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WHY MASTERING
THE CLOCK IN
SPANISH IS YOUR
NEXT BIG STEP

Learning to tell time in
Spanish  is  more  than
j u s t  m e m o r i z i n g
n u m b e r s .  I t  i s  a
gateway  to  smoother
c o n v e r s a t i o n s ,
accurate  scheduling,
a n d  a  d e e p e r
understanding  of  how
S p a n i s h - s p e a k i n g
cultures structure their
day.  Whether  you are
p lann ing  a  t r ip  to
Mexico City,  attending
a virtual  meeting with
colleagues  in  Madrid,
or  simply  expanding

your  language  skills,
the  ability  to  read  a
Tell Time In Spanish
Clock  is  essential.
Many learners  find this
topic  intimidating  at
first,  but  once  you
break  i t  down  into
l o g i c a l  p a r t s ,  i t
becomes  one  of  the
most satisfying skills to
master.  In this article,
you will learn the exact
formulas,  the  most
common  expressions,
a n d  t h e  c u l t u r a l
nuances that will make
you sound natural and
confident.

THE FOUNDATION:
THE VERB SER AND
BASIC NUMBERS

Before  you  can  say
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what  time  it  is,  you
need  two  bui ld ing
blocks: the verb ser (to
be)  and  the  numbers
from one to twelve. In
S p a n i s h ,  t i m e  i s
expressed  with  the
verb  ser  in  the  third
person  singular  or
plural,  depending  on
the hour.  The number
one  is  the  exception,
because it  is  singular.
Al l  other  hours  are
plural.  This  is  the  first
rule that will  help you
a v o i d  t h e  m o s t
common  mistake.
H e r e  i s  t h e  b a s i c
pattern:

Es la una – It is
one o'clock
(singular).
Son las dos – It
is two o'clock
(plural).
Son las tres – It
is three o'clock.
Son las cuatro
– It is four
o'clock.

Son las cinco –
It is five o'clock.
Son las seis – It
is six o'clock.
Son las siete –
It is seven
o'clock.
Son las ocho –
It is eight o'clock.
Son las nueve –
It is nine o'clock.
Son las diez – It
is ten o'clock.
Son las once –
It is eleven
o'clock.
Son las doce –
It is twelve
o'clock.

N o t i c e  t h a t  t h e
feminine article  las  is
used in all plural cases,
and la is used for one
o'clock. This is because
the word hora (hour) is
f e m i n i n e .  I f  y o u
remember  this  simple
rule,  you  are  already
half  way to  mastering
how  to  te l l  t ime  in
Spanish.
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ESSENTIAL
VOCABULARY FOR
EVERY SPANISH
CLOCK

Knowing  the  numbers
is  just  the  start.  To
read a real clock, you
n e e d  w o r d s  f o r
minutes,  quarters,
halves,  and  the  parts
of the day. Here is your
essential  vocabulary
list:

y – and (used for
minutes past the
hour).
menos – minus
(used for minutes
to the hour).
cuarto – quarter
(15 minutes).
media – half (30
minutes).
en punto –
exactly / on the
dot.
de la mañana –
in the morning
(a.m.).
de la tarde – in

the
afternoon/evenin
g (p.m., roughly
until sunset).
de la noche – at
night (p.m., after
dark).
mediodía – noon
/ midday.
medianoche –
midnight.

These  words  are  your
t o o l s .  O n c e  y o u
combine them with the
v e r b  ser  a n d  t h e
correct  hour,  you  can
express  any  time  of
day with precision and
natural fluency.

THE CORE
PATTERN: PAST
THE HOUR WITH
"Y"

When the minute hand
is  between  1  and  30
minutes past the hour,
y o u  u s e  y  ( a n d )
f o l l o w e d  b y  t h e
number  of  minutes.
This is one of the most
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intuitive  patterns  for
English  speakers.  You
simply  say  the  hour,
add  y,  and  then  say
the minutes.
For example:

2:10 – Son las
dos y diez.
5:20 – Son las
cinco y veinte.
8:05 – Son las
ocho y cinco.
10:15 – Son las
diez y cuarto
(quarter past
ten).
11:30 – Son las
once y media
(half past
eleven).

