
learning to tell time in spanish

learning to tell time in spanish is an essential skill for anyone aiming to
communicate effectively in Spanish-speaking environments. Mastering how to
express time accurately can improve both verbal and written communication,
making everyday conversations smoother. This article will cover the
fundamental concepts of telling time in Spanish, including key vocabulary,
the difference between the 12-hour and 24-hour clock systems, and common
phrases used in various contexts. Additionally, practical examples and
exercises will be provided to reinforce learning. Whether for travel, work,
or study, understanding how to tell time in Spanish is a foundational aspect
of language proficiency that enhances comprehension and interaction.
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Basic Vocabulary for Telling Time in Spanish
A solid grasp of basic vocabulary is the first step in learning to tell time
in Spanish. Knowing the fundamental words related to hours, minutes, and time
phrases provides the foundation for constructing accurate time expressions.
This section introduces the essential terms and numbers needed to express
time clearly.

Numbers and Time-Related Words
Understanding numbers from one to sixty is crucial since they are used to
indicate hours and minutes. Here are some key vocabulary items:

Hora – hour

Minuto – minute

Segundo – second

Mediodía – noon

Medianoche – midnight

En punto – on the dot/sharp (used to denote exact hours)



Y – and (used to connect hours and minutes)

Menos – minus/to (used to indicate minutes before the next hour)

Numbers from one to thirty are especially important as they are used
frequently in telling time:

uno (1)1.

dos (2)2.

tres (3)3.

cuatro (4)4.

cinco (5)5.

seis (6)6.

siete (7)7.

ocho (8)8.

nueve (9)9.

diez (10)10.

once (11)11.

doce (12)12.

trece (13)13.

catorce (14)14.

quince (15)15.

dieciséis (16)16.

diecisiete (17)17.

dieciocho (18)18.

diecinueve (19)19.

veinte (20)20.

veintiuno (21)21.

veintidós (22)22.



veintitrés (23)23.

veinticuatro (24)24.

veinticinco (25)25.

veintiséis (26)26.

veintisiete (27)27.

veintiocho (28)28.

veintinueve (29)29.

treinta (30)30.

Key Verbs Used in Telling Time
The verb ser (to be) is commonly used when telling time in Spanish. It is
typically conjugated in the third person singular form es for one o’clock and
in the third person plural form son for other hours. For example:

Es la una. (It is one o’clock.)

Son las dos. (It is two o’clock.)

Mastering these basic vocabulary components is essential for forming correct
time expressions and understanding time-related conversations.

The 12-Hour Clock System in Spanish
The 12-hour clock system is widely used in everyday speech in many Spanish-
speaking countries. This system divides the day into two periods: morning and
afternoon/evening. Learning how to express time using the 12-hour format
includes understanding how to say exact hours, minutes past the hour, and
minutes to the hour.

Expressing Exact Hours
When stating an exact hour, the phrase es la is used for one o’clock, while
son las is used for all other hours:

Es la una en punto. (It is one o’clock sharp.)

Son las cinco en punto. (It is five o’clock sharp.)



The phrase en punto emphasizes that it is exactly on the hour.

Minutes Past the Hour
To say minutes after the hour, use the conjunction y (and) followed by the
number of minutes:

Son las tres y diez. (It is 3:10.)

Son las siete y veinte. (It is 7:20.)

For quarter past and half past, specific terms are commonly used:

y cuarto – quarter past

y media – half past

Examples:

Son las dos y cuarto. (It is 2:15.)

Son las seis y media. (It is 6:30.)

Minutes to the Hour
When expressing minutes before the next hour, the word menos (minus/to) is
used, indicating how many minutes remain until the upcoming hour:

Son las cuatro menos diez. (It is 3:50.)

Son las nueve menos cuarto. (It is 8:45.)

This construction subtracts the number of minutes from the next hour, making
it a common and natural way to tell time in Spanish.

