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Why Grandes Écoles are so valued?  
 

Calmand Julien, Giret Jean-François, Guégnard Christine, Paul Jean-Jacques 
IREDU - CNRS, Université de Bourgogne and Cereq 

 
 
Introduction  
 
French Higher Education is an original system characterized by a dual and hierarchical opposition 
between the Grandes Écoles1 and the Universities. During the nineties, the expansion of higher 
education was accompanied by a growing problem of graduates' unemployment. Several longitudinal 
surveys have shown that the transition process from higher education to employment has generally 
become more difficult and longer (Paul, Murdoch, 2000; Giret, Molinari, Moullet, 2006). If Grandes 
Écoles graduates remain in a rather privileged position, the university graduates' employment 
conditions become more difficult with a strong increase of occupational downgrading and flexible 
jobs. Two main explanations are usually given in order to explain the better position of elite high 
school graduates on the labour market.  
 
First, from a quantitative point of view, Grandes Écoles are characterized by larger per-student 
expenditures and a smaller student/teacher ratio, which may be considered as a signal of quality. In 
addition, it is widely accepted (although rarely demonstrated) that Grandes Écoles provide better 
general knowledge, transferable competences, attitudes and personal skills more valued by employers 
for the highly skilled professions. On the contrary, French Universities have been strongly criticized 
for the weakness of their links with employers while elite high schools have always privileged close 
relationships. As a result of the tradition of independence of French academics, Universities were not 
generally aware that university-employer linkage may convey labour market information to students 
and influence job placement, although one of the objectives of the recent development of vocational 
courses at the university level was to implement these relationships in different ways, imitating elite 
high school system. 
 
Second, Grandes Écoles training provide a strong signal to their graduates because of the level 
entrance selectivity. The mass education developed in the French higher education system has led to 
low selectivity for general courses at universities (Magnac and Thesmar, 2002) while Grandes Écoles 
have systematically developed and pursued a policy of selectivity for access to their courses. Although 
the mass education at the university level did not necessarily lead to a drop in quality of graduates, the 
lowered entrance standards and the more problematical training conditions in general courses generate 
a strong student attrition which is higher than in the non university sector. In this case, Grandes Écoles 
act as a filter (Arrow, 1973) helping employers in the selection process to access to the better qualified 
position on the labour market.  
 
In this paper, we will mainly test the first explanation. We use data on transition from higher education 
to work collected by the REFLEX project. The REFLEX project (acronym for 'Research into 
Employment and Professional Flexibility') is a large scale international project that has been carried 
simultaneously in 16 different countries.2 The survey was conducted in 2005 on a sample of about 
40,000 persons who had graduated 5 years before. We focus on the French sample, using a subsample 

                                                 
1 According to the Ministry of Education, a Grande École is a ‘higher educational institution that recruits its 
students by competition and ensures high-level formation’. In France, the number of students enrolled in higher 
education in 2008 amounted to 2,228,000 of which half of them were at the University; there were 223 engineer 
schools (108,700 students), and 207 business schools (90,800 students).  
2 It has been funded by the EU 6th Framework Program (Contract No: CIT2-CT-2004-506-352) and several 
national funds. It is coordinated by ROA, the Research Centre for Education and the Labour Market from 
Maastricht University. It involves partners from sixteen countries (Austria, Belgium/Flanders, Czech Republic, 
Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, the Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland 
and the UK).  For more information, see: http://www.reflexproject.org.  
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of Universities and Grandes Écoles graduates from the same educational fields. Following the method 
of self-assessment (Allen and van der Velden, 2005), the measurement of competencies in the REFLEX 
project is built upon a list of competence items, formulated in a way that they can be applied to 
graduates of different educational domains. The competencies were assessed using a Likert scale and 
through two criteria: the use of competence items and the level of acquired skill. The acquired skill 
refers to the level at the moment of the survey. That makes possible to study the balance between 
possessed and required competences for both Grandes Écoles and Universities graduates. This 
document will be divided in two parts. The first part will explain the main characteristics of the 
Grandes Écoles model and their recent evolutions. The second part will analyse the competencies 
acquired by Grandes Écoles graduates compared to universities graduates. 
 
