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Abstract 
 

This essay deals with the extent to which students in high school vocational programmes in 

rural areas in Uppland, Sweden, use American English or British English, respectively. One 

hundred and seven students from two different schools were tested on their use of vocabulary, 

spelling and pronunciation. A comparison is made to a previous study that focused on 

students in programmes preparing for university in the Stockholm area, to see whether there 

are any differences in the usage of English between students living in different types of areas 

and studying on different programmes. Furthermore, the participants were asked to state 

which accent they themselves used (American or British), which one they believed they had 

been taught, and which one they preferred. Finally, a questionnaire was employed to find out 

to what extent the participants watched American TV series and TV serials and what kind of 

music they listened to. The material was sorted into three categories (girls only, boys only, 

and boys and girls together) to see if there were any gender differences.        

   The results from the study show that the participants used American English considerably 

more than British English when it comes to vocabulary and pronunciation. As for spelling it 

was not possible to decide which variety was used the most frequently, as too much mixing of 

the two varieties took place. The results of girls and boys, respectively, showed a very similar 

pattern in all three parts of the test.  

  A clear majority of the students stated that they spoke with an American accent and that they 

preferred American English to British English. However, most of the students believed that 

they had been taught British English. The questionnaire confirmed that the participants watch 

a lot of American TV programmes, and that boys and girls watch different programmes. A lot 

of the participants also listen to popular music. 

   In general there were only small differences between the rural group and the urban group. 

Girls and boys showed similar results in both groups. Differences in methods made it difficult 

to decide whether the rural group used more American vocabulary than the urban group in the 

previous study. No significant differences could be observed in pronunciation.  
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1. Introduction 

Thirty years ago it was possible to walk into a clothes shop in a rural Swedish town and when 

asking for the latest fashion be answered: “It has not come here yet”. These days this is no 

longer the case. What is ‘hot’ in Stockholm is also trendy in, say, Mjölby.  The question is 

whether what applies to fashion also is true about language, i e if trends in language start in 

the metropolis and are later spread to the provinces. Peter Trudgill (1983: 169) argues that this 

may very well be the case and though “the social and geographical pressures involved in 

diffusion of linguistic innovations are of course a lot more complex than those associated with 

fashion” the process is similar; innovations such a new word, a new pronunciation or a new 

usage will start in one urban centre and then spread to another urban centre and then later 

reach the countryside. An example of this is the loss of the non-prevocalic /r/ in words like 

car, which started in London and from there spread to other urban areas, but has not happened 

yet in some rural dialects in Britain (ibid:170). For language change to take place there must 

be a face to face contact. E g when a lot of people commute for work from their small 

hometown to a bigger town the diffusion of linguistic innovations to the smaller town is likely 

to happen more quickly. A positive attitude to the change, or at least not a negative one, is 

also necessary for the change to take place (Kerswill, 2003). Applied to the context of the 

present study this would mean that changes in language would start in Stockholm, then 

leapfrog to Uppsala and finally reach the countryside of Uppland. Such changes could be 

expected to happen not only with innovations in the Swedish language, but also with new 

trends in the way English is spoken. 

   It is a well-known fact that the influence of American English (AE), at the expense of 

British English (BE), has grown in Sweden. This is a trend that has been going on for a long 

time, but has become more evident with every year. In a recent investigation Thörnstrand 

(2008) examined what variety of English (AE or BE) 108 students in upper secondary schools 

in the Stockholm area use. She compared the usage of vocabulary, pronunciation and spelling.  

   In this study I will use a modified version of Thörnstrand’s survey on a group of students 

from two schools in rural areas in the county of Uppland. Another difference will be that the 

participants in my test group will be students from vocational programmes, which are much 

more common in rural areas. The two schools in my study both had a very wide range of 

vocational programmes and very few students were in other programmes, whereas 

Thörnstrand’s students all were from programmes preparing for university studies. 



   The aim of this study is to compare the usage of English between the two different groups 

of students, students taking ‘theoretical’ programmes in urban areas (Thörnstrand’s group) 

and students  taking vocational programmes in rural areas (my group), the hypothesis being 

that the influence of American English is stronger in urban areas than in rural areas.  

Thörnstrand did not find any major gender differences in the use of English, so it will be 

interesting to see if the same is true for students in the countryside, where gender roles may be 

more traditional.  

   There are certainly other factors than trends from the metropolis that may influence the type 

of English the students use. Watching American TV series or listening to contemporary 

popular music are often mentioned in this context. The study will thus examine to what extent 

the students watch TV and what sort of music they listen to, to see if any conclusions can be 

made from this type of input.  

 

2. Definitions. 

Before we can decide whether students use British or American English we need to define the 

two concepts in question.  

   So what is British English? The simple answer seems to be that it is the English spoken in 

Britain, but then the Scotsman, while enjoying his wee dram, may rightfully argue that 

Scottish English is not a regional dialect but a variety of English, like for example Australian 

English. Hence, the term English English (EE or EngE) has been found more appropriate (see 

for instance Görlach (1991)). However, in the previous studies of the usage of English in 

Swedish schools, which I will refer to later in the text, the term used is without exception 

British English, so to avoid confusion, I will follow suit. Traditionally BE is associated with 

what is called Received Pronunciation, which is a "non-localizable accent of England” (Wells, 

1982) spoken by the upper class and part of the upper-middle class.  However, RP has lost 

some of its position as the typical exponent of spoken English in recent years. A lot of the 

British English we hear these days on television and the radio is not typical RP but other 

regional or social varieties. Most noticeable is perhaps the emergence of so-called Estuary 

English. Rosewarne (1984) describes it as the “middle ground between all types of RP on one 

side and regional varieties on the other … the RP of the future as class distinctions become 

blurred”. Others do not think that it should be counted as a new variety (Hughes et al., 2005). 

All spoken varieties of British English are distinctly different from American English. 



   When people talk about an American accent they mostly refer to what is called General 

American, rather than other regional accents. It is the accent “without a great deal of regional 

colouring” (Melchers & Shaw, 2003:85). General American is sometimes called Network 

English, as it is the variety used by TV companies that cover the whole of the United States 

(Wells, 1982).  

