
18. GRAMMAR: The question (interrogation): the yes/no question; the 
question with a question word; question words; the question word "quel." 

We distinguish two types of questions: the questions to which you can 
answer with yes or no (yes/no questions) and the questions that ask for 
specific information (questions with a question word). Question words are 
words such as when, how, why, etc.

In this chapter, we will also look at the different ways to ask these 
questions. We will see that in French, you can formulate questions using 
intonation, inversion, and the (rather big) question particle est-ce que.

1. Questions without a question word or… yes/no questions

French has 3 (actually more…) ways to formulate questions. The method you 
use depends on the situation you are in (telephone conversation, written 
language, spoken language between acquaintances or strangers, etc.). 

(1) The most commonly used and simplest way of asking a question is the 
intonation question (question avec intonation). We recommend that you use 
this as your standard method. The intonation question retains the normal 
word order of a statement and raises the intonation towards the end of 
the sentence. This requires some practice before you can master it 
orally. But feel free to practice with the following examples (the dotted 
line shows where your intonation should rise...): 

(a)  ______________---^   
     Vous êtes italien ?

(b)  ___________________________________-----^ 
     Elle viendra nous rendre visite ce soir ? 

(c) ______-----^
    Tu as faim ?

(2) The second method (question with "est-ce que") is the clearest and 
mainly belongs to spoken language (conversations, especially on the 
phone): you add est-ce que at the beginning of your sentence, and you 
have your question.
If we take the examples from (1) again, we get:

 (a) Est-ce que vous êtes italien ? 
 (b) Est-ce qu’ elle viendra nous rendre visite ? 
 (c) Est-ce que tu as faim ?



You should not try to translate the expression est-ce que into English because 
it is simply an « empty » word indicating that what follows is a question and 
not a statement! 

(3) The last and most complex method is the inversion question (question 
avec inversion) and is primarily used in written, more formal language. 
Inversion means that you swap the subject (sujet) and the verb (verbe) if 
and only if the subject is a pronoun: 

  (a) Êtes-vous italien ? 
  (b) Viendra-t -elle nous rendre visite ?  
  (c) As- tu faim ? 

If, as a result of inversion (swapping the subject and the verb), two vowels 
come together, French adds a "t" between the verb and the subject to avoid a 
clash of vowels. Study the following examples: 

 (a) *Parle- il? is affected by the vowel clash and becomes : Parle – t – il ?
 (b) Parles – tu ? stays like this because there are no clashing vowels.
 (c) *Va   –   e  lle au cinéma ? becomes Va – t – elle ? because of the clashing
      vowels.

But how do we form an inversion question when the subject is a noun (Marie, 
Luc, a dog, etc.)? How do we, for example, convert "Marie va au cinéma" into an 
inversion question? We simply leave the noun as it is and replace it with the 
corresponding pronoun, which we then place after the verb. See the following 
examples: 

 (a)  Marie est - elle italienne ? 
      [Marie = feminine singular so we ‘repeat’ elle ]

 (b)  Marie et sa sœur sont – elles italiennes?
      [Marie et sa sœur = feminine plural so we repeat elles ]

 (c)  Luc est – il italien ?
      [Luc is masculine singular so we repeat  il ]

This type of question with a repeated pronoun is called complex inversion and 
belongs to formal language. You don't need to study this just yet, but make 
sure you recognize this phenomenon. 

There’s one last point to address: how do we answer yes/no questions in French? 
Well, with the short words oui (yes), non (no), or si (yes, but in the case of 
a negation, meaning "actually yes"): 

 (a) Vous aimez l’école ? Oui (,j’aime l’école).
 (b) Vous avez peur du coronavirus ? Non (,je n’ai pas peur du coronavirus).
 (c) Vous n’êtes pas malade ? Si (, je suis malade) [Actually, yes / I am
                                                     really sick]



2. Questions containing a question word 

In part 1 above, we limited ourselves to questions that are typically answered 
with yes/no. Of course, we can also ask questions that require a very specific 
answer, such as: when are you going home? / with whom did you fight? / why did 
you call the police? ...

Below is a brief overview of the most common question words: 
 

qui : Qui a fait cela ? / Qui veut m’aider ? [Who did this ? ... …]

où : Où sont tes parents ? Où as-tu mis mes clés ? [Where are... …]

combien : Combien coute cette voiture ? Combien de hooligans ont été
          arrêtés ? [How much / many …]

quand : Qaund partez-vous ? [When do you leave?]

comment : Comment allez-vous ? [ How are you?]

pourquoi : Pourquoi as-tu frappé ton chien ? [Why did you hit… ?]

que/quoi1 : Que dites-vous ? / Vous voulez quoi ? [What do you say ?]

quel2 : Quelle est votre profession ? Dans quelle ville es-tu né ? [ what / 
which ]

______________________________
1. Both words mean the same ("what"), but they are used differently. If the question word 
"what" comes at the beginning of a French sentence, que is always used, and never quoi. In 
any other position in the question or in combination with a preposition, quoi is used. 

      → QUE fais-tu ce soir ? QU’est-ce que tu me veux ?
      → Tu veux QUOI ? A QUOI penses-tu ?

2. This is called the adjectif interrogatif (interrogative adjective). Pay close attention to 
the construction when using the verb être because in that case, you separate quel from the 
noun:

    -> QUEL est ton nom ? / QUELLE est la solution ? … 

       [With être, we separate quel from the word it refers to! ]

« Quel » can be used with a preposition : 

   -> à quelle heure te lèves- tu ? Pour quelle firme travaille-t-elle ?

or without one : 

  - > Quelle fille connais-tu ?



* Notes : 

(1) In an inversion question, we always place the question word at the 
beginning of the sentence and swap the subject and verb: 

   - Comment vas- tu ?

   - Pourquoi est- elle allée à la police ?

   - Quand voulez-vous que je prépare le diner ?

   - Que pensez-vous de sa proposition ?

   - Quelle voiture a-t-elle achetée ?

   - Quand vos parents arrivent- ils ? OR Quand arrivent vos parents ?

(2) Never use quoi at the beginning of a question; always use que 
instead. 

    - Quoi fais-tu ? ---- > Que fais-tu ?

(3) In a question with est-ce que, the question word also stands at the
beginning of the sentence: 

   - Comment est-ce que tu vas à l’école ?

   - Pourquoi est-ce qu’elle est partie ?

   - Quand est-ce que tu finiras tes devoirs ?

   - Qu’est-ce que tu penses de cela ?

   - Quelle voiture est-ce qu’elle a achetée ?

   - Qui est-ce que tu as invité ?

(4) « que » + « est-ce que » ===> qu’est-ce que…

(5) The easiest way to formulate questions with a question word — and 
also the most commonly used — is with est-ce que; so use this as your 
standard method! 

(6)  The intonation question with a question word is best used only for 
small, short questions, and you can place the question word either at the 
end or at the beginning of the sentence. However, be aware that this way 
of asking questions belongs to "informal" language and is not considered 
standard. Therefore, it’s best to formulate your questions with a 
question word preferably using est-ce que or inversion! 

    - Tu cherches qui? OR Qui tu cherches ?
    - Tu viens quand     ? OR Quand tu viens ?
    - On va à l’école comment     ? OR Comment on va à l’école ?


