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Abstract :
In France, where most higher education institutions are in the public sector, permanent academic staff at universities and
other higher education institutions are tenured and enjoy a broad individual autonomy. The number of staff on short-
term contracts is limited. Most part-time staff are drawn from professionals, business executives, and administrators – in
both the public and private sectors. In recent decades, the number of teaching-only faculty expanded rapidly as tenured
secondary  school  teachers  were  transferred  to  higher  education  institutions.  As  universities  have  acquired  some
autonomy, especially in academic matters, recruitment and promotion of staff combine elements of centralisation at the
national level with local processes. Some degree of pay differentiation has been introduced through a growing use of
supplementary compensation. As the system evolves toward increased self-governance of institutions, the autonomy
enjoyed by the faculty is seen by administrators as an obstacle to the development of institutional policies.

French higher education is often viewed from abroad as an oddity. Most of its peculiar features are
rooted in a long history of centralisation, in the hands of the state, of decision-making power over
almost every aspect of social life. Some of the directions taken during almost two centuries were
radically different from those of other European countries. The resulting system has been a model
for  a  number  of  countries  –  such  as  the  francophone  African  countries,  which  at  the  time  of
independence had inherited elements of a higher education system created by the former colonial
power. Owing to their cultural proximity to France, Belgium, Italy, and to a lesser extent Portugal
and Spain have also been influenced by the French model in some aspects of the organisation of
their higher education systems. Similarities that might be discerned in the structure adopted in the
Soviet Union for higher education and research did not have much to do with imitation but could
better be viewed as “objectively” determined by the choice of a centralised pattern of organisation
for the whole society.
Since the early 19th century, the higher education system has been mostly in the public sector.
Although institutional autonomy has increased in the recent period, it is fairly limited, compared
with other European countries. Control of higher education institutions is distributed among various
ministries of the central government, with little involvement of local authorities.
The Ministry of Education controls and funds the universities and a large number of other public
higher education institutions. Other ministries control and fund similar institutions, which are often
more  prestigious  than  universities.  The private  sector  is  small  and,  apart  from a  few Catholic
universities, consists only of independent schools of engineering and business administration. The
most peculiar feature of higher education is the existence, outside the universities, of a strong public
research sector and of an “elite” sector of vocationally oriented specialised institutions.
In public higher education institutions, most permanent staff are tenured and enjoy the status of
public employees. In the general framework of the Public Employee Statute (Statut général de la
fonction  publique),  they  belong to  a  number  of  different  categories  of  public  employees,  each
category (called corps) with its own regulations covering recruitment and promotion and its own job
definition and responsibilities. In universities, academic staff historically used to be highly stratified
in many different categories. During the last two decades, a reform of the statutory framework and
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an evolution in the practices of the institutions has brought about a more unified structure for the
academic profession.

Overview of the system

In France, what is defined as higher education comprises short vocationally oriented programmes in
universities, secondary schools, and independent institutions, as well as longer and more general
programmes offered by universities and independent grandes écoles. This situation stems from a
long tradition of creating a new institution whenever new needs arise. Even before the abolition of
the universities  during the French Revolution,  the state  organised the training of  the necessary
qualified manpower by establishing specialised institutions. Universities – in the usual sense of
autonomous, comprehensive institutions – appeared only in the second half of the 20th century and
were allowed to offer programmes in most fields of higher education in the following decades.
Today, the higher education sector includes a number of different categories of institutions:
    • public-sector universities (87) – including 3 national polytechnic institutes and 3 technology
universities. They differ widely in size, ranging from 1,000 to 40,000 students, with an average of
15,000. Altogether, they enrol about 1,400,000 students (in 1998). They offer a large variety of
programmes: short vocational “technician” programmes in IUTs, programmes in engineering and in
business administration as well as traditional studies in the natural sciences, social sciences, arts and
humanities, medicine and law.
    • teacher training university institutes (instituts universitaires de formation des maîtres, IUFM)
(28) – formally independent but closely related to universities, with a total enrolment of more than
80,000 students.
    • private (mostly Catholic) universities (5) and colleges (14) – enrolling less than 1 percent of the
students (about 22,000 students).
    • higher schools (écoles supérieures, the most prestigious being referred to as grandes écoles) (ca.
500) – they can be private, public or of mixed status like institutions created and funded by local
chambers of commerce. They tend to specialise in a few fields that were traditionally not offered in
universities: engineering, agriculture, business administration, architecture. They are much smaller
than universities:  in  engineering  schools,  for  example,  enrolments  range from less  than 100 to
3,500, with an average size of 300 students.
    • fine arts and applied arts schools – these are controlled by the Ministry for Cultural Affairs and
operated by the state or by local authorities.
    • independent institutions – these offer shorter programmes in health and social services (training
of  nurses,  midwives,  social  workers,  special  education  staff,  etc.).  Most  of  these  schools  are
controlled by the Ministry for Health and Social Affairs.

In France, the higher education system includes two types of programmes organised and taught in
upper secondary schools (lycées), either public or private, by secondary school teachers:
    • Special preparatory programmes leading to the grandes écoles are usually highly selective.
These  classes  (préparatoires  aux  grandes  écoles)  constitute  the  traditional  first  stage  of  study
leading toward engineering or business schools, the elite track in French higher education. They
enrol nearly 80,000 students.
    • Short vocational programmes, similar to IUTs, called STS (sections de techniciens supérieurs)
and leading to a BTS, or Higher Technician Diploma (Brevet de techniciens supérieurs), with about
230,000 students.
Postgraduate  studies  and  doctoral  programmes  are  offered  only  in  the  public  universities.
Nevertheless,  the  grandes  écoles  increasingly  seek  agreements  with  universities  to  take  part  in
postgraduate programmes.
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The structure of the profession

