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TAPIF, or the Teaching Assistant 
Program in France, is something 

very near and dear to me. Directly 
and indirectly, it inspired 99% of what 
I write about.

The program isn’t perfect, but I’m 
endlessly grateful for the opportuni-
ties TAPIF has afforded me. In my 
opinion, there can never be enough 
first-hand accounts of the unique 
experience that teaching assistants 
have, so I’m hoping to add to the in-
formation that’s out there in an honest 
and complete way.

If you’re considering the program – 
or you’ve already applied and want to 
know what you’re really getting into 
– consider adding this post to you 
reading list. It’s a long one, but maybe 
it will answer the questions you have.

Before I start, let me explain why I 
drone on endlessly about this thing. 
Why did I decide to crank out a few 
thousand words on the program?

Well, participating in the TAPIF pro-
gram allowed me to live and work – 
for about two years – in France. It al-
lowed me to become fluent in French 
and travel more than I could’ve ever 
imagined if I had taken a job in the 
U.S. right after graduation. It allowed 
me a venue for dipping my toe into 
the waters of English teaching, which 

has become a continued area of in-
terest for me professionally.

I love this program and I’ll keep rec-
ommending it for years to come. I 
know how important it was for me to 
have a long-term experience abroad 
and how rare it is to do that and to 
be paid for it, especially in Europe, 
especially after graduating college, 
especially after majoring in one of the 
humanities instead of business or 
economics or something directly re-
lated to the foreign service.

That said, TAPIF definitely has its lim-
itations. Prospective assistants need 
to hear these limits even more than 
they need to hear about the oppor-
tunities presented to them. I’ve writ-
ten enough about the fun stuff and, 
honestly, the advantages are pretty 
obvious to anyone who wants to go 
abroad. 

Now, after finishing up my second 
TAPIF year and hearing stories from 
assistants who’ve lived through some 
really rough things during the pro-
gram, I want to balance out my own 
previous praise with some more de-
tails about the teaching assistantship 
and give suggestions on how future 
teaching assistants can make it an 
amazing year. 



The Basics, or Everything an 
Assistant Ever Needed to Know 

Here are the essentials about what 
the teaching assistantship is:

• TAPIF is a program organized by the 
French Ministry of Education, the Cen-
tre international d’études pédagogiques, 
and the Cultural Services of the French 
Embassy

• Every year, it sends about a thousand 
20 – 35 year olds from Canada and the 
U.S. to France to help teach English in 
primary, middle, and high schools

• Applicants must prove they have a 
certain level of French to participate, but 
they are not expected to be fluent

• Once accepted and placed in an aca-
démie (school district), assistants receive 
a work contract that runs from October 
through April of the upcoming school 
year

• To live in France for the duration of the 
program, assistants apply for a (specific 
type of temporary) visa at the French 
embassy or consulate near their home 
in the U.S./Canada

• Assistants placed in metropolitan 
France (i.e., not an overseas depart-
ment) are paid 790€ / month + 50% 
of the cost of local public transportation 
from their home to their workplace

• TAPIF assistants work 12 hours per 
week, spread across one, two, or three 
schools

• Participants normally cannot sign a 
contract to work a second job on top of 
the assistantship

• Since the 2014-15 school year, TAPIF 
assistants have been able to apply for a 
renewal of their contract to complete a 
second year of teaching just after their 
first

• Assistants can’t renew their visa in 
France and stay between contracts; 
those accepted participate for a sec-
ond time still have to return to their home 
country and apply for a new work visa

• There are similar programs between 
France and other countries in order 
to support all the languages taught in 
French schools; so, TAPIF assistants 
may end up meeting other “assistants 
de langue” from the U.K., Spain, Ger-
many, China, India, countries in the Ca-
ribbean, and other select places around 
the world

Obviously, there are a lot of things that I 
consider to be essential info, but there 
it is. 

Congrats, you’ve been accepted! 

