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THE 
EVERYTHING®
Spanish Grammar Book 

Dear Reader,



I started learning my first foreign language, English, in grade school and it soon became one of my favorite classes. I liked the concept of communicating in a different language, and memorization came easily to me.



However, once I found myself in the United States, acquiring fluency in English proved to be more challenging. Some of the grammar didn’t make sense, and I had trouble understanding American pronunciation.



I can’t tell you exactly when I realized that I’d finally made English my own, but I do know that I couldn’t have done it without studying English grammar. I needed to learn the basics that come naturally to native speakers of English.



This is why I consider Spanish grammar a very important part of learning Spanish. Whether you’re a non-native speaker and need to figure out concepts like the subjunctive mood and the multiple past tenses or a native speaker who never had the opportunity to study Spanish in a classroom setting, learning Spanish grammar can truly help you gain full proficiency in this beautiful language.
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Top Ten Reasons 
to Study Spanish Grammar 

1. It’ll help you speak Spanish and be able to understand the responses.

2. It’ll improve your reading comprehension so that you can finally get started on Don Quixote.

3. You’ll never be stumped by verb conjugations again.

4. You’ll finally figure out the purpose of the subjunctive mood and how to use it correctly.

5. You can finally stop embarrassing yourself by addressing your teacher with the informal “you,” tú.

6. It will help you improve your English grammar skills.

7. You’ll be a lot more sympathetic to those who are learning English and are struggling with it.

8. You can impress native Spanish speakers with your knowledge of Spanish grammar.

9. You’ll learn why native Spanish speakers make certain mistakes when using English grammar.

10. You can figure it all out, once and for all, and then finally be able to move on to all the fun stuff, like traveling abroad.
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Introduction 

SOME PEOPLE REALLY ENJOY STUDYING GRAMMAR, but for most of us, grammar is nothing more than a special torture devised by bored teachers who wish to break down a language into a myriad little rules that must all be followed without question. But is it really all that bad?

Linguists say that there are actually two types of grammar— prescriptive and descriptive. Prescriptive grammar is a collection of rules about how a language should behave. Inflexible rules that the grade school teachers have instilled in us—never end a sentence with a preposition, at all costs avoid using passive verbs, never ever break up a compound verb with an adverb—are prescriptive. These rules determine what’s correct and then try to get everyone to follow them.

Prescriptive grammar has its benefits, up to a point. It helps us make writing and formal speaking more uniform by providing a common set of rules that we have all agreed to use. Then it’s up to your grade school English teacher to force you to memorize these rules and put them into practice when you write.

But there’s another kind of grammar out there—descriptive grammar. As its name suggests, descriptive grammar describes how things are—how a particular language works and how it may be used. Native speakers of a language have adapted those rules instinctively, without learning them as rules, when they were growing up and learning to speak. But by the time you are in your teens, this won’t come to you automatically. In order to learn a foreign language, you’ll need to learn grammatical rules as rules. Sure, improving your pronunciation and building up your vocabulary is important. But you can’t do anything with these skills unless you also learn the grammar—how all that vocabulary fits together.

There’s a lot to learn in Spanish grammar. Just dealing with verbs requires understanding of the purpose of conjugations and being able to choose one correctly, the difference between subjunctive, indicative, and imperative moods; what are reflexive verbs and when they should be used; and so on. And what about the noun/adjective agreement, a vast array of pronouns to choose from, question words that change in meaning at the drop of an accent mark?

But learning grammar doesn’t have to be boring. As you go through this book, keep in mind that what you’re learning is key to being able to make the Spanish language your own. For each concept you will learn, you’ll get the reasoning for why it works the way it works, how it compares to a similar concept in English, and how you can use it in your own speaking and writing.

This book was meant for a wide variety of audiences. It’s a great supplementary reference tool for students who need extra help outside of Spanish class. It’s also a great idea for those who studied Spanish years ago but are beginning to forget and now would like to brush up on what they learned. Another audience for this book are those who grew up speaking Spanish at home or with friends but never learned Spanish grammar in a classroom setting. This book will give you the grammatical background for a language you know how to speak but maybe aren’t as comfortable as you’d like to be when it comes to reading or writing.

