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Chapter 1: Overview of the Educational System in France

1.1 Institutional Structure

Compulsory education in France begins at age six and ends at 16.1 However, the vast majority of French 
children benefit from three years of formal state-financed pre-schooling, the last year of which is geared 
toward acquiring the basic skills for reading and writing. Compulsory education includes both the five 
years of elementary school (école primaire) and the four years of lower secondary school (collège). 
There exists no certification exam for passing from primary to lower-secondary school. Children often 
repeat a year if they have not mastered the basic skills required for passage into the next level. At the 
end of the collège students are 15-years-old unless they have repeated a year. They must therefore still 
attend school full-time for at least one more year to satisfy the compulsory education requirement. 
Upon completing the collège, all students take a lower-secondary examination called the diplôme 
national du brevet. The grades are based on their results on the examination, as well as marks for work 
completed during the two previous years. Passing the brevet confirms satisfactory completion of lower 
secondary education, but does not determine whether students are allowed to progress to the next 
stage of schooling at a lycée (upper-secondary school). Students who have below average performance 
in the more important disciplines (math, French) are likely to be kept back a year. Class retention is 
widely practiced in France. Among the French cohort of 15-year-old pupils surveyed in the PISA study, 
approximately 40 percent had been kept back at least once during their primary or lower-secondary 
school carreer (Grenet 2008, 13). 

Admission to publicly funded lycée education is usually automatic upon completion of lower-
secondary education in the collège. Each school district offers students a choice between high-schools 
of general academic and technological education (Lycée d’enseignement général et technologique 
- LEGT), and vocational high schools (Lycée d’enseignement professionnel - LEP) on leaving the last 
year of lower-secondary school (troisième). In addition to the various types of lycées, there also exists 
apprenticeship training centers (Centre de formation pour apprentis – CFA) in which students alternately 
benefit from formal schooling and internships with employers. Approximately nine percent of young 
people aged 16 and 17 are in this type of training. 

Collège students completing the last year usually attend lycées in their local school district 
catchment area, except if the option or speciality they have chosen requires attendance at a more 
distant institution. Parents are generally expected to enroll their children in a lycée in their local school 
area unless, for example, a family opts for private-sector education or, if the specialisation chosen 
during the final year of collège (for example, a foreign language not included at the local school), 
involves attending an institution further away. Recently the system has been modified so as to offer 
more latitude of choice to students and their parents, but the final decision still lies with the local school 
district authorities and depends on a student’s grades and on the number of requests each particular 
lycée receives. Head teachers are not involved in the admissions process which is managed by officials 
at the Académie level (the regional educational headquarters). The criteria used are applied to the list of 
applicants for each school until the number of places available have been filled.

The first year of the lycée (seconde), which contrary to what one would guess from the terminology 
corresponds to the first year of high school, plays a determining role in career choice. Following this year, 
students study for a specific type of Baccalaureate examination. Students whose standard of work is not 
deemed high enough may repeat the year. Occasionally students move to a different type of lycée after 
the seconde (e.g. from a general and technological lycée to a vocational lycée, more rarely the other 
way). During the second term of the seconde, the student and his/her parents formulate provisional 
career interests. The head teacher, who is responsible for providing information to students as well as 

1   Most of the information for this section was gathered from the site: http://www.inca.org.uk/ (INCA International Review 
of Curriculum and Assessment frameworks)
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orientation and guidance, the careers advisor, and the principal teacher for the class sometimes help 
them to come to a decision. During the third term, the family chooses between the Baccalauréat options 
available and establishes a list of preferences in writing. Based on this list and on academic results the 
class council formulates proposals concerning the student’s future options, which, particularly in cases 
of uncertainty, may include considerations of the student and his or her family’s wishes as well as an 
assessment of motivation, ability, behavior, etc. The family can appeal if it disagrees with the option 
recommended by the class council. The class council is composed of all the teachers who have had to 
teach the particular class-group during the year, two representatives of the parents, two representatives 
of the students, and two non-teaching personnel called education  and orientation councelors. 

Upper-secondary school has three years: seconde, première, terminale. While there is a common 
core of disciplines offered at the lycée level, particularly in the seconde, students have varying hours 
of each subject and choose extra subjects depending on the specific qualification they have decided to 
pursue. The vast majority of students enjoy a common non-differentiated curriculum until the end of 
lower-secondary school, although there are some options, such as second and third language choice 
which implicitely differentiate classes as early as the collège. A broad range of academic and vocational 
qualifications is available during upper-secondary education (ages 15 to 18 or 19). 

The main qualification offered is the Baccalauréat a standardized national certification exam 
which all students finishing the lycee must take and which is required to enter all institutions of higher 
education. There exist three types of Baccalauréat: general academic, technological and vocational. 
The general Baccalauréat usually leads to higher education, whereas the technological or vocational 
Baccalauréats lead to either higher education or particular types of employment. 

The general academic lycées offers three different specialties: social and economic (ES), litterary 
(L) and scientific (S). Students who persue one of these general streams usually plan to obtain a general 
university degree or to try for the highly selective grandes écoles or other such selective higher educational 
institutions which require several years of specialized preparation to sit for the entrance exams. Many 
LEGT (Lycée d’enseignement général et technologique) also offer a series of more specialized technological 
streams which lead to one of the variety of technological Baccalauréats and often on to a two year 
specialized technological higher-educational training program such as those offered in the Technological 
University Institutes (Institut Universitaire de Technologie – IUT). In turn these lead to specialized higher 
education certification such as the Brevet de Technicien Supérieur (BTS) (see charts in the Annex for a 
presentation of vocational and non vocational streams and the variety of degrees associated).  

The professional lycées (LEP) are institutionally and geographically separate from the LEGT. They 
offer an initial one to two year program to all pupils. This leads either to the Certificate of Professional 
Aptitute (C.A.P.) after one or two years, or to the Brevet of Professional Studies (B.E.P.) after two to three 
years. After receiving this diploma, students either choose to stop their studies, try for their professional 
Baccalaureate in two years, or enter into a transitory première d’adaptation in order to be reoriented 
and obtain their technological Baccalaureate in two additional years. They can also follow some other 
one year complementary training program leading to a specific type of employment. 

One of the major reforms of the past years has been to make it increasingly possible for 
students who have entered vocational high-schools to continue on beyond the shorter vocational 
training programs (CAP-BEP) in order to obtain one of the numerous professional Baccalauréats, which 
then makes it possible for them to apply for advanced vocational training at the tertiary level and 
to try for a diploma such as the brevet de technicien supérieur (BTS) or the Diplôme Universitaire de 
Technologie (DUT). In 2007, just over 25 percent of students leaving the troisième (last class of lower-
secondary school) were tracked into vocational high-schools (LEP). That same year close to 43 percent 
of those who had obtained the two year vocational BEP degree in the preceding year chose to continue 
into a première professionnelle (second year of high school leading to a Baccalaureate) and to prepare 
for a vocational Baccalaureate.2

2   ONISEP, guide de l’orientation 2007-2008 at www.onisep.fr. 
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The creation of the unified lower-secondary school (collège unique) dates from 1975 and has 
had an important impact on access to secondary education. It has become much more generalized with 
over 65 percent of French youth obtaining the Baccalaureate, many of whom then pursue into higher 
education. The remaining 35 percent either leave the educational system upon having obtained a CAP or 
BEP or leave with no secondary level certification (beyond the brevet des collèges). This democratization 
of the French secondary school system has however been accompagnied by the development of more 
subtle and increasingly numerous forms of internal differentiation, some based on the choice of second 
and third language, some on the creation of certain class profiles during the last years of compulsory 
education, some on the existence of a vast variety of types of Baccalaureates and still others on 
differences in the reputation of individual schools.  

The French school system appears at one and the same time as a highly centralised, State 
financed, democratic system and as a system which is still extremly elitest. Indeed it is characterized 
by complex and often implicit forms of internal differentiation and hierarchies which the more socially 
advantaged parents are best armed to understand and to navigate to their children’s advantage. For 
instance, children of lower socio-economic status have less chance than the more advantaged ones of 
obtaining the prestigeous general Baccalaureate, which is itself internally differentiated between the 
more selective scientifique series and the less selective litterary one. This hierarchy, while implicit is well 
known by everyone and, makes for a form of tracking and pre-tracking which is dependent much more 
on students’ academic performance in the most prestigeous disciplines (math, science) than on their 
academic tastes and preferences or on their particular carreer plans. 

See also http://www.inca.org.uk/1371.html for a complete table presenting France’s Educational Structure 
(ages 3-19) 
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1.2 Ownership, Authority and Financing:  A Centralized State-run System

In France, virtually the entire school population receives an education financed by the State. Public-sector 
institutions provide schooling for approximately 86 percent of the children in primary level education 
(students aged 6-11) and 79 percent of those in secondary education. Nearly all private schools have 
entered into a contract with the State, which assumes responsibility for salaries and, in most cases, for 
the functioning of the school. During the 2004-2005 academic year about 20 percent of all upper and 
lower secondary school pupils were enrolled in a private school. Of these 97.4 percent were in a school 
under contract with the State which means that they followed the same curriculum and had the same 
calendars as students enrolled in public schools. The few private schools that have not entered into a 
contract with the State are those which offer alternative pedagogical methods (Montessori, Steiner, 
etc.). At the lycée level there exist both vocational and non vocational private schools in approximately 
equal proportion to those existing in the public sector.  

The State has overall responsibility for educational policy, although a slow process of 
decentralisation which began in the early 1980s gives slightly more autonomy to local authorities 
(régions, communes and départments). The Ministry of Education lays down guidelines for teaching, 
draws up the school curriculum and administers staff recruitment, training and management. It also 
oversees the status and regulations of schools, allocating them their appropriate quotas of teachers and 
administrative staff.

To implement its education policy and management tasks, the Ministry of Education has ‘external 
administrative’ departments known as Académies, with jurisdiction over a particular geographical area 
of the country. Each one of the 31 Académies is headed by a Recteur acting directly on behalf of the 
Minister of Education.  An Académie covers several départements (smaller administrative areas), each 
managed by an Inspecteur d’académie who oversees the national education services provided for it 
by the Ministry. The existance of a national curriculum and a standardized final examination ensures 
relative homogeneity of educational content, although there might in reality be substantial differences 
between schools. 

