
Dialects of the 
English Language

History and Types



Introduction
With over 350 million native speakers worldwide, English is the 
third-most commonly spoken language in the world. But that’s 
nothing compared to the number of people who speak English as 
a second or third language, which is estimated to be somewhere 
around 700 million — double the number of native speakers!

Most of these 700 million English-language learners study one 
of two dialects: Received Pronunciation of England, or American 
English of the United States. However, there’s a lot more to 
English than just Britain and the USA: English has dozens of 
other major dialects all across the globe. 



To clear 
something up
There are different kinds of 
language variations, however, 
not each is a dialect 

Accent

Dialect

Slang

a manner of pronunciation peculiar to a 
particular individual, location, or nation

a variety of language distinguished by 
features of vocabulary, grammar, and 
pronunciation from other varieties and 
constituting together with them a 
language

vocabulary that is used
between people who
belong to the same
social group



The variety of dialects
Here’s a run-down of some of the most common 

dialects of the English language

• AMERICAN

• BRITISH

• CANADIAN

• AUSTRALIAN

• NEW ZEALAND

• SOUTH AFRICAN

• IRISH

• INDIAN



American English

With a population of over 300 million, the United States is home to 
more native English speakers than any other country in the world. 
The pronunciation of American English can be hard for learners as 
it makes great use of the letter “R”, which is notoriously 
challenging for speakers of many other languages.

Those planning on living in the United States or working with 
American colleagues should be aware of the odd measurements 
that American English speakers use: weight is not in kilograms, 
but in pounds; temperature is not in Celsius, but in Fahrenheit; and 
distance is measured not in meters or kilometers, but in inches, 
feet, and miles.



British English

British English is where it all began: the English language as we 
know it originated in modern-day England. Interestingly though, 

Received Pronunciation — a prestige dialect that is widely taught 
to learners across the world — is spoken natively by only about 

3% of the British population.

British English is more lenient with the letter “R” than American 
English; it’s only pronounced if it’s followed by a vowel (e.g., in the 

word “mural”) or if it’s at the beginning of a word (e.g., “royal”). It 
also differentiates itself from American English in terms of 

spelling. Words that end in “or” in American English have an extra 
“U” in British English (e.g., colour, flavour). And words that end in 

“ize” are spelled with an “S” (e.g., realise, organise).



Canadian English

Canada is unique in that it combines elements of 
both American and British English. For example, 
they spell “flavour” and “colour” like the Brits do, 
but in terms of words like “realize” and “organize”, 
they side with the Americans.

The best-known feature of Canada’s speech is their 
uniquely Canadian use of the interjection “Eh!”, 
which is a versatile word that can be used to 
indicate agreement, surprise, and a host of other 
sentiments.



Australian and New Zealand English
The Australian dialect, spoken by
over 20 million Aussies, is instantly
recognizable, in part thanks to
internationally famous Australian
celebrities, who popularized it
across the globe.
Perhaps the most curious feature
of Australian English is their
tendency to shorten words, such as
“brekkie” for breakfast and
“barbie” for barbecue. In fact, the
word “selfie”, which was added to
the Oxford English Dictionary in
2014, originated in Australia.

The New Zealand accent may
sound exactly like Australian
English to an untrained ear, but
there are a few key differences,
one which has to do with the
pronunciation of the letter “I” in
words like “bit” and “sit”. Whereas
these words in Australian English
sound more like “beat” and “seat”,
in New Zealand, they’re closer to
“but” and “sut”. This small
difference can help you tell apart
English speakers from Australia
and New Zealand.



South-African English

Though it’s not the top language in South Africa, 
there’s quite a large population of English speakers 
in the country, especially in urban areas like Cape 
Town. 

South Africans have applied their own meaning to 
certain English phrases, especially those involving 
time. Confusingly, “just now” and “now now” do not 
mean “immediately”, but instead are closer to “in a 
little while”. If you want to convey a sense of 
immediacy, use “right now”.



Irish English

The dialect of Ireland is known for its old-
timey charm, and often appears in pop 

culture.

To sound like the Irish, start by turning your 
“Ds” into “Js” when they come at the 

beginning of a word — so “duty” is 
pronounced like “juty”. And non-native 

speakers will be glad to know that the Irish 
often forget the “TH” sound altogether, 

instead replacing it with more easily 
pronounced alternatives like “T” or “D”.



Indian English

Another dialect that seldom pronounces the “TH” sound is the 
English spoken in India. There are a whopping 120 million English 
speakers in India; however, only a handful of them speak English 
as a first language. Given that only one of India’s numerous native 
languages contains the “TH” sound, most English speakers in India 
do not pronounce it. 