After hearing about your acceptance in 
April and confirming your willingness to 
participate, you start receiving emails 
from someone at the French Embassy 
who oversees the application process to 
the program. These emails may include:

• an American assistant handbook, with 
information specific to the U.S. resi-
dents who will work as “assistants de 
langue.”

This handbook has a timeline for what 
you need to do administratively and oth-
erwise before leaving (e.g., how and 
when to make your visa appointment, 
how to obtain official copies of your birth 
certificate) and how to begin looking for 
housing and open a bank account once 
you arrive.

• a CIEP handbook which is sent to as-
sistants de langue from every country. 
This book has different information from 
the country-specific handbook and it’s 
worth a good read as well.

• links to the official Facebook group 
for assistants for the upcoming year, as 
well as Académie (i.e., school district)-
specific groups. They’re meant to be a 
support system and a way to exchange 
information before and after you arrive, in 

addition to a 
social tool 
for “meet-
ing” other 
assistants.

• offers 
for tutor-
ing gigs, 
babysitting jobs, informal 
live-in and live-out nanny positions, and 
even homestay / housing exchange of-
fers . These arrangements are not nec-
essarily monitored by TAPIF. They’re 
just job or housing offers that the pro-
gram has agreed to pass along to the 
assistants, so do your own recon before 
agreeing to any gigs or living arrange-
ments you’ve applied for this way.

My biggest suggestion for the sum-
mer before the program is to work 

and save money.

This past year, I had a snag in my payroll 
paperwork that meant I didn’t get paid 
until November. Needless to say, I was 
happy I had some financial cushion for 
that first month. Another assistant had a 
ton of problems opening a French bank 
account; she didn’t end up receiving any 
of her pay until as late as January (al-
though I think this is a very rare case). I 
say all this to reiterate the following: the 
more start-up cash you have access to, 
the better.

What Happens over the 
Summer?



Later in the year after you start getting 
paid, you’ll probably realize that the sal-
ary isn’t a ton of money. Any assistant 
would be happy to have a little extra 
cash on hand, even just as an emergen-
cy fund for replacing a broken phone, 
buying meds to fight off a bout with the 
flu, or any other shitty thing that could 
happen. 

For assistants in the Paris region like me, 
I can safely say that the assistant salary 
isn’t enough to cover all of your regular 
expenses (rent, phone service, transpor-
tation, groceries) plus a normal amount 
of money to spend on actually doing 
things in your downtime. 

Flights!
Another thing you have to do over the 
summer is book your flight. It isn’t cheap, 
but it also doesn’t have to cost thousands 
of dollars. It’s smart to book before your 
visa appointment, since the consulate 
usually asks to see your flight reserva-
tions anyway.

The best thing I did was book a flex-
ible round-trip ticket before my appoint-
ment with Iceland Air. By flexible, I mean 
something more than basic economy — 
though not as fancy/expensive as busi-
ness or first class.  If for some reason 
you don’t like the sound of Iceland Air, 
check around different airline websites to 
see who else offers such a tier.

Yes, buying this ticket meant I had to fly 
past Paris just to change planes in Reyk-
javik and turn right around, but the price 
difference between “Economy Flex” and 
regular economy was minimal. What 
wasn’t negligible, though, was knowing I 
could to make a change to or even can-
cel my itinerary for just $75, plus a more 
generous luggage allowance.

If you don’t book something more flexible 
than the most basic economy trip, you 
could have to pay $200 or more 
to change your flight schedule, even by 
a few hours. If you’ve bought a basic 
economy ticket and for some reason 
have to cancel altogether, you can lose 
a huge chunk of what you originally paid!

Even if you'll be far from Paris, look at fly-
ing into a Paris airport and completing 
your journey by train. It may be much 
less expensive than flying into a regional 
airport. That savings could make the lon-
ger journey worth the trouble, plus you 
can schedule yourself a day or two in La 
Ville Lumière before settling in.

To do

Research banks 
near schools 

Look at how to t
ransfer money from 

the US

Pick up extra sh
ifts this summer

Stop going to T
arget!

