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BRITISH OR AMERICAN ENGLISH
IN SERBIA, OR BOTH?

It is the fact that English can well be regarded the lingua franca of
the world that gathers linguists and other experts related to language
learning and teaching to discuss the issue. Since the language, by its
nature, is liable to modifications and changes due to numerous factors,
there appears to be mutual interrelations and overlaps of not only
different languages but also varieties within a single language.

The two most prominent varieties of English, ie American and British,
influence other languages but one another as well. That is the reason
why the authors of this work conducted research in Serbia to determine
how these changes affect foreign learners themselves. Consequently,
we obtained some inevitable results, such as the fact that the highest
percentage of the examined participants ‘mix’ the varieties, but also
some unexpected ones, such as those that there was quite a discrepancy
between teachers’ view on the variety they use and the actual ‘outcome’
in the assessment sheet. Finally, we will conclude that this occurrence
seems natural if we take into account an enormous impact of the media
in today’s information society, but also draw attention to the need of
being consistent in using one specific variety.

Key words: foreign language, ‘mix’ of varieties, British English,
American English.

1. Introduction

The language, being the most influential factor in the civilised world, can
either prompt or prevent communication. English, as one of most fre-
quently used modern languages, in all its varieties and dialects, seems to
enable people throughout the world to overcome the language barrier.

Moreover, there is not one sphere of life not influenced by the lan-
guage. It can help us or unable us to understand each other. At the same
time, the language changes, as does the society. In the mid-nineteenth
century it was even foreseen that in a hundred years’ time the British and
Americans would not be able to understand each other. (Crystal 1987:
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1 - 5) That is the reason why we conducted research in order to analyse
the preferred variety in Serbia, not to declare one of them as superior, but
to present the present state of affairs, taking into account some potential
factors/reasons of such a preference.

Here, we will conclude which of the two most widespread and in-
fluential varieties, ie British or American, is more used in Serbia, and
try to determine the underlying reasons for the occurrence. In the first
part we will deal with the subjective point of view of the examinees and
consequently compare them with the ‘reality, with an emphasis on the
situations when the examinees actually switch to another variety, so as
to provide a better insight into the understanding of the language and
mutual changes, impacts and/or overlaps of British and American.

2. Method

The main subject/aim(s) of the conducted research was, first of all,
to determine which variety of English is more frequently used in Serbia.
This task was set up to make a distinction between the genuine use of a
certain variety, as well as the personal/subjective opinion on using it. In
addition, we tried to establish predominant reasons why a particular va-
riety is more used and whether the subjective opinions of the examinees
actually correspond to the real occurrences identified in the research.

2.1. Sample

The sample consisted of the experimental and control group of 160
examinees in total.

On the one hand, the experimental group included 130 examinees
from four different towns in Serbia (Belgrade, Ni$, Kragujevac and Zren-
janin) and was consequently divided into three categories, namely:

a) Ts/English teachers (ie those teaching in Grammar Schools- 30
examinees),

b) Ss/teenagers (ie those attending a Grammar School, with a high
level of English- 50 examinees),

¢) Os/Others/adults (ie those who have not attended either Philol-
ogy Grammar School, course: Living Languages or Faculty of Philology,
Department: English Language and Literature, but use English in their
private or professional life - 50 examinees).

The reason for this classification is the fact that groups under a) and
b) can be considered representatives of ‘more serious’ English language
‘consumers. However, the group under c) is also important since they
provide a useful balance to the previous two, in order to make an appro-
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priate balance between formal and informal education in the use of the
English language.

On the other hand, the control group included 30 examinees from
both British and American speaking areas, with no degree in English
language. The reason for this kind of sampling was to confirm the va-
lidity of the assessment sheet and of the issue of a precise distinction
between the varieties, ie whether native speakers themselves on certain
occasions mix BE and AE, no matter the reasons (eg loan words, assimi-
lation, etc).