Historical perspective

The present situation of academic staff should be put briefly into historical perspective in order to
trace the peculiarity of the French traditions and the variety of recruitment practices and careers
among the different disciplines. Since the early 1800s, when Napoleon reconstructed the higher
education institutions abolished during the French revolution, until the end of the 19th century, there
was one institution only – initially named the Imperial University. It comprised both secondary and
higher education. In the largest cities there were local branches of the University, called faculties, in
charge of higher education. They were managed from Paris by the minister of education, whose title
was  “Grand  Master  of  the  University”.  Staff  were  recruited  nationally  and  allocated  to  these
faculties. There were five types of faculties: theology, law, medicine, arts, and science. In the 20th
century  until  the creation of  autonomous universities  in  1968,  the  faculties  remained the  basic
administrative unit of the university sector of public higher education.
Among the different faculties and often within the same faculty, in the various disciplines, careers
used to follow different patterns. In the arts and science faculties, the main purpose was to train
secondary school teachers. Graduates were recruited by the state through competitive exams and
started their careers in secondary schools. Later they transferred to faculties where they would assist
professors  until  they  replaced  them  after  spending  many  years  writing  a  doctoral  thesis.  The
medicine  and  law  faculties  trained  medical  practitioners  and  lawyers  or  judges  respectively.
Permanent teaching staff were recruited initially from an older pool of practitioners working part
time in the faculties. For them the doctoral thesis was a less ambitious under-taking and written in a
much shorter period of time. These are examples of the differences in recruitment practices in the
disciplines – which persisted even after the law was changed in 1984, with a new statute providing
for common regulation with regard to academic staff in most of the disciplines.
The rapid expansion of universities in the 1960s and the 1970s was made possible by employing a
large number of young assistants on part-time or fixed-term contracts, only a minority of whom
could expect to become permanent academic staff. The existing career patterns, which were created
in a higher education system with just a few thousand students and a few hundred professors and
assistants, were not workable in a mass system that would soon reach a million students. A complete
overhaul of the training and recruitment methods of the profession was called for. In the wake of the
1984 Higher Education Act, the government passed a series of decrees unifying doctoral studies,
reorganising careers, and creating permanent positions for nonprofessorial staff.
In the rest of higher education, there are still a variety of terms and conditions for academic staff.
The various ministries and institutions have devised their own regulations and career structures,
shaped by their technical or administrative circumstances. In the public sector as a whole, however,
recruitment procedures and working conditions for academic staff are slowly converging, as a result
of a process started by the 1984 act. Most of the institutions under the Education Ministry now
recruit staff on the same conditions as universities, and other ministries are also moving in the same
direction. The Agriculture Ministry, for example, has recently altered the organisation of its higher
education institutions and basically adopted the regulations and procedures set by the Ministry of
Education.
In  the  following discussion  we will  be  limited  to  the  public  higher  education  sector  which  is
controlled by the Education Ministry and employs the overwhelming majority  of the country’s
academic staff. While concentrating on the public sector, the article will also make reference to the
rest of higher education.
The academic profession comprises three broad categories of positions: (1) tenured teaching staff of
two different types – “teacher-researchers” (enseignants-chercheurs), and “teaching only” academic
staff; (2) full-time or part-time staff on fixed-term nontenured contracts – either young academics

French academics: Between the professions and the civil service 3



waiting for appointment to tenured positions or specialists; (3) and staff employed on an hourly
basis.

Tenured full-time positions 
Higher education personnel
Staff  with  higher  education  status  included  in  1998  nearly  18,000  professors  (professeurs  des
universités),  about  30,000  lecturers  (maîtres  de  conférences),  and  1,650  tenured  assistants
(assistants titulaires). Assistants, initially appointed for limited terms, fought for tenure in the 1970s
and succeeded in the early 1980s. The 1984 higher education statute called for the phasing out of
this category. No new tenured assistant positions have been filled since 1984, and positions are
closed when they become vacant. Their number has dwindled from about 15,000 in the late 1970s
to less than 2,000 at present.

Secondary education teachers
Staff mobility from upper-secondary education to higher education has always been common since
the Imperial  University included both levels of education.  However,  it  is only recently that the
permanent  assignment  of  secondary  education  staff  became  an  important  feature  in  higher
education. It started with the creation of IUTs in 1966 and up until the mid-1980s it was limited to
around 4,000. From 1986 on, their number grew steadily to the current figure of more than 12,000.
Although these staff members are not recruited in the same way as higher education tenured staff,
their careers are organised along similar principles – since they are public servants employed by the
same ministry.  There are  two types  of  secondary teachers,  professeurs  agrégés  and professeurs
certifiés.
Traditionally, in some disciplines (arts, humanities, sciences), academic staff were recruited from
the ranks of secondary education teachers. The typical career path of academics in those disciplines
was as follows: the baccalaureate, then a few years in a preparatory programme at one of the top
secondary schools (lycées), école normale supérieure (elite teacher training institution), then the
Agrégation (competitive examination for recruiting secondary education teachers), then a period in
a tenured teaching position in a secondary school, then appointment to a university as a tenured
assistant, and, finally, recruitment as a lecturer or a professor.
This pattern has changed over the last decades: a large number of secondary school teachers are
now assigned to universities without any change in their status. They are likely to remain secondary
school  teachers  and  to  keep  the  same  teaching  load  and  the  same  career  structure.  They  are
designated “teaching only” staff as opposed to staff with university status, who are called “teacher-
researchers” in the administrative jargon of French education.
They may request a return to secondary schools when they wish. Some of them try to change their
status, applying for lecturer positions after taking a Ph.D. – which is a difficult task owing to their
heavy teaching load. Universities may now reduce the teaching load or grant research leave for staff
engaged in a doctoral programme, to enable them to complete their Ph.D. dissertation.
However,  a  few  graduates  recruited  as  secondary  education  teachers  actually  never  teach  in
secondary  schools  but,  rather,  enter  Ph.D.  programmes  (with  grants)  immediately  after  their
qualification as secondary education teachers. They are rapidly recruited for temporary research and
teaching positions, which are the first steps in an academic career at higher education institutions.
Most of them have studied at one of the three écoles normales supérieures, elite institutions created
in the early 19th century to train secondary education teachers.
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Tenured secondary education staff who make up 10 percent of the total teaching staff at universities
comprise 40 percent of staff in the short vocational programmes and 25 percent in the humanities
departments. The increase in the number of teaching-only staff is one of the most notice-able trends
in academic appointments in the last decades. They are mainly employed in vocational programmes
and for “nonspecialist” teaching (e.g., teaching of foreign languages outside language departments
or mathematics outside mathematics departments), where there is little need to link teaching with
research work. This is precisely the type of programme and the sort of teaching that has been on the
rise  over  the period.  Moreover,  their  teaching load is  twice that  of  lecturers,  which lowers the
instructional costs. Finally, their transfer to higher education was the easy policy option for the
education authorities when a demographic downturn released teachers from secondary education at
a time when higher education was still expanding rapidly. See Table 1, for the number of tenured
academic staff in 1985 and 1998.

