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Cultural and grammatical bridge: Navigating time across Spanish-speaking communities.

1. Core Concepts: Tiempo vs. Hora vs. Vez

In English, the single word "time" covers multiple contexts. In Spanish, precision is key. Understanding these three
distinctions prevents fundamental misunderstandings:

Tiempo (Concept / Weather) Hora (Clock Time / Hour)

Refers to abstract duration or atmospheric Refers specifically to clock readings and schedule
conditions. slots.

+ No tengo tiempo. (/ don't have time.) e ¢Qué hora es? (What time is it?)

o ¢Qué tal el tiempo? (How's the weather?) o Es hora de comer. (It is time to eat.)

Vez (Instance / Occasion)
Use vez when counting occurrences: una vez (once), dos veces (twice), or otra vez (again).

2. Asking for the Time Like a Native

Select your question depending on whether you are speaking casually or politely to strangers:

Spanish Phrase English Meaning

Informal ¢ Qué hora es? What time is it?
Casual ¢, Qué hora tienes? What time do you have?
Polite ¢ Me puede decir la hora, por favor? Can you tell me the time, please?

Formal Disculpe, ¢ sabe qué hora es? Excuse me, do you know what time it is?
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3. Clock Rules: Hour & Minute Construction

Because clock time refers to la hora (feminine singular) or /las horas (feminine plural), use the verb ser combined with
feminine articles.

Rule 1: "Es la" (1 o'clock only) Rule 2: "Son las" (2:00 to 12:00)

1:00 is singular, so it uses singular forms: All other hours are plural:

o Eslauna. (Itis 1:00) e Son las dos. (It is 2:00)

o Es la unay media. (Itis 1:30) e Son las ocho y cuarto. (It is 8:15)

o Es la una en punto. (It is 1:00 sharp) o Son las diez de la noche. (10:00 PM)

Minute Progression: Addition vs. Subtraction
Spanish handles clock hands in two distinct phases around the half-hour mark:

e Minutes 01 to 30 (Add with "y"): State the hour + y + minutes.
Example: Son las cuatro y veinte. (It is 4:20).

e Minutes 31 to 59 (Subtract with "menos"): Move up to the next hour + menos + minutes remaining.
Example: Son las cinco menos diez. (It is 4:50 / 10 to 5).

4. Time Periods & Setting Appointments

Rather than using AM and PM in daily speech, native speakers divide the day into specific blocks using de la:

Time Block Spanish Structure Practical Example

Morning (AM) De la mafana Son las nueve de la mafiana. (9:00 AM)
Afternoon (PM) De la tarde Son las tres de la tarde. (3:00 PM)
Night (PM) De la noche Son las diez de la noche. (10:00 PM)
Event Schedules Ala/Alas La clase es a las cuatro. (Class is at 4)

Pro Tip: Asking "At What Time?"
To ask what time an event occurs, use ¢ A qué hora es...? (e.g., (A qué hora es el examen?). To reply, use A
la...or Alas....
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5. Mexican Spanish Slang & Idiomatic Expressions

If you are conversing with Mexican native speakers or practicing across North America, these local phrases will make
your Spanish sound natural:

Time Slang Popular Idioms
« Ahorita: Right now, later, or in a bit (flexible o Ala mera hora: At the very last minute.
timel!). e En un abrir y cerrar de ojos: In the blink of an
o Al rato / Al ratito: In a little while. eye.
o Se me hizo tarde: I'm running late / time got o Hacer tiempo: To kill time.

away from me.

6. Quick Self-Practice Challenge

Test your knowledge! Translate these common real-world expressions into Spanish:
1. ltis 1:15 PM. —
2. 1ltis 7:45 AM. —
3. The event is at 8:00 PM sharp. —

4. Sorry, I'm running late! —

Answer Key:

1. Es la una y cuarto de la tarde. | 2. Son las ocho menos cuarto de la mafana. | 3. El evento es a las ocho en punto de la
noche. | 4. Disculpa, jse me hizo tarde!

7. FAQs for Quick Reference

Q: Why do we say "Es la una" but "Son las dos"?
A: "Una" is singular (1 hour), requiring singular agreement (*es la*). Hours 2 through 12 are plural (*son las*).

Q: Is military (24-hour) time used in Spanish?
A: It is widely used for official flight, train, and business schedules, but rarely in spoken conversation.
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