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PROFESSIONAL MEDICAL DISCOURSE IN BRITISH AND AMERICAN 

ENGLISH: SPELLING DIFFERENCES 

The paper focuses on the features of medical terminology through the prism of 

differences in spelling of British and American English. The present research is the 

first scientific effort to synthesize and summarize the potential difficulties that may 

arise when working with medical discourse genres of British and American English. 

The main differences in spelling of British and American English have been outlined. 

The authors developed methodical recommendations for minimizing and avoiding 

errors in the English language writing by Ukrainian scholars. The authors emphasize 

the importance of following the consistency principle when writing for British or 

American audience. It is necessary to pay special attention to spelling features of 

British and American medical English when developing academic ESP syllabi at 

medical universities. The study of potential difficulties, which Ukrainian medical 

professionals may encounter in the process of producing medical discourse in British 

and American English, is important for developing relevant guidelines to eliminate 

possible mistakes and avoid misunderstanding in medical communication. It is crucial 

for medical professionals to be aware of peculiarities of British and American 

medical English in order to be understood and accepted in the modern English-

speaking world. The analysis of potential challenges in producing medical discourse 

in British and American English is an important element for integration of Ukrainian 

researchers into the world community. The research will be useful for translation 

studies, teaching English as a second language, and developing multilingual 

competence of future doctors. 
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ПРОФЕСІЙНИЙ МЕДИЧНИЙ ДИСКУРС У БРИТАНСЬКОМУ І 

АМЕРИКАНСЬКОМУ ВАРІАНТАХ АНГЛІЙСЬКОЇ МОВИ: 

ВІДМІННОСТІ У ПРАВОПИСІ 

У статті проаналізовано особливості медичної термінології крізь призму 

відмінностей у правописі британської і американської англійської мови. 

Пропонована розвідка є першою науковою спробою синтезувати й узагальнити 

потенційні труднощі, які можуть виникнути при роботі з жанрами медичного 

дискурсу британського і американського варіантів англійської мови. 

Розроблено методичні рекомендації щодо мінімізації й уникнення помилок в 

англомовному писемному мовленні українських науковців. 
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ПРОФЕССИОНАЛЬНЫЙ МЕДИЦИНСКИЙ ДИСКУРС В БРИТАНСКОМ 

И АМЕРИКАНСКОМ ВАРИАНТАХ АНГЛИЙСКОГО ЯЗЫКА: 

ОТЛИЧИЯ В ПРАВОПИСАНИИ 

В статье проанализированы особенности медицинской терминологии 

сквозь призму различий в правописании британского и американского 

английского языка. Данное исследование является первой научной попыткой 

синтезировать и обобщить потенциальные трудности, которые могут 

возникнуть при работе с жанрами медицинского дискурса британского и 



американского вариантов английского языка. Разработаны методические 

рекомендации с целью минимизации и избежания ошибок в англоязычной 

письменной речи украинских ученых. 

Ключевые слова: медицинская терминология, медицинский дискурс, 

речевые ошибки. 

 

The prevalence of English as not only the lingua franca, but as an important 

transmission medium of scientific knowledge in our time compels the professionals in 

all spheres of science and technology to render their research results in English in 

order to be understood and acknowledged. Internationalization of higher education 

raises a demand for effective training of students who will ultimately succeed in the 

wider English-speaking world [10]. However, conversational fluency does not 

guarantee the effective mastering of academic writing skills: it is necessary to acquire 

the so-called “academic literacy” in English as a global language in science and 

technology [9]. In order to achieve this objective, medical professionals are expected 

to be not only fluent in English, but also well-versed in academic style and standards. 

The major challenges in academic English vocabulary and grammar have already 

been discussed in our previous studies [1; 2; 3; 4]. We also focused upon potential 

errors in academic English spelling and punctuation [5; 6; 7; 8]. The present paper 

directs attention to the features of medical terminology through the prism of 

differences in spelling standards of British and American English.  

The aim of the study is to outline major differences in spelling of British and 

American English and to develop methodical recommendations for minimizing and 

avoiding errors in the English language writing by Ukrainian scholars. The present 

study is the first scientific effort to synthesize and summarize the potential difficulties 

that may arise when working with medical discourse genres of British and American 

English, which renders the research relevant. 



There are several areas in which British and American spelling are different [9]. 