Indicating AM and PM
To clarify whether the time is in the morning or afternoon/evening, Spanish
speakers often add:

de la mañana – in the morning (AM)

de la tarde – in the afternoon (PM, before sunset)

de la noche – at night (PM, after sunset)



Examples:

Son las ocho de la mañana. (It is 8 AM.)

Son las tres de la tarde. (It is 3 PM.)

Son las diez de la noche. (It is 10 PM.)

The 24-Hour Clock and Formal Time Expressions
In many formal contexts, such as schedules, timetables, and official
documents, the 24-hour clock is preferred. This system expresses time
numerically from 00:00 (midnight) to 23:59 (one minute before midnight).
Understanding how to read and say the 24-hour clock in Spanish is important
for professional and academic settings.

Reading the 24-Hour Clock
When reading the 24-hour clock aloud, it is common to say each number
individually or as a full number for the hour, followed by minutes. For
example:

13:00 is la una de la tarde or trece horas

18:45 is las dieciocho horas cuarenta y cinco minutos

The word hora(s) is often added after the hour number, especially in formal
announcements.

Converting Between 12-Hour and 24-Hour Time
To convert from 12-hour to 24-hour time, add 12 to the PM hours except for 12
PM itself, which remains 12. For example:

2:00 PM becomes 14:00

12:30 AM becomes 00:30

Conversely, to convert from 24-hour to 12-hour time, subtract 12 from hours
greater than 12 and add the appropriate period (morning, afternoon, night).

Formal Time Expressions in Spanish
In written and formal spoken Spanish, the 24-hour clock is often expressed
using the word hora and the exact numbers:



La reunión es a las quince horas. (The meeting is at 3 PM.)

El tren sale a las veinte horas treinta minutos. (The train leaves at
8:30 PM.)

This formal usage contrasts with the more colloquial 12-hour system used in
conversation.

Common Phrases and Questions Related to Time
Learning to tell time in Spanish also involves familiarizing oneself with
common expressions and questions that arise in everyday conversations. These
phrases facilitate asking for and giving the time accurately and politely.

Asking for the Time
Several common questions are used to ask the time in Spanish:

¿Qué hora es? – What time is it?

¿Tienes la hora? – Do you have the time?

¿Me puedes decir la hora? – Can you tell me the time?

Responding to Questions About the Time
Responses typically include the verb ser in the appropriate form followed by
the time expression:

Es la una y media. (It is 1:30.)

Son las cinco menos cuarto. (It is 4:45.)

Son las diez en punto. (It is 10 o’clock sharp.)

Other Useful Time-Related Phrases
Additional phrases for referring to time intervals and schedules include:

A tiempo – on time

Tarde – late

Temprano – early



En seguida – immediately, right away

Más tarde – later

Practical Tips and Exercises for Learning to
Tell Time in Spanish
To effectively learn to tell time in Spanish, combining theoretical knowledge
with practical exercises is recommended. This section provides strategies and
activities to enhance retention and fluency.

Practice Listening and Speaking
Engage in listening exercises using Spanish audio materials that include time
announcements, such as radio broadcasts or podcasts. Repeating time
expressions aloud helps improve pronunciation and confidence.

Use Flashcards for Vocabulary
Create flashcards with numbers, time-related vocabulary, and common phrases.
Reviewing these regularly aids memorization and quick recall when forming
time expressions.

Write and Translate Time Expressions
Practice writing the time in both 12-hour and 24-hour formats, translating
from English to Spanish and vice versa. This exercise reinforces
understanding of the structural differences.

Sample Exercise: Tell the Time in Spanish

3:15 – Son las tres y cuarto.1.

7:45 – Son las ocho menos cuarto.2.

12:00 – Es mediodía.3.

18:30 – Son las seis y media de la tarde.4.

00:00 – Es medianoche.5.

Regular practice with such exercises helps solidify the ability to tell time
accurately and naturally in Spanish.