Whatever your reasons for picking up The Everything® Spanish Grammar Book, I hope you enjoy learning more about Spanish grammar and have the opportunity to put it into practice soon. So sit down, learn the concepts, and then go out there and use what you’ve learned. In today’s world, Spanish is everywhere you turn. Don’t be afraid to open your mouth and start speaking. Good luck!


CHAPTER 1

Welcome to the 
World of Spanish 

IN ORDER TO UNDERSTAND the Spanish language and how it works, it is instructive to trace its roots and learn about its origins. Spanish grew and evolved from a spoken dialect that had emerged from a mixture of Latin vernacular and other languages. Over time, the language spread from a small region in Spain known as Castile to cover most of the Iberian Peninsula, and then pushed on to the Americas and Pacific islands like Philippines and Guam. Today, Spanish is the native language of about 350–500 million people, the third most-popular language (following Mandarin Chinese and English).

A Romance Language 

Most people are aware that Spanish is a Romance language, but what does this mean? The term has nothing to do with romance and love. Idiomas romances are the languages that trace their origins to Latin, the language of Rome.

As you might remember from your ancient history class, in antiquity, Rome had emerged as a powerful city-state that spread throughout Italy and beyond. At its strongest, the Roman Empire controlled a vast territory that encompassed much of Western Europe, North Africa, and Asia Minor—its power reaching from the British Isle in the west to the border of Persia in the east.

As the Roman civilization spread, so did the Latin language spoken by the conquerors. Long after the Roman Empire’s collapse, people in what are now France, Spain, Italy, and parts of Switzerland have continued speaking variant forms of Latin. Eventually, these dialects were standardized into modern French, Italian, Spanish, and other Romance languages.

[image: Il_9781593373092_0017_001]QUESTION?


What are the other Romance languages?
There are quite a few. The more well-known Romance languages are French, Italian, Portuguese, and Romanian. Other languages in this group include Catalan (spoken in northern Spain), Occitan (the language of Provence, France), and Rhaeto-Romanic (a language spoken in southeastern Switzerland).



On the Iberian Peninsula 

The history of Spanish follows a similar path. The Roman legions arrived on the Iberian Peninsula (now home to Spain and Portugal) around 200 B.C. The Romans were successful conquerors and colonizers of this region, which they called Hispania. Soon, Hispania became fully incorporated into the Roman Empire. For instance, Seneca (3 B.C.–A.D. 65), who is still revered as a great philosopher and dramatist, was born in Córdoba, Spain. And the region was even home of one of Rome’s emperors, Emperor Trajan (A.D. 53–117), who hailed from Italica, a city in southern Spain.

As a result of colonization, Latin spread all over the Iberian Peninsula. By the time the Roman Empire fell in the early fifth century A.D., Latin was well cemented in the region, both as a spoken language and as the language of writing and the Catholic church.

Under Attack 

Following the Roman Empire’s collapse, the region underwent a period of chaos and decline. Attacks from the north came in waves. First the Vandals and then the Visigoths arrived to pillage and conquer, and the Visigoths managed to stay. They converted to Christianity and assimilated, but their Germanic language affected the local dialects. Certain words and pronunciation patterns not found in Latin were absorbed, while others were dropped. For instance, Spanish spoken in northern and central Spain still retains the sound of “th,” which is found in some Germanic languages (including English), but not in other Romance languages or in Latin.
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Most Latin nouns have five cases (with five different endings); their usage changes depending on how they are used in the sentence. Luckily for us, Spanish did not retain this usage and the nouns were simplified into one case. The only trace of the cases is found with pronouns.



The Islamic Conquest 

Less than 300 years after arrival of the Visigoths, Spain was under attack again, this time from the south. In 711, the first group of Moors from North Africa crossed the Gibraltar strait and clashed with the Spanish. Other attacks followed, and in less than 90 years, the Moors controlled most of what is now Spain.

Al Andalus was a thriving region that boasted the best philosophers, mathematicians, doctors, and poets of its time. Although it was primarily Muslim, Christians and Jews were tolerated as well.