Like the Irish, the replace it with a “T” or “D”.
Indian English also uses the original Indian counting system for 
large numbers, employing words like “lakh”, which refers to 
100,000. This might seem peculiar to those unfamiliar with the 
system, though it’s certainly no stranger than the measurements 
used in American English!



Types of Dialects

A subgroup variety of a language 
associated with a particular 

geographical area

dialect

A subgroup variety of a language 
that is associated with a 
particular ethnic group

dialect

A subgroup variety of a language 
that is associated with a social 

group of any sort 

dialect
Regional Ethnic Social



Yorkshire

Yorkshire dialect shares many features with other English dialects used in northern 
England or in Scotland. Examples of vocabulary and grammar more specific to Yorkshire 

dialects include:
• Definite article reduction: shortening of "the" to a form without a vowel, often written "t`". "Down the 

pub" is pronounced "down t` pub" 

• Nouns describing units of value, weight, distance, height and sometimes volumes of liquid have no 

plural marker. For example, "ten pounds" becomes "ten pound"; "five miles" becomes "five mile".

• Location descriptions gain an extra "of". For example, "off the streets" becomes "off of the streets"; 

"alongside the table" becomes "alongside of the table".

• The word "us" is often used in place of "me" or in the place of "our" (e.g. we should put us names on us 

property

• In the West Riding, all cases of the past tense of "to be" is "were" instead of "was" in normal English: "I 

were wearing t'red coat, but he were wearing t'green one". 

• In common with many other dialects, "aye" is frequently used for "yes".

- The use of "now then" as a greeting.

A great example of the regional type of dialect is the Yorkshire dialect



African-American Vernacular English

Aside from the uniqueness of the tense and aspect system of AAL, there are a 
number of other features that contribute to the vitality of AAL. Here are some of 
them:

Double modals are found in constructions where two modal verbs occur alongside 
one another and indicate mood(s), such as obligation, possibility, certainty, or 
permission. When modal verbs are combined, i.e. I might could go to the party or I 
might oughta take the dinner out of the oven, the force of the mood being conveyed 
is lessened or slightly altered. It appears to be less forceful. 
The omission of –s on third person singular verbs.

Ain’t in AAL is a feature that marks negation, but in ways that other varieties of 
English do not. Many varieties in the US can replace have not or be not with ain’t in 
constructions, which AAL can also do, but what makes AAL different from other 
varieties is the fact that it also can replace didn’t

AAVE is considered to be an ethnic dialect, or ethnolect, of English. It is a variety of 
English spoken by people of African American heritage in the United States



Cockney

The primary characteristics of cockney dialect include the dropping of the letter “H” from 
many words, the use of double negatives, contractions, and vowel shifts which drastically 
change the way words sound. In addition, many consonants or combinations are replaced 

with other sounds, as is the case in “frushes” for “thrushes.” In some cases, the final 
consonant of a word is also dropped, for example “ova” for “over.”  Many of the traits of 

cockney speech suggest the lower classes to some observers; for example, the use of 
“me” to replace “my” in many sentences is usually associated with a less than perfect 

understanding of the English language.
One of the more unique aspects of cockney speech is cockney rhyming slang. Although 

rhyming slang is not used as extensively as some fanciful individuals might imagine, 
aspects of it are certainly used in daily speech. In cockney rhyming slang, a word is 

replaced with a phrase, usually containing a word which rhymes with the original word, for 
example “dog and bone” for “telephone.”

The cockney dialect is an English dialect spoken in the East End of London, although the 
area in which it is spoken has shrunk considerably. It is typically associated with working 

class citizens of London, which makes it a sociolect



Standard Language
With so many different varieties of language based on differing groups of 

people, is there any form of a language that is shared by all speakers of the 
language? Is there any such thing as a standard language?

Standard language is an idealized variety of a language that is considered the 
dominant or prestige variety within a language. It is the version of a language 
that is held up by prescriptive grammarians and language purists as correct

There are three major points to notice about standard language:
• The standard dialect serves a function: to bind people together or to 

provide a common written form for multidialectal speakers 
• Standard forms are grammatical forms. They are not bizarre ways of 

talking or writing that some mad professor thought up.
• Any variety of a language could be chosen to achieve this function; it 

wouldn't have to be the variety that has been labeled as standard.



What is a dialect?

What are the 3 types of 
dialect?

What’s the difference 
between dialect, slang and 
accent?

Give one example to each
type of dialect.

What dialects of the 
English naguage do you 
know?

Worksheet


