction ain't 
means. I met it in the song of Chris de Burgh, 'Moonlight and roses'. 'Tonight there's 
a band, it ain't such a bad one / Play me a song, don't make it a sad one.' 

I think it means 'not'. Am I right?



You are right, Julia. 'It ain't' here could be re-written in standard English as 'it isn't' 
or 'it's not'. 

'Ain't' is non-standard English, but is quite common in dialects and in colloquial forms 
of British and American English. So it is important to be able to recognise it, but not 
so important to be able to produce it in speech or writing. It is used as the 
contracted form of a number of different aspects of the verbs and auxiliary verbs 'to 
be' and 'to have', so it is quite useful, as you can see. It is the contracted form of: 

'am not', 'are not', 'is not', 'have not' and 'has not'

It is often used with a second negative in the same clause, producing a double 
negative, which is ungrammatical, but quite normal in this variety of English: 

• 'You ain't goin' nowhere. You're stayin' right here.' 
• 'I ain't done it yet. No. I ain't 'ad a minute to meself.' (= myself). 
• 'I ain't Superman.' 
• 'It ain't right for Joan to tell Jane what to do.' 
• 'He still ain't returned that bike. How long's he 'ad it for now?' 
• 'You ain't finished your supper, Simon. Ain't you 'ungry, or what?' 
• 'It ain't arf 'ot in 'ere.' 

The standard negative contractions of these two verbs, which you should be using, 
particularly in speech and in informal writing, are as follows. There are quite a few of 
them, as you can see. Note that he's not is the standard contracted form for both 
'he has not' and 'he is not'. Note also that 'am not' is normally contracted to 'aren't' 
only in questions.

Full form Contraction Example 
I am not I'm not I'm not going out this evening. I'm staying in.
Am I not? Aren't I? I'm too old for this sort of thing, aren't I? 

We are not We're not We're not very happy with plans for 
tomorrow.

We are not We aren't We aren't going to Tom's party after all. 
You are not You aren't But you're going, aren't you? 

You are not You're not You're not yet 16. So you're not going 
clubbing. 

They are not They aren't Those tomatoes - they aren't very red, are 
they? 

They are not They're not They've just phoned to say they're not coming 
to dinner tonight. 

He/she is not He/she isn't He/she isn't quite ready to take this exam.
He/she is not He's/she's not He's/she's not very clever, is he/she? 
It is not It's not It's not very warm today, is it? 
It is not It isn't It isn't going to rain, is it? 
It has not It hasn't It hasn't rained for a long time. 
It has not It's not It's not been long since I saw you. 

He/she has not He's/she's not He's/she's not been to work today as 
he's/she's got a cold. 

I have not I haven't I haven't seen you for ages. How are you? 



I have not I've not 
I've not read that newspaper yet, so don't 
throw it away. 

You have not You've not 
You've not finished your supper, Simon. 
Aren't you hungry tonight. 

You have not You haven't 
I can see you've played this game before, 
haven't you? 

They have not They've not 
They've not been to see Brenda's mother at 
all since she's been in hospital. 

They have not They haven't 
They've already left, haven't they? The car's 
not in the drive. 

Discourse markers
Please help me out. The expression mind you has been confusing me for some time 
in many ways. Please help me to understand this expression.

Discourse markers or linking words like mind you indicate how one piece of 
discourse is connected to another piece of discourse. They show the connection 
between what has already been written or said and what is going to be written or 
said. Some are very informal and characteristic of spoken language. Others are quite 
formal and characteristic of written language. There are many of them. The following 
represent a tiny fraction of the total. 
 
mind you / still 
 
Mind you is an example of an informal linking device used in spoken English to point 
out that what you are going to say as an afterthought contradicts what has already 
been said. Still can be used in a similar way: 
 
Miners in this country work for long hours in very difficult conditions and mostly in 
the dark. Mind you, they’re well paid for the work they do. 
 
The divorce was very acrimonious and she didn’t get half of what she was expecting. 
Still, she’s been left with a comfortable house to bring the children up in. 
 
by the way / incidentally 
 
By the way and incidentally can also be used to introduce afterthoughts but they 
do not contradict what has already been said like mind you or still. But they do 
indicate a change in direction of the conversation. Both are used in informal and 
semi-formal spoken English. Incidentally is slightly more formal than by the way: 
 
I’m meeting Tom at five o’ clock to discuss the end-of-year balances and then I’m 
playing tennis with Greg. Oh, by the way, I shan’t want anything to eat when I get 
home. 
 
She should do well. She’s highly intelligent, she has worked hard and done a lot of 
revision. Incidentally, her name is misspelt on the examination entry form. 
 
however / nevertheless 



 
Like mind you and still, however and nevertheless are used to introduce a 
contrast with what has been said before. However, they are much more 
characteristic of written English: 
 
As expected, Britain has again come last in the European athletics championships. 
However, we did register one small success by coming third and winning the bronze 
in the hop, skip and jump. 
 
He is unlikely ever to get into the first team and I know he is keen to return to his 
native country at the earliest opportunity. Nevertheless, he will be expected to fulfil 
his contract and remain with us until the end of the summer. 
 
Note from these examples that in an informal medium, mind you and still could 
replace however and nevertheless. 
 
you know / like / let's see 
 
You know, like and let’s see are all examples of a special kind of discourse marker 
used in conversation and they are known as fillers. They are employed to give the 
speaker a second to think about what he wants to say. 
 
Like is very heavily used as a filler at the moment, especially by young adults and 
teenagers. For many young people it has become a speech habit. Here are some 
examples of use: 
 
That strong wind that caused all the damage to the beach huts. That was back in – 
like / let’s see – October? 
 
I don’t ever throw my rubbish away in the street. I – like / you know – care about 
the environment and stuff. 
 
She didn’t get the joke! I’m – like – laughing my head off, but she couldn’t see what 
was funny about it. 
 
He phoned me to say it was all over. I said – like – you can’t do that to me. 
 
You’re from Tunbridge Wells. That’s – like / let’s see – south of London? 
 
He was rapping away like Eminem. And I’m – like – wow!

A question from Roberto in Brazil:
I'd like to know about fluency. What can I do to feel better when I'm talking to 
other people? Do we have some way to learn it faster? Please help me!

Susan Fearn answers: 

So, Roberto wants to know how to become more fluent in English, and this is 
something he wants to be able to do 'fast'. I know you're writing this from Brazil 
Roberto, but you don't say whether or not you get to meet English speakers much. If 
you do, the first rule of becoming more fluent is to listen, not just to native speakers 



of English but also to very good users of English as a second language - the kind of 
speaker that I guess you'd like to become. If you don't get to meet many speakers of 
English, then listen to radio, TV or films in English. Listen to the BBC! 

