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Upper Secondary School: le lycée 

At the end of lower secondary pupils can take one of two routes.
The General and Technological route which leads to higher education. Pupils join 
seconde class in General and Technological Upper Secondary School. This is the 
«initiation» cycle. It is shared by all pupils who are following general or technological 
studies. At the end of seconde (year 10), pupils enter the “cycle terminal” (sixth form) 
which includes première (lower sixth form: year 11) and terminale (upper sixth: year 
12) working towards general or technological baccalaureates.
The vocational route which allows entry into the world of work or further study. 
With an academic status, in the vocational school (lycée professionnel) pupils 
enter seconde to study for the vocational baccalaureate (baccalauréat professionnel) 
over three years or a certificate of vocational aptitude (CAP) over two years. Through 
apprenticeships, young people work towards a vocational diploma in an apprentice 
training centre (centre de formation des apprentis, CFA) and with an employer.
At the lycée the syllabuses are national. 

The General and Technological Routes

At the beginning of the 2010 academic year, the new general and technological seconde 
class will be introduced in the context of the reform of upper secondary schools. This 
reform will affect première  classes at the beginning of the 2011 academic year and 
the terminale classes at the beginning of the 2012 academic year.
One of the key objectives is to make the career choices of pupils less irreversible and 
to allow trajectories to be corrected.

To achieve this objective, the specialisation of the different routes takes place gra-
dually with a high proportion of teaching time allocated to core courses for all pupils 
of seconde and première.

Seconde (Year 10): The Initiation Cycle

Seconde represents a first step on the academic route of the general and technolo-
gical upper secondary school. As an initiation class, it provides general culture for all 
pupils which allows them to discover new literature, artistic, scientific or technological 
subjects or work towards further study.
Core classes make up  23h30, that is 80% of the pupil’s overall timetable. The second 
modern language is integrated into these classes and becomes compulsory for all 
pupils.

Familiarisation classes  allow familiarisation with new disciplines. Upper secondary 
school pupils choose two compulsory familiarisation disciplines, one of which is in 
the field of economics. The second familiarisation subject is to be chosen from a list 
which includes : 
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– scientific and technological courses (scientific methods and practices, engineering 
science, science and laboratories…) ;
– literary courses (literature and society, languages and cultures of Antiquity, that is 
Latin or Greek, Modern Language 3);
– artistic courses (artistic creation and activities). 

These choices do not determine the access to a particular specialism for the last two 
years of upper secondary.

Tailored Support
A major innovation of secondary reform, tailored support is offered to all pupils. 
It forms part of their timetable and does not create an additional burden.
In the first year, tailored support allows pupils to adapt to the demands of work 
in upper secondary school, to develop methods that help them to work towards 
higher education and to develop their career plans. It includes: 
– support for pupils in difficulty; 
– developing more in-depth knowledge of, or another approach to, the disciplines 
studied;
– methodological help;
– careers advice.

In each discipline the pupils’ study hours continue to be set at national level. Never-
theless, schools have greater flexibility in their organisation. A proportion of their 
allocated teaching hours is set aside for them to organise tailored support and small 
groups within the disciplines. Each school council, in which teachers participate, is 
consulted on the use of this part of the allocation.

Specialised «second classes» leading to brevets de technicien (BT) and baccalauréats 
technologiques (catering and techniques of music and dance, TMD) have been kept.

Last two years of upper secondary school

Pupils specialise gradually :  they chose a general or technological route. This cycle 
leads them to the baccalauréat. 

The General Route leads holders of the baccalauréat towards long study. 
It includes 3 specialisations: 
– social and economic science (ES);
– literary (L);
– scientific (S).

The technological route favours further study, particularly for those working towards 
becoming an engineer or senior technician, over two years and more. It includes 7 
specialisations:

– STL (sciences and technology of the laboratory);
– STI (industrial science and technology);
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– STG (science and technology of management) ;
– ST2S (science and technology of health and social care) ;
– TMD (techniques of music and dance) ;
– Catering ;
– STAV (science and technology of agriculture and life), in lycées run by the Ministry 
of Agriculture.

At the end of the last year, pupils sit the baccalauréat exam, the first higher education 
diploma. As such, it gives access to the first year of university study. Some parts of 
the exam are taken at the previous year (for example French).

This reform will affect première classes from the beginning of the 2011 academic year 
and the terminale classes from the beginning of the 2012 academic year. 
The framework of the existing specialisations has been maintained but their internal 
organisation and content have been reformed. In première, the proportion of culture 
that is taught to all pupils has been increased. In terminale, the specialism is more 
marked with a view to further study in higher education. Three specialisations are 
undergoing substantial transformation.
In the general route, the literary specialisation (série L) is becoming a path of 
excellence for learning modern languages and international awareness.
In the technological route, the specialisations with an industrial technolo-
gical purpose   («sciences and technologies of industry and sustainable develop-
ment» and «sciences and technologies of the laboratory») have been revised:  they 
are more versatile and offer broader opportunities and better preparation for higher 
education. 

The Vocational Route
The vocational route offers practical schooling related to business and trades. It enables 
pupils to acquire vocational skills as well as the knowledge and skills of a particular 
vocational sector. All vocational diplomas can be taken at school, in a vocational 
lycée (lycée professionnel) or through an apprenticeship, in an Apprentice Training 
Centre (CFA). 