    Obviously, the most striking difference between BE and AE is in pronunciation. When 

reading a text one can go on for several pages without being aware of whether the text is of 

British or American origin, since the differences in writing are comparatively small, but a 

person can hardly open his mouth before we are prepared to say that he or she is British or 

American. The second most important difference is probably vocabulary. Some 500 word 

pairs are listed as being different in The Hutchinson British-American Dictionary (1994). As 

regards spelling there are a few words that are not spelled in the same way and grammar also 

varies slightly, e g some irregular verbs like get. 

   A very interesting question is whether there is convergence or divergence going on between 

the two Englishes.  As far as vocabulary is concerned Britain has not been unaffected by the 

American influence in popular culture. Studies have shown that at least 50 words that 15 

years ago were considered as typically American now have become absorbed into normal 

British English (Peterson, 2008:24). Very few, if any, words are reported to have travelled 

across the Atlantic in the opposite direction. Grammar and spelling are two areas which are 

not very prone to change, though it is worth noticing that the use of the verb ‘have’ in do-

constructions such as ‘Do you have any money’ has become common in British English 

(Trudgill, 1998:31-32). More importantly, in phonology, though changes constantly take 

place within each country, divergence rather than convergence seems to be the trend (ibid).  

However, regarding word stress, in the 2nd  edition of the Longman Pronunciation Dictionary 

“a great number of entries also bear witness to the impact of American pronunciation, e g 

harass, which is shifting its stress to the second syllable” (Melchers & Shaw,2003:47).    

 

3. Background  

English has been the first foreign language in Swedish schools since World War II and the 

impact of English has grown enormously in many fields of society, from computer science to 

popular culture. Many Swedes think that their country is probably the most ‘Americanized’ 

country in the world and typically the phrase ‘Sverige amerikaniserat’ generated ca 11,700 

hits on Google (20 Nov. 2008). A rather popular notion seems to be that the Swedish school 



system is maintaining the ‘obsolete’ BE, whereas most students prefer and use the more 

modern and ‘cooler’ AE (e g Söderlund and Modiano, 2002) that they have come across in 

popular culture. This is an interesting issue which deserves some attention. Let us take a look 

at these two forms of input of English separately, outside school and inside school. 

 

3.1 English outside school  

Swedish students are exposed to vast amounts of English outside school, particularly if they 

watch television, which the majority of teenagers do. Particularly since the introduction of 

commercial television some twenty years ago, the supply of programmes in English has 

increased and is now virtually unlimited. Since foreign programmes are subtitled and not 

dubbed, the average Swedish teenager listens to a lot of spoken English every day, which 

should be very beneficial to his or her proficiency in English. An overwhelming majority of 

the English they hear through the mass media is American English. In addition, most 

teenagers also listen to contemporary music, such as rock and rap, which is also dominated by 

AE. To conclude, the Swedish high school student gets a large input of English outside 

school, probably many times more than inside school, and this input is chiefly in American 

English. On top of that, many teenagers also use the Internet in different ways, such as 

chatting (mainly girls) and playing games on-line (almost exclusively boys)1. 

 

3.2 English in school  

Basically, there are three ways in which the school system influences the choice of English 

variety, namely the syllabi, the teachers and the textbooks2.  

 

3.2.1 What do the syllabi say?   

In a ‘planning supplement’ to the 1970 curriculum(Lgy 70, 1973) the issue of American 

English is commented on under the heading Pronunciation. Students are often influenced by 

the mass media and will pronounce some words in the American way and others in the British 

way, the text says. The students should be made aware of what such inconsistencies might 

lead to, but they shouldn’t always be corrected, it concludes. 

   The syllabus of 1994 (Lpo 94) briefly states that the student should speak and write in 

“correct” British or American English.  

                                                 
1 According to statistics from the Swedish Games Industry.  
2 Of course the modern classroom also brings in a lot of other material like newspaper articles, films, the Internet 
etc.  
 



   In the latest syllabus (Kursplan i engelska), from 2000, the focus has changed. English is 

looked upon more as a means of communication with people from all over the world. “The 

education in English aims at developing a versatile ability to communicate and achieve the 

language proficiency that is necessary for international contacts…”.3 There is no mentioning 

of either British or American English.  

   There has thus been a gradual shift in paradigm over the last 30 years. In 1970 British 

English seems to have been the norm, though there was no ban on using other varieties. By 

1994 American English had risen to equal status and now the official view is that no variety 

whatsoever should be normative.       

 

3.2.2 Are the texts in the textbooks British or American? 

There is not a big difference between British and American English, when it comes to writing. 

So, perhaps it should not really matter from where the texts in textbooks originate? Actually it 

is very important. Nearly all the texts in a typical textbook have been recorded and if it is a 

text of American origin the reader will have an American accent of some kind and if it is 

British, consequently it will be read with a British accent (not RP in many cases). Usually 

there will be the odd text in Australian or South African English as well. A brief, and in no 

way exhaustive, look at some contemporary textbooks for upper junior school (Hedenkrona et 

al., 2002; Glover et al., 2003 and Bernheden et al., 2004) supports these statements.  

   If there is phonetic transcription in the word lists of the textbooks it is usually in British 

English. Some textbooks use American transcription if the text is of American origin. This 

may seem to benefit British pronunciation in an unfair way, but since Swedish school children 

are equally uninterested in and unable to read phonetic transcription it is not a matter of any 

importance. 

  The general state of affairs has for many years been to have an equal representation of 

British and American texts in textbooks, both in junior school and high school.  

 

3.2.3 Why didn’t they ask the teachers? 

What role do the teachers play when it comes to British or American English? This is a field 

that remains largely unstudied, but people still seem to have very definite ideas, and 

sometimes even misconceptions, about it. The argument is that Swedish English teachers 

prefer British English to American English and though “it is no longer prohibited in the 

                                                 
3 My translation of: ”Utbildningen i engelska syftar till att utveckla en allsidig kommunikativ förmåga och 
sådana språkkunskaper som är nödvändiga för internationella kontakter …”.  



Swedish curriculum to use other accents than the British one” (Petterson, 2008:2) they still 

promote the British accent and have a negative attitude to American English. If there ever was 

a prohibition it ended a very long time ago. For want of serious studies, statements like the 

following form the basis of opinion:  

  

  “…almost a third of the students stated that their teachers more or less clearly expressed extreme disapproval of 

American English on linguistic, social and aesthetic grounds” (Westergren-Axelsson, 2002).  

 

“RP hegemony in Swedish schools remained unbroken well into the 1990s” (Mobärg, 1999). 

