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Introduction to Tenses in French 
 
Overview 
 
Some students seem to have no difficulty with forming and using tenses - they rarely have 
problems expressing what they want to say once they have been introduced to how a 
given tense works. Others, however, embark on an AS Level course with only a vague 
understanding of tenses. They may be able to form a range of tenses, but frequently they 
are unable to use the correct tense in a given circumstance. As students move to trying to 
express themselves in more complex topics, teachers sometimes find interference from 
English, which is not apparent when the learners are using familiar language. Examples 
include trying to express the English present continuous by using "être" or trying to 
translate "do" in questions by using "faire".  
 
The following approach was conceived in order to recognise that students at this level will 
try to translate their thoughts from English into French and that they should be equipped 
with the explicit knowledge to do so. In this way, if they need to work through how to 
structure their sentences logically, then they can do so. If they are able to do so more 
intuitively, or if they find it easy to "think in French", they can use this approach to 
complement their tacit understanding with explicit knowledge. 
 
Recent teaching strategies have been firmly grounded in teaching grammar in context. 
This method also teaches grammar in context, but in the context of "grammar as a system" 
rather than in terms of the topic being taught. Students are therefore encouraged to think 
of the "perfect tense", for example, as one tense among many. This is a "top-down" 
approach, providing them with an overall scheme and framework in which to locate their 
understanding of what a given tense is and how it relates to English. Tenses can then be 
more thoroughly taught in terms of formation, use, etc. in the context of a topic at a later 
stage.  
 
Since the language that students do know is English, it seems appropriate to base initial 
understanding of the concept of tenses in this language rather than in French. This will 
reduce the likelihood of confusion and separate the issue of formation from that of use. 
 