The Language of Castile 

Had the Moors conquered all of Spain, Al Andalus might still have been around to this day. However, there was one region that they had failed to capture: Asturias. And in Asturias, plans were brewing to recapture Spain from the “infidels.” Little by little, the Christian armies united and gained strength, and the Moorish armies gave way. It took about 900 years for the Christians to recapture Spain— ten times as long as it had taken the Moors. The last Moorish enclave, Granada, finally fell to the Spanish monarchy in 1492. The language of the monarchy, and of the new nation, was Castilian (castellano), the ancestor of modern Spanish.

[image: Il_9781593373092_0017_001]FACT

In Spanish, español means “Spanish,” used as an adjective to describe things and people from Spain. You can also use it to refer to the Spanish language, but many people use the term castellano when referring to the language they’re speaking.


Spanish Literature 

During the early Middle Ages, people in different regions of Spain (as well as France and Italy) spoke various dialects like Castilian, but those who were literate wrote in classical Latin. Literacy wasn’t common—it was, for the most part, exclusive to the Catholic Church, whose clerics were educated to read the Bible and other religious writings.

Over time, however, the Spanish gradually abandoned this division between speaking and writing, and literature written in Spanish began to appear. One of the earliest known works was the epic poem Poema del Cid (The Poem of El Cid), which dates back to the twelfth century. It may have been composed orally, but eventually someone wrote it down, and some manuscripts of this work have survived to this day.

Other works of literature followed. During the early fourteenth century, a man by the name of Juan Manuel wrote a collection of morality stories, titled Conde Lucanor (Count Lucanor). Another pioneering work was La Celestina by Fernando Rojas, a story about a go-between (Celestina) and a love affair gone wrong.

The sixteenth century heralded the Golden Age of Spanish literature. Garcilaso de la Vega perfected the Spanish sonnet; playwrights Lope de Vega and Pedro Calderón de la Barca drew much critical acclaim for their plays. In 1605, Miguel de Cervantes published the first of two parts of Don Quijote de La Mancha, a story of an old man from La Mancha who imagines himself to be a great knight and heads out into the world, seeking to do good and fight evil. To this day, many literary critics consider this great work of literature to be the first modern novel, at least in the West and possibly worldwide.

Out to the World 

The unification of Spain coincided with another momentous event in Spanish history. In 1492, the explorer Christopher Columbus arrived in the New World and claimed it for the Spanish crown. Columbus explored the island of Hispaniola (now home to Spanish-speaking Dominican Republic and French-Creole Haiti), Cuba, and other Caribbean islands. Spain quickly realized the value of these new possessions and encouraged other explorers to head out to the New World. Soon, Hernando Cortés pushed on and conquered Mexico. Francisco Pizarro defeated the Incas in Peru. Hernando de Soto extended the Spanish presence to Florida. And Álvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca explored Texas, New Mexico, Arizona, and possibly even California.

In the sixteenth century, Spain controlled Mexico, Central America (excluding Belize), most of South America (except for Brazil, Guyana, French Guiana, and Suriname), much of the Caribbean, the American southwest, the Philippines, and Guam. It also had possessions in North and West Africa.

But soon, the days of glory were over. One by one, Spain began losing its colonies. In the nineteenth century, Simón Bolívar won the independence of Bolivia, Panama, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, and Venezuela. Mexico gained its independence on September 16, 1821. The final losses came at the end of the Spanish-American War, when Spain lost the Philippines, Guam, and Puerto Rico to the United States, and Cuba won its freedom.

The State of Affairs Today 

Although Spain eventually lost its territories, the Spanish language remained in many of these lands. Today, the following twenty-one countries list Spanish as an official language (some of these countries have more than one):



• Argentina 

• Bolivia 

• Chile 

• Colombia 

• Costa Rica 

• Cuba 

• Dominican Republic 

• Ecuador 

• El Salvador 

• Equatorial Guinea 

• Guatemala 

• Honduras 

• Mexico 

• Nicaragua 

• Panama 

• Paraguay 

• Peru 

• Puerto Rico 

• Spain 

• Uruguay 

• Venezuela 

In addition, Spanish still has a presence in the Philippines, Guam, and in the United States. In the U.S. alone, 35 million people are native Spanish speakers. Some of them are recent immigrants, but others are descendants of Spanish and Mexican settlers who arrived long before the Southwest belonged to the United States.

