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Introduction 

BONJOUR! I’m so happy that you’ve decided to learn French.  Learning French is a challenging but extremely rewarding task. Whether you are learning in order to travel to French-speaking countries, interact with native speakers in your community, or just learn more about the world we live in, being able to speak French will definitely come in handy. In addition to helping you communicate with more people, learning a new language can also teach you more about the cultures in which it is spoken.

French is the native language of millions of people in dozens of countries on five continents. It is often called the language of love and the language of culture, particularly fashion, art, ballet, and gastronomy. For many years it was also the language of diplomacy; in fact, French is one of the official or working languages of dozens of international organizations, including the United Nations, Interpol, and NAFTA.

Linguistically speaking, French is a Romance language, which means that it is descended from Latin and is related to Spanish, Italian, and Portuguese, so if you already speak one of those languages, you’ll find it that  much easier to learn French. On the other hand, French has also had a tremendous impact on English, as you will see by the number of similar words in the two languages. 

Learning French takes effort, but the rewards are considerable. This book offers you an overview of French pronunciation concepts as well as the essential vocabulary and grammar that you need to master first. The most important thing to remember is that you need to practice— knowing all the verb conjugations won’t do you any good if you don’t put them to the test by talking or writing to other French speakers. So start studying, and then come practice with me at Learn French at About (http://french.about.com)!




01 / Beginning French 

Learn Your ABCs and How to Pronounce Them 

Where do you start when you want to learn French in a hurry? The alphabet, of course! While French and English use the same alphabet, in French, the letters are pronounced a little differently. If you ever have to spell your name out at a hotel, for example, you want to make sure that you’re understood.

The French Alphabet 








	Letter	 
	Sound



	a	 

	ahh




	b	 

	bay




	c	 

	say




	d	 

	day




	e	 

	euh




	f	 

	eff




	g	 

	jhay




	h	 

	ahsh




	i	 

	ee




	j	 

	jhee




	k	 

	kahh




	l	 

	ehll




	m	 

	ehmm




	n	 

	ehnn




	o	 

	ohh




	p	 

	pay




	q	 

	koo




	r	 

	aihr




	s	 

	ess




	t	 

	tay




	u	 

	ooh




	v	 

	vay




	w	 

	doo-bluh-vay




	x	 

	eeks




	y	 

	ee-grek




	z	 

	zed






Sounds 

Most of the consonants in French are pronounced the same as in English, but many of the vowel sounds differ. It is almost impossible to describe the true sound of French using text. For best results, try to listen to actual French being spoken; only then can you appreciate the sound of the language.

Liaison, Elision, and Enchaînement 

Some pronunciation areas are governed by the grammatical concepts elision and liaison, and enchaînement also affects pronunciation of certain words. Keep the following pronunciation points in mind. Liaison occurs when one word ends in a consonant that is normally silent  and the following word begins with a vowel or mute h.  It is only a concern in spoken French, of course, but it is still a part of the formal language rules. For example, you would pronounce un enfant as uhn-nahn-fahn (“a child”).  When a pronoun that ends in a consonant is used with a verb that begins with a vowel, liaison occurs. Nous avons, for example, which means “we have,” is pronounced noo-za-vohn, even though nous above has no s or z sound.

Elision occurs when two vowels or a vowel and mute h appear together—one at the end of a word, and the other at the beginning of the word immediately following it. The vowel at the end of the first word is replaced with an apostrophe. Consider the French word for water is l’eau, pronounced low. This is an example of an elision of la + eau.

Enchaînement, unlike elision, is a matter of pronunciation only; it does not affect written French. It does, however, operate in a similar fashion, pushing the sounds of words together. Instead of being governed by vowels and consonants, though, enchaînement is governed by phonetic sounds. And instead of affecting the last letter of a word, enchaînement affects the last sound. Consider the French equivalent to “she is,” elle est. It is pronounced eh-lay.

Numbers and Counting 

Okay, so now you know the alphabet and how to pronounce the letters, but what about numbers? Well, you are lucky once again! In addition to using the same alphabet as English, French uses the same numerical symbols. When the numbers are pronounced, however, there are striking differences.

There are actually two kinds of numbers. There are cardinal numbers, which are the regular numbers “one,” “two,” three,” and so on. But there are also ordinal numbers, which define the relationship of the number to others, such as “first,” “second,” and “third.”

