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Organisation of french school system



Organisation of french school system

/ ISCED - CITE

 ISCED (International Standard Classification of Education - UNESCO)

 Level 2: Lower secondary education > Collège (Brevet des collèges)

 Level 3: Upper secondary education > Lycée professionnel (CAP, BP, MC, CS, Bac pro)

> Lycée technologique (bac techno) 

> CFA - Centre de formation d’apprenti (all)

 Level 4: Post-secondary non-tertiary education > Ø

 Level 5: Short-cycle tertiary education > IUT – Institut Universitaire Technologique (DUT)

> STS – Section de Technicien Supérieur (BTS)

 Level 6: Bachelor’s or equivalent level > Université (Licence professionnelle)



Upper secondary education in France 

 Young people 15-18 years: age of compulsory education is 16

 Three possibilities:

 General Highschool (3 years)

 prepares students for the general baccalaureate

 It allows students to go on to longer higher education studies

 Technological Highschool (3 years)

 prepares students for the technological baccalaureate

 It allows you to pursue higher technological studies (BTS, DUT, vocational Bachelor)

 Vocational Highschool (2 or 3 years)

 prepares students for the vocational baccalaureate or CAP

 It prepares students to enter the labour market or to continue their studies in short higher 
education (BTS, DUT)



Organisation of the vocational track

/Stakeholders

 Process of schooling in the vocational track (Pelpel, Troger, 2001) dominated by the 

academic convention (Verdier, 2001) : academic and social hierarchy of tracks 

(general, technological and vocational) (Olympio, 2020)

 The main stakeholders in the vocational track are:

 the Ministry of National Education

 the Ministry of Agriculture 

 the Ministry of Labour

 The social partners: representatives of employers and trade unions

 Formal education : school-based or apprenticeship training 

 School-based training: vocational highscool or production school

 Apprenticeship: apprenticeship centre + in-company training

 Both: IUT, STS, University



Organisation of the vocational track

/ training Models & Diplomas
Level 3: vocational highscool, production school or apprenticeship centre

 Certificat d’aptitude professionnelle /CAP : 2 years

 Mention complémentaire /MC : 1 year (after CAP)

 Certificat de spécialisation /CS (Min. Agriculture) : 1 year (after CAP, bac ou BTS)

 Titre professionnel (Min. Labour) : (approx.) 1 year

 Brevet professionnel /BP : 2 years (after CAP)

 Bac professionnel : 3 years

 Bac technologique : 3 years

Level 5: BTS > STS (hosted in general or technological highschools) ; DUT/ BUT > IUT

 Brevet de Technicien Supérieur /BTS : 2 years

 Diplôme Universitaire de Technologie /DUT : 2 years (end) 

 (Level 6) Bachelor Universitaire de Technologie BUT : 3 years (2022)



Some data
Vocational highschool and apprenticeship



Evolution of entries to vocational 

highschools



Few girls in vocational training



Educational background of students in 

vocational high schools



Share of apprenticeship in upper 

secondary education



Apprenticeship

- production trades and service trades



Vocational Highschool

- production trades



Share of apprenticeship in higher education

Master, PhD

Bachelor, BUT

BTS, DUT



Apprenticeship

by degree level

Level 3

Level 4

Level 5

Level 6



Short circle tertiary education -

youth school career path
STS and IUT



STS – Section de technicien supérieur

Further study in higher education

 6/10 vocational baccalaureate holders continue their studies in the year following 

the baccalaureate, and half of them go on to a higher technician section (STS)



In STS : 1/3 of the students have a vocational 

baccalaureate



STS - success in their studies

 Half of the vocational baccalaureate holders who continue their studies in STS 

obtain their BTS in two years. They are less successful than technological 

baccalaureates (66%) and general baccalaureates (81%). 

 Drop-outs are less frequent in STS than in Bachelor: 8% of vocational 

baccalaureate holders who entered STS after the baccalaureate are no longer 

there six months later, but this is the case for 20% of those who entered 

Bachelor.

 The reasons for dropping out are varied, but relate in particular to orientation 

and motivation.



IUT - Instituts universitaires de technologie

 Founded in 1966, outside of universities

 Creating a university system to train something “other than highschools’ 
teachers”

 Crossroads of secondary education, higher education and the economic world

 Abstract and concrete teaching : project-based pedagogy, internship

 Start of technical education at university

 Opening access to higher education to less privileged social classes

 Bachelor Universitaire de Technologie (BUT) – 2022

 3 years > level 6



IUT - predominance of service occupations



IUT - few vocational baccalaureates



To conclude
Societal context of the vocational path in France and academic

convention



 1/3 of young people are in the vocational track in secondary education 

(Cedefop)

 Many reforms of the vocational route in recent years (3-year vocational 

baccalaureate in 2007, reform of the vocational baccalaureate and 

apprenticeship in 2019)

 Strong legitimacy of the academic convention:

Academic competition between individuals whose fairness must be ensured by a 

collective actor with an objectified criterion: academic performance (supposedly 

insensitive in principle to local and market influences) (Verdier, 2008).



 This emphasis on academic knowledge places vocational training in a secondary 

position, or even relegated to a secondary position, in relation to general 

education

 Indeed, the vocational baccalaureate is thus a baccalaureate somewhat apart 

(Maillard and Moreau, 2019), whose identity and comparative advantage are 

regularly questioned.
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