Staff on fixed-term contracts

Associate or visiting staff
Universities  are  allowed to use vacant  permanent  positions  (for  either  professor  or  lecturer)  to
recruit either full-time associate staff (personnel associé) on three-year contracts or visiting staff
(personnel  invité).  In  recent  years,  a  new  type  of  contract  has  been  introduced  that  enables
universities to recruit as part-time associates people already employed in the public or the private
sector – mainly among professionals, business executives, administrators, or researchers. Visiting
professors usually are foreign academics invited for a few months by universities. Associate and
visiting staff (who number about 2,500) have the same academic duties and rights as tenured staff.

Temporary assistants
Temporary assistants (attaché temporaire d’enseignement et de recherche – ATER), who number
5,300, are advanced students nearing the completion of their Ph.D.s or having just completed it,
who are hired on a part-time or full-time basis for a limited term of one year (renewable twice, with
the exceptional fourth year). This position is conceived of as a way of bridging the gap between the
termination of the Ph.D. grant and recruitment for a tenured position. Universities can appoint these
assistants to fill temporarily vacant tenured staff positions.
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Instructors
Instructors (moniteurs) are drawn from graduate students awarded a research grant (allocation de
recherche).  Institutions  can  select  a  few  candidates  who  will  be  given  a  supplementary
compensation in exchange for a small amount of teaching (60 hours per year). Their teaching is
restricted to first- and second-year programmes. Moniteurs are assigned a “mentor” and are required
to  attend  special  courses  organised  in  14  regional  Higher  Education  Teacher  Training  Centres
(Centres d’initiation à l’enseignement supérieur – CIES).
Research grants are awarded for two years, usually extended to a third year – 90 percent of the
grantees (allocataires) are funded for a third year. Among the 10,000 allocataires (an annual flow of
about 3,500) 4,000 are moniteurs.

Foreign-language assistants
Foreign language assistants (lecteur et  maître de langues étrangères) are appointed for a period
ranging from one to six years. They should be native speakers and hold a degree equivalent to
Maîtrise for lecteurs and a postgraduate degree for Maîtres de Langues. There are about 950 of
these assistants.

University hospital teaching staff
University  hospital  teaching  staff  (enseignants  hospitalo-universitaires  contractuels)  are  jointly
appointed by the head of the medical school and the university hospital. There are approximately
3,600 of such teaching staff.

Hourly part-time staff
Universities and grandes écoles employ teaching staff paid by the hour. They are named chargés
d’enseignement vacataires and attachés temporaires vacataires. They are hired for one term and for
a  given  number  of  teaching  hours  by  the  head  of  the  institution,  after  consultation  with  the
committee for recruitment in the relevant discipline. Chargés d’enseignement vacataires should be
fully employed outside the university. Attachés temporaires vacataires must be doctoral students
under 26 years of age.
Together with permanent university staff working overtime, hourly part-time staff account for a
sizable  share  of  teaching.  Institutions  receive  some  recurrent  funding  for  employing  part-time
personnel or for overtime, when permanent staff allocated to them cannot meet their teaching needs.
Some disciplines and newly created or rapidly expanding institutions,  rely heavily on part-time
staff.  A few  years  ago,  some  universities  expended  more  than  half  the  recurrent  funding  for
instruction on part-time and overtime teaching. The recent drop in student enrolments along with
the corresponding decrease in recurrent funding has greatly reduced the hiring of such part-time
staff and the flexibility it offered to institutions.

Higher education and research

Most publicly funded research is organised by specialised research agencies or public corporations
distinct from the universities. The best known of these agencies, the CNRS (National Centre for
Scientific  Research),  employs about  26,000 people,  as  compared with the 80,000 employed by
universities. CNRS used to run its own independent laboratories, but it increasingly works with
universities in funding university laboratories and operating jointly controlled and financed “mixed
research units”. Eighty percent of the research units of the CNRS are located within universities.
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Other research agencies, smaller and more specialised, operate basically in the same way as the
CNRS.1

Full-time research staff are usually employed by national research agencies like the CNRS, even
when they work in university laboratories or institutes. Full-time tenured researchers may take part
in teaching on a voluntary and part-time basis but not as part of their statutory duties. Researchers
get  extra  financial  compensation  for  such  teaching  –  for  which  they  must  secure  formal
authorisation.  They  may also  be  involved  in  supervision  of  research  students  working in  their
research laboratories (without any compensation). They may be assigned (détachés) to universities
for a few years, in which case they are subjected to the statutory regulation of tenured teachers
before reverting to their research position. Although they usually hold the qualifications required to
apply to academic positions in universities, they tend to remain at the research agencies.
Out of 26,000 staff employed by CNRS, more than 11,000 are “researchers”, the remaining 15,000
being either “technical” or “administrative” staff. There are two ranks for researchers: chargé de
recherche (research fellow) and directeur de recherche (research director), broadly equivalent to the
two grades of lecturers and professors in higher education institutions.

Research centres and laboratories also employ casual labour, research students, and young Ph.D.s,
who  assist  permanent  staff  in  research  projects  -  especially  short-term  projects  and  contract
research. They may be formally hired by universities or research agencies, and their jobs are very
insecure – similar to that of teaching vacataires.
Among the most-qualified research support staff (ingénieurs), some employees are very close to
research or teaching staff in that they perform tasks that are broadly similar. Although they hold
permanent positions and may take part in teaching, they are not considered academic staff.

Student/staff ratios

In recent years, student/staff ratios that had been increasing over the last three decades stabilised
owing  to  a  halt  in  the  expansion  of  student  enrolments  while  staff  recruitment  policies  were
maintained. This contrasts with the constant deterioration of the ratio of teaching to nonteaching
staff that points to a worsening of the working conditions of academic staff. See Table 2, for a
comparison of these ratios for 1985 and 1998.

1 The so-called public scientific and technological corporations (établissements publics à caractère scientifique et
technologique, EPST) are: Centre national de la recherche scientifique, CNRS, with more than 11,000 full-time
tenured researchers in the natural, human, and social sciences; INRA, with 1,800 staff, in agricultural research;
INSERM, with 2,000 staff, in medical research; IRD, with 850 staff, for development research; INRIA, with 300
staff, in computer science research; and a few smaller institutes, with less than 200 researchers.
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Student-teacher ratios vary by discipline and by institution. In 1996, the average student-teacher
ratio  was 49.2 to  1 for the law and economics sector,  35.9 to  1 for the humanities and social
sciences sector, 17.2 to 1 for science and engineering, and 11.6 to 1 for medical studies. Among
universities, the distribution of average student-teacher ratios across all disciplines ranged from 50
to 1 in Paris II, which specialises mainly in law, to 9.4 to 1 in Toulouse Polytechnic Institute, which
offers only engineering programmes. Among similar institutions, like comprehensive universities,
the range is smaller, with ratios from 20 to 1 for long-established institutions to 40 to 1 for newer
overseas universities. When the university funding system was altered in the mid-1990s, evening
out the ratios among comparable universities became a new element of resource allocation policy.

