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In France, schools have responsibility to educate all children, to
provide pupils with access to knowledge, to meet their diverse
needs and interests. 
Programmes have also been put into place to meet the needs of
children and adolescents experiencing difficulties among which
absenteeism, lack of motivation, and disruptive or violent
conduct. For the most part, these programmes target at students
from disadvantaged backgrounds –some of whom are at risk of
academic and social exclusion– with the objective of helping
them to regain self-esteem, re-engage in mainstream 
programmes, and earn a vocational qualification.
Other programmes target at non native French speaking students
who have recently settled in the country. Support in means and
structures is provided to help integrate mainstream classes 
gradually. In situations where there is an increased risk of 
disaffection, schools may seek support –from multiple agencies
from prevention to individualised education programmes– at all
levels of the educational system. 
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Pupil Referral Units: 
improving provision for young people at risk

The role of lower secondary school is to educate all pupils of a
particular age group and to enable them to pursue their 
education by implementing a variety of educational programmes.
For the past ten years or so, various measures have been taken
to maintain a peaceful learning environment despite increasing
acts of delinquency and violence.
Referral units are designed to provide support both during and
after school hours for students who have experienced –or who
are at risk for– social and academic exclusion. Referral units are
temporary alternative provision for mandatory schooling; referral
classes and workshops target at lower secondary and 
sometimes upper secondary school students who have rejected
traditional learning. This can result in serious, repeated 
breaches of internal school regulations, chronic, non-justified
absenteeism, lack of motivation to learn, and even dropping out
of school completely.
The majority of these students are adolescents from 
disadvantaged social backgrounds. Referral units also aim to get
these students back into academic, technological, or vocational
education programmes for the long-term, enabling them to 
re-engage into society and with the aim of enhancing learning in
a sheltered, conflict-free learning environment.

The classes-relais
The classes-relais provide a temporary structure for pupils who
have dropped out of school, in order to help them re-engage in
mainstream curriculum. Lower secondary school pupils who
attend these classes may stay from several weeks to an entire
school year. They may, depending on their personal project, be
eligible for special schedules in order to help boost self-esteem
and renew their interest in learning. Some pupils, once they have
turned fifteen, may also receive support to help them with their
vocational project.

Key facts
A classe-relais is always linked to a lower secondary school 
(collège) and class sizes are kept small –between eight and ten
students who come from a cluster of different schools. The
classe-relais may be located within the school premises or at an
outside location, depending on the pedagogical project and local
conditions.
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The focus is on a differentiated curriculum and pupils‘ personal
projects that may be based on work-related learning. The
classes-relais are run by a team of teachers who have voluntee-
red to teach these classes and counsellors who work in close
contact with social workers and health professionals. 
Students may attend the classes-relais anywhere from a few
weeks to a few months, but attendance may not exceed one
school year. Student schedules are adaptable and may be
changed to suit individual projects. 

Parent partnership is an opportunity when a child attends a
classe-relais. Parents may become more involved in their child’s
education and have regular, trust-based contact with the 
educational community.

These programmes also benefit from an active partnership with
Youth Legal Protection Services (Ministry of Justice), local
authorities (general councils and municipalities), local non-profit
organisations and families.

National, regional (Académie) and local (département) 
coordination in conjunction with Youth Legal Protection Services
and local authorities provides support for the teams involved in
such alternative programmes in terms of information, training
and working alongside.

The Ateliers-relais
The ateliers-relais were created at the beginning of the 2002-2003
school year as a supplementary provision to the classes-relais.
Workshops are based upon partnerships with educational 
non-profit organisations. 

Key facts
Like the classes-relais, the ateliers-relais are a temporary
alternative to traditional statutory schooling that aim at getting
the student back into learning programmes in a peaceful, conflict
free learning environment. 

The ateliers-relais are designed for lower secondary school and
sometimes upper secondary school students for a short period
that most often varies from one month to six weeks (attendance
cannot exceed sixteen weeks). The students who attend the
workshops have shown behaviour and attendance difficulties.
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Admission to alternative 
programmes

A student at risk is reported to
the chief inspector (French
département-level), in most

cases by the principal of the
lower secondary school

attended by the student. The
chief inspector decides

whether or not to admit the
student to a classe-relais –and

later decides if the student is
ready to re-engage into

mainstream curriculum. He
takes advice from a

coordination group at the level
of the département that

includes representatives of
various youth service

organisations and members of
the teaching team. The

students and their family must
agree to such a decision.



