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The last six months seems like both the longest and shortest time in the world, so trying to sum 

them up in a couple of pages and remember all the questions I had before leaving is pretty hard. If I 

leave something out I recommend reading the other exchange evaluations held by the exchange 

office; I remember reading these religiously before I left and the recent ones were definitely helpful 

in giving me some kind of idea of what to expect. Also if you still have questions after reading these 

then feel free to ask Graeme or someone at the exchange office for my contact details – I’ll take any 

opportunity I can get to talk about Paris!  

 

La Sorbonne 

While it may not be so known halfway across the world, when you’re in France you can tell anyone 

there you’re studying at the Sorbonne and they’ll react with a mixture of surprise and respect. Being 

a part of this historical and cultural institution in France was one of the draw factors for me over 

other universities. I had finished my commerce degree in New Zealand and only had French and 

other arts papers to do while in France, which left me with a couple of options. I ultimately chose 

Paris and La Sorbonne because the classes are all in French and because, you know, it’s Paris. I 

thought this would give me the best and most authentic French experience compared with classes in 

Lyon which I think are sometimes in English and often tailored to foreign students.  

 

Pre-departure admin 

This is the least fun part of the exchange experience, but it can make a massive difference to your 

time in France and it’s worth spending every second necessary to get it all sorted before you go. 

Once you’re in France you’ll wish you spent longer doing the boring stuff at home because it is 

ALWAYS harder in France. So take the time, do all the research you can, and you’ll thank yourself 

later.  

Enrolment 

The first challenge you’ll have after being accepted into the Otago exchange programme is figuring 

out the Paris III website. It takes hours and hours to find the right things and because it seems to 

change slightly from year to year it’s one of those things where you just have to struggle through it 

yourself. To save time and paper, here I’ll refer you to Georgia Gray’s exchange experience (2013 S2) 

for a rundown on the Paris III paper code system, which is incredibly helpful and as of March 2015 is 

still relevant and accurate (as is her exchange experience in its entirety, which I clung to like a life 

jacket for my first couple of weeks). This is when you’ll sign your learning agreement which will 

change completely once you actually get to Paris. More on this later.  

It came as a surprise to me that this is also the stage when you apply for CROUS accommodation, so 

if this is something that you’re interested in make sure you don’t overlook it among the chaos of the 

Paris III website. I ended up in a CROUS residence and will talk a bit more about it in a later section. 



 

Visa 

Once you’ve chosen your courses at this stage and ticked all the boxes on the Paris website, you’ll 

receive your acceptance confirmation from the Sorbonne which you’ll need firstly to apply for a visa 

but also for a whole lot of other things once you’re in Paris. Visa applications can ONLY be done in 

person at the French Embassy in Wellington so you’ll need to make the trip well before you go, just 

to be safe. Be sure to check and double check all the documents you’ll need to apply on the French 

Embassy’s website (http://www.ambafrance-nz.org/University-student-visa) and also make sure 

you’re applying for the right kind of visa – when I applied I was told because I was going for only 6 

months I could choose not to register with the OFII (Office français de l’immigration et de 

l’intégration) once I arrived in France. Doing so would mean I wouldn’t have to undergo a medical 

exam to get a vignette (another kind of sticker in your passport) which would obviously be 

convenient, but then I wouldn’t have been eligible to receive the CAF (caisse d’allocations familiales 

– basically a French housing benefit) which in total gave me about 400 euros, which would have 

been pretty awful to miss out on just because I hadn’t done a bit of research!  

Flights 

In terms of booking flights I didn’t do anything special like a travel agent or even skyscanner, which, 

although definitely not the cheapest way to do it, worked out well for me and let me have some 

freedom in choosing airlines and such. This ended up being one of my best decisions when I ended 

up missing my flight home from Paris. Luckily I had booked with Singapore Air and since they aren’t a 

budget airline and I didn’t have an especially cheap ticket, they were extremely accommodating in 

booking me on new flights the next day and I didn’t have to pay an extra cent for their trouble. Be 

sure to read all the T’s & C’s of the airline your considering just in case something similar happens to 

you, and also see what help your travel insurance can provide. 

Insurance 

I bought travel insurance through House of Travel and it’s difficult to say whether it’s any good or 

not because I thankfully never ended up in a situation where I needed to use it (except for the 

missed flight drama, but the airline dealt with that). It seemed reasonably cheap and comprehensive 

when I bought it and the staff I dealt with were very helpful, patient, and attentive.  