The first day of the contract is nor-
mally an orientation day, which you’re 
told about over the summer or at the 
same time as you receive your official 
work contract. 

On this day, you meet administrators 
and sometimes teachers who work 
for the school district where you’ve 
been placed. They give you a ton 
of information about the program, 
attempt to “train” you for the job, and 
ask you to complete start-up pape-
rwork.

Orientation usually continues onto a 
second day. You meet again in the 
same place and get a bit more infor-
mation, possibly doing some demos 
of potential activities to use in the 
classroom. That’s honestly the extent 
of training, reading and maybe role-
playing a handout full of ESL activities. 
Then, you are taken to (or sent out 
on your own to find) your school(s) in 
order to formally introduce yourself 
before the real work begins.

The training/orientation days are also 
where you meet the other English 
assistants working in your area so 
– despite the icebreaker activities 
and stacks of paper – it’s sort of 

fun and social. Both years, orien-
tation is where I made fast friends 
with other assistants. Whether they 
were conscious of it or not, everyone 
spent that first day trying to establish 
a group of people to hang out with, 
bounce ideas off of, and complain to 
for the rest of the year. Some assis-
tants even ended up deciding to be 
roommates and look for housing to-
gether after they met at orientation.

After orientation, the first two weeks 
on the job are reserved for observa-
tion. That means you won’t be requi-
red to plan lessons for those days, 
even though you’re now armed with 
a packet of a hundred games and 
worksheets to try. Instead, you report 
to work and watch how things func-
tion in the classrooms. 

Take notes, or don’t; talk to your new 
coworkers, or don’t; jump in and play 
with the kids, or don’t. The observa-
tion time is for you to get comfortable 
with the new environment, and the 
only requirement is that you’re in the 
building. That said, it’s probably smart 
to actually interact with people during 
this time instead of just looking like a 
weirdo sitting in the back of the room.

Orientation & Training



You can be placed in one, two, or three 
schools. Even if the contract you get over 
the summer just lists one, you might find 
out at orientation that you have additional 
schools to report to. (This happened to 
me in 2015-16, changing from one el-
ementary school to three in the time it 
took me to read a half-sheet of paper 
handed to me on the second day of 
training.) 

Don’t worry, though! The schools are 
normally really close to one another and 
it doesn’t mean you’re working more the 
12 hour per week norm. That said, it 
does affect your schedule if you have to 
move between schools throughout the 
week.

If you’re working in just one school, it 
means you really get to build a bond 
with your students and you might – if the 
teachers are friendly – get close to your 
coworkers. 

On the other hand, if you’re in two or 
three schools you might not get enough 
time with each class; it can make you 
feel like a visitor everyday, even at the 
end of the year, because you’re just less 
of a familiar face than you would be if all 
of your hours were in one single place. 

Be aware that it can be an obstacle on 
the social end, but also know that work-
ing in many schools does have one ad-

vantage: you end up using a lot of activi-
ties you planned for School A on another 
day in School B and School C, so you 
won’t have the same pressure to con-
stantly plan something new.

Aside from number of schools, an as-
sistant’s day can vary even further de-
pending on the kinds of teachers they’ll 
be working with. I’ve had the full gamut 
of coworkers. There were teachers who 
provided all the material and expected to 
team-teach everything, and there were 
laid-back types who let me do whatever 
I wanted with the class, but left me to 
come up with topics and prepare les-
sons by myself.

Sometimes I could take a small group of 
students and work with them in a sepa-
rate room, being really hands-on with 
the group. Other times I was just kind of 
sitting in the back of the class because 
the teacher didn’t need or want anything 
from me and hadn’t given me the oppor-
tunity to work with kids on my own. Just 
get a clear set of expectations from the 
teachers you’re meant to work with and 
it’ll work itself out!

In theory, the language assistant pro-
gram gives direction to schools on how 
things are supposed to work between 
the language assistants and teachers. In 
practice, though, it’s a big gray area. 

