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Introduction 

SO YOU’D LIKE to learn Spanish, and you need to do it fast. Maybe you’ve already booked a trip to sunny Dominican Republic or can’t wait to explore the ancient Mayan cities of Peru. Maybe you just got a gig teaching English in Costa Rica or learning how to dance flamenco in Spain. Or maybe you just got a new job and knowing some Spanish would be a big help. Whatever your needs are, you are in a hurry. But can you really learn Spanish this quickly?

The good news is that, yes, you can. But it’s going to take some effort. This book will help you take that first and crucial step—it’ll give you all the basics you need to figure out the key concepts of Spanish grammar and get you started with building up your Spanish vocabulary. Use it as you would a map, to get you oriented and headed in the right direction, and you’ll be on your way to mastering the Spanish language.

Remember—you can’t get lazy! To learn Spanish, you’ll need lots of practice. Fortunately, the opportunities are everywhere. Turn on the television—you may have a Spanish-speaking channel or two to choose from. Start with a soccer game, then move on to national news, and one day you’ll be comfortable enough to watch a telenovela about a beautiful young woman and her tragic destiny. For lunch, skip the burger joint and head to a taco shop—you can order your burrito con pollo and chat up the server in Spanish. Pick up the local Spanish-language newspaper and start with the headlines. Then see if you can find an international pen pal to practice your Spanish writing. The opportunities for practice are endless!

The most important thing to remember is, keep it going! Language acquisition takes some effort, but it’s well worth it. So keep reading, and you’ll be speaking Spanish in no time!



01 / Beginning Spanish 

WHERE DO YOU start when you want to learn Spanish in a hurry? The alphabet, of course! You cannot start forming words without understanding the building blocks! When children are beginning to speak English, one of the first things they learn is the Alphabet Song to learn about letters, and Spanish is no different.

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.

Pronunciation

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.

The Spanish Alphabet 










	letter
	pronunciation
	letter
	pronunciation



	A 

	ah  

	Ñ  

	EH-nyeh




	B 

	beh  

	O  

	oh




	C 

	seh  

	P 

	pei




	D 

	deh  

	Q  

	koo




	E 

	eh  

	R  

	EH-reh




	F 

	EF-eh  

	S  

	EH-seh




	G 

	heh  

	T  

	teh




	H 

	AH-cheh  

	U 

	oo




	I 

	ee  

	V  

	veh, beh




	J 

	HOH-tah  

	W  

	DOH-bleh veh,




	K 

	kah  

	 
	DOH-bleh beh




	L 

	EH-leh  

	X  

	EH-kis




	M 

	EH-meh  

	Y  

	ee GRIEH-gah




	N 

	EH-neh  

	Z  

	ZEH-tah, SEH-tah






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)






Pronunciation of Spanish Letters (continued) 









	letter
	pronunciation
	examples



	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)






A Few Helpful Hints 

Here are a few additional points to review:

[image: Il_9781598690866_0013_001] 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.

[image: Il_9781598690866_0013_002] 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.”

[image: Il_9781598690866_0013_003] X: In words of American Indian origin, X may be pronounced as a hard “h” or “sh.”

[image: Il_9781598690866_0013_004] 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.”

[image: Il_9781598690866_0013_005] 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:

[image: Il_9781598690866_0014_001] CH: Just as in English, these two letters combine to form the sound of “ch” in “chin.”

[image: Il_9781598690866_0014_002] 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.

[image: Il_9781598690866_0014_003] LL: Generally, this combination serves to represent the sound “y” in “yellow.” In Argentina and Uruguay, it is pronounced like the “s” in “measure.”

[image: Il_9781598690866_0014_004] 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.

[image: Il_9781598690866_0014_005] 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 (  [image: Il_9781598690866_0015_001] ).

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. Following 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 are used in questions, but they are spelled without 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)  

	mas (but)




	mí (me)  

	mi (my)




	tú (you)  

	tu (your)




	él (he)  

	el (the)






Counting Off 

Another basic skill is counting. Just as in English, Spanish numbers are organized by tens. To start counting, here is the first set, starting with zero:










	0 

	cero  

	6 

	seis




	1 

	uno  

	7 

	siete




	2 

	dos  

	8 

	ocho




	3 

	tres  

	9 

	nueve




	4 

	cuatro  

	10  

	diez




	5 

	cinco 

	 
	 





The next set of numbers includes the teens:










	11 

	once  

	16 

	dieciséis




	12 

	doce  

	17 

	diecisiete




	13 

	trece  

	18 

	dieciocho




	14 

	catorce  

	19 

	diecinueve




	15 

	quince 

	 
	 





The numbers 20–29 are also written as one word: 










	20 

	veinte  

	25 

	veinticinco




	21 

	veintiuno  

	26 

	veintiséis




	22 

	veintidós  

	27 

	veintisiete




	23 

	veintitrés  

	28 

	veintiocho




	24 

	veinticuatro  

	29 

	veintinueve






Following 30, numbers are written as phrases: “thirty and one,” “thirty and two,” and so on. All you need to memorize are the numbers divisible by 10:










	30 

	treinta  

	70 

	setenta




	40 

	cuarenta  

	80 

	ochenta




	50 

	cincuenta  

	90 

	noventa




	60 

	sesenta 

	 
	 





Here are a few examples of numbers between 30 and 99:










	32  

	treinta y dos  

	87  

	ochenta y siete




	45  

	cuarenta y cinco  

	99  

	noventa y nueve




	51  

	cincuenta y uno 

	 
	 





If you want to keep counting, the next number is cien, 100. Then, numbers continue up to 199 with ciento plus the rest of the number. Following are a few examples.