1. Grandes Écoles: a fragmented model but common trends 
 
The advantage of Grandes Écoles was regularly studied by researchers and in particular by French 
sociologists. The analyses in terms of cultural and important social capital play a major role in 
explaining the role of these higher schools in the process of reproduction of the elites in France. 
However, this Grandes Écoles model is relatively fragmented even if it is often referred to as a type 
model. This type model, often referred to as "the schools of power", includes École Polytechnique (set 
up in 1794) that represents the highest level of the Republican elitism where young people were in 
principle trained for the State apparatus (Bourdieu, 1989). 
 
From the second half of the 19th century, some higher schools gradually appear in order to train 
technical and managerial elite for engineering and business (Godelier, 2005). Bouffartigue and Gadea 
(1997) qualified these two models as respectively 'reference model' and 'professional success model' 
and opposed them to a third, qualified as 'counter-model' composed of small technical engineering and 
academic vocational higher schools, where emphasis is put no more on theoretical knowledge but on 
technical skills. Therefore, how to explain, despite this division, the recurrent advantage of the 
Grandes Écoles graduates, small or large higher schools, in accessing to more skilled jobs. Could this 
benefit come from common trends in their training? 
 
A first argument can be linked to the quality of education: Grandes Écoles training is more expensive, 
even if their costs vary significantly from one school to another. The cost per year for a student in an 
engineering higher school can reach €25,000 while a university student rarely exceeds €10,000 (Paul, 
2007). Cost differences are explained by differences in students/teacher ratio, lower in high schools, 
but also by differences in hourly volumes of teaching. Engineering schools must offer between 1,800 
and 2,000 hours of education during their three years of training while a graduate from University will 
have had only 1,000 to 1,500 hours during the same period. 
 
These various quantitative elements do not however guarantee the quality of education and the match 
with the labour market expectations. Another argument is then raised: Grandes Écoles educational 
model is based on selection of students and on the development of students’ capacity of analysis and 
reflection, as well as on a thorough knowledge of the operation of firms. This French Grandes Écoles 
model, particularly in management, was torn between MBA-type courses with a strong focus on 
management techniques and Master-type courses developed in Universities that was becoming the 
standard at international level, and had to change during these recent years (Abdessemed 1998, 2007). 
The educational model accompanied this development without changing its bases. Training was 
characterized until the 1990s by emphasis on contents, focus on scientific knowledge and disciplinary 
logic, while allowing much space to knowledge of the company. This resulted in a strong vocational 
orientation of training that was recognized at the national level but insufficiently at the international 
level. To meet the challenges created by the internationalization of training, Grandes Écoles begun at 
the pedagogical level, by a strong investment in foreign language competencies: bilingualism and 
sometimes trilingualism, long stays and internships abroad, education to international issues (Lazuech, 
1998). Furthermore, the adaptation to in European standards led to emphasizing academic skills and 
setting up a pedagogy centered on the dual system alternating between methodological reflection and 
training for action (Abdessemed, 2007). 

 2



 
These developments were also accompanied by a strong mutation of the faculty. In the past, Grandes 
Écoles were making extensive use of professionals, often at the expense of permanent teachers. Such a 
practice allowed not only to perpetuate the links between high schools and firms, but also to make 
education more responsive to the employers' needs and their evolution. Here again, the international 
opening of higher schools had the consequence to accelerate the recruitment of permanent teachers, 
already initiated in the 1970s. In 36 business schools, the number of permanent professors increased 
from 13 to 40 during the 1980s (Abdessemed, 1998). More recently, this need for permanent teachers 
is doubled by the necessity to recruit research oriented faculty, in order to provide schools with a 
scientific visibility, which is essential to maintain their position in international or national rankings 
(Hawawini, 2005). The importance given to internships is also one of the major features in Grandes 
Écoles. The engineering schools accreditation Commission requires a minimum of 28 weeks of 
internship in firm while a graduate choosing a professional route at University exceed rarely 20 to 25 
weeks. 
 