The next step is to notice what it is that speakers of English do, which makes them 
sound fluent. The first trick is to probably have confidence; a good user of a 
language isn't afraid to speak. Some people are afraid to speak a foreign language 
because they think they might make mistakes. Don't worry about that. Your listeners 
will usually try hard to understand you - a few grammar errors aren't going to worry 
them. 

What you do need to worry about, though, is pronunciation, and in particular, 
stress. By 'stress', I mean that some parts of a word or sentence are stronger and 
louder than others. For example, if I say: 

Roberto's from Brazil 
the stressed or strong parts are bert and zil. 

Roberto's from Brazil 

Stress differs from language to language and it's likely that you transfer some of 
your Portuguese patterns when you speak English - and this could make you sound 
less fluent. 

When you learn a new word or expression, learn it with its stress. There are some 
rules for word stress in English but they're very complicated with a lot of exceptions! 
The easiest thing to do is to learn the stress with the word. Notice how a native 
speaker says it or look in a dictionary. 

Here's a little test: Can you spot the stress in these words? 

English 
BBC 
university 

Again: 

English 
BBC 
university 

And did you get that? It's English with the stress on Eng, BBC with the stress on the 
first 'B', and university with the stress on ver. 

In a whole sentence or utterance, the stress is usually on the words which carry the 
most meaning. That's often the nouns, the main verbs, the adjectives and adverbs. 

Listen to this sentence and see if you can spot the stress: 

Roberto has been learning English for ten years. 
And again: 
Roberto has been learning English for ten years. 



And the stress is on bert, learn, Eng, ten years. 

Roberto has been learning English for ten years. 

And if you start listening, for example, to BBC interviews and think of this, you'll 
begin to notice the stress and the rhythm of English. 

So, how far have we got? 
Confidence, not worrying too much, pronunciation, stress? What else? 

Well, another good thing that speakers of English do is to have a few tricks up their 
sleeves for when they need to give themselves thinking time because they're 
searching for what to say next. And they use 'filler sounds' like er, um and so on. 

Another thing that English speakers do is make words longer: 
well... 
so... 

And there are a range of other expressions they use too, special expressions like 
So what I'm saying is? 
Do you see what I mean? 
You know? 
So, listen and notice what some of these expressions are that people use to win 
extra time. 

Another thing that it's useful to know how to do is how to bring other speakers into 
your conversation so that you keep them interested - and this often done by asking 
questions. 
What do you think? 
What do you reckon? 
How do you feel about this? 
and so on... 

So, to become a fluent speaker, you'll need to put into practice all these kind of 
things. And there's the key: practise, practise, practise. 

*If you do have English-speaking friends, meet up with them as much as possible. 
*Try and put yourself in a position where you're the only one who doesn't have first 
language or very fluent English. 
*Find a language exchange partner - someone who wants to practise your language 
in return. One of my students was a speaker of Chinese who was learning English; 
he found an English person who was learning Chinese and they did half an hour of 
each language. 

If you can't do any of that, you'll have to agree with another learner of English that 
you're going to have - say - an hour a day speaking just English. And if that's not 
possible, use English with yourself, inside your head. Think in English. It does work! 
It's what I do with French. I've got no one in my house who speaks French, and so to 
practise, I talk to the cat - in French. Bonjour chat! My daughter thinks it's very, very 
funny!



gonna, gotta, wanna and dunno

Daniel Haieck from San Luis in Argentina writes: 

I would like to know please under what circumstances we should use wanna and 
gonna, and what exactly they mean. Thank you.

wanna / gonna

Wanna and gonna are frequently used in speech in informal colloquial English, 
particularly American English, instead of want to and going to. You will also see 
them used in writing in quotes of direct speech to show the conversational 
pronunciation of want to and going to.

Gonna to express the going to form of the future is used with first second and third 
person singular and plural. Note that in the interrogative, are is omitted in second 
person singular and first and second person plural

• What we gonna do now? (= What are we going to do now?) 
• Don't know about you two. I'm gonna put my feet up and take a break. 
• We're gonna carry on and try and get there before dark. 

• What's he gonna wear on his wedding day? 
~ I dunno. But he's gonna look real smart. 

Wanna can be used with all persons singular and plural, except third person 
singular. This is because wanna scans with I want to, you want to, we want to, 
they want to, but not with he/she wants to where the final s is too intrusive:

• What you wanna do now? (Instead of: What do you want to do now?) 
• I wanna go home. My mum and dad are waiting for me and they wanna go 

out. 

• You'll never give up gambling. I'm sure of that. ~ You wanna bet?
(which means: Do you want to place a bet on that?) 

a wannabee

This term derives originally from the US, but is now used extensively in British 
English. A wannabee (literally a want-to-be) is someone who is trying to copy 
somebody else. Usually the person they are trying to copy is somebody famous.

• Scores of Britney Spears wannabees raided the shops where she had bought 
her latest outfit.

gotta

Gotta is used in a similar way to gonna and wanna, in this case to show the 
conversational pronunciation of have got to, or as informal alternatives to have to 
or must. It is not so much used in the interrogative:



• Don't go out there tonight. It's really dangerous. 
• ~ A man's gotta do what a man's gotta do 

• I gotta / I've gotta phone home right now. My mum'll be worried. 
• You gotta / You've gotta get changed right away. The match starts in five 

minutes. 

dunno

Dunno, meaning I don't know is characteristic of very informal speech in British 
English. Note that the word stress in this expression is on the second syllable, 
whereas with gonna, gotta and wanna it is on the first syllable.

• Are you going to college when you leave school? ~ Dunno! 
• Will you quit your job if they re-locate to Manchester? 

~ I dunno. 

When to use these expressions

You don't ever need to use these forms actively yourself, Daniel, as a language 
learner. They may sound too informal if you do, although if other native speakers of 
English around you are using them, there is probably no reason why you shouldn't 
use them too, as you 'grow into them.' It is, of course, important to recognise and 
understand them.

Gotta, wanna and gonna in the history of popular music

Gotta, wanna and gonna have been used regularly in the titles and lyrics or 
popular songs since the 1950s or even earlier. 

Greetings and farewells

What is the difference between these two sentences: ‘How are you?’ and ‘How do 
you do?’

