Dear Assistants, 
 Bonjour ! ! I am writing to introduce myself, to explain a few things and to answer some questions that you may have about the assistantship program in France. Each year an e-mail list is created so that I may keep in contact with the American teaching assistants and answer any questions or help with any problems that may come up. If you want to write an e-mail to me, please write to assistant.washington-amba@diplomatie.fr . I recommend you keep this address in your address book, so that your e-mail account will not filter the messages I send as spam AND also because even if you do not have questions now, you may some in the future. 
 My name is Meg Merwin. I am your contact person at the French Embassy in the United States for the Assistantship Program. If ever you have questions, please contact me either through e-mail (address above) or by phone (202).944.6294. I will be in touch with you throughout this summer and during the 2006-2007 academic year. I was an assistant in Brittany (Académie de Rennes) a couple of years ago----so I have participated as an assistant myself. I am not only here to answer questions, but also to help you with any problems you are experiencing. I may not always be able to help you, but I can usually point you in the right direction to find the answer. I also like to hear about you adventures, so feel free to keep me up to date with your year. 
While you are in France you will also be in contact with Claire Jacquey. She works at the Centre D’Etudes Internationales Pédagogiques (CIEP), the organization in France that oversees this program. Claire and I work together on this program and she will also be in contact with you throughout the year. Her e-mail address is jacquey@ciep.fr . If you send me an e-mail, please do not also send her one, as we forward each other e-mails every day. If the e-mail you send to me is something Claire is in charge of, I will forward it to her and vice versa. 
By now you should have received a letter in French from the French Embassy telling you that you have been accepted to be an assistant next year. The letter you received from the Embassy explained the academy that you will be teaching in and the type of contract you have been offered.  Later this summer you will receive a second letter called ‘Arreté de Nomination’ from your academy with the address of the school you will be teaching at and a contact person at the school. This letter is very important, do not lose it!  It will provide the proof you need to ask for a ‘Teaching Assistant Visa’.  At the moment it is too early to apply for your visa. In June I will send an e-mail explaining the visa process. 
If your plans have changed and you are no longer able to accept the job that was offered to you, please write me a short SIGNED letter and send it to the address that is on your ‘Lettre de Presentation’. There is no deadline as to when you should do this, but please let me know as soon as possible because there is a wait list, and I would like to be able to give this opportunity to another person. If you decide to turn down the position, you are more than welcome to reapply next year, unfortunately you may not defer---and I cannot guarantee you a post. 
Yesterday evening I posted a document on the assistant website that gives more details about the teaching assistant program. This document can be found at www.frenchculture.org/education/support/assistant/index.html . In this document you will find information about the visa process, vacation dates, insurance and housing. I hope this document will alleviate some stress that you may have and answer a lot of your questions. I will also send e-mails over the summer that touches upon these subjects to make sure everything is clear.  Please read this document before sending me any questions. 
Please be aware that I do not know where you will be placed within the academy nor can I change your academy. 
Please also make sure that the e-mail address that you gave me (the one where I sent this e-mail) will be available to you until the end of May 2007. I know that some of you have just graduated from college, please make sure if you gave me your college e-mail address that your account will not be closed now that you are no longer attending school. 
Some of you have asked me what you should be doing right now to prepare for France. This is what I recommend you start working on: 
1) Make sure you passport is valid and will not expire until after October 1, 2007. You may NOT travel nor apply for 
a visa with an expired passport. 
2) Read over the document that I mentioned above. 
 3) Research airline fares. I do NOT recommend you plan on leaving for France until the middle of September. Sometimes the ‘Arreté de Nomination’ will take some time to get to you.  I would hate for you to have to reschedule your flight because you do not have your visa. If you were hoping to travel around Europe for a few months, I highly recommend you wait until the end of the school year (summer 2006). Once you find a good deal----go ahead and purchase it. 
 4) Start putting some money aside for your trip to France. Even though you will have a monthly stipend as an assistant. I recommend you have some extra spending money so that you can take advantage of your vacations and travel---and for any emergencies that may occur. I also recommend having some extra money because you may need a security deposit when renting an apartment in the beginning and also because you will not be paid for your first month of teaching until the end of October/middle of November. 
 5) Daydream. I can attest to the fact that nothing is better than a year abroad teaching English. Your year is what you make of it and it is an opportunity to learn a lot about yourself and have fun teaching. 
  
 If you have any questions, please be patient. There are about 1700 assistants leaving for France this fall and it can be a bit crazy. If your question is already answered in the document I mentioned above, I will not reply to you, but other than that, I promise that I will answer your e-mail or return your phone call. 
Bonne journée, 
Meg Merwin 
  
P.S. For those who were assistants in the past, I apologize that this e-mail has not changed much over the past couple years. :) 