 

   I am not saying that English teachers in general are not biased in one way or another, but 

until a large study has been conducted on their opinions and practices we should be careful 

about having very definitive opinions about this issue. It seems very likely however, that 

things are changing, in that younger teachers are more likely to prefer and use AE.  

 

3.3 Previous studies 

Several studies on attitudes and usage of AE and BE among Swedish pupils have been 

conducted by Mats Mobärg. In one paper (Mobärg, 1998), based on a large-scale 

investigation it was shown that students who preferred American media output also showed a 

greater preference for American English. They also reported better comprehension of English, 

particularly AE. A second study (Mobärg, 2002) examined whether students in years 6-9 used 

GA or RP when reading a text aloud. It was shown that RP, “the traditional school accent”, is 

dominant.  

   Söderlund and Modiano (1999) studied attitudes, perceptions and preferences in relation to 

three varieties of English (AE, BE and a mix between the two that they call Mid-Atlantic 

English (MAE)) among pupils at a secondary school in Hudiksvall in the county of 

Hälsingland. They found that the students preferred AE to BE and used American lexical 

items and spelling conventions more frequently than British ones. Seven (7) teachers of 

English were interviewed. Most of them spoke and preferred BE or MAE. According to 

Söderlund and Modiano “this indicates that some serious rethinking needs to be done on the 

issues of language teaching …and on the educational standard used in Swedish schools” (p 

167). Though it is not exactly clear what this rethinking implies, an educated guess is that 

they think that there is too much British English in Swedish schools. This aspect will be 

further commented upon in the results and discussion sections.  



   Westergren-Axelsson (2000) studied first-term students of English at Uppsala University. 

Her findings were quite different to those of Söderlund and Modiano. A vast majority of the 

students preferred and thought they used British English. However, a pronunciation test 

showed that there was a rather strong tendency to mix AE and BE.   

   Pettersson (2008) found that most of the learners (aged 13-15) who took part in a test spoke 

with a British accent when reading single words, but when it came to reading sentences a mix 

of the two major varieties became noticeable. Her results also indicated that ”learners are first 

and foremost influenced by their teacher and what accent he or she uses and to a somewhat 

lesser extent by the English they come across when they are not in school”.  

  Finally, Thörnstrand (2008) examined the use of AE and BE among some upper secondary 

school students. As I will compare the result of my study to those of Thörnstrand’s the results 

of her survey will be looked at in detail later on in this essay.   

   

4. Methods. 

Two schools, one in Tierp and the other in Gimo, were selected. In the Tierp school the test 

was done as a part of a normal lesson. All in all I visited four different classes, with students 

from four different programmes; the Health Care, the Vehicle, the Business and 

Administration and the Hotel and Restaurant Programmes. The 77 students did all parts of the 

test, except the pronunciation test (see below), simultaneously in the classroom. The 

pronunciation test, which took about one minute per student, was done individually outside 

the classroom. In the Gimo school 30 students representing the Hotel and Restaurant and the 

Business and Administration programmes did the test in the same way as it was done in Tierp, 

except that it was done before their English lesson. The testing went very smoothly in both 

schools and no student made any objections to being tested. 

   The test consists of four parts (see Appendix A). In the first part the participant read a 

sentence in which a word pair consisting of one AE word and one BE word appears. In all 

there are fourteen word pairs. The participant was asked to underline the word he or she 

would use. There was also the option not to underline either word. The second part is 

constructed in the same way and deals with spelling. However, here the participant had to 

underline one alternative. The third part tests the pronunciation of certain key words which 

are pronounced differently in AE and BE. Each key word is part of a sentence. The final part 

deals with the participants’ attitudes and exposures to English. 

 



 

4.1 Some considerations and possible pitfalls. 

One factor to consider when testing a pair of words on a participant is if the word is part of his 

or her vocabulary. For this reason a word pair like thumbtack/drawing pin is unsuitable, as 

most students do not know the meaning of either word. Another point is when one word, but 

not the other, is identical to a Swedish word, e g chips/crisps, and might be selected for that 

reason4. Thirdly some words are used on both sides of the Atlantic and are not distinctively 

AE or BE even though some word lists may suggest that this is the case. A good example of 

this is cab/taxi.5 Unlike Thörnstrand I will not use that particular word pair in my survey. An 

interesting case is when both words exist in one of the two varieties, but one is more common 

than the other or is used in a different register. The word autumn, for example, is very rare in 

spoken AE, but fairly common in writing. Holiday is used in phrases like the Christmas 

holiday in AE, but you go on vacation in the US, whereas in Britain you go on holiday (Tottie 

2002:97-98). Despite these differences the word pairs autumn/fall and holiday/vacation were 

used by both Thörnstrand and the present author. 

   While the spelling task is fairly straightforward, the pronunciation task is more complicated. 

We must decide what ‘the American’ or ‘the British’ pronunciation of a certain word is and 

then try to decide which of these the participants’ pronunciation of the word comes nearest to. 

The results may be relatively complicated to assess, partly because they will speak with a 

Swedish accent and partly because it might be difficult to categorise their pronunciation as 

either BE or AE, but rather something ‘in between’.  

 

4.2 The test. 

I tested 107 students and Thörnstrand tested 108 students, so in size the two studies were 

practically the same. The students in my group were all first year high school students, 

whereas the students in Thörnstrand’s group were a mix of different high-school age groups. I 

mentioned in the introduction that the aim of this study is to examine whether there is any 

difference in usage of AE and BE, (respectively), between students living in urban areas and 

taking programmes preparing for university studies compared to students living in rural areas 

and taking vocational programmes. To make such a comparison valid the contents of the two 

                                                 
4 However, students are extremely familiar with the words movie and cell phone in contrast to the tongue-twister 
crisps. Consequently, the word pairs film/movie and mobile phone/ cell phone were used in the test, with rather 
amazing results!   
5 Both words appear in Webster’s Online Dictionary as well as in the Cambridge Advanced Learner’s Dictionary 
(2003). 



studies must be more or less the same. For certain reasons my study nevertheless differs 

slightly from Thörnstrand’s: 

   For the vocabulary test Thörnstrand used translation as her method in tasks like Min pappa 

kör lastbil och min mamma kör taxi. However, it turned out that this method elicited quite a 

number of non-valid answers. (For instance the student might have translated lastbil into 

‘loading-car’, rather than truck or lorry). I opted for a method where a word pair was 

embedded in a sentence and one, or neither, had to be selected by underlining it. This method 

may also have its drawbacks, as it restricts the choice of word. Furthermore there is a risk that 

the student will underline a word he or she does not know, in order not to appear ignorant. On 

the other hand the number of valid answers will be substantially higher. 14 word pairs were 

tested in both surveys and eight were the same in both studies. Some of Thörnstrand’s word 

pairs were dropped for different reasons (see Appendix B).   In the spelling task word pairs 

like colour/color, programme/program and theatre/theater were tested. Thörnstrand only 

tested the first type (colour/color). The assumption here was that there would be a lot of 

mixing American and British spelling and that when the spelling was more similar to Swedish 

spelling they would go for that particular option.  