The system is supervised by several inspectorates. Two general inspectorates are entrusted 
with very broad responsibilities for evaluations.  National education inspectors visit primary schools and 
monitor the performance of teachers, while ‘regional inspectors of teaching activity’ are responsible for 
assessing secondary school teachers in their particular subject. Inspectors are nominated by the Ministry 
of Education and have usually risen through the various national teaching and administrative services. 
They usually possess a higher educational degree such as a Doctorate and/or an Agregation (highest 
teaching certification obtained through a very selective national contest). At the secondary school 
level, the Inspecteurs d’Académie are responsible for overseeing the organisation of the Baccalaureate, 
for controling the financial, pedagogical and administrative procedures of secondary schools and for 
managing personnel and organising activities aimed at informing students and their families about the 
variety of educational opportunities offered at the departmental level. 

The overall cost for publically financed education amounts to about 7 percent of the gross 
national product of France. In 2004, the State contributed 59 percent of the expenditure for running 
schools while local governments contributed 20.2 percent. The remaining costs were covered by households 
(8 percent), industry (6.5 percent) (consisting mainly of contributions to vocational training through 
apprenticeship taxes) and administrative services of other Ministries such as the Ministry of Labor or the 
Ministry of Youth and Sports (8.3 percent)3 and family welfare (1.1 percent) (Note d’information MEN 
05.39). The central government covers the cost of salaries for teachers, as well as administrative and 
guidance staff. The local authorities are now responsible for investment and operational expenditures; 
the regions (régions) for upper-secondary education institutions - lycées, and regional institutions for 
special education (éducation adaptée or EREA); the départements for lower-secondary schools (collèges); 

3   http://www.vie-publique.fr/actualite/alaune/education-depense-qui-represente-7-1-du-pib.html
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and the communes for nursery and elementary schools. Collèges, for example, receive a lump sum from 
the local département (sub-regional administrative jurisdiction) which contributes towards the costs of 
maintenance and upkeep of buildings, heating, etc. Since teachers are classified as civil servants, their 
salary is covered by the central government and established according to a national scale. Textbooks are 
paid for by a fixed subsidy which comes from the Académie.

In private sector education (mostly religious schools), families pay school fees which vary from 
school to school. In schools that have entered into a contract with the State, which is the case for the 
vast majority of private schools, fees are not very high. Parents are free to register their children at this 
type of school, providing places are available. The majority of private schools are Catholic schools which 
have a contract with the State. This entitles them to a significant amount of state funding which also 
covers the cost of teachers’ salaries and initial in-service training. In return such schools must adhere 
to the timetables and curricula followed in public schools and are subject to state supervision and 
inspection. In reality the content of teaching differs very little from the public school system. Private 
schools are not subjected to the constraints of school districting. 

1.3 School Districting: The Constraints of the Carte Scolaire

Each primary, lower-secondary and upper-secondary school is attributed a specific geographical 
recrutement area. At the primary school level catchment areas are determined by the municipality, while 
at the lower and upper-secondary level they are managed by the Académie. Catchment areas for primary 
schools and secondary schools are not synonymous, since secondary school district are often larger than 
primary school ones. Catchment areas are first and foremost a mechanism that makes it possible for 
school authorities to predict the size and distribution of the school population for the upcoming year 
and to assign an adequate number of teachers to each school. Ethnicity or nationality has no bearing on 
the composition of catchment areas which are essentially designed according to geographic proximity 
and in order to maintain a certain equilibrium between the resources of schools and the size of the 
student population. It is the home address which therefore determines which school each pupil must 
attend. The only way to avoid the constraints of this general system of school districting (la carte 
scolaire) is either to benefit from a secondary address outside of the particular sector one lives in, or to 
choose an option, for example a language not offered by the local school, or to resort to private schools.  
The upper and upper-middle classes are the most likely to succeed in circumventing the districting 
system. At the lycée level, the differing types of establishments and the variety of existing streams 
and training schemes tend to create less of a strict correspondence between students’ home address 
and the school they attend. While the districting system applies also at the upper-secondary level, the 
districts for each lycée are larger and more overlapping and there exist more possibilities for parents to 
formulate multiple choices. Students who attend high-schools with very specialized training in specific 
areas often live quite far from the school. Such student may chose to live part time in collective student 
housing providd by the schools (internat). 

The carte scolaire was originally conceived as a tool for centralized planning of school 
administration and financing, as well as a way of ensuring a relative social mix among the student 
population. Lately it has come under attack both from the left and the right as it is increasingly seen 
as reenforcing social and ethnic segregation stemming from significant differences in residential 
neighborhoods. For the first time in 2007-2008, the districting system for secondary schools was revised 
in order to increase the possibility for families to request that their child be enrolled in a collège or lycée 
outside of their catchment area. Priority is now given to students suffering from mental or physical 
handicaps, to those benefitting from public aid for low-income families, to special needs students (this 
may include students who are recent immigrants), to those who have a sibling attending the requested 
school and to those whose home is situated in close proximity to the catchment area.
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1.4 Pupil Enrollment and Educational Attainment 

In September 2007, 6,645 100 pupils were enrolled in pre-primary and primary level public and private 
state-financed schools in France and its overseas departments: 2,552,100  in pre-primary (maternelle),and 
4,047,300 in primary school (MEN, 2008, Note d’information 08.01). Enrollment figures for secondary 
schools were as follows: 3 084 001 in  lower secondary school classes (collège), 713,381 in vocational 
high schools (lycée professionnel) and 1,470,032 in general and technological high schools (lycée général 
et technologique) (MEN, 2008, Note d’information 08.02). Virtually all French youth pursue an education 
beyond the compulsary age of 16.  In 2006-2007, nearly 57 percent of students entering the upper-
secondary school level were enrolled in a general and technological lycée, 32 percent were enrolled in a 
vocational lycée, and the remaining 11 percent were in some form of apprenticeship training program. 
Among those having completed the seconde in the general and technological lycée in 2006, 55 percent 
then continue on into a première générale, 24 percent into a première technologique, 14.5 percent 
repeat the seconde, 4.5 percent transfer into a vocational stream and the remaining two percent go 
elsewhere. In 2006, 73 percent of those entering into a vocational stream entered a vocational high 
school (lycée professionnel) and 27 percent a center for apprenticeship training (Centre de formation 
pour apprentis - CFA) (ONISEP 2007-2008). (The CAP-BEP certificates can be obtained through both the 
apprenticeship training route and through regular vocational high schools). 

 The number of pupils leaving the educational system without having obtained any form of 
qualification has steadily decreased over the past thirty years, going from 170,000 to approximately 
42,000 (MEN, 2008, Note d’information 08.05). In France, this category is made up of students who have 
completed neither the CAP-BEP level, nor reached the first year (seconde) of the three year high school 
cycle in the general or technological lycée. This represents about 6 percent of a given generational 
cohort, which is higher than the dropout rate before the end of compulsory education at 16 (between 
three and four percent). In 2005, 17 percent of pupils left school without having obtained any secondary 
education certificate or diploma, although two thirds of them were considered as having a qualification 
since they had reached the last year (terminale) of the CAP, BEP of Baccaulaureate sections, albeit 
without obtaining the degree. 

In 2005-2006, over 99 percent of 14-year-olds in France benefitted from formal education 
according to figures from the Ministry of Education on school enrollment and data from the last national 
census. That same year rates of enrollment at age 15 were 97 percent for boys and 98 percent for girls, 
while at age 16 they droped slightly to 96 percent for boys and 97 percent for girls. At age 17 enrollment 
rates still reached 92 percent for boys and 93 percent for girls. After age 17 rates of enrollment drop 
more steadilly since 77 percent of boys and 81 percent of girls are still in school at age 18.  

In 2004, 42 percent of all young people who interrupted their studies for the first time that 
year had obtained a higher educational degree, 41 percent had obtained a secondary school degree 
and the remaining 17 percent left school without having any upper-secondary school diploma (neither 
the CAP, BEP or the Baccalaureate). In 2004, 7.5 percent of all students leaving secondary education 
terminated their studies before reaching the last year of the cycle leading to a secondary level diploma 
(CAP,BEP, Baccalaureate). Over three fourth of them were in the first year of vocational school, while the 
other fourth had enrolled in a general or technological première or terminale before ‘dropping-out’.4

Chapter 2: Differentiation in the Educational System by Ethnicity

Before embarking on a discussion of the school careers of youth from ethnic minorities, it is important 
to point out that France does not differentiate between groups of French citizens according to their 
ethnic origins in its published statistics. Once children of immigrants acquire citizenship status, which 

4    L’état de l’école n°17 – Edition 2007, 30-31. 
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most automatically do upon reaching 18 by virtue of their birth in France, they become virtually invisible 
as a particular statistical category. For some of the major and more long-term immigrant groups, such 
as those coming from the former French colony of Algeria, the discrepancy between the available 
statistics on first, and sometimes indirectly on second generation, and the actual size of the native born 
population of Algerian descent is significant. For other more recent immigrant groups, such as the Turks, 
who arrived for the most part in the 1970s and 1980s, the third generation is still relatively small. It is 
therefore impossible to offer reliable data on those groups who are increasingly designated in France as 
‘visible’ minorities of non-European descent (North-African, Black African, Middle Eastern, Asian, West 
Indian, etc.). 