Not ice  that  for  15
minutes,  you  say  y
cuarto  instead  of  y
q u i n c e .  F o r  3 0
minutes,  you  say  y
media  instead  of  y
treinta. These are the
standard,  natura l
expressions  used  by
native  speakers.  You
w i l l  r a r e l y  h e a r

someone  count  the
exact  minutes  for
quarters and halves in
casual conversation.

Special
Case:
One
O'Clock
Past the
Hour
When the hour is one,
you  use  Es  la  una
instead of Son las. For
example:

1:10 – Es la una
y diez.
1:20 – Es la una
y veinte.
1:30 – Es la una
y media.

This  is  the  only  hour
that changes the verb
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and  the  article.  Once
you  remember  this
exception,  the  rest  of
the  clock  fol lows  a
consistent  pattern.

THE CORE
PATTERN: TO THE
HOUR WITH
"MENOS"

When the minute hand
is between 31 and 59
minutes past the hour,
Spanish  speakers
typically  express  the
time  by  saying  how
many minutes are left
until  the  next  hour.
This  is  a  different  logic
from English, where we
also say "ten to three"
but  Spanish  uses  the
word menos (minus).
The  structure  is:  Son
las [next hour] menos
[minutes remaining].
Let  us  look  at  some
examples:

2:50 – Instead of
saying fifty past

two, you say Son
las tres menos
diez (ten to
three).
4:45 – Son las
cinco menos
cuarto (quarter
to five).
6:40 – Son las
siete menos
veinte (twenty
to seven).
11:55 – Son las
doce menos
cinco (five to
twelve).
8:35 – Son las
nueve menos
veinticinco
(twenty-five to
nine).

Again,  for  45  minutes
past the hour, you say
menos cuarto instead
of menos quince. For
30 minutes, you have a
choice:  both y media
(past  the  hour)  and
menos media (to the
hour)  are used,  but  y
media  i s  far  more
common. Some regions
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prefer  menos  media
for times like 7:30, but
S o n  l a s  s i e t e  y
media  is  universally
u n d e r s t o o d  a n d
recommended  for
learners.

Important
Note for
One
O'Clock
with
Menos
When the next hour is
one o'clock, you use Es
la una instead of Son
las. For example:

12:45 – Es la
una menos
cuarto (quarter
to one).
12:50 – Es la
una menos diez

(ten to one).

Notice  that  you  are
looking forward to the
next hour, which is one
o'clock, so you use the
singular form. This is a
c o m m o n  p o i n t  o f
confusion,  but  once
you drill it a few times,
it becomes automatic.

USING "EN PUNTO"
FOR EXACT HOURS

W h e n  t h e  t i m e  i s
exactly  on  the  hour,
you  can  simply  say
Son las dos or Es la
una.  However,  if  you
want to emphasize that
it is exactly that time,
you add en punto (on
the dot).
Examples:

3:00 – Son las
tres en punto.
7:00 – Son las
siete en punto.
1:00 – Es la una
en punto.

Using en punto adds a
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sense of precision. It is
common  in  formal
a n n o u n c e m e n t s ,
schedules,  and  when
you  want  to  be  clear
that you mean exactly
that  hour,  not  a  few
minutes past.

SPECIFYING
MORNING,
AFTERNOON, AND
NIGHT

Just  like  in  English,
Spanish speakers often
add a phrase to clarify
whether the time is in
t h e  m o r n i n g ,
afternoon,  or  night.
Th is  i s  espec ia l ly
important because the
12-hour  clock  is  the
standard in most daily
conversations,  even
though  the  24-hour
c l o c k  i s  u s e d  f o r
schedules  and  official
documents.
The  three  common
phrases  are:

de la mañana –

in the morning
(from early dawn
until around
noon or early
afternoon).
de la tarde – in
the
afternoon/evenin
g (from noon
until around
sunset or
nightfall).
de la noche – at
night (from
around sunset or
after dinner until
midnight).

Examples:

8:00 a.m. – Son
las ocho de la
mañana.
3:30 p.m. – Son
las tres y
media de la
tarde.
11:45 p.m. – Son
las once y
cuarenta y
cinco de la
noche or Son
las doce menos
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cuarto de la
noche.
12:00 p.m. – Es
mediodía (more
common than
saying Son las

doce de la
tarde).
12:00 a.m. – Es
medianoche.

For noon and midnight,
it is much