Formal greetings 

How do you do? is very formal and is not used very much, especially by younger 
people, these days. It may be used on first meeting and accompanied by a formal 
handshake when both partners issue the same greeting. The reply to How do you 
do? is How do you do? Then it would be a matter of getting straight down to the 
business in hand, e.g. ‘I see that your company has been performing very well in 
South East Asia...' 

The more usual exchange between two people meeting with a handshake on a fairly 
formal basis for the first time would be: Pleased to meet you. Or: Nice to meet 
you.



Informal greetings 

The most common way of greeting someone both at an informal level and more 
formally would be: Hello! How are you? to which the standard reply is: Very well, 
thank you. or: Fine, thank you. (Note that the question is not usually meant or 
interpreted as a searching enquiry after the person’s health.) After we have given 
this reply, we often repeat: (And) how are you? or: (And) what about you? The 
response is still the same: Fine, thanks. 

At the most informal level, among friends and particularly among young people, the 
most common greeting would probably be: Hi! to which the response is: Hi! This 
might then be followed by one of the following: How are things?, How’s things?, 
How’s it going?, (Are) you OK? to which the answer is probably: Yeah, fine! or 
with typical British understatement: Yeah, not so bad!

Formal farewells 

At a formal level, and again accompanied by a handshake, the most common 
farewell would probably be: (It was) nice to meet you or Nice to have met you. 
If a follow-up meeting has been arranged, this might be accompanied by: I’ll see 
you in three weeks. Bye, now. 

Informal farewells 

At a more informal level too, on first meeting, it would be quite normal to say: Nice 
to have met you. Bye/Goodbye. 

Among friends, farewell might be taken (by a combination of) some of the following: 

• 'Bye.' 
• 'Bye-bye.' 
• 'See you.' 
• 'See you later./tomorrow./on Saturday./etc' 
• 'Take care. 

Group discussions

I will have to face interview and group discussions in order to get recruited 



into a company, can you please tell me how to speak effectively in a group 
discussion.

Hi Mayur, 
Thanks for your question! Lots of people feel nervous about participating in 
group discussions, but there are a few simple techniques that can make you 
an effective participant. 

Here are my top tips for participating in a group discussion: 

1. Prepare 
If you know what the topic of the discussion will be, there is a lot you can do 
to prepare in advance. You can read round the topic to make sure you are 
aware of the main issues and arguments, and spend some time deciding 
what your own position is. If you can find any English-language audio or TV 
materials about the topic, make sure you watch it! You can also do some 
vocabulary research around the topic so that you can talk about it 
confidently. Make a list of the nouns, verbs and adjectives that you think will 
be useful and practise their pronunciation. A lot of online dictionaries 
have pronunciation help. 

2. Listen 
An effective discussion is one in which people listen to each other. Listening 
is a very important discussion skill: make sure you listen and respond to 
what other people have to say. A good discussion is one in which people 
share and talk about different opinions and viewpoints. It's not a 
competition! 

3. Don't dominate 
Many people make the mistake of thinking that in order to be effective in a 
discussion, they have to speak a lot. In fact, this isn't the case. In 
discussions, quality is more important than quantity: in other words, what 
you say is often much more important than how much you say. If you give 
other people a chance to say what they think, and then respond with a polite, 
intelligent comment which you are able to back up, you will gain the respect 
of your colleagues. 

4. Back up your points 
If you make a point in a discussion, you may be asked to explain or support 
it. You can do this in a number of ways: by providing facts or statistics to 
support your idea; by quoting expert opinion; by referring to your own 
experience or simply by explaining why you said what you said. But make 
sure you are prepared to support what you say, and try to avoid making 
'empty' points. 

5. Learn some useful phrases 
There are lots of useful phrases that you can use in discussions. Here are just 
a few of them: 



o Agreeing: You're absolutely right about that. 
o Disagreeing: I'm sorry, I don't see it that way at all. 
o Interrupting: Sorry, do you mind if I say something here? 
o Dealing with interruptions: Could I just finish what I'm saying? 
o Asking for an explanation: Would you mind telling us what exactly you 
mean by that? 
o Asking for more information: Would you mind saying a little bit more 
about that? 
o Adding more information: Another point I'd like to make is... There are 
many more phrases you can learn and use to help you feel more confident in 
discussions. Find out more here 

6. Be polite 
The words argue and discuss in English have different meanings. People may 
get angry and behave rudely or shout or get aggressive in an argument. In a 
discussion, especially one with colleagues, it's important to stay calm and be 
polite, even if you feel strongly about the topic under discussion. Using words 
like please, thank you, I'd like to... May I...? Would you mind...? Could 
you...? Make you sound polite and respectful. 

7. Take / make notes 
It's a good idea to have a pen and paper handy. You can jot down any useful 
or important words or ideas that might come in handy later in the discussion 
- or afterwards. 

8. Speak clearly 
Most people are happy to forgive a few grammar mistakes when they are 
talking to a foreigner. However, they have much less patience when they 
can't understand someone because they are talking far too quickly, or much 
too slowly, or when they have poor pronunciation. So, practise your 
pronunciation and speak clearly and confidently. If you need time to collect 
your thoughts, you could say something like Hmmm... just let me have a 
minute to think about this. Or you could say Could you just repeat that 
please? to get a bit more time to think. 

9. Relax! 
Remember Mayur, a discussion is not a competition: it's an opportunity to 
share ideas in a positive environment. If you are relaxed, you will be more 
likely to feel confident and enjoy the discussion - and the best way to make 
sure you are relaxed in a discussion is to prepare for it! Preparing for a 
discussion can make the discussion a lot easier. You'll be able to spend less 
time trying to think of vocabulary and ideas, and more time listening to 
others and participating in the discussion. Speak slowly and clearly, don't 
worry too much about little grammar mistakes, and remember to listen and 
respond to other people. Thanks again for your question Mayur, and good 
luck in your job search! 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/worldservice/learningenglish/radio/specials/1756_how_to_discuss/


'Friendly/informal terms of address'
Tri from France writes: 

Could you please explain the friendly/informal terms of addressing people usually 
used in British English as well as in American English? I've found the following: love, 
hen (in Scotland?), duck (?), hon or honey (in American English?). Are there any 
other terms in regional dialects of English?

Mark Shea answers: 

Hi Tri, 

Thanks for sending in such a fun question! Friendly and informal ways of addressing 
people is an area where English vocabulary is very rich. 

Many different local or national varieties of English have their own terms of address. 
There are also different terms of address depending on the relationship between the 
speaker and the other person. This would give us a very long list - here are a few of 
my favourites: 

The one that I personally use most is "mate". I use it for friends and family and 
mostly for men, although women might call each other mate as well. 