2.1 Composition and Distribution of Children of Immigrants in Secondary Schools

General estimates on the size and composition of the second generation have been attempted using data 
from large studies that include questions on the parent’s place of birth. However, schools themselves 
only gather information on the percentage of pupils who do not have French citizenship (Simon 2003). 
The recent work by Silberman, Alba and Fournier offers information on the situation of a cohort of 
young people born of immigrant parents who left the school system in 1998 and who were interviewed 
in 2001 about their situation during their first three years in the labor market. The empirical data 
comes from a large-scale survey carried out at regular intervals in France by the CEREQ (Center for 
Studies and Research on Education and Qualification) called ‘Generation 98’ based on approximately 
55.000 young people. (See Table 1, Annex from Silberman, Alba and Fournier, 2007). Concerning the 
generational distribution of those born of immigrant parents, including those born in Algeria, but who 
are of European origin (pieds noirs), the authors note that:

“… the great majority of the young people of non-French ethnic origins 
belong to the 1.5 or second  generations. (As noted, the third generations 
of these groups, which are certainly small, are invisible in the data.) Thus, 
three-quarters of the Maghrebins have been born in France, but most have 
parents both of  whom were born in North Africa, and thus belong to 
the second generation. (By contrast, three-quarters of the  descendants of the 
former European colonists have only one North African-born parent and thus 
belong to the 2.5 generation, revealing the rapid integration of the pieds noirs 
into metropolitan French society [Alba and Silberman 2002].) Virtually all the 
remaining Maghrebins arrived in France before the 6th class and thus before 
the age of 11. An even greater percentage in the second generation is evident 
for the Portuguese, while the other South Europeans, principally Italian and 
Spanish, belong mainly to the 2.5 generation. Of the remaining groups, the 
Turks and sub- Saharan Africans have bare majorities in the second generation; 
however, almost all the rest belong to the 1.5 generation. The Southeast Asians 
have the smallest second generation contingent, at 28 per cent, and nearly half 
belong to the 1.5 generation” (Silberman, Alba and Fournier, 2007, 9)

The following table reproduced from the 2005 edition of the National Institute for Statistics 
and Economic Studies (Insee) on immigrants in France gives a general picture of the situation in 2002 of 
pupils who entered lower secondary school in 1995. It gives an idea of the distribution of a given cohort 
of pupils across the various available options in upper-secondary school after the seconde (general, 
technological, professional, apprenticeship, drop-out) and the position of those pupils born of one or 
two immigrant parents relative to those whose parents were both born in France. Data is derived 
from the Youth Survey 2002 (Enquête Jeunes) carried out by the statistical services (DEP – Direction de 
l’évaluation et de la prospective) of the Ministry of Education on a representative panel of students. 
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Non-immigrant family Mixed family Immigrant family

General 

    première or terminale ES

    première or terminale L

    première ou terminale S

Technological

    Première or terminal STI

   Première or terminal STT

Professional

Apprenticeship

Left school

TOTAL

40

11

7

19

18

5

8

25

9

9

100

48

13

8

25

17

5

9

22

5

8

100

27

8

6

11 

20

3

13

35

6

12

100

Population: pupils who entered the first year of junior high school in 1995 in a public or private school in metropolitan France. Reading: 
on May 1st 2002, 27 percent of pupils from immigrant families were enrolled in a general high-school. 

Explanation: ES: Economic and social series; L: Literary series; S: Scientific series; STI: Science and technology of industrial sectors; STT: 
Science and technology of tertiary sector.

2.2 Enrollment and Concentration in Low-income Neighborhoods

There are no schools in France who cater to ethnic minority pupils, the only existing confessional schools 
being Catholic and Jewish. Given their overwhelmingly working-class origin and their ties with Islam, 
one can assume that the selected minority groups for our study are present only in very small numbers 
in private schools. It can however be noted here that in the few rare cases where Muslim girls have 
been excluded from secondary schools because of their refusal to remove their veils or head-scarves, 
the option of enrolling in Catholic schools is open to them. Children of immigrants are traditionally 
present in higher proportions in schools serving low-income neighborhoods and in areas where public 
housing facilities are concentrated, with groups such as North Africans, Black Africans and Turks being 
overrepresented. 

Starting in 1982, government schemes were implemented to help children in deprived districts 
called educational priority zones (Zones d’éducation prioritaire - ZEP). These geographical zones were 
initially determined by such factors as the local unemployment rate, parents’ education and type of work, 
numbers of income supports for each household and the proportion of immigrant families (this later 
criteria is no longer a determining factor). Schools in the priority zones receive an additional 10 percent 
state funding which is used to reduce class sizes, employ more teachers and fund bonus payments to 
teachers working in ZEP schools. In 2002, some 1.8 million students (around 15 percent of primary 
age children and 18 percent of secondary students) were enrolled in 7,700 ZEP schools (INCA http://
www.inca.org.uk/). Recently, this assistance based on geographical areas with high concentrations of 
disadvantaged pupils has been subject to governmental reforms and efforts have been made to reduce 
the number of ZEPs while concentrating support on the few which are considered particulary at risk. 

In 1998-99, foreign pupils represented 7 percent of all pupils enrolled at the primary level, 
while they represented approximately 22 percent of the students in the schools labeled ZEP and 5 
percent of the students in non-ZEP primary schools. Moreover, one in three foreign pupils attending ZEP 
schools were in schools whose overall student population was made up of more than 50 percent foreign 
pupils (Simon 2003). 
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A recent European wide survey, showed that the proportion of 15 years old pupils in France 
born of immigrant parents  is 12 percent of the total population of 15-year-olds, one third of whom 
speak a language other than French at home (Eurydice 2004, 26). According to PISA data from 2000, 
regarding concentrations of immigrant pupils in schools, 41.7 percent of all 15-year-old pupils attended 
schools in which 10 percent or more of 15-year-olds were ‘immigrant’ pupils (immigrants themselves 
or born of immigrant parents). Only 5.9 percent of all 15-year-old pupils attended a school in which 40 
percent or more of 15-year-olds were of immigrant origin (Eurydice 2004, 29).

In a study carried out in 2003 in a large provincial academy which attempted to measure 
the proportion and concentration of ethnic minority pupils attending lower-secondary schools, using 
students’ surnames as an indicator of ethnic origin it was found that 4.7 percent of the students enrolled 
at the college level were of North African, African or Turkish origin (Felouzis 2003). Only nine percent of 
these ethnic minority pupils were enrolled in private schools, compared to 21 percent of pupils of other 
immigrant origins (Portuguese, Spanish, etc.), and 18.3 percent of pupils of non-immigrant descent. 
This study also showed that 40 percent of the pupils of North African, African and Turkish origin in the 
Academy were enrolled in only 10 percent of the collèges of the Academy. In these establishments more 
than 50 percent of the student population is of disadvantaged social status (against an average of 35 
percent overall in the Academy).  

2.3 Regulations on Minority Schooling and Multicultural Education 

In France there exist no specific laws and regulations regarding the schooling of ethnic minority 
pupils, in agreement with the principal of non-differentiation of citizens according to ethnic origin. 
The general laws concerning mandatory school attendance apply to all children alike regardless of 
their origin, nationality and irrespective of their legal or illegal status as residents. While the presence, 
and particularly the concentration of immigrant and ethnic minority pupils, is sometimes an implicate 
concern when devising policies to mitigate inequalities, rarely are these groups openly designated as 
targets of such policies. 

The term ‘multicultural education’ is rarely used within the French educational system. At the 
beginning of the 1980’s under the influence of the European Council and the European Commission, a 
few rather timid attempts to encourage intercultural education through the recognition of the cultural 
and ethnic diversity of the French population and the contribution of immigrants to French society 
were formulated in official directives of the Ministry of Education. However, these precepts were 
seldom translated into actual changes in teaching approaches or curriculum content. Little is done 
to encourage teachers to innovate in this area as the centralisation of the system, the existence of a 
national curriculum and a standardized examination at the end of secondary school all tend to reinforce 
conservative teaching practices. 

Only in the area of language teaching are there specific, yet very limited, provisions for 
teaching to immigrant children. Recent arrivals who do not speak French or whose level of schooling in 
the home country is insufficient for them to be placed directly into regular classes benefit from special 
‘welcoming and integration classes’ (Classe d’initiation, Classes d’accueil).These classes are reserved 
for non-francophone pupils when the number of such pupils in a school is sufficiently high. Most of 
these classes, which are part of ordinary primary and lower-secondary schools, (very few exist at the 
upper-secondary school level), last one year and are based on intensive study of French as a second 
language as well as initiation to some of the less academic disciplines. Official directives of the Ministry 
of Education stress the necessity for the rapid yet progressive immersion of such students into the main 
stream while maintaining adequate support during the phase of transition. However, there tends to be 
a strong difference between the relatively individualized form of teaching during a transition year or 
two for the most recent arrivals and total immersion into regular classes for those who have already 
mastered sufficient French upon arrival. This makes for a rather sudden submersion of immigrant youth, 
and leads to high drop out rates and concentration in the least prestigious vocational streams. These 
students are also at risk of being tracked into “special needs” classes designed for intellectually limited 
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pupils which are present in certain regular primary and secondary schools (Schiff 2004). Vallet and Caille 
showed that neither birth abroad nor foreign nationality were correlated with a higher risk of tracking 
into such special needs classes. However, for those students who had arrived in France in the course of 
their primary schooling, the risk of being put into such classes was shown to be higher than average. 

In 1997, 12.9 percent of students in special education classes (section d’éducation spécialisée 
– SES, presently renamed section d’enseignement general et professionnel adapté – SEGPA) at the 
secondary level were of foreign nationality. These were mainly Turkish, North African and African pupils 
(Note d’information MEN 97.32) Over the past ten years the over-representation of foreign pupils in 
such classes has diminished, since in 2007, only 7.5 percent of pupils in SEGPA classes at the secondary 
level were of foreign nationality. Nevertheless, their proportion in such classes remains almost twice 
that of the overall percentage of such students enrolled in secondary schools as only 3.7 percent of 
all pupils were of foreign nationality in 2006-20075. Given the state of French statistics and the bias 
against separating out foreign student enrollment, it is impossible to obtain figures on the numbers of 
pupils born of immigrant parents in such classes. 

Provisions for linguistic, cultural and religious practices of minority youth are rare within the 
French school system. Courses in ‘languages and cultures of origin’ (Enseignement en Langues et Cultures 
d’Origine – ELCO), which are managed through bilateral agreements with countries of origin and are 
taught by teachers trained abroad, are sometimes offered for a few hours a week during the regular 
school hours to children of immigrants. Since their creation in 1975, these courses have regularly come 
under severe criticism (Berques 1985). They are seen both as part of a larger incentive for immigrants to 
return to their home country, and as a departure from the principle of equal treatment for all students. 
It is claimed also that they tend to limit the teaching of certain widely spoken languages such as Arabic 
to minorities originating from those countries. Indeed Arabic is seldom offered in regular classes to all 
students as a possible second or third language. 

Special menus for children who do not eat pork for religious reasons are provided in schools, 
while the wearing of visibly religious insignias, particularly head coverings, is severely restricted by 
the law as it is considered contrary to the principles of secularism, one of the fundamental guiding 
principles of the French State. After a long and much publicized debate, regulations regarding the 
respect of the secular principle (laïcité) in schools were made more stringent and a law was instituted 
on March 15, 2004 which explicitly bans the wearing “in public primary schools, collèges and lycées of 
signs or clothing through which students ostentatiously manifest their religious faith”  (Law n° 2004-
228, 15 march 2004). 