The French Grandes Écoles model is still based largely on a very strong selection at entrance: the 
majority of students attend specific preparatory classes (classes préparatoires, CPGE) and after two 
(or three) years of intense preliminary training, they sit for the Grandes Écoles entrance competitive 
exams. These students have been previously selected on their high school results in recent secondary 
education years. One can nevertheless question one aspect of this selection process: Is it promoting the 
acquisition of competences needed in the labour market? Two opposed effects may play a priori. On 
one hand, the CPGE are often criticized for providing education based on the accumulation of 
theoretical knowledge and a pedagogy almost exclusively geared to the entrance exams of the Grandes 
Écoles (Romainville, 2000). This CPGE mode of learning may be contrary to the expectations of 
future employers. Abdessemed (2007) calls for a clear break with the master-student relationship 
inherited from secondary education and maintained in CPGE, « the issue is no longer to inherit 
knowledge but to build it and rebuild it in a life-long perspective ». On the other hand, one can not 
underestimate the learning capacity of students, their aptitude to organize their study time under 
pressure, their intellectual agility in dealing with theoretical concept. Such skills can be useful, first in 
the higher school formation, and then on the labour market (Adangnikou, 2006). 
 
This academic selection doubles with a strong social selection. Grandes Écoles, widely involved in the 
elite production process, are often criticized for their role in maintaining and sometimes even 
worsening social inequalities produced by high school. Albouy and Wanecq (2003) show that if the 
Grandes Écoles and second degree university programmes have largely democratized between 1940 
and 1970, their development differs in the 1980s: whereas the Universities continue to open socially, 
the movement is reversed for Grandes Écoles with a strengthening of social inequalities. Possible 
explanations are multiple and non-exclusive: strengthening of selectivity to reinforce specificity, wider 
opening of University programmes, especially vocationally oriented second degrees programmes and 
in the context of economic crisis affecting graduates, the withdrawal of children of the social groups 
better informed on the value of formal education to Grandes Écoles. It is not impossible that this 
strengthening of social inequalities produces an accentuation of the division of competencies between 
managers and engineers from the Grandes Écoles and those coming from University professional 
masters. If one refers to the radical American authors Bowles and Gintis (1976), one can make the 
assumption that the type of pedagogy and acquired skills may differ between Grandes Écoles training 
managers for high-level functions, often transversal functions and University masters training much 
more specialized managers and professionals. The study of Lazuech (2000) based on a survey 
conducted with recruiters, shows that for graduates of intermediate higher schools, the social original 
is a determinant factor for a rapid career start. Specifically, his investigation illustrates that criteria 
most used by HRD managers are generally criteria of differentiation between social classes in access 
to high schools: 90% of the children of executives have made an internship in a large enterprise, 
compared with 63% of children of workers or clerks, 25% were an association presidents or club in 
school against 3%, and 60% chose their last year specialisation in relation with their career plan 
against 37%. 
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2. French Graduates competencies: a comparison between Grandes Écoles and Universities 
 
The objective of this second part is to question from an empirical point of view the pedagogical model 
of Grandes Écoles. Today, could we attest that the benefit of Grandes Écoles is based on better 
training than at the University? Have graduates of these higher schools acquired more competencies in 
accordance with the needs of the labour market? Are these skills linked to education in schools or 
linked to the whole social or school trajectory of graduates having studied in Grandes Écoles? It is 
then the matter to specifically examine determinants of competencies in the academic path of the 
individuals. To answer these various questions, we will focus on the concept of competencies. Early 
research on human capital economics usually overlooked this notion of skills, many economists have 
subsequently tried to reintroduce this concept (Hartog, 2001; Allen and van der Velden, 2001; Heijke, 
Meng and Ramaekers, 2003; Paul and Suleman, 2004…), joining work of sociologists, psychologists 
or educators. However, there is no consensus in the literature neither on the definition of 
competencies, nor on their measurement (Loo and Semeijn, 2004; Suleman, 2005). The approach 
privileged here is essentially empirical, based on the French sample of the European survey REFLEX 
that allows to compare the skills acquired by young people and required in their employment on a 
declarative basis (Allen and van der Velden, 2005a; Allen and van der Velden, 2008). This research is 
an extension of the CHEERS survey where the issue of the match between competencies acquired 
during training and competencies required in employment had already been investigated (Schomburg 
and Teichler, 2006). In the REFLEX survey, the definitions of these competencies involve the use of 
some other fairly synonymous terms such as 'ability', 'skill', 'knowledge', 'capacity', etc.  
 
