
6. GRAMMAR: Some irregular verbs in the present tense: pouvoir, aller, 
savoir, faire, vouloir, devoir, mettre, venir. 

The verbs we will look at here are irregular; meaning there is little 
consistency in the stem changes (or sometimes in the endings). Therefore, 
it is advisable to simply memorize them without relying too much on 
rules. 

* The verb pouvoir means to be able to, can (as in ‘Can I help you?), to 
have permission to. This verb is usually followed by an infinitive. 
First, look at the conjugation and then carefully study the example 
sentences. 
.

Pouvoir

je peux

tu peux

il peut

nous pouvons

vous pouvez

ils peuvent

__________

1 Three different stems 
and the endings in the 
singular are {x, x, t}. 

Some examples:

  - Je peux aider si tu veux. [I can help if you want. ]
  - Elles peuvent arriver à tout moment.[They can arrive at any moment. ]
  - Vous pouvez avertir la police si vous vous inquiétez. [You may call  the
                                                                               police... ]



* The verb aller means to go. This verb is usually followed by a place 
(direction) (e.g., je vais au cinéma – I’m going to the cinema) or an 
infinitive (e.g., je vais manger une tartine – I’m going to eat a 
sandwich). First, look at the conjugation and then carefully study the 
example sentences. 

Aller

je vais

tu vas

il va

nous allons

vous allez

ils vont

__________

1. Three 
different stems 
and the endings 
in the singular 
are { x, x, t}

Enkele voorbeeldzinnetjes :

    - je vais en France / au bureau de police / chez ma tante / au
      supermarché /…
      [I am going to France, to the police station, to my aunt’s, and to the supermarket. ]

   - je vais nager cet aprèm / elle va raconter une histoire / …
        |
        |_> The verb aller, when followed by an infinitive (e.g., nager),
            is used to talk about the near future. The above sentences
            would then be translated as "I am going to swim", "She is
            going to tell a story", etc. This use of the verb aller is
            called the futur proche (near future). 



* The verb vouloir means to want. This verb is usually followed by an 
infinitive (e.g., je veux rentrer chez moi – I want to go home), but it 
can also be followed by a noun phrase (e.g., je veux une voiture verte – 
I want a green car) or another sentence (a subordinate clause starting 
with que (that): Je veux que tu cesses de fumer. – I want you to stop 
smoking). First, look at the conjugation, which is very similar to that 
of pouvoir, and then carefully study the example sentences. 

Vouloir

je veux

tu veux

il veut

nous 
voulons

vous voulez

ils veulent

__________

1 Three 
different stems 
and the endings 
in the singular 
are { x, x, t}

Enkele voorbeeldzinnetjes :

- Elle veut aider seulement si je lui donne de l’argent. [she wants to
                                                        help only if ...]

- Nous voulons rentrer chez nous vers 8h. [we want to go home around 8] 
        |
        |_> vouloir followed by an infinitive

- Je veux la voiture blanche. [I want (to have) the white car.]
      |
      |_ > vouloir followed by a noun phrase (...une voiture blache)

- Elle veut que j’ arrête de fumer. [She want me to stop smoking.]
        |
        |_> vouloir followed by a subordinate clause (starting with que) 



* The verb devoir means must or may (in a negative sentence : « you may 
not enter... »). This verb is usually followed by an infinitive. First, 
look at the conjugation and then carefully study the example sentences. 

Devoir

je dois

tu dois

il doit

nous devons

vous devez

ils doivent

__________

1 Three stems : 
« doi- », 
« dev- » and 
« doiv- »

Some examples :

- nous devons finir notre devoir avant 17h . [We must finish our homework
                                              before 5 p.m.]
        |
        |_> devoir followed by the infinitive ‘finir’

- il ne doit plus bavarder en classe. [He must not talk anymore in class]
        |
        |_> devoir with a negation often means that something is not
            allowed (note, that is not always the case.). 



* The verb savoir means to know or to be familiar with. This verb is 
followed by an infinitive, and in that case, it means to be able to. If 
savoir is followed by a sentence (beginning with "que"), it means to know 
something (e.g., "Je sais que Luc est malade." – "I know that Luc is 
sick"). First, look at the conjugation, and then carefully study the 
example sentences. 

Savoir

je sais

tu sais

il sait

nous savons

vous savez

ils savent

__________

1 Two stems

Enkele voorbeeldzinnetjes :

- Elle sait que le coronavirus est dangereux. [She knows that the
                                               coronavirus is dangerous.]
        |
        |_> savoir followed by a sentence starting with « que »

- Elle sait le nom de l’auteur.[She knows the author’s name.]
        |
        |_> savoir followed by a noun phrase.
            (Meaning : To know something because you have learned it. ).

-Elle sait nager. [Ze kan zwemmen]
       |
       |_> savoir followed by an infinitive; here, savoir means that you
           can do something because you have learned it. 



* The verb faire means to do or to make and is usually followed by a noun 
phrase. It also often appears in fixed expressions such as faire 
attention (to pay attention), faire peur (to scare), and others. First, 
look at the conjugation and then carefully study the example sentences. 

Faire

je fais

tu fais

il fait

nous faisons

vous faites

ils font

__________

1 Four different 
stems

Some examples :

- Luc fait un film / Cette usine fait des ordinateurs / Je fais du
  pain /….[Luc is making a movie / that factory makes computers / I make bread / ... ]

-  Je veux faire ça mais tu dois m’aider. [I want to do it, but you have to help.]



* The verb mettre is a versatile verb in French, used in many different 
situations. If we must give a basic translation, it would be something 
like to place, to put or to wear. Additionally, the verb is often used in 
fixed expressions. First, look at the conjugation, and then carefully 
study the example sentences. 

Mettre

je mets

tu mets

il met

nous mettons

vous mettez

ils mettent

__________

1 Two different 
stems

Some examples :

     - Elle va mettre ses chaussures/ sa veste / une jupe /…
          [to put on a piece of clothing ]

     - Il met ses clés sur la table 
         [He puts his keys on the table ]

     - Il met la voiture au garage. 
         [He puts the car in the garage ]



To conclude, here's a brief overview of a few other irregular but 
frequently used verbs: 

Prendre (to take)

je prend- s

tu prend- s

il prend

nous pren- ons

vous pren- ez

ils prenn- ent 

___________

1 3 stems ! The verbs 
comprendre (to 
understand), 
apprendre (to learn), 
and surprendre (to 
surprise) are 
conjugated in the 
same way as prendre 

venir (to come)

je vien- s

tu vien- s

il vien- t

nous ven- ons

vous ven- ez

ils vienn- ent 

__________

1 Three stems ! The 
next verbs are also 
conjugated like 
venir : all compounds 
with venir, such as 
revenir (to come 
back), and the verb 
tenir (to hold, to 
have) and the 
compounds with this 
verb, such as retenir 
(to retain, to 
remember), s’abstenir 
(to abstain),... 

Falloir (to be 
needed, necessary)

il faut

___________

1 We are lucky: this 
verb has only one 

form: the il form.  
Examples :

(a) il faut arrêter de 
fumer. 

(b) il faut que tu 
arrêtes de fumer

Note that the "il" in 
"il faut" is never 
translated as "he", 
but as "it". It's 
similar to the verb 
"pleuvoir": "il pleut" 
= "it is raining". 

Boire (to drink)

je boi- s

tu boi- s

il boi- t

nous buv-ons 

vous buv-ez

ils boiv-ent

________

Three stems !


