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Introduction

We are the players in a fascinating era, one that interconnects us with 
others all around the world. With globalization and technology as the 
driving forces, we find ourselves getting in closer and closer contact 

with more and more people. As a result, knowing how to say at least a few words 
in a language such as German is becoming an ever-more-vital tool.

Our natural curiosity to find out about other cultures motivates us to hop on a 
plane and find out firsthand what everyday life is like in the German-speaking 
regions: Germany, Austria, Switzerland, South Tyrol in northern Italy, 
Luxembourg, and Liechtenstein. Conducting international business in an increas-
ingly globalized market necessitates personal contact; hence, more businesspeo-
ple find the need to establish connections with partners in countries like Germany, 
which has the largest economy in the European Union. On a more personal level, 
you may have friends, relatives, and neighbors who speak German, or you may 
want to get in touch with your heritage by learning a little bit of the language that 
your ancestors spoke.

Whatever your reasons for wanting to learn some German, German For Dummies, 
3rd Edition, is a terrific choice because it gives you the skills you need for basic 
communication in German. I’m not promising super fluency here, but if you want 
to know how to greet someone, purchase a train ticket, or order food from a menu 
in German, you need look no further than this book.

About This Book
German For Dummies, 3rd Edition, is set up so that you can use it any way you 
want to — as a reference to dip into for specific questions you have about German, 
as a means of gaining knowledge of German in a systematic way, or just for the 
fun of getting the feel for another language. Perhaps your goal is to learn some 
words and phrases to help you get around when you travel to a German-speaking 
country. Maybe you simply want to be able to say “Hello, how are you?” to your 
German-speaking neighbor. At any rate, you can go through this book at your own 
pace, reading as much or as little at a time as you like. You don’t need to plod 
through the chapters in order, either; you’re welcome to read the sections that 
interest you most.
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Conventions Used in This Book
To make this book easy for you to navigate, we’ve set up a few conventions:

»» German terms are set in boldface to make them stand out.

»» Pronunciation is set in parentheses following the German terms, and the 
stressed syllables are italicized.

»» English translations are italicized. You’ll find them set in parentheses following 
the pronunciation of German terms or sentences.

»» In some cases, German speakers use the same pronunciation as English 
speakers for words, many of which are borrowed from English or other 
languages. When such words are pronounced the same way in German as 
in English, you’ll see the English word in the pronunciation followed by the 
notation “as in English” rather than the usual phonetic pronunciation. 
Of course, if the pronunciation differs between the English and German, 
I include the German pronunciation as usual.

»» Verb conjugations (lists that show you the forms of a verb) are given in tables 
in the following order, starting with ich, which is the German equivalent of “I,” 
followed by du, the German equivalent “you,” and so on.

•	 ich — This is the “I” form.

•	 du — This is the “you” (singular, informal [or sing. inf.]) form.

•	 er/sie/es — This is the “he, she, it” form.

•	 wir — This is the “we” form.

•	 ihr — This is the “you” (plural, informal [or pl. inf.]) form.

•	 sie/Sie — This is the “they” form/the “you” (formal [or form.]) form.

The first column (see below) shows the German equivalent of “I am, you are,” 
and so on. Pronunciations follow in the second column.

Conjugation Pronunciation

ich bin iH bin

du bist dooh bist

er, sie, es ist êr, zee, ês ist

wir sind veer zint

ihr seid eer zayt

sie/Sie sind zee zint
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To help you make fast progress in German, this book includes a few elements to 
help you along:

»» Talkin’ the Talk dialogues: The best way to learn a language is to see and 
hear how it’s used in conversation, so I include dialogues throughout the 
book. The dialogues come under the heading “Talkin’ the Talk” and show 
you the German words, their pronunciations, and the English translations.

»» Words to Know blackboards: Acquiring key words and phrases is also 
important in language learning, so I collect these important words in sections 
that resemble chalkboards, with the heading “Words to Know.” Note: In the 
pronunciations given in these sections, the stressed syllables are italicized.

