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MOTS IMPORTANTS   
Important [French] Words 

CRUCIAL FUNCTION WORDS & TOP CLASSROOM VOCABULARY 
By Bryce Hedstrom  

French rendering by Melanie Tupaj 

 

FUNCTION WORDS 
• Function words are the small words that carry the grammar of a sentence. Function words are a 
different type of word than content words. Content words like nouns, verbs, and adjectives are 
relatively easy to learn because they are more concrete—your students can often imagine a picture of 
what a content word describes.  But function words tend to be abstract. They are articles, pronouns, 
prepositions, conjunctions, and other short grammatical words. Function words are important to 
know, but they can be harder to imagine, memorize and define. The function words are mainly 
acquired by context—exposure and comparison in many different situations over time. 

INTERESTING NEWS 
• The mind deals with function words and content words differently.  According to Steven Pinker, a 
leading cognitive scientist and linguist, in his book on how the mind deals with language, Words and 
Rules, our brains learn most of the function words early in life and then use them to communicate 
clearly. Function words are a relatively closed set of vocabulary. We learn new content words all the 
time, but function words, once learned, do not need many additions. Function words become 
embedded in the mind and provide a kind of scaffolding to help facilitate clear communication. They 
carry the look and feel of the language. Once you know these words and know how they work, your 
students are on their way to knowing the language. 

BAD NEWS 
• Function words are rarely cognates. Not only are function words abstract and harder to memorize 
than content words, but they also cannot be piggy-backed on to English words that your students 
already know like many other vocabulary words. Most of them are unique to French and must be 
learned individually. 

GOOD NEWS 
• Your students have already acquired many function words.  Many of the highest frequency words 
are short function words. Your students have probably already picked up many of the most common 
short French function words like dans, de, à, lui, eux, mon, avec, et, le, etc. Be on the lookout for these 
and other function words in the reading and listening you assign. When students know these words, 
they are on their way to knowing the language. 

MORE GOOD NEWS 
• Your students are ready to pick up more function words. Function words are extremely common. 
Beginning language learners tend to skip over them because they are concentrating on the content 
words so much. That strategy can make sense as a novice language learner, but after a core of 
content words have been acquired, new learners find themselves hearing the function words and 
wanting to learn more of them.  Teachers should look over this list regularly to be sure they are using 
the high frequency function words to prepare their students to recognize them as they listen and read. 
 

ARE THESE ALL OF THE FUNCTION WORDS? 
• Not every function word is included on the list—just those that are the most useful in an 
acquisition-rich classroom. Some words that newbies tend to pick up due to exposure in extensive 
reading and listening to natural conversations, like articles and some pronouns, are not included for 
brevity’s sake.   
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MOTS IMPORTANTS - Important French Words 
CRUCIAL FUNCTION WORDS & TOP CLASSROOM VOCABULARY 

By Bryce Hedstrom    (French rendering by Melanie Tupaj) 
Word Frequency Numbers from A Frequency Dictionary of French, by Deryle Londsdale and Yvon le Bras 

Highlighting = Words NOT in the top 800 most frequent French words—but are still useful in language courses.   
(#) = Word Frequency Number         (#***) = Words NOT in top 5,000 most frequent French words 

 

CONJUNCTIONS (mostly)  

1. et  (#6)  and 

2. que (#9)  that, which 

3. mais  (#30)  but 

4. comme  (#32) like, as 

5. ou  (#33)  or 

6. si  (#34)  if, so 

7. aussi  (#44)  also 

8. alors (#81)  then, in that case 

9. depuis (#96) since, for 

10. donc (#145)  therefore 

11. parce que  because 

12. ni  (#229)  nor 

13. puis (#230)  then 

 

TRANSITIONS 

(ADVERBIAL PHRASES) 

14. avant  (#40)  before 

15. après (#82)  after 

16. pendant  (#89)  while 

17. lorsque  (#256)  when 

18. ensuite  (#265)  next 

19. d’abord  (#326)  first of all 

20. pourtant (#460)  yet, however 

21. bien que although 

 

HELP TELLING A STORY 

(ADVERBS) 

22. pas  (#18)  not 

23. déjà (#58)  already 

24. toujours  (#103)  always, still 

25. maintenant  (#192)  now 

26. tout de coup all of a sudden 

27. enfin  (#349)  finally, at last 

28. cependant (#352)  however 

 