At the time, debates among those for and against the law were quite heated with the latter 
fearing that it would only serve to further stigmatize and marginalize Muslims living in France. The 
regulations seem however to have been relatively well accepted by the groups in question. Each year 
there are only a few cases which remain unresolved by discussion and negotiation within schools and 
that lead to the exclusion of Muslim girls. This does not mean that many Muslims in France have not 
experienced the passing of the law as further confusion between the Islamic culture and religious 
fundamentalism, nor that the issue of the place of religion within the public arena in France has been 
resolved. It appears that for practical purposes the law has facilitated the resolution of most individual 
cases at the local level. This has been achieved to the detriment of a few girls who refuse to remove 
their veils or headscarves. In such cases the girls and their parents usually choose either to pursue 
studies through the public system of home schooling by way of the National Commission for Education 
by Correspondance (Commission Nationale d’Education à Distance – CNED), or by enrolling them in a 
private school (Catholic schools are open to students belonging to other faiths). 

5   Repères et références statistiques – édition 2007 ‘Les élèves du second degré’. http://media.education.gouv.fr/file/25/7/6257.
pdf
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2.4 Untangling the Effects of Minority Status on School Careers 

Do children of immigrants, and particularly those belonging to a non-European ethnic minority, fare 
better or worse than members of the majority in the French school system? This apparently simple 
question calls for a rather complex and paradoxical answer if we are to adequately summarize recent 
findings on the issue. 

The overall educational attainment of minority students appears distinctly unfavorable when 
compared to the average population. Indeed, in their study based on data from a cohort of 55,000 young 
people who left school in 1998, Silberman, Alba and Fournier show that while only 17 percent of males 
and 11 percent of females born of non-immigrant French parents leave school without having obtained 
a secondary school diploma, the percentages of those born of immigrant parents are significantly higher. 
Among Maghrebin youth 44.6 percent of males and 30.6 percent of females are in the category of early 
leavers. Among the children of Portuguese immigrants, the figures are 29.4 percent of males and 13.5 
percent of females. Almost 55 percent of males and of 56 percent of females born of Turkish parents 
leave school with no diploma, while 51.2 percent of males and 23.1 percent of females born of parents 
from Sub-Saharan Africa leave school before having obtained a diploma (see table on educational 
attainment from this study in the Annex for more details). While the over representation of second 
generation immigrants, particularly of non-European origin, among low performing students is obvious, 
this situation is not necessarily due to minority or immigrant status per se. In reality it is necessary 
to compare students from similar socio-economic backgrounds in order to get a clearer picture of 
the actual ethnic disadvantage. Several in depth analyses of pupil’s school careers based on logistic 
regressions, show that in fact they tend to outperform their peers of similar socioeconomic status. 

A major longitudinal study by Vallet and Caille, which differentiates between a variety of ‘foreign 
attributes’ such as the number of years spent in school abroad, the number of years of parents’ presence 
in France, language spoken at home, nationality, country of origin of parents, as well as a variety of other 
social attributes (size of family, socio-economic status, parents’ schooling, etc), offers a  detailed account 
of these differences for a cohort of pupils leaving primary school in 1990 (Vallet and Caille 1996).  

General figures on both immigrant and native populations reveal significantly less favorable 
school careers for the children of immigrants taken as a whole than for pupils of native French 
descent, similar to what is shown by Silberman, Alba and Fournier. These studies show that on average, 
immigrant pupils are much more likely to be kept back a year or more during their school careers, to 
be recommended for special aid classes, and to be tracked into the less prestigious vocational paths. 
If one considers the acquisition of a general or technological Baccalaureate without having repeated 
a year during the secondary school career as a sign of success, it can be observed that 21 percent of 
pupils who have four foreign attributes succeed compared to 32 percent of those who have no foreign 
attributes. Moreover the statistics show that 19 percent of students of foreign nationality compared to 
32 percent of French nationals succeed and that 25 percent of pupils whose parents have been residing 
in France between 5 and 20 years are successful compared to 32 percent of those who have at least 
one parent born in France. 

However, when socioeconomic status is taken into account by comparing pupils of immigrant 
background to their French peers of similar social standing, it appears that possessing foreign attributes 
is actually an advantage (with the notable exception of having spent several years of primary school in 
the country of origin). When accounting for the possibility of having repeated one or more years during 
secondary school before successfully obtaining the general or technological Baccalaureate, having 
foreign attributes becomes a rather significant advantage. The general results of the study indicate 
that being born of immigrant parents is a slight disadvantage for performance at the end of primary 
school, becomes a significant advantage during the course of lower-secondary school, and remains an 
advantage, albeit a more moderate one, during the course of upper-secondary school. 

Despite some initial difficulties in primary school, due probably to second language acquisition, 
and despite higher rates of class retention, the main cause of immigrant minority students’ relative 
success seems to lie in the fact that immigrant parents have much higher aspirations for their children 
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than do their French-born counterparts. Compared to families of similar socio-demographic groupings 
whose children have similar performances upon entering the last year of primary school, immigrant 
parents more often wish their children to continue their studies until age 20 or more. High aspirations 
are frequent among North African and African parents, relatively frequent among South-Est Asians, less 
frequent among Turcs and least frequent among Portugese parents, although even among the latter 
they are higher than for French born parents of similar socioeconomic status. Immigrant parents aspire 
much more often that their children enter into the more prestigious academic and technological lycées 
than do their non immigrant counterparts. The general conclusion of the study, confirmed by several 
others, is that, while minority students on the whole are at a greater risk of school failure than majority 
students, this is largely because they live in disadvantaged socioeconomic settings. 

The high aspirations, particularly of North-African pupils and their families, coupled with 
their disadvantaged socioeconomic status, produce feelings of frustration and injustice on the part of 
those who end up being tracked into vocational schools. Other immigrant minority youths, such as the 
Portugese and the Turks, are traditionnaly more likely to request vocational training as a first choice 
(although this has changed with the present generations of Portugese origin), and to benefit upon 
entering the job market from the support of family members and co-ethnics in such sectors as the 
building trades. The fathers of North African youth are three times more likely than those of Portugese 
youth to be unemployed. Hence, what often appears as an oppositional culture on the part of some 
second and third generation Arab youth may in fact be the effect of high expectations and an investment 
in the school system, which is seen as the only way to avoid reproducing their fathers working-class 
status and vulnerability to unemployment. These aspirations turn into feelings of disapointment and 
victimization when success is blocked. 

The results of longitudinal quantitative studies carried out in the 1990’s, such as that of Vallet 
and Caille, underscore the relatively high performance of minority youth, given their disadvantaged 
socioeconomic status. Yet one must not forget that a significant portion of them do not even obtain 
the CAP-BEP diploma and also that many who do succeed in going on to the university give up before 
obtaining a degree (Beaud 2004). North African students are characterised by their preference for 
sales, administrative or clerical training and their avoidance of traditional working class sectors such 
as industry, building, and mechanical work. The combination of racial discrimination in employment, 
particularly in sectors in which such groups were previously under-represented, together with their 
lack of connections in the sectors in which they obtained their training, explains their high rates of 
unemployment during the first years after leaving the educational system (this is particularly true for 
girls). Indeed, a recent longitudinal study showed that three years after ending their formal training, 40 
percent of North African youth were still seeking employment compared with 18 percent of those born 
of Portugese parents (Brinbaum et Werquin 2004). 

During the 1990’s, children of Portugese immigrants were seen as relatively unambitious as 
compared to their North African counterparts and much more likely to be among those who enter very 
early vocational training (apprentissage). Yet, today this working-class strategy of incremental upward 
mobility appears to have been quite succeesful if one considers their low rates of unemployment and the 
fact that the present generation 2.5 or 3 enters higher education in the same proportions as the majority 
population. While the more academically oriented strategy of their North African peers has resulted in 
upward social mobility for only a minority of those born of North African parents, a significant portion 
seem to be experiencing downward assimilation and blocked mobility (Brinbaum et Kieffer 2005). 
Similarly to the Portugese, the children of Turkish immigrants often aim for a vocational Baccalaureate. 
It is still too early to know whether, like their Portugese predecessors, their working class orientation 
and their concentration in the building sector will serve to protect them from the high unemployment 
rates of their North African peers or whether they too will suffer from ethnic discrimination and blocked 
upward mobility. The ethnic visibility of North African youth combined with their more frequent lack of 
specific marketable skills and weak social ties within the job market make them particularly vulnerable 
to prolonged unemployment and feelings of discrimination (see Table 5, Annex).



14

One very recent and still unpublished study on the labor market outcomes of the second 
generation in France, which attempts to measure the impact of ethnic disadvantage both on labor 
market participation and earnings, offers some interesting insight into certain methodological biases 
which may have led previous studies on the subject, such as those of Vallet and Caille, to overestimate 
the educational outcomes of the second generation of North African descent (Lefranc 2007). It uses data 
from the most recent wave of the Formation-Qualification-Profession (Education-Training-Occupation) 
surveys conducted by the French National Statistical Agency (INSEE) in 2003 on a sample of about       
40 000 individuals between the ages of 18 and 65. 

Like the study carried out by Silberman and Alba, this study distinguishes between children of 
the pieds-noirs6 and children of parents who were members of the indigenous Muslim population. Results 
indicate that the only group that attained significantly lower educational levels than those of French 
origin, when controling for social origin, is that of males of Maghrebin origins who are 6 percent less 
likely to reach the highest level of education than natives. Other groups such as the children of Spanish 
or Portugese migrants and children of the pieds-noirs reach similar or better educational levels than 
natives. While the differences are not huge, these results do tend to moderate the observations made 
by Vallet and Caille which only concern secondary school careers and do not distinguish descendents of 
colonizers from the colonized populations from Algeria.

2.5 Interethnic Relations in French Secondary Schools 

A very different picture than that which is offered by longitudinal large-scale studies of careers emerges 
when we consider the results of more qualitative studies on inter-ethnic relations at the local level 
carried out in districts where minority pupils tend to be over-represented (Perroton 2000, Payet 2000, 
Zirotti 2006, Van Zanten 2006). Studies particularly at the lower-secondary school level, based on 
in-class and in-school observations and interviews with teachers and pupils, show how prevalent is 
the association between pupils of North African origin and the stereotype of the low-performing, 
undisciplined students both in the minds of pupils and that of teachers. These negative representations 
are often rather implicit in a school system that traditionally does not tolerate overt ethnic distinctions. 
In the most disadvantaged neighborhoods, the ethnic composition of schools has an impact on a 
variety of practices, such as avoidance strategies on the part of parents, the composition of classes, the 
application of sanctions by school personnel, teacher turn-over and to some extent on advice given to 
students regarding the choice of future training, although there exist no studies which have attempted 
to demonstrate this in a systematic manner. 

