
Page 24     wRAP Up   -  December 2010 

 

UNDERSTANDING RECOGNITION PRACTICES FOR BUSINESS SCHOOL 
QUALIFICATIONS IN FRANCE  By MARIE-CATHERINE GLASER & TRACIE WELLS 

Diplomas from French business schools have become more 

prevalent in admissions offices and evaluation services in 

recent years. Compared to university diplomas, which are 

fairly straightforward due to their national recognition, there 

have been few available English-language resources that aid 

in the understanding of professional qualifications earned at 

non-university institutions. This article aims to provide 

evaluation strategies and information on qualifications earned 

at business and management schools in France. 

 

The Coexistence of Several Types of Training Institutions 

in the French Higher Education System 

  

Business and management schools in France represent one of 

the many types of institution that welcomes French students 

who wish to pursue higher education after the secondary 

baccalauréat examination. Higher education institutions in 

France include the following: universities and the university 

institutes of technology (IUT) which are also housed there; 

the grands établissements, which should not be confused with 

the grandes écoles that will be described more in-depth 

below; the Écoles normales supérieures (ENS); the 

preparatory classes for the grandes écoles (CPGE); and the 

sections de technicien supérieur (STS), which prepare 

students for the brevet de technicien supérieur (BTS). 

Additionally, there are separate engineering schools, 

paramedical and social schools, schools of architecture, higher 

artistic schools, other schools of diverse specializations 

(veterinary, journalism, administration, etc.) and schools of 

business and management. Higher education institutions can 

be either public, private or, in the case of business schools, 

consular (which means that they are administered by a 

chamber of commerce and industry). 

  

The grandes écoles warrant a special discussion given their 

uniqueness to the French higher education system and the 

confusion they sometimes cause. Among the grandes écoles, 

one can find establishments of diverse statutes that prepare 

students for a variety of types of training, although the 

majority of them focus on engineering and management. The 

Conference of Grandes Écoles is an association (Law 1901) 

composed of public, private or consular higher education 

institutions that distinguish themselves from other higher 

education institutions in their manner of recruiting students, 

their pedagogy, their nationally recognized excellence in 

training and the prestige of their diplomas.  

 

Business and Management Schools 

  

In an educational landscape that can often seem complex to 

navigate, business and management schools have become 

more and more popular in recent years. While the number of 

schools has remained relatively stable in the past ten years 

with 208 schools in 2008-09, the number of students enrolled 

has almost doubled, increasing from 51,329 students ten years 

ago to nearly 96,000 students enrolled in the 2008-09 school 

year. The appeal of these schools can be explained by the fact 

that secondary schools diploma holders are seeking training 

where their progress and preparation for the professional 

world is closely monitored by the school. Indeed, these 

schools play a very active role in students‟ academic and 

professional lives and are focused on job placement and job 

security. 

  

As mentioned above, the business schools can be either 

private or consular and are classified in one of three groups. 

Group I includes 81 educational institutions with State 

recognition and where at least one diploma has qualified for 

the visa of the Ministry of Higher Education and Research 

(i.e. diplôme visé), the highest form of recognition possible. 

Group II is comprised of 39 institutions that are also 

recognized by the State, but which do not award any diplomas 

with the Ministry visa. Finally, the 88 schools that make up 

Group III are not recognized by the State and their diplomas 

are also not sanctioned by the Ministry visa. 

 

The largest number of business students can be found in one 

of the recognized schools from the first group. Indeed, there 

were 74,000 students enrolled in a Group I institution in 2008-

09. The schools from this first group mainly recruit students 

enrolled in preparatory classes for entrance into the grandes 

écoles or baccalauréat holders straight out of high school, in 

both cases based on their performance on a competitive 

entrance examination. Only 7,800 students attended the 

recognized schools from Group II in 2008-09. Slightly less 

competitive, these students include secondary diploma 

holders, university students or students from the STS or the 

IUT. Finally, Group III accepts only 14.7% of all business 

students in France even though this group incorporates the 

largest number of business schools. 

  

The State Seals 

  

The business and management schools benefit from two types 

of state seal or recognition: the recognition of the institution 

by the State and the authorization to award diplomas 

sanctioned by the state visa (diplôme visé).  