Cardinal Numbers 

Numbers from zero to nineteen are fairly straightforward: 

[image: 27] From Zero to Ten 









	French
	Pronunciation
	English



	zero	 

	zay-ro	 

	zero




	un(e)	 

	uhn/oon	 

	one




	deux	 

	deuh	 

	two




	trois	 

	trwah	 

	three




	quatre	 

	cat	 

	four




	cinq	 

	sank	 

	five




	six	 

	sees	 

	six




	sept	 

	set	 

	seven




	huit	 

	wheat	 

	eight




	neuf	 

	neuhf	 

	nine




	dix	 

	dees	 

	ten






[image: 27] The Teens 









	French
	Pronuniciation	 
	English



	onze	 

	ohnz	 

	eleven




	douze	 

	dooz	 

	twelve




	treize	 

	trayz	 

	thirteen




	quatorze	 

	ka-torz	 

	fourteen




	quinze	 

	kayhnz	 

	fifteen




	seize	 

	sayz	 

	sixteen




	dix-sept	 

	dee-set	 

	seventeen




	dix-huit	 

	dee-zweet	 

	eighteen




	dix-neuf	 

	deez-noof	 

	nineteen






The numbers twenty through sixty-nine follow a consistent pattern, very similar to the English way of naming a group of tens—like “twenty”—and following it with another word, such as “one,” to form “twenty-one.” In written French, the numbers are combined with a hyphen, with the exception of et un, which is two words and translates as “and one.”

[image: 27] Numbers between 20 and 29 









	French
	Pronunciation
	English



	vingt	 

	vehn	 

	twenty




	vingt et un	 

	vehn-tay-uhn	 

	twenty-one




	vingt-deux	 

	vehn-doo	 

	twenty-two




	vingt-trois	 

	vehn-trah	 

	twenty-three




	vingt-quatre	 

	vehn-kat-ruh	 

	twenty-four




	vingt-cinq	 

	vehn-sank	 

	twenty-five




	vingt-six	 

	vehn-sees	 

	twenty-six




	vingt-sept	 

	vehn-set	 

	twenty-seven




	vingt-huit	 

	vehn-wheet	 

	twenty-eight




	vingt-neuf	 

	vehn-noof	 

	twenty-nine






To form numbers between thirty and ninety-nine, simply add the appropriate number after the end of the word for the group of tens.

[image: 27] Numbers between 30 and 99 









	French
	Pronunciation
	English



	trente	 

	trahnt	 

	thirty




	quarante	 

	ka-rahnt	 

	forty




	cinquante	 

	sank-ahnt	 

	fifty




	soixante	 

	swahs-ahnt	 

	sixty




	soixante-dix	 

	swahs-ahnt-dees	 

	seventy




	quatre-vingt	 

	katr-vehn	 

	eighty




	quatre-vingt-dix	 

	katr-vehn-dees	 

	ninety






If you want to keep counting, the next number is cent. At 100, everything starts all over again.

[image: 27] 100 and Counting 









	French
	Pronunciation	 
	English



	cent	 

	sahn	 

	one hundred




	cent trente-deux	 

	sahn-trahnt-doo	 

	one hundred and  thirty-two




	cent quatre- vingt-dix-neuf 

	sahn-katr-vehn- dees-noof	 

	one hundred and ninety-nine






To indicate more than one hundred, the appropriate word is inserted before cent. English does the same thing; the only difference between “one hundred” and “two hundred” is the number at the beginning of it. When the number is an even hundred, cent is used in the plural—it has an s on the end to show that more than one is being indicated. The s is not pronounced, but it is important to remember for written French.

[image: 27] Numbers from 200 to 1,000 









	French
	Pronunciation
	English



	deux cents	 

	doo-sahn	 

	two hundred




	quatre cents	 

	katr-sahn	 

	four hundred




	neuf cents	 

	noof-sahn	 

	nine hundred






One thousand follows the same pattern as one hundred, using the word mille. Dates also fall into this category, when referring to a year.

[image: 27] Numbers from 1,000 to 2 million 









	French
	Pronunciation
	English



	mille	 

	meel	 

	one thousand




	mille neuf cent quatre-vingt-dix	 

	mee-yh noof sahn katr vehn dees

	nineteen ninety 




	deux mille	 

	doo mee-yh	 

	two thousand




	cent mille	 

	sahn mee-yh	 

	one hundred thousand




	un million	 

	uhn mee-yohn	 

	one million




	deux million	 

	doo mee-yohn	 

	two million






Ordinal Numbers 

Related to cardinal numbers are ordinal numbers, which are used show a relationship between things or to indicate where a word happens to fit in a series. English examples are “first,” “second,” and “third.” In French, the word for “first” is the only ordinal number that must agree in gender and number with the noun it modifies.

[image: 27] The Ordinal First 










	Gender
	Singular
	Plural
	Pronunciation



	Masculine	 

	premier	 

	premiers	 

	pruh-mee-yay




	Feminine	 

	première	 

	premières	 

	pruh-mee-air






The rest of the ordinal numbers don’t change to agree with gender, but still add an s to agree with a plural noun.

