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Meet the author


Language learning is an exciting adventure and I have had a life-long affair with languages since I started Spanish at school many years ago.


I have taught Spanish in a number of schools and colleges and in higher education to students of different ages and at all levels. I encourage people to develop whatever learning style suits them best, but above all to try to get a feeling for a language and grasp the psychology of Spanish.


As a teacher and examiner I’ve had long experience of those elements of Spanish that students find tricky or where they can go astray. My mission has always been to concentrate on the positive aspects and to help those learning the language gain the confidence to use what they have learnt – not to be afraid to make mistakes, but to remember that improvements are always possible.


I have a particular interest in Spanish grammar and encourage learners to think of grammar as fun, as well as being a useful tool for understanding how the language works: by concentrating on the general principles you can get the majority of the language right. Students can then go for the most probable solution and develop a sense of what sounds right. That puts them in a better position to recognize more readily the problem areas and exceptions and to deal with those points to watch.


One of the pleasures of language learning is that you develop a skill you can put to practical use. In my leisure time I like to get an insight to new languages, travel to new places and try out what I have learnt. I hope that all my students, and those who use this book, will enjoy doing the same.


KC





1: Only got a minute?



Spanish is generally straightforward and logical. Many students feel they are making quite rapid progress when they start to learn the language.


Spanish and English have many similarities in grammar. Those with some knowledge of a related language such as French or Italian also often find short cuts that they can make when learning Spanish.


Spelling in Spanish has been simplified over the years. The spelling of a word reflects its pronunciation – so no ‘cough, rough, thorough’ problems here! The vowel sounds are simple and double consonants are rare.


The accent mark, which causes problems for learners in some languages, is used in a logical way and only when absolutely necessary.


The Spanish tenses of verbs closely echo English use. They can reflect many of the subtleties of have eaten, ate, was eating, etc. Word order is flexible, with far fewer rules than, say, French or German.


But since Spanish seems quite simple we can be lulled into a false sense of security! It’s tempting to take for granted those comparatively few but significant instances where mistakes often occur.


In the following pages you will find examples where, at best, a mistake sounds clumsy in Spanish, or ‘not quite right’ – perhaps a word order or agreement. You will also come across examples where the meaning of what you are trying to say can become blurred, possibly through picking the wrong past tense.


You may fall into the trap of using the wrong form of address – such as vosotros for usted – and offending the person you are trying to impress with your Spanish. At worst, you could end up saying the opposite of what you actually mean!


It’s the ‘little things’ that are perhaps hardest to get absolutely right in many languages. Once you have got the big picture, pay attention to these details that could otherwise single you out as a foreigner.





5: Only got five minutes?



For learners, a big advantage of Spanish is that much of the language normally follows regular patterns. Once you have learnt these, you are most of the way there – good news! But the relatively few exceptions and irregularities need attention if you want to improve your Spanish.


Most Spanish verbs, for example, conform to three principal types: verbs with infinitives ending in -ar (the majority), -er (very common) and -ir (comparatively few). To make it easier still, -er and -ir verbs have many endings in common.


The bad news is that, unlike English, which has very few verb endings and uses pronouns such as I or they to indicate the subject and ‘auxiliary’ verbs like am, shall, did, would, used to to form other tenses, Spanish relies heavily on the specific ending you put on the verb to show (1) who is doing it and (2) when the action is, was or will be done. So we have to learn iremos (we shall go), hablaban (they used to speak), no contesté (I did not reply), and so on. It’s vital to get the verb ending right, and the difference can be as subtle as a change of stress: hablo (I speak) but habló (he spoke), and hablará (he will speak) but hablara (I/he/she spoke – in the past subjunctive).


Oh yes, the subjunctive – that’s another delight of Spanish verbs! There are essentially two systems or ‘moods’: the indicative, generally used for statements of fact, and the subjunctive, which tends to be used in expressions of doubt or wishing or in value judgements. Espero que vendrá (indicative) suggests I expect he will come, whereas Espero que venga (subjunctive) means I hope he will come.


Which preposition (the little words like a, de, en) you put after a verb can change the meaning, too: pensar de (to think about) refers to having an opinion, whereas pensar en means having something on your mind. In another context, using más que rather than de with the verb comer (to eat) can turn a hearty eater into a glutton on an elephantine scale (see Chapter 13)!