Regional Differences 

Because the Spanish language has spread far and wide, there are some regional variations in how it is spoken. A Mexican will have no problem communicating with an Argentinean, but they have different accents, may use some words that are native to their own country or region, and have a slightly different way of saying “you” (Argentinians have a variant form that uses vos instead of tú as the singular informal form of “you”).


CHAPTER 2

Grammar Essentials 

IN YOUR STUDIES OF SPANISH GRAMMAR, it might be helpful to start by getting an overview of grammar, and how it works in English as well as in Spanish. Remember, you’re not starting from scratch. You already know a lot about grammar because you can speak and write in English.

Just Like English 

Despite what it might seem, Spanish and English aren’t all that different. Although English isn’t a Romance language, it was heavily influenced by one. England hadn’t been a part of the Roman Empire for long, so Latin didn’t really get a chance to spread to the local populations. However, when in 1066 French-speaking Normans invaded England and took control, their language merged with Old English, a Germanic tongue, to form what we today can recognize as English.

Moreover, during the Middle Ages and up to the twentieth century, education in Britain included the study of Latin, which might explain why English is now full of long vocabulary words like “excoriate,” “penultimate,” and “prevaricate” (or, more simply, “criticize,” “next to the last,” and “lie”).

Blueprint of a Sentence 

To begin, let’s first look at the structure of the sentence and how it works, and then look at the parts of speech that may make up the sentence. Each sentence is made up of two main parts: subject and predicate. Think of the subject as the hero of the sentence. It’s the word or phrase that does the action or carries the description. The predicate is the rest—the action. Generally, but not always, the subject will come before the predicate.








	Subject
	Predicate



	My friends and I 

	go to the movies every Friday.




	The girl that I had seen last Friday 

	isn’t at home today.




	Many students 

	take Spanish in the morning.




	We 

	like it.






Note that the subject answers the question “who or what?” and the predicate answers what the subject is or does. Take the simplest sentence, “We like it.” Who likes it? We do—so we is the subject. We do what? We like it—here, like it is the predicate. Who isn’t at home today? The girl that I had seen last Friday. The girl that I had seen last Friday is what? She isn’t at home today.

The predicate always includes a verb or verb phrase and may also include a complement. In the previous example, the predicate like i t is made up of the verb like and the complement it. Some verbs can stand alone, without a complement; others cannot.

Parts of Speech 

Subjects and predicates can be further broken down into parts of speech. Spanish and English grammar identifies eight major elements: 








	noun 

	sustantivo



	pronoun 

	pronombre



	adjective 

	adjetivo



	verb 

	verbo



	adverb 

	adverbio



	preposition 

	preposición



	conjunction 

	conjunción



	interjection 

	interjección





Even if you can’t tell the difference between these terms, when you speak you intuitively know which are which and how they should be used. The following sections will define these parts of speech so that as you start learning Spanish grammar, these words will not intimidate you.

Name a Noun 

Let’s start with nouns. A noun may be any of the following: 

• Thing: computer, desk, pen 

• Person: mother, John, student 

• Place: beach, city, Spain, world 

• Concept: truth, awareness, behavior 

If you can match up a word with an article (the, a, or an), it’s definitely a noun, but not all nouns can have one: proper names like John and Spain don’t take on articles in English.

A Pro with Pronouns 

The first thing to remember about pronouns is that they are replacements for nouns or noun phrases. When you keep talking about the same noun, you might get sick of constantly repeating it, so you resort to a pronoun:



John went home. He went home.

Give James a drink. Give him a drink. Give it to him.

Rita’s car is red. Her car is red.

I will do it myself.



In these examples, “he,” “him,” “it,” “her,” and “myself” are personal pronouns. That is, they work to replace specific nouns. Here’s how personal pronouns are categorized in English:



• Subject pronouns replace the subject of the sentence. In English, these are “I,” “you,” “he,” “she,” “it,” “we,” and “they.”

• Object pronouns represent the object noun or phrase. In English, these are “me,” “you,” “him,” “her,” “it,” “us,” and “them.”

• Possessive pronouns show ownership. In English, these are “my,” “mine,” “your,” “yours,” “his,” “her,” “hers,” “its,” “our,” “ours,” “their,” and “theirs.”

• Reflexive pronouns signal that the subject and the object are one and the same. In English, reflexive pronouns are “myself,” “yourself,” “himself,” “herself,” “itself,” “ourselves,” “yourselves,” and “themselves.”