(More) ADVERBS 

29. bien (#47)  well 

30. mal  (#277)  bad 

31. encore (#51)  again 

32. ainsi (#98)  thus 

33. y  (#36)  there 

34. ici   (#167)  here 

35. là  (#109)  there 

36. là-bas  (#1777) over there  

37. seulement  (#130)  only, just 

38. car  (#176)  because 

39. peut-être (#190)  maybe 

40. jamais (#179)  never 

41. surtout (#235) especially 

42. vraiment (#361) really, truly 

43. souvent (#287)  often 

44. plutôt  (#272)  rather 

45. presque (#481)  almost 

46. tard (#348)  late 

47. tôt (#513)  early 

48. aujourd'hui (#233)  today 

49. demain (#871)  tomorrow 

50. hier (#872)  yesterday 

51. bientôt (#1208)  soon 

 

EXPRESSIONS WITH “FOIS” 

52. fois (#49)  time, times 

53. une fois  one time, once 

54. des fois some times 

55. parfois (#410) sometimes 

56. toutefois (#770)  nevertheless 

57. à la fois    at once 

58. beaucoup de fois many times 

 

PREPOSITIONS 

59. de (#2)  from, of 

60. à (#4)  to, at 

61. en (#7)  in 

62. pour (#10)  for 

63. dans (#11)  in 

64. par (#21)  by 

65. avec (#23)  with 

66. sans (#71)  without 

67. contre (#121)  against 

68. ensemble (#124)  together 

69. jusque (#134)  to, up to, until 

70. dès  (#185)  from, as soon 

71. selon (#240)  according to 

72. à propos de concerning, about 

73. à cause de  because of 

74. malgré (#406) despite 

75. afin (#404)  in order to, so that 

76. sauf (#476)  except 

 

PREPOSITIONS OF PLACE 

77. sur  (#16)  on 

78. entre (#55)  between 

79. à coté de  next to 

80. face (#205)  opposite, facing 

81. sous  (#122)  under 

82. dessous (#2628)  underneath 

83. devant  (#198)  in front of 

84. derrière  (#805)  behind 

85. dessus  (#1629) above, on top 

86. chez  (#206)  at, with 

87. près  (#225)  near 

88. loin   (#341)  far 

89. vers (#182)  towards 

90. autour  (#594)  around 

91. travers (#661) across 

92. dehors  (#1217)  outside 

93. dedans (#3058)  inside, indoors 

94. suivant (#1121)  following  

 

QUANTIFIERS / AMOUNTS 

95. plus  (#19)  more, plus 

96. moins (#62)  less 

97. quelque (#70)  some 

98. très  (#66)  very 

99. peu  (#91)  little 

100. beaucoup  (#150)  a lot 

101. tout  (#24)  all, everything 

102. assez  (#321)  enough 

103. rien  (#168)  nothing, none 

104. plusieurs  (#213)  several 

105. trop  (#195)  too much 

106. tant  (#181)  so much, so many 

107. autant (#377) as much, as many 

108. plupart (#426) most, majority 

109. la moitié (#470)  half 

110. tout le monde  everyone 

111. partout  (#581) everywhere 

 

PROUNOUNS 

112. je  (#22)  I 

113. tu  (#112)  you sg, informal 

114. il  (#13)  he, it 

115. elle  (#38)  she, it 

116. on (#29)       one, we, you, they 

117. nous  (#31)  we 

118. vous  (#50)  you plural / formal
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QUESTION WORDS 

119. Qui?  (#14)   who 

120. Quoi?  (#297)  what 

121. Quand?  (#119)  when 

122. Où?  (#48)   where 

123. Comment?  (#234)  how 

124. Combien?  (#800)    how many 

125. Quel?  (#146)  which  

126. Lequel?  (#92)       which one 

127. Pourquoi?  (#193)  why 

 
● Many of the nouns and adjectives below 

are NOT high frequency words.  

● They’re on this list because they’re 

interesting and/or useful in language 

class. 

● These words are included in most 

standard language programs and are 

therefore useful to teach to novices. 

[ ] = Words NOT in the top 800 most 

frequent French words. 