A few key figures

69 ateliers-relais and 
272 classes-relais have been at
work since the beginning of the

2003-school year.

250 programmes were run during
the 2001-2002 school year.

These pupils are considered as full time students, that is they still
qualify for the status of students in the educational system. 

Attending such a workshop should enable the students to plan their
pathway. The key aim of the various professionals who provide 
services (including teachers and partner organisations) is to see
the students reflect on their situation and agree to what is 
proposed. Besides teaching the fundamentals, which is a priority,
students are also taught to accept and address the rules of society,
civility, citizenship, and democratic values. 

A partnership approach 
Referral units are the result of a renewed willingness to 
cooperate with educational organisations, Youth Legal
Protection Services, local authorities (general councils and
municipalities), and the schools themselves. 
This partnership approach has resulted in the sharing of skills
and resources; the chief education officer provides the 
workforce required while the non-profit organisations provide
the personnel, the facilities, and support in terms of training and 
guidance. 
A group, at the level of the département coordinates the 
schemes offered to meet the needs of the pupils concerned; the
group is also in charge of evaluating the full range of alternative
provision.

Pedagogical and educational approaches
The key objective of the approaches and strategies used is to 
re-engage pupils into school and society. The objectives are 
personal development, socialisation, and the creation by and
with the student of their own pathway that should lead onto their
professional project. 

What will happen to the students?
A clear improvement in behaviour has been observed, and nearly
three-quarters of students have returned to the mainstream 
system. During the 2003-2004 school year, approximately 340 
programmes (classes and ateliers-relais) have been currently 
operating.
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Annick Libéral is a principal in charge of regulations and 
organisation policy and the coordinator of referral units 
programmes for the Rouen Académie (regional education 
authority). Interview.

Who are the students that attend these programmes? 
They are all adolescents experiencing serious difficulties, and
they have multiple, complex academic, behavioural, emotional
and social difficulties. In referral units, some pupils who attend
them have already offended and are receiving extra support from
social services as part of their probationary agreements; some
no longer live with their families (they live in institutions); others
are abused victims. Absenteeism is common; many of these
young people are in the process of dropping out and have 
rejected traditional schooling. Most of them have a low 
self-esteem. They feel their fate is to fail.

What are the methods used?
We use highly individualised teaching methods in the fundamentals
as well as and through projects that involve manual or technological
skills. Resocialising these students and getting them back into
the school system is a major concern. The teachers work in pairs
or in teams with staff from partner organisations and sometimes
from Youth Offending teams. We try to re-establish links with
families if they have been broken; this is a key factor in the
process of reconciliation that we try to initiate. 

What are the results?
For the 2002-2003 school year, after completion of the
classes-relais, 45% of students went back to their mainstream
secondary schools, 3% went on to the same level of class but
with an option of technological subjects, 6% went to vocational
high-schools, 15% to apprenticeship programmes, and 8% went
on to participate in programmes run by the Mission Générale
d’Insertion. We have lost contact with the remaining 9%. All
students in the ateliers-relais –47 students for the regional
education authority– returned to their secondary schools or
were accepted in vocational high schools. We do not yet have
sufficient hindsight to evaluate the effectiveness of our
approach; the ateliers-relais have only been running for one year.
However, it appears as if the work we are doing is getting
encouraging results; at least in terms of our key objective, which
is to develop school community cohesion for these young people
and to a larger extent with the wider society.



Open school: flexible support strategy learning 
development opportunities during school holidays 
and on Wednesdays and Saturdays 
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The initiative to open lower and upper secondary schools during
the school holidays, on Wednesdays, and on Saturdays for young
people who do not go on holiday or attend leisure centres began
in 1991 as part of an interministerial programme designed to 
provide services to children and adolescents living in socially
disadvantaged areas or in economically or culturally-impoverished
environments.
The activities offered must include academic activities (help with
homework or other educational support) and devote time to 
cultural activities, computers, sports, and leisure.

Benefits for all
When a lower or upper secondary school opens its doors to the
neighbourhood in order to give young people a place to go where
they can participate in a wide variety of high-quality activities,
young people no longer perceive their school in the same way.
The school takes on a different value in their eyes and for their
entourage; hence they are encouraged to feel responsible for
their school. Open school programmes also help younger pupils
future first form pupils to adapt to lower secondary school. In
addition, the students’ whole idea of the educational system
changes, allowing trust-based, conflict-free relationships to be
built or strengthened between young people and adults. In this
way, open school programmes help to reduce acts of 
violence and incivility in schools.

