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Using the metro is pretty easy: using the map, 
just see which line goes to the stop closest to 
your final destination—of course, you might 
need to transfer. Don’t forget to memorize the 
direction of the line, as you don’t want to end 
up at the totally opposite of your destination! 
The direction of a line is named after its end 
point, meaning that a line has always two 
directions.

Exemple: you’re currently at Strasbourg Saint-

Denis and want to visit the Louvre Museum.
You can either start by taking the mauve line 
8, direction Balard, and then transfer at Opéra 
to the pink line 7, direction Villejuif-Louis Ara-
gon, before exiting at Palais Royal Musée du 
Louvre station.
Or you can start taking the purple line 4, 
direction Porte d’Orléans, transfer at Chate-
let to pink line 7, direction La Courneuve 8 
Mai 1945, and exit at Palais Royal Musé e du 
Louvre.

Let’s now say a word more specifically 
about the way the R.E.R. works, which is 
a little bit more complicated. The idea is that 
Paris is divided in different concentric parts, 
called zones. Zone 1 is Paris itself, zone 2 
the very close suburbs, zone 3 a bit farther, 
up to zone 6. Each time you cross or enter 
into a zone, the price of the ticket gets higher. 
However, the R.E.R. can be taken with a 
basic metro tickets if you stay in zones 1 and/
or 2. It means that if you want to take the 
R.E.R. to travel outside of zones 1 and 2, you 

will need to buy special R.E.R. tickets, which 
take into account the distance between your 
current station and your destination. As a 
precaution, you should always either ask an 
RATP agent what kind of ticket you will need, 
or buy a R.E.R. ticket at an automated ma-
chine. Doing so will allow you to not have to 
worry about the question of zones, because 
the machine will calculate the fee for you to 
pay. As a conclusion, try to bear in mind that 
in most cases, when riding the R.E.R., you 
cannot use standard métro tickets.







Paris métro map
(www.ratp.fr)
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You have to know that most Parisians know 
the names of the different lines, stations, and 
transfer nods by heart—and you will probably 
do too, after a semester in the city. However, 
during your first weeks in Paris, you should 
keep with you at all times a little plan of the 
transportation network. They can be pur-
chased in any subway station or bureau de 
tabac for a couple of euros.
You should also try to familiarize yourself 
with the website of the RATP (http://www.
ratp.fr). RATP (Régie Autonome des Trans-
ports Parisiens) is the name of the organi-
zation which runs the public transportation 
services in Paris. Their website allows you to 
optimize your trips around the city, by ente-
ring your starting point and your destination 
on an interactive map. You will also find much 
interesting information about the history and 

development of the Parisian subway. 

Let’s conclude with a word about the Vélib’ 
system. Vélib’ are public bicycles which can 
be rented for 30 minutes or more. They can 
be found in Vélib’ stations located throughout 
the city, and are a convenient and green way 
to visit the French capital. When you take a 
Vélib’, you can bring it back in any Vélib’ sta-
tion of the city. Using them usually requires 
you to open a special account using a credit 
card, so you should inquire and ask questions 
at any subway station.

To conclude, Paris is a huge and wonder-
ful city which gives you all the required 
tools to explore it, so try to go out as often 
as possible!







Paris transportation zones map»
(www.ratp.fr)
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Detailing the way public transportation works 
in all the different French cities hosting a uni-
versity of the IdA network would take way too 
long. As a consequence, we can only incite 
you to visit the website of both your host 
university and the city where you’re about to 
live, in order to obtain as much information 
as possible about the opportunities offered by 
the public transportation network. 
Sometimes, you will discover that the city has 

decided to privilege a bus system or a cable 
car system, or learn that they offer special 
prices depending on your age or status. More 
and more French cities are also developing 
their own public bicycle rental programs. In 
any case, try to ask your exchange pro-
gram advisor as many questions as pos-
sible. Don’t leave the U.S. without knowing 
at least a bit of what you should expect 
once arrived in your French host city!

