
FREN 101, 102, & after…
Verbs, vocabulary, and any other learning 

Featuring: 
The Great Guidonian Hand Game 

and 
Apollinairian Calligrams



Tips for learning irregular 
verbs (and anything else)



WARNING
• this is not about studying, or study tips, or tricks 

for “succeeding” in passing tests and exams 

• this is not about memorisation or learning by 
heart 

• this is about real learning



Stromae, “Formidable”
Chanson + paroles (version karaoké) :  

https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=XdAvX0Mvm4c  
Vidéo live dans la rue à Bruxelles :  

https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=S_xH7noaqTA 

https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=XdAvX0Mvm4c
https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=S_xH7noaqTA


• Keep vocabulary lists: when meeting a new verb, note its 
infinitive (ex. AVOIR) and its use contextualised in a whole 
sentence (ex. j’ai la grippe / j’ai eu la grippe) 

• With multiple verbs or other items in a list, put the items on 
that list into a story  

• or a song: ex. rewrite Stromae’s song “Formidable” using “je 
suis...” + beau, jeune, beau, grand, etc. (that short list of 
adjectives that go before the noun rather than after) and the 
whole of ÊTRE in the present (je suis, tu es, etc.)  

• make up your own mnemonic (ex. BAGS is a ready-made 
one; making your own is better for fixing the items in your list 
in memory)  

• or variations on the exercise of constructing a memory 
palace... for more, see for ex.:  
http://artofmemory.com/wiki/How_to_Build_a_Memory_Palace    

•

http://artofmemory.com/wiki/How_to_Build_a_Memory_Palace


Conjugation online
• When meeting a new verb for the first time, have a look—even just quickly—at 

its whole conjugation; and see what other verbs you have already met that 
form any similar patterns 

• wordreference.com > French verb conjugation: http://www.wordreference.com/
conj/FrVerbs.aspx  

• Bescherelle > http://bescherelle.com/conjugueur.php (if you meet a verb for 
the first time, to check what its infinitive and full conjugation are: ex. j’ai > ai > 
AVOIR, indicatif présent, 1ère personne du singulier 

• You can also look up an infinitive there and see the full conjugation of that verb 

• The physical paper version of Bescherelle: L’Art de conjuguer / La 
Conjugaison is the classic French verb book; its title has changed slightly over 
the last 40 years, and more recent editions have more extra material on 
grammar, but it still contains 12000 verbs—all of them—arranged by shape, by 
morphological pattern. (There are other books in the same series : a basic 
reference grammar, and conjugation books for other languages, ex. English.)

http://wordreference.com
http://www.wordreference.com/conj/FrVerbs.aspx
http://www.wordreference.com/conj/FrVerbs.aspx
http://bescherelle.com/conjugueur.php






















Another approach and 
way of organising verbs



• Another approach: from 
an old edition of the Petit 
Robert dictionary 

• Here, verbs are 
classified by the sound 
of their root, and  
categorised by number 
of roots (ex. the whole of 
the verb ÊTRE has ten 
roots; you've actually met 
half of them already in 
the present tense...)





Tips for using and 
learning irregular verbs, 

by using them...



• Use them as much as possible in your compositions 

• Index-cards (infinitive on one side, whole verb written out 
on the other) or Quizlet or similar equivalent 

• Use different colours for different patterns, categories, 
groups 

• Make paper cubes (je on one side, tu on the 2nd, il/elle on 
the 3rd, nous on 4th, vous on 5th, ils/elles on 6th) and play 
with them: roll like dice, test yourself or test your study 
group in a game 

• Write up verbs and stick them on walls at home, in areas 
where you are frequently (dans la cuisine ou la salle de 
bain, par exemple)





Carmen !



Un truc / a tip
• Watch opera online in the original language with 

subtitles in the original language: try to spot 
grammar points from the current chapter and try to 
sing along 

• Music can help for learning irregular verbs: ex. try 
to set "je veux, tu veux avec un -x / il elle on veut 
avec un -t / et nous voulons et vous voulez / ils 
veulent et elles, elles ont voulu" to the tune of 
"L'amour est un oiseau rebelle" in Bizet's Carmen... 