2.2. Organisation/Plan of the Research

The research was carried out within a month in the abovementioned
towns. The experimental group was tasked with filling in the question-
naire and assessment sheet. The questionnaire included the category
of the examinee, the variety to choose (BE, AM, ‘Mix’), reasons for the
choice, as well as the various factors which may have resulted in the va-
riety they use (media, education, reference books, social environment).
As far as the assessment sheet is concerned, it consisted of 30 questions
(both open and cloze) concerning the grammar, vocabulary, pronuncia-
tion, situational language, etc. As a standard for distinguishing the two
varieties, RP and GA were used as the parameters.

2.3. Hypotheses

We assumed that American English and ‘Mix” are more frequently
used in all three categories of the experimental group. Even those who
would state that they use British English, would actually use the ‘mix-
ture’ of the varieties. We also anticipated that the predominant factor is
the issue of globalisation/the media with prevailing American contents.

3. Results

In analysing the gathered data, descriptive statistics method (‘cross-
tabs’) for the questionnaire and qualitative analysis for the assessment
sheet were implemented. Only the most significant data/results will be
presented in the tables below.
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VARIETY ‘TEST’ SCORE REASONS
o other
BE AE Mixed easier like it | people rea-
better | around
sons
English 1 o, 1 60 006 | 26,79% [ 10,0% | / |30,0% |733% | 1 [467%]| 33% |50,0%
teachers
Grammar

school % |12,0% / 16,0% | 4,0% | 72,0% | 96,0% | 22,0% | 34,0% | 26,0% | 18,4%
students

Others % |20,0% / 16,0% | 4,0% | 64,0% | 96,0% | 28,0% | 18,0% | 20,0% |33,3%
Total % |26,2% | 6,2% |14,6% | 3,1% | 59,2% | 90,8% | 19,2% | 30,8% | 18,5% |31,5%

Table 1

Almost 60% of the examinees stated that they ‘mix’ the two vari-
eties, and the total percentage of the examinees which actually ‘mix’
them is 90,8%. However, there are certain differences among examined
categories, namely 60% of Ts chose BE as the variety they would most
frequently use, whereas only 26,7% use it according to the assessment
sheet, in contrast to the other two categories which chose ‘Mix’(Ss: 72%,
Os: 64%), which matches to a significant extent the analysed data (Ss:
96%, Os: 96%). An interesting finding is that almost through all catego-
ries AE has the least percentage of all.

When giving reasons why they use a particular variety, most exami-
nees stated that they like it better (30,8%), and other reasons (31,5%).
Quite important was the percentage of Ss who also recognised the influ-
ence of people around them as a significant factor of their choice, whereas
Os added that it is easier to use the chosen variety.

SWITCH
yes no
Teachers % 73,3% 26,7%
Students % 44,0% 56,0%
Others % 52,0% 48,0%
Total % 53,8% 46,2%

Table 2

When asked whether they sometimes ‘switch’ to another variety, dif-
ferent from the one they stated, notable 73,3% of Ts chose Yes, which
correlates with the actual percentage of those who use Mix (in the final
score). Other two categories have balanced answers, which additionally
supports the assessment sheet results in these two categories. The most
frequent reason for a switch was the social environment of the exami-
nees.
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EDUCATION MEDIA ENVIRONMENT
BE | AE | both BE AE | both | BE AE | both
Ts % | 40,0% / 60,0% 10,0% | 23,3% | 66,7% | 3,3% | 40,0% | 56,7%
Ss % | 66,0% | 2,0% | 32,0% / 62,0% | 38,0% | 2,0% | 52,0% | 46,0%
Os % | 68,0% |2,0% | 30,0% | 12,0% | 52,0% | 36,0% | 8,0% |50,0% | 42,0%
Total % | 60,8% | 1,5% | 37,7% 6,9% 49,2% | 43,8% | 4,6% | 48,5% | 46,9%
Table 3

The gathered data showed that the greatest number of the examinees
were taught in BE (60,8%), whereas the rest of them were taught in both
(37,7%), and AE (surprising 1,5%). As for the reference books, probably
due to the fact that they are closely linked to education, the results are
similar. The greatest number of the examinees using BE ones includes Ss
(74%) and Ts (53,3%), who also, together with Os, frequently use both.
In contrast to education, as a probable result of general globalisation, AE
was predominant when it comes to the media, namely Ss with 62% and
Os with 52%, whereas Ts considered to use the media in both varieties
(66,7%).

