
METRIC SYSTEM vs. "ENGLISH SYSTEM" 

The metric system typically uses only one root word for any basic dimension such as for length, 
the meter. All the metric units of length use the root word 'meter' with metric prefixes. The 
common system in the United States is not really a system, but is a thrown-together mess of 
measurements with no overriding order. This group of measurements is called the “English 
system.” While calling it that is a considerable slander on the English people, the United States 
and Liberia are the only nations on earth to still cling to it! 

Notice the large number of units of length in the English system. This is only a small number of 
the common ones. Americans regularly use fathoms to measure depth in water (1 fathom = 6 ft) 
and furlongs to measure distance in horse racing (1 furlong = 0.125 mi). There are many little-
used English length units such as the barleycorn (one third of an inch) that may be picturesque, 
but are not used today. 

 

 

DIMENSION SYMBOL METRIC UNITS SYMBOL “ENGLISH” UNITS
LENGTH l, d, r   Ft, in,Yd, mi, etc. 

AREA A   sq.Ft, acre 

VOLUME V   cu.Ft,cu.in, gal, Fl oz., 
cup, pint, qt 

MASS m   Pound #, Ounce (Oz) 
TIME t  

VELOCITY v   Ft/sec, MPH 
ACCELERATION a   Ft/sec sq. 

PRESSURE p   inHg 
TEMPERATURE T   Fahrenheit or Rankine

CONCENTRATION C   

Abbreviations: 
Ft = foot, in = inch, Yd = yard, mi = mile 

KPH = kilometers per hour, MPH = miles per hour,  
gal = gallon, Fl Oz = Fluid Ounce; qt = quart 

 inHg = inches of mercury, Pa = Pascal 
cu. = cubic, sq. = square, atm = atmosphere. 

 
ENGLISH SYSTEM DEFINITIONS (YOU SHOULD NOT KNOW BY ROTE)  
 
1 ft. = 12 in.  1 mi. = 5280 ft.  1 Yd = 36 in   
1 acre = 43560 ft2     
1 gal. = 231 in3 1 cup = 8 Fl oz.  1 pint = 2 cups  1 gal. = 4 qts. 1 ft3 = 7.48 gal. 
1 qt. = 2 pints     
1 pound = 16 Oz. 1 ton=2000pound 1 tablespoon =0.7 Oz   
 
TO RELATE THE ENGLISH SYSTEM TO THE METRIC SYSTEM: 
1 inch = 2.54 cm    ;    1 L = 0.88 qt (1L = 1.06 qt US) ;   1 kg = 2.2 pound 
 
 
 



QUESTIONS: 
1. Convert 1 fathom and 1 furlong into metres. 
2. What does the expression “to lie 25 fathoms deep” mean? 
3. What would be the speed limit on a french highway in MPH? 
4. What is a pint of beer ? 
5. A man is 5 ft. 11 inches tall. How many meters is that? 
6. The bathtube in the residential suite of the White House had to be enlarged for Warren 

G. Harding. He weighed 370 pounds... The bathtube is four feet wide, six feet long and 
three feet high. How many gallons of water are needed to fill the WGH Memorial 
Bathtube? (1 gal = 231 cu.in.) 

7. You probably know the TV show “6 feet under”? What does that mean? 
8. The following is enough to make a small crumble : 
 

Ingredient Imperial measure Metric measure 

Cooking apples Two 

Self-raising flour 4 ounces (4 oz)  grams 

Granulated sugar 1 ounce (1 oz) 
+ 1 tablespoon (on apples) 

 grams 
+       grams (on apples)  

Demerara sugar (brown, rough sugar) 1 ounce (1 oz) 
+ 1 tablespoon (on crumble) 

 grams 
+        grams (on crumble) 

Butter 2 ounces (2 oz)  grams 

 
Take two large cooking apples. Peel the apples and slice them. Add granulated sugar. Mix 1oz 
granulated sugar, 1oz demerara sugar, 4oz flour. Add the butter. Use your hands to rub it in. 
Continue until mixture is lumpy - do not make it too firm. Place the crumble on top of the apples. 
Sprinkle a tablespoon of demerara sugar on top. Bake in a pre-heated oven at about 350F 
(175C). Remove from the oven after 30-40 minutes (when brown). 

5-1 Convert the ounces into grams. 
5-2 What would be the temperature in celsius if you had to heat your oven at 400 F? 

9. Here is one way to think of the metric and "English" systems. Describe and explain it. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
10. Metric prefix humor (?)... What is: 

1 million microphones =  
1 millionth of a fish =  
10 rations =  
2 monograms =  