Violence among students, and to a much lesser extent against teachers, which is increasingly 
a concern for school authorities, is often perceived as being linked to latent ethnic and racial tensions. 
Several studies describe the differences between teachers’ and pupils’ perceptions of such relations 
(Perroton 2000, Lepoutre 1997, Payet 1985). School personnel are particularly prone to interpret 
negatively any reference on the part of students to ethnic or racial origin as a sign of racist behavior 
or as a tendency towards ethnic separatism. For students, on the contrary, the use of racial epithets 
and frequent banter about their ethnic differences are simply part of the every-day communication 
style of working-class youth living in ethnically mixed neighborhoods and is seldom a cause for violent 
confrontation. 

A survey on violence carried out in 2003 in 400 upper and lower secondary schools found that 
approximately 9.8 percent of 15-year -ld males and 4.6 percent of females declared themselves to have 
been authors of racist acts over the past 12 months. Those who declared having been victims of such 
acts over the same time period were 11 percent of males and 9.4 percent of females aged 15 (Choquet, 
Hassier et Morin 2003). Since 2001, the Ministry of Education has collected data from primary and 

6   These are non-muslims migrants from Algeria who were either of European origin and had settled in Algeria as colonists 
during the 19th and 20th centuries or who belonged to the indigenous Jewish minority who acquired French citizenship by 
decree in the early 19th century.
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secondary school principles on the number of violent acts committed within their establishments (MEN 
Note d’information 06.30). These include acts of physical violence against persons or property, serious 
verbal threats or insults, suicide attempts, drug trafficking, etc. Since 2004, these figures distinguish 
acts of a racist or anti-semitic nature (such as tags and graffiti with racist connotations) from ordinary 
violence. Over the past few years such acts have tended to steadily diminish. In 2005-2006, French school 
principles reported to the central authorities 200 violent acts motivated by anti-semitism against 1 420 
acts motivated by racism (in over 50 percent of cases these are signaled as verbal insults or threats). This 
type of violence remains relatively marginal compared to other types of violence within schools. 

2.6 Paradoxical Effects of Segregation on Minority Students School Careers

Ethnic segregation has become an issue of intense debate and subject to in depth study in France over 
the past few years, as it is seen as one of the possible causes of the riots which periodically take place in 
the disadvantaged urban neighborhoods situated on the periphery of large urban centers. However very 
few studies analyze the effects of ethnic segregation on the school careers of minority youth. 

It is obvious that ethnic segregation is first and foremost a direct by-product of strong social 
segregation as we have already seen from the results of George Fellouzis’ study. Indeed this study 
demonstrates that the schools in which ethnic minorities are highly concentrated are also the schools 
whose student population is of disadvantaged socioeconomic status. As far as the independent effects of 
ethnic segregation on minority pupils performance and school careers are concerned, this study reveals 
a mixture of marginally negative and, paradoxically, rather positive effects of ethnic concentration. 
The 20 percent of minority pupils of North African, African and Turkish origin who are schooled in the 
most ethnically segregated middle-schools obtain results at the national brevet exam (end of lower-
secondary school) which are lowered by almost a half of a point out of 20 due to the independent 
effects of segregation (Felouzis 2003). This means that in the most extreme cases segregation does have 
a marginally negative effect on students’ performance at the end of lower-secondary school, but that it 
is not in and of itself an important explanatory factor of academic performance in general. 

Segregation may also have ‘positive’ effects on students’ school careers since it tends to go 
hand in hand with lower teacher expectations and less severe evaluations of student performance. As 
far as the probability of being recommended for tracking into the first year (seconde) in a general and 
technological lycées at the end of the last year of collège (troisième), the effect of ethnic segregation 
appears paradoxically quite positive for ethnic minority students and for those who are enrolled in the 
most ethnically segregated schools. In other words, with similar results on the standardized test of the 
brevet, ethnic minority pupils have a better chance (67 percent) of being recommended for passage 
into the more prestigious general and technological lycées (rather than being kept back or going into 
another more vocational stream) than non-minority pupils (50 percent). Students with a mean grade 
of 9 out of 20 have a 68.5 percent chance of being recommended for passage if they come from an 
un-segregated middle school, against a 76 percent chance for those coming from the most ethnically 
segregated schools. 

This rather surprising discrepancy is explained by the fact that results on standardized brevet 
tests are modified to produce overall results which take into account performance of students during 
their middle school careers. Teachers’ standards of evaluation in the most disadvantaged schools with 
low performing students are affected by the general level of students within the specific school context. 
Mediocre results on standardized tests are therefore corrected by more lenient evaluations concerning 
their overall academic performance. This explains why a low performing student coming from a generally 
disadvantage and ethnically segregated school context will be judged less severely than if the same 
student were coming from a middle-class school. This phenomenon might in turn explain why students 
of North African origin, who are the most residentially segregated minority group in France, tend to 
enter the general academic channels at slightly higher rates than non-minority pupils of similar socio-
economic status (Vallet and Caille 1996), as well as the fact that many of them seem to encounter 
difficulties in following through long enough to obtain their higher education degree (Beaud, 2002). 
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Chapter 3: Social, Regional and Gender Dimensions of Differentiation in the 
Educational System

3.1 Social Differences in Access to Secondary School and Streaming

During the past thirty years the French upper secondary school system as well as the university 
has experienced a massive influx of students from working-class backgrounds whose parents and 
grandparents terminated their studies at the end of primary school or in lower secondary school. This 
quantitative democratization, encouraged by the creation of the college unique and the variety of 
technological and vocational Baccalaureates, has been responsible for the relatively high levels of 
schooling among students from the lower socio-economic strata of French society as compared to 
other European countries. 

This democratization has not, however, ended social inequalities in school performance and 
careers. The mecanisms of social selection have become more internal to the school system. Thus the 
hierarchies which differentiate the prestigious and selective streams from those which are seen as 
pathways to unemployment have become increasingly complex. The variety of extra academic options 
(languages, special aid classes, international sections, etc.) which have multiplied within lower and 
upper secondary schools all serve to create a diversified educational marketplace. This abundance of 
possible choices is highly regulated through the centralized public school system and the constraints of 
predetermined catchment areas (carte scolaire). It serves also as an object of parental strategies and of 
competition between local schools. 

One of the major aspects of social and territorial inequality within the school system is the fact 
that the most prestigious options, such as rare languages or bilingual sections, which serve to increase  
students’ chances of getting into the best lycées, are concentrated in the more affluent neighborhoods, 
as are most private schools.  In low income neighborhoods, the options offered in secondary schools 
tend to focus on the lesser academic disciplines, such as the arts, sports and remedial programs (Oberti 
2005). 

Social differences and unequal economic resources, that previously determined whether on not 
students would pursue their studies beyond lower secondary-school, have progressively been transformed 
into unequal academic ressources. These resources, or lack thereof, weigh heavily on young peoples’ 
carreer prospects by way of the various options available, tracks chosen or imposed, grades obtained 
and reputations of the various establishments attended. In a country where youth unemployment is 
particularly high and where the type of degree obtained and the reputation of the establishment of 
higher education attended have a significant influence on one’s chances of being chosen for the more 
prestigious and well paying jobs, strategies for getting one’s child into the ‘right’ school or track, and 
concern over their grades have become a national obsession. While immigrant parents are particularly 
concerned with their childrens’ school success and often wish to see them go on to obtain a university 
degree, they are often ill equipped to comprehend the subtle workings of the French system with its 
complicated variety of options and tracks, as well as the future implications of the choices they make.

Over the past twenty years the proportion of children of working class parents who have 
obtained the Baccalaureate has increased by a multiple of four. Presently close to 50 percent of students 
from the working classes obtain this degree. While their educational level has risen considerably, these 
children still do not follow the same paths as their middle and upper-middle class counterparts. They 
experience drop-out rates and leave school without any qualification at much higher rates than the 
more priviledged groups and are present in much fewer numbers in the more selective streams. They are, 
for example, seven times less likely than children whose parents are in the most prestigeous professions 
(cadres) to obtain the general scientific Baccalaureate (Bac S). In 2004, 25 percent of students obtaining 
the general Baccalaureate had parents who worked in managerial positions or as professionals, while 
slightly over 7 percent of those obtaining the professional Baccalaureate had parents in such prestigeous 
positions. Children of manual workers constituted only 12.6 percent of those obtaining the general 
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Baccalaureate, while they made up over 25 percent of those who obtained the professional Baccalaureate. 
Moreover, those who have left the educational system without having obtained a secondary school 
degree are overwhelmingly of working-class origin. Among those aged 25 to 39 who were in such a 
position in 2003, over 55 percent were children of manual laborors compared to just over 8 percent who 
had parents working in managerial or intermediary positions.7

3.2 Social Inequalities Compounded by Territorial Differentiations 

Social inequalities within the school system appear to be increasingly compounded by territorial 
inequalities and by the constraints of the school zoning system. To the extent that the offer of options, 
tracks and types of schools has become increasingly differentiated, this has produced an unequal 
geographical distribution of the more or less prestigious academic resources. Thus the carte scolaire 
increasingly appears as a mechanism of institutionalized discrimination rather than a way of combating 
discrimination. 

Figures on differences between the twenty six Academies which represent the regional school 
districts of metropolitan France reveal the existence of regional inequalities in terms of  performance 
on standardized tests, of the proportions of those entering the different vocational and non-vocational 
channels and of employment prospects for those leaving at the lowest levels of certification. The 
Academy under investigation in our study is among those with the smallest proportion of young people 
who leave the school system without any form of qualification (3,5 percent against a 6.3 percent 
national average), yet a slightly higher proportion of young people than the national average end their 
schooling after having obtained one of the lowest vocational degrees (CAP-BEP). A higher proportion 
of students than the national average leave school during lower-secondary school in this Academy, 
generally in order to pursue some form of early vocational training or apprenticeship : 2.4 percent leave 
in the cinquième (second year of collège), against a national average of 1.8 percent ; 3.4 percent in the 
quatrième (third year of collège), against 2.3 percent nationally. The chances of such students obtaining 
non government subsidized employment are particularly low in the Academy (23 percent against a 
national average of almost 30 percent). Hence, the Academy appears as relatively socially selective, with 
a strong distinction between vocational and non vocational institutions and a rather under-developped 
offer of technological training, which represents one of the main means of academic success for lower 
class youth. 

Average results on national exams, such as those passed at the end of lower primary school 
(brevet), CAP-BEP tests and the various Baccalaureate examinations, are substantially higher in the 
Academy as compared to national averages.  The Academy is however below the national average in 
terms of access to the Baccalaureate (68.7 percent against 70.4 percent). Overall, the Academy appears 
as rather socially selective, with a tendency to reenforce the distinction between general academic 
streams reserved for children of the middle and upper classes and vocational streams overwhelmingly 
geared towards the trainning of pupils of low socioeconomic standing. The tendency of the lowest 
performing students of disadvantaged socioeconomic status to leave the school system early, usually 
after having obtained the lowest vocational degree, is somewhat more pronounced in the region and 
can explain to a certain degree the very good overall results at the Baccalaureate level in the Academy 
(IGEN 2006).