Being an Assistant(e) de Langue, 
Day to Day

The schools sometimes aren’t sure 
of what to do with this great assistant 
they’ve asked for (or just happen to re-
ceive year after year), but it’s not the end 
of the world. 

Actually, it’s kind of nice to have a mix 
of hyper-involved and less involved col-
leagues. That way, you have some days 
where you’ve done a lot of prep and 
feel like an actual asset to the school 
and other days when you’re just playing 
around with the kids and hanging out. 
Things balance themselves out once 
you understand the expectations of the 
people you actually work with.

To give you an explanation of a typical 
emploi de temps, let's look at my sched-
ule from my first year of TAPIF. 

I was working in two different collèges 
(middle schools) for the Académie de 
Créteil. 

The first line of each block above is the 
class, the second line is the teacher, 
and the third is the classroom number. 
For example, during the 8-9am block 
on Mondays, I was in classroom #25, 
working with Mr. S and his “4èB” class, 
a.k.a. the B section of “quatrième” grade. 

Looking further, you can tell that on Mon-

days I 
spent part of 

my lunch break (or, pause méridi-
enne, which always lasted a full hour and 
a half — thank you French social norms 
re: work-life balance) traveling from one 
school to the other. Some mornings 
were early starts, some were late starts, 
and I ended at different times depending 
on the day.

On Wednesdays, I was always annoyed 
because I had to travel 45 minutes all the 
way to school just for one hour of work 
(partly because the kids didn’t – and still 
dont – have class on Wednesday after-
noons). I knew I couldn’t ask to change 
this, though, because there simply 
weren’t enough other English classes to 
find a more convenient time to work on a 
different day. In the grand scheme of 
things, it wasn’t a huge deal because…

Fridays were completely free for me, so 
long weekends were a definite possi-
bility for taking mini-trips once I had my 
life/money in order. Honestly, though, I 
usually ended up using Fridays to run er-
rands. There was no shortage of times 
when I needed to visit some administra-
tive office to sort out enrolling in Sécu-
rité Sociale or dedicate an hour to call 

An Actual 
Assistant's 
Schedule



and fix something at my bank or take 
care of something else I couldn’t get 
done on the weekend. (I’ve got plenty 
more to say about the trials and tribula-
tions of working with the administration 
française in the “Opening a Bank Ac-
count” section.)

With all the gaps in my schedule on the 
days I did work, I could plan lessons and 
organize teaching materials between 
classes. I wasn’t normally motivated 
enough to do this, but there were a few 
times when I used the teacher’s lounge 
computer to make lessons instead of 
doing it at home.

You can also see that I worked with 12 
different classes, located at two differ-
ent schools. This meant that I never got 
to spend a ton of time with each class. 
That was my biggest regret, not having 
a lot of time with each group. I always 
felt like I was seeing some student for 
the first time, which was a bummer, but 
also not up to me to decide. I think the 
schools’ approach was to expose as 
many students to this real example of the 
anglophone world as possible, regard-
less of the depth of that exposure.

You’ll probably have a day or two off 
during the week, simply because 
12 hours don’t evenly divide into five 
class days and the people planning 
your schedule don’t usually want to 

force you to come to school for only 
an hour of work.

In any case, 12 hours of work means 
that assistants have an obscene 
amount of free time during the week, 
even after considering the commute 
to and from school. At first, it’s fun 
and you need the time to find an 
apartment, to make friends, and to 
look for side jobs. After you’re settled, 
though, you risk spending a ton of 
that free time wasting away watching 
Netflix or procrastinating before plan-
ning your lessons.

It gets almost depressing if you don’t 
find something productive to do with 
yourself, so that’s why I suggest 
tutoring and babysitting – even for 
assistants who somehow don’t need 
extra money. You can also look for 
language exchange groups like the 
Polyglot Club to practice your French 
and meet some of the millions of 
people that exist in France outside 
the TAPIF program. You could even 
audit classes at a local university if 
you find something interesting that 
doesn’t interfere with your work sche-
dule.

