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I After E Except
After C

Introduction: The
Curious Case of “1
After E Except After C”

For generations, English speakers
have relied on a simple mnemonic to
navigate one of the language’s
trickiest spelling puzzles: “I before E,
except after C.” Yet, as any seasoned
writer or student quickly discovers,
this rule is riddled with exceptions,
contradictions, and surprising
nuances. In fact, the phrasing itself
often gets twisted—some learners
recall it as “I after E except after C,” a
subtle reversal that can lead to
confusion. Understanding the true
intent behind the rule, along with its
history and exceptions, is essential for
anyone looking to master English
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explore its origins, break down its
correct application, and provide
practical strategies to avoid common
pitfalls. By the end, you will have a
comprehensive grasp of both the rule
and its quirks, allowing you to write
with greater confidence and accuracy.

The mnemonic “I before E, except
after C” is taught in classrooms
around the world, yet its effectiveness
is often debated. Why does the letter
combination “cie” appear in words like
science and efficient? Why does “ei”
appear after letters other than C in
words such as vein and rein? The
answers lie in the rule’s original
formulation, which was never meant
to be absolute, and in the rich history
of the English language itself. In this
article, we will take a deep dive into
the rule—sometimes phrased as “I
after E except after C” when
misremembered—and clarify what it
actually means. We will also examine
the many exceptions and offer memory
aids that go beyond the simple rhyme.
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Origins and History of
the Spelling Rule

The earliest known version of the “I
before E” rule dates back to the 19th
century. It appeared in spelling books
and grammar guides as a tool to help
students remember the order of the
letters “i” and “e” when they form the
“ee” sound (as in believe or receive).
However, the rule was never intended
to cover every instance of “ie” or “ei”
in English. Instead, it specifically
applied to words where the vowel
combination is pronounced as a long
“e” (like in field or ceiling).

Over time, the rule was simplified and
popularized, often losing its original
caveat. Today, many people recite it as
a blanket statement: “I before E,
except after C.” Some even invert the
phrase to “I after E except after C,”
which flips the intended order
entirely. This confusion highlights the
need for a clear, modern
understanding of the rule. The
mnemonic remains useful, but only
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Linguists and educators have also
pointed out that the rule fails to
account for words derived from other
languages. English is a melting pot of
influences—Latin, French, German,
and Old English—each contributing its
own spelling conventions. For
instance, words like caffeine (from
French) and protein (from Greek)
follow different patterns. As a result,
the rule is best thought of as a
guideline, not a law.

The Basic Rule
Explained (With
Examples)

At its core, the rule states: when the
sound is a long “e” (as in bee), the
letter “i” comes before “e” in most
words, except when the letters are
preceded by a “c”, in which case “e”
comes before “i”. Let’s break this

down with clear examples.

e I before E (long “e” sound):
believe, field, shield, niece,
priest, yield, siege, grieve, chief

e E before I after C (long “e”
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sound): receive, ceiling, conceit,
perceive, deceive, receipt

Notice that all these words contain the
“ee” sound. The rule does not apply
when the “ei” or “ie” combination
produces a different sound, such as
the long “a” in veil (neighbor, weigh)
or the short “e” in heifer (see below).
This is the most important nuance: the
rule is only valid for the “ee”
phoneme. Without this distinction, the
rule quickly becomes unreliable.

Why the Rule Exists

The pattern originates from Middle
English and early Modern English
spelling conventions. After the
Norman Conquest, French scribes
influenced the way English words
were written. The combination “ei”
was common in French for the “ee”
sound, but over time, English speakers
shifted to “ie” in native words.
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However, after the letter “c”, the
French “ei” spelling persisted, likely
to avoid the “ci” combination being
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misread asa’“s sound (as in city). So
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Exceptions and
Common Confusions

No article on this rule would be
complete without acknowledging its
many exceptions. Some of the most
common words that break the rule
include:

e Weird: Although it has the “ee”
sound, it is spelled “ei” even
without a preceding “c”.

e Seize: Another “ee” sound
spelled with “ei” (no “c”).

e Counterfeit: The “ei” appears
after “t”, not “c”.

e Veil, vein, reign, rein, freight,
neighbor, weigh: These all have
a long “a” sound, so the rule
does not apply.