Frequently Asked Questions

How do you say 'What time is it?' in Spanish?
You say '¿Qué hora es?' to ask 'What time is it?' in Spanish.

How do you tell the time in Spanish using the 12-
hour clock?
In Spanish, you say 'Es la una' for 1:00 and 'Son las' followed by the hour
for other times, e.g., 'Son las tres' for 3:00. Minutes are added using 'y',
for example, 'Son las tres y cinco' for 3:05.

What phrases are commonly used to indicate 'quarter
past' and 'half past' in Spanish?
For 'quarter past,' use 'y cuarto' and for 'half past,' use 'y media.' For
example, 'Son las dos y cuarto' means 2:15 and 'Son las cinco y media' means
5:30.

How do you express 'quarter to' the hour in Spanish?
You use 'menos cuarto' to indicate 'quarter to.' For example, 'Son las tres
menos cuarto' means 2:45, literally 'It is three minus a quarter.'

How do you differentiate between AM and PM in
Spanish when telling time?
You specify AM as 'de la mañana', PM from noon to early evening as 'de la
tarde', and PM from evening to night as 'de la noche.' For example, 'Son las
dos de la tarde' means 2 PM.

What are some tips for beginners learning to tell
time in Spanish?
Start by memorizing the numbers and basic phrases for telling time, practice
with real clocks, use common expressions like 'en punto' (on the dot), 'y
cuarto,' 'y media,' and 'menos cuarto,' and listen to native speakers to
improve pronunciation and understanding.

Additional Resources
1. ¿Qué hora es, amigo?
This charming book introduces young readers to the basics of telling time in
Spanish. Through engaging illustrations and simple dialogue, children learn



how to ask and answer questions about the time. It’s perfect for beginners
who want to build foundational vocabulary and time-telling skills.

2. El reloj mágico: Aprende las horas en español
Follow a magical clock as it takes children on a journey through different
times of the day. The book combines storytelling with practical exercises to
help kids practice reading analog clocks in Spanish. It’s an interactive way
to reinforce both language and time concepts.

3. Las horas del día
This educational book breaks down the day into segments and teaches Spanish
terms for morning, afternoon, evening, and night. It includes colorful
illustrations and examples of daily activities tied to specific times. Ideal
for young learners to connect time vocabulary with real-life contexts.

4. Aprendiendo a decir la hora
Designed specifically for early learners, this book uses repetition and
rhymes to make learning to tell time fun and memorable. It covers hours,
half-hours, and quarter-hours with clear visuals of clocks and time
expressions in Spanish. A great resource for classroom or home learning.

5. Mi primer libro de las horas
This beginner-friendly book introduces the clock face and basic time phrases
in Spanish. Each page features simple sentences and bright images to engage
children as they practice telling time. The book also includes questions to
encourage interaction and comprehension.

6. ¿Qué hora es? Juegos y actividades
Packed with fun games, puzzles, and activities, this book encourages kids to
practice telling time in Spanish in an enjoyable way. It provides a variety
of challenges that reinforce reading clocks and using time-related
vocabulary. Perfect for hands-on learners who enjoy interactive content.

7. El tiempo y sus secretos
A more detailed exploration of time concepts, this book explains how to tell
time using both digital and analog clocks in Spanish. It also introduces
related vocabulary such as minutes, seconds, and different time expressions.
Suitable for older children who want to deepen their understanding.

8. Hora de aprender: Telling Time in Spanish
This bilingual book combines Spanish and English to help children learn time-
telling skills confidently. It offers clear explanations, examples, and
practice exercises that bridge both languages. A valuable tool for bilingual
families or Spanish learners.

9. El reloj y sus cuentos
Through a series of short stories centered around a clock, this book teaches
children how to tell time in Spanish naturally. Each story highlights
different times and daily routines, making time concepts relatable and easy
to grasp. It’s an excellent choice for storytime with an educational twist.
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