»» Fun & Games activities: If you want to flex your new language muscles, 
you can use the Fun & Games activities to reinforce what you learn. These 
activities are fun ways to check your progress.

Also note that, because each language has its own ways of expressing ideas, the 
English translations that I provide for the German terms may not be exactly literal. 
I want you to know the essence of what’s being said, not just the meanings of 
single words. For example, the phrase Es geht (ês geyt) can be translated literally 
as It goes, but the phrase is actually the equivalent of so-so or Okay, which is 
what you see as the translation.

Foolish Assumptions
To write this book, I made some assumptions about who you are and what you 
hope to gain from this book:

»» You know no German — or if you took German somewhere in your deep, dark 
past, you don’t remember much more than Ja, nein, Kindergarten, Guten 
Tag, and auf Wiedersehen.

»» You’re primarily interested in communicating verbally in German, not in 
reading or writing German.

»» You’re definitely not looking for a ho-hum textbook that puts you to sleep, nor 
do you want to plod through monotonous language exercises that drill German 
into your brain. You just want to know some practical words, phrases, and 
sentence constructions so that you can communicate basic information in 
German — with confidence.
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»» You have no interest in memorizing long lists of bookish-sounding vocabulary 
words or a bunch of boring grammar rules.

»» You’re excited about German and are looking forward to having some fun as 
you pick up a bit of the language.

If any or all of these statements apply to you, you’ve found the right book!

Icons Used in This Book
You may be looking for particular information while reading this book. To make 
certain types of information easier for you to find, the following icons have been 
placed in the left-hand margins throughout the book:

This icon highlights tips that can make learning German easier.

This icon points out interesting information that you won’t want to forget.

Languages are full of quirks that may trip you up if you’re not prepared for them. 
This icon points to discussions of important grammar points.

If you’re looking for information and advice about culture and travel, look for 
these icons. They draw your attention to interesting tidbits about the countries in 
which German is spoken.

The online audio tracks that accompany this book give you the opportunity to 
listen to real German speakers so that you can get a better understanding of what 
German sounds like. This icon marks the Talkin’ the Talk dialogues that you can 
listen to online. To listen to the online audio tracks, go to www.dummies.com/go/
germanfd3e.

http://www.dummies.com/go/germanfd3e
http://www.dummies.com/go/germanfd3e
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Beyond the Book
In addition to what you’re reading right now, this book comes with a free, access-
anywhere Cheat Sheet containing tips and techniques for learning German faster. 
To get this Cheat Sheet, simply go to www.dummies.com and type German For 
Dummies Cheat Sheet in the search box.

Where to Go from Here
Learning a language is all about jumping in and giving it a try (no matter how bad 
your pronunciation is at first). So, take the plunge! Start at the beginning, pick a 
chapter that interests you, or listen to a few dialogues online. Before long, you’ll 
be able to respond, “Ja!” (yah) (yes) when someone asks you Sprechen Sie 
Deutsch? (shprêH-en zee doych?) (Do you speak German?)

Note: If you’ve never been exposed to German before, you may want to read the 
chapters in Part I before you tackle the later chapters. Part I gives you some of 
the basics that you need to know about the language, such as how to pronounce 
the various sounds, some basic expressions and words, and the fundamentals of 
German sentence structure.

https://www.dummies.com/




1Getting Started 
with German



IN THIS PART . . .

Identify what you already know.

Use basic expressions.

Understand German pronunciation.

Meet and greet people.

Deal with numbers.

Get introduced to basic grammar.

Talk about home and family.
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Chapter 1

IN THIS CHAPTER

»» Recognizing the German you 
already know

»» Spotting words that aren’t what 
they seem

»» Using basic German expressions

You Already Know 
a Little German

The best way to learn a new language is to jump right in — no pussyfooting 
around. In this chapter, you get a head start in German by seeing some of 
the language you’re already familiar with. You also find out some popular 

German expressions, and you get the hang of why you need to be careful with 
what are called “false friends” — words that seem to be the same in both languages 
but actually have different meanings.

