
 

 
Ciao ciao! 
 
Grazie! Thank you for downloading this cheat-sheet where you’ll learn how to learn Italian 

when you don't have time. If you found this guide useful, then you'll love Intrepid Italian, my 

series of online self-paced video courses that break down everything you need to know 

about Italian using my 80/20 method. For more details, visit IntrepidItalian.com. 
 

Got a trip to Italy coming up? Remember, you don’t need to be fluent in Italian to have 

meaningful interactions with the locals and create memories that will last a lifetime, but you 

can be fluent enough for travel.  
 

Learning to use just a few words can do wonders for enhancing your travel experiences. 

Plus, it’s a great way to show respect and make a good first impression. This is why I not 

only write detailed destination guides and create informative videos, I also created a free 

travel phrase guide and online language courses to help smart and savvy travellers like 

you get the most out of their travel experiences through the power of language. 

 

Hi! I'm Michele, an Australian travel blogger and language educator 

and ‘guide’ behind The Intrepid Guide. I help my readers and 

students enrich their travels with beautiful and detailed 

destinations guides, free travel phrase guides, and effective 

online language courses that follow my 80/20 method so they can 

enjoy meaningful interactions with the locals and avoid being 

treated like a tourist. Over the past few years, I've travelled the world and learned several 

foreign languages using my unique building-block method which is the basis of all my 

language courses. Keep in touch with me via Instagram @intrepiditalian where I share daily​

Italian lessons.  

 

https://theintrepidguide.teachable.com/
https://theintrepidguide.teachable.com/
https://www.theintrepidguide.com/italian-phrases-for-travellers/
https://www.theintrepidguide.com/italian-phrases-for-travellers/
https://bit.ly/The-Intrepid-Guide-Courses
https://www.theintrepidguide.com/
https://www.theintrepidguide.com/destinations
https://www.theintrepidguide.com/destinations
https://www.theintrepidguide.com/language-resources/travel-phrase-guides
https://bit.ly/The-Intrepid-Guide-Courses
https://www.instagram.com/intrepiditalian


 

​
How to Learn Italian EVEN IF You Don't Have Time 

Want to learn Italian but struggle to find time? After learning Italian as an adult, I discovered 
4 cheat-codes that speed up the learning process. Now, I’m not saying these shortcuts will 
make you fluent overnight, BUT they do feel like you’re cheating. So, in this guide, I’ll share 
what they are so you can still learn Italian even on the busiest days. 

Cheat-code 1: Make Italian Feel Familiar Fast 

First, I'm going to share my favourite cheat-code that will teach you thousands of Italian 
words in just a few seconds. 

One of the biggest things that slows down learners is trying to learn and memorise 
thousands of words. But there’s a shortcut. Did you know 60% of Italian words are almost 
identical to English? And all you need are a few simple patterns that transform these English 
words into Italian in a couple of seconds. These are called cognates. 

Here’s an example. English words ending in -tion become -zione in Italian: 

●​ nation → nazione 
●​ communication → comunicazione 

English words ending in -ary become -ario in Italian: 

●​ vocabulary → il vocabolario 
●​ salary → il salario 

English verbs ending in -ate very often become -are in Italian: 

●​ to create → creare 
●​ to calculate → calcolare 

These are just two examples, but there are plenty more you can use. 

So, cheat-code number 1 is: don’t start learning words from scratch, use patterns. 
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Cheat-code 2: Make Italian Personally Useful 

Now I'm going to show you why most courses and apps waste your time, and what to do 
instead, so every minute of study helps you speak Italian. Here's something language 
schools and apps never tell you: they're not designed for you. They're designed for 
everyone. So you end up learning vocabulary for jobs you don't have, nationalities that 
never come up in conversation, and words for random categories that feel completely 
disconnected from your actual life. 

Duolingo is the same. Building up a streak is useless if all you can say is “the cat is in the 
oven”: Il gatto è nel forno. And when time is limited, that kind of generic study is the most 
expensive thing you can do. 

