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French school organisation
Age Class Level

17/18 « Terminale »

Secondary 
school

16/17 « Première »
15/16 « Secondes »
14/15 « Troisième »
13/14 « Quatrième"

12/13 « Cinquième"

11/12 « Sixième"

10/11 « Cours moyen 2 »

Primary 
school

9/10 « Cours moyen 1 »
8/9 « Cours élémentaire 2 »
7/8 « Cours élémentaire 1 »
6/7 « Cours préparatoire »

5/6 « grande section »
Nursery 
school

4/5 « moyenne section »
3/4 « petite section »

General or vocational 
baccalaureate

Ly
cé

e
Co

llè
ge
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 Education is compulsory in France from the ages of 6 to 16,  
 but a large majority of children starts school well before the minimum age, 
 often as young as two years old, and over 50% of 18-21 year olds  
 in France are still in full-time education,  
 or else following a vocational training course. 
 Some 64% of all school pupils in France complete their  
 secondary education,  
 and take the high-school leaving certificate examinations, 
 known as the baccalauréat or the baccalauréat professionnel.  
 The official target - estimated as necessary for the needs of the nation - is 80%. 



numbers of students per level

LEVELS STUDENTS

Pre school education 2 574 900

Primary school 4 213 700

secondary school 3 335 200

high school 2 161 900
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Nursery School in France (l’école maternelle) 
From 2/3 to 5 years.



Nursery School

Although nursery school is optional 
in France, nearly 100% of the 

children aged 4 attending « l’école 
maternelle »… 

Chidren under 3 are not normally 
accepted; each application is 

considered on a case by case basis 
(but a child who is not toilet trained 

will not be accepted).



Chidren may attend for half 

days initially if preferred; for 

the youngest group (« la 

petite section »3-4 years 

old), an obligatory rest 

period is provided after 
lunch.

Hours are generally from  

8.30/9.00 to 11.30/12.00  

and  

13.30/14.00 to 16.00/16.30. 

From Monday to Friday, but 

only morning on 
wednesday.



Nursery school is designed to introduce children 
to the social environnement of school and to 
develop the basic coordination skills. 
Self-awareness is encouraged as well as group 
activities. These include arts and crafts, music and 
games.  

The main aim of nursery schooling is oral 
expression and communication;  

during the final year, the rudiments of reading, 
writing and arithmetic are taught in preparation for 
primary school.



Elementary 
school
(L’ecole primaire)



Primary school 
( L’Ecole Primaire).

French primary school  cover the ages six 
to eleven with five courses of study, one 
for each year: 

*CP       (cours préparatoire) 

*CE1 (cours élémentaire 1st year) 

*CE2 (cours élémentaire 2nd 
year) 

*CM1 (cours moyen 1st year) 

*CM2 (cours moyen 2nd year)



The subjects taught are divided into three main groups: 

1/ French, History, Geography and Civic studies 

2/ Mathematics, Sciences and Technology 

3/ Physical Education and Sports, Arts and Crafts and Music 

Pupils must receive twenty-four hours of instruction per week, from monday to friday; 

*3.30 hours/morning & 1.45 hour/afternoon                 Monday, tuesday, thursday, 
friday. 

*3.00 hours/morning    Wednesday. 

The school master or schoolmistress can decide which subjects to spend time on each week; but the main aim of 
elementary school is: 

« to ensure acquisition of the basic tools of knowledge : oral and written expression, reading and 

arithmetic.Its objective is to stimulate the development of the child’s intelligence, artistic sensibility, 

manual and physical skills and sporting abilities… » (www.education.gouv.fr). 

http://www.education.gouv.fr


Secondary school in France



Secondary school

Secondary education is compulsory until the age of 16 
and includes attendance in a collège or middle school 
until age 15. At the end of the forth year (level 3ème) in 
one of the lower secondary school, the students pass an 
exam known as the “diplôme national du brevet” and 
decide to attend either a “Lycée général and 
technologic” and prepare for the baccalaureate exam or 
to attend a “Lycée professional” where they can prepare 
for the CAP, a vocational exam, or simply follow a 
supplementary year of classes in professional training.
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Lower Secondary school; 
« Le collège »

The four years of college are divided into three educational 
cycles: 
« Cycle d’adaptation » 
The 6ème, or first year of collège, is the only grade in this 
cycle. Pupils consolidate the skills learned in primary school 
and become acquainted with the works methods that will be 
required during the coming four years of study. Students 
choose their first foreign language. 