Gender distribution

Although the gender distribution is highly skewed in favour of men, in higher education the issue is
just beginning to be taken seriously in France. In 1997, among tenured staff, women accounted for
13.7 percent of professors (compared with 9.1 percent in 1987) and 35.5 percent of lecturers (30.8
percent in 1987). The gender distribution varies by discipline and with age. As a rule, the higher the
academic position,  the more men are found. But the situation is  changing fast,  and the overall
gender distribution of teaching staff is getting closer to that of the student population. Since there
are presently more female than male students in French universities, the share of women among the
academic staff  will  go on increasing.  This is  especially  true of the arts  and humanities,  where
women account for 70 to 80 percent of the student body. Quite interestingly, medicine and law,
which not so long ago were considered “male” disciplines, are undergoing rapid change, with more
female than male students graduating and entering the labour market. The share of female staff is
still low in the sciences and in engineering, but this is also a sector where female students are a
minority.  Although  women  are  underrepresented  in  the  higher  ranks,  their  share  is  steadily
increasing – following the pattern in secondary education, where they are now a majority. This is
certainly a consequence of the dramatic increase in the participation of women in the labour force,
as well as of the fact that, in education perhaps even more than in other parts of the public sector,
young women find it possible to combine a career and motherhood (see Table 3).
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Selection and appointment of tenured staff

Like most top civil servants, tenured academic staff  are recruited on a “national” basis. This means
that they are appointed by a state official (the education minister or the president of the country, in
the case of full professors) at the end of a precisely defined procedure called concours – in which all
applicants are “screened” by a national panel, appointed by the minister.
Public employment is regulated by different sets of rules for permanent tenured staff (under the
provisions of the Public Employee Statute) and for temporary personnel (hired through “public law”
contracts). Litigation related to both types of public employment is settled not in ordinary courts but
in administrative courts (tribunaux administratifs) specifically designed to handle conflicts between
individuals and the state or other public authorities.

Teaching positions of higher education status

Every year, universities inform the ministry of their wishes concerning new and vacant positions:
what type of staff they need, in which disciplines, and whether they would like to keep positions
vacant  for  future  recruitment  (in  which  case  they  will  receive  funding to  employ  part-time  or
temporary staff). The number of positions they ask for usually exceeds by far the number provided
by the education budget.
Within the overall limit of the number and type of positions approved yearly by Parliament, the
education minister allocates positions to univer- sities. The ministry issues a list of positions for
which concours will be organised, specifying the type, the institution, and the discipline. Concours
are advertised in official state publications (Journal officiel de la république and the Bulletin officiel
de l’education nationale).
Before being opened for recruitment, these positions may be filled by tenured staff of the same
category working in other universities, which is not considered to be recruitment but, rather, transfer
(mutation)  and  only  needs  the  agreement  of  the  recruiting  boards  of  the  university.  Upon
appointment at a given university, one becomes a professor of the French universities (Professeur
des universités) and, while one cannot be transferred against one’s will to another institution, one
can  without  difficulty  move  to  another  institution.  In  1998,  one-fifth  of  the  open  professorial
positions in universities were filled through such transfers (the proportion rises to one-third in law
and economics and to over one half in political science).

The organisation of the concours

Every concours ends with an appointment proposal made to the minister or the president of the
republic; it is generally endorsed. In the regular recruitment procedure, there are two phases in the
concours, one involving the institution and one involving a national selection panel – the National
Council of Universities (Conseil national des universités, or CNU). Members of this council are in
part elected by academics and in part appointed by the minister. The council is divided into groups
and sections, each section being in charge of a specific disciplinary field. (There are 72 different
sections, some of them being divided into subsections.) A typical section comprises 48 members, of
which 16 are appointed and 32 elected.
The recent period has witnessed frequent  changes with regard to  whether the institution or the
council  would  take  precedence  in  the  joint  decision  making  of  these  two  bodies.  Either  the
institution could first short-list applicants, from whom the CNU would select the most-qualified
candidates. Alternatively, the institution would choose its favourite candidate from a national list of
applicants previously screened by the CNU. Concerns revolve around the fact that, in the one case,
the CNU could make proposals that disregard the specific needs of an institution, whereas in the
other case the institution could favour less-qualified local candidates.
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In the present status of the recruitment process, the CNU first screens individual applicants for
tenured academic staff positions. Candidates for a teaching position in a higher education institution
apply to the CNU for “qualification”. Every spring, a list of qualified candidates is drawn up in
every academic discipline by the appropriate section of CNU. Qualification is valid for a limited
period of time: if qualified candidates are not recruited during the four years following the CNU’s
decision, they have to apply again for qualification.
The other phase takes place in  the institution.  Each university  operates recruitment committees
(commissions de spécialistes) organised around the 70-odd disciplines making up the sections of the
CNU.  In  small  institutions,  one  committee  may  be  organised  for  several  related  academic
disciplines.  Each  committee  is  made  up  of  from  10  to  20  elected  members  drawn  from  the
institution’s faculty and of members from other institutions or from other disciplines of the same
institution. These committees, in which professors and lecturers sit in equal number, are elected for
4 years and meet as often as is necessary to deliberate on staff recruitment and promotion. Each
member has a substitute in case he or she is unable to attend a meeting. During a given recruitment
campaign, only those members who have taken part in all the successive sessions of the recruiting
board (including interviews) are allowed to cast their vote at the end of the process. This rule was
introduced to prevent members from taking part in the final decision without any knowledge of the
candidates.
Only candidates “qualified” by the CNU may apply to vacant positions that are advertised yearly.
They apply to a specific position in a specific insti- tution. Applications are processed by institutions
in the early summer so that newly recruited staff  can start  teaching at  the beginning of the fall
semester.
In a few disciplines (law, public administration, political science, eco- nomics, and business studies)
a different recruitment procedure (agrégation) is used for professors only. Candidates need not apply
first to CNU for qualification and to individual institutions after qualification. Rather, single national
recruiting  board,  appointed  by  the  minister,  deals  with  the  recruitment  of  professors  in  each
discipline.  The  selected  candidates  are  allowed  to  choose  the  university  to  which  they  will  be
assigned,  according  to  their  ranking  at  the  end  of  a  series  of  competitive  examinations.  This
peculiarity explains why so many vacant positions are filled by transfer rather than by recruitment in
these disciplines: the lowest ranking of the newly recruited professors, who were not assigned to
their first-choice university, subsequently try to move to another institution.