Other types of pronouns might not be as easily recognizable because they don’t necessarily replace a particular noun. Can you figure out which words in the following examples are pronouns?



That was a great movie.

I know who it is you like.

The calculator, which I had used on Friday, is now missing.

What was that noise?

I have everything I need.

I like them both.

They love each other.



The pronouns here are “that,” “who,” “which,” “what,” “everything,” “both,” and “each other.” Here is how these pronouns are categorized:



Demonstrative pronouns demonstrate or point something out. In English, demonstrative pronouns are: this, that, these, and those. The word “this” in “I like this” is a good example of a demonstrative pronoun. As you can see, it replaces the thing or object which is liked.



Relative pronouns relate or connect groups of words to nouns or other pronouns. In English, relative pronouns include: who, whoever, whom, which, that, and whose. For example, in the phrase “I like who you like,” the pronoun “who” relates “I” and “you like.”



Many of the interrogative pronouns are identical to relative pronouns, but they are used differently—to interrogate, or ask questions. In English, interrogative pronouns include who, whom, which, whose, and what. In the question “who do you like?” “who” is an interrogative pronoun. Note that in the answer, this pronoun will be replaced by a noun again.



Indefinite pronouns are non-personal pronouns that work as nouns. There are quite a few indefinite pronouns, and many can also be used as adjectives. A few examples in English are: all, none, any, some, everyone, someone, no one, much, little, few, everything, nothing, and something.



Reciprocal pronouns show a mutual relationship between two subjects. In English, there are only two pairs of reciprocal pronouns: “each other” and “one another.”
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Remember that a pronoun must represent—and not describe!—a noun or noun phrase. In the phrase, “this sentence,” “this” is not a demonstrative pronoun, because it describes the noun “sentence.” In the phrase, “I like this,” “this” replaces the thing I like, and is therefore a pronoun.

Fun and Easy Adjectives 

Pronouns replace nouns, and adjectives describe or modify them. Take a look at the following phrases. Can you tell which ones are adjectives?



I’m always glad to see the pretty flowers.

A healthy child is a happy child.

That house has been empty for many years.



In these examples, “pretty,” “healthy,” “happy,” “that,” and “many” are all adjectives. As you can see, in English an adjective generally comes before the noun it describes.

Verb: Action 

At their simplest, verbs are words that signal action or being (think of it as inaction). Action verbs describe what someone or something does, whether it’s in the past, present, or future:



I walked all the way home.

We talk often.

She will finish her homework later.



Verbs that show a state of being are known as linking verbs: They link or show the relationship between the subject and the object:



Jenny is a student.

That place looks homey.

It feels right.



One sub-group of linking verbs are modal verbs—verbs that express mood (can, may, must ought, shall, should) or verb tense (will and would). Modal verbs behave very irregularly. For example, verbs like “can” only exist in the present tense.

Adverb 

It’s no coincidence that the word “adverb” has the root “verb”—one of the adverb’s main roles is modifying or describing the verb. Here are a few examples of adverbs:



You walk quickly.

I often see you.

Do it carefully.



In these examples, “quickly,” “often,” and “carefully” are adverbs. Note that many of the adverbs in English are formed by adding the suffix “-ly” to an adjective. In addition to modifying a verb, an adverb may modify an adjective or another adverb:



Do it very carefully.

It’s a wonderfully calm night.



In the first sentence, the adverb “very” modifies another adverb, “carefully.” In the second, “wonderfully” is an adverb that modifies the adjective “calm,” which in turn describes the noun “night.”

In Position: Prepositions 

Think of prepositions as words that signal position (physical or otherwise) of a noun or pronoun:



I was looking for you.

She is at work.

The box was inside the house.



Here, the prepositions “for,” “at,” and “inside” explain where the noun is or how it’s related to another noun (in the case of the first example). Together with the noun and article, a preposition makes up the prepositional phrases, “for you,” “at work,” and “inside the house.” The entire prepositional phrase functions as a complement of the verb. Without the prepositional phrase, the sentences serving as examples would not have been complete.