Some people are tempted to do this 
program while pursuing a Master’s 
degree. It’s technically possible, but 
extremely rare to pull off because you 
don’t get to choose the location or 

hours of your TAPIF job. 

I like a good hour or two of sitting in a 
café and people watching as much 
as the next girl, but at some point you 
have to step away from the caffeine 
and leave the smoky bistro. A really 
good idea for keeping yourself busy, 
even if it sounds corny as hell, is to 
write down an actual list of things to 
do before you have to go. I’m talking 
about tourist attractions in your town, 
other cities in France you want to vi-
sit, and even other places in Europe 
you’d like to travel to. That way, you 
can stay accountable to yourself and 
have a quick reference for things you 
can do in those plentiful hours away 
from work.

During the year, keep in mind the 
rythme scolaire. It’s something you’ll 
hear quite a lot about in the teacher’s 
lounge when everyone starts talking 
about the date of the next school 
holidays. (Or, more likely, you will hear 
this word when people start talking 
about changes that the Éducation 
Nationale has threatened to make to 
said schedule in the future.) Get rea-
dy to jump for joy, because that holi-
day schedule guarantees you ample 
time to travel and hang out. Basically, 
every six weeks of work are rewarded 
with a two-week break. I’m not lying, 
you will have a hefty break every six 
weeks. Check the official academic 

calendar here and start thinking of 
what to do with all those vacation 
days! It was honestly overwhelming 
for me; I was used to thinking adults 
only had 2 weeks off in the summer-
time, max.

Moving Abroad is a Huge Task, 
and TAPIF Can’t Solve All Your 
Problems

Here’s the juicy/depressing part of 
this faux-handbook: an explanation 
of a few of the shit things that of-
ten happen with TAPIF assistants. I’m 
writing this section to make prospec-
tive and future assistants aware that, 
as hard as the people who manage 
TAPIF work to keep the program run-
ning well, they can’t solve certain lo-
gistical problems for assistants – and 
there will be plenty of these problems 
to choose from.

There's too 
much downtime



Immigration, even in this tempo-
rary sense, is hard. We can’t forget 
that this program isn’t study abroad, 
where everything down to our ho-
mestay and weekend excursions are 
arranged before we arrive. There are 
so many great things that TAPIF pro-
vides, but everyone’s housing, bank 
accounts, and 100% vetted sources 
of extra income don’t fall under the 
program’s purview. Here’s some ad-
vice for trying to tackle what the pro-
gram can’t:

Finding a safe, comfortable place to 
live is the most important thing, but 
it’s also the most stressful part of mo-
ving to France. Some assistants are 
lucky and get offered housing by their 
school, but this is usually only the 
case for assistants in a lycée (high 
school). Keep in mind, though, that 
not all lycée assistants have an apart-
ment reserved for them and, to be 
honest, when they do have a place 
it’s not always the best or most affor-
dable housing solution.

So, here’s the deal for everyone who 
doesn’t arrive with a place to live: In 
Paris and other large French cities, 
assistants don’t earn three times the 

average rent for a studio or a one-
bedroom. This means that many 
landlords deny assistants because 
there isn’t sufficient proof of income. 
Guarantors are usually out of the 
question, too, because American 
and Canadian assistants’ parents 
don’t have French bank accounts 
and, thus, their income isn’t saisis-
sable for a French landlord.

Admittedly, that’s not a super uplifting 
series of observations. What do as-
sistants do, then? Well, resist the urge 
to abandon all self-respect and move 
into the first box you can find for the 
sake of expediency. Perseverance is 
key, and I believe that if it were truly 
impossible for assistants to find hou-
sing, the TAPIF program would either 
intervene or cease to exist. That said, 
looking for housing in France means 
it’s time to really evaluate your needs. 
Do you need to live in the city center, 
or can you compromise as long as 
the place is near public transit? Will 
you take a tiny studio even if you’ve 
never lived in a fourth floor walkup 
with no washing machine? Do you 
absolutely have to live alone, or can 
you handle the frustrations that come 
with sharing space?