So, cheat-code number 2 is: prioritise learning the top 20% of Italian that you need in 80% 
of real-world situations. This is the core of my 80/20 method and how I personally learn 
languages and teach others. Personalising your curriculum means only learning what you’ll 
actually use. That includes verbs, tenses, and vocabulary. 
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Cheat-code 3: Make Italian Consistency Possible 

Next I’ll show you exactly how to remember everything you do learn so you don’t waste 
time constantly re-learning things. Imagine by some miracle you have 2 hours to spare. So 
you sit down, open your Italian textbook, and study for two hours straight. You feel 
productive, like you're finally making progress. And then life gets busy again and you don't 
study again for a few days or weeks. And when you do, you realize you’ve forgotten almost 
everything from the last time you studied. This isn’t a time or age problem. It's a memory 
problem. And there's a name for it. It’s called the forgetting curve. 

 

The moment you learn something new, your brain starts forgetting it almost immediately. 
Within 24 hours, you've forgotten roughly half of it. Within a week, most of it is gone. This is 
simply how our memory works and why cramming doesn't work, and why you constantly 
feel like you’re starting from scratch. 

So cheat-code number 3 is this: stop thinking about how long you study. Start thinking 
about how often you can study. Every time you expose yourself to Italian, even briefly for a 
few minutes, you reset that forgetting curve and you remember what you learned a bit 
longer. If you keep coming back at regular intervals, it moves from short-term memory into 
long-term memory. That is where fluency lives. 
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The good news is you don't need to find extra time. You just need to use the time you 
already have, the so-called “dead time”. Those small moments throughout your day where 
you can easily slip in some Italian. 

For example: 

●​ Walking to the shops? Listen to an Italian podcast or Italian music. 
●​ Cooking dinner? Practice using the frameworks I'll share in tip 4. 
●​ Having a morning coffee? Talk out loud about what you’re doing that day. 
●​ Commuting by public transport? Review your Italian notes or watch a video lesson. 
●​ Waiting in a queue? Look around and describe what you see. 

Takeaway: It's not about how much time you spend. It's about how often you reset the 
forgetting curve. 

Cheat-code 4: Speak Italian in Chunks, Not Word by Word 

Next I'm going to show you how Italians quickly build sentences with simple frameworks, so 
you can reduce the amount of time you need studying grammar and only learn what you 
need. 

A lot of learners think that speaking Italian requires forming completely unique sentences 
every time. But that’s not true. Think about how you speak in English. You constantly use 
ready-made phrases and you just swap one part. For example, we say: “I have to… work”, “I 
have to… go shopping”, “I have to… call my sister.” Italian works exactly the same way. 

So, cheat-code number 4 is: learn reusable, ready-made frameworks and practise 
swapping just one element at a time. This is the 80/20 method applied again. Learn the top 
20% of grammar you need to unlock 80% of conversation. 

There are plenty of frameworks you can use. Here are three to get you started: 

Mi piace + [noun or infinitive] — I like + [thing or activity]. 

●​ Mi piace il vino. — I like wine. — Literally: wine pleases me. 
●​ Mi piace camminare. — I like walking. — Literally: walking pleases me. 

Vorrei + [noun or infinitive] — I would like + [thing or activity]. 

●​ Vorrei un caffè. — I'd like a coffee. — Literally: I would like a coffee. 
●​ Vorrei prenotare un tavolo. — I'd like to book a table. — Literally: I would like to book 

a table. 
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Devo + [infinitive] — I have to + [do something]. 

●​ Devo andare. — I have to go. — Literally: I must go. 
●​ Devo lavorare. — I have to work. — Literally: I must work. 

Takeaway: Fluency is about learning reusable frameworks, not building sentences from 
scratch every time. The best part is that now you can use the 3 patterns we saw in 
cheat-code 1 with these frameworks. For example: Devo calcolare il salario. — I have to 
calculate the salary. — Literally: I have to calculate the salary. 
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🎁 BONUS Cheat-Codes 

Bonus #1: Turn your phone into an Italian classroom 

Most people think immersion means moving to Italy. It doesn't. You have a powerful 
immersion tool in your pocket right now. 

Change your phone language to Italian. Follow three Italian accounts on social media. Set 
your GPS to give you directions in Italian. You are already on your phone for hours every 
day without even thinking about it. 

Every notification, every menu, every small interaction becomes a tiny Italian moment. You 
are not adding extra study time. You are turning time you were already spending into 
something that quietly builds your Italian in the background. 