Qualifications of academic staff  

The degrees and titles formally required for application are statutory and stated in the regulations
governing recruitment. Full-time permanent staff, lecturers and professors, are required to hold a
Ph.D. – except for associate staff, who may apply for tenure without a Ph.D. a few years after their
recruitment. Since 1984, an extra qualification is required for professorial positions: the Habilitation
à diriger  les  recherches  (somewhat  similar  to  the German Habilitation),  which is  obtained after
submission and defense of a thesis or a collection of research papers or books.
Contractual  staff  –  moniteurs,  attachés  temporaires,  and  attachés  temporaires  vacataires  –  are
recruited  from  doctoral  students,  who  have  obtained  at  least  a  DEA  (Diplôme  d’études
approfondies),  a  one-year  postgraduate  research  degree.  Attachés  temporaires  must  either  have
completed their Ph.D. or be within a year of its completion.
There is no formal requirement for part-time staff – vacataires, paid by the hour, and associés, on
contracts – provided they are already employed. Institutions are forbidden to hire people who are
unemployed or retired.
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Teaching staff of secondary education status  

Initial  recruitment  of  secondary  education  staff  is  conducted  through  nation-wide  competitive
examinations  (concours  national).  Successful  candidates  are  allocated  to  secondary  schools
according to  the needs of the national  education system and to a set  of criteria,  including their
ranking at the end of the contest.
Their recruitment in higher education is treated as a secondment, and there is no particular procedure
for  it.  After  being  informed  by  the  ministry  that  they  have  been  allocated  secondary  teacher
positions, the universities advertise the positions they need to fill and process the applications as they
see fit. Some institutions refer the applications to a standing recruitment committee. Others organise
ad hoc committees, designed for each specific recruitment. Once the choice is made, the university
president officially asks the ministry to assign the selected candidate to the institution. There is no
time  limit  to  the  secondment,  and  teachers  may  return  to  secondary  schools  if  they  wish.  In
exceptional situations, a university dissatisfied with a seconded teacher may ask the minister or the
ministry’s regional representative to send the teacher back to the secondary schools.

Tenured research positions  

Public research staff are employed by the government in tenured positions authorised by Parliament
and allocated  by the  Ministry for  Research  to  the  various  national  research  agencies.  Although
tenured  research  staff  are  not  employed  by  the  higher  education  institutions,  it  is  worthwhile
mentioning a few features of their conditions of employment. First, a career in public research is the
main alternative to a career in higher education for most Ph.D. graduates. Second, the number of
transfers  between  research  and  teaching  positions  is  not  negligible.  Career  paths,  are  similar,
including prerequisites for recruitment and pay structure, in public higher education and in public
research. For this reason and because most research units of the national agencies work in close
cooperation with university laboratories (indeed, more and more units are jointly owned by research
agencies and universities), transfer between sectors is quite easy. In 1995, 1 in 20 lecturers and 1 in
10 professors newly recruited by universities came from the various research agencies. There have
been recurrent plans by government to merge the two types of institutions and to end this peculiar
arrangement of the French research establishment, but they have repeatedly failed. In recent years
the  stagnation  in  the  number  of  research  positions  authorised  by  Parliament  has  increased  the
pressure on research personnel to apply for positions in universities, where the growth of academic
positions has occurred.

Appointment of temporary and nontenured staff

Procedures for the recruitment of temporary teaching or research staff on an hourly basis (vacataires)
are much less rigorous. Decisions are taken at the institutional level – in practice, at the departmental
level – after consultation with the appropriate recruitment standing committee.
The  proportion  of  nontenured  staff  is  higher  in  universities  (about  20  percent)  than  in  other
institutions  (6 to  9 percent).  It  is  especially  high in  the  medical  schools  (32 percent).  Working
conditions for these teaching or research staff on contract, working part time or full time, are more
strictly regulated. As they are employed by a state institution, they are required to sign a specific type
of labour contract (contrat de droit public) that differs from ordinary labour contracts. Such contracts
are regulated by law, and no bargaining takes place between the parties.
To circumvent the rigidity of such contracts, the legal responsibility for employing temporary staff is
sometimes transferred to private, foundation-like bodies, called associations. Such bodies are quite
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easy to set  up under French law. This practice, although repeatedly condemned by the Court of
Accounts, is common – but less so for teaching than for research.

Evaluation and promotion

Newly recruited academic staff, like most state employees, are granted tenure (they become titulaire)
after a short one- or two-year period of probation. Once they are granted tenure, they benefit from
the common public employment statute (Statut général de la fonction publique) and from the specific
statute of their category, which guarantees them continued employment, sets their rights and duties,
organises their career, and regulates their financial compensation.

Tenure  

Periodically, after the numbers of contract staff have built up for some time, unions demand that
some  categories  of  nontenured  staff  be  granted  tenure  without  having  to  submit  to  the  formal
recruitment  procedures,  through  a  process  called  intégration.  This  happened  in  the  past  –  for
example,  when nontenured assistants  were given tenure en masse in the 1970s.  Since then,  the
ministry has  stated  explicitly  that  nontenured positions  are  short-term ones  that  will  never  lead
directly to tenured status; they have set age limits for the recruitment of part-time staff or required
that applicants should hold a principal employment outside the institution. In so doing, they have
made it clear that they did not want to face such a situation again.

