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The French Leaving Certificate Oral 
Exam  

 

Mastering the French Leaving Certificate Oral Exam 

The oral exam in the French Leaving Certificate is worth 25% of your overall grade, with a 
total of 100 marks up for grabs. While the thought of speaking French to an examiner can 
feel intimidating, it’s important to remember that the examiner is there to assess your 
skills—not to catch you out.  

Here’s everything you need to know to excel in the French oral exam. 

 

1. The Format of the Oral Exam 

● Duration: The exam lasts approximately 12-15 minutes. 
● Structure: The conversation is divided into two main parts: 

1. General Conversation (60 marks): This section covers a range of familiar 
topics like yourself, your family, school, hobbies, and future plans. As the 
conversation progresses, the examiner might introduce more abstract or 
societal topics such as politics, environmental issues, or current affairs. 

2. Document Presentation (40 marks): You present a chosen document, 
which can be a photograph, a drawing, a project, or a picture related to your 
personal life or interests. The examiner will ask follow-up questions to test 
your ability to elaborate and discuss the topic. 

 

2. Key Tips for Success 

Starting Strong 

● Greet the examiner warmly with a phrase like: 
"Bonjour Madame/Monsieur, comment allez-vous?" 
This shows respect and sets a positive tone. 

● Be prepared for easy introductory questions like: 
○ "Parlez-moi de vous." (Tell me about yourself.) 
○ "Décrivez votre famille." (Describe your family.) 
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○ "Où habitez-vous?" (Where do you live?) 
These questions are straightforward, so rehearse your answers to build 
confidence early. 

3. General Conversation 
Prepare for Common Topics 

The general conversation will likely touch on familiar themes. Here are some frequently 
asked topics and ideas for what to prepare: 

1. Yourself and Your Family 
○ Basic personal details: "J’ai dix-huit ans et je suis en terminale." 
○ Family members: "Nous sommes cinq dans ma famille. J’ai deux frères 

plus jeunes." 
○ Your home: "J’habite dans une petite maison à la campagne." 

2. School 
○ Subjects you enjoy: "Ma matière préférée est le français car j’aime 

apprendre des langues." 
○ Teachers: "Mon professeur de maths est très strict mais compétent." 

3. Hobbies and Free Time 
○ Sports: "Je joue au football trois fois par semaine avec mon club local." 
○ Music: "J’aime écouter de la musique pop et aller à des concerts." 

4. Future Plans 
○ University: "J’aimerais aller à l’université pour étudier la médecine." 
○ Travel: "Je voudrais voyager en France pour améliorer mon français." 

5. Current Events or Societal Issues 
○ Environment: "Je pense que nous devons réduire l’utilisation du 

plastique." 
○ Technology: "La technologie a changé la façon dont nous 

communiquons." 

Navigating Difficult Topics 

If you’re weak in a specific area: 

● Avoid steering the conversation toward it. For instance, if you dislike talking about 
politics, don’t mention it. 

If the examiner introduces a topic you’re less comfortable with, you can redirect the 
conversation. For example: 

● "Buvez-vous?" (Do you drink?) 
Response: "Non, je ne bois pas, mais j’aime passer du temps avec mes amis." 

If you’re unsure about a topic, use phrases to manage the conversation: 

● "Je ne sais pas beaucoup au sujet de cela, mais..." (I don’t know much about 
that, but...) 

● "Pouvez-vous répéter la question, s’il vous plaît?" (Could you repeat the 
question, please?) 



Lead the Conversation 

Take control by directing the conversation to topics you’re comfortable with. For example: 

● If the examiner asks: "Aimez-vous des livres?" (Do you like books?) 
You can pivot to a stronger topic: 
"Non, ça ne m’intéresse pas beaucoup, mais j’adore le sport, surtout le 
football." 
This demonstrates your ability to adapt and keeps the conversation flowing. 

Use transitions like: 

● "Cependant, ce que j’aime vraiment, c’est..." (However, what I really love is...) 
● "Un autre sujet que j’aime discuter, c’est..." (Another topic I love discussing is...) 

 

3. The Document Section 

The document presentation allows you to talk about a topic of your choice, showcasing your 
vocabulary and fluency. It’s something that you can be almost 100% prepared for and you’re 
guaranteed to spend a good portion of the exam on it. 

Choosing Your Document 

● Select something personal and meaningful to you. Popular choices include: 
○ A photo of your family, friends, or a holiday. 
○ A project or piece of work you’re proud of. 
○ An image of a hobby or sport you’re passionate about. 

● Pick an original topic. Common subjects like climate change, sports, or poverty 
may make the examiner ask unexpected or challenging questions to keep things 
interesting. 

