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Introduction

Romanian Roadmap for Beginners is a practical guide to getting you conversational
fast—whether you’re planning a weekend in Bucharest, crossing into Moldova, or
exploring the wider Balkans and Eastern Europe. Romanian is a Romance language
with a distinctive Balkan flavor: you’'ll recognize a wealth of vocabulary through its
Latin roots while also meeting Slavic influences that shape everyday expressions. This
book leans into that blend so you can build vocabulary quickly, develop grammatical
intuition, and speak with confidence in real travel situations.

Our approach is travel-first and pattern-driven. Each chapter equips you with
high-frequency structures and reusable “mini-scripts” you can adapt on the fly:
checking into a hotel, ordering at a café, asking for directions, buying tickets, or
handling small emergencies. Rather than memorizing isolated phrases, you’ll learn
flexible frames that slot in new words as you need them. When a rule matters for
communication—word order, a particular preposition, or a polite form—you’ll see it
explained simply and then used immediately in dialogue.

Because Romanian is a close cousin of French, Italian, and Spanish, we highlight
cognates you already “almost know.” Chapters 13 and 14 group these by theme and
flag look-alike traps—words that resemble other Romance languages but mean
something different. Alongside Romance roots, you’ll meet common Slavic loans that
help you navigate conversations across the region and understand the texture of
everyday Romanian. By combining cognate spotting with core patterns, you'll
accelerate both recognition and recall.

Grammar in this roadmap is deliberately right-sized. You’ll meet Romanian’s signature
features—the enclitic definite article (attached to the end of nouns), the
nominative/accusative versus genitive/dative case pairing, the role of pe with certain
direct objects, and the high-utility sa-subjunctive—exactly when they unlock more
fluent speech. Verb chapters focus on what you’ll say most: present-tense routines,
the go-to past for storytelling, and friendly future forms you’ll actually hear. Clear
charts, plenty of examples, and side-by-side translations keep everything accessible.

To help you sound natural, early chapters concentrate on pronunciation and spelling,
especially the five key diacritics (3, a/i, s, t) and stress patterns. Think of these pages
as your accent workout: short, targeted drills that pay off in immediate comprehension
at train stations, markets, and museums. Small pronunciation wins build big
confidence, and confidence keeps you speaking.

Finally, this book is a companion for real places and real people. You’'ll find cultural
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tips on politeness, gestures, and small talk, plus regional notes that situate Romanian
within its broader neighborhood—from Moldova to communities across the Balkans
and Eastern Europe. By the end, Chapter 25’s 30-day schedule ties it all together,
showing you how to cycle through dialogs, review cognates, and practice structural
patterns so you keep improving even after your trip.

Start where you are, speak from day one, and let the language open doors. With a

handful of high-impact patterns, a pocket of cognates, and traveler-tested dialogs,
you'll move from hesitant greetings to confident conversations—fast.
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CHAPTER ONE: Foundations: Alphabet, Sounds, and
Spelling

Stepping into Romanian is like discovering a long-lost cousin in the linguistic family.
You might initially feel like you've stumbled into a Slavic gathering, but listen closely,
and the Latin roots will sing out, familiar and welcoming. Before we dive into
conversations and cognates, we need to lay a solid groundwork: the alphabet, the
unique sounds, and the surprisingly consistent spelling. Think of this chapter as
calibrating your ears and eyes, preparing them for the melodies and patterns that
make Romanian so distinctive.

The Romanian alphabet is built on the familiar Latin script, much like English, French,
or Spanish. This is excellent news because it means you're not starting from scratch
with entirely new characters. However, Romanian adds a dash of Eastern European
flair with five special letters, known as diacritics, which are essential for correct
pronunciation. These characters are A, A, 1, S, and T. They are not mere decorative
flourishes; they represent distinct sounds that are crucial for being understood and for
understanding others.

In total, the Romanian alphabet boasts 31 letters. While many of these will look and
sound like their English counterparts, paying attention to the unique additions and
subtle differences will be your first step towards sounding like a native. One of the
most learner-friendly aspects of Romanian is its highly phonetic nature. This means
that, for the most part, words are pronounced exactly as they are written, and letters
generally correspond to a single sound. This consistency is a huge advantage
compared to languages like English, where spelling and pronunciation often seem to
play hide-and-seek.

Let's begin our exploration with the Romanian vowels. There are seven of them: a, e, i,
0, U, a, and a/i. The first five (a, e, i, 0, u) are relatively straightforward for English
speakers, often mirroring sounds found in other Romance languages like Italian or
Spanish.

The letter A, a is pronounced like the "a" in "father" or "car." It's an open, clear sound.
Example: casa (house), masa (table).

The letter E, e typically sounds like the "e" in "set" or "bed." Example: elev (pupil),

mere (apples). Be aware that in a few common words like eu (1), el (he), ea (she), and
este (is), the e is pronounced more like "ye" at the beginning.
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The letter |, i is usually pronounced like the "ee" in "see" or "machine." Example: mic
(small), vin (wine). Interestingly, a final i at the end of a word can be very short,
almost silent, or can palatalize the preceding consonant, a nuance we'll touch on more
in Chapter 2.