The German You Know
Because both German and English belong to the group of Germanic languages, 
quite a few words are either identical or similar in both languages. Words that 
share a common source are called cognates. Another group of words common to 
German and English stem from Latin-based words with which English speakers 
are familiar. Many of these have direct equivalents in German, for example, nouns 
that end in “-tion.”
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Friendly allies (perfect cognates)
The following words are spelled the same way and have the same meaning in 
German and in English. The only differences are the pronunciation, as shown in 
parentheses, as well as the fact that in German, nouns are always capitalized. 
In addition, German nouns have one of three genders, as seen on this list by the 
words der (masculine), die (feminine), and das (neuter) in front of each noun. See 
Chapter 5 for details on what gender is all about and go to Chapter 2 for informa-
tion on the pronunciation key for each word presented in this book. In a few 
instances, the German and English pronunciation for the word is the same, so 
you’ll see the English word in the pronunciation (followed by the notation “as in 
English”).

»» der Arm (dêr ârm)

»» der Bandit (dêr bân-deet)

»» die Bank (dee bânk)

»» die Basis (dee bah-zis)

»» bitter (bit-er)

»» blind (blint)

»» die Butter (dee boot-er)

»» digital (di-gi-tâl)

»» elegant (êl-ê-gânt)

»» die Emotion (dee ê-moh-tsee-ohn)

»» emotional (ê-moh-tsee-oh-nahl)

»» fair (fair [as in English])

»» der Finger (dêr fing-er)

»» die Hand (dee hânt)

»» das Hotel (dâs hotel [as in English])

»» die Information (dee in-for-mâ-tsee-ohn)

»» die Inspiration (dee in-spi-râ-tsee-ohn)

»» die Integration (dee in-tê-grâ-tsee-ohn)

»» international (in-ter-nâ-tsee-oh-nahl)

»» irrational (ir-râ-tsee-oh-nahl)

»» legal (ley-gahl)
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»» liberal (lee-bêr-ahl)

»» der Mast (dêr mast)

»» die Mine (dee meen-e)

»» modern (moh-dêrn)

»» der Moment (dêr moh-mênt)

»» die Motivation (dee moh-ti-vâ-tsee-ohn)

»» das Museum (dâs mooh-zey-oohm)

»» der Name (dêr nah-me)

»» die Nation (dee nâ-tsee-ohn)

»» normal (nor-mahl)

»» die Olive (dee oh-lee-ve)

»» parallel (pâr-â-leyl)

»» das Problem (dâs proh-bleym)

»» der Professor (dêr professor [as in English])

»» das Radio (dâs rah-dee-oh)

»» die Religion (dee rey-li-gee-ohn)

»» das Restaurant (dâs rês-tuh-ron)

»» die Rose (dee roh-ze)

»» der Service (dêr ser-vis)

»» das Signal (dâs zig-nahl)

»» der Sport (dêr shport)

»» die Statue (dee shtah-tooh-e)

»» der Stress (dêr shtrês)

»» das System (dâs zers-teym)

»» das Taxi (dâs tâx-ee)

»» der Tiger (dêr tee-ger)

»» tolerant (to-lêr-ânt)

»» total (toh-tahl)

»» die Tradition (dee trâ-di-tsee-ohn)

»» der Tunnel (dêr toohn-el)
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»» warm (vahrm)

»» wild (vilt)

»» der Wind (dêr vint)

Kissing cousins (near cognates)
Many words, like the ones shown in Table  1-1, are spelled almost the same in 
German as in English and have the same meaning. Table  1-1 also shows you 
something about German spelling conventions, which include the following:

»» The English c is a k in most German words.

»» The ou in English words like house or mouse is often equivalent to au in 
German words.

»» Many English adjectives ending in -ic or -ical have an -isch ending in German.