e Foreign: The “ei” here is
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pronounced as a short “i” or “er”

sound.
e Height: Spelled with “ei” but
has a long “i” sound.

e Either, neither: Pronunciation
varies (long “e” or long “i”), and
spelling is “ei”.
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e Leisure: Pronounced with a
short “e” in American English,
" in British—but still “ei”.
o Protein, caffeine, codeine:
Scientific terms that keep their
original “ei

Furthermore, many common “cie”
words appear where the rule would
suggest “ei” after “c”. For example:
science, efficient, sufficient,
ancient, species, glacier,
conscience. In these words, the “c” is
followed by “ie”, not “ei”. Why?
Because the “c” in these words is
pronounced as ”sh” (as in ocean) or
“s” (as in science), and the “ie
follows a different phonetic pattern.
The rule as originally intended only
applied when the preceding “c”
pronounced as a hard “k” or soft “s”
but not as a “sh”. This is yet another
layer of complexity.

The “I After E Except
After C” Nuance

”

Now, let’s address the exact phrase
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misphrasing of the original rule. If you
say “I after E,” it means the “i” comes
second, after the “e”—for example, in
receive (e then i). But the rule is
actually “I before E”—meaning “i”
comes first in most cases. The
misphrasing likely arises because
people remember the “except after C”
part more vividly, causing them to
reverse the initial order in their
minds.

However, the concept of “I after E
except after C” does describe one
valid scenario: after the letter C, the
correct order is typically “ei” (e before
i). So if someone recalls the rule as “I
after E except after C,” they are
correctly identifying the exception but
incorrectly stating the general case.
To avoid confusion, it is best to
remember the original wording: “I
before E, except after C.” If you ever
find yourself using the reversed
version, just remember that in the
general rule, the “I” leads.

This nuance highlights the importance
of precise language when teaching
spelling. Many students have been
misled by sloppy recitations. If you



I After E Except After C

hear someone say “I after E except
after C,” gently correct them—or
simply know that they mean the same
thing, albeit with a different emphasis.

Tips for Mastering the
Rule (and Its
Exceptions)

Given the rule’s imperfections, how
can you reliably spell words with “ie”
and “ei”? Here are several strategies:

1. Focus on sound: The rule
applies most consistently to
words with a long “e” sound. For
other vowel sounds (long “a”,
long “i”, short “e”, etc.), ignore
the rule entirely and learn those
words individually.

2. Memorize common
exceptions: Make a list of the
most frequently used exceptions
like weird, seize, either,
neither, leisure, foreign,
height, science, efficient.
Create flashcards or mnemonics.
For example, “Weird is weird

because it breaks:the rule.”
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3. Use the “c” exception
carefully: Remember that after
“c”, you usually write “ei” only
when the “c” is pronounced as a
hard “k” or soft “s” (receive,
ceiling). When the “c” is part of
a “sh” sound (as in ancient), the
rule does not apply, and you
write “ie”.

4. Practice with word pairs:
Compare believe (ie) vs. relieve
(ie) vs. receive (ei). Notice the
pattern.

5. Read widely and visually
encode: Frequent reading helps
you internalize spelling patterns.
Pay attention to words that seem
“wrong” by the rule and note
them.

6. Use digital tools: Spell-
checkers and dictionaries are
always helpful, but don’t rely on
them exclusively. Understanding
the rule will make you a better
writer even when offline.

Common Mistakes and
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How to Avoid Them

Even experienced writers trip up on
“ie” vs. “ei”. Here are some typical
errors and tips to sidestep them:

e Mistake: Writing “recieve”
(incorrect) instead of “receive”.
Fix: Remember the “c” triggers
“ei” for the long “e” sound.

e Mistake: Writing “beleive”
(incorrect) instead of “believe”.
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Fix: The word has no “c”, so use
“ie”.

e Mistake: Writing “wierd”
(incorrect) instead of “weird”.
Fix: This is a notorious
exception. Learn it as “weird is
weird.”

e Mistake: Writing “sientist”
(incorrect) instead of “scientist”.
Note that science and scientist
use “ie” after “c” because the “c”
is followed by a consonant sound
and the vowel

Downloaded from
tracker.dreammachineusa.org by Mcneil &
Heath * Read more, learn more. * Page 11