[image: 27] Ordinal Numbers 









	French
	Pronunciation
	English



	deuxième	 

	duh-zee-ehmm	 

	second




	troisième	 

	twah-zee-ehmm	 

	third




	quatrième	 

	ka-tree-ehmm	 

	fourth




	cinquième	 

	sank-ee-ehmm	 

	fifth




	sixième	 

	see-zee-ehmm	 

	sixth




	 septième	 

	set-ee-ehmm	 

	seventh




	huitième	 

	whee-tee-ehmm	 

	eighth




	neuvième	 

	noo-vee-ehmm	 

	ninth




	dixième	 

	dee-zee-ehmm	 

	tenth




	la troisième fois	 

	la twah-zee-ehmm fwa	 

	the third time






Ordinal numbers in French are formed using the cardinal number; this is very similar to the way English modifies numbers by adding “th” to the end of the cardinal number.

To form an ordinal a number in French, simply drop the -e from the end of the cardinal number and add -ième to the end. If the cardinal number does not end in e, simply add the -ième ending to the word. This works for all numbers but these three: premier, which is unique when compared to the other ordinal numbers; cinquième, which adds a u after the q; and neuvième, which changes the f into a v.

In English, you commonly see ordinal numbers like “first” and “second” abbreviated in writing as “1st” and “2nd.” French does this too, but the small characters following the Arabic numerals are different. The number one is followed by a small er when it is abbreviated in the masculine, and a small re when abbreviated in the feminine. All others are followed by a small e.

[image: 27] Ordinal Numbers Abbreviations 
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To Begin Your Vocab Lesson, True Cognates 

One of the main components of language learning is vocabulary—memorizing the thousands of words that you need to talk about the world around you. For English speakers, one of the nice things about learning French is that there are some shortcuts you can take when learning vocabulary. For example, there are hundreds of true cognates—words that look similar in the two languages and have the same or similar meanings. These are nearly always nouns or adjectives. For example, the English word “accident” and the French word meaning the same thing, un accident, look and sound the similar. Keep your eye out for these cognates throughout your studies because they will help you learn vocabulary, but don’t be fooled! Although words may look and sound alike, they may have different meanings. Always check a dictionary or ask a native speaker before assuming that similar words mean the same thing.

Don’t Be Tricked! False Cognates 

Although the preceding section can be very helpful when you are studying vocab, don’t let it lull you into a false sense of security. Not all words that look alike mean the same thing—there are also hundreds of false cognates:  words that look alike but have different meanings. There are also many semi-false cognates; that is, words that have several meanings, only some of which are similar in the two languages. The following table of some of the most common false and semi-false cognates will give you a good starting point for some serious work with a dictionary.

[image: 27] Common False and Semi-False Cognates 









	French Word
	English Word
	French Meaning



	assister	 

	assist	 

	attend




	collège	 

	college	 

	junior high school




	crayon	 

	crayon	 

	pencil




	déception	 

	deception	 

	disappointment




	demander	 

	demand	 

	to ask, to request




	entrée	 

	entrée	 

	appetizer




	gros	 

	gross	 

	big




	librairie	 

	library	 

	bookstore




	pièce	 

	piece	 

	room, coin




	sale	 

	sale	 

	dirty




	zone	 

	zone	 

	slum; area






Remember, the words in the table above do not mean the same thing! There are hundreds of false cognates and there are hundreds of true cognates. The bottom line is that you just need to be careful—if a French word looks a lot like an English one, it might mean the same thing, but it might not. Look it up in the dictionary just to be on the safe side!




02 / Building Your Vocabulary 

Days and Dates 

Let’s face it, you’ve got to be able to tell what day it is.  And this is a case in which you just have to learn some new vocabulary in order to get by—little words, like days of the week and months of the year.

[image: 27] Days of the Week 









	French
	Pronunciation
	English



	lundi	 

	luhn-dee	 

	Monday




	mardi	 

	mahr-dee	 

	Tuesday




	mercredi	 

	mair-cruh-dee	 

	Wednesday




	jeudi	 

	jeuh-dee	 

	Thursday




	vendredi	 

	vahn-druh-dee	 

	Friday




	samedi	 

	sahm-dee	 

	Saturday




	dimanche	 

	dee-mahnsh	 

	Sunday






[image: 27] Months of the Year 









	French
	Pronunciation
	English



	janvier	 

	jahn-vee-ay	 

	January




	février	 

	fayv-ree-ay	 

	February




	mars	 

	mahrs	 

	March




	avril	 

	ah-vreehl	 

	April




	mai	 

	may	 

	May




	juin	 

	jwehn	 

	June




	juillet	 

	jwee-ay	 

	July




	août	 

	ah-oot	 

	August




	septembre	 

	sep-tahm-br	 

	September




	octobre	 

	ok-tob-br	 

	October




	novembre	 

	noh-vehm-br	 

	November




	décembre	 

	day-sehm-br	 

	December






In written French, days of the week and months of the year are not capitalized, unless they happen to be used at the beginning of a sentence.