One of the limits of this self-assessment method is to leave space to individual subjectivity: it is not 
impossible that some individual skills measured are linked to social or cultural judgments or values 
promoted in Grandes Écoles in our case (Allen and van der Velden, 2005b). The interest of this type 
of method however is the possibility to compare competencies on large samples, which other methods 
based on job-analysis or on the « supervisor rating methods » can hardly do. 
 
The French sample of the REFLEX survey deals with 1,659 higher education graduates. Approximately 
30% of graduates surveyed have a bachelor degree (licence), 24% a intermediate degree (maîtrise), 
17% a third university diploma master (DEA and DESS), 7% a diploma in engineering schools, 4% a 
diploma in business school, 7% have certificates of other specialized schools, the rest is distributed 
among programmes of lesser importance. We have selected a narrower subsample that will allow to 
compare in a relatively homogeneous field Grandes Écoles (business and engineer schools) graduates 
and University graduates at the same level and in the same field of education (DEA, DESS). In total, 
this subsample contains 335 graduates, including 178 business or engineers graduates (Grandes 
Écoles) of which 46% are women.3 
 
 
2.1. A first outlook on the higher education to work transition 
 
First, we can check if the professional success of Grandes Écoles graduates, observed in national 
surveys, are confirmed in the REFLEX survey. Different indicators of employability show their 
advantage over University graduates. Accessing faster to employment, graduates of Grandes Écoles 
are also access more often to permanent employment as first jobs (74% compared to 36% for DEA and 
DESS graduates). In 2005, 97% of business schools graduates and 92% of engineering schools 
graduates are employed on permanent contracts, while it is only the case for a little less than two out 
of three University graduates 
 
The differences are also very marked in terms of compensation, for the first job as well as at the date 
of the survey, where University graduates have only partially made up the initial gap with Grandes 
Écoles graduates. Five years after obtaining a diploma, engineering graduates receive €500 and 

                                                 
3 Some selective Grandes Écoles were only opened to women in 1970s. 

 4



business graduates €1,000, more than University graduates (cf. table 1). Nearly 84% of Grandes 
Écoles graduates are working as managers and professionals for 64% of University graduates.  
 

Table 1. The Median Wages for Graduates (in euros) 

Median wages 1st job Job in 
2005 

Master DEA  1,383 2,040 

Master DESS  1,814 2,537 

Engineers schools  2,182 3,000 

Business schools 2,300 3,400 

Total  1,906 2,736 

Source: REFLEX, IREDU.  
 
Finally it is interesting to compare the matching of their training with their jobs. The REFLEX survey 
allows to assess it in a subjective way by asking former students on the most appropriate diploma for 
their current jobs. Overall, almost 90% of Grandes Écoles graduates indicate that their diploma is 
appropriate for their work, compared with 78% of University graduates. 
 
2.2 Acquired and required competencies: the advantage to Grandes Écoles 
 
The advantage of Grandes Écoles, observed in virtually all indicators of good professional insertion, 
could be linked to a better match between competencies held by individuals and skills required for 
their jobs. The REFLEX survey allows to examine the level of competencies and to compare it with 
skills required by the job, based on self-assessment by the graduate surveyed. The comparison 
between acquired and required levels then indicates the deficit or surplus of skills as perceived by the 
former students. For 19 competencies, the graduates were asked their intensity of acquisition and then 
the level required in the current job using a Likert scale (from 1 -very low level- to 7 -very high level). 
These skills were the following: Mastery of their own field or discipline, Knowledge of other fields or 
disciplines, Analytical thinking, Ability to rapidly acquire new knowledge, Ability to negotiate 
effectively, Ability to perform well under pressure, Alertness to new opportunities, Ability to 
coordinate activities, Ability to use time efficiently, Ability to work productively with others, Ability 
to mobilize the capacities of others, Ability to make their meaning clear to others, Ability to assert 
your authority, Ability to use computers and the internet, Ability to come up with new ideas and 
solutions, Willingness to question your own and others' ideas, Ability to present products, ideas or 
reports to an audience, Ability to write reports, memos or documents, Ability to write and speak in a 
foreign language. 
 