I frequently start sentences with 'mate', or tag it onto the end of a sentence. 

"Mate, what are you up to tonight?" or 
"See you later, mate." 
The meaning is 'friend', and it's particularly common in London and in Australian 
English. 

'Geezer is another London term, though far less common. 

In a very informal context, you might also hear 'love' used - a greengrocer might 
say to a customer: 

"That'll be two pounds please, love." 

Men wouldn't normally use this with other men though. It's often used between 
boyfriends and girlfriends - who might also call each other 'babe'. 

In the north of England, particularly in Newcastle, 'pet' is an affectionate term of 
address. 

"Alright, pet" - 

is just a way of saying 'hello' to virtually anybody, known or unknown - although 
men wouldn't usually call each other 'pet'. 

In London, men might address male strangers as 'governor' or 'gov' for short, 
'squire' or 'mush' - which rhymes with 'push' and comes from the old Romany word 
for 'man'. 



All over Britain, and even more in the United States, adults might address children as 
'kid', or 'kiddo'. In Britain, boys might also be called 'lad', 'laddy', 'young fella 
m'lad', 'sonny Jim', etc. But they can sound very condescending if you don't know 
each other really well. 

La' is a common abbreviation in Liverpool in the north-west of England, where it 
might be used for almost any young male. 

'Laddy' and 'lassie' are used in Scotland for young men and young women 
respectively. 

'Boyo' is the Welsh version, and can be used for adults too. 

Rather confusingly, some terms that sound very friendly might not be... 
'Pal' means friend, but a sentence which begins 
"Listen pal..." - could well be a warning or a threat. 
"Sunshine" is another term that can be used between men, and isn't always as 
friendly as it sounds. 

The United States, and rap music in particular, has always been a very rich source of 
slang, which gradually crosses the Atlantic in American film and music. From this, we 
get brother, bro', bruv, brud, beau or boo, blood, dog etc. 

An important point to make about all of these terms, just like all slang, is that by 
using them you are claiming membership of a particular group or club. It sounds 
strange when older people try to use slang that teenagers use for example - they 
just don't fit in. 

As a non-native speaker of English, people might not expect you to use slang, and so 
they'll be surprised when you do and may mishear or misunderstand what you are 
saying. You need to be very confident that you're using this vocabulary in an 
appropriate context to use it well - perhaps amongst friends. It's always fun to learn 
slang, but it's really easy to get it wrong.

Job interviews

I will have to face interview and group discussions in order to get recruited 
into a company, can you please tell me how to behave in an interview.

Hi Mayur, 
Thanks for your question! Many people feel nervous about interviews, but 
there are a lot of things you can do to help yourself. Here are some of my 
favourite tips for successful interviews. 

1. Prepare for the interview. 



Do some research about the company so that you can talk knowledgeably 
about it. Try to predict what questions you will be asked, and prepare your 
answers. To help you do this, look at the job advertisement and job 
description/person specification if you have them, as well as your CV and 
covering letter. Some general questions you might be asked are: 

• Why do you want to work for this company? 
• How would you describe yourself? 
• What special skills and talents can you bring to this position? 
• How would your manager describe you? 
• What did you learn in your last job? 
• Give an example of a work problem that you have been able to solve. 
• What are your strengths and weaknesses? 
• What is your long-term career plan? 

Make sure you can answer these questions! Practise pronunciation of difficult 
words and if you know the name(s) of the person/people who will be 
interviewing you, make sure you can pronounce them properly. 

2. Try to make a good first impression. 

Wear clean, well-fitting clothes which are appropriate for the job and 
company you have applied to. Smile, make eye contact and give a firm 
handshake. Sit fairly upright in your chair and sit still. Speak clearly and 
confidently. The interviewer will probably start by asking you some general 
questions to make you feel relaxed. Don't worry about being nervous - it’s 
normal - but don’t let you nerves stop you from giving full answers to 
questions. 

3. Give full answers to questions. 

The interviewer is asking you questions because s/he wants to know more 
about you, so don't mumble or give one-word answers. Don’t memorise 
answers and repeat them word for word. This sounds mechanical and boring, 
and you’ll get stuck if you are asked a question which you haven’t prepared 
for. You will give a much better impression if you speak naturally. Make sure 
you answer the question that was asked, and try to give specific answers 
with examples. For example, if the interviewer asks you what you learnt in 
your last job, you could say: In my role as assistant manager, I improved 
my organisational skills as I was responsible for organising the work 
schedules of 10 full-time and 5 part-time staff. But don’t give so much 
detailed information that you become boring! 

4. Tell the truth. 

Don't panic if the interviewer asks you to talk about problems you have had. 
S/he isn't trying to make you look bad. You should briefly describe the pr o 
blem and then explain how you tried to solve it. You should also say 



something about how successful the solution was, for example: ‘The 
workload on my degree course was very high in the first term, and I found 
myself falling behind. I solved the problem by making a study timetable so 
that I didn't spend too much time working on each essay. I also booked a 
couple of one-to-one sessions with my sociology teacher, who was able to 
guide my research, which saved me a lot of time. Don't lie or exaggerate. 
You must ALWAYS tell the truth, remembering to try to show yourself in a 
positive light. A part time job stacking shelves in your local supermarket isn't 
‘just only a part-time job' and it may not be ‘a fantastic opportunity' but it is 
‘a chance to meet people, experience a retail environment and earn some 
money to support my studies' . 

5. Prepare your English. 

Before the interview, you can practise your interview technique by getting a 
friend to role-play the interview with you. Make a note of any difficulties you 
have with your English so that you can research and practise them before the 
interview. During the actual interview, don't be afraid to ask the interviewer 
to repeat something if you didn't understand it. If you want to check your 
understanding, repeat the question in your own words: ‘So you're asking 
me….' ‘You mean you want to know…' This will also give you some time to 
think of your answer. Don't pretend you understand something if you don't. 
Speak clearly and confidently, not too quickly and don't worry if you make a 
few mistakes. 

6. Ask questions. 

Make a list of things you want to know about the job and take it with you to 
the interview. When it is your turn to ask questions, have a quick look at it 
and ask any that haven't been answered already. Some topics you might like 
to ask about include: 

• Promotion prospects 
• Opportunities for travel 
• Pension or healthcare scheme 
• Training opportunities 
• Cost and availability of accommodation in the area 

Use polite question forms like I was wondering... Could you tell me a little bit 
about...? I'd like to know something about... At the end of the interview, 
remember to thank the interviewer for seeing you. 

Well I do hope these tips are helpful Mayur. Thanks again for your question, 
and good luck in your job search! 

