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with the exception of Canada, the United States, the
British and French-speaking Guyanas; and a few islands
in the Caribbean, such as Jamaica, Haiti, and Curaçao,
where locals speak English, French, or Dutch.

You Already Know Some Spanish
The English language is like an ever-growing entity
that, with great wisdom, absorbs what it needs from
other cultures and languages. You can find many corre-
spondences between English and Spanish in the words
that come from both Latin and French roots. These
words can cause both delight and embarrassment. The
delight comes in the words where the similar sounds
also give similar meanings. The embarrassment comes
from words where the sounds and even the roots are
the same, but the meanings are completely different.

Among the delightful discoveries among similarities
between the languages are words like soprano (soh-
prah-noh) (soprano), pronto (prohn-toh) (right away,
soon), and thousands of others that differ by just one
or two letters, such as conclusión (kohn-kloo-see ohn)
(conclusion), composición (kohm-poh-see-see-ohn)
(composition), libertad (lee-bvehr-tahd) (liberty),
economía (eh-koh-noh-meeah) (economy), invención
(een-bvehn-see-ohn) (invention), and presidente
(preh-see-dehn-teh) (president).

Beware of false friends
The trouble begins in the world of words that French
linguists have designated as false friends. You can’t
trust fool’s gold, false friends, or all word similarities.
Within the groups of false friends, you may find words
that look very similar to English words and even have
the same roots, yet they mean completely different
things. One that comes to mind is the word “actual,”
which has very different meanings in English and
Spanish. In English, you know that it means “real, in
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Chapter 1: I Say It How? Speaking Spanish 7
reality, or the very one.” Not so in Spanish. Actual
(ahk-tooahl) in Spanish means “present; current;
belonging to this moment, this day, or this year.”

Another example is the adjective “embarrassed,” that
in English means ashamed or encumbered. In Spanish,
embarazada (ehm-bvah-rah-sah-dah) is the adjective
that comes from the same root as the English word,
yet it’s use nowadays almost exclusively means “preg-
nant.” So you can say in English that you’re a little
embarrassed, but in Spanish you can’t be just a little
embarazada. Either you’re pregnant or you’re not.

Some crossover influence
Word trouble ends at the point where a word originat-
ing in English is absorbed into Spanish or vice versa.
The proximity of the United States to Mexico produces
a change in the Spanish spoken south of the U.S. bor-
der. An example is the word “car.” In Mexico, people
say carro (kah-rroh). In South America, on the other
hand, people say auto (ahoo-toh). In Spain, people say
coche (koh-cheh).

Here are just a few examples of Spanish words that
you already know because English uses them, too:

� You’ve been to a rodeo (roh-deh-oh) or a fiesta
(feeehs-tah).

� You may have taken a siesta (seeehs-tah) or two.

� You probably know at least one señorita (seh-
nyoh-ree-tah), and you surely have an amigo (ah-
mee-goh). Maybe you’ll even see him mañana
(mah-nyah-nah).

� You already know the names of places like Los
Angeles (lohs ahn-Heh-lehs) (the angels), San
Francisco (sahn frahn-sees-koh) (St. Francis), La
Jolla (la Hoh-yah) (the jewel), Florida (floh-ree-
dah) (the blooming one), and Puerto Rico
(pooehr-toh ree-koh) (rich harbor).

01_572040 ch01.qxd  6/15/04  6:22 PM  Page 7



Spanish Phrases For Dummies 8
� You’ve eaten a tortilla (tohr-tee-lyah), a taco

(tah-koh), or a burrito (bvoo-rree-toh).

� You fancy the tango (tahn-goh), the bolero (bvo-
leh-roh), or the rumba (room-bvah). Or you may
dance the cumbia (koom-bveeah).

� You have a friend named Juanita (Hooah-nee-
tah), Anita (ah-nee-tah), or Clara (klah-rah).

Reciting Your ABC’s
Correct pronunciation is key to avoiding misunder-
standings. The following sections present some basic
guidelines for proper pronunciation.

Throughout this book, you can find the pro-
nunciation of a Spanish word next to it in
parentheses, which we call pronunciation
brackets. Within the pronunciation brackets,
we separate all the words that have more
than one syllable with a hyphen, like this:
(kah-sah). An underlined syllable within the
pronunciation brackets tells you to accent,
or stress, that syllable. We say much more
about stress in the section “Pronunciation
and Stress” later in this chapter. But don’t let
yourself get stressed out (pardon the pun).
We explain each part of the language sepa-
rately, and the pieces quickly fall into place.
Promise!

In the following sections, we comment on some let-
ters of the alphabet from the Spanish point of view to
help you to understand Spanish pronunciations. Here
is the basic Spanish alphabet and its pronunciation:

a (ah)

b (bveh)

c (seh)

d (deh)

e (eh)

f (eh-feh)

g (Heh)

h (ah-cheh)

01_572040 ch01.qxd  6/15/04  6:22 PM  Page 8



Chapter 1: I Say It How? Speaking Spanish 9

Spanish also includes some double letters in its alpha-
bet: ch (cheh), ll (ye), and rr (a trilled r).

We don’t go through every letter of the alphabet in
the sections that follow, only those that you use dif-
ferently in Spanish than in English. The differences
can lie in pronunciation, the way they look, in the fact
that you seldom see the letters, or that you don’t pro-
nounce them at all.

Consonants
Consonants tend to sound the same in English and
Spanish. We explain the few differences that you can
find.

Inside the Spanish-speaking world itself, you
find that you may pronounce consonants 
differently than in English. For example, in
Spain, the consonant z is pronounced like
the th in the English word thesis. (Latin
Americans don’t use this sound; in all 19
Spanish-speaking countries in the Western
hemisphere, z and s sound the same.)

i (ee)

j (Hoh-tah)

k (kah)

l (eh-leh)

m (eh-meh)

n (eh-neh)

ñ (eh-nyeh)

o (oh)

p (peh)

q (koo)

r (eh-reh)

s (eh-seh)

t (teh)

u (oo)

v (bveh)

w (doh-bleh bveh)
(oo – bveh doh-bvleh)
(Spain)

x (eh-kees)

y (ee gree eh-gah)

z (seh-tah)
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