»» Some English adjectives ending in -y are spelled with -ig in German.

»» Some English nouns ending in -y have an -ie ending in German.

TABLE 1-1	 Words Similar in Meaning, Slightly Different in Spelling
German English

die Adresse (dee ah-drês-e) address

der Aspekt (dêr âs-pêkt) aspect

der Bär (dêr bear [as in English]) bear

blond (blont) blond(e)

die Bluse (dee blooh-ze) blouse

braun (brown [as in English]) brown

die Demokratie (dee dê-moh-krâ-tee) democracy

direkt (di-rêkt) direct

der Doktor (dêr dok-tohr) doctor

exzellent (êx-tsel-ênt) excellent

fantastisch (fân-tâs-tish) fantastic

das Glas (dâs glahs) glass
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German English

das Haus (dâs hous) house

hungrig (hoong-riH) hungry

die Industrie (dee in-dooh-stree) industry

der Kaffee (dêr kâf-ey) coffee

die Komödie (dee koh-mer-dee-e) comedy

die Kondition (dee kon-di-tsee-ohn) condition

das Konzert (dâs kon-tsêrt) concert

die Kultur (dee kool-toohr) culture

logisch (loh-gish) logical

das Mandat (dâs mân-daht) mandate

der Mann (dêr mân) man

die Maschine (dee mâ-sheen-e) machine

die Maus (dee mouse [as in English]) mouse

die Methode (dee mê-toh-de) method

die Mobilität (dee moh-bi-li-tait) mobility

die Musik (dee mooh-zeek) music

die Nationalität (dee nât-see-oh-nahl-i-tait) nationality

die Natur (dee nâ-toohr) nature

offiziell (oh-fits-ee-êl) official (adjective)

der Ozean (dêr oh-tsê-ân) ocean

das Papier (dâs pâ-peer) paper

das Parlament (dâs pâr-lâ-mênt) parliament

perfekt (pêr-fêkt) perfect

politisch (poh-li-tish) political

potenziell (po-tên-tsee-êl) potential (adjective)

praktisch (prâk-tish) practical

das Programm (dâs proh-grâm) program

das Salz (dâs zâlts) salt

(continued)
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False friends
As does every language, German contains some false friends — those words that 
look very similar to English but have a completely different meaning. As you read 
the following list, you can see why you should treat any new German word with 
kid gloves, especially if it looks like an English word, until, that is, you find out for 
sure what it means in English.

»» After (ahf-ter): If you want to avoid embarrassment, remember the meaning 
of this word. Its German meaning is anus and not after. The German word for 
after is nach (nahH) or nachdem (nahH-deym).

»» aktuell (âk-tooh-êl): This word means up-to-date and current, not actual. The 
German translation for actual is tatsächlich (tât-sêH-liH).

»» also (âl-zoh): This one means so, therefore, or thus; not also. The German word 
for also is auch (ouH).

»» bald (bâlt): This word means soon and is not a description for someone with 
little or no hair. The German word for bald is kahl (kahl) or glatzköpfig 
(glâts-kerpf-iH).

»» bekommen (be-kom-en): This verb is an important one to remember. It 
means to get and not to become. The German word for to become is werden 
(vêr-den).

»» Boot (boht): This is a boat and not a boot, which is Stiefel (shteef-el) in 
German. A sailboat is called a Segelboot (zey-gêl-boht).

»» brav (brahf): This word means well-behaved and not brave. The German word 
for brave is tapfer (tâp-fer).

TABLE 1-1 (continued)

German English

der Scheck (dêr shêk) check

sonnig (zon-iH) sunny

der Supermarkt (dêr zooh-pêr-mârkt) supermarket

das Telefon (dâs tê-le-fohn) telephone

die Theorie (dee tey-ohr-ee) theory

die Tragödie (dee trâ-ger-dee-e) tragedy

die Walnuss (dee vahl-noohs) walnut