I’ll assert that, in general, roommate 
arrangements are a lot easier to find. 
So, spend the first week or two sear-
ching Appartager.com, Roomlala, 

and other sites with colocation ads. 
Trust your instincts, scrutinize the 
offers, and don’t agree to anything 
that doesn’t feel like a good fit. Take 
enough time with your search to 
find something that’s worth living in 
for a year.

You can also buddy up with a few 
other assistants and visit a repu-
table real estate agency – in person 
– to see if they can find an apartment 
for you to share. With the burden of 
the rent shared across more than 
one (foreign) person, some assis-
tants have had luck with this plan. 
Be sure to bring all of your work 
contracts to this meeting; it could get 
things moving quickly and cut down 
on time spent in a hostel. Remem-
ber, though, that real estate agents 
in France take a fee from the renters 
(i.e., you and your new friends) when 
dealing with locations.

Another option is looking into homes-
tay offers and au pair / chambre 
contre service ads. (People tend to 
use websites like FUSAC.org and 
the Assistant de langue Facebook 
groups to post these.) In a homestay, 
there’s a family or single person renting 
out a room in their home; since it’s an 
agreement between two individuals 
and not a pure landlord-tenant situa-
tion, people are usually more lax re-
garding your lack of thousands of eu-

ros 
or a garant in France.
Informal au pair jobs are plentiful, so 
if you find a nice family or someone 
personally recommended to you 
by a former assistant you could be 
in an okay situation. The babysitting 
will take up your free time, but you’ll 
pocket all of your TAPIF income and 
should even be paid a bit of  extra 
money on top of that for the child-
care. Chambre contre service is 
pretty much the same thing where, in 
exchange for English lessons (usually 
for kids), a family is willing to give you 
a room to stay in for free.

While I explain that these arrange-
ments exist, I learned that a lot of the 
stress assistants have comes from 
these side job/living arrangement op-
tions. Assistants feel obligated to take 
them on in order to fix their housing 
problems quickly and to save money 
over the course of the year. Unfortu-
nately, though, there are scammers 
and unhelpful people everywhere, at 

Where the *!&" 
am I going to 

live?



home and abroad.

Any babysitting, tutoring, or hou-
sing-in-exchange-for-childcare offer 
could turn out to be much more difficult 
than it seemed at the outset. It bears 
repeating that it can be straight-up 
trouble once you get into this kind of 
arrangement in a foreign country with 
people you don’t know. Some fami-
lies can be demanding or exploit the 
fact that they have the upper hand, 
unjustly changing your job duties or 
treating you in a less than stellar way 
because you depend on them for 
housing and some of your income, 
so they think they can. Some people 
renting rooms to assistants turn out 
to be horrible roommates or worse, 
looking for shady ways to get more 
money from you once  you’ve moved 
in.

Consider offers for side jobs and 
roommate offers, but be smart! Do all 
the research you can on the people/
families involved. Make sure you’ve 
gotten some sort of contract -signed 
by everyone involved – explaining 
the duties to perform or accommo-
dations offered. Don’t rush into ac-
cepting any offer you receive, even 
after you’ve met person face-to-face; 
mull it over and maybe keep looking 
for alternatives after you’ve decided 
in case things turn sour. More than 
one assistant (that I met this past year 

alone) had a very, very stressful expe-
rience because of who they lived with 
or worked for.

Opening a Bank 
Account

This is another thing to start working 
on from day one in France, as there is 
no way to be paid if you don’t have a 
French account. It just isn’t as easy to 
open a checking account in France 
as it is in the U.S., and the fact that 
TAPIF participants are foreign adds 
more complications to that.

My advice is to walk into a bank 
near your school (or your house, if 
you are magical and already know 
where you’re living) armed with every 
possible official document you can 
think of, plus photocopies. Choose 
a bank branch that is easy to get to, 
as French bank accounts are domi-
cilié, or somewhat tied to the branch 
where they were opened and a spe-
cific conseiller (who is your main point 
of contact for any questions or issues 
you have regarding your account).