    The pronunciation tests were constructed in the same way, i e the participants were asked 

to read sentences in which certain key words appeared. One thing to look at is how the so- 

called BATH-vowel is pronounced, another is the word either (though this is not a 100% 

clear-cut case as both types of pronunciation exist on either side of the Atlantic, see 5.3 

below) and  a third one is tomato. I was also interested in whether the students used a rhotic 

accent or not in words like teacher and car.  

   Thörnstrand recorded her participants on audio tape for later examination, while I made my 

categorisations immediately after listening to the students. One reason for this was that the 

presence of a tape recorder might deter some students, another that I thought it would not be 

necessary to record in order to decide how the keywords were pronounced.  As a benchmark I 

used the pronunciation of the key words that one can listen to in the CD-ROM version of 

Longman’s Dictionary of Contemporary English.      

    My questions on participants’ attitudes to English were more extensive than 

Thörnstrand’s.  We both wanted to know which accent the student believed he or she spoke. I 

also asked which accent they preferred and which one they had been taught. Two questions on 

the participants’ use of mass media were also added. 

 

 



5. Results and analysis 

In this section the results of the study will be presented. They will be compared to those of 

Thörnstrand to see whether it is possible to discover any significant differences. Where 

appropriate, comparisons will also be made to the other previous studies mentioned earlier in 

this essay. The results will be presented in three types of tables, the first being boys and girls 

together, the second girls only and the third boys only. 

   The test was divided into four parts: vocabulary, spelling, pronunciation and attitudes. 

The different parts will first be looked at separately and finally some overall comments will 

be made.     

 

5.1 Vocabulary 

Table 1 A       Vocabulary  Girls and boys 
                            Thörnstrand                                        Norrbom  
  N N N N         N N N N       

Wordpair BE AE NV ∑ BE% AE% NV%   BE AE NV ∑ BE% AE% NV% 

Autumn/fall 64 34 10 108 59 31 9   73 27 7 107 68 25 7 
Sweets/candy 6 98 4  108 6 91 46   4 99 4 107 4 92 4 
Lorry/truck 6 82 20  108 6 76 19   7 94 6 107 7 88 6 
Flat/apartment 6 96 6  108 6 89 6   15 89 3 107 14 83 3 
Lift/elevator 8 88 12  108 7 81 11   39 62 6 107 36 58 6 
Holiday/vacation 24 76 8  108 22 70 7   58 36 13 107 54 34 12 
Petrol/gas 10 69 29  108 9 64 27   21 83 3 107 20 78 3 
Pavement/sidewalk 8 50 50  108 7 46 46   13 90 4 107 12 84 4 
Underground/subway                 36 69 2 107 34 64 2 
Wardrobe/closet                 34 68 5 107 32 64 5 
Rubbish/garbage                 41 70 6 107 38 65 6 
Mobile/cell phone                 55 41 11 107 51 38 11 
Film/movie                 7 94 6 107 7 87 6 
Queue/line                 17 83 7 107 16 78 7 

BE = British English    AE = American English   NV = Non-valid 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
6 In some cases the total will not be 100%. This is because all figures have been rounded off to whole numbers. 



Table 1 B      Vocabulary Girls 
                            Thörnstrand                                           Norrbom  
  N N N N         N N N N       

Wordpair BE AE NV ∑ BE% AE% NV%   BE AE NV ∑ BE% AE% NV% 

Autumn/fall 38 16 6 60  63 27 10   45 12 2 59 76 20 4 
Sweets/candy 2 56 2  60 3 93 3   3 53 3 59 5 90 5 
Lorry/truck 2 44 14  60 3 73 23   5 51 3 59 9 86 5 
Flat/apartment 0 58 2  60 0 97 3   7 50 2 59 12 85 4 
Lift/elevator 4 50 6  60 7 83 10   22 31 6 59 37 53 10 
Holiday/vacation 18 38 4  60 30 63 7   30 20 9 59 51 34 15 
Petrol/gas 2 30 28  60 3 50 47   12 45 2 59 20 76 4 
Pavement/sidewalk 4 16 40  60 7 27 67   8 49 2 59 14 83 4 
Underground/subway                 26 31 2 59 44 53 4 
Wardrobe/closet                 15 39 5 59 25 66 9 
Rubbish/garbage                 23 32 4 59 39 54 7 
Mobile/cell phone                 22 30 7 59 37 51 12 
Film/movie                 1 56 2 59 2 95 4 
Queue/line                 7 48 4 59 12 81 7 

BE = British English    AE = American English   NV = Non-valid 

 
Table 1 C      Vocabulary Boys 
                            Thörnstrand                                        Norrbom  
  N N N N     N N N N       

Wordpair BE AE NV ∑ BE% AE% NV%   BE AE NV ∑ BE% AE% NV% 

Autumn/fall 26 18 4 48 54 38 8   28 15 5 48 58 31 10 
Sweets/candy 4 42 2 48 8 88 4   1 46 1 48 2 96 2 
Lorry/truck 4 38 6  48 8 79 13   2 43 3 48 4 90 6 
Flat/apartment 6 38 4  48 13 79 8   8 39 1 48 17 81 2 
Lift/elevator 4 38 6  48 8 79 13   17 31 0 48 35 65 0 
Holiday/vacation 6 38 4  48 13 79 8   28 16 4 48 58 33 9 
Petrol/gas 8 39 1  48 17 81 2   9 38 1 48 19 79 2 
Pavement/sidewalk 4 34 10  48 8 71 21   5 41 2 48 10 86 4 
Underground/subway                 10 38 0 48 21 79 0 
Wardrobe/closet                 19 29 0 48 40 60 0 
Rubbish/garbage                 18 28 2 48 38 58 4 
Mobile/cell phone                 33 11 4 48 68 23 9 
Film/movie                 6 38 4 48 12 79 9 
Queue/line                 10 35 3 48 21 73 6 