(#***) = Words not in the top 5000 

 

MISCELLANEOUS WORDS 

128. une personne (#84)  person 

129. l’équipe  (#814)  team 

130. une chose  (#125)  thing 

131. un lieu (#117)  place 

132. un endroit (#650)  location 

133. un batiment (#1952)  building 

 

134. une idée (#239)  idea 

135. un mot  (#220)  word 

136. une histoire  (#263)  story 

137. un livre  (#358)  book 

138. le début (#364)  beginning 

139. un conte  (#4371)  story, tale 

140. la voiture  (#881)  car 

141. le vélo  (#4594)  bike 

142. l’argent  (#472)  money 

 

143. le jour  (#78)  day 

144. le soir  (#397)  evening 

145. le matin  (#442)  morning 

146. la nuit  (#580)  night 

147. l’après-midi  (#1324)  afternoon 

 

148. un chien  (#1744)  dog 

149. un cheval  (#2220)  horse 

150. un chat  (#3138)  cat  

 

PEOPLE 

151. un enfant (#126)  child 

152. un homme (#136)  man 

153. une femme (#154)  woman 

154. la famille (#172)  family 

155. les gens  (#236)  people 

156. une fille (#629)     girl, daughter 

157. un garçon (#1599)  boy 

158. un bébé (#2271)  baby 

159. un ami (#467)  friend 

160. père (#569)   father 

161. mère (#645)   mother 

162. un fils (#735) son 

163. un frère (#1043)  brother 

164. une soeur (#1558)  sister 

 

PLACES 

165. le pays  (#114)  country 

166. la ville  (#260)  city 

167. l’état (#333)   state 

168. la rue  (#598)  street 

 

169. la maison  (#325)  house 

170. la chambre (#633)  bedroom 

171. le lit  (#1837)  bed 

172. la salle  (#812)  room 

173. la cuisine  (#2618)  kitchen 

174. la salle de bains   bathroom 

175. le salon  (#2729)    living room 

176. les toilettes  (#4215)  restroom 

177. l’école  (#477)  school 

178. le milieu (#479)  middle 

179. l'église  (#1782)  church 

 

180. la campagne (#666) countryside 

181. la mer  (#921)  sea 

182. le parc  (#1240)  park 

183. la montagne  (#1732) mountain 

184. le fleuve  (#2893)  river 

185. le lac  (#3121)  lake 

186. la plage  (#2693)  beach 

 

ADJECTIVES 

187. ce  (#12)   this, that 

188. autre (#28)  other 

189. même  (#42)          same, even 

190. seul (#101)             only, alone 

191. tel  (#142)   such 

192. droit  (#143)          straight, right 

193. chaque  (#151)  each 

 

194. nouveau  (#52)  new 

195. jeune  (#152)  young 

196. vieux  (#671)  old 

 

197. grand  (#59)        large, big, tall 

198. petit  (#138)           small, short 

199. moyen  (#186)  medium 

200. gros  (#419)   big, fat 

201. mince  (#3570)       thin, slender 

 

202. fort  (#107)           strong, loud 

203. faible  (#723)  weak 

204. haut  (#264)   top, high 

205. bas  (#468)   low 

 

206. bon  (#94)   good 

207. mauvais  (#274)  bad 

208. meilleur  (#194)  better 

209. mieux  (#217)  better  

210. pire (#743)  worse 

 

211. prochain (#380)  next 

212. beau (#393)  beautiful, handsome 

213. joli  (#2398)   pretty 

214. mignon  (#***)  cute 

215. laid  (#***)   ugly 

 

216. difficile  (#296)  difficult 

217. facile  (#822)  easy 

218. plein  (#394)  full 

219. vide  (#1473)  empty 

220. riche  (#599)  rich 

221. pauvre  (#699)  poor 

 

222. heureux  (#764)  happy 

223. content (#1841) content, happy 

224. triste  (#1843)    sad 

 

225. prêt (#422)   ready 

226. égal  (#1183)  equal 

227. drôle (#2166)     funny, strange 

228. amusant  (#4695)  funny 

229. méchant  (#3184)  mean 

230. sympathique  (#4164) nice 

 

231. propre  (#237)  clean 

232. sale  (#2906)  dirty 

233. faché  (#***)   angry 

234. fatigué  (#***)  tired 

235. ennuyeux (#***) annoying, boring 

 

236. dur  (#1029)   hard 

237. doux  (#2062)       soft, sweet 

238. cher  (#803)   dear, expensive 

239. gratuit  (#2470)  free of charge 

240. bon marché      inexpensive
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