A question from one of our regular listeners, Shazad Enam. 



Shazad wants to know how to improve pronunciation and fluency. Is there any way 
of doing that easily?

Martin Parrott answers: 
Easily, I don’t know. I don’t think there are easy ways to learn languages – I don’t 
think people who promise sudden ‘quick fix’ methods are to be believed. We learn 
slowly, and we learn by working hard. 

As far as pronunciation is concerned, the most important thing is listening! I think, 
often we try and pronounce things correctly before we can really hear what the 
differences are. How do we check out whether we’re doing that? 

Record ourselves 

I think we need to record ourselves and we need to record what it is we’re repeating 
and listening to. So, the most useful thing perhaps is to listen to the radio with a 
tape recorder, to record a little bit of the radio, and then to say it ourselves, and to 
compare how we’ve said it, with the way it was said on the radio, in the language 
we’re learning. 

It’s a slow process. We need to spend a lot of time rehearsing. I remember when I 
was learning, for instance, for hours and hours as I was walking or cycling, or 
whatever – I was trying to produce those sounds, difficult sounds that I was 
learning. 

The more we do that, the more we pick up when we hear them. And of course the 
other thing about pronunciation is, as we improve our pronunciation, that also 
improves our comprehension. As we learn to make these distinction between similar 
sounds, we start hearing them – and that makes understanding easier. 

Spelling is a problem 

One of the biggest problems in English is that the spelling gets in the way because 
there are so many ways of spelling the same sound. Also because letters may be 
written and not pronounced and because letters may be written and pronounced in a 
very unexpected way. When we learn to read, that can interfere with our 
pronunciation, and can cause problems in itself. 

Is there a difference between pronunciation and fluency? 

They’re quite different. Pronunciation is getting the sounds right, and of course it’s 
also getting the intonation and the rhythm right – it’s not just individual sounds, it’s 
pushing them all together. 

Fluency perhaps overlaps there a little bit. Fluency is saying things easily. Being 
fluent is more a question of being confident in the vocabulary, and how to put the 
words together in the grammar – being confident in that - …and just being confident 
in your ability to express yourself and having a go. 

It’s those psychological factors much more than whether you can get your tongue 
around the individual sounds. In fact people whose pronunciation is poor, but who 
speak fluently and put it together and get it out reasonably quickly, are usually 
easier to understand than people who’re taking a lot of trouble over their 



pronunciation and therefore are slowing themselves down, and speaking one word at 
a time. 

Standard English / Non-standard English 

One piece of advice 

When you’re speaking, don’t think about the individual sounds and getting those 
right. Think about groups of words, and think about meaningful groups of words, and 
getting those out as quickly and as smoothly as you can.

A question from Roberto Leiro in Spain:
I would like to know why sometimes is used 'she don't care' and not 'she doesn't 
care', as in The Beatles song "Ticket to Ride". Many thanks. 

And a similar question from Kian Edalat who's an Iranian living in Malaysia:
Hello - A question! What is the difference between: 'I don't want nobody but you' 
and 'I want nobody but you'? 

Susan Fearn answers: 

Right, well, there are two questions today, but they're both on the same theme. 
Roberto Leiro in Spain comments: "I'd like to know why sometimes we use she 
don't care and not she doesn't care, and he gives an example from The Beatles 
song "Ticket to Ride": '...and she don't care.' And an Iranian listener currently living 
in Malaysia asks: "What is the difference between: I don't want nobody but you 
and I want nobody but you?" 

Perhaps the starting point for looking at these questions is way back before many of 
you were born; back then in 1972, the American linguist William Labov did what 
became a very famous study into so-called 'standard' and 'non-standard' forms of 
English. 

Standard English is what is seen as, well, I suppose you could say the 'educated 
norm'. It's the language of formal written English - you know, of newspapers, letters, 
reports and so on. It's also, to some extent, spoken, by what I guess could be 
described as an 'educated elite'. 

Anyway, non-standard English is pretty much everything else - the accents, the 
dialects, the vocabulary that vary according to where you live, or what social group 
you're in. And Labov argued that non-standard forms were just as expressive and 
wonderful as standard - they had their own rules and were in no way inferior. 

Back to those questions: 
She don't care and I don't want nobody but you are both what you could call 
'non-standard' forms. They're not the sort of things you'd read written in a 
newspaper or written in an essay. They're conversational forms used by some groups 
of people in the United States. 

It was the pop group The Beatles who sang "Ticket to Ride" in the early 1960's and 



that's the song Roberto mentions, but they weren't American. They were from 
Liverpool, in North West England, near where I come from. But when they were 
writing that song, in the early 1960's, life in England probably wasn't much fun and 
life in the United States - the kind of things you saw in the movies, in the Hollywood 
movies - always seemed a bit more glamorous. 

This was the country of Elvis Presley, for example, who was big at that time, and 
Elvis and friends often used 'non-standard' forms in their songs: 
'She don't'... 'I ain't'... 'I wanna'. 

And the Beatles, along with quite a few other British musicians at that time and since 
then as well, must have thought that this was pretty cool - so in some of their early 
songs at least, they copied this American style even though they were actually 
British, this form of non-standard American English. 

Now, 'I don't want nobody', which is the other form that's mentioned in the 
question... In so-called 'standard English' this would be: 
'I want nobody' OR 'I don't want anybody'. 

'I don't want nobody' is what we call a 'double negative'. It's a non-standard 
form that's found in several types of both British and American English. And the 
linguist we mentioned, Labov, did a detailed study of its use in parts of New York, for 
example. And, it's something you may hear in American songs or American movies.

A question from Fatimah in Egypt:

My question is: how to be a good translator to your language? 

Tips for translators

Rachel Wicaksono answers: 

OK, thank you for your question, Fatimah, about being a good translator. I've done a 
little bit of translating, from Indonesian into English, so my suggestions are based on 
my limited experience. And I hope they're useful! 

I'll try and answer the question: What do you need to know before starting to 
translate a document? 

The target language is the language you are translating into, so first, you need to 
know what variety of the target language is required. In your case, I know you're 
translating between English and Arabic. So, if you're translating into English, is it 
British English or American English? And if you're translating into Arabic, is it 
Lebanese, Egyptian or Standard Arabic? And so on. 

Next, you need to know about your audience: 
Are you translating for a general or a specialist audience, for example, doctors? 
How will the translation be used? Perhaps it will be used for legal purposes, maybe in 
court? And the answers to these questions will help you decide how much attention 
to detail is needed. 



