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INTRODUCTION: WHY ACCENTS MATTER IN SPANISH

If you are learning Spanish, you have likely noticed those small diagonal lines hovering over certain
vowels. These are called acentos (accent marks) or tildes, and they are far more than decorative
flourishes. In Spanish, an accent can change the meaning of a word entirely. For example, sí means
"yes," while si means "if." Similarly, tú is the pronoun for "you," whereas tu means "your." Mastering
the most common Spanish words with accents is not just a matter of correct spelling; it is
essential  for  clear  communication.  This  article  will  guide  you  through  the  most  frequently
encountered  accented  words,  explain  why  they  carry  accents,  and  provide  practical  tips  for
remembering them. Whether you are a beginner or an intermediate learner, understanding these
words will significantly improve your reading, writing, and speaking skills.

THE ROLE OF ACCENT MARKS IN SPANISH

Before  diving  into  specific  vocabulary,  it  helps  to  understand  the  basic  function  of  accent  marks.
Spanish uses the acute accent (´) over vowels (á, é, í, ó, ú). Accents serve two primary purposes:

Stress placement: They indicate which syllable should be stressed when pronouncing a
word. For instance, canción (song) is stressed on the last syllable, while música (music) is
stressed on the first syllable. Without the accent, you might mispronounce the word or change
its meaning.
Differentiation: Accents distinguish between words that are spelled the same but have
different meanings. These are known as homophones or homographs. For example, él
means "he," while el means "the."

Spanish follows specific stress rules. Words ending in a vowel, n, or s are naturally stressed on the
second-to-last syllable (e.g., casa, hablan). Words ending in other consonants are stressed on the
last syllable (e.g., comer, feliz). Any deviation from these patterns requires a written accent. This is
why we see so many accented words in everyday Spanish.

MOST COMMON SPANISH WORDS WITH ACCENTS: QUESTION WORDS

One of the first categories you will  encounter is interrogative words.  These words carry accents
when used in questions or exclamations, but they often lose the accent in indirect statements. This
is a crucial distinction in Spanish writing.

Qué
Perhaps the most common accented word is qué (what). You use it in direct questions like ¿Qué
hora es? (What time is it?) and exclamations such as ¡Qué bonito! (How beautiful!). Without the
accent, que means "that" or "which" as a conjunction, as in El libro que leí (The book that I read).

Cuál and Cuáles
These words mean "which" or "what" when asking for a choice or selection. For example: ¿Cuál
prefieres? (Which one do you prefer?) and ¿Cuáles son tus amigos? (Which ones are your friends?).
Without the accent, cual means "which" or "as" in a relative sense.

Quién and Quiénes
These mean "who" and "whom" in questions. Example: ¿Quién llamó? (Who called?) and ¿Quiénes
vienen? (Who is coming? – plural). Without the accent, quien is a relative pronoun meaning "who" or
"whom."

Dónde
Dónde means "where" in questions: ¿Dónde vives? (Where do you live?). Without the accent, donde
means "where" as a relative adverb, as in La casa donde nací (The house where I was born).

Cómo
Cómo means "how" in questions and exclamations: ¿Cómo estás? (How are you?) and ¡Cómo llueve!
(How it rains!). The unaccented como means "like," "as," or "I eat."

Cuándo
Cuándo means "when" in questions: ¿Cuándo llegas? (When do you arrive?). Without the accent,

cuando means "when" as a conjunction, as in Cuando llegues, avísame (When you arrive, let me
know).

Cuánto, Cuánta, Cuántos, Cuántas
These mean "how much" or "how many" in questions and exclamations: ¿Cuánto cuesta?  (How
much does it cost?) and ¡Cuánta gente! (So many people!). Without the accent, cuanto means "as
much as" or "all that."

DEMONSTRATIVE PRONOUNS AND ADJECTIVES

Demonstrative words like este, ese, and aquel can also carry accents, though the rules have been
simplified in recent years. According to the Royal Spanish Academy (RAE), accents on demonstrative
pronouns are now optional when there is no risk of confusion. However, you will still see them in
many texts, and understanding them is useful.

Éste, ésta, éstos, éstas (this one, these ones) were traditionally used as pronouns to
distinguish from the adjectives este, esta, estos, estas (this, these). Example: Éste es mi libro
(This one is my book) versus Este libro es mío (This book is mine).
Ése, ésa, ésos, ésas (that one, those ones) follow the same logic. Example: Ésa es tu casa
(That one is your house).
Aquél, aquélla, aquéllos, aquéllas (that one over there, those over there). Example: Aquél
es más grande (That one over there is bigger).

Today, you can safely write these without accents in most contexts, but you should recognize them
when reading older or formal texts.

COMMON ONE-SYLLABLE WORDS WITH ACCENTS

Spanish has several pairs of one-syllable words that are distinguished only by an accent mark. These
are among the most common Spanish words with accents you will encounter daily.

Accented
Word Meaning Unaccented

Word Meaning

sí yes, himself/herself/itself si if
tú you (informal subject pronoun) tu your
él he el the (masculine singular)
mí me (object of preposition) mi my
dé give (subjunctive form of dar) de of, from
sé I know (saber) or be (imperative of ser) se oneself, itself, each other
té tea te you (object pronoun)
más more, plus mas but (formal/archaic)
These pairs are a classic source of errors for learners. For instance, writing "¿te gusta el té?" (do you
like tea?) correctly distinguishes between the pronoun te and the noun té. Similarly, "Voy a darle un
regalo a mí amigo" is incorrect because it should be "a mi amigo" (to my friend), while "Eso es para
mí" (That is for me) requires the accent on mí.

COMMON VERBS AND CONJUGATIONS WITH ACCENTS

Verb forms frequently carry accents, especially in the past tense and certain subjunctive moods.
Recognizing these will help you read and write more accurately.

Preterite Tense (Simple Past)
Many verbs in the preterite tense require accents on the first  or  third person singular forms. Here
are some examples:

habló (he/she spoke) – third person singular of hablar.
comió (he/she ate) – third person singular of comer.
vivió (he/she lived) – third person singular of vivir.
estuvo (he/she was) – note the accent on the u: estuvo.
pudo (he/she could) – accent on the u.

These accents follow the stress rules. In the preterite, the third person singular form often ends in a
vowel, n, or s, but the stress falls on the last syllable, which deviates from the natural pattern, so an
accent is required.

Imperative Forms
Commands also frequently carry accents to
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