	125 

	ciento veinticinco




	146  

	ciento cuarenta y seis




	189  

	ciento ochenta y nueve






The numbers from 200 to 999 work the same: You start with the hundreds, then add the rest of the number.

For example, 348 is trescientos cuarenta y ocho.










	200 

	doscientos  

	600 

	seiscientos




	300 

	trescientos  

	700 

	setecientos




	400 

	cuatrocientos  

	800 

	ochocientos




	500 

	quinientos  

	900 

	novecientos






And don’t forget that when these numbers are used to count nouns, the ending can change to feminine according to rules of agreement. For example: cuatrocientas casas (four hundred houses).

The higher you go, the pattern of forming the number by going from hundreds to tens to ones continues. For example, 1998 is mil novecientos noventa y ocho. Here’s the rest of the vocabulary you might need to keep counting up:








	1,000 

	mil




	2,000 

	dos mil




	1,000,000 

	millón




	2,000,000 

	dos millones






For the Nth Time 

Numbers used for counting (one, two, three) or as adjectives (one book, two books, three books) are known as cardinal numbers. But there’s another group of numbers: ordinal numbers. Ordinal numbers don’t deal with quantity—they serve to indicate the order of something: first, second, third, and so on. In English, all ordinal numbers following the first three end with –th, so they are easily recognized. In Spanish, the pattern is only slightly more complicated. You’ll have to memorize the first ten:










	first 

	primero  

	sixth  

	sexto




	second 

	segundo  

	seventh  

	séptimo




	third 

	tercero  

	eighth  

	octavo




	fourth 

	cuarto  

	ninth  

	noveno




	fifth  

	quinto  

	tenth  

	décimo






Starting with “eleventh,” Spanish switches back to cardinal numbers, so “the eleventh hour” would be translated as la hora once.

The Structure of a Spanish Word 

The most obvious way to improve your Spanish vocabulary is through memorization and practice. You cannot avoid memorizing words—it’s the only sure way of increasing your vocabulary, and you won’t be able to assimilate these words if you don’t practice using them. However, additional strategies are available to you as well. For instance, by learning the meanings of common prefixes and suffixes, you’ll be able to understand many more words than you have committed to memory. If you know that cantar means “to sing,” and you know that –ción is a suffix equivalent to the English “–tion” and may be used to turn verbs into nouns, you might be able to guess that canción means “song.”

A Spanish word may be made up of one or two parts—a lexeme (lexema) and/or a morpheme (morfema). The lexeme is the word’s basic meaning, so it is generally the word’s root. For example:










	cocina 

	kitchen  

	cocineta  

	kitchenette




	cocinar 

	to cook  

	precocinado  

	precooked




	cocinero 

	cook, chef 

	 
	 





These five words share the root –cocin–, a lexeme that conveys the meaning of “cooking.” The particles –a, –ar, –ero, –eta, pre–, and –ado (a prefix and five suffixes) may be called morphemes—they don’t have a meaning on their own but they do add meaning when presented together with the root.

You can use lexemes and morphemes to your advantage. For example, once you understand that cocin is a root that has to do with cooking, you’ll be able to guess the meaning of other words with the same lexeme, such as cocido (cooked) and recocido (overcooked)—as long as you are familiar with the prefix re– (over–) and suffix –ido (–ed).

Presenting the Prefix 

A prefix (prefijo) is a morpheme that is attached to the front end of a word. In the word “prefix,” for example, the prefix is “pre–.” In Spanish prefijo, the prefix is the same: pre–.

The following list of Spanish prefixes is by no means complete, but it does include the more commonly used prefixes.

a– deprivation or negation; may have other meanings 








	ateísmo  

	atheism, rejection of theism




	acabar  

	to end, to finish




	atraer 

	to attract






ante– previously, beforehand, pre-, fore-anteayer








	anteayer

	day before yesterday




	antemano 

	beforehand




	antebrazo 

	forearm






anti– a prefix of opposition, anti-antinatural








	antinatural

	unnatural




	antipatía 

	antipathy




	antisudoral 

	antiperspirant






auto– self-, auto-, by oneself 








	autobiografía  

	autobiography, a biography 




	 
	of one's own life




	autodefensa 

	self-defense




	autorización 

	authorization






contra– a prefix of opposition 








	contraí a prefix of opposition

	 



	contracubierta 

	back cover




	contragolpe 

	counter-blow




	contrapelo  

	against the grain, the wrong way; 




	 
	literally “against the hair”






con– (also com– or co–) a prefix of addition or association 








	conmover  

	to move, to touch




	consagrar 

	to consecrate




	consorte 

	consort, accomplice




	compadecer  

	to sympathize with




	coautor 

	coauthor






de– (also des–) downward motion, separation, origin, opposite of the root meaning, emphasis 








	descender 

	to descend




	denuncio 

	denunciation




	derivar  

	to derive from




	decolorado 

	discolored




	demandar 

	to demand




	desabrochar 

	to undo
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