Does the style of the translation or the vocabulary need to be similar to what the 
clients have received before? For example, should the style be formal or informal? If 
you write for publication, do you need to use an academic, legal, medical or even 
conversational style? The answers to these questions about style could affect your 
choice of vocabulary, as well as the structure and layout of the text. 

For example, in terms of vocabulary: 
If you're translating an academic article about the results of a scientific experiment, 
you may need to decide whether the results have been proven or not. And this will 
affect whether your vocabulary should be confident, vague or 'hedged' with words 
like 'may' and 'might', 'perhaps' and 'possibly'. 

And in terms of structure and layout of the text: 
For example, are there sections that should be in italics or bold? 

And now onto more practical matters: 
When and how should the translation be delivered? Maybe a printed copy by post, 
fax or courier is needed, or even a digital copy as an e-mail attachment, or by 
Skype, or uploaded to a webpage? 

And finally, the most important part, the money: 
Will you be paid according to the number of words you translate or the number of 
words you deliver in your translation? Sometimes you can be paid according to how 
many hours you spend on the work. But remember to check whether you'll be paid 
an extra fee for an urgent job or for other difficulties that you have to deal with, for 
example, a complex layout or a handwritten text that's really difficult to read. 

And don't forget to ask when you'll be paid and will you be paid by cheque, by bank 
transfer, PayPal, cash or in another way. And last, but not least, if the job is 
cancelled, especially after you've started work on it, will there be any compensation 
for the translator - a sort of 'cancellation fee'? 

So, to sum up: 
What language and what variety of language, for example, British or American 
English, will be used in your translation? 
Who are your audience and how much information do they need from your 
translation? 
How should your document look? So, vocabulary, style and layout. 
How and when should you deliver the document? 
And how and when will you be paid? 
And finally, what happens if the job is cancelled? 

Perhaps you could use these suggestions to check or to draw up a contract with the 
person who needs the translation. I hope you enjoy your Translation Studies course, 
Fatimah, and your future work as a translator!

A question from Calla Tang from Hong Kong: 

What is 'objective tone'? Could you give me some examples?

Objective tone



Alex Gooch answers: 

When we're discussing English, or any language, we can talk about subjective tone 
and objective tone. 

If a text is written in a subjective tone, it will tell us something about the writer, 
and particularly about how he or she feels. 

On the other hand, objective tone refers to an impersonal style of writing, which 
gives us information about something but doesn't include information about the 
writer. 

So, a sentence like this: 

"The film lasted for one hour and forty-five minutes." 

...is objective, because it just tells us a fact. 

However, a sentence like: 

"I enjoyed the film very much." 

...is subjective, because it tells us about the writer and about his or her feelings. 

Objective tone is particularly important in academic writing, especially for scientific 
subjects. 

If you were writing a scientific report, a sentence such as: 

"I performed an experiment." 

...would be too subjective, because it includes 'I'. 

In order to avoid personal words like 'I', objective writing often uses the passive 
voice. 
If we put this example into the passive, it would say: 

"The experiment was performed." 

This makes a much more objective sentence and therefore a much more scientific or 
in some ways, academic sentence, because it doesn't tell us about the writer - it just 
tells us about the experiment. 

However, it's important to remember that in certain subjects, at least at British 
universities, personal opinions are acceptable. If you go to a British university, the 
most important advice I can give you is: look at the style guides. Your academic 
department will produce a style guide which tells you about this and the other ways 
in which your writing must be laid out. This is a very important thing to know about. 



I'll finish with saying a few words about vocabulary. We have to be very careful here. 
Think about a sentence like this: 

"The film was terrible." 

This sentence doesn't use 'I', or 'me' or any similar words, so it might look objective. 
In fact it's subjective, because it tells us about the writer's feelings. It isn't a fact 
that the film was terrible, it's a feeling or an emotional reaction, and so a sentence 
like this would not be acceptable in objective writing. 

If you want to write in the objective tone, you must avoid words like 'I', 'me' and 
'my', but you must also avoid evaluative words - words which express your 
personal feelings or emotions, like 'terrible', 'wonderful', etc. 

The examples that I've given are all adjectives - but there are also some nouns that 
we have to be careful with. A good example here is the word 'terrorist'. If we use 
the word 'terrorist' to describe someone, this includes a personal subjective 
judgement about this person's actions - and therefore this is clearly a subjective 
word.

A question from Irena in Latvia: 
could you tell me, what is the main difference between "slang" and "jargon" and 
could you point out some examples that are used in BBC news. Thank you very 
much!

Amos Paran answers: 
This is an interesting question because it's not really about English, is it - it's about 
language in general. I'll take as my starting point the observation that we don't 
speak the same all the time; we all have at our command different verbal 
repertoires. I don't speak to my partner at home in the same way in which I speak to 
head of department at work; and when I go into the classroom and teach, I speak in 
yet a different way. We change our speech according to who we are speaking to, 
where, under what circumstances, and so on. 

Slang is actually quite difficult to define. It's a very colloquial variety of language; we 
use it in highly informal situations, in speech, and with people very much from a 
similar social background to us. Some experts describe it as 'below the level of 
neutral style'. Some slang words stay in the language for a long time - for example, 
the word 'chap' or 'chum', but many slang words disappear and new ones come into 
the language, either new words being invented, or old words taking on a totally new 
meaning - for example, on the way to the studio I saw the words 'wicked meal' in an 
advertisement - where the word 'wicked' means very good, excellent. 

It is important also to know that slang is very often characteristic of specific social 
groups - if I used the word 'wicked' in the sense of 'really good' it would be 
ridiculous, because this is the slang of young people, much much younger than me. 
So you're not going to hear a lot of slang on the news - unless someone is being 
interviewed and they use it in their speech. 

Jargon, on the other hand, is the variety of language that belongs to a specific 
profession or activity. For example, linguists use special language to describe the 



way language works - words such as prefix, suffix, tense, - or the words I used just 
now - verbal repertoires, a language variety. Now to me, all this may seem normal 
technical language, but to an outsider this may seem jargon. So jargon is the word 
we use that refers to the language of a specific group as seen by an outsider. 

One really important aspect of both slang and jargon is that they identify you as a 
member of a group. This is, indeed, one of the most important functions of slang - so 
I would advise against using slang unless you are absolutely sure that it's 
appropriate for you to use it. Jargon, too, identifies you - by using jargon I can 
identify myself as a linguist - but I do hope I haven't used too much jargon in this 
answer!