Finally, as one of the most significant factors of everyday usage of
a foreign language, there is the social environment, ie people around
us. Expectedly, the results show almost equal distribution between AE
(48,5%) and both (46,9%).

The qualitative analysis was carried out for the assessment-sheet
part, with British English as the standard. The examinees were conse-
quently divided into the three categories, ie BE, AM and Mix, based on
their final score under the following rating scale: from 1 to 7 ‘points’ AM,
8 — 22: Mix and 23 - 30: BE. Further analysis was performed by analys-
ing frequencies/counts in different language fields (spelling, situational
language, vocabulary, pronunciation, grammar, etc) and it resulted in
the following observations:

- ‘British English group’ (those belonging to BE according to the
abovementioned scale) do not deviate from the standard at all in spelling,
and expectedly, they deviate most in vocabulary, whereas grammar takes
the second place, which can be regarded quite unusual;

- ‘American group stay within their variety most firmly when it
comes to vocabulary and they also show a strong inclination in gram-
mar, situational language and pronunciation;

- ‘Mix group’ also has a great tendency towards AM in vocabulary,
and quite a strong inclination in pronunciation and situational language.
On the other hand, their spelling rather inclines to BE.

Apart from the experimental group, the control group, ie native
speakers of English, were also ‘assessed’ with the assessment sheet. The
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results show that they all stay within their categories with slight irrel-
evant statistical deviations.

4. Discussion

The hypotheses of the research are to a great extent confirmed by the
results. Nevertheless, apart from expected results, there were some quite
intriguing findings.

First of all, if we look into the subjective view of the examinees of the
used variety, on the one hand, and the actual outcome, ie their results in
the assessment sheet, on the other, we can make the following observa-
tions:

- it seems, at first glance, that Ss and Os are more aware of the fact
that they ‘mix’ the two varieties. Most probably, the reasons for such a
match are due to the central tendency fault, ie the fact that people usu-
ally tend to choose neutral answers when set to choose between two ex-
tremes. Moreover, there is also a strong possibility that the examinees
belonging to these two groups, ie students and others, cannot really
make clear distinctions between the two varieties, and therefore chose
‘golden mean’ in order to be on the safe side;

- the results of Ts, however, are quite unexpected. It appears that
none of the examined participants within this group use AM, whereas
most of them ‘mix.

Secondly, if we further go into the reasons for choosing certain vari-
ety and its correlation with the external factors (‘imposed’ by the media/
education in general/social environment) which influence the use of a
foreign language, we may conclude that the personal reasons are most
probably the result of these factors. Furthermore, there are two opposite
tendencies among factors influencing the choice of a particular variety.
On the one hand, there is formal education, and on the other, the media
and social environment which, in this context, by itself is pretty much
influenced by the media. According to the examinees, BE is most fre-
quently used in formal education and reference books (or both), whereas
AM, and to some extent both, is most frequent in the media (the Inter-
net, music, films, etc). Additionally, the results of the qualitative analysis
match the data to a great extent: the examinees deviated from the stand-
ard least in respect to spelling, whereas they deviated most in terms of
vocabulary. Unexpectedly, grammar did not prove completely to incline
to the standard, which may have resulted from the fact that Ts themselves
use both varieties. Bearing in mind these opposite tendencies, it seems
natural that so great a number of the examinees ‘mix’ the varieties.

To conclude, both varieties seem to be used in different areas of life
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no matter in what form. According to Algeo ‘both Americans and the
British innovate in English pronunciation, vocabulary and grammar’
(Algeo 1998: 182). Thus, we assume that further changes in the develop-
ment of these occurrences in the English language in Serbia will heavily
depend on current and future socio-political trends in our country (ie
the education system and culture/media), but also on external factors,
ie American and/or British mission/projects on ‘language distribution;
since the politics and economy greatly affect the number of people using
the language of a certain country (Crystal 1987: 5), together with strat-
egies and prominence of publishers and language/culture institutions
which promote the language (Kretzschmar: 2002) .