• overture (= no words) from the start of this recording 
(sous-titres en français): https://m.youtube.com/watch?
v=2xcMfkzYvXs 

• (Elina Garanca, sub-titles in English) https://
m.youtube.com/watch?v=K2snTkaD64U  

• (Maria Callas, avec des sous-titres en français) https://
m.youtube.com/watch?v=3rjOrOt6wFw  

• a very recent version / re-interpretation by Stromae: https://
m.youtube.com/watch?v=UKftOH54iNU  

• lyrics for Stromae, "Carmen": http://genius.com/Stromae-
carmen-lyrics 

https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=2xcMfkzYvXs
https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=2xcMfkzYvXs
https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=K2snTkaD64U
https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=K2snTkaD64U
https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=K2snTkaD64U
https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=3rjOrOt6wFw
https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=3rjOrOt6wFw
https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=UKftOH54iNU
https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=UKftOH54iNU
http://genius.com/Stromae-carmen-lyrics
http://genius.com/Stromae-carmen-lyrics


The Guidonian Hand
Wikipédia : https://fr.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/

Main_guidonienne  et https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Guidonian_hand 

https://fr.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Main_guidonienne
https://fr.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Main_guidonienne
https://fr.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Main_guidonienne
https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Guidonian_hand
https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Guidonian_hand
https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Guidonian_hand


• A multi-sensory mnemonic technique that can involve sound, 
sight, and touch; originally used in music 

• Often also used for remembering stories & histories, events, the 
order of events, and anything else in a sequence or ordered list 

• Part of a group of techniques of hand-counting and signing 
found across historical periods and cultures worldwide that 
combine haptic (touch, bodily movement) memory with other 
senses; also for dance, martial arts, yoga, exercise routines, 
physical warm-up and cool-down sequences 

• Haptic memory through physical habit-forming and pattern-
formation is also involved in the act of writing notes using a tool 
in one hand (pen, pencil, stylus, fingers on keyboard, etc.)







(adapting the Guidonian Hand)

• not just for music or Medieval manuscripts! 

• draw on sports foam hands 

• better still, make a collection of hands: use cheap disposable 
surgical gloves (drugstores, medical supplies, the UBC Bookstore) 
and draw on them with marker pens (colours too); start with 
erasable ones, then move on to permanent ...  

• the cognitatively important part of the work is the stage where you 
are deciding what to put on a hand, which items, and in what order 

• the second most important stage is where you start drawing, make 
a mistake, and start again; mistakes are a critical part of long-term 
deep learning





• next ...  

• collect together all your Guidonian hands (this works well in pairs and 
small groups); each of you in turn draws a hand and quizzes others 
on it; there are many other variations on this game (and adaptations, 
crossing it with existing card games, board games, etc.) 

• another version, using a pile of hands and two dice (ideally, each die 
is a different colour): each player draws a hand from the pile; then 
one of them throws the dice, and the number on each die determines 
which position on a hand you’re going to quiz each other on, going 
around your group each in turn; decide before the start what each 
number on a die will represent (ex. die 1: thumb=1, other fingers=2-5, 
pad of palm next to fingers=6; die 2: 1=tip of finger, 2=next joint of 
finger, etc.) 

• more elaborate versions: as the basis for storytelling games







Calligrammes



• Le poète Guillaume Apollinaire (1880-1918): 
https://fr.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Guillaume_Apollinaire  

• One of his volumes of poetry: 
Calligrammes: Poèmes de la paix et de la 
guerre (1913-16), published in 1918: https://
archive.org/details/calligrammespo00apol  

• Un calligramme = a calligram, related to 
micrography / microcalligraphy, carmen 
figuratum, concrete poetry, visual poetry 

• Some earlier relatives ... 

https://fr.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Guillaume_Apollinaire
https://fr.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Guillaume_Apollinaire
https://archive.org/details/calligrammespo00apol
https://archive.org/details/calligrammespo00apol
https://archive.org/details/calligrammespo00apol




François Rabelais, Le Cinquième livre (1564)





Make your own calligrams
• another way of connecting words 

that’s not necessarily narrative 

• the acts of choosing, organising, 
arranging, and physically 
shaping words on a page helps 
you to learn them more carefully, 
attentively, deeply, and fully 

• for grouping thematic vocabulary 

• words that share a feeling, feel, 
or sense 

• sound patterns, pronunciation, 
echoes, puns, lyrical sound-play