'would' in conversation

'would' in requests

Would is often used in polite requests, sometimes as an alternative to could or 
can:

• Would you / Could you hold my umbrella while I put my coat on? 
• Would you / Could you post this letter for me this afternoon when you are at 

the post office? 
• Would you / Can you turn the music down, please? I’m trying to write an 

essay. 

Note that would you mind is followed by -ing, rather than the bare infinitive:

• Would you mind picking Jenny up from school for me today? I may be late 
getting back. 

• It’s so dark out here. Would you mind holding the torch for me while I 
change the wheel? 

'would' in offers

would like, would prefer and would rather

Would you like…? is often used when making offers, as the more polite alternative 
to 'Do you want…?':

• Would you like coffee, or would you prefer tea? ~ I’d love some tea – Earl 
Grey would be lovely, if you have it. 

• Would you rather eat now or later after the film? ~ I’d rather eat now. I’m 
starving! 

• I can see you’re struggling. Would you like me to help you with that? 

'would' meaning refusal

Would is sometimes used in this way with the negative:



• I advised her not to go out late at night on her own, but she wouldn’t listen. 
(= refused to listen) 

• I wanted him to take over my examining work on Saturday, but he wouldn’t. 
(= he refused) 

'would' meaning intention

Would is used as a conditional auxiliary with verbs that refer to intentions, often 
combining with if-clauses:

• I would help you with your homework if I could, but I can’t. I just don’t 
understand maths. 

• If I knew where Sarah was, I’d tell you. But I’ve no idea where she is. 
• I would never sunbathe near a nudist beach, would you? ~ No, I wouldn’t. 

I wouldn’t ever sunbathe topless either.

'would' in correspondence requests 

Would be grateful is often useful when making written requests and it can also be 
used in conversation:

• I would be grateful if you could / would send me further information and an 
application form in relation to the job advertised on page 6 of your publication 
– reference DS 112. 

• Would you like me to pop an application form in the post to you? ~ Yes, 
please. I’d be most grateful. 

business English: correspondence

Shahid Ullah from Bangladesh writes:

I am working as a senior officer in a garments factory which is 100% exports 
oriented. 

So that the business runs smoothly, can you please help and advise me how to write 
official letters easily?

There a number of fairly standard conventions when framing a business letter that it 
is important to observe.

Your business address

Your business address will normally be printed on your official stationery at the top 
of the page, perhaps with a logo. If not, insert it at the top, centrally or to the right: 
name of business, then street number and street, then town and district. There is no 
need to use commas after each of these categories and do not put your own name 
with the address.

Where should I put telephone and fax numbers and my email address? 



There are two possibilities: either beneath your business address after a space or 
below at the bottom of the page.

Where should I put the date?

There are three possibilities: directly under your business address, telephone and fax 
numbers and email address after a space OR above the name and address of the 
person you are writing to OR beneath the name and address of the person you are 
writing to. 

In English there are various ways of writing the date. The preferred mode in business 
correspondence is 30 November 2001.

The addressee details

Next come the addressee details. Put the name, designation and address of the 
person you are writing to on the left-hand side of the page.

Beginning and ending the letter

We can now begin the letter but leave as much space as possible so that the body of 
the letter sits tidily in the middle part of the page.

If you know the person you are writing to very well or are on friendly terms, begin 
simply with the first name, Dear Mary or Dear Henry.

If you don't know the person you are writing to so well, but know of him as a named 
individual, start with title and surname: Dear Mr Potter or Dear Dr Baker or Dear 
Miss Taylor or Dear Mrs Cook or Dear Ms Barber. If you are not sure which of 
the last three titles is appropriate in any particular case, it is probably best to stick to 
Ms.

Finish this type of letter with Yours sincerely. It is not necessary to insert a comma 
after beginnings or endings. If you know the person you are writing to well, it may 
be appropriate to insert a closing formula, such as With very best wishes, before 
the ending itself.

Sign the letter with your first name, if you are on first-name terms, or with your full 
name, if it needs to be a little more formal, but without any title. Your full 
typewritten name and designation (on separate lines) should appear beneath your 
handwritten signature.

If you do not know the name of the person you are writing to, begin with Dear Sir 
or Dear Sir or Madam or Dear Madam and end your letter with Yours faithfully, 
followed by your full name and designation. 

Five tips for writing good business letters

• Think carefully about exactly what you need to say before you write. 
• Give your letter a heading so that the person you are writing to can see at a 

glance what it is about. 



• Use short sentences and short words that everyone can understand. 
• Decide on order of importance and put each idea into a separate paragraph. 

Make sure it is concise: delete anything that is irrelevant or can be omitted. 
• Check your letter after you have written it. Will your reader understand 

exactly what you mean and will it create the right impression? Get the person 
in your organisation with the best English to read it through for any spelling 
or grammar or layout errors. 

Here is a sample letter that someone working in sales promotion might need to 
write. The organisation is fictitious but the message is real. In the body of the letter, 
useful phrases appear in bold typeface: 

Supersoft Hygiene Ltd
The Technology Park

All Products Road
Boxham Surrey

BH11 4TY

Telephone: 0178 55 66 777 Fax: 0178 55 22 333
Direct Dial: 0178 55 98 678 Email: info@softhy.co.uk

Ms Felicity White
Promotions Manager
Softskins The Chemist
The High Street
Bexford Kent
BX44 0JB

30 September 2001

Dear Ms White

Catalogue and Price List

As requested, please find enclosed our catalogue and price list for your 
attention. 

All of our promotions which are new this year are highlighted NEW in the top left 
hand corner for each item. They can all be viewed in greater detail on our 
website www.softhy.co.uk on the new promotions webpage. As an introductory 
offer, they are all available to you until the end of this calendar year at an additional 
discount of 5% from list price.

Should you require further information, please do not hesitate to contact 
me. Should I be unavailable, my personal assistant, Ms Violet Rose, will be very 
pleased to help you.

We look forward to receiving your order in the near future.



Yours sincerely

(space for signature)

James Smellsnice
Sales Manager.

Enclosures: 2002 Catalogue, Price List & Order Forms.

Spelling errors, typos, mangled sentences and clichés

Muhamed Maiwada from Abuja in Nigeria writes:

I was browsing the internet when I came across ten tips for better emails. For the 
tenth tip it says: use a spell check and thesaurus, avoid typos and mangled 
sentences and avoid clichés too.

What is meant by avoid typos, mangled sentences and clichés?

Typos and spelling errors

Typos are misspelt words which arise as a result of careless typing or word-
processing, usually because your attention is focused on the keyboard, rather than 
on the screen. When you look at the screen you might then find that you have typed 
chck instead of check or theses instead of these. A good way of banishing typos to 
the past is to learn to touch-type with the keyboard covered up and your eyes 
permanently on the screen.