BE = British English    AE = American English   NV = Non-valid 
 
Since Thörnstrand and I used different methods in the vocabulary part of the test it is very 

doubtful whether any direct comparisons can be made between the two studies. At least it is 

not possible to say whether one group uses more American English words than the other. For 

instance the number of non-valid answers is much higher in Thörnstrand’s study. However, it 

is perfectly clear that in both groups the use of AE vocabulary is much higher than that of BE 



vocabulary. The table below shows how the eight words that were used in both studies were 

distributed between BE, AE and NV: 

 

Table 1 D Total use of BE and AE, respectively, in percent 
 BE AE NV 
Thörnstrand Girls and boys 15 69 16 
Thörnstrand Girls 15 64 21 
Thörnstrand Boys 16 74 10 
Norrbom Girls and boys 27 68 5 
Norrbom Girls 26 70 4 
Norrbom Boys 28 66 6 

 
It seems that the students in the present study use BE to a somewhat higher degree, but as 

mentioned before, due to different methods, the two studies are not entirely commensurable, 

when it comes to vocabulary. The results of the remaining six words in my study deviate very 

little from the results of the first eight words: 

 
Table 1 E Total use of BE and AE respectively in percent, all 14 words 
 BE AE NV 
Norrbom Girls and boys 28 67 5 
Norrbom Girls 27 66 7 
Norrbom Boys 29 67 4 

 

Generally there is concurrence between the two groups as to which word to use. For example, 

both groups prefer autumn to fall and apartment to flat. Thörnstrand’s group favoured 

elevator and vacation more than mine did. Overall, there is no striking difference between 

girls and boys. 

    A closer look at the tables reveals some rather surprising facts. One is that the number of 

invalid answers is considerably higher for girls than for boys in Thörnstrand’s study. Does 

this indicate that the girls are worse at vocabulary than the boys or is there another 

explanation? For instance, about two thirds of the girls did not know an English word for 

trottoar. If this was such a difficult word for girls one might expect to find a lot of invalid 

answers in my group as well, or at least a lot of ‘pavements’, if the girls were guessing. 

However this is not the case, since as many as 83% opted for sidewalk. Secondly it would be 

a reasonable assumption that words that are (more or less) identical to their Swedish 

equivalent should be chosen. It turned out that this is not always the case. 83% preferred 

movie to film, and 38% would rather use cell phone than mobile phone (among the girls the 

cell phone figure was 51%!). Finally it can be noticed that some of the British words are on 

the verge of extinction. The future in Sweden for words like sweets and lorry looks very 

bleak.  



 

5.2 Spelling 

Spelling is not considered to be the most important part of learning English among Swedish 

students in general. Therefore it is not surprising that they will show a lot of inconsistency 

when it comes to spelling the British or American way. If the spelling of a particular word, 

like program, is identical to the Swedish equivalent, most students will go for that alternative 

rather than programme. Many students fail to notice that there is a pattern in words like 

colour, neighbour and rumour (color, neighbor and rumor) but will look at them individually 

and sometimes write colour and at other times neighbor. This is particularly true for 

Thörnstrand’s group, where 65% preferred color and 92% opted for neighbour! In contrast, 

my group was much more consistent, giving clear priority to the British spelling of these two 

words. Again there were no distinct differences between girls and boys. 

  Evidently spelling is not an area where American popular culture wields a lot of influence. 

Therefore it is likely that the spelling alternative used will be decided by what was first 

learned in school or in many cases, by pure chance. It is not possible to say if either group is 

more American or British when it comes to spelling. 

 

Table 2A        Spelling   Girls and boys 
                            Thörnstrand                                         Norrbom  
  N N N N         N N N N       

Wordpair BE AE NV ∑ BE% AE% NV%   BE AE NV ∑ BE% AE% NV% 

Neighbour/neighbor 99 9 0  108 92 8 0   83 22 2 107 78 21 2 
Colour/color 38 70 0  108 35 65 0   78 26 3  107 73 24 3 
Programme/program                 11 94 2  107 11 87 2 
Theatre/theater                 30 75 2  107 28 70 2 

 

Table 2B        Spelling       Girls 
                            Thörnstrand                                          Norrbom 
  N N N N         N N N N       

Wordpair BE AE NV ∑ BE% AE% NV%   BE AE NV ∑ BE% AE% NV% 

Neighbour/neighbor 58 2 0  60 97 3 0   46 11 2  59 78 19 4 
Colour/color 20 40 0  60 33 67 0   49 8 2  59 83 14 4 
Programme/program                 7 50 2  59 12 85 4 
Theatre/theater                 18 39 2  59 31 66 4 

 

 
 
 
 



Table 2C        Spelling  Boys 
                            Thörnstrand                                         Norrbom 
  N N N N         N N N N       

Wordpair BE AE NV ∑ BE% AE% NV%   BE AE NV ∑ BE% AE% NV% 

Neighbour/neighbor 43 5 0 48 90 10 0   37 11 0  48 77 23 0 
Colour/color 18 30 0  48 38 63 0   29 18 1  48 60 38 2 
Programme/program                 4 44 0  48 9 91 0 
Theatre/theater                 12 36 0  48 25 75 0 

 

 

5.3 Pronunciation 

I did not have any problems in categorizing the students’ pronunciation as BE, AE or NV. 

How certain words are pronounced is no doubt where the difference between British English 

and American English is the most obvious. However, it is important to remember that this is 

an area where the boundaries between the two varieties are not always that clear. For instance, 

as was showed earlier in this essay, the words either and neither (tested in word pairs 6-7 

below) can be pronounced in two ways on both sides of the Atlantic and although one 

pronunciation may be much more common7 than the other, it is not fair to say the other is 

non-British, or non-American.  Furthermore, the BATH-vowel (tested in word pairs (1-4) is 

pronounced more in the ‘American fashion’ in many parts of Britain, particularly in the north 

(Wells, 2008)8 and more in ‘the British way’ by some people in New England (Melchers & 

Shaw 2003: 86). 

