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M

F O R E W O R D

A Note on This Volume

ost French textbooks teach you how to order a croissant and rent an

apartment. Clinical French is a different register. You need to address

patients with the correct formality, give precise instructions during an

examination, explain a diagnosis without alarming anyone, and write a

prescription the patient will actually follow.

Scope disclaimer. This is a starter sheet, not a full French grammar. It covers

seven patterns that carry most of the communicative load in a consultation: vous

address, imperative, subjunctive for counselling, passive and impersonal

constructions, en / y pronouns, noun compounds with productive suffixes, and

the spoken / written clinical register split. Topics like full tense-aspect

coverage, relative clauses, the conditional, negation beyond the basics, and

literary tenses are out of scope; pair this with a full general French reference

(Assimil, Grammaire progressive du français, or equivalent) if your baseline

needs work.

Every pattern is illustrated with phrases you could use today with a French-

speaking patient in Paris, Brussels, Geneva, Montréal, Dakar, or any clinic serving

the diaspora. The French shown is the neutral hexagonal standard used across

hospitals and clinics in France. Belgian, Swiss, and Québécois medical French

differ mostly in vocabulary (septante, déjeuner, urgentologue) rather than

grammar. Where a structure shifts meaningfully across regions, a short note

flags it.
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Compiled by THE EIDETIC EDITORS, for readers who intend to be understood.
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C H A P T E R  I

Formal patient address: vous, not tu.

Clinical French is vous territory. Every adult patient is addressed as vous

regardless of age, apparent social distance, or what country you trained in.

Tutoyer a patient you have just met reads as condescending, intrusive, or

unprofessional depending on the listener. None of these is what you want in a

consultation room.

Vous conjugates with the second-person plural ending (-ez in the present for

regular verbs). This is the single most important fact about clinical French

grammar: every instruction, question, and explanation you give a patient uses the

same verb form, whether you are speaking to one patient or to the patient plus

their family. Learn that one form per verb and you can speak to any adult patient in

any francophone clinical setting.
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E N G L I S H T U  F O R M  ( A V O I D ) V O U S  F O R M  ( U S E )

How do you feel? Comment tu te sens ? Comment vous sentez-vous ?

Do you have pain? Tu as mal ? Avez-vous mal ?

Take this medication. Prends ce médicament. Prenez ce médicament.

Breathe deeply. Respire profondément. Respirez profondément.

Tell me what happened. Dis-moi ce qui s'est passé. Dites-moi ce qui s'est passé.

Can you sit up? Tu peux t'asseoir ? Pouvez-vous vous asseoir ?

A  R U L E  O F  T H U M B

The only routine exception is young children, where tu is natural and

expected. For adolescents, default to vous and let the family signal a shift

to tu if they want it. A teenager addressed as vous feels respected; an

adult tutoyé without invitation often feels patronized. Erring formal is

never wrong.
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C H A P T E R  I I

Imperative for patient instructions.

The imperative is your workhorse during a physical exam. Every instruction you

give a patient to position their body, open their mouth, or hold still uses the vous

imperative, which is identical to the vous present-tense form you just learned,

minus the subject pronoun.

For regular verbs, the pattern is predictable. -er verbs keep the -ez ending (respirer

becomes respirez). -ir and -re verbs also end in -ez (ouvrir becomes ouvrez,

prendre becomes prenez). A handful of common clinical verbs are irregular (être,

avoir, savoir) and worth memorizing as a set.
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E N G L I S H F R E N C H C O N T E X T

Breathe. Respirez. General chest exam.

Breathe deeply. Respirez

profondément.

Auscultation.

Hold your

breath.

Bloquez votre

respiration.

Imaging, cardiac auscultation. Retenez votre

respiration is an alternative.

Push. Poussez. Labour, bowel exam.

Open your

mouth.

Ouvrez la bouche. Oral exam, intubation.

Stick out your

tongue.

Tirez la langue. Cranial nerve exam.

Sit down. Asseyez-vous. Starting the consultation.

Lie down. Allongez-vous. Abdominal exam, ultrasound.

Stand up. Levez-vous. Gait, balance.

Turn over. Tournez-vous. Lumbar exam, dressings.

Relax. Détendez-vous. Any tense patient.

A  R U L E  O F  T H U M B

Soften the bare imperative with s'il vous plaît at the end. "Respirez

profondément, s'il vous plaît" lands much warmer than the flat order. For

reflexive verbs the pronoun attaches with a hyphen after the verb:

asseyez-vous, allongez-vous, détendez-vous. Drop the hyphen and the

sentence stops working.
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C H A P T E R  I I I

Subjunctive for recommendations and
counselling.
Phrases 1 to 6

The subjunctive has a fearsome reputation but in clinical practice it surfaces in

one predictable frame: an impersonal expression or a verb of wish or necessity,

followed by que and a verb. You do not need to master the whole subjunctive

system. You need the five or six frames below and the subjunctive forms of a

short list of clinical verbs.

