
6. GRAMMAR:  -ER verbs in the present tense (le présent) — basic pattern and exceptions 
within the group 

When we look at the infinitive form of a verb, the last two letters often 
give us a clue about how the verb should be conjugated. In French, 
regular verbs can be divided into three major groups based on these last 
two letters: 

- groep 1 : Verbs ending in -ER  (such as chanter, parler,
            rencontrer
- groep 2 : verbs ending in -IR (such as partir, finir,
            ouvrir
- groep 3 : Verbs ending in -RE (such as entendre, craindre,
            connaître, conduire)

In this chapter, we will focus on GROUP 1, -ER verbs. 

Take a close look at the conjugation of the verb chanter (to sing) in the 
present tense (le présent): 

Chanter  1   [to sing ; infinitive]

je chant -e [I sing]

tu chant-es [you sing]

il/elle/on chant-e [he/she/one sings]

nous chant-ons [whe sing]

vous chant-ez [you sing]

ils/elles chant-ent [they sing]

__________
1 Remember that the endings "e, es, ent" in French are 
almost never pronounced. So, you always say [je CHANT] 
for "je chante," [tu CHANT] for "tu chantes," [il 
CHANT] for "il chante," and [ils CHANT] for "ils 
chantent.".



In the diagram above, we have split the verb form into a stem and an 
ending. For example, in the form je chante, the stem is "chant" and the 
ending is "e". You can see that with regular -ER verbs, the stem remains 
the same for all persons, and you only need to add the correct ending. 
Nothing difficult... 
Unfortunately, not all -ER verbs will have an unchanging stem. Carefully 
study the following exceptions: 

Exception 1 : The first exception is verbs that have a silent "e" in 
their last syllable, such as acheter. Take a look below at the 
conjugation of these types of verbs. 

Acheter [infinitive; to buy]

j’achète2 , tu achètes, il achète

nous achetons, vous achetez

ils achètent
______
2. In French, "je" is shortened to "j’" when it precedes a verb starting with a vowel: j’arrive / 

j’aime / j’arrête (and therefore never: je arrive / je aime). 

As you can see, we have two different stems: achèt- and achet-:  

- > The first stem, achèt- (with a grave accent), is used in the
    je/tu/il/ils forms. 

- > The second stem, achet- (with a silent "e" (e muet)), is used for
    the infinitive and the nous/vous forms. 

Now practice the pronunciation [out loud!] of the full conjugation of the 
verb acheter so that you can handle this variation. 



Exception 2 : Note that the verbs appeler and jeter (and only these 
verbs!) follow the same pronunciation change as acheter, but instead of 
adding a grave accent to the spelling, they double the consonant of the 
last syllable in the je/tu/il/ils forms: 

jeter1

je jette , tu jettes, il jette

nous jetons, vous jetez

ils jettent
________
1. to throw

Exception 3 : With verbs that end in "-cer" or "-ger," we also see a 
change in spelling in the nous forms: 

manger 

je mange, tu manges, il mange
 

nous mangeons, vous mangez 

ils mangent 

commencer (to begin)

je commence , tu commences , il 
commence 

nous commençons, vous commencez 

ils commencent

French modifies the stem of these verbs slightly to ensure correct 
pronunciation. If we were to write nous mangons / nous commencons, we 
would have to pronounce these forms as follows: : 

   → nous mangons [« g » as in the English « to go »]  
   → nous commencons [« c » as in the English « to come »]. 

This adjusted spelling « mangeons / commençons » ensures that you have 
the correct pronunciation (nous mangeons → as in the French word un 
jeudi; nous commençons → as in the French word une salade). 



Exception 4 : Then there are the verbs ending in -yer, such as envoyer 
(to send). The conjugation is as follows: 

envoyer (to send)

j’envoie, tu envoies, il envoie 

nous envoyons, vous envoyez, 

ils envoient

Do you notice the change in spelling of the stems in the nous and vous 
forms compared to the stem in the je/tu/il forms? 

Exception 5 : Last but not least, there are the verbs that have an "é" in 
the penultimate syllable of their infinitive, such as répéter. You 
pronounce this "é" like the underlined part of the Dutch word even, and 
the accent is called accent aigu. The "é" changes to "è" in the 
je/tu/il/ils forms but remains "é" in the nous/vous forms. 
 
Read the following example carefully and practice the pronunciation: 

répéter  

je répète, tu répètes, il répète 

nous répétons, vous répétez

ils répètent

This was a lot of work, and it will take a long time before you master 
the pronunciation and spelling of these verbs. The only thing you can do 
is... practice, practice, and practice some more. 