Most banks will offer you an account 
geared toward students and young 
professionals, which should have low 
monthly fees and usually come with 
online or mobile banking as a main 
service. You should opt for a check 

book, even if you don’t really use 
checks at home; they’re pretty stan-
dard for paying rent and putting a de-
posit on things in France, so the fact 
that the bank might charge you for 
a chequier doesn’t mean you should 
forgo it.

Finally, follow up with the bank after 
you’ve left this first appointment! If 
you’ve been waiting a long time for 
your card or account documents, 
it could mean they’re having trouble 
opening an account for you and/or 
not taking your request seriously.

Lots of assistants have had to vi-
sit multiple branches of multiple 
banks before finding someone who 
can work with them – even though 
they had proof of employment in 
France and the visa to prove legal re-
sidence. Sometimes the issue is that 
you’ll be using your school as your 
address instead of your apartment 
(because you won’t have one yet). 

Other times, it’s because the person 
in front of you has never worked with 
a language assistant or foreigner in 
the country for such a short period 
of time, so they’re unsure of how to 
go about opening an account for you 
and aren’t really falling over them-
selves to find a solution. Whatever 
the case may be, you have to be as-
sertive to get things done in France; 

opening a bank account is likely to 
be your first hands-on experience 
with this.

The French themselves have an 
anxiety-ridden relationship with l’ad-
ministration; just Google “phobie 
administrative” and you’ll find both 
playful and rather serious conside-
rations of a kind of psychological 
distress caused by institutional inte-
ractions. I take this to mean that we 
can’t expect people – at the bank, at 
school, in customer service at your 
new internet provider, or even in the 
stupid checkout line in the grocery 
store – to be as eager to help you as 
they might’ve been in a similar situa-
tion back home.

Research Banque Pop

Ask last year's assistant which 

bank he hused

Reach book about negociating?



• Sécurité Sociale: Enrolling in Sécu 
(healthcare) is required for all non-Eu-
ropean assistants, but was a com-
plete bust my first year. I went my 
entire stay in France during the 2013-
14 school year without ever recei-
ving a Carte Vitale, so I don’t know 
what would’ve happened if I got really 
sick  had to go to the doctor. Luckily, 
the process was changed last year 
(2015-16) and after a bit of back and 
forth I received my card in a pretty 
timely manner. It was a surprisingly 
smooth process this time.

• CAF: La Caisse d’Allocation Fami-
liale is the group assistants apply 
to see if they are eligible for finan-
cial assistance in order to pay their 
rent. It is a very, very long process to 
apply and takes your TAPIF income, 
monthly rent, and type of apartment 
into account. Of the people I know 
who’ve gone through and applied, 
maybe 50% of them actually received 
money in the end…and it was truly 
at the end of their time in France. 
It’s smart to apply and assistants do 
technically have the right, but don’t 
budget based on money you expect 
the CAF to pay back to you.

• Transportation Reimbursement: By 

law, French employers pay for 50% 
of the cost of public transportation 
between an employee’s home and 
their workplace. This includes lan-
guage assistants and really isn’t hard 
to get! 

Just remember you’ll have some 
paperwork to fill out for this (it’s not 
automatic) and you normally have 
to buy a certain kind of public trans-
portation plan to receive the money. 
For example, in the Paris region I had 
to get a Navigo card and buy the 
monthly fee; my Académie would not 
reimburse me if I only used T+ pa-
per tickets or bought a weekly plan 
instead of monthly. Your school/Aca-
démie may even ask you to send 
them your receipts each month as 
proof, which I had to do my second 
year (but not the first).

• Working a second job: You’ll pro-
bably want to work an extra job, es-
pecially if you read any other part of 
this long ass pretend handbook. Be 
aware that assistants normally can’t 
work another formal job (i.e., one with 
a signed contract). You can contact 
your Rectorat – which is an adminis-
trative arm of the Académie where 
you work – to ask if you’re allowed 

to take on further employment, but 
in my experience it’s always been a 
“No.” This is why people place ads 
on LeBonCoin.com to offer English 
lessons/tutoring services and take on 
lots of babysitting work, so it’s pro-
bably your best bet.