Promotion  

Each category, in line with the general pattern of the French civil service, is divided into several
groups  –  each  group  (corps)  being  defined  by  a  common set  of  rules  concerning  recruitment,
promotion,  pay,  working conditions,  and duties.  Inside  a  group,  there  are  subgroups  or  classes
(classe), each with a prescribed salary scale. The scale is made up of “stages”, to each of which a
level of basic income is attached. Promotion from one stage to the next inside a given class is based
solely on seniority, according to a predetermined schedule. Inside a corps, promotion from one class
to the next is decided competitively within the limits of the number of vacant positions, partly at the
level of the institution, partly at the national level. Transition from one corps to the other is not
considered  promotion  but  rather  recruitment,  all  applicants  formally  submitting  to  the  same
procedures as in the concours.
Recruitment to positions such as head of department, dean, director, or even president, although they
attract  supplementary compensation,  are  not  considered promotions  because they are temporary.
Terms  of  office  for  these  positions  range  from  three  to  five  years,  and  presidents  cannot  be
immediately reelected. Extra compensation, in the shape of bonuses or special allowances, ends with
the term of office.
Inside a statutory group, promotion is granted to an individual by means of two different procedures.
Every year, a number of promotion opportunities (depending on budgetary appropriations, rate of
turnover, etc.) are available for the ministry to allocate to the universities and to the CNU. Academic
staff members who meet given criteria may apply to their institution for promotion. If they are not
promoted, their applications are forwarded to the CNU, where they get a second chance. This dual
procedure is justified by the fact that institutions tend to promote those who are involved locally in
teaching, service, or administration, whereas the CNU tend to promote on the basis of “quality”,
usually focused on research quality as measured by quantitative indicators of written work.
There are three classes in the statutory group of professors (second, first, and exceptionnelle) and
three in the statutory group of lecturers (second, first, and hors-classe). The proportion in the top
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class  is  limited  to  10  percent  of  the  whole  category  at  the  national  level.  The  overall
professor/lecturer ratio is quite stable. In 1989, the ministry agreed with unions on target ratios for
the  different  categories  of  staff:  60/40  for  lecturers/professors,  50/40/10  for  second  class/first
class/special  class professors, and 28/72/8 for second class/first  class/special  class lecturers.  The
present ratios are 68/32, 53/37/10, and 42/51/7, respectively. Nevertheless, such ratios vary quite a
bit among disciplines and among institutions.

Inside a given class, promotion, in the sense of an increase in salary, is awarded automatically after
given periods of time that are prescribed by the statutory regulations of the group. About every two
or three years, tenured academics progress on a pay scale (i.e., “climb a step on the ladder”).

Staff appraisal and staff development

Whereas secondary education teachers working in schools are evaluated by the headmaster and by
the national education inspectorate, those teaching in higher education are evaluated by the heads of
institutions. This evaluation is usually rather formal and has a limited impact on their careers.
For  staff  of  higher  education  status,  there  is  no systematic  evaluation  of  performance either  in
teaching or in research at the institutional level. Evaluation of teaching programmes in universities,
in a process involving students, was first introduced by legislation in 1984, abolished in 1987, and
reintroduced  in  1997.  Universities  are  allowed  to  conduct  surveys  based  on  student  opinion,
provided the assessment of individual performance of the teacher is accessible only to the person
concerned. Only collective assessments of programmes can be brought to the attention of the senate,
the various boards and, the administration of the institution.
Application for a promotion is the only event that can trigger an evaluation of individuals by their
peers of the university council, at the institutional level, or the CNU, at the national level. Despite
renewed  invitations  to  these  bodies  to  take  into  account  all  aspects  of  an  individual’s  activity,
research perform- ance, measured mainly by number of publications, is still the dominant criterion.
In  the  absence  of  an  application  for  promotion,  no  assessment  is  made  of  an  individual’s
performance in research. Formal evaluation of research activity is conducted only at the collective
level of the research institutes and departments.
Staff  development  is  not  addressed,  except  on  a  voluntary  individual  basis.  There  are  training
programmes on offer for which staff may apply, along with funding. There is also the possibility for
staff to ask for a sabbatical leave (up to one semester every six years) to allow for a shift in research
programme or to get acquainted with a new field or a new technique. These opportunities are not
directly related to any type of formal evaluation.

Employment and working conditions

Tenured  staff  of  higher  education  status  (teacher-researchers)  are  supposed  to  spend  half  their
working time teaching and half on research. This explains why their teaching load is half that of staff
of secondary education status, who are not expected to engage in research. By statute the teaching
duties of staff are defined as time spent in the classroom with students. According to the type of
interaction  with  students  and  the  number  of  students,  classes  carry  a  different  weight  in  the
calculation of total teaching time.
Such a  quantitative  definition  of  teaching  duties  creates  a  number  of  problems for  institutions.
Although there are provisions for a reduction or a suspension of teaching duties for academics who
are elected or appointed to administrative positions in universities or schools, nothing is prescribed
concerning other forms of involvement in teaching – such as, for example, the design or delivery of
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new programmes in continuing education or distance education or the use of new technologies.
Institutions  are  tempted to  disregard  this  regulation of  teaching,  but  the threat  of  litigation  and
controls by the inspectorate interferes with the development of innovative programmes and activities.
Conversely, the fact that staff duties are defined solely in relation to teaching makes it difficult for
institutions to regulate the total involvement of teaching staff. Provided they are physically present in
the classroom for the prescribed number of hours, academics sometimes consider their obligations to
the institution fulfilled, leaving them free to organise the rest of their time. As a result, it  is not
unusual to hear complaints from students that their only opportunity to interact with their teachers is
to approach them at the end of lectures. Apart from laboratory-based disciplines in which academics
spend most  of  their  time in  their  offices  or  in  their  laboratories,  a  continuous  presence  on the
university  premises  is  not  expected  of  the  teaching  staff.  As  a  result,  a  significant  number  of
professors or lecturers live far away from the institutions that employ them and spend only one or
two days  on site.  This  lack of  accountability  is  obviously  linked to  the  high potential  mobility
allowed by the national status of staff, which allows them to transfer from one institution to another.
This  is  also related to  the  practical  and legal  limits  to  evaluation of  the various  tasks  they are
supposed to perform.
The teaching load of professors, lecturers, and contract staff at the same level (associate professors,
and lecturers, and temporary assistants) is set annually at 192 hours. According to the actual length
of terms, which varies from 24 to 32 weeks per year, this amounts to an average weekly load of 6 to
8 hours. As there is some weighting of teaching time according to the instructional setting (seminar,
lecture, practical work), the weekly teaching load of a professor can be as low as 4 hours. Hours
taught in excess of this amount are paid as overtime at a flat rate that does not depend on the basic
salary.
The teaching duties of staff of secondary education status amount to 384 hours per year, a weekly
load of 12 to 16 hours, exactly twice that of other tenured staff. The rationale for this difference is
that, although many of them are involved in some kind of research activity, it is not a part of their
formal obligations.
Student assessment and basic participation in the institution’s administration are considered a part of
the  duties  of  academic  staff.  This  implies  that  there  is  no  extra  compensation  for  these  tasks:
organising and supervising departmental exams, grading papers, holding vivas, sitting on university
examination boards (e.g., for the baccalaureate, which is formally the first grade of higher education,
although  it  actually  marks  the  end  of  secondary  education).  However,  heavier  administrative
responsibilities may be rewarded by bonuses.
Time  budgets  have  only  recently  drawn the  attention  of  the  decision  makers  in  French  higher
education. The typical attitude used to be that the statute says that professors teach half the time and
engage  in  research  half  the  time,  there  was  no  reason  to  deviate  from  that  rule.  In  fact,  the
involvement of staff in different activities is highly variable, as surveys conducted in the early 1990s
in several universities have shown. In most disciplines, professors spend more time on administration
than do other  academic staff.  Nontenured junior staff  (attachés,  moniteurs) spend more time on
research than on teaching; they also spend more time on research than do most other categories of
staff.