British English tends to retain the spelling of words which it has absorbed from other 

languages (e.g., Latin), while American English has adapted the spelling to reflect the 

way that the words actually sound [9]. Tables 1, 2 represent the most widespread 

medical terms with Latin diphthongs “ae” and “oe” which are preserved in British 

English and reduced to “e” in the US. 

Table 1 

Spelling differences in British and US English: vowels “ae” and “e” 

Br US 

aetiology                 etiology 

anaemia anemia 

anaesthetic anesthetic 

caesarean cesarean 

defaecation defecation 

dyslipidaemia dyslipidemia 

glycaemic  glycemic  

gynaecology gynecology 

haemoglobin hemoglobin 

haemorrhage hemorrhage 

ischaemic ischemic 

leukaemia leukemia 

orthopaedic orthopedic 

paediatric pediatric 

 

Table 2 

Spelling differences in British and US English: vowels “oe” and “e”  

Br US 

diarrhoea diarrhea 

coeliac celiac 

dyspnoea dyspnea 

foetus fetus 

manoeuvre maneuver 

oedema edema 

oesophagus esophagus 

oestrogen estrogen 



 

Another common challenge for non-native speakers of English consists in the 

choice of endings in certain terms, depending on the British/American context. Table 

3 provides a list of words with endings “-re” (Br) / “-er” (US) and “-our” (Br) / “-or” 

(US). 

Table 3 

Spelling differences in British and US English: 

endings “-re” and “-er”; “-our” and “-or” 

Br US Br US 

centimetre centimeter behaviour behavior 

centre center colour color 

fibre fiber humour humor 

litre liter labour labor 

titre titer tumour tumor 

 

Yet another spelling difficulty may be encountered with endings “-ise” / “-ize” 

and “-yse” / “-yze” (Table 4). 

Table 4 

Spelling differences in British and US English:  

endings “-ise” and “-ize”; “-yse” and “-yze” 

Br US 

organise organize 

realise realize 

recognise recognize 

Br US 

analyse analyze 

catalyse catalyze 

paralyse paralyze 

 

Most peer-reviewed academic journals have particular requirements regarding 

the British or American spelling. Therefore, it is crucial for medical professionals to 

follow the consistency principle, i.e., always to spell as the journal prefers – US or 



UK, – and never a mixture of styles [9]. Consistent spelling within the same piece of 

writing when writing for British or American audience is an essential prerequisite for 

scholars.  

By contrast, mixing British and American English in formal writing provides an 

impression of author’s inconsistency and illiteracy. Consequently, it can influence the 

reviewer’s or editor’s decision, and eventually result in paper’s rejection. Therefore, it 

is necessary to pay special attention to spelling features of British and American 

medical English when developing academic ESP syllabi at medical universities.  

The provided lists of lexical units are by no means exhaustive: they aim to 

structure the material under consideration and stipulate further development. The 

aforementioned material has already been integrated into the 1st edition of Medical 

English for Academic and Teaching Purposes (by Yu. Lysanets, O. Bieliaieva, 

M. Melaschenko: in press), which largely focuses on improving the writing skills in 

British and American English. 

We also suggest grouping the miscellaneous lexis of medicine and healthcare in 

British and American English as displayed in Table 5. The proposed system of 

organizing the material aims to facilitate memorizing of such terms and avoiding 

errors in their use. 

Table 5 

Spelling differences in British and US English: miscellanea 

Br US 
ageing aging 
aluminium aluminum 
counsellor counselor 
defence defense 

dependant (noun), dependent (adjective) dependent 

equalled equaled 

fulfil fulfill 
grey gray 
intervertebral disc intervertebral disk 
labelled labeled 
leucocyte leukocyte 



to license (verb), licence (noun) license (verb and noun) 

modelled modeled 

operating theatre operating room 
to practise (verb), practice (noun) practice (verb and noun) 
programme program 
signalled signaled 
sulphur sulfur 

 

Thus, the study of potential difficulties, which Ukrainian medical professionals 

may face in the process of producing medical discourse in British and American 

English, is important for developing the guidelines to eliminate possible mistakes and 

avoid misunderstanding in medical communication. It is crucial for medical 

professionals to be aware of differences in spelling of British and American English 

so that they are able to produce effective genres of medical discourse, which will be 

accepted by peer-reviewed journals. The analysis of potential challenges in producing 

medical discourse in British and American English is an important element for 

integration of Ukrainian researchers into the world community. 
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