Typos as well as genuine spelling errors should all be revealed by the spell-checker 
on your computer so it should be easy to spot misspelt words. If you are not sure of 
a spelling, you should be able to try out several versions as you type until the correct 
one appears and the underlining disappears.

The following text contains twelve commonly misspelt words in English. See if you 
can find them all. It is re-printed with the errors corrected after the mangled 
sentences section.

• In developping countrys nowdays proffesional people have little opertunity to 
develop their carriers without help from people in goverment. This is 
completely unacceptible and I personaly belive such practise should not be 
allowd.

Mangled sentences

If a physical object is mangled, it is crushed or twisted with such force that its 
original or true shape cannot be recognised. A mangled sentence is one that cannot 
be understood because the information is not arranged coherently or logically. The 



moral of this is always think clearly about what you need you say, plan your writing 
and think in terms of paragraphs. Do not make sentences too long, try to use 
language that you are certain of and make sure that sentences follows on from each 
other with good use of connectors.. 

Read the two texts below. In the first one, the sentences are mangled and the text is 
difficult to understand. In the second one I have attempted to straighten them out so 
that the information flows smoothly and effortlessly for the reader.

• Nowadays travelling abroad is increasing and most of them for the reason to 
find jobs and work there for a period. By travelling people around the world, 
the people become more closer. They transferred their knowledge and skills 
to the new society that people going there develop faster than the rest part of 
the world. People in the UK we see a mixed society and it helps for that 
country who need that knowledge and skills.

Nowadays travelling abroad is increasing. Many people travel abroad to try to 
find jobs and work abroad for a limited period of time. By travelling around 
the world, people become closer to each to other. They can also transfer their 
knowledge and skills to the new society they are working in and develop 
faster than they would in less developed parts of the world. In the UK we see 
a multicultural society and one that benefits from the knowledge and skills 
that people from abroad bring to it. 

Misspellings corrected:

• In developing countries nowadays, professional people have little 
opportunity to develop their careers without help from people in government. 
This is completely unacceptable and I personally believe such practice should 
not be allowed. 

Note that the letters where errors occurred are printed in bold.

Clichés 

A cliché is an overworked phrase which has been used so much that it is no 
longer very effective or informative. Clichés are tired from overuse, although they 
may still be useful and serve the purpose of providing padding or filling gaps in 
conversation.

At the end of the day is a cliché which is often used by sports' commentators in 
England, meaning: this is what happens after we have considered all relevant 
facts.

• At the end of the day, England must win their next two matches if they 
want to qualify for the World Cup finals. 

Here are two more, with standard English versions given underneath:



• I think I can honestly say that I have left no stone unturned to discover 
the truth.
I can assure you that I have made every effort to discover the truth. 

Note that clichés are often overworked idioms. 

Writing emails: openings and endings

Daniela from Italy writes:

Could you please give me some tips about netiquette, i.e. which are the correct 
forms of address for emails and how do you close them? Thanks.

Netiquette 

There is no standard format as far as I know for netiquette - etiquette for the net. 
Netiquette is a new word. Etiquette is a system of social rules or polite bahaviour 
relating to a particular group of people - in this case all the people who use the web 
for emails. 

snail mail

For letters, whose progress can be as slow as that of a snail when they are 
entrusted to the postal system, there are clearly defined conventions for opening and 
closing:

For formal letters when the name or sex of the recipient is not known:
OPENING: Dear Sir(s), Dear Madam or Dear Sir or Madam 
CLOSING: Yours faithfully (In American English, sometimes: Yours truly,)

For the more formal style of letter when their name is known but you do not know 
them very well:
OPENING: Dear Mr Jenkins, Dear Ms Hopkins (or, if you know their marital status 
and know that they prefer to be addressed as Mrs or Miss: Dear Miss Hopwell, 
Dear Mrs Jenkinson)
CLOSING: Yours sincerely (In American English, sometimes: Sincerely Yours, 
Sincerely,

For informal letters to business contacts that you know well:
OPENING: Dear Tony, Dear Estelle
CLOSING: With best wishes or With kind regards followed by Yours sincerely 
or, sometimes, in public service Yours ever 

For letters to friends or close family members:
OPENING: Dear Maggy, Dear Freddie
CLOSING: Yours, Your, Love, Lots of Love (Hugs and Kisses)



Emails

However, there are no standard formulas for starting or finishing emails. Only one 
thing is clear. Emails are invariably of an informal nature, so informal language tends 
to be the norm.

starting emails

• Hi, Roger, Hello Roger, Dear Roger 

These seem to represent an informal norm, as far as there is one.

• Roger, Dear Mr Woodham 

These formats are used more in business correspondence. Note that using the given 
name alone, as above, is reminiscent of business memos among colleagues within 
the same organisation.

But I have also received emails with a wide variety of other opening formulas over 
the last twelve months. I list them all below from most formal to least formal:

• Dear Professor Woodham (this is incorrect as I am not a university 
professor), 

• Dear Roger Woodham (note that this formula is also used in letters 
sometimes), 

• Hello Roger Woodham, Hi Roger Woodham, Good morning Roger, Hey Roger, 
Hey you guys (this one to me and my colleagues) 

ending emails

• Best wishes, Regards, Best regards, Good wishes. 

These seem to represent the informal norm, followed by the given name 
(David/Dave/etc) of the sender.

Occasionally, Yours sincerely is combined with Best wishes or stands alone before 
the given name of the sender, as in a semi-formal letter. Very occasionally, I have 
received emails ending, e.g. Yours sincerely and then on the next line the given 
name plus family name, David Green, but this is an exception.

Sometimes, a pre-closing formula is used instead of or in addition to the standard 
closure, e.g.

• Let me know if you need more information,
Dave

• Look forward to hearing from you.
Best wishes,
Dave 



The text itself 

There is also a trend, particularly in informal emails, to dispense with capitalisation, 
punctuation and to use shortened forms and shortened words as in text-messaging. 
This is a slightly extreme example, but you might one day get an email looking 
something like this:

• Hey babe

b4 u leave b'ham pls spk 2 NG & tell her we'll b @ r hse in sth ldn till nxt 
weds. Ta v much. C u soon. Luv ND 

Translated into more standard English (the opening here is slightly old-fashioned), 
this would read:

• Dearest

Before you leave Birmingham, please speak to Angie and tell her we'll be at 
our house in South London until next Wednesday. Thanks very much.

See you soon.
Love,
Andy