Although Spanish word order allows a great deal of flexibility, there are times when you cannot take liberties with the rules. With verbs, for example, you can say lo estoy leyendo or estoy leyéndolo (I am reading it), but saying ‘estoy lo leyendo’ is a definite no-no! Similarly, either lo puedo hacer or puedo hacerlo (I can do it) is fine, but ‘puedo lo hacer’ would be a serious mistake, as Spanish doesn’t like splitting up verbs. In other contexts, changing the order of adjective and noun can also alter the meaning: is your car un coche nuevo (new to you; different) or un nuevo coche (brand new; straight from the showroom)?


You may not be the kind of person who goes round giving orders, but if you do decide to throw your weight around make sure you consider all the complexities first! Will you refer to the people you want to command in the singular or the plural? Do you use the formal or the familiar form? Will you order something to be done or not to be done? The choice for speak to me / don’t speak to me seems endless: háblame, habladme (familiar), hábleme, háblenme (polite), no me hables, no me habléis (familiar), no me hable, no me hablen (polite) – there are no fewer than eight forms. Repeat the process with verbs ending in -er and -ir, plus a few irregular forms for good measure. Whoever said Spanish was simple? Nevertheless, there is a system you can follow to jump such hurdles, and the advice in this book on giving commands will help you to clear them safely.


The gender of Spanish nouns is basically logical and predictable, too. Nouns ending in -o are masculine, and those ending in -a are feminine: hombre (man) is masculine, mujer (woman) is feminine – so far, so good. But what about la mano (hand), el planeta (planet), la rata (rat) but el ratón (mouse)? Why do students make the mistake of referring to las and not los turistas or la rather than el problema (problem)? There is some logic even here, as you’ll see in Chapter 9, and mastering these finer points will greatly improve your Spanish.


Surely numbers can only be numbers? But Spanish says ciento cinco (105) but cien mil (100,000), and trescientos (300), cuatrocientos (400), seiscientos (600) but quinientos (not ‘cincocientos’ – a bad mistake) for 500. Spanish numbers in the hundreds have feminine forms, but this is not the case for ten, twenty, thirty, etc., or for the thousands. So take care!


And why does Spanish need two ways of saying that/those? Ese refers to something near the person you are talking to, whereas aquel is something further away.


English makes do with one verb to be, but Spanish needs two – ser and estar. Why is that? Well, the verb you use makes implications about what you mean: eres bonita (you are pretty) may be well received, whereas estás bonita may seem rather a back-handed compliment (see Chapter 39).


We haven’t even mentioned how to say what someone likes, using gustar (to be pleasing) … but all is revealed in Chapter 28!




10: Only got ten minutes?


The 50 chapters of this book cover the three broad areas of pronunciation, vocabulary and structure. These are the foundations of the language, on which the building blocks for improving your Spanish can be laid.




In speaking, the pronunciation is vital. No matter how good your grammar or vocabulary, if you get the basic sounds wrong, what you say will be hard to follow or perhaps completely incomprehensible! Supplementing the advice given in this book, at www.teachyourself.com you will find a 20-minute recording that demonstrates some common pronunciation mistakes and shows you how to avoid making them.


Spanish pronunciation has a lot in its favour. To all intents and purposes, it has just five vowels: a, e, i, o, u sound the same no matter where they appear in a word and whether or not they are stressed. This is very different from English, where we tend to mumble unstressed vowels, or French, which has neutral and nasal vowels.


In English, the stress in a word is important and can change the meaning: compare compact (small) and compact (agreement; container for powder). But unlike English, where you have to guess where the stress falls, Spanish spelling tells you. And whether it’s stressed or unstressed, each syllable is pronounced clearly.


Some letters in Spanish are pronounced less forcefully than in English. The letter D, for example, is very much softer, particularly between vowels or at the end of a word. On the other hand, the letter R is always trilled and never swallowed up as sometimes happens in English (board, farm). The double rr is even more strongly rolled, and the difference can be important: pero (but) is not to be confused with perro (dog), or pera (pair) with perra (bitch)! Note that a French-style r won’t do.


There are also some minor differences between American and European Spanish. The most common is that most American Spanish speakers pronounce Z as ‘s’ instead of ‘th’. However, speakers from the two sides of the Atlantic can usually readily understand each other.