Table 3A     Pronunciation  Girls and boys 
                            Thörnstrand                                         Norrbom 
  N  N N N         N N N N       

Wordpair BE AE NV ∑ BE% AE% NV%   BE AE NV ∑ BE% AE% NV% 

Ask   ɑ : / æ 44 60 0  1049 42 58 0   41 66 0  107 38 62 0 

After  ɑ : / æ 81 23 0  104 78 22 0   78 29 0  107 73 27 0 

Dance  ɑ / æ 16 88 0  104 15 85 0   5 101 1  107 5 94 1 

Chance  ɑ : / æ 17 87 0  104 16 84 0   6 92 9  107 6 86 8 

Tomato  ɑ : / ��  15 89 0  104 14 86 0   12 88 7  107 11 82 7 

Either ɑ� / �: 26 78 0  104 25 75 0   18 70 19  107 17 65 18 

Neither  ɑ� /�:    19 85 0  104 18 82 0   11 74 22  107 10 69 21 
Teacher  - / r                 0 105 2  107 0 98 2 
Car   - / r                 0 107 0  107 0 100 0 

Router  ʊ : /ɑʊ                 12 60 35  107 11 56 33 

                                                 
7 According to a poll in LPD, 88% of Britons preferred /αΙ/, whereas 84 % of the Americans preferred /i:/. A 
remarkable fact is that 40% of young people in Britain preferred /i:/ and, more surprisingly, 25% of young 

Americans went for /ɑ�/.   
8 Poll figures: 69% for /ɑ:/ and 31% for /æ/. 
9 Four of the participants in Thörnstrand’s study refused to do the pronunciation test. 



 
Table 3B        Pronunciation  Girls 
                            Thörnstrand                                         Norrbom 
  n n n n         n n n n       

Wordpair BE AE NV ∑ BE% AE% NV%   BE AE NV ∑ BE% AE% NV% 

Ask 22 36 0  58 38 62 0   21 38 0  59 36 64 0 
After 40 18 0  58 69 31 0   43 16 0  59 73 27 0 
Dance 9 49 0  58 16 84 0   2 56 1  59 4 94 2 
Chance 9 49 0  58 16 84 0   1 52 6  59 2 88 10 
Tomato 9 49 0  58 16 84 0   6 49 4  59 10 83 7 
Either 9 49 0   16 84 0   12 41 6  59 20 69 10 
Neither 9 49 0   16 84 0   9 43 7  59 15 73 12 
Teacher                 0 58 1  59 0 98 2 
Car                 0 59 0  59 0 100 0 
Router                 7 25 27  59 12 42 46 

 
Table 3C       Pronunciation  Boys 
                            Thörnstrand                                         Norrbom 
  n n n n         n n n n       

Wordpair BE AE NV ∑ BE% AE% NV%   BE AE NV ∑ BE% AE% NV% 

Ask 22 24 0  46 48 52 0   20 28 0  48 42 58 0 
After 41 5 0  46 89 11 0   35 13 0  48 73 27 0 
Dance 7 39 0  46 15 85 0   3 45 0  48 6 94 0 
Chance 8 38 0  46 17 83 0   5 40 3  48 10 83 7 
Tomato 6 40 0  46 13 87 0   6 39 3  48 12 81 6 
Either 17 29 0  46 37 63 0   6 29 13  48 12 60 27 
Neither 10 36 0  46 22 78 0   2 31 15  48 4 65 31 
Teacher                 0 47 1  48 0 98 2 
Car                 0 48 0  48 0 100 0 
Router                 5 35 8  48 10 73 17 

 

Table 3D Total use of BE and AE respectively in percent 
 BE AE NV 
Thörnstrand Girls and boys 30 70 0 
Thörnstrand Girls 26 74 0 
Thörnstrand  Boys 34 66 0 
Norrbom  Girls and boys 23 69 8 
Norrbom Girls 23 71 6 
Norrbom Boys 23 67 10 

 

Table 3 E Total use of BE and AE respectively in percent, all 10 words 
 BE AE NV 
Norrbom Girls and boys 17 74 9 
Norrbom Girls 17 74 9 
Norrbom  Boys 17 74 9 

 

The general tendency is that the American pronunciation is preferred in both the rural group 

and the urban group. In the rural group the use of British English is lower and the number of 



non-valid answers is higher than in the urban group, but the use of AE is roughly the same in 

both groups.  

   Very few participants in the rural group pronounced dance and chance the British way. The 

figures were much higher for ask and, particularly, after, where the RP-pronunciation was 

most popular in both groups. Many participants in the rural group, mostly boys, failed to 

pronounce either and neither in a correct way.  

   Not one single participant pronounced the words car and teacher in the British way (i e /r/ 

as /-/). Though a distinct / r / could always be identified, it invariably had a Swedish touch, 

rather than an American. In hindsight it would have been interesting to test words like form 

and board and see to what extent the / r / would be realised.  

   The word router is of special interest. It is a rather new word for a computer device. There 

is no Swedish translation for it, but the Swedish computer companies seem to have decided to 

use the ‘American’ pronunciation of the word [rɑʊtə]. However, it very is doubtful whether 

this is the most common American way of pronouncing the word. According to a poll in the 

LPD two-thirds of Americans pronounce the vowel sound [u:] in the word route. Why should 

it be different with router, where the dictionary suggests [u:] as more common?10 Router is 

also the word that clearly reveals gender differences. As many as 46% of the girls could not 

pronounce the word correctly; the obvious reason being that they are not as much into 

computers as boys are.  

 

5.4 Self-reports 

In this section we will take a look at a number of different things. The first will be what 

variety of English the participants believe they themselves speak. The results will be 

compared to those of Thörnstrand. Secondly, we will examine what type of English the 

participants believe they have been taught and thirdly, which accent they prefer. The results 

will then be compared. Finally, we will find out to what extent the participants watch 

American TV series and serials and what type of music they listen to.   

 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
10 The CD-ROM version of Longman’s Dictionary of Contemporary English suggests [ru:də] ! 