Taking the train is a fabulous way of disco-
vering French cities. You can find train sta-
tions almost everywhere, and rates can be 
really interesting. The French train network is 
regulated by the SNCF (Société Nationale des 
Chemins de Fer, National Society of Rail), and 
has agencies which can be found both in and 
outside train stations. An interesting option 
for exchange students is the Carte 12/25, 
which allows people between the age of 
12 and 25 to travel with a minimum of 25% 
off the basic train ticket, and sometimes 

even 50% off. The Carte 12/25 costs 49 
euros for a year, and can be purchased in 
any train station or SNCF agency. Concerning 
tickets, they can be purchased either in sta-
tions and agencies, or online, from the SNCF 
website.
When it comes to trips to the other side 
of the country, think about the TGV (Train 
à Grande Vitesse, High-Speed Train)! Many 
big cities can be reached from Paris in a 
breeze. For more information, you can visit 
http://www.sncf.fr

While taking the plane to travel in France is 
usually costly and less interesting than ta-
king the train, it can be very inexpensive to 
fly around the European Union. During your 
semester or year abroad, you will probably 
want to visit a couple of European countries—
they’re all so close to each others! 
However, a couple of low-cost European 
plane companies such as Ryanair and 
Easy Jet offer extremely cheap tickets; 
sometimes, you can find round-trip fares 
for Rome or Berlin for around 30 euros! For 
that reason, you should surf the web often 
looking for interesting deals and offers. Some-
times, these special deals are only available 

for a very short time, and sometimes you will 
be asked to book pretty far in advance. 

Public transportation is huge in Europe, and 
you should use it extensively, for everything. 
When taking the train or flying, always 
remember that you should have with you 
your immigration document, including 
your U.S. Passport, Visa (Visa de Long 
Séjour Valant Titre de Séjour) and any 
other document relevant to your personal 
immigration status abroad. Good luck in 
your trips, and try to make the most of your 
semester(s) abroad!

Moving around other French Cities

Travelling by Train 

Taking the Plane






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Understanding the French System

Most of the universities in France are directly 
organized, monitored, and financed by the 
government itself. As a consequence, the fol-
lowing tips should apply wherever you happen 
to spend your semester or year abroad. The 
university year is composed of two semes-
ters: S1 (roughly from September to Decem-
ber) and S2 (roughly from January to June). 
The figure representing the semester evolves 
according to the level of the student: the B.A. 
(la licence) being done in three-years, for a 
total of six semesters, S1 and S2 correspond 
to the first year (or L1, for Licence Première 
Année, S3 and S4 to the second year (or L2) 
and S5 and S6 for the third year (or L3). Don’t 
be puzzled too much by this avalanche 
of figures, and just be sure about when 
you’re supposed to arrive and when you’re 
supposed to leave! The director of your 
exchange program is always a good advisor 
when it comes to technical details. 

Try to always be aware of the exact length 
of your stay, in order to be able to pick 
your classes without doing mistakes (for 
more information, see the paragraph Choo-
sing classes).

In France, the whole higher education system 
revolves around the LMD system, meaning 
that your start with a Licence, in three years, 
and then go on with a Master, in two years, 
and can finish with a Doctorat, which takes 
a minimum of three years—there is no clear 
distinction made between undergraduate stu-
dies and graduate studies.

Grades (les notes) are on a scale from 0 
(awful work) to 20 (perfect work), with some-
times decimals used. A grade of 10 is called 
la moyenne, meaning that in most cases 

a grade under 10 is considered bad, and 
a grade above 10 is considered good. Be 
aware that as everywhere, some teachers 
tend to grade in a harsher way than others, 
and in some classes, obtaining an 8 or a 9 
is considered pretty decent. Concerning 
exams, it is unusual to have to take more 
than one or two for each class. In most 
cases, all exams take place at the end of 
the semester, and the grades obtained will 
be final. However, be aware that in case of 
really bad grades, universities offer what are 
called examens de rattrapage, which are an 
opportunity to re-take a specific test in an at-
tempt to obtain a higher grade. Grades obtai-
ned will then be converted to the U.S. scale 
of letters by the director of the exchange and 
added to your university transcript. As every 
director and university uses different methods 
to convert grades from the French to the U.S. 
system, it would be useless to give you pre-
cise correspondences here.