Pay scale and current earnings

Basic compensation  

Basic compensation is based on gross salary, from which some social contributions are deducted and
to which general bonuses and allowances are added. Gross salary is calculated by multiplying a
monetary amount by an index, specific to each individual’s position and seniority. This amount, the
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value of an index point, is the same for all public employees and can be altered by the government to
adjust the total salary expenditure for the public sector.
Bonuses and allowances that are paid to all staff in a given category are usually included in basic
compensation.  These  include  the  “residence  allowance”  (indemnité  de  résidence),  from 0  to  3
percent  of  basic  salary  and  the  quite  modest  higher  education  bonus  (prime  d’enseignement
supérieur or prime de recherche et d’enseignement supérieur), accounting for 3 percent to 6 percent
of basic salary (see Figure 1).

Supplementary compensation  

A survey  conducted  in  1989  (Ponthieux  and  Berthelot  1992)  throws  some  light  on  the  actual
discrepancies  in  academic  income among  staff  whose  basic  compensation  is  similar.  Academic
income is  made up of  all  payments  to  staff  as  a  result  of  their  activity  at  the  institution.  The
difference is explained by overtime teaching, other supplementary compensation (such as exam fees
or  night  duties  in  hospitals)  and specific  bonuses  or  allowances  attached to  responsibilities  and
functions temporarily held by some staff members. The survey revealed pay differences across the
disciplines. Faculty at medical schools stand out in the comparisons because many are entitled to a
double salary, as teachers and as members of the university hospital staff.
Overtime teaching is quite common: in 1989, 49 percent of academic staff outside the health sector
worked  overtime  with  an  average  of  30  hours  a  year,  leading  to  a  yearly  supplementary
compensation  of  about  5  percent.  In  a  few exceptional  cases,  overtime may raise  the salary of
individual faculty by up to 50 percent (see Table 4).
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In 1988, a comparative study of pay in the public sector highlighted the relative disadvantage of
academic staff  compared with other  qualified public-sector  employees.  If  their  basic  salary was
established at a level comparable with army officers or top administrative civil servants, they were
far behind in terms of bonuses and perks. In some departments, such as the Ministry of Finance, such
supplementary income can double the take-home pay of administrators. In 1989 a series of bonuses
were introduced in higher education aimed at making up in part for pay discrepancies and, hopefully,
to introduce some kind of financial incentive for academic staff. Three new bonuses were to be
awarded on a contractual basis to individuals engaging for a given period in “supplementary” tasks –
that is,  tasks not explicitly prescribed by the statutory regulations.  A research supervision bonus
(prime d’encadrement doctoral et de recherché) provides about FF 20,000 for lecturers and up to
40,000  per  year  for  professors.  It  is  the  most  attractive  bonus,  being  the  largest  and  the  most
prestigious. It may increase the basic pay by 10 percent. A teaching bonus (prime pédagogique),
initially linked to the amount of overtime teaching, was recently reoriented to reward effective work
in the designing and management of teaching programmes. The amounts awarded are smaller and set
uniformly at the national level but vary with the academic rank. An administration bonus (prime
administrative, prime de charges administratives) is awarded to academics holding top administrative
positions, partly allocated by the ministry, partly by universities. Its value is set proportionally to the
weight  attached by the ministry or the institution to the administrative functions.  For university
presidents, it amounts to 15 to 20 percent of basic salary.

“Outside” income  

Although academics are supposed to secure from their employer permission to undertake outside
activity and to declare their outside income, there is very little information available on this matter
except  in  the  1989 survey.  It  indicates  that  outside  income of  academic  staff  is  very  unevenly
distributed, across positions, disciplines, and regions. Broadly speaking, Paris and the southern part
of France account for half the number of academic staff and more than 70 percent of total outside
income, when the other half get less than 30 percent. In most disciplines, except law and medicine,
lecturers and professors have comparable outside income. Law, economics, and business studies are
the sectors in which outside income is  higher and most concentrated among a small  number of
people, while medicine is the sector in which it is more evenly distributed. The largest part of outside
income comes from publication royalties but professional income is not negligible, especially in
medicine and in law, where professors are entitled to a private practice.
In 1999, the Parliament voted into law an act on innovation in public higher education and research
institutions  that  reveals  a  change  of  attitude  toward  outside  income  of  academics  involved  in
collaboration with industry, in research and development, or consultancy. Subject to authorisation by
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their universities, all academics will be allowed to work as consultants or scientific advisers with
firms or agencies, within stated financial and time limits.

Social security and social benefits  

Basic health insurance is similar to that of other workers but it is managed by a separate fund called
Mutuelle de l’éducation (MGEN), which also offers optional supplementary insurance.
Family benefits are, contrary to the situation of private-sector employees, paid by the Ministry of
Education itself. Staff get the same basic allowances and benefits as other employees, but there are
some supplementary allowances specific to public employees.
Retirement pensions are also funded directly by the state out of its regular budget. Pensions are, for
the time being, better in the public sector than in the private sector. The basic pension after 37 years
and six months of employment is equivalent to 75 percent of the basic salary before retirement.
There are tax deductible supplementary pension funds for public employees, but their use is not
widespread.

Comparability of academic staff salary  

The income level of academic staff is easily comparable with that of the public civil service of which
it is a part. Professors are paid at the same level as army generals or high court judges, as far as basic
salary is concerned. What creates differences among public employees is the bonus system, which is
both highly variable and almost secret. As specific bonuses may reach 10 percent of basic income in
higher education, they frequently amount to 50 percent in some administrations, such as the Finance
Ministry. Disclosure and adjustment of these bonuses between the different branches of the state
administration has been on the agenda for decades without much progress being recorded.
Comparability with income levels in the private sector is difficult to assess. The tradition of secrecy
is very strong in the French business community. One way to estimate discrepancies in pay is to look
at transfers between the higher education sector and private industry. They exist only in a small
number of sectors where universities have a hard time keeping highly qualified staff. The computer
industry and the medical sector are known to offer academics opportunities for private employment.
In these specific fields, possible solutions to avoid the brain drain are more generous compensation
of  staff,  as  in  the  medical  schools,  or  more open opportunities  to  secure outside  income,  as  in
computer  science  and  the  high-tech  sector.  On  the  whole,  after  allowing  for  such  specific
adjustments, the general feeling of academic staff is that their pay level is adequate. However, no
systematic survey has been conducted on this matter.