Renewed strength
In December 2002 the various ministries that fund open school
programmes with a view to better organising and boost the 
system signed a charter. The goal is to increase the number of
schools offering such programmes and to extend the number of
weeks per year they offer services, in particular in education
action zones.

Open schools in 2002 and 2003
In 2002, 509 schools were involved in the open schools 
programme, with 2,616 opening weeks in 27 Académies (regional
educational authorities) providing services to 76,000 young 
people, supervised and instructed by 11,000 teachers and staff. In
2003, 582 schools were involved in the programme, opening for
3100 weeks to approximately 100,000 young people, supervised
and instructed by 12,800 teachers and staff. The open schools
are mainly secondary schools located in areas identified as 
education action zones. 

“We would like to see the
upswing of such schemes lead
to what I believe is everyone’s

ideal school –a place of
culture, knowledge, and leisure

open year-round to the young
people with enduring needs;

this will help them regain trust
in the school system and

understand the goals of
education.” 

Xavier Darcos, Minister for
School Education, when
signing the Open School

Charter, 19 December 2002.
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The national educational policy on youth social integration has
resulted in the creation of the Mission Générale d’Insertion,
which plays a key role in preventing students from dropping out
of school before earning a qualification. In effect, school 
dropouts and early dropout risk fall under the responsibility of the
schools, which must provide all students with access to a 
qualification before they leave. This obligation applies to all
schools and aims to limit the number of early dropouts as part of
the mission of the educational system, which is to prepare 
students for social and professional integration. Therefore, one
of the primary aims is to reduce the number of dropouts and to 
provide specific programmes for students over the age of sixteen
who have been out of school for less than one year. These 
training programmes provide the guidance and preparation 
needed for social integration to succeed. The young people who
participate in these programmes remain registered as students
in the school system for the duration of their training. 

Prevention
The primary role of the Mission Générale d’Insertion is to prevent
post 16 year-olds from dropping out by implementing watch over
units and individualised guidance for the most vulnerable 
students. 
In lower and upper secondary schools, these units, sometimes
called “groupe d’aide à l’insertion - GAIN” (a group that helps
integration), which involves teachers of the school, careers’ 
guidance counsellors or school psychologists, the deputy head
(conseiller principal d’éducation), and other staff members work
together under the supervision of the school head to identify 
students at risk and to recommend solutions. These actions
include ways of providing the appropriate structures for at-risk
students in the schools, “teaching for success,” personalised
guidance, and vocational guidance counselling. The “integration
assistance groups” or watch over units are also responsible for
the integration of new students in schools, providing them with
information on various routes and employers. The groups also
work with students at risk of disaffection. 

A special interview with one of the school staff members in
charge of integration is scheduled for each vulnerable student.
The interview can take place at any time during the school year

Mission Générale d’Insertion (MGI): 
re-engaging students at risk of social exclusion 
to earn a qualification
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and, in particular, during critical periods such as when the 
students must choose their pathways. For students over the age
of sixteen who have not found an appropriate training 
programme, the interview may take place at the beginning of the
school year. As an example, around 73,000 such interviews took
place in 2002.  

Specific training-related programmes
There are three categories of specific training-related 
programmes: 
- Re-engaging programmes 
- Access to a qualification
- Careers’ Guidance programmes

These programmes include three compulsory elements:
- Remedial education
- A work placement (company, organisation, etc.)
- Individualised guidance to ensure young people a successful
future. 

Nearly 73,000 pupils benefited from at least one of these 
programmes during the 2002 calendar year. 

Re-engaging programmes
These programmes aim at remotivating students in order to 
re-engage (or maintain) them in training and qualification 
programmes. The programmes must provide students with basic
skills for their future qualification. The programmes consist in
mandatory subject modules in communication, oral and written
expression, science and technology, and social and vocational
life.
Other training modules, including foreign languages in particular,
are also offered as electives.

Access to a qualification
These programmes enable students to gain a vocational diploma
or to prepare for an exam, depending on the specific qualification
they want to achieve. This programme allows students who have
failed an exam twice to prepare for the exam again in a different
surrounding.
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Careers’ guidance programmes 
These training programmes meets the local economy needs and
aim to get young people who have earned a first qualification to
integrate the world of work. 