First, the levels of the different competencies (cf. table 2) are higher for Grandes Écoles graduates (for 
17 skills out of 19). Only, the computer and negotiation abilities intensities are slightly higher for 
University graduates. However, differences remain minimal for these two skills for which acquisition 
seems rather to follow two different logics. It is among the highest for 'computing', indicating a high 
overall level of attainment, largely above the level requested in employment for Grandes Écoles as 
well as for University graduates. It is however one of the lowest for 'negotiation', ability that seems too 
difficult to teach in a school context. Among the 17 other competencies, higher schools graduates 
declare a much higher attainment, particularly in 'ability to write and speak in a foreign language', or 
'analytical thinking'. A Man-Whitney test rejects the assumption of equality of level for six of these 
skills acquisition: 'analytical thinking', 'ability to perform well under pressure', 'capacity to coordinate 
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activities', 'facility to work productively with others', 'aptitude to present products, ideas or reports to 
an audience' and ‘capability to write and speak in a foreign language'. 
 
It is also interesting to compare respective skills deficits and surpluses of graduates for university and 
higher schools graduates to find out if their competencies are sufficient compared with what is 
required on the labour market. Table 2 shows 5 skill deficits for the latter whereas University 
graduates show deficits in 10 skills out of 19. In addition, 5 skills are in deficit for higher schools 
graduates and for university graduates but in greater proportions. It is generally difficult to acquire 
these competencies directly from studies: 'ability to negotiate effectively', 'aptitude to use time 
efficiently', 'capacity to assert your authority'. They are both relational and organizational. Among the 
surplus competencies for higher schools graduates, which are in deficit for University graduates, the 
most important are the 'ability to write reports, memos or documents', the 'analytical thinking', and the 
'capacity to present ideas or reports to an audience'... It is also interesting that a competency which one 
would have thought to be the strong point of University graduates, the ability to master their 
discipline, shows a deficit for them. While employers require a higher level of acquisition for this skill 
from University graduates than for Grandes Écoles, its level of attainment appears higher among the 
latter. 
 
 
2.3. Skills acquisition process 
 
Our goal now is to focus on the acquisition of skills: how have the different graduates acquired 
competencies? Could one really observe a positive effect of the teaching of a Grande École in this 
process? Indeed, the acquisition of different abilities can be done in the school but also out of school. 
It can be linked directly to education within the framework of training, to work experience during 
internships for example or to jobs held during studies, whether connected or not to the field of study. It 
can also be related to the acquisition of other diploma in the course of training or stays abroad. They 
can finally be associated to experiences in the community environment and in responsibilities held in 
student organizations or other clubs. The REFLEX survey asks young graduates on these various 
experiences and allows to identifying their individual effect on the skills acquisition process. 
However, unlike the CHEERS survey, young people in REFLEX must assess their level of competencies 
at the moment of the investigation and not that of skills acquired in the education system. Their 
professional path since they left the education system and more recently, their current employment, 
enables them to acquire or develop these skills. That should be taken into account. To untangle the 
effects of these various factors, we estimated the level of each skill acquisition through probit models. 
The interest is to obtain the effect of these different elements 'all other things being equal' and assess 
whether the impact related to schooling in a higher school remains significant. 
 
First, we estimated models without taking account of professional individual path variables and then 
including them. Other variables have also been integrated in the analysis as gender, to take into 
account possible underestimation of competencies acquired by women, underestimation that was 
observed for items in questions on their career. We also included the class of degrees to try to see if 
the level of excellence could influence the level of acquisition, which has been the case for only one 
competence (the 'ability to write documents'). We finally introduced the diploma of the father to try to 
take into account of socio-cultural bias in the self-assessment. The latter variable, always not 
significant, has been taken off in estimates presented in table 3.  
 