Vocabulary is another vital foundation stone: if you don’t know the word, it’s hard to express what you want to say! Fortunately, many Spanish words are similar to words used in English or French and other Latin-derived languages; for example, honor (honour), tomate (tomato), autobús (bus), tren (train), estación (station). So sometimes, even if you don’t get the word exactly right, you may at least convey or understand the essential message. What can happen, however, is that you think you have the right word, but in fact it has a different meaning. Such ‘false friends’ can lead you astray – sometimes literally: servicios in a restaurant or bar means lavatories, and not where you go to get your food or drink; colorado means red and not coloured; un periódico is a newspaper, not a magazine.


You might be met with blank looks if you change just one letter: cinco libros (five books) is different from cinco libras (five pounds); and sometimes just changing the gender alters the meaning: el capital means capital for finance, but la capital means a capital city. In a bar, if you ask for una manzanilla you’ll be offered camomile tea; ask for un manzanilla and – if you’re lucky – you’ll get a glass of dry sherry instead, so it’s not a complete disaster!


The choice between ser and estar (to be) is a frequent cause of mistakes. You use ser when defining what something or someone is: Mi madre es jefa de la compañía (My mother is the company boss) and always before a noun or pronoun; but use estar when saying where something or someone is: La fábrica está en las afueras (The factory is in the outskirts). With adjectives, ser tells you about characteristics or nature: Mi primo es inteligente (My cousin is intelligent), whereas estar describes an accidental quality: El plato está sucio (The plate is dirty).


Another frequently confused pair of words is para and por. Both mean for, but the two words are not interchangeable. Broadly speaking, para looks towards the outcome or result of an action, whereas por concentrates on the motive or reason behind the action: Nadaban para mantenerse en forma (They would go swimming to keep fit) but Fueron castigados por nadar en el río (They were punished for swimming in the river).


The so-called ‘personal a’ is one of the little quirks of Spanish. This is used to show that the direct object of a verb is a specific person or persons, as in Quiero a mi familia (I love my family) – the word a itself has no meaning here. It’s a basic mistake to miss out the ‘personal a’, but it’s commonly forgotten by students.


The third important foundation is grammar, the cement that holds the words in place and turns them into an understandable message. It’s helpful to know some of the terms we use to describe language, such as ‘noun’, ‘verb’, ‘object’, ‘preposition’ (see the Glossary of grammatical terms for more information), since these act as a kind of shorthand and help you to slot the grammatical bricks into place.


You will know that all Spanish nouns have a gender, not just nouns referring to people; adjectives also have to agree in form with the noun they describe: Las chicas americanas comieron varias manzanas rojas (The American girls ate several red apples). By the way, remember that americanas has a small a and note that varias means several not various – another example of a ‘false friend’.


You already know that it’s important to put the correct personal ending on a verb to show who is the subject and which tense is intended. In addition, Spanish has various ways of combining verbs. Just as in English we say ‘he wants to work’, ‘he goes on studying’, ‘he is going to read’, in Spanish the first verb is sometimes followed just by an infinitive (quiere trabajar), verbs meaning ‘continue’ use a gerund (continúa estudiando) and verbs of going are followed by a and an infinitive (va a leer). These constructions are not always the same as the English equivalents. Verbs of finishing, for example, link with de and an infinitive, as in terminó de leer (he finished reading), and not with a gerund (leyendo).


Sometimes, expressing an idea in another language involves a change of perspective. Saying that you like something causes many problems, since the Spanish equivalent of to like, gustar, actually means ‘to be pleasing’. They like potatoes becomes ‘To them are pleasing the potatoes’ – Les gustan las patatas. You almost have to think backwards! Other expressions are used ‘backwards’ in Spanish, too, including me encanta (I love) and Me duele la cabeza (My head aches – ‘To me is aching the head’).


Some ways of saying things in English are far less common in Spanish. The passive voice, as in She was seen by all her friends, sounds odd if translated literally (‘Fue vista por todos sus amigos’). Similarly, a literal translation of Spanish is spoken here (‘El español es hablado aquí’) would be considered wrong – even though grammatically it is accurate! A Spanish person would say Se habla español aquí, literally ‘Spanish speaks itself here’, using a reflexive verb.


Reflexive verbs are commonly used in Spanish to express personal activities, such as se levanta (he/she gets up) and nos acostamos (we go to bed). Note that the reflexive pronouns se, nos, etc., go in front of the verb, although the infinitives are levantarse and acostarse with the pronoun after the verb. Spanish also uses a reflexive verb and a definite article where we would be tempted to use a possessive adjective instead: Marisa se puso el abrigo (Marisa put on her coat).