Conjunctions and Interjections 

Conjunctions and interjections play a secondary role in sentences. Conjunctions are words “at a junction”—words that join or relate words or phrases. In English, conjunctions are divided into three groups:



• Coordinating conjunctions: and, but, or, nor, for, so, and yet.

• Correlative conjunctions: conjunctions that work in pairs, like either/or and if/then.

• Subordinating conjunctions: conjunctions that connect a subordinate clause to the rest of the sentence. There are quite a few of these in English; a few examples are: however, since, because, and whether.

In Agreement 

Because grammar governs the role of words in a sentence, it also covers agreement (or correspondence) between words in gender, number, case, and person. In English, agreement is rarely an issue because our language doesn’t rely on a whole lot of word endings to communicate information about gender (male, female, or neuter), number (singular or plural), case (role of a noun in a sentence, like whether it’s a subject or an object), and person (first, second, or third). For instance, English nouns don’t have gender, which means they don’t have to agree in gender with articles, adjectives, or any other words. And even in plural form, adjectives and articles do not change:



The red pen.

The red pens.



In Spanish, agreement will require more of your attention. Nouns and pronouns have a particular gender (each one is either feminine or masculine) as well as number, and when paired with articles and adjectives, the endings will change accordingly:



El coche rojo (the red car) 

Los coches rojos (the red cars)

La manzana roja (the red apple) 

Las manzanas rojas (the red apples) 
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In grammar, “person” has to do with how a noun or pronoun is addressed. In first person, the speaker addresses himself: I am. We are. In second person, the speaker is addressing another person or people: You are. In third person, the speaker is talking about someone or something: He is. She is. It is. They are.



In English, the verb does not need to agree in person or number with its subject (one exception is adding “-s” to verbs in third person singular of present tense). In Spanish, the verb must be conjugated according to the person and number of its subject:



Yo camino (I walk)

Tú caminas (you walk)

José camina (José walks) 

Nosotros caminamos (we walk)



Tenses and Moods 

Spanish verbs are conjugated not only according to person and number, but also according to tense and mood. Whereas English verbs only have four forms—present (take), past (took), present participle (taking), and past participle (taken)—Spanish verbs have quite a lot more, as evidenced by the hefty verb books available for purchase. To keep track of all the different endings, it helps to be sure you understand how tenses and moods work.

Speaking of Time 

Languages rely on verb tenses to indicate when the action is taking place, whether the action is ongoing or finite, and whether it’s concrete or conditional (something that “would” be done). In English, as well as in Spanish, the tenses include the present, past, future, and conditional, and each category might have more than one tense. For example, the Spanish language has two simple past tenses, preterite and imperfect.

In addition, both English and Spanish employ compound tenses. In English, compound tenses are formed by the verb “to have” and the past participle form of another verb:



I had gone there yesterday.

I have taken the test already.

I probably will have lost it by tomorrow.



In Spanish, the equivalent tenses are formed with the verb haber and the past participle.
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When a verb isn’t conjugated by tense, we use the infinitive form. In English, infinitives are formed with “to”: to walk, to talk, to understand. In Spanish, infinitives have one of three endings: –ar, –er, –ir. Knowing the infinitive form will help you conjugate the verb correctly.



No Need for Mood Rings 

In addition to tenses, verbs are also conjugated according to mood. English and Spanish both have three moods:



Indicative mood: Used to express objective statements. This is the most commonly used mood, particularly in English.

Subjunctive mood: Used to express statements that are in doubt or hypothetical. In the following sentence, the verb “were” is in the subjunctive mood: “If I were younger, I would be able to run quickly.” The subjunctive mood is rarely used in English, but is common in Spanish.

Imperative mood: The mood of command. Examples are: Take this one! Give me the rest! Don’t put it there! Notice that in giving commands, you drop the subject “you.” The same is true in Spanish, but the verb is conjugated differently.

Practice Makes Perfect 

Break down the following sentences into subject and predicate:



1. The cars I saw parked outside were not very clean.

2. I wanted to buy a jacket that would fit me well.

3. Students and their parents eagerly waited their turn.

4. It rained frequently.

5. Everybody in the audience clapped.

What part of speech is each of the following words?








	1. interesting 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	_______________________




	2. huh 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	_______________________




	3. made

	
	
	
	
	
	
	_______________________




	4. humor 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	_______________________




	5. to blame 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	_______________________






To check your answers, refer to the answer key in Appendix D.