For the year 2002, upon completion of these programmes, 63% of
all participants were accepted to training programmes (general
education programmes, apprenticeships, internships as part of
regional programmes, etc.) and 12% found jobs. 
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Educational programmes 
for non-native speakers of French

School is a determining factor in social, cultural, and, later, 
professional integration for children and adolescents who have
recently arrived in France. Creating the conditions most likely to
foster integration is one of the missions –and duties– of the
French Republic.
During the 1970s, measures were implemented to provide these
students with instruction. Special structures were created in 
elementary, lower and upper secondary schools. These students,
who may arrive at any time during the school year, are 
temporarily placed in special classes if they do not have the
required level of proficiency in French. The goal is to keep them
from falling behind in the mainstream curriculum. They receive
language support while learning mainstream curriculum content.
The goal of these programmes is to enable these students to 
gradually integrate mainstream classes.

Over the past years, the makeup of this population has changed,
with increasing numbers of young people who are often older
than the newly arrived from the past. Often, they have limited
experience –or none at all– with schooling. In order to deal with
these new needs, programmes have been adapted and 
strengthened.

School attendance
All students undergo an evaluation before being assigned to 
a structure that corresponds to their academic level and skills. 

At primary school
An intake evaluation is conducted. Students are registered at
their school in a class appropriate to their age and academic
level. In parallel, they are registered in a special “initiation” class
(classe d’initiation - CLIN) in order to learn or improve their
French with a view to facilitating their integration into the school
system. Students do not attend these special classes full time;
they continue to attend mainstream classes for the subjects that
are the most accessible to them.

A few key figures

In 2002-2003, around 
38,000 non-French speaking

newly arrived pupils received
services in the primary and

secondary educational
systems: 

18,000 attending primary
schools, around 18,000 in lower
secondary schools, and around

2,000 in upper secondary
schools, most of them (62%)

attended vocational schools. 
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At lower and upper secondary school
Students attend a special “home class“ (classe d’accueil - CLA)
at their lower or upper secondary school or vocational school.
The purpose of the home class is for students to improve 
language proficiency while gradually moving to mainstream 
classes. 
Students who arrive in France close to the end of mandatory
schooling (post sixteen) and who did not attend or partially 
attended school in their home country attend special home 
classes (classes d’accueil pour élèves non scolarisés 
antérieurement - CLA-NSA), in order to be equipped with fluent
oral French language. The second stage is to make them acquire
basic skills in literacy. They may also attend mainstream classes
for subjects where the French language is not critical (physical
education, music, arts).
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Michel Redon is head of the Academic Centre for Newly arrived
pupils and Children of Travellers for the Paris Education
Authority. Interview.

What is the situation in Paris regarding schooling for newly
arrived students?
The situation in Paris is unique, given the large number of newly
arrived children and the wide range of nationalities represented in
such a small geographical area with such a sharp increase in
numbers over the past few years. For the past year, we have 
adopted a pro-active policy for addressing this difficult issue. We
need to ensure that these students learn French, that we get them
into initial training programmes, and provide guidance after they
join mainstream classes.

What are the main aspects of these programmes?
Learning French is the key to all of the other aspects of the 
programmes. It is also the primary key to integration. We have 
reorganised schooling for these children in order to provide them
with support as they learn the language over the three phases of
school integration, including increased language skills support, in
particular. In the secondary education system in Paris, the 
programme is divided into three stages. Students first attend 
intensive French classes (from 100 to 300 hours), which enable
them to learn or improve their French and to become familiar with
the rules of school in France. They, then, move to one of the home
classes. Finally, based on the decision of the “conseil de classe”
(the staff meet and discusses students’ progress), they move to
mainstream classes. All non-native speakers of French are eligible
for 100 hours of support in French as a Second Language (FSL), 
provided intensively over a limited number of weeks by specialised
teachers.
The assessment system has also been modified and we 
currently have special adapted tests in order to evaluate 
language proficiency and cognitive abilities as well as 
possibilities for future vocational interest. We have also 
developed a resource centre for teachers. 
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There is much at stake for these students. School must fulfil its
obligations in order to ensure equal opportunities for all. The
immigrant student population in Paris is large, with a variety of
backgrounds: the student population includes 40% Chinese from
the ages of five to ten as well as a large number of children from
the former eastern countries. Many of them are able to take
advantage of the opportunities given to them and there are many
excellent students. They are also an opportunity for our 
country –they will be our best ambassadors in the world of tomorrow.



Websites: 
The French Ministry of National Education, Higher Education
and Research Website: 
www.education.gouv.fr

The French Schools Directorate Website:
www.eduscol.education.fr
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Further information ...