Telling Time 

French doesn’t have words for “a.m.” and “p.m.” Time is usually expressed on a 24-hour clock. Thus 3 p.m. is translated as quinze heures or 15h.

[image: Il_9781598692891_0019_001] Quelle heure est-il? Il est… (What time is it? It’s…) 

[image: Il_9781598692891_0019_001] Keh leur ay teel; ee lay… 

[image: Il_9781598692891_0019_001] une heure (one o’clock) 

[image: Il_9781598692891_0019_001] deux heures (two o’clock) 

[image: Il_9781598692891_0019_001] trois heures trente/et demie (3:30) 

[image: Il_9781598692891_0019_001] cinq heures moins le quart (4:45) 

[image: Il_9781598692891_0019_001] midi (noon) 

[image: Il_9781598692891_0019_001] minuit (midnight) 

Words You Need to Know 

The following vocabulary list includes a few basic words you can quickly master. They’re fairly easy to remember, and you’ll probably find yourself using them extensively whenever you speak French.

[image: 27] Basic French Words 









	French
	Pronunciation
	English



	oui	 

	whee	 

	yes




	non	 

	nohn	 

	no




	excusez-moi	 

	ek-scoo-zay-mwah	 

	excuse me




	s'il vous plait	 

	seel-voo-play	 

	please




	merci	 

	mair-see	 

	thank you




	merci beaucoup	 

	mair-see bow-coo	 

	thank you very much




	Pardon?	 

	pahr-dohn	 

	Pardon me?




	Monsieur	 

	meu-syoor	 

	Mr.




	Madame	 

	mah-dahm	 

	Mrs.




	Mademoiselle	 

	mahd-mwah-zel	 

	Miss






Salutations and Greetings 

The following vocabulary list includes words and expressions that you can use as simple greetings or responses to address friends and family.

[image: 27] Common Expressions 









	French
	Pronunciation
	English



	bonjour	 

	bohn-jhoor	 

	hello, good morning,good afternoon		




	adieu	 

	ah-dyuh	 

	farewell




	au revoir	 

	oh-rhe-vwahr	 

	good bye




	à vos souhaits	 

	ah-vo soo-eh	 

	bless you (after someone sneezes)




	bienvenue	 

	bee-ehn-veh-noo	 

	welcome




	bonne chance!	 

	buhnn-shahnce	 

	good luck!




	bonne nuit	 

	buhnn-nwee	 

	good night, sleep well




	bonsoir	 

	bohn-swahr	 

	good evening




	bravo	 

	brah-vo	 

	well done




	de rien	 

	de-ree-en	 

	you're welcome




	merci	 

	mehr-see	 

	thank you




	merci beaucoup	 

	mehr-see boh-koo	 

	thank you very much




	Salut!	 

	sah-loo	 

	Hi! Bye!




	Santé!	 

	sahn-tay	 

	Cheers!






Family, Friends, and You!

Family 

The following vocabulary list includes French terms for common familial relationships. These words are all nouns, can appear as the subject or object of the sentence, and follow the same rules as the nouns.

[image: 27] Your Family 









	French
	Pronunciation
	English



	le cousin	 

	le koo-zehn	 

	cousin




	la cousine	 

	la koo-zeen	 

	cousin




	la femme	 

	la fehm	 

	wife




	la famille	 

	la fah-mee	 

	family




	la fille	 

	la fee	 

	daughter




	le fils	 

	le fees	 

	son




	le frère	 

	le frehr	 

	brother




	la grand-mère	 

	la grahn-mehr	 

	grandmother




	le grand-père	 

	le grahn-pehr	 

	grandfather




	les grand-parents (m)	 

	les grahn-pahr-anh	 

	grandparents




	le mari	 

	le mahr-ee	 

	husband




	la mère	 

	la mehr	 

	mother




	la nièce	 

	la nee-ess	 

	niece




	le neveu	 

	le ne-vuh	 

	nephew




	un oncle	 

	uh-nonkl	 

	uncle




	les parents (m)	 

	lay pahr-ahn	 

	parents




	le père	 

	le pehr	 

	father




	la soeur	 

	la soor	 

	sister




	la tante	 

	la tahnt	 

	taunt




	la belle-mère	 

	la bell-mehr	 

	stepmother




	le beau-père	 

	le bo-pehr	 

	stepfather




	la demi-soeur	 

	la deu-mee-soohr	 

	half-sister




	le demi-frère	 

	le deu-mee-frehr	 

	half-brother
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