Guide to Spanish Pronunciation

                              Page 2 of 3

Guide to Spanish Pronunciation

1.  Vowels

The five Spanish vowels are uniformly pronounced throughout the Spanish-speaking world but none of them corresponds exactly to an English vowel.

It should be noted that Spanish vowels are very crisp and clear in every syllable.  They are not noticeably weakened when in unstressed positions as they are in English. All Spanish vowels hey have the same quality as English stressed vowels. 

The slight variations that can be heard are allophonic i.e. they are determined by their context, but never serve to distinguish one word from another (e.g. the /e/ in perro is slightly more open than that in pero but it is the difference between /rr/ and /r/ that distinguishes the noun from the conjunction).

Letter
Example
Approximation
 a 
casa (house)
Shorter than a in father, slightly more open than u in cup.

 e 
seco (dry)
English e in pen
 i 
fin (end)
Shorter than English ee in seen, longer and more closed than English i in sin.

 o 
oro (gold)
Shorter than English o in rose, and without the /u/ sound. When in a syllable 

which ends in a consonant, it is closer to British English o in dot.

 u 
uña (nail) 
Shorter than English oo in boot, longer and pronounced with more rounded 

lips than English oo in foot.

[To write the stressed vowels on a computer, press and hold ALT, then, using the number keypad, press, 160 for á, 130 for é, 161 for í, 162 for ó or 163 for ú.]

2. Consonants

Letter
Example
Approximation
 b 
boca (mouth)
English b in bin but without the aspiration that follows it.

lobo (wolf) 
In the middle of word — very soft bilabial sound, produced with the lips hardly meeting.

 c 
cama (bed)
Before a, o, u — like c in cap, but without the aspiration that follows it.


cosa (thing)



cuna (cradle)


cerca (near)
Before e, i — in Spain like th in think; in Latin America, like s in seven 
 


cinco (five) 

 ch  
charca (pond)
English ch in church but without the aspiration that follows it.

 d 
dolor (pain)
At start of word — like d in dentist, but articulated with the tip of the tongue 

        against the upper teeth rather than against the alveolar   

        ridge. There is no aspiration.

nada (nothing)
  In middle of word — softer, but still placing the tip of the tongue against 

tarde (late)                                           the upper teeth.  


verdad (truth) 
At the end of word — like th in thin
 f 
feliz (happy)
English f in few.

 g 
gato (cat)
Before a, o, u — like g in goat.


pago (payment) In middle of word, between vowels — very soft continuous sound


largo (long)
   
                    after a consonant — produced in the throat like /g/ but 

       without the sudden release of air.


gente (people)
Before e, i — like h in hen. 


gitano (gypsy) 

 gu 
guerra (war)
Before e, i — like g in goat.


guitarra (guitar)

 h 
hombre (man)
Always silent. 

 j 
jamón (ham)
Like h in hen.

 k 
kilo (kilo) 
Like k in kick, but without the sudden release of air. 

 l 
lago (lake)
Like l in long, without the vocalic resonance it often has in English.

 ll 
llave (key)
Like y in year.  Softer in Spain.  In Southern Latin America, like sh in 

shatter.

 m 
mono (monkey)  Like m in most.

 n 
no (no)
   
Like n in never.

 ñ 
año (year)
Like ny in canyon, similar to ni in onion, pronounced with the tongue

niño (boy)
flat against the palate. 

 [To write this letter on a computer, press and hold ALT and on the number keypad type 164, or 165 (for capital Ñ)]

 p 
peso (weight)
Like p in spin (rather than the aspirated p in pin).

 qu 
quién (who)
Like k in kennel.

 r 
caro (expensive)   A single flap with a curved tongue against the palate, similar to the voiced 

árbol (tree)           pronunciation of tt in pretty, better which is common in American 

     English.

 rr 
ratón (mouse)
A rolled 'r' as found in some Scottish accents; similar to rr in curry. 


perro (dog)


 s 
solo (alone) 
English s in stop. In Spain, some people pronounce it with the tip of the 

sí (yes)

tongue curved back.

 t 
tomate (tomato)  English t in step (rather than the aspirated t in toy). Pronounced with 

   the tongue against the front teeth rather than against the alveolar ridge.

 v  
vaca (cow)
Same as letter b.  English b bin but without the aspiration that follows it.

ave (bird) 
In the middle of word — very soft bilabial sound, produced with the lips 

hardly meeting.

 w 
whisky

Very similar to the vowel u, although some speakers pronounce it like g 

in go.

 x 
excelente 
Same as x in excellent 
 y 
yo (I)

Like y in yes.

 z 
zapato (shoe)
In Spain — like th in thick.





In Latin America, Canaries, and Southern Spain, like s in seven.

_____________________
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