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Dear French learners,

I lead students from beginners to advanced and since I teach French I realize how much learners struggle when it comes to having a natural speech and blend in with French natives. Most learners feel like they speak like a book - and they are right! Daily spoken French is indeed completely different from French from a book. The big issue is that it’s hard to write books about spoken French since books are...written French. 

For a French native, a book is not real speech and we all know this. As soon as you write something, it is not spoken anymore. Written French has rules (grammar and spelling) and we cannot misspell it without being judged by our pairs. If you spent some time in France, you might have noticed that there is also a trend to have hypercorrection.

Many of you need more vocabulary to express your ideas. Basic words are very important but saying bicyclette instead of vélo simply doesn’t sound natural.

That’s why I decided to gather the most common slang (informal) words that can be used in daily spoken French. Moreover you will be able to compare with the neutral and formal equivalent. I’m sure this will help you to save a lot of awkwardness and be more confident using French!

Eventually, if you are really interested in speech differences, levels of speech and vocabulary, I suggest the famous book of Raymond Queneau “Exercice de style”. It is a story told 99 times (!) with a different style. You will like it.

If you have any questions or want to give feedback, send me an email at jean@itsfrenchjuice.com.


Jean K Mathieu
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About the author
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Teaching French is my job and passion and for several years, I have helped French learners to succeed in exams, improve their pronunciation and get more confident when speaking. I published many materials for French learners, and I believe that practice has to come first, especially when it comes to languages – even more for spoken French. I consider that making mistakes is a part of the process of learning and that we cannot learn anything without it. Perfectionism and the fear of failure can be a significant obstacle to success. Therefore I’m here to help learners to embrace their mistakes and use it for the best!
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Why 3 Levels of Fluency?
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Mastering several levels of a language is fundamental because it increases one's ability to understand both orally and in writing, and adapt to a given situation. Although it will be easier to go through this book if you are intermediate, it is important that any beginner read carefully and develop good habits quickly by knowing these levels.

All native French speakers switch between 3 levels of language on a daily basis, automatically. For example, in the morning I wake up and talk to my family, then I go to work and go to the bank. I used 3 different levels. You will better understand these 3 levels of language and their very great importance in French.

We can and must use each of these levels of language, but what is important is to adapt one's level of language to the context. The more you master the language, the more you are able to use these 3 levels of language adaptively, that is, to choose the level of language correctly.

The quality of your relationships depends greatly on your correct choice of level of language. If your language is too formal, you will appear pretentious and you will not always be understood. On the contrary, if your language is too informal, you will give the impression of lacking education or you will disrespect your interlocutor!

The choice of one level or another depends on the social condition of the speaker but also that of the recipient and the communication situation. In the same social class, one can speak on several levels according to the circumstances, according to the age of the recipient and the relationships of kinship, familiarity that binds you to him or her. A formal level is unlikely to be found in a conversation among workers. 

It is worth mentioning that these levels are difficult to characterize and there is no precise boundary between them. It is therefore a very rough simplification that I can suggest the distinction of three language levels: 

	soutenu (formal), also called formel, littéraire, écrit, recherché.

	courant (neutral), also called standard, correct, neutre.

	familier (informal), also called populaire, argotique, oral.
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Language use according to the context
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We learn to specialize our language use according to the context in which communication takes place, both orally and in writing: journalistic writing is different from administrative writing; editorial writing is different from scientific reports; advertising writing is different from public information documents; a letter to a friend is different from a school composition. Similar distinctions can be made for oral communication: a newsreader on the radio will not speak the same way as they do in private life, and a public organization's telephone operator will not speak the same way as a fast food clerk. The way we formulate ideas depends on whether the communication is public or private, whether it has a specific purpose, whether it is addressed to a specific audience, whether it comes from an official organization, and whether it is produced for specific purposes. These characteristics of the context of the communication (who? what? when? where? why?) should be considered when interpreting messages, whether reading or listening.
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Social and temporal factors
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Linguistic variations can also indicate belonging to a particular social group. A word can be perceived as different levels from one region or country to another, and words can change of level of language over time.

For example, the word "bouquin" is perceived as informal in France, but is generally perceived as correct or even refined in Canada. These distinctions are also made according to the social level to which one belongs based on income, education level, or professional activity.
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​A few examples
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Il convient de prendre les mesures nécessaires pour éviter les accidents. (formal) 

Il faut être prudent pour éviter les blessures. (neutral) 

Faut faire gaffe pour pas s’blesser. (informal)

Madame, pouvez-vous m’indiquer le chemin pour aller à la gare s’il vous plaît ? (formal)

Excusez-moi, pour aller à la gare, vous pourriez me dire où il faut aller ? (neutral) 

La gare, c’est par où ? (informal)

Je suis désolé, mais je ne peux pas vous aider. (formal)

Désolé, je ne sais pas comment vous aider. (neutral) 

J'peux rien faire pour toi, désolé. (informal)

Excusez-moi, pourriez-vous me répéter ce que vous venez de dire ? (formal)

Pardon, je n'ai pas bien entendu. Pourriez-vous répéter s'il vous plaît ? (neutral) 

Hé, tu peux répéter ? J'ai pas capté. (informal)

Pourriez-vous me transmettre ce document par voie électronique, s’il vous plaît ? (formal) 

Est-ce que vous pouvez m'envoyer ce document par mail, s'il vous plaît ? (neutral) 

Tu peux m’l'envoyer par mail stp ? (informal)

Excusez-moi, mais je dois partir maintenant. (formal)

Je suis désolé, mais il faut que je m'en aille. (neutral) 

Bon allez, j'me casse. (informal)

J'ai passé une excellente soirée en votre compagnie. (formal)

C'était une soirée très agréable, merci. (neutral) 

C'était cool, on s'est bien marrés. (informal)

Je vous prie de m'excuser pour le retard. (formal)

Désolé pour le retard. (neutral) 

Désolé j'suis à la bourre. (informal)

Est-ce que vous pourriez
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