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Video 5 – Real World English: school 

If someone at work tells you they went to public school, could this really mean a 

private school? It all depends on where they’re from. 

The normal type of school – funded through the tax system, and providing free 

education for children – is called a public school in American English, and a state 

school in British English.  

The term public school is also used in Britain, but here it refers – a bit 

confusingly – to a private institution.  

Parents pay the school, and students often live there, as boarders. In America, 

these are called private schools. 

That’s one difference. Another difference is what the word school refers to in 

British and American English. In British English you go to “‘school”’ for your 

primary and secondary education – until you’re around 18 years old. 

But in American English, school can also refer to higher education. So an 

American university student might tell you she’s in school – which can be 

confusing if you speak British English. You might think, “Wait, she’s too old to be 

in school!” but if the person is speaking American English they probably mean 

college if they’re over 18. In American English college means the same as 

university but in British English college means something different. In Britain 

colleges are places that offer qualifications below university level – often skills 

for a particular job. You may hear someone say, for example: I went to 

agricultural college. 

If you do an advanced degree after your bachelor’s, you become a postgraduate 

in British English, or a graduate student in American English. These are often 

abbreviated informally, to postgrad and grad student.  

We hope you feel more qualified now to talk about school and education with 

people around the world. 

In our next video, we’ll look at how people greet and address each other in 

different contexts.  

See you then! 
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