Accommodation 

This is one of the trickiest aspects to organise about your exchange so be prepared. In general you 

have a few options in terms of types of accommodation: 

 CROUS student residences 

 Cité Universitaire (postgrad ONLY) 

 Homestay family 

 Flatting 

I applied for a CROUS residence on a whim, not expecting to be offered a room because I’d heard 

that they were very difficult to get and were mostly reserved for French students. I ended up in a 

residence in the 17th arrondissement of Paris paying 395 euros per month, which included all living 

expenses (power, water, internet etc.) except food and laundry costs. This may sound like a lot, but 

for a 19m2 studio with my own private bathroom and kitchenette in Paris this was by far the 

cheapest accommodation option available, especially considering the fact that I was still eligible for 

http://www.ambafrance-nz.org/University-student-visa


the CAF which made the accommodation cost even cheaper. Standard prices for something similar 

would be 650-750 euros per month so if this option is available to you, I’d say the cost alone makes 

it your best option even if there were other aspects I wasn’t entirely happy with. The other major 

advantage is the simplicity – there’s a big team of people managing the residences so all you need to 

do is give some documents, pay your rent and there are no issues. Also the fact that they give you a 

justificatif de domicile is invaluable when doing other admin in France like setting up bank accounts 

etc. which can be a nightmare without it. If you end up in a CROUS residence be aware that it is not 

at all like student residences at Otago – the atmosphere is much less social and I didn’t actually end 

up making any friends there, which I’ve heard is a common experience.  

In terms of your other options, once again read the other exchange experiences that are available as 

they all have good insights into their own experiences with these types of accommodation. 

Personally I would recommend flatting as a good alternative but it will be the hardest to organise. Be 

wary of doing too much online because there are no guarantees of what you’ll find when you arrive 

– I had a Spanish friend who met an American online, they decided to live together, turned up to 

their apartment they’d found online and paid for only to find the whole place was one room and 

they had to share a bed for their entire exchange.  

Money 

Putting a cost on an exchange to Paris is kind of impossible because it varies from person to person 

according to their habits and different goals when going overseas. I worked and saved for two years 

before my exchange because I knew I wanted to live and eat well while in Paris and also do heaps of 

travelling. Suffice to say Paris is an expensive place and you’ll need a decent amount in the bank 

before you go, but talk to your exchange advisor more about this if you’re worried.  

In terms of how I organised my money I got a Cash Passport which is a prepaid currency card 

(http://www.cashpassport.co.nz/). It was easy to get, I just walked into a local BNZ branch and they 

set me up on the spot. The advantages of this card was that it was easy to use and reload with 

money, I could change currencies and use it when I travelled, and there were no ATM fees. I did 

occasionally have issues with it not working in certain shops but considering that there were no ATM 

fees I could just get cash out and use that.  

Once I arrived in France I opened a bank account with BNP Paribas as they have an agreement with 

Paris III and so the whole process was simplified (which is a blessing, trust me). French banks are a 

bit different to New Zealand banks but on the whole I found BNP reliable and hassle-free. I 

transferred a big lump sum at the beginning and then did smaller payments into my French account 

when I needed it because I found it easier to track my general spending in terms of how much I had 

in NZ dollars, and also because the exchange rate kept getting better and better!  

Other admin 

As I’ve mentioned, the CAF is basically a housing benefit that most students are eligible for which is a 

government-funded accommodation subsidy which can give you up to 150-200 euros per month 

depending on your personal financial situation. You’ll have to go to the website once in France to 

see whether you’re eligible (https://www.caf.fr/). Once again it’ll be a lot of paperwork and 

confusion, but it can give you quite a lot of money and they set up desks to help you apply at the 

Cité Universitaire which makes it much simpler. You’ll be told more about dates and such at the 

welcome day at the Sorbonne.  

If you think you might be eligible for the CAF (and you probably will be) you’ll want to get an official 

https://www.caf.fr/


birth certificate and have it translated by the Department of Internal Affairs before you go to France 

because you’ll need it in your application.  

 

Life in Paris 

University 

Your first experience at the Sorbonne will be at their welcome day which you’ll be told about when 

you receive your acceptance letter. Make sure you note down key names, dates, and locations as 

you won’t hear it again and you don’t get a copy of anything on their power point. You’ll hear lots of 

information that might not make sense at first but eventually it starts to come together. The two 

most important bits of information to listen for are about the compulsory French test and about the 

information sessions about how to undergo your enrolment that each UGC holds (to this day I don’t 

100% know what/how the UGC’s function so don’t stress over picking one). The test is extremely 

difficult but don’t worry because everyone finds it difficult and you’re not expected to get great 

marks – worst case scenario you have to attend a week of intensive French language classes the 

week before lectures start.   