This is called passive immersion. And the people who make the fastest progress outside of 
lessons are almost always the ones who have surrounded themselves with the language in 
small, everyday ways. 

So, bonus shortcut number 1 is: Change your phone’s language and let Italian start showing 
up in your life without you even having to look for it. 

 

Bonus #2: Learn reaction words and filler words early 

Now I'm going to show you one of the most underrated tricks in language learning — and 
once you learn it, you'll never be stuck in awkward silence again. 

Here's what nobody tells you when you start learning Italian. The scariest moment isn't 
when you don't understand something. It's that split second after someone finishes 
speaking — and you need to respond — and your brain goes completely blank. 

You understood them. You even know roughly what you want to say. But the panic sets in, 
and suddenly everything you've ever learned just... disappears. 

It’s like time has slowed down and you feel the pressure to respond quickly. 

What feels like an eternity of silence feels like failure. But it isn't. You just don't have the 
tools yet to buy yourself a few extra seconds. 

Think about what you do in English when you need a moment to think. You say "well...", 
"so...", "right...", "you know..." — without even realising it. Those little words keep you in the 
conversation while your brain catches up. 

Now imagine having those same tools in Italian. Suddenly that terrifying gap between 
understanding and responding gets a lot smaller.  
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So, bonus shortcut number 2 is: Learn a few Italian time-buyers and use them freely. ​
​
My personal favourite? Allora. It is the Swiss army knife of the Italian language. Italians use it 
to start a sentence, to pause mid-thought, to signal they're about to say something 
important. It buys you time and makes you sound like you belong in the conversation.​
​
Here are some others you can use 

●​ Allora... — So... / Well... / Right then... (your number one thinking-time word) 
●​ Dunque... — So... / Therefore... (slightly more formal, same idea) 
●​ Cioè... — I mean... / That is to say... (perfect when you're rephrasing) 
●​ Dai! — Come on! / Oh really? / No way! (reacts to almost anything) 
●​ Certo. — Of course. / Sure. (buys a beat while you form the next sentence) 
●​ Capito! — Got it! / I understand! (shows you're following without requiring more) 
●​ Meno male! — Thank goodness! / What a relief! 
●​ Davvero? — Really? / Is that so? (one word, infinite uses) 

Takeaway: You don't need to respond instantly. You need to buy yourself enough time to 
respond well.  
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🎁 BONUS Shortcuts 

Shortcut #1 ​
​
Nouns in English ending in -y become -ia in Italian.​
 
Here are some examples:​
 

●​ biology - la biologia  
●​ philosophy - la filosofia  
●​ sociology - la sociologia  
●​ anatomy - l’anatomia  

​

Shortcut #2 ​
​
Nouns in English ending in -ic(s) become -ica in Italian.​
 
Here are some examples:​
 

●​ music - la musica  
●​ politics  - la politica  
●​ republic - la repubblica  
●​ mathematic - la matematica  

  

Shortcut #3  
 
Nouns in English ending in -ty become -tà in Italian. 
 
Here are some examples:​
 

●​ city - la città  
●​ identity - l’identità  
●​ society - la società  
●​ university - l’università ​
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Shortcut #4  
 
Nouns in English ending in -ce become -za in Italian.​
 
Here are some examples:​
 

●​ importance - l’importanza  
●​ elegance - l’eleganza  
●​ violence - la violenza  
●​ patience - la pazienza ​

 

Shortcut #5 ​
​
Nouns in English ending in -tion become -zione in Italian.​
 
Here are some examples: 

 
●​ nation - la nazione  
●​ attention - l’attenzione  
●​ education - l’educazione 
●​ situation - la situazione  

 

Shortcut #6 ​
​
Nouns in English ending in -o(u)r become -ore in Italian. 
​
Here are some examples:​
 

●​ actor - l’attore  
●​ doctor - il dottore 
●​ professor - il professore 
●​ motor - il motore ​

 

Shortcut #7 ​
​
Nouns in English ending in -ary become -ario in Italian 
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Here are some examples:​
 

●​ secretary - il segretario  
●​ vocabulary  - il vocabolario  
●​ salary  - il salario  
●​ functionary - il funzionario​

 

Shortcut #8 ​
​
Nouns in English ending in -ist become -ista in Italian 
 
Here are some examples: 
 

●​ artist - artista  
●​ violinist - violinista  
●​ pianist - pianista  
●​ optimist - ottimista  

 

Shortcut #9 ​
​
Adjectives in English ending in -al become -ale in Italian. 
 
