Different Language Registers, or:

Why do people say what they say the way they say it?

Do you use the same language

· when you talk to your brother or to your teacher?

· when you write a letter to your friend or to the editor of a newspaper?

· when you talk about a car accident or write a report on it?

Your answers should be “NO” because you have to use a different kind of language in each of the situations.

Registers

This is an expository text. An expository text explains something in detail.

People use different varieties of language in different situations. These varieties are called registers. Non-native speakers often use language from the wrong register, or mix up language from different registers.

When we make contact with people we have to choose a register. We can either speak or write to them. When writing we usually have time to think about what and how we write, while in speech we have no time to think. The term “register” is also used in connection with formal and informal English. We choose a formal register when we use language for official or public purposes (e.g. speeches, business letters), while informal English is the language of private conversation or personal letters.

The following list shows some of the differences between these types of language:

	informal English
	formal English

	simple and informal words e.g. blooming nonsense
	formal words e.g. complete nonsense

	short sentences

e.g. I came home at six. Then I read the paper.
	complex sentences

e.g. Having come home I read the paper.

	personal style

e.g. first and second person reference: I, you; questions - Can you come to our meeting at two o’clock?
	impersonal style

e.g. The meeting was fixed for two p.m.

	
	

	spoken English
	written English

	informal words
	formal words

	incomplete sentences

e.g. Lovely to see you.
	complex sentences

e.g. It would be delightful to see you again if you could visit us soon.

	short forms

e.g. isn’t, can’t, didn’t
	long forms

e.g. is not, cannot, did not


	spoken English
	written English

	informal words
	formal words

	fillers

e.g. er ..., um ..., hm ..., well ...,
	no fillers

	tags

e.g. ..., isn’t she?
	no tags


Here are some examples of the two registers. Tick the two correct boxes:

	Dear Sir or Madam,

would you please be so kind as to send me some information about Brighton where I intend to spend my holiday.
	(  spoken

(  written

(  informal

(  formal

	Dear John,

it’s been ages since we’ve seen you. Why don’t you come over next weekend?
	(  spoken

(  written

(  informal

(  formal

	Sorry, can’t tell you the way to the station.
	(  spoken

(  written

(  informal

(  formal

	I am honoured to welcome you to this meeting. I’d like to express my thanks to all of you for joining us today.
	(  spoken

(  written

(  informal

(  formal

	It was not in fact John that did it.
	(  spoken

(  written

(  informal

(  formal

	Morgan to Stephens; a brilliant pass, that. Er ... And the score still: Bournemouth 4 - Brentwood 1.
	(  spoken

(  written

(  informal

(  formal

	Our distinguished guests are requested to ascend to the second floor.
	(  spoken

(  written

(  informal

(  formal

	Up you get, you fellows.
	(  spoken

(  written

(  informal

(  formal


