
 

How to modernize your French in 10 minutes  
  
 
There is the “official” French language, the one in some textbooks, with the correct 
grammatical structure and the right vocabulary. The one you find in French novels or 
written essays.  
  
… And then there’s the language we actually use in France in our everyday lives. In 
the streets, between friends, with your neighbours.  
  
If you use old-fashioned sentences only, you might be completely fluent, but you’ll 
always sound a little off to native speakers.  
 
But if you use instead a few chosen shortcuts and colloquial vocabulary in your 
speech, you’ll quickly pass as French, even to native French speakers!  
  
These are mostly in spoken French - for most of these tips, I don’t recommend you 
using them in a written essay… but they’ll help you a lot in a casual conversation, at 
the restaurant or in the metro!  
 
Here is a few pointers to get you started. 
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1. Questions  
 
Old-fashioned 
  
The correct French grammar for questions requires an inversion of verb and subject.  
  
As-tu tes clés ?  
Do you have your keys?  
  
Quelle heure est-il ?  
What time is it?  
  
Modernized 
 
In an actual French conversation, it’s often much more natural to not use the 
inversion. Just use an interrogative tone of voice at the end of your sentence.  
  
Tu as tes clés ?  
 
Il est quelle heure ?  
 
This incorrect grammar structure flows naturally in spoken French, especially for 
colloquial use.  
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2. Negations 
 
Old-fashioned  
  
French has several ways to express negation. The first one is a simple “Non” (“No”), 
on its own or between commas.  
The second one is in a sentence: “ne”... “pas”. When it comes before a vowel, “ne” 
becomes “n’ .” 
  
Non, je n’ai pas le temps ce soir.  
No, I don’t have time tonight.  
  
Vous ne pouvez pas vous garer ici.  
You can’t park here. 
  
N’as-tu pas faim ? 
Aren’t you hungry?  
  
Modernized  
 
In modern French as we speak it, “Non” is often pronounced “Nan”. Except 
sometimes when we want to emphasize that it’s a serious “No.”  
  
Second tip: drop the “ne” !  
In spoken French, “ne”...”pas” is almost always transformed in only …”pas”.  
  
Nan, j’ai pas le temps ce soir.  
Vous pouvez pas vous garer ici.  
Tu as pas faim ?  
  
(In that last example, the inversion is also dropped.)  
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3. Personal pronouns: subjects 
  
Old-fashioned 
 
Personal pronouns as subjects are very important in French. You know them:  
je, tu, il, elle, on, nous, vous, ils, elles 
 
Nous allons au cinéma.  
We’re going to the movie theater.  
 
Je ne sais pas.  
I don’t know.  
 
Tu es sûre ?  
Are you sure?  
  
Je suis allé acheter le pain.  
I went to buy some bread.  
  
Modernized 
 
In real-life spoken French, we tend to abuse these poor personal pronouns.  
 
First of all: we rarely use “Nous” (“we”), we’d rather use “On”. 
(“On” is a special pronoun, that uses the conjugation of the singular third person, to 
express “we” or a neutral unknown subject, like “someone” or “people.”)  
  
But also: “Tu” (“you”, in the singular, for a friend or someone you know well), before 
a vowel, is often abbreviated in “T’ “, the “u” is dropped.  
  
Finally: Je before a word that starts with “s” is also naturally conflated into “Ch.”  This 
is not correct French grammar, or something that you should use in written form, but 
it’s a common pronunciation nonetheless. 
  
On va au cinéma.  
Chais pas.  
T’es sûre ?   
Chuis allé acheter le pain.   
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4. Upgrade your chitchat to more colloquial French 
 
Old-fashioned  
 
When you meet someone: “Comment vas-tu ?”, “how are you doing?”  
When you answer back: “Je vais bien”, “I’m fine.”  
Someone suggested a plan, and you want to agree: “Oui”, “Je suis d’accord”, “OK” 
You want to leave: “Au revoir !”, “goodbye.”  
 
These are not rare or even uncommon… But it’s still quite plain. You can do better. 
 
Modernized 
 
Let’s get a bit colloquial!  
Speak like one of us, and create instant connection with impressed French people.  
  
When you meet someone: “Quoi de neuf ?”, “what’s up?”  
When you answer back: “Ça roule”, “I’m fine, everything’s OK.”  
Someone suggested a plan, and you want to agree: “Ça marche !” 
You want to leave: “À plus ! À la prochaine !” “See you soon! See you next time!”  
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5. Everyday words 
 
You might learn some general vocabulary that’s since outdated. And replaced with 
much more common words. It’s always strange to hear a foreigner in 2017 use 
words that sound like they’re from the 50’s.  
So if you’re not trying to pass as a time-traveller from the past, try to use these words 
instead.  
 
 

 Old-fashioned Modernized 

A celebrity Une vedette Une star, une célébrité, 
un people 

A coat Un pardessus Un manteau, une veste, 
un imper 

A week-end Une fin de semaine Un week-end 

Stylish, fashionable Chic Classe 

Terrific Du tonnerre Chouette, cool, génial 

A thing, something Une chose Un truc, un machin 

“Please, waiter ?...” “Garçon !” “S’il vous plaît ?” 

Damn ! Zut ! Sacrebleu ! Mince ! Purée, ça alors ! 
(Merde !) 

 
So: 
 
“What is this thing ?” 
Quelle est cette chose?  →  C’est quoi ce truc ?  
 
Voila ! 
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