Interrogative vs. Yes/No Questions in Spanish

In Spanish, as well as in English, there are two types of questions:

 

Yes/No questions which can be logically answered with either yes or no and interrogative questions which cannot be logically answered with either yes or no. For example, the question "Are you a teacher?" is a yes/no question because it can be logically answered with either yes or no. However, the question "Why do you like being a teacher?" is an interrogative question and not a yes/no question because it cannot be logically answered with either yes or no.

 

There are three ways to form a yes/no question in Spanish:

 

1) Put question marks around a statement and change the tone of your voice to make it sound like a question. For example:   ¿Él es maestro? (He's a teacher?)

 

2) Put question marks, place the subject after the verb and change the tone of your voice to make it sound like a question. For example: ¿Es él maestro? or ¿Es maestro él?

 

3) Put a comma at the end of a statement with a confirmation tag surrounded by question marks. The tone of your voice only changes with the confirmation tag. For example:

Es maestro, ¿verdad? or Es maestro, ¿no? or Es maestro, ¿no es cierto?

 

Notice that with yes/no questions the word order is flexible, that is to say that either the subject or the verb may come first. 

 

However, with interrogative questions, the verb normally comes first. For example:

 

¿Cómo está Ud.? - How are you? (formal)

 

¿Dónde está Miguel? - Where is Miguel?

 

Cuántos lápices tiene ella? - How many pencils does she have?

 

Remember that an interrogative question will always contain one of the following  interrogative words or phrases:

 

cómo - how? (also what?)

qué - what? (also which?)

por qué - why?

cuál/cuáles - which? (also what?)

cuándo - when?

cuánto - how much?

cuántos - how many?
dónde - where?

de dónde - from where?

adónde - to where?

quién/quiénes - who?

de quién/de quiénes - of whom?/from whom?/whose?

a quién/a quiénes - to whom?

para quién/para quiénes - for whom?

 

Notice that all interrogative words have accent marks. This is not for pronunciation purposes but rather to identify them as interrogative words or to distinguish them from the same word used in a non-interrogative fashion. Some words change meanings when used non-interrogatively. For example:

 

cómo - how?

como - like, as

como - I eat

 

qué - what?/which?

que - that, than

 

por qué - why?

porque - because

 

 

Also remember that since the pronouns yo, tú and nosotros* have distinctive verb forms in most tenses (of these three, only the pronoun yo does not have a distinctive form in certain tenses/moods) they will often be omitted in both yes/no and interrogative questions thereby making the word order of the question irrelevant. However, if these pronouns are included in an interrogative question, then the verb normally comes first. Sometimes these pronouns will be included in a question for reasons of emphasis. For example:

 

¿Dónde trabajo yo? - Where do I work? (you are repeating the question)

¿Dónde trabajas tú? - Where do you work? (more emphasis on the pronoun "tú")

¿Dónde trabajamos nosotros? - Where do we work? (you are repeating the question)

 
*and also the pronoun vosotros in Spain
 

The English verb forms do, does and did are frequently used in questions; however, such words are not used to form questions in Spanish and therefore do not translate into Spanish. For example:

 

Do you speak Spanish? - ¿Hablas español? (literally: You speak Spanish?)

 

Does he speak Spanish? - ¿Él habla español? (literally: He speaks Spanish?)

 

What did you say? - ¿Qué dijiste? (literally: What you said?)

 

Where did they go? - ¿Adónde fueron ellos? (literally: [To] where they went?)

 

 

The English verb forms do, does and did are also used to make a sentence negative in English which is also not the case in Spanish. For example:

 

I do not speak Spanish. - No hablo español. (literally: I no speak Spanish.)

 

He does not speak Spanish. - Él no habla español. (literally: He no speaks Spanish.)

 

I did not go to the party. - No fui a la fiesta. (literally: I no went to the party.)
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