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Mastering "Ser" and "Estar" 

The Two Verbs "To Be" — Level A1 

 

📘  INTRODUCTION 

 
In English, you use a single verb to express different situations: "to be". For example, you say "I am tall," "I 
am in Spain," and "I am tired." 
However, Spanish splits this concept into two different verbs: SER and ESTAR. Getting them mixed up can 
completely change the meaning of your sentence. 

🟢  SER — used to talk about WHAT something is (permanent states and identity). 
🟠  ESTAR — used to talk about HOW something is (temporary states, conditions, and 
locations). 

 
📊  Present Tense Conjugation Tables 
Since both verbs are irregular, you must memorize their conjugations first. 

Pronoun (Subject) SER  (To Be) ESTAR  (To Be) 

Yo  (I) soy estoy 

Tú  (You informal) eres estás 

Él / Ella / Usted  (He / She 
/ You formal) 

es está 

Nosotros / Nosotras  (We) somos estamos 

Vosotros / Vosotras  (You 
all — Spain) 

sois estáis 

Ellos / Ellas / Ustedes  
(They / You all) 

son están 

 

📗  PART 1: When to Use SER — The D.O.C.T.O.R. Rule 

 
Use SER for permanent or defining qualities. A great trick to remember when to use SER is the acronym 
DOCTOR. 

D — Description — Permanent physical qualities and names. 
     Example: Ella es alta y bonita.  (She is tall and pretty). 
     Why? Physical appearance is an essential characteristic of who she is. 
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O — Occupation — What someone does for work. 
     Example: Él es médico.  (He is a doctor). 
     Why? Spanish views professions as an identity statement. In Spanish, we drop the article "a/an" 
when stating professions. 

 

C — Characteristic — Defining personality traits. 
     Example: Mi perro es amable.  (My dog is friendly). 
     Why? Being friendly is an inherent part of the dog's personality. 

 

T — Time / Date — Days, dates, and clock time. 
     Example: Hoy es lunes. Son las tres.  (Today is Monday. It is 3 o'clock). 
     Why? Time is considered a factual identity of the moment. 

 

O — Origin / Material — Where someone is from, or what an object is made of. 
     Example: Yo soy de México. La mesa es de madera.  (I am from Mexico. The table is made of 
wood). 
     Why? Origin is an identity category that never crosses over to ESTAR. 

 

R — Relationship / Possession — Family ties and ownership. 
     Example: Ella es mi hermana. El libro es de Juan.  (She is my sister. The book is Juan's). 
     Why? Relationships and ownership define the fundamental nature of the connection. 

 

📙  PART 2: When to Use ESTAR — The P.L.A.C.E. Rule 

 
Use ESTAR for temporary states and locations. The best way to remember this is the acronym PLACE. 

P — Position — The physical posture of a person or thing. 
     Example: Mi hermano está sentado.  (My brother is sitting). 
     Why? A physical posture is temporary and changeable. 

 

L — Location — Where something or someone is located geographically. 
     Example: Estamos en Madrid. Mis llaves están en la mesa.  (We are in Madrid. My keys are on 
the table). 
     Why? The physical location of a person, animal, or object always uses ESTAR. 

 

A — Action — Ongoing actions happening right now (Present Progressive: "-ing"). 
     Example: Ella está estudiando.  (She is studying). 
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     Why? It describes an action currently in progress. 

 

C — Condition — Physical or mental conditions that are expected to change. 
     Example: Yo estoy enfermo hoy.  (I am sick today). 
     Why? Being sick is a temporary condition, not a permanent identity trait. 

 

E — Emotion — How a person is feeling at a given moment. 
     Example: Estoy feliz. Estoy triste.  (I am happy. I am sad). 
     Why? Moods and feelings are temporary emotional states. 

 

🚨  PART 3: Important Exceptions & Tricks 

 
Sometimes the rules behave unexpectedly. Pay attention to these common A1 traps! 

1.  Location of Events = SER 
Normally, location uses ESTAR. But if you are talking about where an event (a party, concert, 
class, meeting) takes place, you must use SER. 
❌  La fiesta está en mi casa.    (Incorrect) 
✅  La fiesta es en mi casa.    (The party is at my house) 
Why? An event is not a physical object sitting in space — it "takes place," which Spanish treats as an 
identity fact. 

 

2.  Adjectives that change meaning 
Some adjectives completely change meaning depending on the verb you use. The classic trap is 
the word aburrido. 
El libro es aburrido.   →   The book is boring  (Characteristic / Trait) 
Yo estoy aburrido.   →   I am bored right now  (Emotion / Condition) 

 

3.  Death = ESTAR 
Death seems permanent, but Spanish uses ESTAR for being dead. 
�  Mi abuelo está muerto.   (My grandfather is dead) 
Why? Spanish treats death as a resulting condition/state after the action of dying, not as an identity. 

 

✏  PART 4: Practice Exercises 

 
Exercise 1: Choose SER or ESTAR 
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Fill in the blank with the correct conjugated form of SER or ESTAR. Then, look at the hints to understand 
why. 

# Sentence Hint 

1. Yo ____________ de Canadá. (Hint: Origin) 

2. Nosotros ____________ en el restaurante. (Hint: Location) 

3. Ella ____________ mi profesora. (Hint: Relationship / Occupation) 

4. Hoy ____________ lunes. (Hint: Time / Date) 

5. Yo ____________ muy feliz hoy. (Hint: Emotion) 

6. Las manzanas ____________ verdes. (Hint: Condition — they are not ripe yet) 

7. El concierto ____________ en el estadio. (Hint: Location of an EVENT) 

 
Exercise 2: Find the Mistake! 
English speakers often make these mistakes. Correct the sentence, then explain why. 

1.  Mistake: Soy aquí.  (I am here.) 
Correction:  
   

Why?  
   
 

 

2.  Mistake: Estoy de Colombia.  (I am from Colombia.) 
Correction:  
   

Why?  
   
 

 

3.  Mistake: Ella es triste.  (She is sad.) 
Correction:  
   

Why?  
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🔑  Answer Key & Explanations 

 
Exercise 1 

# Answer Why? 

1. Soy Origin always uses SER  (DOCTOR — O for Origin). 

2. Estamos Physical location always uses ESTAR  (PLACE — L for Location). 

3. Es Identity and occupation use SER  (DOCTOR — O for Occupation / R for 
Relationship). 

4. Es Dates and days of the week use SER  (DOCTOR — T for Time/Date). 

5. Estoy Emotions and temporary moods use ESTAR  (PLACE — E for Emotion). 

6. Están The fruit being unripe is a temporary condition  (PLACE — C for Condition). 

7. Es The location of an event is an exception — always uses SER. 

 
Exercise 2 

# Answer Why? 

1. Estoy aquí. Physical location of people always uses ESTAR. 

2. Soy de 
Colombia. 

Origin is an identity statement — always requires SER. 

3. Ella está 
triste. 

Sadness is a temporary emotion / mood — always requires ESTAR. 
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