3.3 Gender Differences in Education 

Girls have higher rates of school success than boys at all levels within the educational system and 
irrespective of the discipline or the stream. They obtain higher results on national standardized 
examinations and have higher rates of enrollment at all ages. The expanded access to secondary 
education has affected girls more than boys: while in 1946 only 3 percent of 20-year-old women were 

7   Insee, Enquête Formation et Qualification Professionnelle, mars 2003. 
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in school as opposed to 6.5 percent of men, in 2005 49 percent of men and 57 percent of women aged 
20 are still persuing their studies. Girls are less frequently subject to grade repetition than boys: among 
pupils who entered the first grade in 1997, 85 percent of girls and 80 percent of boys did not repeat a 
class during their primary school career. Similarly, 41 percent of boys compared to 33 percent of girls 
leaving lower secondary school have repeated at least one class.  

However, the overall higher academic performances and achievement of girls is mitigated by 
their tendency to choose options and streams which lead to lower chances of employment and to lower 
paying jobs. Girls are over-represented in the litterary streams of upper-secondary school and higher 
education, whereas boys tend to pursue studies in the scientific and technological streams. In 2002-
2003, 67,907 boys and 56,071 girls were enrolled in a terminal S (last year of the scientific stream), 
the most prestigious and competitive stream in the general lycée. The same year, there were 40,394 
girls enrolled in a terminale L (last year of the litterary stream) while there were only 8,180 boys in this 
series. As far as professional and technological training is concerned, girls are overrepresented in the 
service sector, while boys tend to choose more industrial training schemes. In higher education, boys are 
more numerous in the sciences, in University Institutes of Technology and in engineering (MEN Notes 
d’information 06.06). 

Chapter 4: The Education of Minority Ethnic Youth in Light of Public debates and 
Policy-making  

4.1 Controversies over the Legitimacy of the French Model of Integration

As has already been noted in Chapter 2, there are very few policy initiatives specifically focusing on 
ethnic minority youth in the school system in France due to the principle of non-differentiation of 
citizens according to ethnic origin which is at the heart of the French Republican model of integration. 
Issues concerning the education of ethnic minorities are therefore addressed indirectly through 
measures aimed at «disadvantaged» youth in an effort to remediate the obvious disparities between 
school performance and the careers of children from different socioeconomic categories. This creates an 
ambiguous situation in which ethnic minority youth as such are at one and the same time absent from 
the public policy agenda on education and omnipresent in the sense that they embody, in public opinion, 
the media, as well as in most public discourse, the stereotype of marginalized urban youth which are 
considered such a threat to France’s social equilibrium, particularly since the violent urban outbursts of 
November 2005. 

During these events, the attacks against school buildings were seen by many commentators 
and intellectuals as a sign that the French model of integration had reached its limits. The young people 
in question were considered by some as being far removed from the central values of the Republic 
because of the doubly negative influence of Islam and of popular youth culture.8 Most social scientists 
and commentators on the left of the political spectrum blamed the Republic and its institutions which 
have not kept their promises regarding equal treatment for all regardless of ethnic origin. Indeed racial 
discrimination by the police, in employment and in housing appears to be undermining the importance 
attributed to schooling by second and third generation youth of immigrant origin (Lapeyronnie 2006, 
Dossier Mouvements 2006). 

8   See in particular the controversial interview of Alain Finkielkraut : ‘L’illégitimité de la haine» Le philosophe Alain Finkielkraut 
dresse un premier bilan des émeutes dans les banlieues’. Propos recueillis par Alexis Lacroix, Le Figaro 15 novembre 2005.
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4.2 Urban and Social Perspectives on Minority Education

The schooling of minority ethnic youth has traditionally been framed in terms of social and urban 
inequalities, rather than cultural or ethnic differences. Racial, ethnic or cultural differences are 
largely subsumed and euphemized in public administrative discourse under terms such as ‘difficult’ or 
‘disadvantaged’ groups or neighborhoods. Urban or rather suburban (banlieue) youth are rarely designated 
by their ethnic origins in official texts and discourse, while they are constantly being epitomized in 
public opinion as second and third generation immigrants of non-European, most often North African, 
descent. While problems facing school personnel, such as in-school violence, early drop-outs, disrespect 
for authority, tensions between the sexes, etc., are often implicitly conceived as being more prevalent 
among ethnic minority pupils, rarely do official measures for treating such problems make any open 
reference to pupils’ cultural or ethnic origins. 

The French school system and educational policy initiatives are particularly impermeable 
to outside influences, especially those of parents, despite the fact that there are formal means for 
designating parents’ representatives. This is equally true of ethnic minorities who have no official status 
in France. Representatives of civil society and of the various immigrant communities have little to 
no say about what goes on in schools. It is quite possible that locally in certain situations such as 
when translators are needed, or in particular instances of conflicts around religious or other issues, 
school personnel do call for the assistance of members or representatives of the relevant communities. 
However no formal mechanism exists for such participation on the part of immigrants and minorities in 
educational policy and decision-making. 

Since the mid 1990’s there have been a few initiatives on the part of French schools to 
encourage better communication between parents and school personnel, particularly in disadvantaged 
neighborhoods, through the employment of mediators who are often members of local ethnic 
communities. However these initiatives tend to be rather one-sided with a system of recruitment based 
on a mediators’ supposed cultural competence rather than on their actual position and connections 
within a particular community. Mediators are generally asked to ‘translate’ the educational community’s 
values, principles and mechanism to parents who are often immigrant of non-European origin. Rarely 
are they used as a means to better understand the particular cultural dispositions of those families or 
as vehicles for the expression of claims based on ethnicity (Bouveau, Cousin and Favre 1991). 

The struggle against racial and ethnic discrimination has increasingly become a governmental 
priority over the past ten years, and several state-sponsored or state-led institutions have been created 
to combat discrimination in the workplace, in housing and in leisure activities (such as access to clubs 
and discotheques). These efforts have generally not been extended to the domain of education. The 
school system is regarded more as an involuntary recipient of the negative effects of discrimination in 
areas over which it has no jurisdiction or control (housing inequalities, avoidance strategies by parents, 
discrimination in vocational employment, etc.) than as a producer of ethnic and racial inequalities as 
such. 

One of the few existing measures of positive discrimination in education has been set up by 
the prestigious Institut de Sciences Politiques (better known as Sciences Po), one of the dozen grandes 
écoles which selects students through a highly competitive process that only a very small percentage of 
applicants succeed in passing. Since 2004, Sciences Po has set up a special parallel process of recruitment 
for the highest performing students of a certain number of lycées in ZEP areas with which the institute 
has signed agreements exempting applicants from part of the written test. Although highly symbolic 
and controversial, since it creates a breach in the principle of equal treatment and the standardized 
procedures by which the grandes écoles recruit those who will become part of the Nations’ elite, this 
measure actually only affects a handful of pupils from certain specific high schools in the Paris area and 
is not explicitly aimed at any particular ethnic minority. 
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4.3 Recognition and Teaching of Colonisation and the Slave Trade

The issue of the education of ethnic minority youth has arisen indirectly within the public debate about 
how to adequately acknowledge the role of France during such controversial historical periods as the 
Holocaust, the transatlantic slave trade and the wars of decolonisation. A recent proposal by Nicolas 
Sarkozi was to have every child in fifth grade take on the memory of one of the 11,000 French Jewish 
children who were victims of the Holocaust as part of the teaching of the history of WWII. This idea was 
abandoned after it provoqued general disaproval on the part of historians and political representatives on 
the right and left and was criticized as being anti-pedagogical. Much public discussion has developped 
over the relationship between the recognition of the experiences and memories of particular minorities 
and the teaching and writing of History. Many French intellectuals point to the risk posed by public 
aknowledgment of the various communities’ experiences of opression, which they fear will lead to a 
competition between victims. 

Over the past few years two rather controversial laws have been voted by parliament on the 
recognition of colonisation and slavery which could have potential impact on school curriculum and on 
the representation of ethnic minorities within them, although they have yet to do so. The first, voted 
in 2001, openly aknowledges the slave trade as ‘a crime against humanity’ and includes a sentence 
recommending that school curriculum ‘give the place it deserves to slavery and the slave trade’ (LOI 
no 2001-434 du 21 mai 2001).  A heated debate about the legitimacy of state regulated sanctions and 
legislation concerning historical events was revived when, based on this law, a collective of members of 
the French West Indian community deposited a complaint against a specialist of the slave trade after 
he publicly stated that the transatlantic slave trade could not be considered as genocide in the same 
manner that the Holocaust could. 

The second controversial law aknowledges the contribution of French « repatriates » from the 
former french colonies (a minority of whom were Muslims), who were forced to move to metropolitain 
France especially from Algeria after the war of independance. It stipulates that ‘school curriculum shall 
recognize the positive role of the French presence overseas, particularly in North Africa, and will attribute 
to the experience and the sacrifice of those who fought in the French army the eminent part to which 
they have a right’ (LOI 2005-158 du 23 février 2005). This formulation raised protests from the left of 
the political spectrum and from representatives of immigrant communities which led to a parliamentary 
proposition to annul the article of the law deemed particularly offensive to North Africans and French 
citizens of North African descent.

4.4 Debates over Districting and Ethnic Diversity in Schools

Another public debate concerning inequalities in education which indirectly included questions about 
the schooling of ethnic minority pupils has arisen over the past few years. The question posed is whether 
to reform the carte scolair: the present system of districting which makes it mandatory to send one’s 
children to the establishment assigned to one’s neighborhood. The present government’s preference 
is to liberalize the school market, making it possible for parents to apply to their prefered school and 
therefore leaving the ultimate role of regulator to individual establishments which would then be openly 
competing with each other for the best pupils. Proponents of such a reform argue that doing away with 
the carte scolaire would make it possible for all parents, not only the most priviledged ones, to choose 
their school freely. However, most specialists of the educational system warn against the negative 
effects of such a reform which would most likely increase already existing inequalities among pupils of 
different socio-economic status and create an even more polarized educational market (Dubet et Duru-
Bellat 2006, Maurin 2007, Oberti 2007). 