5. Conclusion

The language is characterised by creativity and structural complex-
ity which cannot be found in natural communication behaviour of other
species. (Crystal 1987: 395). Thus, it is natural that different languages/
varieties have mutual effects on one another. French, for example, great-
ly influenced English in the past, whereas nowadays there seems to be a
growing tendency in the opposite direction. In the same way, different
varieties may affect one another in various ways, due to geographical,
historical, cultural and other trends. According to Algeo the colonist,
one the one hand, and the English speakers in England, on the other,
both were changing the language in their own, different ways (Algeo
1998: 179). Hence, it appears that those influences greatly affect learners
of a foreign language as well.

Although Americans and the British do understand each other still,
contrary to some past predictions, it is evident that there are essential
differences between the two. In terms of a great complexity of the issue,
it is quite natural that foreign language learners have difficulties in dis-
tinguishing them and ‘sticking’ to a particular one.

Nonetheless, we believe that those differences are quite important
since, as it was already mentioned, the language can lead to some more
or less serious misunderstandings. That is the reason why we believe that
all foreign language learners should be tolerant to different varieties, but
at the same time, try to choose a certain variety and consequently be
consistent in using it.
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Jenena Ipy6op
Haramra Bjerorpauh
HTapxo Xunuh

BPUTAHCKY VI AMEPMYKM EHIJIECKU Y CPBUJU, WU
W JEJAH U [PYTU?

Pesume

UnmeHnIa fja ce eHITIECKY MO>Ke OKapaKTepucati Kao lingua franca mehyHapopse KoMyHnM-
Kallyje IOACTIYe IMHTBICTE Ka0 U OCTaJe je3ndKe CTpyumake fa ce 6aBe 0BOM TeMaTnkom. C
00311pOM Ha TO [ia je je3UK, IO CBOjOj IIPMPOMM, IOATIOXKAH MOAUPUKALjaMa 1 IPOMEeHaMa 113
PasMMYNTHX Pasjiora, CTuye ce yTucak ja cy MehycoOHe mHTeppenaiyje i mpexianama Ipi-
CyTHa He CaMO KOJ pas3IM4MTHX jesyka, Beh 1 Bapujerera yHyTap jemHOr MCTOT je3uka. [IBa
Haj3acTyIUbeHMja BapyjeTeTa eHIVIECKOT je31Ka, Tj. aMepUyKM 1 OPUTAHCKY, yTUYy He caMo Ha
octane jesuke Beh 1 Mehyco6HO jeman Ha apyru. Vs Tor pasjora cy ayTopy OBOT pajia CIIpO-
Be/M MCTpaKkuBarme y CpOuju Kako 61 yCTAaHOBM/IN KAaKO OBe PasiyKe yTUJy Ha OHe KOjU yde
@HIVIECKN Kao CTpaHN jesuk. Kao pesynrar, fo6MIM cMO HeKe OUeKMBaHe IIOJATKe, Kao ILITO je
4MEbeHNIA [a HajBelin 6poj HALIMX MCIUTAHMKA ,Mella“ BapujeTeTe, a/li 1 HeKe HeOueKuBaHe,
IIOITy T OHVX Ja MOCTOj) Be/IMKM HeCK/Iaf u3Mehy Muibera npodecopa Koju BapujeTeT KOpH-
CTe U Kpajmer ,,ucxofa” Ha Tecty. Hajsan, sakpyunhemo na je oBa mojaBa IpMpOgHA YKOIIKO
y3MeMO y 003up OrpOMaH yTHIIaj MeAuja y fAHAILIbEM UHPOPMAUUOHOM gPYUTTIEY, ATIN 1 Ha-
IJIACUTV HEOIIXOJHOCT Jla Ce OCTaHe JOCIeaH pyu Kopumhewy jemHor ofpehenor Bapujetera.
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