
 

 
 

Preliminary chapter 
Reading strategies, cognates, 
and pronunciation 

Since you are (presumably) starting from square one in learning to read 
French, you are going to have a learning curve, and that’s totally understand-
able. Especially where reading is concerned, it’s going to take some time 
before you are able to casually skim a text and comprehend all of it. It is 
my intention that this chapter provide you with the tools you need to start 
this journey as well as those you can apply later on as your reading ability 
improves. 

I. Introduction to reading strategies 

Reading involves a complicated interaction of what we call bottom-up and 
top-down cognitive processes. Bottom-up processes involve starting at the 
smallest units of meaning and working your way up. This includes things 
such as recognizing words and understanding how they relate to each other 
within the structure of a sentence. As you might have guessed, then, top-
down processes go in the other direction – for example, understanding the 
overall gist of a text or applying your own background knowledge to further 
your comprehension. 

Both types of processing are important for reading, and they work in 
tandem, but research has shown that beginners have a hard time applying 
top-down processes to their reading until they’ve reached a certain threshold 
of language knowledge. This makes sense – when you’re busy looking up all 
the words in a text and trying to decide whether they’re nouns or verbs, you’re 
going to have a hard time concentrating on the overall meaning. 

It makes sense then for you to start by using strategies that rely on bottom-
up processing. That’s why in the beginning we’ll concentrate on recognizing 
words based on endings and placement; scanning to fnd words you know; 
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using contextual clues to make guesses about meaning, etc. At this point 
you’ll fnd it helpful to have a French-English dictionary or online reference 
handy to look up words you don’t know. Here are some strategies to help you 
navigate this phase: 

OO Use word endings to help you identify words and their grammatical 
categories. 

OO Find words you already know to use as guideposts in understanding the 
sentence. 

OO Scan the text for cognates to add to what you already know. 

OO Train yourself to recognize chunks of language as you learn them, like 
subject/verb combinations, prepositional phrases, relative clauses, etc. 

As you progress through the book and in your outside readings, you can and 
should start applying top-down strategies. These can include applying back-
ground knowledge about the topic; activating schemata; and skimming the 
text to fnd specifc information. You should: 

OO Skim the text for key words and phrases to help determine the topic. 

OO Use what you already know about that topic to help guess the meaning 
of expressions with which you may still be unfamiliar. 

OO Recognize more complicated grammatical constructions and how they’re 
used. 

II. Cognates and faux amis 

One of the best things about reading French is that there is a wealth of cog-
nates. Cognates are words that share a common etymological origin. This can 
mean that they descended from a common parent language, or that they’ve 
been directly borrowed from another language. The technical defnition of a 
cognate can be complicated, so for our purposes we’ll rely on how the term 
is typically used in language learning: to refer to words that look alike in both 
languages. 

You may have already noticed, for example, that a lot of -tion and -sion 
words are identical in French and English: nation, éducation, condition, 
introduction, communication, passion, obsession, conclusion, etc. Others 
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may have slight spelling differences but will otherwise be easy to decipher: 
dictionnaire, chocolat, dentiste, vanille, and famille, for example. There are 
many great resources on the Internet where you can fnd long lists of French-
English cognates, and you should absolutely take some time to fnd and study 
them. 

Mais attention! Things can never be too easy – sometimes you’ll come 
across a word that seems to be a cognate, but that has different meanings in 
the two languages. As we progress through the chapters together, I’ll point out 
some of these faux amis (false friends). But we may as well start by looking at 
a short list of the most common ones. 

French word Real meaning Wrong meaning That word in French 
actuellement currently actually en fait 
assister à to attend to assist aider 
attendre to wait for to attend assister à 
avertissement warning advertisement publicité 
blesser to injure/hurt to bless bénir 
demander to ask to demand exiger 
formidable great/terrifc formidable redoutable 
librairie bookstore library bibliothèque 
rester to stay to rest se reposer 
sensible sensitive sensible raisonnable 
travailler to work to travel voyager 

Aside from memorizing these and other faux amis, you’re most likely to learn 
them through experience and making mistakes. As you’re reading a text, if 
you naturally translate a word into English that seems bizarre, stop and look 
it up to fnd out whether it might be a false friend. It probably is, and now 
you’ll be more likely to remember that word when you come across it in 
future readings. 

III. French pronunciation and spelling 

For most second language learners, knowledge of pronunciation is important 
in learning how to recognize words. This may seem counterintuitive, but it 
relates back to what I mentioned in the preface about how we tend to hear 
language as we read it. After all, in our native language we learn how to say a 
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word long before we learn how to read it, so once we do learn to read, we’ve 
encoded both types of information for that word in our brain. Not having this 
knowledge can make learning to read in another language feel strange and 
diffcult. That’s why you’ll see occasional notes on pronunciation throughout 
the book, and it’s also why I’m giving you a few tips here. 

OO Consonants at the end of words are rarely pronounced. 

{O e.g. petit and grand end in vowel sounds 

OO If the letter -e- is added after a consonant, that consonant will then be 
pronounced. 

{O e.g. petite and grande end in consonant sounds 

OO If a word ends in an unaccented -e-, the -e- is not pronounced. 

{O e.g. dentiste, triste, forme, lourde end in consonant sounds 

OO If a word ends in an accented -é-, then it is pronounced. 

{O e.g. cliché, café, été end in vowel sounds 

OO In order to avoid having two vowels next to each other, elision occurs in 
small words: 

{O e.g. je + aime = j’aime, le + article = l’article, te + appelle = t’appelle 

OO The letter -h- is never pronounced at the beginning of words. 

OO French has nasal vowels, and they’re found in front of the nasal conso-
nants -m- and -n-. 

{O e.g. vin, pain, bain, temps, entre, mon, son end in nasal vowel sounds 

OO When the letter -c- is accented with a cédille, -ç-, it is pronounced like 
an -s-. 

{O e.g. garçon, façon, leçon 

As you complete the reading and translation activities in this book, keep 
in mind these reading strategies, cognates, and pronunciation tips. You can 
always refer back to them as you go along. Bon courage! 
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