The structure is: [trigger phrase] + que + [subjunctive verb]. For most verbs the

subjunctive vous form is identical to the IMPERFECT INDICATIVE (que vous

arrêtiez, que vous reveniez, que vous évitiez from arrêter, revenir, éviter), which

makes the pattern almost frictionless once you spot the trigger. Note that prendre

is an -re verb, not -er (the subjunctive que vous preniez happens to match the

imperfect too).

01 Il faut que vous

preniez ce

médicament tous

les jours.

You need to take this medication every day.
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02 Il est important

que vous arrêtiez

de fumer.

It is important that you stop smoking.

03 Je voudrais que

vous fassiez une

prise de sang.

I would like you to have a blood test done.

04 Il vaut mieux que

vous évitiez l'alcool

avec ce traitement.

It is better that you avoid alcohol with this

treatment.

05 Je préfère que vous

reveniez dans deux

semaines.

I would prefer you come back in two weeks.

06 Il est nécessaire

que vous soyez à

jeun avant

l'examen.

You need to be fasting before the procedure.

A  R U L E  O F  T H U M B

The subjunctive softens a command into medical counsel. "Arrêtez de

fumer" is an order. "Il est important que vous arrêtiez de fumer" is

professional advice. Both are correct; the second builds rapport and is

much more typical of senior physicians in France.
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C H A P T E R  I V

Passive and impersonal constructions
for procedures.
Phrases 7 to 12

When you describe what will be done to the patient, French reaches for one of

three structures: the true passive (sera effectué, sera prescrit), the impersonal

on (on va faire une échographie), or a reflexive passive (cela se fait sous

anesthésie locale). Clinicians use all three, sometimes within the same sentence,

depending on how much distance they want from the action.

The true passive (être + past participle) is the written register. Discharge

summaries, operative reports, and consent forms favour it. The on construction is

the spoken register. You will use it every day in the consultation room to explain

next steps without sounding like a textbook. Both translate to English as "will be

done," but they land very differently in French.

07 Une radiographie

du thorax sera

effectuée avant

l'intervention.

A chest X-ray will be performed before the

procedure. (Written register, formal.)

08 On va vous faire

une prise de sang.

We're going to take a blood sample from you.

(Spoken register, warm.)
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09 Un antibiotique

vous sera prescrit

à la sortie.

An antibiotic will be prescribed for you at

discharge. (Discharge letter style.)

10 Cela se fait sous

anesthésie locale.

This is done under local anaesthesia. (Neutral,

reassuring.)

11 Les résultats vous

seront

communiqués par

téléphone.

The results will be communicated to you by

telephone.

12 On vous posera

une voie veineuse

avant

l'intervention.

An IV will be placed before the procedure.

A  R U L E  O F  T H U M B

As a rule of thumb: write in the passive, speak in the on. A patient who

hears "une prise de sang sera effectuée" during the consultation may find

you cold; the same phrase in a discharge letter reads as professional.

Match the register to the channel.

E I D E T I C  C O M P A N I O N A Companion Volume N O .  0 1

Eidetic Companion Volumes M M X X V I 14



C H A P T E R  V

The pronouns en and y in clinical
contexts.
Phrases 13 to 18

En and y are the two short pronouns that replace a noun group beginning with

de or à. They are the grammatical hinge of fluent spoken French, and they show

up constantly in clinical dialogue: referring to a previous symptom, a medication,

a procedure, or an organ. English has no direct equivalent, so learners tend to

over-repeat the noun instead of using these pronouns. The result sounds fine

but slightly foreign.

En replaces de + noun. Y replaces à + noun or any expression of location. Both sit

before the verb in a normal sentence and attach after the verb in an imperative. A

short catalogue of clinical uses is below.

13 Vous prenez des

anti-

inflammatoires ?

Oui, j'en prends

depuis trois jours.

Are you taking anti-inflammatories? Yes, I've been

taking some for three days. (en replaces des anti-

inflammatoires.)

14 J'en prends note

dans votre dossier.

I'm making a note of it in your record. (en replaces

de cela, of that.)
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15 La douleur, vous en

parlez à votre

médecin traitant ?

The pain, are you talking to your GP about it? (en

replaces de la douleur.)

16 Pensez-y avant la

prochaine

consultation.

Think about it before the next consultation. (y

replaces à cela.)

17 On y réfléchira

ensemble lors du

prochain rendez-

vous.

We'll think about it together at the next

appointment.

18 Avez-vous déjà été

hospitalisé ? Oui,

j'y suis resté trois

jours l'année

dernière.

Have you ever been hospitalised? Yes, I stayed

there for three days last year. (y replaces à l'hôpital.)

For female patients use hospitalisée. Use hospitalisé(e)

in writing when the patient's gender is unspecified.