While the issue of ethnic segregation has remained relatively marginal in most public 
discussions about the opportunity of reforming the carte scolaire, the existence of ethnic segregation 
as shown through the study led by George Felouzis (see section 2.6 for details) occasionally comes up 
as an argument among both those who are for and against the reform. It is interesting to note that in 
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the French context the concentration of ethnic minority pupils is widely viewed as a problem in and 
of itself. Indeed, the most interesting findings of the study on the paradoxical consequences of ethnic 
segregation for minority pupils, as well as the issue of unequal distribution of school resources (such 
as the concentration of young and inexperienced teachers in ZEP schools), are seldomly mentioned in 
public debates and discussions. 

Whereas there have been a few timid attemps to open more prestigious sections in secondary 
schools serving disadvantaged neighborhoods where minority youth tend to be over-represented, virtually 
nothing has been proposed to counter the natural tendency for the best and most experienced teachers 
to end up in middle and upper middle-class schools. Within the highly centralized and bureaucratic 
system of teacher appointment based on a point system, those who have accumulated the most points, 
through seniority, higher certification and favorable inspection results, are most likely to obtain their 
preferred choice of neighborhoods. Newly certified teachers are often obliged to begin their careers in 
the most unfavorable conditions. The bonuses given to those who teach in schools which are in the 
educational priority zones do not appear as sufficient incentive to attract more experienced teachers. 

Chapter 5: A Critical Review of Recent Literature 

Research on ethnicity, race-relations and issues of discrimination of people of immigrant origin is relatively 
recent in France as compared to countries such as the United States and Great Britain (Schnapper 2007). 
Studies which attempt to differentiate between groups according to ethnic origin often become objects 
of polemic as they are suspected of contributing to racist ideology by those who see them as threats to 
the Republican principle of non-differentiation of citizens by religious, racial, or ethnic characteristics. 
One such example was the very heated debate which took place in the 1990’s between a number of well 
known academics (Tribalat 1995, Le Bras 1998, Tripier 1999, Blum 1998) after the publication of one of 
the first major studies attempting to assess the assimilation of the various minorities by distinguishing 
them by ethnic origin, that is to say country of origin and maternal language, rather than simply by 
nationality or nativity (Tribalat, 1995). 

5.1 The Lack of a Clear and Consensual Definition of Ethnicity 

The traditional American usage of the term ethnicity refers both to the country of origin of one’s ancestors 
and to the collective organisations and identities associated with immigrants and their descendants within 
the American context. In France however, the meaning and content of the term ethnicity remains rather 
unclear. In public discourse and every day terminology it is often used as a euphemism for ‘race’ when 
designating the descendents of immigrants originating from France’s former colonial empire or from 
developping countries. Within the academic world, this popular and implicite usage of the term tends 
to mingle with two other contradictory sources of meaning : the rather essentialist one inherited from 
the traditional anthropological study of the indigenous groups who populate France’s former colonial 
empire, and the very constructivist one which characterizes most contemporary writing on ethnicity in 
the anglo-saxon world. When one adds to this the influences of contemporary discourse on diversity, 
multi-culturalism and the recognition of minorities emanating from international institutions such as 
the European Commission, to which French public policy is increasingly exposed, the variety of meanings 
and conotations associated with the term appear extreamely contradictory. This explains the confusion 
which characterizes much of the discussion of such issues, even within the French academic world. 

Although ethnicity and schooling is increasingly becoming a legitimate object of study in 
France and is frequently an issue of public debate and concern, there still exist few empirical studies of 
ethnic inequalities within the school system, especially when compared to the vast litterature on class-
based inequalities. According to Van Zanten the influence of marxist ideology in the French academic 
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world can account for the dominance of economic explanations for inequalities in school performance 
and their cultural derivatives (Bourdieu) which have tended to ignore ethnic differences or to portrait 
them simply as instances of class based inequalities, rather than as consequences of discrimination (Van 
Zanten 2006). Until recently, minority pupils were referred to as ‘children of immigrant workers’, not as 
ethnic racial or cultural minorities. For Payet, the lack of interest in the education of ethnic minorities 
is due to institutional changes of the 1970’s which resulted in a huge influx of working class children 
in secondary schools in France. Specialists were preocccupied first and foremost with measuring the 
effects of social differences on schooling in the 1980’s (Payet 1996). 

One can roughly devide the approach to the education of students of immigrant origin into three 
distinct phases : a first phase ranging from the 1960s to the late 1980s during which the consensus was 
that they suffered from a ‘socio-cultural handicap’ linked essentially to their working-class origin and to 
their parents’ low levels of education ; a second phase beginning in the early 1990’s and ending in the 
middle of this decade which saw the publication of several studies which questionned the assumption 
linking immigrant origin and school failure through more in depth analysis showing that children of 
immigrants tended to out-perform French students of similar socioeconomic backgrounds (Vallet et 
Caille). The third more recent phase of studies has centered on the issue of residential segregation and 
discrimination in the workplace and their links to the schooling of minority. 

Recent research has underscored the local conditions which create inequalities in education 
and reinforce ethnic differences as well as the contradiction between the relatively successful school 
carreers of minority youth and their high rates of unemployment. Thus the consensus within the French 
academic community has gone from one which considers children of immigrants as being at risk of 
school failure because of the particular socioeconomic and cultural characteristics of their families to 
one which sees them both as high achievers and as victims of segregation and discrimination taking 
place essentially outside of the school system. 

5.2 Studies from the 1960s to the 1980s: Minority Pupils as Working Class Kids

There exists a number of quantitative studies of foreign students’ school performance and carreers dating 
back to the early sixties when the major immigration streams from Algeria and Portugal were evolving 
from being predominantly adult and male to being composed of the wives and children of immigrant 
workers. These studies attempt to explain the poor academic performances and less favorable careers of 
pupils of foreign nationality as compared to their French counterparts by testing the hypothesis on the 
effects of socioeconomic status (INED- Clerc 1964, Gratiot-Alphandery et Lambiotte 1973, Courgeau 
1975). During this period the notion of ‘socio-cultural handicap’ emerged as a term which was commonly 
used to qualify the characteristics of such pupils and to explain the overall gap in achievement when 
comparing them to average French pupils. While the results of these studies differ somewhat as to their 
view of the longer term effects of foreign origin on academic progress in secondary school (Mingat 1987), 
the overall results tend to show that children of immigrants do not differ significantly in performance 
from their French peers of similar socioeconomic standing. The effects of parental socieconomic status 
is analysed more systematically than factors such as nationality of origin and length of stay in France 
which are seldomly stated explicitely as causes for foreign pupils’ higher rates of class repetition. 

Systematic longitudinal studies on cohorts which were performed regularly by the statistical 
services of the Ministry of Education throughout the 1970’s and 1980’s (panel du MEN 72, 73, 74 et 
78, 80), as well as a few later studies of the performances of children born of immigrant parents on 
standardized tests (Caille 1993, Duthoit 1991), tend to confirm the relatively good results of minority 
pupils while pointing to certain methodological limits which make it difficult to generalize. The number 
of siblings as well as the length of stay in France (which is often unknown) are, for instance, variables 
which, when taken into account, tend to modify results to the advantages of pupils of immigrant origin, 
although it is also observed that the effect of higher rates of tracking of immigrant pupils into special 
classes for handicaped children and into the shorter more vocational streams may effect comparisons. 
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5.3 Two Groundbreaking Studies of the 1990s: Tribalat (1995) and Vallet et Caille (1996)

One of the major often cited and often discussed works on ethnicity is the study directed by the demographer 
Michèle Tribalat in the mid nineties which is based on a survey of the first and second generation of 
the major groups of immigrant origin in France (Spanish, Portugese, Algerians, Morrocans, Subsaharan 
Africans, South-Est Asians and Turcs). The author adopts a classical assimilationnist perspective while 
also introducing innovative ethnic categories which go beyond the traditional distinction between 
foreigners and French nationals. Her aim is to assess the levels of assimilation of each group in a variety 
of domains such as education, employment, marriage practices, religious practices, national identity, 
social relations, mobility, perceptions of discrimination.  

The study shows that certain groups, particularly of North African origin, are well assimilated 
on a cultural and social level yet remain quite marginalized economically. Others, such as the Portugese 
and the Asians, are less culturally assimilated while experiencing lower rates of unemployment than 
their counterparts of African origin. On practically all dimensions the Turcs appear in this study as the 
least assimilated of ethnic groups in France, although the relatively small size of the second generation 
at the time of the study makes it difficult to generalize these findings. As far as schooling is concerned, 
this is one of the first studies to make a clear distinction between the Portugese and the Algerian modes 
of integration and to suggest that the higher achievement motivation of second generation Algerian 
youth may not lead to better economic integration, while the preference of the Portugese for vocational 
training seems to lead to better employment opportunities. This study was followed by a series of more in 
depth studies comparing the academic and professional carreers of the two groups of second generation 
youth. It also initiated discussions within the academic community and beyond about the impact of 
racial discrimination and ethnic entrepreneurship on the social mobility of the second generation.  

The seminal study of immigrant and minority pupils school careers and performances published 
by Vallet and Caille in 1996 is as important as the more general study by Tribalat in the sense that, not 
only does it clearly question some of the dominant assumptions linking immigrant or minority status 
and school failure, but it also introduces a more refined comparative approach than that employed 
in previous studies which tended to distinguish only between nationals and non-national or between 
children born of immigrant parents and those born of French born parents. By distinguishing between 
a variety of variables such as nationality, place of birth, number of years of schooling abroad, parents 
length of stay in France, mother tongue, the authors observe that while less than eight percent of pupils 
are foreigners, close to 20 percent have at least one foreign attibute. 

The main contribution of the study to the knowledge of ethnic inequalities in schooling is to 
show that ethnic differences in academic performances tend to diminish over time. Indeed minority 
status becomes an advantage at the end of lower secondary school all other things being equal. 
While the methodology of the study appears very sound and the results offer detailed analysis on the 
processes of ethnic minority school progress, certain specialists of minority education have criticized 
the pertinance of the reasoning based on the fictitious principle of ‘all things being equal’ (Payet 2000). 
Indeed, this type of approach ignores differences in local contexts and school practices which shape the 
educational experience of many minority youth. It also minimizes the fact that a large portion of those 
born of immigrant parents do not attain satisfactory levels of academic achievement, insisting rather 
on the fact that the determining variable is not ethnic origin per se. Moreover the results of this study 
appear to contradict smaller scale studies carried out previously on middle school students of Algerian 
origin which conclude in the existence of discriminatory practices in the treatment of their orientation 
at the end of the second year of lower-secondary school (Zirotti 1989). 