• Cell Phones: Whether you bring an 
unblocked phone from home or get 
a new one in France, you’ll need a 
local number for your schools and for 
your bank, among other things. 

Phone service is relatively cheap 
in France, so have no fear! I didn’t 
want a contract, so I paid 29 euros a 
month for 2 GB of data and unlimited 
calls/texts with SFR. There are other 
no-contract (sans-engagement) pro-
viders out there, like Sosh (part of 
Orange), SFR Red, and Free. 

All you need is a RIB (relévé d’identité 
bancaire, a document you get with 
your account that you give to a busi-
ness you are allowing to charge you 
automatically/monthly from your ac-
count) from your new bank account, 
an address where you can receive 
mail, and access to the internet, 
as these services can only be pur-
chased online. 

The only thing to consider with these 
types of low-cost services is that 
there are no brick-and-mortar stores 

to visit if you have a question or an 
issue; everything is done online or by 
phone.

• Gyms: Like in the U.S., it’s not 
common to find a no-contract gym. 
If you’re like me and won’t work out 
unless you have a real gym to go 
to, you’re in luck! Normally, moving 
more than 100km from your gym is 
grounds to break the contract, so 
you shouldn’t have problems ending 
yours when you leave France. Just 
explain your temporary situation and 
be sure to get confirmation from your 
gym that you can break the contract 
at the end before you sign up. Fees 
tend to start at 19 euros a month.

• OFII: In addition to the visa that is 
stamped into your passport before 
you leave home, assistants from out-
side the EU must get their visa vali-
dated by the OFII office. The day of 
your visa appointment at the consu-
late, you should have completed the 
top half of an OFII form. When you 
get your visa, you should also get 
this form back with a stamp on it. 
As soon as possible upon arriving 
in France, you complete the bottom 
part of the form and bring it/mail it via 
certified mail (lettre recommandée 
avec accusé de reception) to the OFII 
office nearest to your place of resi-
dence for the year. The office will then 
contact you for an appointment that 

Miscellaneous Other Things to Do



cannot be moved. On the day, you 
go to the office for a medical exam 
and complete a bit of paperwork; at 
the end, the OFII office places your 
official titre du sejour in your passport, 
validating your visa stamp and rende-
ring you an official and legal resident 
for the duration of that visa.

It’s a relatively straightforward pro-
cess, but it needs to be done within 
3 months of your arrival in France – 
otherwise your visa becomes inva-
lid. If the OFII hasn’t contacted you for 
your appointment within a few weeks 
of receiving your OFII form, contact 
your Académie for advice or assis-
tance.

My first year of TAPIF, the 
OFII office in Paris was 
extremely backed up and 
many language assistants 
had to wait until that three-
month mark had almost 
passed before being given 
an appointment. Without 
the OFII stamp, it made 
Christmastime travel outside 
of the Schengen Zone risky, 
as our visas would’ve looked 
invalid to border officials when 
we wanted to re-enter the 
country. Luckily, the Académie 
was made aware of the issue 
and contacted the OFII office to 
rectify the situation; I think eve-

ryone’s appointments were taken 
care of before anyone’s visa truly be-
came invalid, including my own.

...the only other thing I should say is that no one should let the 
complicated things discourage them from applying for or enjoying 

the amazing adventure that TAPIF allows you to have.

Nothing is perfect, including being a language assistant, but it 
can be a damn good experience – especially if you know what to 
look out for before you get there. I’m not saying that anyone can 
avoid all the possible pitfalls, because things happen wherever 

you go in life. Hopefully, though, you can avoid the snags you’ve 
read about here and have an amazing year full of teaching, travel, 
and personal growth. It’s an amazing job, even with the limits of 

the support it provides.

If it wasn’t, I never would’ve done it twice.

After all of that...