A  R U L E  O F  T H U M B

Listen for en and y in how senior French physicians speak. The density

of these two pronouns is one of the clearest markers of native clinical

fluency. A learner who masters them sounds immediately more

professional, regardless of accent.
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C H A P T E R  V I

Medical noun compounds and
productive suffixes.

French medical vocabulary is built on a small set of Greek and Latin roots

combined with productive suffixes. Once you recognise the suffix, you can often

infer the likely meaning of unfamiliar terms on first encounter. The suffixes

below account for much of the morphology you will meet in pathology,

radiology, and neurology reports.

The vocabulary is largely shared with English, which is both a help and a trap. Most

cognates translate one-to-one, but stress and spelling shift; false friends exist

(intoxication means poisoning, not drunkenness; drogue means illicit drug, not

medication). Use the suffix map to parse, and check a cognate before you assume.
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S U F F I X M E A N I N G E X A M P L E S

-ite inflammation arthrite, otite, méningite, appendicite, gastrite,

bronchite

-ose condition, non-

inflammatory

process

arthrose, cirrhose, thrombose, fibrose, sclérose,

nécrose

-algie pain in a region céphalée (preferred in modern clinical French) /

céphalalgie (older, more formal variant), névralgie,

myalgie, arthralgie, lombalgie, gastralgie

-

ectomie

surgical removal appendicectomie, cholécystectomie, hystérectomie,

mastectomie

-scopie looking inside with

an instrument

endoscopie, coloscopie, arthroscopie, bronchoscopie

-

graphie

imaging, recording radiographie, échographie, scintigraphie, tomographie

-émie in the blood anémie, hyperglycémie, hypokaliémie, bactériémie

A  R U L E  O F  T H U M B

Arthrite is inflammation of a joint (rheumatoid arthritis type). Arthrose

is degenerative joint disease (osteoarthritis). Same joint, very different

pathology, one suffix difference. French patients routinely use these

words correctly; confusing them in front of a patient undermines

credibility. The -ite versus -ose distinction is worth drilling.
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C H A P T E R  V I I

Clinical register: spoken consultation
versus written notes.

French medicine splits cleanly into two registers. The spoken consultation uses

plain, patient-friendly words (mal de tête, mal au ventre, essoufflement). The

written record (consultation note, discharge letter, operative report) uses the

technical term (céphalée, douleur abdominale, dyspnée). A fluent clinician moves

between the two fluidly, using the technical term when writing or speaking to

colleagues, and the lay term when speaking to patients.

Using the wrong register is a classic learner mistake in both directions. Writing "le

patient a mal au ventre" in a discharge letter looks unprofessional. Telling a patient

"vous présentez une dyspnée d'effort" leaves them confused. Map the pairs, switch

by audience.
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L A Y  T E R M  ( W I T H

P A T I E N T S )

T E C H N I C A L  T E R M  ( I N

N O T E S )
E N G L I S H

mal de tête céphalée headache

mal au ventre douleur abdominale abdominal pain

mal au cœur nausée nausea (literally "heart pain" in lay French)

essoufflement dyspnée shortness of breath

vertige vertige vertigo (add vertige rotatoire only when

describing true rotational vertigo; it is a

subtype, not the generic technical term)

étourdissement sensation vertigineuse

/ présyncope

(depending on

meaning)

lightheadedness

perte de

connaissance

syncope loss of consciousness

crise d'épilepsie crise comitiale epileptic seizure

palpitations palpitations palpitations (use troubles du rythme /

arythmie only for a diagnosed rhythm

disturbance, not as the routine technical

equivalent)

mal en bas du dos lombalgie low back pain

A  R U L E  O F  T H U M B

A reliable pattern: the lay term is the one you would find in a Monoprix

pharmacy aisle label. The technical term is the one you would find in a

Vidal drug monograph. When explaining a diagnosis to a patient, say the
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technical term once (so they can Google it later), then restate it in lay

language. "Vous avez une céphalée de tension, c'est-à-dire un mal de tête

lié au stress musculaire." The pairing is what builds trust.
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T

C O D A

What Comes Next.
A Note for the Reader

hese seven patterns handle the grammatical load of most clinical

encounters in French. They will not make you fluent, but they will let

you address patients with the correct register, conduct a focused exam,

explain findings, and write a coherent discharge note without reaching for

your phone.

Pair this sheet with the Medical French deck. Every flashcard in the deck is an

instance of one of these patterns. As you drill, try to identify which pattern

each card uses. That meta-awareness is what turns vocabulary into usable

grammar, and it is also what the EDN and ECOS format of the current French

medical exams rewards.

Happy studying.

A  R E A D E R ' S  I N V I T A T I O N

The Medical French Deck

This starter sheet maps the core patterns. The full Eidetic Medical

French deck turns every pattern into a flashcard with native audio, so

you can drill until the grammar is automatic. See the deck at

eidetic.cards.
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