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Learning how to tell time in Spanishis more than just memorizing numbers; it’s a gateway to everyday

conversations, travel adventures, and a deeper understanding of Spanish culture. Whether you’re a beginner just

starting out or an intermediate learner looking to refine your skills, this guide will walk you through everything you

need to know about reading and speaking time in Spanish. From the basics of Spanish time vocabulary to the

nuances of 12 �hour and 24 �hour clocks, you’ll gain the confidence to ask for the time, schedule appointments, and

navigate a Spanish �speaking world with ease.

Why Knowing How to Tell Time in Spanish Matters

Time is a universal concept, yet the way we express it varies across languages. In Spanish, telling time involves a

mix of literal numbers and idiomatic expressions that can be confusing at first glance. Mastering these expressions

not only improves your conversational fluency but also helps you:

•  Build Rapport – Asking for the time is a common social nicety that shows politeness and attentiveness.

•  Navigate Public Transport – From bus schedules to train timetables, knowing how to interpret times in 

Spanish is essential for hassle �free travel.

•  Understand Cultural Context – Spanish speakers often use “en punto” (exactly) and “y cuarto” (quarter past) 

in ways that reflect regional habits and social norms.

•  Improve Listening Skills – By listening to native speakers and matching the spoken time to the written format, 

you’ll sharpen your comprehension.

Basic Spanish Time Vocabulary

Before diving into full sentences, let’s familiarize ourselves with the core vocabulary that appears in every

time �telling phrase:

•  Hora – hour (singular) or hours (plural).

•  Minuto – minute.

•  En punto – exactly, on the dot.

•  Y cuarto – and a quarter (15 minutes past).

•  Y media – and a half (30 minutes past).

•  Menos cuarto – a quarter to (15 minutes before).

•  Menos media – half to (30 minutes before).

•  Son – they are (used with plural hours).

•  Es – it is (used with singular hour).

Remember that Spanish is gendered; hora is feminine, so the adjective una is used for one hour (“la una” or “la una 

en punto”), whereas other numbers use el (“las dos”).

Spanish Clock Reading: The 12 �Hour and 24 �Hour Systems

Spanish speakers typically use a 12 �hour clock in everyday life, especially when speaking about personal

schedules. However, the 24 �hour (military) clock is common in formal contexts such as transportation schedules,

airline timetables, and official documents. Let’s explore both systems.



Using the 12 �Hour Clock

When telling time in a 12 �hour format, Spanish follows a structure similar to English but with key differences:

1.  Hour + “es” or “son” – Use es for a single hour, son for multiple.

2.  Minute expression – Add “en punto” for exact hours, “y” plus a minute value for minutes past, or “menos” plus 

a minute value for minutes before.

3.  Time of day – Optionally add “de la mañana,” “de la tarde,” or “de la noche” to specify AM/PM.

Examples:

•  Es la una en punto. – It’s exactly 1:00.

•  Son las dos y cuarto. – It’s 2:15.

•  Son las tres y media. – It’s 3:30.

•  Son las cuatro menos cuarto. – It’s 3:45.

•  Son las cinco menos media. – It’s 4:30.

Using the 24 �Hour Clock (Military Time)

In contexts where precision is required—like train schedules or airline departures—Spanish speakers often use the 

24 �hour format. Here, the hour is expressed as a two �digit number, followed by minutes, and the word militaris

sometimes added for clarity.

Examples:

•  Son las 14:00. – It’s 2:00 PM.

•  Son las 18:30. – It’s 6:30 PM.

•  Son las 23:45. – It’s 11:45 PM.

•  Son las 00:15. – It’s 12:15 AM.

In written form, you’ll often see a colon (:) separating hours and minutes. When speaking, you can say “y” for

minutes, e.g., “Son las dos y quince” for 2:15.

Common Spanish Phrases for Telling Time

Below are some of the most frequently used phrases that will help you describe time accurately in everyday

conversation.

•  Es la una. – It’s one o’clock.

•  Son las dos. – It’s two o’clock.

•  Son las tres en punto. – It’s exactly three.

•  Son las cuatro y diez. – It’s four ten.

•  Son las cinco y veinte. – It’s five twenty.

•  Son las seis y treinta. – It’s six thirty.

•  Son las siete y cuarenta. – It’s seven forty.

•  Son las ocho menos diez. – It’s eight minus ten (7:50).

•  Son las nueve y media. – It’s nine half (9:30).

•  Son las diez menos cuarto. – It’s ten minus a quarter (9:45).

How to Express Time with Minutes Past and Minutes to the Hour

Spanish time expressions are flexible, allowing you to convey time in both “past” and “to” formats. Understanding

these nuances will help you match the way native speakers naturally speak.



Minutes Past the Hour (y minutos)

When minutes are past the hour, the structure is:

Son las [hour] y [minutes].

Examples:

•  Son las diez y cinco. – 10:05.

•  Son las once y veinte. – 11:20.

•  Son las doce y quince. – 12:15.

•  Son las tres y cuarenta. – 3:40.

Minutes to the Hour (menos minutos)

When minutes are before the next hour, the structure flips:

Son las [hour] menos [minutes].

Examples:

•  Son las cuatro menos diez. – 3:50.

•  Son las cinco menos quince. – 4:45.

•  Son las seis menos veinte. – 5:40.

•  Son las siete menos media. – 6:30.

Time in Spanish: Cultural Nuances and Regional Variations

While the grammatical rules are consistent across Spanish �speaking regions, cultural habits influence how people

talk about time. Here are a few variations you may encounter:

•  Spain vs. Latin America – In Spain, the 24 �hour clock is more prevalent in official documents, whereas many 

Latin American countries rely on the 12 �hour format in everyday life.

•  Informal vs. Formal – In casual settings, you might hear “Son las dos y media” instead of “Son las dos treinta” 

in the U.S. Spanish dialect.

•  Use of “de la mañana” / “de la tarde” / “de la noche” – These qualifiers help clarify AM/PM, especially in 

written schedules or when ambiguity could arise.

•  Regional Idioms – In some Caribbean dialects, “y media” can be pronounced “y medio.”

Practice Exercises: Reading and Speaking Spanish Time

Practice makes perfect. Try these exercises to reinforce your new knowledge:

1.  Listen and Repeat – Listen to a Spanish audio recording of times (e.g., 3:15, 8:45) and repeat after the 

speaker. Pay attention to intonation.

2.  Write the Time – Write down the Spanish phrase for each of the following times: 12:00, 2:30, 7:45, 10:15, 

23:50.

3.  Role �Play – Pair up with a study buddy. One asks, “¿Qué hora es?” while the other responds accurately.
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