The contradictory results between the two types of studies might be explained by differences 
in scale, in location and timing of the research, as well as by the fact that high student achievement 
motivation and discrimination by school personnel might be two co-existing phenomena whose effects 
balance each other out over time throughout the school careers of a large number of pupils. Vallet and 
Caille regard the absence of a gap in academic achievement between minority and majority pupils of 
similar socioeconoic status as a sign that the French school system does not discriminate against the 
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former and as the consequence of an inherent tendency for immigrant families to invest strongly in 
their children’s schooling. Zirotti, on the contrary, interprets the tendency for North African pupils to 
aim for the more prestigeous general streams and to contest their teachers’ judgements when they do 
not obtain what they want as a defensive strategy aimed at compensating for the negative effects of 
social and ethnic discrimination within the school system and on the job market (Zirotti and Akers-
Porrini 1992). 

5.4 Evidence of Blocked Mobility for North African and African Youth

Several recent studies have attempted to analyse the link between the schooling of minority youth 
and their aspirations, perspectives and progress in higher education and during their first years on 
the job market. In a survey of high-school leavers, Caille observed that the educational aspirations of 
children of immigrants were higher than those of their French peers and were less dependent upon 
their actual academic performances. North African youth in particular aspire to find employment in 
the administrative or commercial sector rather than in the traditional industrial sector in which their 
fathers worked (Caille 2005).  

Similarly, in a study comparing the educational aspirations of children of immigrants with those 
of their parents, Brinbaum and Kieffer underline the ambitions of such families as compared to non-
immigrant families of similar social status as well as the differences between generations and between 
ethnic groups (Brinbaum and Kieffer 2005). The recent generation of Portugese youth, often born of 
parents who arrived in France as children, have significantly higher aspirations than their parents who 
tend to want them to obtain shorter vocational training while the children presently aspire to enter 
the university at higher rates than the preceding generation. For youth of North African origin, the gap 
between parents’ aspirations and their own projects is less important, as it appears that the present 
generation has had to reevaluate their desire to pursue into general higher education. The fact that 
they have often been placed in technological and vocational high-schools, as well as the obstacles of 
discrimination encountered by their elders on the job market, have led them to readjust their aspirations 
and to choose shorter more vocationally oriented higher educational programs than they had initially 
aimed for. 

In a more qualitative study of the experiences of a group of North African youth having entered 
the university at the end of the 1990’s, Beaud concludes that the aspirations and perspectives born of 
the democratization of the French university in the 1980’s have not been accompanied by reforms 
making it possible for youth of working class and immigrant origin to suceed academically and to 
find adequate employment (Beaud 2002 and 2004). This is cause for frustration and bitterness on the 
part of those who placed high hopes for social mobility in the school system. Indeed, several recent 
studies on the employment prospects of minority youth demonstrate the existence of a systematic and 
significant penalty for young men and women of African and North African origin during their first 
years on the job market which cannot be explained by lower educational attainment and weaker social 
capital (Silberman 2004, Silberman et Fournier 2006). Although the numbers of second generation Turcs 
are often insufficient to generalize observations concerning their progress and aspirations, it clearly 
appears that the more recent cohorts of those born in France have significantly lower numbers of early 
school drop-outs and higher rates of entry into higher education than those who arrived in France as 
children in the 1980’s. Nevertheless, Turkish young people’s preference for vocational training remains 
a distinguishing feature of this group. 

5.5 Emerging Research on Ethic Segregation 

Several recent studies have directly or indirectly addressed the issue of ethnic segregation as contributing 
to minority school failure and to ethnic tensions within secondary schools. It is widely recognized that 
a significant minority of parents choose to avoid the local public schools. This phenomenon of « white » 
or middle-class flight tends to contribute to the concentration of disadvantaged minority youth in the 
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least reputable establishments. There is some disagreement as to whether these avoidance strategies 
are limited to upper-class families or are more caracteristic of middle-class families (Oberti vs. Maurin), 
and as to whether the ethnic composition of the local school population is indeed the primary factor 
causing the flight of the more priviledged pupils (Van Zanten 2006 in Fassin&Fassin). 

Regardless of whether there is actually a clearly ethnic dimension to parental avoidance 
strategies, the fact remains that school administrations in the most disadvantaged neighborhoods often 
feel the need to develop means to compensate for the potential loss of pupils and to counter the 
stigmatizing affects of the ethnic visibility of their population. Several studies have shown that the 
concentration of minority pupils, particularly of boys of North African origin, in the least desirable 
classes is often a consequence of schools’ attempts to attract and maintain pupils of middle-class origin 
(Payet, 1992, 1995, Debarbieux and Tichit 1997) by creating classes reserved for the best perfoming 
students. In middle-schools and in high-schools, the variety of existing options which students choose 
throughout their secondary carreers in addition to the standard mandatory subjects produce a variety 
of profiles which differentiate classes within a given level between those who tend to attract the 
better performing students and those which are reserved for students who are destined to enter into 
less desirable tracks. Such forms of voluntary or involuntary ethnic segregation within schools tend to 
reenforce the association between undisciplined and unmotivated students and certain ethnic profiles 
and cultural caracteristics, and to contribute to the interpretation of aggressive conduct and tensions 
between pupils or between teachers and pupils in terms of ethnic or racial antagonism (Perroton 2000). 
French researchers have coined the tendency for school personnel and pupils to interprete conflicts and 
in-school violence in ethnic terms as the ‘ethnicisation of social relations’. 

There are in fact some contradictions between the increasing ‘racialization’ of problems in 
disadvantaged urban school settings and the strong attachment of teachers and administrators to 
the Republican ideology of color-blindness. This makes for a particularly ambivalent discourse on the 
part of school personel who tend to oscillate between the over-interpretation of problems of violence, 
disrespect for authority and anti-school behavior in ethnic terms and the negation of the existence of 
racial discrimination and of ethnic differences as an ordinary fact of daily life in such neighborhoods. 

5.6 The Scarcity of Rresearch on Ethnic Relations and Identities in Education

Despite the increasing interest in ethnic inequalities in education among French social scientists, 
there is a lack of large-scale research on interethnic relations in schools and on the manner in which 
educational experiences interact with ethnic identity. Most of the research previously cited adresses 
the issue of ethnicity in schooling without paying much attention to the role of pupils who belong to 
the majority and to their perceptions of and relations with their peers from ethnic minorities. This has 
the effect of reinforcing the perception of the role of ethnicity in schooling as a one sided and static 
process by which certain characteristics of the minority groups in question explain their particular 
situation. Accounting more directly both for the interactions between majority and minority groups 
and for the interplay between differences in students’ academic, social, and economic profiles and their 
ethnicity might well reveal that there is very little in pupils’ school careers and experiences which is 
independantly determined by ethnicity. 

Much of the evidence gathered from the qualitative research presented here points to the fact 
that ethnicity may well be a way for both pupils and teachers to make sense of the discrepancy between 
their ideal of a meritocratic color-blind school system and the reality of a highly elitist and selective 
institution which relegates many students from disadvantaged families to the least desirable classes 
and streams. One might hypothesize that only for those who fail to conform to the high standards 
of academic success which characterize the French school system does ethnicity become a relevant 
explaination of their situation. By refering to the ethnic origins of students and to their parents’ 
supposed cultural ‘disadvantage’ teachers may be seeking for a way to justify the failures of the system 
to adapt to the needs of the new public of working class origin. Similarly, many minority students find 
in ethnic identification a means for justifying their poor performances and a way to de-personnalize 
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their failure to achieve the high standards set both by their parents and by teachers. Thus, within the 
French context ethnicity is both a motor of high achievement motivation (in the sense that John Ogbu 
defined conformism to standards of school success as a caracteristic of ‘voluntary’ minorities), and a 
consequence of school failure which lay the grounds for the development of the oppositional ethnic 
identity and anti-school behavior which caracterizes ‘involuntary’ racialized minority. 

Most research on interethnic relations in schooling focuses on issues of violence, racism and 
segregation. This tends to minimize the fact that in many urban schools ethnic differences are simply 
an ordinary fact of daily life which may or may not translate into tensions and conflicts depending on 
factors which probably have very little to do with the multi-ethnic nature of the school population, and 
more with the quality of the administration, with teacher turn-over, communication between school 
personnel, clarity of rules which regulate in school behavior, etc. 

A recent study of interethnic relations among primary school pupils indicates that childrens’ 
choice of friends has very much to do with similarities in school performance and in class behavior and 
nothing to do with ethnic origin. While parents and teachers refer to similarity of ethnic origin as one of 
the factors guiding choice of friends, this reason is never mentionned by the pupils themselves (Roussier-
Fusco 2007). This study shows that while children do not spontaneously use ethnic categories to describe 
their social relations, they do at times reinterprete categories which appear in adults discourse, such as 
when the most undisciplined students make use of the material presented in a civics course on anti-
racism in order to create a new category of culprits called ‘racists’ or ‘whites’. 
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ANNEX
 
 
p.2: A1:  
General organisation of the educational system in France. 
 
p.3 and 4:  
C1 and C2: Principle diplomas whose main purpose is to lead on to further studies and their 
position in the educational system 
 
p.5 and 6 :  
D1 and D1 : Diplomas whose main purpose is to permit employment (vocational, 
technological, higher education) and their position within the educational system 
Source: Ministère de l’Education Nationale, Rectorat Aix-Marseille, Les formations 
professionnalisantes et la certification professionnelle en France. Présentation, actualité et 
enjeux. Septembre 2006.  
 
p. 7 - 10: G enerational distribution, educational attainment, labour-market status and  
perceived discrimination in the job market of children of immigrants 
Tables 1, 2, 3 and 5  
Data source: Cereq, Generation 98. Sample: 55.000 individuals. 
Source: Silberman, Roxanne, Alba, Richard and Fournier, Irène. 2007. Segmented 
assimilation in France? Discrimination in the labour market against the second generation, 
Ethnic and Racial Studies 30(1): 1–27. 
 
p.11 -12: Figures 2 and 3  
The sample consists of all individuals between 20 and 50 years  
old. In figure 2, the definition of ethnic origin is only based on parent’s country of birth.  
Figure 3 takes parental nationality into account.  
Data source: Insee: Formation, Qualification Professionnelle, 2003. Sample: 40.0000 
individuals.  
Source: Arnaud Lefranc “Unequal opportunities and ethnic origin: The labor market 
outcomes of second generation immigrants in France”, September 15 2007 (unpublished 
document available online at http://www.afs-socio.fr/FI99/ArnaudLefranc.pdf).  
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