Here are some examples: 
 

●​ special - speciale  
●​ personal - personale  
●​ original - originale 
●​ sentimental - sentimentale ​

 

Shortcut #10 ​
​
Adjectives in English ending in -ect become -etto in Italian.​
 
Here are some examples: 
 

●​ perfect - perfetto  
●​ correct - corretto  
●​ erect - eretto  
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●​ direct - diretto ​
 

Shortcut #11 ​
​
Adjectives in English ending in -ical become -ico in Italian.​
 
Here are some examples: 
 

●​ typical - tipico  
●​ classical - classico  
●​ political - politico  
●​ geographical - geografico ​

 

Shortcut #12 ​
​
Adjectives in English ending in -ous become -oso in Italian. 
 
Here are some examples: 
 

●​ generous - generoso 
●​ curious - curioso   
●​ nervous - nervoso 
●​ ambitious - ambizioso ​

 

Shortcut #13 ​
​
Adjectives in English ending in -able or -ible become -abile and -ibile in Italian. 
 
Here are some examples: 
 

●​ possible - possibile 
●​ visible - visibile   
●​ terrible - terribile 
●​ responsible - responsabile 
●​ adorable - adorabile​
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Shortcut #14 ​
​
Verbs in English ending in -cate become -care in Italian. 
 
Here are some examples: 
 

●​ to educate - educare  
●​ to indicate - indicare  
●​ to complicate - complicare  
●​ to imply, implicate - implicare ​

 

Shortcut #15 ​
​
Verbs in English ending in -ize(-ise) or -yze(-yse) become -izzare in Italian. 
 
Here are some examples: 
 

●​ to organize - organizzare  
●​ to sympathize - simpatizzare 
●​ to analyze - analizzare  
●​ to minimize - minimizzare ​

 
 

Shortcut #16 ​
​
Verbs in English ending in -ish become -ire in Italian. 
 
Here are some examples: 
 

●​ to finish - finire  
●​ to abolish - abolire  
●​ to embellish  - abbellire 
●​ to establish - stabilire ​
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Shortcut #17 ​
​
Adverbs in English ending in -ably and -ibly become -abilmente and -ibilmente 
respectively, in Italian. 
 
Here are some examples: 
 

●​ probably - probabilmente  
●​ possibly - possibilmente 

 
As you build up your vocabulary and don’t yet know the word for something, it’s ok to 
Italianize the English word using these 17 rules. Of course, there are some exceptions to 
these rules, but you’d be surprised how often they apply! As with everything, you learn by 
experience.  
 

​

 

​
Copyright © 2026 The Intrepid Guide Ltd. All rights reserved.​

For more language and travel resources, visit TheIntrepidGuide.com 
Page 14 of 15 



 

Grazie! 
 

I hope you enjoyed this cheat-sheet and learned something new. Remember, don’t worry 

about not being able to remember it all, you’re learning more than most other people do so 

you should be very proud of yourself. I know I am!​
​

Want more language resources? Check out my guide on top-rated languages tools, 

courses, and apps here. If you enjoyed this compact language guide and you want to 

discover how I can help you boost your language skills, check out my popular language 

courses here.  
 

If you have any feedback on this guide or want to share any suggestions for future material 

you’d love me to create, feel free to get in touch michele@theintrepidguide.com 
 

*As a thank you for downloading this guide, I’m proud to offer you a special reader 

discount. Simply use the code TRAVEL20 at checkout to GET 20% OFF any purchase of 

my online travel language courses. Check out my language courses here or visit 

intrepiditalian.com.  
 

Please do keep in touch and follow me on: 

My website: The Intrepid Guide 

Facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/theintrepidguide/ 

YouTube channel: https://www.youtube.com/theintrepidguide 

Italian YouTube channel: https://youtube.com/intrepiditalianwithmichele 

Twitter account: https://twitter.com/intrepidguide 

Instagram: @intrepidguide | Instagram: @intrepiditalian (For daily Italian lessons)​
 

With all the encouragement in the world, I wish you success! ​

Happy learning! ​

Michele 
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