● Avoid overly complex or unfamiliar topics. The aim is to speak confidently and 
fluently. 

Presenting Your Document 

Begin with a short introduction: 

● "Voici une photo de mes vacances en Espagne l’année dernière. Nous avons 
visité Barcelone, où nous avons vu la Sagrada Familia." 

Be ready to expand on the topic, explaining its significance and answering related questions. 

Prepare for follow-up questions like: 

● "Pourquoi avez-vous choisi ce document?" 
Response: "J’ai choisi cette photo parce que ce voyage était une expérience 
inoubliable." 

● "Quels souvenirs gardez-vous de cette expérience?" 
Response: "Je me souviens des paysages magnifiques et de la délicieuse 
cuisine espagnole." 



 

4. How the Oral Exam Is Marked 

Marks are allocated as follows: 

● Pronunciation (20%): Clear and accurate pronunciation of words. 
● Vocabulary (20%): A good range of words and phrases. 
● Structure (30%): Correct grammar, tenses, and sentence structure. 
● Communication (30%): Fluency, confidence, and the ability to convey your message 

effectively. 

Handling Challenging Situations 

What If You Don’t Understand a Question? 

● Don’t panic. Politely ask the examiner to repeat or rephrase the question: 
"Désolé(e), pouvez-vous répéter la question, s’il vous plaît?" 
or 
"Je ne comprends pas. Pouvez-vous expliquer d’une autre manière?" 

What If You’re Unsure of a Topic? 

● Use filler phrases to buy time: 
○ "C’est une question intéressante..." 
○ "Je n’y ai jamais pensé, mais..." 

● Redirect the conversation: 
"Je ne sais pas beaucoup au sujet de cela, mais j’aime parler de..." 

Useful Phrases for Tough Moments 

● "Ça ne m’intéresse pas beaucoup, mais j’adore..." (I’m not very interested in that, 
but I love...) 

● "Je ne sais pas beaucoup au sujet de..." (I don’t know much about...) 
● "Je ne suis pas sûr(e), mais je pense que..." (I’m not sure, but I think that...) 

 
4. Maximizing Your Marks 

Showcase Your French Skills 

● Use a variety of tenses (present, past, future, and conditional): 
○ Present: "Je vais au lycée tous les jours." 
○ Past: "Le weekend dernier, je suis allé au cinéma avec mes amis." 
○ Future: "L’année prochaine, je ferai un stage en entreprise." 
○ Conditional: "Si j’avais plus de temps, je voyagerais en France." 

Impress with Vocabulary 

Incorporate advanced vocabulary and idiomatic expressions: 

● "Je suis d’accord jusqu’à un certain point." (I agree to a certain extent.) 



● "Il faut que je fasse plus d’efforts." (I need to make more effort.) 
● "C’est un sujet qui me tient à cœur." (It’s a topic close to my heart.) 
● "C’est la cerise sur le gâteau." (It’s the icing on the cake.) 

Avoid Common Pronunciation Errors 

● Ensure you’re pronouncing words as they should sound in French. 
○ Example: "trop" should sound like troh, not trohp. 

● Don’t overemphasize silent letters like "s" or "t" at the end of words. 

 
Speak Clearly and Confidently 

● Even if you make small mistakes, keep speaking. Pausing too long can disrupt the 
flow of the conversation. 

● Use filler phrases if you need time to think: 
○ "Alors..." (Well...) 
○ "Eh bien..." (Hmm...) 
○ "C’est une question intéressante..." (That’s an interesting question...) 

 

5. Practice Makes Perfect 

The more you practice, the more confident you’ll feel on the day. Here are some ways to 
prepare: 

● Mock Exams: Practice with a teacher or a fluent French speaker to simulate exam 
conditions. 

● Record Yourself: Listening to your pronunciation can help you identify areas for 
improvement. 

● Conversation Practice: Speak French as much as possible with classmates, 
friends, or online tutors. 

● Past Exam Topics: Review past questions and prepare answers for commonly 
asked topics. 

 

6. Final Tips 

● Stay Positive: The examiner is rooting for you to do well. 
● Keep It Simple: Focus on clear, concise answers rather than overly complex 

sentences. 
● Use Gestures: If you forget a word, gestures or paraphrasing can help convey your 

meaning. 
● Enjoy the Conversation: Think of it as a chat rather than a test. The examiner 

wants to see your ability to communicate in French, not perfection. 

 

With solid preparation and a clear strategy, you can approach the French oral exam with 
confidence and secure those valuable marks. Bonne chance! 
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