CHAPTER 3

Start with 
the Basics 

NOW THAT YOU’VE GOT THE GRAMMAR essentials down, let’s begin learning Spanish! This chapter is a review of the basics: the alphabet, standard pronunciation, using the accent mark, and numbers. Even if you’re already familiar with these topics, it won’t hurt to review them so that you are ready to move on to other concepts.

Learn Your ABCs 

If you remember the English alphabet, learning the Spanish version will be a snap: Because the Spanish alphabet is almost identical, all you have to do is memorize the pronunciation of each letter.
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Prior to 1994, the Spanish alphabet was three letters longer, because it included three letter combinations: CH (“cheh”), LL (“EH-yeh” or “EH-zheh”), and RR (“EH-rr-eh). In older Spanish dictionaries listings beginning with CH, LL, and RR have their own separate sections.




The Spanish Alphabet 










	letter 
	pronunciation



	A 

	ah




	B 

	beh




	C 

	seh




	D 

	deh




	E 

	eh




	F 

	EF-eh




	G 

	heh




	H 

	AH-cheh




	I 

	ee




	J 

	HOH-tah




	K 

	kah




	L 

	EH-leh




	M 

	EH-meh




	N 

	EH-neh




	Ñ 

	EH-nyeh




	O 

	oh




	P 

	pei




	Q 

	koo




	R 

	EH-reh




	S 

	EH-seh




	T 

	teh




	U 

	oo




	V 

	veh, beh




	W 

	DOH-bleh veh, 

DOH-bleh beh




	X 

	EH-kis




	Y 

	ee GRIEH-gah




	Z 

	ZEH-tah, SEH-tah






Pronunciation Guide 

The basics of Spanish pronunciation aren’t difficult to master—only a few sounds don’t have an equivalent in English. And learning to read is much easier too because Spanish is written as it’s spoken. For example, in Spanish the vowel letter A is always read as “ah.” In contrast, the English vowel letter A can represent several vowel sounds: “ei,” “e,” “ah,” and so on.


Pronunciation of Spanish Letters 











	letter 
	pronunciation 
	examples



	A 

	“a” in “father” 

	mano (hand)



	B 

	“b” in “box” 

	bella (pretty)



	C 

	“c” in “call” 

	caja (box)



	
	“c” in “city” 

	cine (movies)



	
	(followed by “e” or “i”)

	



	D 

	“d” in “deck” 

	día (day)



	E 

	“e” in “pen” 

	pera (pear)



	F 

	“f” in “fine” 

	fe (faith)



	G 

	“g” in “go” 

	ganar (to win, earn)



	
	a hard “h” 

	gemelo (twin)



	
	(followed by “e” or “i”)

	



	H 

	mute, except in “ch” 

	hola (hello)



	I 

	“i” in “seen” 

	listo (ready)



	J 

	a hard “h” 

	justo (just, fair)



	K 

	“k” in “karma” 

	koala (koala)



	
	(in words of foreign origin)

	



	L 

	“l” in “lick” 

	lado (side)



	M 

	“m” in “more” 

	mayo (May)



	N 

	“n” in “nickel” 

	nada (nothing)



	Ñ 

	similar to “ni” in “onion” 

	niño (baby, boy)



	O 

	“o” in “more” 

	mosca (fly)



	P 

	“p” in “open” 

	país (country)



	Q 

	“k” in “king” 

	queso (cheese)



	R 

	“tt” in “matter” 

	oro (gold)



	S 

	“s” in “smart” 

	sonar (to ring)



	T 

	“t” in “stay” 

	tamaño (size)



	U 

	“oo” in “boot” 

	tuyo (yours)



	V 

	“b” in “box” 

	vencer (to overcome)




	W 

	“w” in “way” 

	waterpolo (waterpolo)



	
	(in words of foreign origin)

	



	X 

	“x” in “taxes” 

	exilio (exile)



	Y 

	like “y” in “yellow” 

	yo (I)



	Z 

	like “s” in “smart” 

	zapato (shoe)
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The pronunciation guide provided here is applicable to standard Spanish spoken in South America. Some regional variations are mentioned here as well, but they’re meant as examples and aren’t intended to be thorough.