 
Table 4A          Self-reported accent. ‘I believe I speak with an American/ a British accent’. 
                                 Girls and boys 
                                Thörnstrand                                         Norrbom 
  n n n n         n n n n        
  BE AE bo ∑ BE% AE% BO%   BE AE NV ∑ BE% AE% BO%  
Girls 6 48 6 60 10 80 10   14 35 10 59 24 59 17  
Boys 12 28 8 48 25 58 17   4 25 19 48 8 52 40  
Total 18 76 14 108 17 70 13   18 60 29 107 17 56 27  

BE = British English    AE = American English    BO = both     
 
This is a rather complicated matter. First of all, accent is more than just the pronunciation of 

individual words; it also includes things like stress, rhythm and prosody. Perhaps the most 

accurate answer for all participants would be “I speak with a Swedish accent”. However this 

was not an alternative answer. Secondly, assessing your English accent may not be so easy for 

a Swedish teenager. Thörnstrand introduced the category ‘both’ for participants who claimed 

that they mixed the two accents. My ‘both-category’ includes students who marked two 

alternatives as well as those who did not mark any. It is very likely that some of the students 

in that category just did not know what their accent was. 

   The figures show that an equal percentage (17%) in both groups thought they had a British 

accent. Thörnstrand’s group had a higher number of self-reported American accents and 

consequently the number of people unwilling to subscribe to either accent was higher in my 

group. More girls than boys reported an American accent in both groups.  

   It would be unwise to conclude from this material that the urban students actually speak 

more with an American accent than do their rural peers.  All we can say it that most students 

in both groups think that they have an American accent.   

 

Table 4B         I have been taught British English/American English  Girls and boys 
 Norrbom N N N N                
  BE AE NV ∑ BE% AE% NV%          
Girls 29 16 14 59 50 27 23          
Boys 26 4 18 48 54 8 38          
Total 55 20 32 107 51 19 30          

 

Table 4C            I prefer…    Girls and boys 
 Norrbom n n n n                
  BE AE NV ∑ BE% AE% NV%          
Girls 14 34 11 59 24 58 19          
Boys 7 33 8 48 15 69 17          
Total 21 67 19 107 20 63 18          



The figures of these tables must be interpreted with great care. For instance, it is not all 

certain that their teachers would agree. One might also ask what is meant by ‘being taught’. 

Does it simply mean that the teacher spoke with a British accent, or does it mean that the 

students were exposed to mainly British English and that other varieties were ignored? We do 

not have the answers to these questions. Still, with all these reservations in mind, this is the 

only table that shows a British “win”! Rural high schools usually have a very large catchment 

area, which means that students come from many different junior schools and thus will have 

been taught by a lot of different English teachers, which makes it easier to make general 

statements about what type of English is most commonly taught. If the students are correct, 

then it is amazing to see how little effect the teaching of British English seems to have had on 

the English the students actually speak. Evidently other factors than teaching must play a vital 

role (see TV habits below). 

   The results of this study also seem to contradict those of Petterson (2008:2) that “learners 

are first and foremost influenced by their teacher”. It is important to notice, though, that the 

participants in Petterson’s study were several years younger and that ‘teacher’ in that study 

meant their present teacher, whereas in mine it meant former teachers. Some support for 

theories saying that students and teachers do not speak the same variety of English can be 

found in the results of the present study. 

  

TV-habits Do you watch any American TV-series/serials? If so which? 

The results of the questionnaire indicate that the participants watch a lot of American 

programmes. Of 107 students only 19 did not state that they watched any such programmes. 

Most students followed more than one series or serial, and one boy as many as twelve. In total 

more than forty TV programmes were mentioned. There is a striking difference between the 

genders. Actually there was virtually no programme that was watched by both girls and boys. 

The most popular programmes were the following: 

  Girls           Boys 
One Tree Hill (drama) 
Desperate Housewives (drama) 
Grey’s Anatomy (medical drama) 

 The Simpsons (cartoon)  
Family Guy (cartoon) 
Scrubs (comedy-drama) 

 
When trying to establish what factors decide which variety of English students will use and 

prefer, TV certainly appears as a strong contender as a major source of influence. But can we 

be sure that this is really the case? It has been claimed that there is no evidence that television 

influences sound changes (Chambers, 1998). However, that statement only applies to people 



whose first language is English. In those cases “it takes people to make an impression”, i.e. 

language changes will only appear in real life contacts between people (cf Kerswill, 2003, 

who is referred to in the introduction). Is it possible that people who do not have English as 

their first language are more easily influenced by TV or how else should we account for the 

massive use of AE among Swedish youth? Finally, there is probably big individual variation 

in the extent to which the students are affected by TV programmes, ranging from those who 

ignore the subtitles, to those who just read the subtitles and do not listen to the dialogue. 

 

Music What sort of music do you listen to? Name the artist or band.  

The purpose of this question was not to find out whether the participants listen to British or 

American artists, as virtually all popular music is sung with an American accent (it is hard to 

imagine hard core rap performed in RP!). However different types of music have different 

types and amounts of lyrics. By its nature music is not as influential as TV (it has fewer 

words) and of course, it is perfectly possible to enjoy music without listening to the lyrics or 

understanding any of them.   

   Among the boys hard rock was the most popular category. Some girls also liked that genre 

of music, but most common among them was to say that they enjoy all sorts of music. Rap 

and hip hop are music types that are ‘wordy’, but not many students preferred that sort. 26% 

did not name any artist or band.  

    

5.5 Summary 

Though it was difficult to compare the results between the two groups in vocabulary use, the 

overall tendency is clear: Swedish students’ use of American English is the same no matter 

where you live or what programme you are on. Either the diffusion of American English from 

the centre to the periphery had already taken place when this study was made11 or else 

Trudgill’s theory of how language changes are spread does not apply to this type of change. 

The spread of language change may not be the same for a second language as it is for a first 

language. Instead, the impact of television programmes may play an important part.     

 

 

 

                                                 
11 Söderlund and Modiano (ibid:149) stated in 1999 that “the 1990s will be remembered as the decade when the 
Swedes abandoned their preference for BrE and began …  expressing greater appreciation for the American 
variety of the language”.  



6. Discussion 

The results of the study raise a few questions. First, how should the school system react to the 

fact that a lot of the English that students learn these days is acquired outside school rather 

than in it? Though the input through different media must be seen as mainly positive, teachers 

need to consider in what ways what is taught should be different from what is picked up 

outside school. Other varieties than American English may need to be studied. School could 

also provide a more diverse picture of the US than popular culture on TV does. 