We only present in the following tables the results where the Grandes Écoles effect on the level of 
skills acquisition remains statistically significant. These competencies are: 'ability in a foreign 
language', 'analytical thinking', 'mastery of their own field', 'aptitude to make their meaning clear to 
others', 'capacity to perform well under pressure', the latter being significant at the threshold of 10%. 
This seems consistent with the pedagogical model of Grandes Écoles: these skills may easily be 
acquired within a school context, with in addition, for the last competence, an effect related to time in 
preparatory class (CPGE) where students are often subjected to strong pressure. For these 
competencies, extra-school experiences appear to have had a relatively small impact. This nevertheless 
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varies depending on the type of skills. It seems relatively logical that the more academic skills, such as 
mastery of the discipline or analytical thinking, are related to education in school. One can also think 
that working under pressure is a real professional competence for a young manager or professional that 
can hardly be acquired in internships or extra-schools experiences. By contrast, language learning is a 
very different process. As might be expected, stays abroad during and after studies is always beneficial 
for the knowledge of foreign languages. But it is also the case for young people who were involved in 
clubs or student organizations. Similarly, young people who continued studies, in particular for a PhD, 
are also more likely to declare a high level of foreign languages skills.  
 
Other estimates not presented in this contribution show also the effects of extra-school experiences on 
other skills acquisition process. In the case of 'ability to negotiate', for which graduates from Grandes 
Écoles as well as Universities indicate a lack of competence, having had, during studies, a professional 
activity disconnected from the field of studies, improves acquisition. This is also the case for 'alertness 
to new opportunities' for which the level of acquisition is higher among young people working during 
their studies but also for youth continuing in PhD. Furthermore, making a stay abroad during studies 
appears also as a very positive factor in the attainment of many skills, particularly relational 
competencies. These young people report a higher abilities 'to mobilize the capacities of others', 'to 
make their meaning clear to others', 'to coordinate activities', 'to assert their authority.' The effect of 
responsibility in associative or student organizations seems more ambiguous, sometimes negative, and 
sometimes positive. For example this is the case for the 'ability to affirm their authority'. This slightly 
significant result can be linked to the strong heterogeneity of the possible responsibilities in 
associative, cultural, sporting or political circles. As virtually all youth in our sample had internships, 
we introduced the number of months in internships. It is little significant except for the 'ability to 
coordinate activities' where it is attached to a strongly positive effect. 
 
We finally reproduced the estimates (table 2) including variables related to the professional history of 
young people: number of jobs, total number of months in employment since the end of their studies 
and continuing training declared (adaptation training to the first job or training during the last 12 
months of employment) and the elements related to their current jobs (profession and activity sector). 
Overall, the effect of the Grandes Écoles variable remains always significant at the threshold of 5% 
for three skills: 'analytical thinking', 'ability in a foreign language', 'capacity to perform well under 
pressure'. As could be expected, the characteristics of employment at the moment of the survey and the 
sector of activity have an effect on the level of some skills. The higher the employment position, the 
most the acquisition of some competencies is favoured. However it is not the case for all skills: 
attainment in 'analytical thinking' seems to come only from variables related to schooling. Finally, 
professional path variables have virtually no impact on the process of acquisition of competencies, 
which can be explained by the very aggregated character of these variables.  
 
 
Conclusion 
 
This contribution was aimed at examining if the privileged position of Grandes Écoles on the French 
labour market could be linked to training and, in particular, knowledge acquired in these courses. The 
REFLEX survey data allows to test this hypothesis for a sample of French graduates from Grandes 
Écoles and University master programmes. Our results show that actually some useful skills on the 
labour market are more easily acquired in Grandes Écoles. This is the case in particular of 'analytical 
thinking' or 'ability to command a foreign language', domains on which Grandes Écoles have heavily 
focused their curriculum in the 1990s. We show however that the competencies acquisition process is 
not unique and that professional or extra-school experiences during studies can have positive effects 
on the attainment of skills. 
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