At the beginning of the 2009 school year, the vocational route was reformed. The 
aim of this reform was to help raise the qualification level of young people in the 
vocational route, to improve their transition into employment and to facilitate their 
access to further education.
The main measure changed the length of the period of study for the vocational bacca-
laureate to bring it into line with that of the general and technical baccalaureates. The 
period of study is now three years after lower secondary instead of four previously.
At the end of last year of upper secondary, pupils sit the vocational baccalaureate, 
a national exam that, like other baccalaureates, gives a level IV end of secondary 
schooling certificate (French classification, see inset on page 17) and the first higher 
education diploma. A level V intermediary qualification (CAP or BEP) is taken in the 
course of the three year period of study to ensure that each young person obtains a 
qualification.
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Qualifications:  
– le certificat d’aptitude professionnelle (CAP : Certificate of professional aptitude): 
level V, 2 years of study, more than 200 specialisms;
– le baccalauréat professionnel (vocational baccalaureat): level IV, 3 years of study,  
70 specialisms; 
– le brevet professionnel (BP ): level IV, (only through apprenticeship) 2 years of 
training after a CAP, 68 specialisms;
– la mention complémentaire (MC: optional qualification): level V or IV, one year 
after the CAP or baccalauréat professionnel, 57 specialisms;
– le brevet des métiers d’art (BMA: arts vocational qualification): level IV, 2 years 
after a CAP in the vocational arts, 26 specialisms.

vocational upper secondary (lycées professionnels)
In the lycées vocational and technological education takes up 40 to 60% of a pupil’s 
timetable. It is taught in class and, depending on the specialism, in workshops, labo-
ratories or on building sites. On the job training is also offered over 22 weeks in three 
years for the vocational baccalaureate and over 12 to 16 weeks for the two years of 
the CAP. The skills learned during these periods, as defined by the guidelines for each 
diploma, are assessed by an exam.
Academic subjects (French, mathematics, history-geography, science, modern lan-
guage) take up around 50%.

Apprenticeships 
Apprenticeships are available from the age of sixteen and combine practical training 
with an employer and lessons in a Apprentice Training Centre. Apprentices have a 
work contract under the responsibility of the apprenticeship master. They can also 
train in public services.
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The different levels of training	

French 	 Education level	 ISCED*
classification		  classification

Level VI	 No education beyond the end of compulsory schooling 	 0

Level V bis	 Education of no more than a year 	 2
	 (leaving before last year of cycle)

Level V	 Education equivalent to BEP or CAP 	 3c

Level IV	 Qualification equivalent to the baccalaureate	 3
	 or brevet professionnel

Level III	 BTS, DUT or end of the 1er cycle of higher education 	 5b

Level II et I	 Level comparable or above that of the 	 6
	 2nd cycle of higher education

* UNESCO’s international standard classification of education (ISCED) used for international comparison (classification 
according to the diploma obtained).

French Schooling Abroad

The French curriculum is followed in 475 schools accredited by the French Education 
Ministry in association with the French Ministry of Foreign Affairs in 133 countries. 
The majority of these schools are private and fee-paying. A little over 250 000 pupils 
around the world follow the French curriculum. 
Most of these schools belong to two networks. The Agence pour l’enseignement 
français à l’étranger (AEFE: The Agency for French Schooling Abroad), a public body 
under the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, is responsible for monitoring and developing 
253 schools and 174 000 pupils in 130 countries that follow the French curriculum. La 
Mission laïque française (The French Secular Mission) brings together 87 schools in 
35 countries attended by more than 30 000 pupils.
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 Some Key Figures (2008/2009)
Pupils in primary schools	  6 643 600
Of which 46 000 in schools that  are specially adapted for disability (ASH) 
– In nursery schools	 2 535 400
– In elementary schools	 4 062 200
– Percentage of public sector	 86.45

Pupils in secondary schools	 5 339 700
Of which 101 300 in schools which are specially adapted for disability 	
– In lower secondary schools	 3 088 500
– In general and technological upper secondary schools	 1 446 900
– In vocational upper secondary schools	    703 100
– Percentage of public sector	 78,9

Teachers	 857 260
– Primary school teachers in the state sector 	 321 739
– Secondary school teachers in the state sector	 393 860
– Primary school teachers in the private sector 	 46 140
– Secondary school teachers in the private sector	 95 521 
– Percentage of public sector	 83,47

Schools	
– Number of primary schools, lower and upper secondary schools	 66 288
– Number of primary schools	 54 875
– Number of lower secondary schools 	  7 031
– Number of general and technical upper secondaries	 2 630
– Number of vocational upper secondary schools	 1 672
– Number of regional special learning schools	 80
– Percentage of public sector 	 86,6

Budget	
Expenditure for education in 2008 in billions of Euros,
(total spending of French society on education: State, 
local authorities, business, households etc)	 129.4
Education Ministry budget in 2009 in billions of Euros	 60

Source: Repères et références statistiques 2009 – L’état de l’École 2009 - Direction de l’évaluation, de la prospective 
et de la performance  (Assessment, Forward-Planning and Performance Directorate), - Ministry of National Education, 
Ministry for Higher Education and Research)
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