A Few Helpful Hints 

Here are a few additional points to review:



B and V: In many parts of the Spanish-speaking world, B and V are pronounced the same. At the beginning of the word or following M or N, they’re pronounced like the “b” in “box.” In all other cases, the Spanish B and V are actually modified to a soft “b” sound, with lips barely meeting. There’s no equivalent of this sound in English, and you’ll have to practice listening to it in Spanish and try to reproduce it.

D: Pronunciation of D also depends on its place in the word. At the beginning or after L or N, it’s pronounced like the “d” in “deck.” In all other cases, it sounds more like the “th” in “mother.” 



X: In words of American Indian origin, X may be pronounced as a hard “h” or “sh.”



Y: People in the Río de la Plata region (Argentina and Uruguay) pronounce Y (as well as the LL combination) like the “s” in “treasure.”



Z: Pronunciation of Z varies from country to country. In some parts of Spain, it’s pronounced like “th” in “think.” In a few areas, it’s pronounced like the “z” in “zoo.” In most of Latin America and Andalusia (Southern Spain), it’s pronounced exactly the same as S.



Letter Combinations 

To complete the guide to pronunciation, let’s review the letter combinations used to represent additional sounds:



CH: Just as in English, these two letters combine to form the sound of “ch” in “chin.”



GU and QU: Just as in English, “q” always comes in combination with “u,” but the result is slightly different—the U remains silent. For example, que (that) is pronounced keh; quince (fifteen) is pronounced KEEN-seh. GU works the same way: guerra (war) is pronounced GEH-rrah. In GU words where the U is pronounced, it’s written with two dots (an umlaut) to indicate the change in pronunciation. For example, vergüenza (shame), pronounced behr-goo-EHN-sah.



LL: Generally, this combination serves to represent the sound “y” in “yellow.” In Argentina and Uruguay, it is pronounced like the “s” in “measure.”



RR: This combination represents a long rolling “r” sound that does not have an equivalent in English. A single R at the beginning of a word also represents this sound.



UA: In this vowel combination, the letter U becomes shorter, forming a sound similar to “w” in “war.” For example, puerta (door) is pronounced PWER-tah.

Showing Stress 

Because Spanish is written just like it sounds, spelling is rarely a problem. The only issue that may pose some difficulty is the use of the accent mark ( ´ ).

Accent marks aren’t arbitrary. They’re used to show which syllable should be stressed in words that don’t follow the standard stress pattern. This pattern is easy to learn and can be described by two simple rules:



1. If a word ends in a vowel, N, or S, it is generally stressed on the second to last syllable. For example: carta (CAHR-tah), letter; manchas (MAHN-chahs), stains; cantan (CAHN-tahn), they sing.

2. If a word ends in a consonant other than N or S, it is generally stressed on the last syllable. For example: merced (mehr-CEHD), mercy; cantar (cahn-TAHR), to sing; metal (meh-TAHL), metal.

If the stress does not obey these rules, it must be signaled by adding an accent mark over the vowel in the correctly stressed syllable. For example, the word útil, useful, should be stressed on the last syllable, because it ends with an L. However, because the correct pronunciation of this word is OO-teel (and not oo-TEEL), an accent is placed over the vowel U. Here are a few other examples of words that require an accent mark because they do not follow the standard stress pattern:










	fácil 
	easy




	información 
	information




	típico 
	typical




	millón 
	million






Accent marks may also be used to distinguish words that are spelled and pronounced the same but have different meanings. For example, words like “who,” “what,” and “where” are spelled with an accent mark when they serve as questions, but they lose the accent mark when they are used in the answer. For example:



¿Dónde está el almacén?

Where is the grocery store?



Está donde vive Carlos, en la calle Union.

It’s where Carlos lives, on Union Street.



Here are a few common pairs of words that may be distinguished by the presence of the accent mark:










	qué (what?)

	que (what, that)




	quién (who?)

	quien (who, that)




	dónde (where?)

	donde (where, there)




	cuándo (when?)

	cuando (when, then)




	cuánto (how much/many?)

	cuanto (as much/many)




	cómo (how?)

	como (as, like)




	sí (yes)

	si (if)




	sólo (only)

	solo (alone)



	más (more)
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