 

State Recognition 

 

State recognition suggests that an institution contributes 

something significant to the higher education structure. It 

stems from an inspection of the functioning of the institution, 

its offerings and its teaching and training personnel.  State 

recognition also allows the school to provide students with 

state funding, while also permitting the hiring of teachers 

from the public sector and access to public grants to support 

institutional costs. Finally, state recognition allows an 

institution to request the authorization to award a diplôme 

visé. 

  

State recognition is granted on a case-by-case basis by the 

Minister of Higher Education, following local and national 
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proceedings. It is granted by ministerial order without a 

predetermined length of validity. That is to say, this 

recognition can be retracted. 

  

Authorization to Award the Diplôme Visé 

 

The authorization to award diplomas with the state-sanctioned 

visa can be granted by ministerial order to schools with state 

recognition following a rigorous pedagogical inspection of the 

training programs and the selection of admission and diploma 

committees. 

  

Endowed with the visa, these diplomas boast the State‟s 

guarantee as to the quality of the program of study. They are 

awarded by the school in the name of the State. 

  

The procedures to evaluate the quality of technical higher 

education institutions, both consular and private, have 

improved in the context of a European higher education 

system. In particular, the decree of March 2001 modifies the 

conditions in which the State visa is issued by imposing a 

time limit of six years or less to the validity of a visa in order 

to allow, if needed, the adjustments deemed necessary. This 

reform put an end to the ministerial visa without attached time 

limits that was granted in the past. 

  

This decree was followed in April of the same year by another 

important decree leading to the creation of the Commission 

d’Évaluation des Formations et Diplômes de Gestion 

(Commission of Evaluation of Training and Management 

Diplomas) that carries out a general mission of supervision of 

the quality of training provided in consular and private 

institutions of advanced training in business and management. 

  

The Creation of the Degree of “Master” 

  

The decree 99-747 (August 1999) introduces the degree of 

"mastaire" as a higher education qualification, later slightly 

modified to be called “master.” This stems from the desire for 

a common reference system for training and diplomas in 

Europe by using levels and internationally comprehended and 

comparable degree structures. The master, new to the French 

educational structure, puts a variety of diplomas and titles of 

comparable level under the same umbrella based on State 

recognition and visa and authorization to award a degree with 

this name, in the case of schools that are not part of the 

university structure. 

  

Indeed, for the first time, higher schools of business and 

management are authorized to award a degree with the same 

name as a diploma of a similar level awarded by the 

university. It is important to note, however, that the 

authorization to award a diplôme visé does not automatically 

mean that a school can award the degree of “master.” This 

authorization is granted by the Ministry of Higher Education 

following proceedings with the National Advising Committee 

of Higher Education and Research. 

  

The criteria leading to the authorization to award the diploma 

(Continued from page 24) of master are demanding, especially regarding the place of the 

school in the network of international exchange and in the 

capacity of the pedagogical teams and institutions to create a 

valuable research environment leading to tangible results. 

   

The list of higher technical schools and institutions authorized 

to award a diplôme visé, both with and without the degree of 

master, is published by ministerial law. http://

www.enseignementsup-recherche.gouv.fr/pid20536/rubrique-

bo.html?cid_bo=23771  

  

The National Commission of Professional Certification 

and the National Repertoire of Professional Certifications 

  

The National Commission of Professional Certification 

(CNCP) was created in January 2002. Its main mission is to 

itemize the various professional certifications in the National 

Repertoire of Professional Certifications (RNCP). The CNCP 

further aims to contribute to international and European 

efforts to make educational qualifications more transparent. 

 

Although all the qualifications awarded by schools of business 

and management are not recognized by the State as academic 

qualifications (i.e. diplôme visé or master), they can all 

potentially be registered with the RNCP for professional 

recognition. In this case, information regarding the level of 

the qualification can be found on any qualification that is 

registered. In the case of older qualifications (“Titres 

homologués”), the level of homologation can be found in the 

RNCP. For the Titres homologués, the NSF code located on 

the certificate may be useful in locating information on the 

credential on the RNCP database. 

   

There are two types of registration with the RNCP, automatic 

registration and registration following a formal request by the 

school. Qualifications recognized by the State are 

automatically registered with the RNCP. Other certificates are 

registered on a case-by-case basis following an investigation 

and assessment by the CNCP. It is important to note that an 

institutional request for registration with the CNCP is not 

automatic and can be rejected. 