The letter O, o is pronounced like the "0" in "for" or "more." Example: nou (new), om
(man).

The letter U, u is pronounced like the "00" in "boot" or "true." Example: bun (good), tu
(you).

Now, let's tackle the special vowels that give Romanian its distinct flavor. These are
often the ones that require a little more focused practice, but they are entirely
learnable.

The letter A, & (a with a breve) represents a neutral vowel sound, much like the "u" in
"but" or the "a" in "about" or "sofa" - often referred to as a schwa sound. It's a
relaxed, unstressed sound. Example: fata (girl), romana (Romanian).

Then we have A, & (a with a circumflex) and 1, T (i with a circumflex). These two letters
represent the exact same sound, a deep, central vowel that doesn't have a direct
English equivalent. Some describe it as similar to the "i" in "bird" in a non-rhotic
accent, or a sound you make with your mouth slightly closed, tongue pulled back. The
trick is to try to say "ee" while keeping your tongue lower or imagining you're
preparing to say "uh" but with a slight smile.

The interesting thing about & and i is their usage. While they sound identical, T is
generally used at the beginning and end of words, and a is used in the middle. For
example, fnceput (beginning) uses i, while roman (Romanian) uses a. This spelling
convention was standardized in a 1993 reform, which reduced the earlier, more
frequent use of i. Don't let this peculiarity trip you up; the sound is what matters most
for communication.

Moving on to consonants, many of them will be familiar to English speakers. However,
Romanian also has some unique consonants and specific pronunciation rules,
especially for c and g, which change their sounds depending on the vowel that follows
them.

Most consonants (B, b, D, d, F, f,H, h,L,I,M,m,N,n,P,p, T, t, V,v, Z, z) are
pronounced very similarly to their English counterparts. For B, b, think of "b" in "book."
For D, d, think of "d" in "dog." For F, f, think of "f" in "fish." For H, h, it's like the "h" in
"house," sometimes a bit stronger. For L, |, think of "I" in "love." For M, m, think of "m"

in "mother." For N, n, think of “n" in "nice." For P, p, think of "p" in "pen." For T, t, think
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of "t" in "time." For V, v, think of "v" in "very." For Z, z, think of "z" in "zebra."

The letter R, r is important. It's a rolled or trilled "r," similar to the "r" in Spanish or
Italian. This requires vibrating the tip of your tongue against the ridge behind your
upper teeth. It takes practice, but it's a sound that adds authenticity to your
Romanian.

Now for the consonants with special rules: C, c and G, g. When C, c is followed by e or
i, it's pronounced like the "ch" in "church" or "cheese." Example: ceai (tea), cinci (five).
In all other cases (before a, o, u, or another consonant), C, c is pronounced like the "k"
in "kite" or "cat." Example: carte (book), cu (with).

Similarly, G, g also has two main pronunciations. When G, g is followed by e or i, it's
pronounced like the "j" in "gentle" or "judge." Example: gest (gesture), girafa (giraffe).
In all other cases (before a, o, u, or another consonant), G, g is pronounced like the "g"
in "go" or "good." Example: gard (fence), gust (taste).

Romanian also features three more special consonants with diacritics: J, j, S, s, and T,
t.

The letter |, j is pronounced like the "s" in "pleasure" or the "zh" sound in "garage"
(like the French "j" in jour). Example: jurnal (newspaper), plaja (beach).

The letter S, s (s with a comma below) is pronounced like the "sh" in "shop" or "shoe."
This is a straightforward sound for English speakers. Example: scoala (school), sapte
(seven).

The letter T, t (t with a comma below) is pronounced like the "ts" in "cats" or "bits."
This sound might take a little practice to get just right, but it's consistent. Example:
tara (country), ata (thread).

You might also encounter the letters K, k, Q, g, W, w, and Y, y. These letters are part of
the official Romanian alphabet, but they are rarely used and primarily appear in
foreign loanwords or proper names. For instance, you might see kilogram, quasar,
watt, or yoga. Their pronunciation generally follows their origin language.

A quick note on spelling: Romanian is generally very phonetic, meaning words are
written much as they sound. This makes reading and writing significantly easier once
you've grasped the sounds of the letters and their combinations. You won't find many
silent letters, unlike in English or French, which simplifies things immensely.

Understanding these foundational sounds and their corresponding letters is the

cornerstone of effective communication in Romanian. Don't worry if some of them feel
a bit awkward at first. Consistent exposure and practice, even just by saying words
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aloud, will help them become second nature. Think of it as a vocal workout for your
mouth and tongue, building new muscles for a new language. In the next chapter,
we’ll refine our pronunciation further by looking at diacritics and stress patterns more
deeply, ensuring you not only make the right sounds but also put the emphasis in the
right place.
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