    Most studies on this matter have one thing in common: though American English may be 

used more than British English, no Swedish student is consistent; they all mix the two 

varieties in a rather personal and irrational way. Whether you call this ‘variety’ a mishmash or 

Mid-Atlantic English is a matter of taste. The most important thing is that Swedish students’ 

English is well-comprehended in most parts of the world. There is no point in trying to teach 

one specific variety of English in a globalized world, or asking for consistency. 

   There seems to be a discrepancy between the English the students use and prefer and the 

English that is taught, i e the students like American English but the teachers use British 

English. Some people, like Modiano and Söderlund (see 3.3) think that this is a serious 

problem that needs to be tackled. But is it really a desirable goal that all teachers should speak 

with the same (American) accent? If the students almost exclusively encounter one variety of 

English in their leisure time, perhaps school should be the place where they are exposed to 

many types of English from different countries and different regions? Teachers must be 

allowed to use the accent they are most comfortable with as long as it is comprehensible.  

   Finally, these days there is general agreement that the American influence in the world is 

declining economically, politically and military. In history such a decline has inevitably been 

followed by a weaker cultural influence. Can we anticipate that the American dominance in 

popular culture will recede and eventually be replaced by other countries’ culture? If we 

assume that the worldwide- dominant language would still be English, are there any serious 

pretenders to the throne? Could it be India? Bollywood productions have certainly gained in 

popularity in recent years, but Indian culture is still too national to become world dominant. 

Australia is too small. So the most likely scenarios are either a continuation of American 

influence or that English will be “‘in the mix’ but other languages will be increasingly 

important to the world’s young” (Graddol, 2000:54).    

 

 



7. Conclusion 

The results show that in fourteen different sentences, when given a choice between an 

American word and a British one, the students opted for the American variant in 2/3 of the 

cases. 

   A pronunciation test containing ten words that are pronounced differently in the USA and 

Britain, (respectively), revealed that the American pronunciation was preferred in 3/4 of the 

cases. As for spelling no clear tendency could be shown. There were very small gender 

differences.  

   When compared to the urban group the results turned out to be very similar. However, due 

to different methods of testing vocabulary the results of that particular part of the test are not 

entirely commensurable. The hypothesis that language changes, such as the introduction of 

American English at the expense of British English among Swedish students, first take place 

in urban areas and later are spread to rural areas could not be verified. 

    The study also examined the students’ attitudes to the two varieties of English and to what 

extent they watched American TV programmes and listened to music. 60% of the participants 

thought they had an American accent and 72% also said that they preferred that accent. 

However, only 27% thought they had been taught American English, while as many as 50% 

thought they had been taught British English. These results suggest that factors outside school 

may play a bigger part than the actual teaching of English does, when it comes to which type 

of English the students prefer and use. Again, there were only minor differences between the 

genders. 

   Only 18 % percent of the group indicated that they did not watch American TV 

series/serials. Most of the students watched at least three such shows. Boys and girls watched 

totally different programmes. How this fact influences their English is difficult to say. Most of 

the group listened to music with hard rock being the most popular genre. Popular culture 

plays an important part in teenagers’ lives today and most of it is in American English. It 

seems strange to believe that this massive consumption of American English should not have 

a rather big influence on the type of English Swedish teenagers prefer and use, particularly as 

it is difficult to find other explanatory factors.  

   What can be learnt from this study is that high school students today, no matter where they 

live, are exposed to a lot more English outside school than in school. This is of course very 

good, as it substantially improves their English, but it also has implications for language 



teaching. What parts of learning English cannot be acquired outside school but have to be 

taught?  How can school balance the rather one-sided input that popular culture provides? 

These are questions which need to be looked at in the future. 
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Appendices 

 

Appendix A 

 

In each of the sentences below you have a choice between two words. Please underline the 

word that you would use. If you are not sure or don’t know either of the words, leave the 

sentence as it is. 

 
1. In the autumn/fall the leaves turn yellow and brown. 

 
2. Our apartment/flat has two bedrooms. 

 
3. We took the lift/elevator to the 10th floor. 

 
4. They went to Spain for a vacation/holiday 

 
5. You can’t drive a car without gas/petrol 

 
6. Next to the road there is a pavement/sidewalk. 

 
7. We took the subway/underground to T-centralen. 

 
8. All my clothes are in the wardrobe/closet. 

 
9. Things we throw away are called garbage/rubbish 

 
10. Eating candy/sweets is bad for your teeth. 

 
11. You can call me on my mobile/cell phone. 

 
12. Let’s watch a film/movie tonight. 

 
13. My brother is a truck/lorry driver. 

 
14. There was a long line/queue outside the football stadium. 

 
In the sentences below the same word is spelled in two different ways. Please underline the 

alternative you would use: 

 
1. Which colour/color do you prefer, red or blue? 

 
2. I watched a program/programme about wild animals. 

 
3. Mr Jones is our next door neighbor/neighbour. 

 
4. They went to the theatre/theater to see a play. 

 
 

 

 



Please underline the alternative that applies to you: 

                                                                                   Comments: 
I believe I speak with    an American accent   _______________________   
                                       a British accent         _______________________  
   
I have been taught         British English           _______________________ 
                                      American English      _______________________ 
 
I prefer                           American English             _______________________ 
                                       British English                  _______________________ 
 
 
Do you watch any American TV-series/serials? If so which? 
 
_______________________________________________________________ 
 
_______________________________________________________________ 
 
What sort of music do you listen to? Name the artist or band. 
 

 
The sentences below were read by the students for the pronunciation test. The target words 
are italicized: 

 
1. Can I ask you a question? 

 
 2-3. Can the teacher drive the car? 
 
 4-5. I don’t like tomatoes either! 
 
 6. Let’s have lunch after this lesson. 
 
 7. Would you like to dance? 
 
 8. I didn’t have a chance to speak to her. 
 
 9. Neither did he. 
 
 10. We have a router connected to our computer. 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Appendix B 

 
The following word pairs were used by Thörnstrand, but not in the present investigation: 
 

Wordpairs  Comments 
cab/taxi    not distinctively BE/AE, as both words are commonly used in both 
  countries  
bonnet/hood   words too difficult (cf drawing pin/thumbtack).  
biscuit/cookie                      cookie only equals sweet biscuit 
football/soccer football is a different sport in the US than in Britain 
railway/railroad the difference between the words is too small  
motorway/highway they are not entirely synonymous 