  

The certifications framework is organized by level in order to 

understand the professional worth of a given qualification. 

Two ways of designating levels have been used in the RNCP. 

The first was created in 1967 and defines the level of training 

by the number of years it takes to complete the program. With 

this type of level designation, qualifications of higher 

education may be considered Level III or I/II. Level III 

qualifications correspond to the professional equivalent of two 

years of study after secondary schooling and are comparable 

to BTS or DEUG training (Diplôme d'études universitaires 

generals). Level I/II qualifications refer to training that is 

comparable to the professional equivalent of the Licence, a 

diploma from one of the engineering schools, etc. These 

qualifications typically require a minimum of three years of 

study and often more. 

 

The method of designating levels was slightly transformed in 

1969 to refer to the level of responsibility needed to be 

(Continued on page 26) 
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employed in a company. The CNCP has the intention of 

adapting this level system further to allow for international 

and European comparisons. In fact, the question of the reform 

of these classifications was instigated by the LMD reform 

(License-Master-Doctorate), especially since the progressive 

disappearance of first cycle diplomas such as the DEUG. 

  

The RNCP can be consulted online (www.cncp.org), but it is 

still a work in progress. It now covers all the national 

certifications that originate from seven certifying ministries 

(National Education, Employment, Agriculture, Youth and 

Sports, Social Affairs, Health, and Culture). The Ministry of 

Higher Education, also a certifying ministry, only has a 

limited number of certifications included in the registry 

currently (i.e. DUT, DEUST and the Licence professionnelle). 

However, additional certifications from this ministry and the 

diplômes visés will be added in 2010. Furthermore, the RNCP 

will continue to expand in the near future with translations of 

its registered qualifications in English, Spanish and German. 

  

The Example of the IDRAC School 

  

In order to illustrate the presentation of the different types of 

recognition for qualifications from business and management 

schools, we will use the example of the IDRAC school. This 

school is a private business school that has State recognition 

and has a network of 7 locations throughout France (Paris, 

Lyon, Nice, Montpellier, Nantes, Toulouse and Grenoble). It 

belongs to the Group I category of schools since it offers a 

diplôme visé called the “program école de commerce en 4 

ans,” which was recently replaced by another diplôme visé 

called the “program international grande école en 5 ans.”  

However, you will not find these qualifications registered 

with the RNCP since the diplômes visés have not yet been 

included in this database. 

 

Furthermore, students can earn the nationally recognized 

Brevet de Technicien Supérieur and other diplomas registered 

with the RNCP at Level I (Manager de la performance) or II 

(Responsable du développement commercial et marketing, 

Responsable du développement marketing et commercial 

interorganisationnel). 

 

On the next few pages, sample diplomas from IDRAC are 

included.  The following are some helpful RNCP links:  

 

Manager de la performance marketing et commerciale 

(Niveau I) 

http://www.cncp.gouv.fr/grand-public/visualisationFiche?

format=fr&fiche=2430  

 

Responsable du développement commercial er marketing 

(Niveau II) 

http://www.cncp.gouv.fr/grand-public/visualisationFiche?

format=fr&fiche=4388  

 

 

 

 

(Continued from page 25) Responsable du développement marketing et commercial 

interorganisationnel (NiveauII) 

http://www.cncp.gouv.fr/grand-public/visualisationFiche?

format=fr&fiche=5308  

 

Conclusion 
 

Despite the relative complexity of determining the recognition 

of French business and management schools, the authors have 

attempted to provide information and resources on the 

recognition process for these schools. In order to recommend 

an academic equivalency in the United States, it is important 

to look first to see if the school is recognized by the State in 

France. If it is one of the schools that offers a diplôme visé 

and belongs to Group I, it has State recognition. Only the 

diplôme visés possess the State visa that guarantees their 

quality. However, qualifications that are not diplômes visés 

have an important professional value in France as long as the 

institution has state recognition. Diploma holders may even be 

more employable than those with traditional university 

diplomas given the specialized and individualized training 

they receive in the business and management schools. The 

RNCP is a great resource for determining the level of 

qualifications earned in the business schools. Although this 

database is not yet complete and does not contain information 

on the diplômes visés and many other qualifications that have 

not yet been registered, it is an important resource for those in 

international admissions and foreign credentials evaluation. 
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