« Cycle central » 
This cycle covers the grades 5ème and 4ème. Here students 
build their knowledge and their know-how. During these two 
years, their studies are enriched progressively by adding on 
options that will help them identify the subject matters they 
would like to pursue as they continue their education. The 
study of physics and chemistry, and a second foreign or 
regional language begins in 5ème. 

« Cycle d’orientation » 
3ème, the last year in this lower level of secondary 
school, allows students to improve the skills learned 
during their collège years and to prepare for either a 
general studies curriculum that leads to university 
and the “grands écoles”, or to pursue technological 
or professional training.  
(A series of “discovery” classes designed to help 
them choose their future orientation adds 3 to 6 
hours to their weekly workload, if they choose to 
enroll.) 

As explained above, at the end of this 4th year in 
collège the students take the “brevet” exam and 
make decisions concerning the orientation of their 
final years of secondary studies. 



Upper Secondary school 
« Le lycée »

In France, the second level of secondary school is 
named « Lycée général » in France. It concerns 
students from 15 to 18 years. 
There are 3 sections :  

Science section,  
Litterature section, 
Economic and social section.  
In science section, students have 30 hours in class 
per week. They learn french, mathematics, 
chemistry, philosophy, biology, languages,  
history, geography and PE and there are many 
options. In a class there are 30 pupils, on average. 
In litterature section, students have 27 hours in 
class per week. They learn french, philosophie, 
history, geography, sciences, languages,  
and there are many options. In a class, there are 
30 pupils, on average. 
In economic and social section, students have 27 
hours in class per week. They learn french, 
philosophy, history, geography, languages,  
mathematics, biology, economic and social 
sciences, and options. In a class, there are 30 
pupils, on average.  
At the end of high school, French students take
an academic qualification in their chosen stream:
The « baccalauréat ».



The baccalauréat examination takes place in a week in June. 
For lycée students, this is the end of the last year, terminale.

« BAC S »(sciences)
« BAC ES »
(economics and 
social sciences)

« BAC L »(literature)

The natural sciences 
stream requires a 
high level in 
mathematics, physics 
& chemistry, and 
biology or, if available, 
engineering sciences.

The bac ES is 
centered around 
economic and social 
courses of studies 
but also 
mathematics. 
Students must take 
an economics and 
social sciences 
exam.

The bac L weighs 
French literature, 
philosophy, history & 
geography, and foreign 
languages heavily.

The pass mark is 10 out of 20.  
For the baccalauréat, three levels of honours are given: 

 • A mark between 12 and 13.99 will earn a mention  
« assez bien » (honours); 

 • A mark between 14 and 15.99 will earn a mention « bien » 
 (high honours); 

 • A mark of 16 or higher will earn a mention of « très bien » 
 (highest honours).

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lyc%C3%A9e
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mathematics
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Physics
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chemistry
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Biology
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bac_ES
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Economics
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_sciences
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bac_L
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/French_literature
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Philosophy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Geography
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Language


Technological &Professional high school 

Technological and Professional high school 
concerns the students  between 15 and 21 years, 
who wants to learn a trade. This grounding 
prepares young people for qualified employment 
as anything from a blue collar worker to an 
engineer. 

In each class, there are 19/20 students on average 
and they have one teacher for one subject. 

Students have around 33 hours per week. 

They learn french, history, geography, maths, 
biology, chemistry, PE, a foreign language 
( german, spanish, english… ), civic education.  
Technological and professional teachings 
represent 40 to 60% in their schedule . 



In France, Higher Education consists of the following three main categories: 
 ▪ Public Universities 
 ▪ Grandes Écoles: mostly Business or Engineering 
 ▪ Others Specialized Schools such as: Art, Architecture, … or shorter formation 

like DUT or BTS, which concern technological ways. 

French public universities have a legal obligation to accept all candidates of the 
region who hold a Baccalauréat (French high school diploma); So, admission is often 
not very selective. 

« Grandes écoles »: 
This uniquely French term refers to institutions that 
may be either public or private. The two largest 
groups of Grandes Écoles are Schools of 
Engineering and Schools of Management, but there 
are also the Écoles Normales Supérieures (ENS), the 
institutes of political studies (IEP), veterinary schools, 
and other schools in a variety of specialized areas. 

The Grandes Écoles are very selective while 
admission is through rigorous written and oral 
exams.  

The traditional Grande Écoles select candidates 
among those who have completed two years of 
dedicated preparatory classes after graduating from 
high school.

After the « Baccalaureat »…



After the « baccalaureat » in France….
YEARS
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