
When learning English, one of the trickiest challenges is figuring out the difference between formal vs informal
words. English is a rich language that adapts depending on your situation: you might use polished, formal words
in a business meeting but casual, informal expressions with friends. Understanding register in English—the level
of formality in language—is more than just memorizing vocabulary lists. It’s about recognizing context, adapting
tone, and using words appropriately.

In this blog post, I’ll share practical strategies to help you tell if a word is formal or informal, focusing on personal
experience as an ESL tutor and spelling club coach. Plus, I’ll introduce useful tools like Spelling Bee Ninja to improve
your vocabulary through gamified practice.

Why Understanding Register Matters
The register of a word affects how others perceive you. Using informal language in a formal setting might come off
as unprofessional. Conversely, overly formal language in casual conversation can seem stiff or awkward. The choice
of words shapes communication’s tone and effectiveness.

Take these two sentences:

Formal: “I apologize for the inconvenience caused.”

Informal: “Sorry for the trouble!”

Both express the same sentiment, but their usage depends heavily on situation.

Active Recall Beats Passive Recognition
One of my biggest pet peeves in language learning is coming across advice promising "learn 500 words
overnight!" without real strategies to use those words actively. Learning vocabulary isn’t about passive recognition
—like just reading or flashcards—that only shows you remember a word’s meaning when you see it.

Active recall means testing yourself to produce words and their meanings without help. For example, trying to
recall if a word like “commence” is formal or informal without looking at the answer forces your brain to solidify
knowledge.

Spelling Bee Ninja’s app and quizzes provide excellent opportunities for active recall. Their Preparation Tests and
quizzes page lets you practice words frequently, reinforcing your memory by requiring you to spell and identify the
register of each word.

My Tiny Notebook of “Words That Fooled Me”

In my 11 years tutoring ESL students, I’ve kept a small notebook of tricky words that felt ambiguous. Whenever I
get stuck asking myself: “Is this word formal or informal? When can I use it?” I write it down.

For example, the word “kid” feels informal compared to “child”. But what about “youth”? It’s formal but often used
in specific contexts like “youth programs.” Writing these subtle differences down helps me internalize usage.



Feedback Loops and Repetition Without Boredom
Studying the register of English words can become boring if repetitive drills drag on. But feedback loops—getting
instant corrections on mistakes—turn repetition into meaningful learning.

Here’s a productive approach:

1. Practice with Quizzes: Use tools like the Preparation Tests and Quizzes on Spelling Bee Ninja. These tests
give you immediate feedback on spelling and word classification (formal vs informal).

2. Use Words in Context: Don’t just memorize definitions; write sentences or say them out loud. I always test a
new word by speaking it in a sentence to hear if it sounds natural in formal or informal settings.

3. Repeat Smartly: Review your tricky words notebook and take quizzes again after a few days. This spaced
repetition cements your understanding without becoming dull.



How Context Changes Meaning and Register
One of the biggest discoveries for ESL learners is that the register of a word rarely changes because of the word
itself, but because of how and where you use it.

Word Formal Usage Example Informal Usage Example Notes Issue "We need to address this issue immediately."
"Hey, we’ve got a bit of an issue here." “Issue” is versatile but sounds more formal in writing and speech. Kid Not
commonly used in formal contexts. "The kids are playing outside." “Kid” is informal; “child” or “children” are formal
alternatives. Buy "Purchase the required materials." "I want to buy a new phone." “Purchase” is formal; “buy” is
informal but acceptable in many contexts.

In other words, knowing usage context shapes your choices. Sometimes a formal word slides into informal
conversation among specialized groups or hobbies.

Specialized Vocabulary by Hobby and Game Type
One fascinating aspect of English is specialized vocabularies around hobbies, games, and professions. Words
considered formal in general English might be informal or slang within certain subgroups—and vice versa.

For instance, check out vocabulary used in board games or sports:

Chess: Terms like “castle” (informal) versus “rook” (formal name). “Queen’s gambit” is formal terminology
within the chess community.

Video Games: Words like “noob” (informal slang) contrast with “novice player” (formal).

Cooking: “Fry” is informal, while “sauté” is the formal culinary term.

When learning vocabulary through hobbies or games, always ask: “Would I use this word in a professional setting,
or only among friends who share the hobby?” Recognizing this helps you gauge register naturally.

A Word About Mistakes and Overpromising Study Hacks
I also want to stress a principle as an ESL tutor who values honest progress: mistakes are valuable feedback—not
failures. If you accidentally use an informal word in a formal email, it’s not the end of the world. It’s a learning
opportunity to notice differences and adjust next time.

Beware of study advice that overpromises quick fixes or insists you must memorize entire lists without context. The
best improvement comes from balance:

Active recall practice (e.g., quizzes)

Understanding context and register

Using words practically in sentences

Reviewing with repetition and feedback

How to Use Spelling Bee Ninja to Master Formal vs Informal Words
If you want to sharpen your vocabulary and get comfortable with English registers, Spelling Bee Ninja is an
excellent tool. Here’s how you can use it effectively:

1. Start with Preparation Tests: Choose quizzes focused on formal and informal registers. Pay close attention
to immediate feedback on your answers.



2. Practice Active Recall: Spell words aloud and try forming sentences using them in formal or informal
contexts.

3. Keep a Vocabulary Journal: Write down words you find confusing and revisit them weekly.

4. Use the App Regularly: The engaging gameplay helps avoid boredom while reinforcing repetition.

5. Challenge Yourself: Try to explain why a word is formal or informal in your own words to deepen
understanding.

https://spellingbee.ninja/trends/why-playing-with-words-can-be-one-of-the-best-ways-to-build-vocabulary/

Summary: Key Tips for Telling Formal vs Informal Words
Understand register in English as the degree of formality and adapt language depending on context.

Use active recall by testing yourself rather than just recognizing words passively.

Create a feedback-rich study routine with tools like Spelling Bee Ninja quizzes and preparation tests for
repetition without boredom.

Remember context changes meaning: a word may be formal in one situation and informal in another.

Specialized vocabularies linked to hobbies or games can have unique registers—always consider your
audience.

Mistakes are your friend. Learn from them and keep practicing without falling for quick-fix promises.

Understanding when to use formal or informal words takes time—but with consistent practice and smart habits,
you’ll master it. Keep challenging yourself, speak new words out loud, and use context as your guide. Good luck!

https://spellingbee.ninja/trends/why-playing-with-words-can-be-one-of-the-best-ways-to-build-vocabulary/

