
Five differences in writing between French and English 
 
 

1. Accents and weird characters  
Les accents et les caractères bizarres  
 
The French language has many strange characters, and vowels with different 
accents on them.  
À, à, é, è, ç, Ç, œ, Œ…  
 
All available in capital and lowercase!  
  
So the question arises: “Géraldine, how am I supposed to write these characters with 
my keyboard? I can’t find the ç key!”  
  
Well don’t worry. There are several solutions.  
  
On your computer 
 
In any software or application, like Word or Google Doc, you’ll probably find a menu 
called “Insert,” or “Edit” on a Mac: you can use it to find the “Special Characters” 
menu.  
There, you’ll just have to find the letter you’re looking for : type a “c” to quickly find “ç” 
for instance. Then you’ll click on that character and it will appear in your document.  
 
That’s a first solution, but it’s clunky.  
A better one is to use the Alt key (on Windows) / Option key (on Mac).  
On Windows for example, you can press the Alt key while entering a number on the 
number pad on your keyboard (be sure that “Num lock” is on). It will write the 
character associated with that number on the ASCII table of characters.  
For instance, typing 144 while pressing down the Alt key, will write the character É.  
Very useful! With time and practice you can find and learn the codes for the 
characters you need. You can try it now with ALT+128, or ALT+183…  
Mac users might find it even more easy! For some characters, you can try to simply 
press the Option key, and the simple letter, like ‘Option + c” for “ç”.  
  
On your smartphone 
 
Press down the letter (like e) and you’ll find more variations available (é, è…)  
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General tip I want to share 
 
Get a spell checker set to French on your phone or computer to correct the basic 
spelling mistakes. It helps a LOT: of course it can fix your mistakes before you send 
your message... but then you can also find out which words are difficult, and finally it 
helps you learn how to spell these difficult words.  
 
Learn more 
 
Click here to go to my video episode + full transcript How to type French Accents on 
your Keyboard 
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https://www.commeunefrancaise.com/blog/how-to-type-french-accents
https://www.commeunefrancaise.com/blog/how-to-type-french-accents


2. Numbers 
Les nombres 
  
In French, six and a half euros (six euros cinquante) is: 6,50 €  
La virgule (the comma) replaces the decimal period (and the euro sign is placed after 
the number).  
For big numbers, we use a space instead of a comma: 10 000 €.  
In France, the number “10,001” is very close to 10.  
  
To write the time, we use 9h and 21h to mean 9 a.m. and 9 p.m. 
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3. Written acronyms  
Les acronymes à l’écrit 
  
First: we tend not to use periods between letters in acronyms.  
Les USA (the U.S.A.) 
L’ONU (the U.N.)  
  
Second: there are several acronyms and abbreviations that we mostly use in written 
forms.  
Such as:  
MAJ (mise à jour = update) 
RDV (rendez-vous = meeting, meeting time)  
for instance.  
 
You might also read or hear things like:  
TTC / HT (Toutes taxes comprises = all taxes are included, Hors Taxe = pre-tax 
value) 
RAS (Rien à signaler = nothing to report)  
or even  
CQFD (Ce qu’il fallait démontrer = QED) 
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4. Punctuation 
La ponctuation  
  
We use punctuation in different ways, in French and in English.  
Main difference:  
French punctuation needs a space before double-signs, like:  
: ; ! ?  
 
For instance, compare:  
Je dois dire une chose : enfin !  || There’s one thing I have to say: finally!  
 
However, we don’t have a space before a point or a comma.  
  
Smaller difference 
 
We tend to use more commas in French. 
And also more colons and even semicolons, where in English there would be a dash. 
  
Quotation marks 
 
Les guillemets, quote marks, are different in French! And they need a space before 
and after each one of them. 
 
English quotes: “quotes” 
French guillemets: « guillemets » 
 
We use punctuation differently in our dialogues as well: quotes only open and close 
the dialogue, while changing speakers only requires a dash.  
  
« Tu es là Michel ?  
― Oui, Julie.  
― Tu es fantastique, Michel. » 
 
But finally: don’t worry about quotation marks, no one is going to care if you misplace 
a space or a dash or if you use the English or French quotes. Don’t be confused 
when you find out that things can be different, that’s all!  
 
Learn more 
 
Click here to go to my video episode + full transcript: French Punctuation 
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https://www.commeunefrancaise.com/blog/french-punctuation


5. Writing emails! 
Écrire des emails  
 
While emails in English might start by your name or title, such as:  
“Géraldine,”  
or 
“Madam,”  
 
French emails start by saying hello! A Bonjour or a greeting, is a good introduction.  
  
If your email (or your letter) is very formal, you might want to end with a standard 
farewell, or une formule de politesse, such as:  
Je vous prie d’agréer, Monsieur, mes sincères salutations. 
(“Yours faithfully”, very polite)  
  
A more common, but still formal, ending is the shorter “Cordialement”, “Politely.”  
  
These sentences are only used in written letters or emails, you don’t have to know 
how to pronounce them!  
  
If you want to be less formal, you can end with “à bientôt” (“see you soon”), “à très 
vite” (“we’ll be in touch again in a very short time”) or even “bisous” (“hugs and 
kisses”).  
  
However, do not end an email with “Au revoir” ! This is fine and common in spoken 
French, but it implies that you’re really meeting each other face to face right now. So 
it sounds off. Curiously enough, it does work for phone calls. But not emails!  
  
Conclusion: practice and read 
 
Really, the best way to understand written French and its quirks is to read a lot of 
French words. In novels and newspapers, for example.  
And you can even pay attention to the punctuation signs!  
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