The Spanish verbs ser and estar both translate to be in English; however, they are not used interchangeably. Here are some basic rules for when each verb should be used:

 

ser (to be)
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soy    somos

eres   sois

es     son

 

This verb has more than one irregularity. Notice especially that ser is the only verb in Spanish whose third person singular form (form #3; the he/she form) ends with the letter s in the present tense. Except for the verb ser, this same form will always end in an a or an e. Here are the rules for using this verb:

 

1. Place of origin: (the clueword is the preposition de [from]) For example:

 

De dónde eres? - Where are you from?

 

Soy de España. - I'm from Spain.

 

 

2. Adjectives Describing Traits (generally considered to be permanent) Here are a few:

 

serio - serious

simpático - nice

trabajador - hard-working

perezoso - lazy

interesante - interesting

inteligente - intelligent

paciente - patient

bajo - short (in height)

alto - tall

guapo - good-looking

bonito - pretty

feo - ugly

moreno - dark (hair and/or skin)

castaño - brown-haired/brunette

rubio - blond/blonde

pelirrojo - red-haired

fuerte - strong

 

Él es trabajador. - He's hard-working.

 

Ella es inteligente. - She's intelligent.

 

 

3. Identity (this includes gender, profession and nationality)

 

Soy un hombre. - I'm a man. (gender)

 

Soy maestro. - I'm a teacher. (profession)

 

Soy francés. - I'm French. (nationality)

 

 

4. Telling Time
 

Es la una. - It's 1:00.

Son las dos. - It's 2:00.

Era* la una. - It was 1:00.

Eran las dos. - It was 2:00.

 

*Always use the imperfect forms era and eran to tell time in the past.

 

estar (to be)

 

estoy    estamos

estás    estáis

está     están

 

Notice that the verb estar has irregular accent marks on forms 2, 3 and 6. Here are the rules for using the verb estar:

 

 

1. Location* (of people, places or things)

 

¿Dónde está Miguel? - Where is Miguel? (location of a person)

 

El banco está en la esquina. - The bank is on the corner. (location of a place)

 

Mi mochila está en casa. - My bookbag is at home. (location of a thing)

 

*Occasionally the verb ser is used to speak of a location when it would translate to take place or when the emphasis is on what happens or goes on in a place rather than the location of the place itself. For example:

 

El baile siempre es en el gimnasio. - The dance is always (always takes place) in the gym.

 

Aquí es donde tenemos todas nuestras fiestas. - Here is where we have all of our parties.

 

Notice that in both sentences, the emphasis was less on the location and more on what took place at the location.

 

2. Adjectives Describing Conditions (normally considered to be temporary) Here are a few*:

 

contento - happy, pleased, content

triste - sad

emocionado - excited

deprimido - depressed

cansado - tired

enfermo - sick

enojado/enfadado - angry

tranquilo - calm

nervioso - nervous

ocupado - busy, occupied

preocupado - worried, preoccupied

 

also the adverbs bien (well) and mal (not well)**

 

*The adjectives listed above are most commonly used with the verb estar. However, some  adjectives can be used with either ser or estar but with different meanings.For example:

 

Ella es feliz aquí. - She's happy here. (generally - most of the time)

Ella está feliz/alegre hoy. - She's happy today. (but not necessarily most of the time)

 

Él es loco. - He's crazy. (most of the time/he's a crazy person generally)

Él está loco. He's crazy.(not necessarily usually, but he's acting crazy now)

 

La clase es aburrida. - The class is boring.

La clase está aburrida. - The class is bored.

 

**Questions using the interrogative word cómo (how?) will have different meanings when used with ser and estar. For example:

 

¿Cómo es él? - How is he? (in the sense of What is he like?, Please describe him.)

Él es serio y trabajador. - He's serious and hard-working.

 

¿Cómo está él? - How is he? (in the sense of How is he doing?/Is he okay?)

Él está bien. - He's well./He's doing well.

Él está mejor. - He's better./He's doing better.

  

3. Present or Past Progressive (look for the participles which end with -ando or -endo: 

 

Estoy estudiando. - I'm studying. (present progressive)

Estaba leyendo. - I was reading. (past progressive)

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