Tener (to have) is used in some expressions where copying English ‘to be’ would be a big mistake: tener frío/calor (to be hot/cold), tener sed/hambre (to be thirsty/hungry), tener razón (to be right) and tener treinta años (to be thirty years old) are just some of them. Another verb, haber, which also means to have, is nowadays used almost exclusively for forming ‘compound tenses’, as in ha escrito (he/she has written), habrán vuelto (they will have returned). Don’t forget to use haber when you want to say there is / there are, as in Hay osos en aquel bosque (There are bears in that forest). It would be a mistake to use ser or estar (to be) here.


Spanish has a range of personal pronouns (words like I, me, us, you, they, them), which take on different forms according to whether they are subject or object or used after a preposition. The subject pronouns are normally only used for emphasis. You have to remember, however, that the polite forms for ‘you’, usted/ustedes, are considered third-person pronouns and used with third-person verb forms.


The peculiarities of the language outlined here don’t mean that Spanish is outrageously difficult, or that it’s impossible for English speakers to get to grips with its complications. Like any language, Spanish has its own ways of doing certain things that in some cases can trip you up. The guidance given throughout this book provides you with a map that should enable you to avoid most of the pitfalls. Study this and appreciate how logical Spanish is in so many ways. Follow the tips in the Insight boxes to help you find the path to more natural Spanish.




How to use this book


It’s good to be able to speak another language or at least to be prepared to get by in everyday situations. But no matter how much we practise useful phrases – or how well we think we have learnt certain expressions – there are in any language some annoying slips we make that can give us away as foreigners!


Languages frequently don’t behave as we would like them to. Sometimes we need to learn a particular way of saying something in a specific situation. Quite often we slip up because we are thinking in an English way or trying to translate something literally.


This book maps out fifty broad areas where Spanish can present difficulties for learners. In each chapter the general rule is clearly set out and I also point out ways to avoid the most common misunderstandings. This is not a complete grammar manual, but what you will find here is a selection of linguistic paving slabs that frequently trip up English-speaking learners of Spanish or, in some cases, people with a knowledge of other languages such as French or Italian. The Insight boxes give handy hints to help you to avoid these pitfalls.


You can use this book as a reference guide by consulting the index or contents list and dipping in as needed. I’ve split the book into three main parts: getting the sounds and spelling right, mastering structures and expressions, and choosing the right word. A glossary at the back of the book gives brief explanations of the grammatical terms used in the book.


Further help is available at www.teachyourself.com Here you will find a 20-minute recording demonstrating some of the pronunciation problems highlighted in this book, a set of multiple-choice questions to help you practise and a series of informative articles about Spanish language and culture.


I thank the many students who over the years have provided examples of common errors and have encouraged me to try to explain basic grammar in simple terms. I hope that you too will find the advice in the book helpful for improving your Spanish and that you will reach the point in your learning where you no longer need to consult it! Good luck!


KC




Looking and sounding right





 



1 Speling errers – Getting the spelling right


Spanish spelling is generally straightforward if you remember a few basic rules. Essentially, you say the word and write what you hear – the spelling follows the pronunciation. It’s in the words that seem tantalizingly familiar that you are most likely to make mistakes.




[image: ] Spanish rarely uses the letters K and W, except in words of foreign origin:


un kilo; kárate; kiosco; waterpolo; whisky



You will also find alternative spellings, e.g. quiosco, huisqui.


[image: ] Words borrowed from other languages are often spelt phonetically.


cóctel; gol; tenis; foto; neumonía; cuestionario


[image: ] Notice how other familiar words are simplified in spelling.


profesión; aceptar; catedral; bicicleta


[image: ] Double consonants are rare. Double S, common in English, is never correct in Spanish – a mistake often made by learners. So remember: ‘Double S will cause distress’.


profesor; posible; necesario; pasar


[image: ] Spanish only uses the double consonants C – R – L – N (remember the girl’s name ‘Caroline’), and only under specific circumstances.


CC, only when the letters are pronounced differently:
diccionario; acceso


RR, a stronger sound than single R:
perro (dog)/ pero (but) ; horrible; terror


LL, a completely different sound from L:
llevar (to carry) / levar (to levy);pollo (chicken) / polo (lolly)


Cigarrillo (cigarette) has double R and double L in Spanish!
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