Attendance to classes is mandatory, and 
teachers usually call the roll at the beginning of 
every TD (see below). If you can’t attend a spe-
cific class, you are expected to directly contact 
the teacher and explain the reasons of your 
absence. If you have trouble understanding 
or following a specific class, don’t wait 
for the day of the exam to worry about it! 
Immediately request an appointment with the 
teacher in question and try to see what could 
be done to improve the situation. CM (see be-
low) can be a particularly painful experience 
for exchange students, as professors tend 
to speak pretty fast. If you experience dif-
ficulties, you should never hesitate before 
asking the person seated next to you for 
help: French students will usually have 
much pleasure helping a foreign student.











Classes  
& Grades
Among your many activities as an exchange student, you’re obviously expected to take and attend  
a certain number of different classes. Let’s have a look at the French higher education system, 
which both shares similarities and differs strongly with what you’re used to in the United States. 
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Cours Magistraux and Travaux Dirigés 

Two main types of classes exist in France: CM 
(cours magistraux) and TD (travaux dirigés). 
CM means that a professor, usually very ex-
perienced and specialized in the subject, will 
sit in front of you and lecture. The audience is 
usually pretty large, ranging from fifty to more 
than three hundred students. You are sup-
posed to take as many notes as possible, and 
later do research by yourself on the multiple 
references mentioned by the teacher. You 
are not expected to take part directly to 
a CM, but usually intermittent questions are 
welcomed. 

Contrary to the CM, the TD’s audience is 
usually limited to a maximum of thirty stu-
dents.  The theme of the TD is usually directly 
linked to the CM, with the difference that 
the students are expected to talk and build 
the whole class along with the teacher. Be 
aware that CM and TD usually go together: 
for a single class, you’ll usually have to take 
both a CM and a TD. While the CM is the 
more theoretical part, the TD offers the oppor-
tunity to apply theory in a more practical way. 
In most cases, you’ll have one CM and one 
TD each week, for each class. For example, 
if you pick a class entitled “Histoire et Littéra-
ture Américaines,” you’ll have to attend both 
the CM (which could be a 1-hour-a-week, 

chronological history of American literature 
and culture) and the TD (which could be a 
2-hour-a-week class in which you’re expec-
ted to read and prepare specific texts from 
a corpus of literary works, and then discuss 
your ideas and results during the class).

The relationship with professors is usually 
very different from what you would expect 
in the United States. In most cases, you are 
expected to be extremely polite with the pro-
fessors, and familiar and rude language or 
attitudes are not accepted. Of course, each 
teacher has his or her own standards, and 
some tend to be more relaxed and easy-
going than others—but when speaking in 
French, you should always say vous and 
never say tu to a professor. In a similar way, 
it is extremely unusual to see students calling 
their teachers by their first name: unless told 
to do otherwise, you should always address 
your teacher “Monsieur,” or “Madame.”

Last important thing: you should always 
attend orientation at the beginning of the 
semester. Orientation may be mandatory or 
voluntary, depending on the university, but is 
always very worthwhile for getting acclimated 
and for resolving details.  









Choosing Classes
In most cases, you will be expected to choose 
and pick your classes before your departure. 
This is a very important phase, because as an 
exchange student, you are to attend classes in 
direct link with your major in the United States. 
Your semester or year abroad has to include 
classes relevant to the diploma you’re pre-
paring in your American university. In order to 
avoid mistakes, you should always work with 

the director of the exchange program and an 
advisor in your major about how and when 
you’re expected to pick your classes. He or she 
will be able to tell you how many classes you 
have to take, and the types of classes you’re 
allowed to choose from. Sometimes the whole 
process can be done through the internet, and 
sometimes it is the director him or herself who 
has to communicate your choices to the univer-
sity hosting you in France.
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