There are two stages before you’re enrolled in classes at the Sorbonne: the inscription 

administrative and the inscription pedagogique. The inscription administrative is when you get your 

student ID card and pay for social security (~200 euros), and you can only do your inscription 

pedagogique once you’ve finished this. The inscription pedagogique is when you actually sign up for 

classes by waiting in line and hoping they’re not full. And then you’re ready to learn! Just make sure 

you keep in contact with Otago about any changes to your learning agreement. 

I ended up doing only 17 ECTS which is a massive step down from what has been expected of Otago 

students in the past, who normally did between 25-30 ECTS, so hopefully this has set a precedent 

because I think 30 ECTS is an unreasonably huge amount of work. 30 ECTS is a full course load for the 

French students, and I found doing even half of that was extremely challenging due to the obvious 

language difficulties. However I did manage to choose papers that were interesting for the most part 

– Ecrire la migration with Naomi Kauffman was a highlight, and I would recommend doing at least 

one of the papers offered exclusively to ERASMUS students as they are interesting and engaging 

without being overwhelming. A word of caution about one paper: Histoire Littéraire (Moyen-Âge-

XVIIème siècle) with Elisabeth Plas was worth 3 ECTS but was far more work and far more difficult 

than my other papers which were worth more credits. While the paper does give a great overview of 

French literary history and was really interesting, the amount of work involved is incredibly high and 

Madame Plas has even higher expectations of all her students. It is a good paper but just be warned 

that it is more work than you might think! 

The classes I chose were all TD (travail dirigé – small classrooms of students) rather than CM (cours 

magistrale – classes in lecture theatres with hundreds of students) which allowed me to introduce 

myself to my teachers and they remembered I wasn’t French when it came to asking questions and 

marking assessments. Lectures are normally two hours long and involve a lot of trying to write down 

everything the teacher is saying as they’re saying it. There are hardly ever power points and if there 

are it is not a done thing to ask for a copy of them. I found all the teachers open to questions and 

helpful when I let them know there were a few things I had missed so don’t be afraid to stick up your 

hand or write them an email after class.  



I had previously heard that exchange students weren’t required to sit exams at Paris III, and at the 

welcome day they will repeat this to you. Be aware that there are two forms of French examination: 

partiels which are 2/3 hour long exams towards the end of the semester, and then examen finale 

which are a couple of weeks after that. The papers I took didn’t have final exams and just stuck with 

the partiels as their last form of assessment, so I still don’t know if exchange students need to do 

those, however it was compulsory to sit the partiels, so keep in mind that while your exams won’t 

technically be called exams, you still have to sit them.  

Day to day life 

The metro in Paris is efficient and easy to navigate after the first couple of trips. I used a Navigo pass 

and topped it up monthly or weekly depending on how much travel I was doing out of Paris. The 

Navigo pass lets you use the metro, RER, buses, and trams an unlimited time for however long you 

topped up and is definitely the cheapest way of getting around.  

It definitely pays to do some research on phone companies before you get to France as I ended up 

buying a sim card from Bouygues and paying much more than I probably should have over the 

course of my exchange.  

Travel 

Paris is great if you’re looking to do some travelling because it’s so well connected with other 

destinations. If you plan on seeing more of France (highly recommended) then you should invest in a 

carte jeune from the SNCF (the company that operates the regional trains in France, as opposed to 

the RATP which operates the metro). This card costs 50 euros, is valid for 12 months and gives you 

great discounts on train tickets if you’re under 28. I found that taking the TGV to travel around 

France was much better, easier, and cheaper (with the carte jeune) than flying, however 

international trains can cost a bomb! Be aware when booking flights that different airlines operate 

out of different airports in Paris – there are three airports and each costs at least 10 euro and takes a 

different amount of time to get to.  

One of my first trips while in France was organised by the EIAP (étudiants internationaux à Paris) to 

the Loire Valley. It was a fantastic trip, really cheap and a great way of meeting people. They 

organise heaps of trips in France and around Europe and they’re always a good deal so definitely go 

on one or two if you can. They also organise heaps of events and parties in Paris which were always 

a good time. 

 

Final words 

Although it sounds cliché, my exchange was the trip of a lifetime and I’m so glad I went through all 

the trouble and difficulties to actually make it happen. If this is something you’re considering then I 

say go for it – you’ll love it and learn so much from your experience. After reading all this I wouldn’t 

blame you for thinking that it sounds pretty daunting, but there are so many wonderful aspects of 

living and studying in Paris that I haven’t mentioned that outweigh the negatives a thousand to one. 

 

Bon voyage! 

George Taylor 


