
Starting in 2005, the French research 
system has been reeling from a series of 
governmental reforms that have intro-
duced radical new changes to the organ-
isation, funding, assessment and orienta-
tion of France’s universities and public re-
search institutions. 

To lend weight to declarations affirm-
ing the importance of research and develop-
ment to the nation’s future, the French gov-
ernment has been promising to significantly 
increase funding to 3% of GDP by 2010 (a 
target set by the European Council’s Lisbon 
Strategy in 2000).

However, although extra public mon-
ey is forthcoming, there are new political 
strings attached. Furthermore, much of the 
new funding is going to industrial devel-
opment rather than scientific research. To 
continue to obtain funding, research can no 
longer be open-ended: it must have short-
term “finalised” aims and should demon-
strate economic and industrial interest. The 

recent creation of autonomous universities 
also seems to be linked to an inevitable dis-
integration of the existing research institu-
tions, particularly the CNRS.

The schism in French higher education 
and the blurred image of French public 
research. A system in chronic need of 
reform.

An international observer might naive-
ly assume that in France, like in other indus-
trialised countries, universities are the sum-
mit of the higher education system. Indeed, 
it can come as quite a shock when the truth 
sinks in: within France, the French univer-
sities are in fact considered to be inherent-
ly second rate when compared to the high-
ly selective system of grandes écoles (pro-
fessional schools) – a series of parallel elite 
“schools” of engineering, commerce, and 
administration.

While France’s 85 universities strug-
gle to educate almost 1.5 million students, 
120 well-funded schools in the other more 
prestigious system teach barely a fifth that 
number.

The only requirement for entry to a 
French university is the possession of a bac-
calauréat (bac), the school leaving quali-
fication. The numbers of school students 
passing the bac has steadily been increas-
ing to over 70% of the age group (0.5 mil-
lion students) with a pass rate of 86.9% in 
the bac général and 89.1% in the bac scien-
tifique. 58% of successful bac students pro-
ceed into the university system, which, due 
to decades of inadequate funding, finds it-
self unable to cope with the annual influx 
of first year students. Lecture halls and am-
phitheatres are woefully overcrowded and 
universities are obliged to exercise radical 
surgery to drastically reduce student num-
bers to manageable proportions; first year 
failure rates are in excess of 50%. Although 
many students may try again or change sub-
jects, the lack of direction and advice in the 
university system leaves hundreds of thou-
sands of students with nothing to show for 
their time spent at the fac (the final drop-
out rate is a whopping 41%).  

Science or engineering? Money-mak-
ers or free thinkers? The schism at 
the heart of French public research 
reforms.

French research reforms (I)

Chance for Change? 
According to those involved, earthquakes have been hitting French research and higher education over the last couple 
of years. Jeremy Garwood takes a good look at the ongoing struggle for reforms and presents his analysis in two parts. 
Part one explains the reason why everyone agrees that reform is needed and deals with the major points of the 2006 
‘Law On Research’. 

Selection or no selection? All the 
“best” students are in the grandes 
écoles…