Current issues

Working conditions of academic staff have been affected by the growing number of students and by
constraints on resources. One problem area was the availability and quality of teaching, laboratory,
and office space. Until the end of the 1980s, the situation deteriorated with the rapid increase in
student enrolment. In the early 1990s, a vast building programme (University 2000), jointly financed
by the state and the regions, was launched. The situation improved greatly in many institutions, with
the exception of institutions in Paris that are expected to catch up with the rest of France in the next
few years.
Working conditions are also affected by the number and qualification of support staff. The ratio of
nonteaching to teaching staff  has steadily deteri-  orated over the last  decades.  If  the number of
academic  staff  has  grown over  the  period  at  the  same pace  as  that  of  students,  the  number  of
administrative and technical staff is lagging. Academics complain of spending more and more of
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their time at tasks that could be performed by qualified clerical or scientific staff. The qualification
structure of administrative staff, in particular, is inappropriate: the increased autonomy of institutions
and departments has created the need for more qualified administrators that has not been met by new
positions at the appropriate level.
Now that the period of rapid growth has come to an end, there are worries about career perspectives
of research students and junior academic staff. Forecasts of the demand for Ph.D. graduates are
difficult to make, owing to possible shifts in students’ choice of subjects and uncertain future policies
in  education  and  research.  The  number  of  tenured  positions  opened  each  year  depends  on
government higher education policy and on the turnover in existing positions. Policy shifts have been
frequent in the last decades. Eventually, the current slowdown of student enrolments will translate
into a decrease in the overall number of new positions. This decrease will be offset for a while (until
about 2005) by a higher turnover, as the large number of academics recruited in the 1970s will reach
65, the age of compulsory retirement.
At the level of the disciplines, the demand for new academic staff is governed by the age structure of
the faculty and by shifts in student enrolments. As a consequence of the prevailing principles of open
entry and free choice of subject for students, big shifts in enrolments are possible, as happened, for
example, in recent years in psychology or in sports. This is likely to induce swings in the recruitment
needs of academic staff as disciplines get more or less popular with students.
In some disciplines, prospective demand for Ph.D. holders should also include public and private
research job openings. Private demand is highly volatile and depends on the state of the economy.
Recruitment for public research jobs (which has been an important factor in the 1970s) has declined
in recent years, and is likely to remain so. The number of researchers in the CNRS, after a period of
growth in the late 1980s, is now stable. The administration of CNRS has tried to induce researchers
into applying for university positions, thus increasing competition for new Ph.D.s.
The increase in the number of teaching-only staff in higher education is also a source of concern. In
the last 15 years, the number of secondary school teachers seconded to higher education institutions
has increased fourfold. Teaching-only staff now represents nearly 20 percent of tenured academic
staff. This was partly the outcome of a short-term education policy: excess staff from secondary
education, where enrolments were falling, were trans- ferred to higher education, which was still
growing. Nevertheless, there are fears that this also indicates a deeper evolution of higher education,
away from the tradition of teaching based on research.

Conclusion

After the basic regulatory changes of the mid-1980s,  the statutory framework of academic staff
seems  stable  at  present.  Neither  recruitment  procedures  nor  the  system  of  tenure  were  being
discussed in the late 1990s. French faculty enjoy a high level of individual and collective freedom.
The  independence  of  professors  has  been  recognised  as  a  constitutional  principle  by  the
constitutional court. Any regulation introducing elements of administrative control over their career
or setting limits to their academic freedom can be brought before administrative courts that have the
power  to  reverse  decisions  made  on  recruitment  or  promotion  by  administrative  or  academic
authorities.  In  matters  such as  setting  standards,  designing curriculum,  organising  teaching,  and
expressing ideas in the classroom and in publications academics, individually or collectively, enjoy
great autonomy. The only constraints that may be brought to bear on individual faculty results from
collegial decisions made by peers.
The priority of present higher education policy of the government is to strengthen the autonomy of
the institutions. Universities are expected to develop their own policy. They are asked to innovate
and improve the quality of research as well as of teaching. This might involve a transformation of the
present incentive structure (possibly limiting the amount of overtime teaching by permanent staff).
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University heads have long insisted on teaching performance being taken into account, alongside
with  research,  in  the  recruitment  and  promotion  processes.  The  main  change  in  the  financial
conditions of academic staff has been the introduction of bonuses in order to create incen- tives and
recognise  the  various  tasks  performed  by  academic  staff.  This  was  paralleled  by  attempts  to
introduce evaluation of the various activities at the institutional level. Despite the fact that such
evaluation  is  still  very  limited  and  not  linked  to  some  sort  of  performance-based  salary,  it  is
perceived as the most threatening by academic staff;  they were accustomed to broad individual
autonomy and to distant checks and controls.
Because of the statute and traditions, however, universities find it very difficult to mobilise their
human  resources  and  to  design  better  incentives  for  their  staff.  The  national  framework  of
employment and the weight of the discipline-based bodies that decide on the individual careers of
academics explain the very weak ties that exist between them and the institutions in which they
work. The great individual autonomy of the faculty conflicts with the autonomy of the institution and
prevents  urgently  needed changes.  The question  is  how to  implement  an  institutional  policy  of
quality improvement when the activity of the essential actors cannot be assessed and encouraged at
the  local  level.  How  can  departments  be  restructured  in  times  of  decreasing  enrolments  when
disciplinary allegiance turns colleagues into enemies.
While other countries contemplate abandoning the civil service status of academics, the question is
not seriously debated in France although it  is part of the platforms of some right-wing political
parties. Every step that might be taken to increase the decision-making power of the universities on
issues concerning tenured staff is feared by academics and fought by their unions on the basis of
academic freedom and the mission of public service assigned to universities. The only incentives
available are the various bonuses that universities can pay to their staff. These are fairly small in
amount and, owing to the egalitarian culture of the French public service, spread over a large number
of people, which limits their effect.
However, despite many changes in their condition, it seems that the majority of French academic
staff are quite satisfied with their present situation, contrary to periods in the recent past where there
were frequent demonstrations and open conflicts. This contrasts with a growing discontent among
the heads of institutions and many analysts of higher education, who see in the rigidity of the present
legal framework an obstacle to adjustments to the more momentous changes that the whole sector is
about to experience. The present quietness might turn out to be the calm that precedes the storm.
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