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The unjustifiable closure of AERES 1 
 

 
The AERES Board is concerned about the articles regarding evaluation in the Draft Bill on higher education and 

research (version of 8 February 2013), which provide for the closure of AERES. 
This radical measure would be: 

 incomprehensible, insofar as AERES, after six years of service, has successfully built a national evaluation 
system that is impartial, transparent and uniform, and proven its ability to develop its practices and improve 
its procedures. AERES plays a part in decompartmentalising and uniting our highly complex public research 
and higher education system. 

 paradoxical, when the essential continuity of the public evaluation service is acknowledged by the Draft Bill 
itself. This Draft Bill stipulates a transfer of goods, rights and obligations, including the staff contracts, from 
AERES to a new evaluation body; but continuity is vital if we are to increase the confidence of our fellow 
citizens when, in a difficult economic and social context, higher education and research are viewed as a key 
priority; 

 very damaging and costly, since it would ruin the capital that AERES has built up in terms of evaluation 
expertise, recognition at European level, international reputation – including in a North-South context – and 
overall reputation thanks to the powerful Web referencing of the AERES name. This capital would take 
several years and a great deal of expense to rebuild. Closing AERES would also undermine an evaluation 
culture that is still not firmly established in our institutions, when evaluation is central to improving public 
research and higher education – which are key vectors of innovation and competitiveness. 

 last but not least, dangerous, for it would be seen to cast doubt over the very independence of evaluation – 
an inevitable consequence of shutting down an agency whose independence is its most important 
characteristic. The risk would then be clear as day: strengthening practices that would shake the confidence 
that national stakeholders, our European partners and foreign observers have in our ability to conduct 
impartial evaluations. 

Without any justification in the preamble of the Draft Bill or any supporting external evaluation, the closure of 
AERES could only be taken as a punishment – on the sole grounds of offering up an expiatory victim on the altar of 
legislative reform – which would not fool anyone. 

The AERES Board recommends, as regards evaluation, that the Draft Bill seek above all to: 

 assert that the independence of evaluations will be maintained so as to guarantee their value, by confirming 
AERES; 

 improve the makeup of the AERES Board so that it most effectively reflects the diversity of stakeholders and 
participants in the higher education and research system; 

 fine-tune the definition of AERES’ remit by bearing the experience it has gained in mind. 

The AERES Board does not doubt that the French Parliament will be vigilant and do its duty guaranteeing the 
independence and quality of evaluation in the public research and higher education field in France. 

14 February 2013, 

The French Evaluation Agency for Research and Higher Education Board 
 

Attachments: Appendix 1: AERES; 
   Appendix 2: AERES Board members. 

                                                            
1 Opinion of the French Evaluation Agency for Research and Higher Education (AERES) Board on the Draft Bill on higher education and 

research. AERES Board meeting of 14/02/2013. 
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APPENDIX 1: AERES 

“For six years, AERES has helped to make evaluation an integral feature of institutions, research 
units and training programmes”2 

In France, as in Europe, the contribution research and higher education make to the creation and dissemination 
of knowledge is considered to be a decisive factor in economic, social and cultural development, as well as in the 
well-being of populations. To boost higher education and innovation, increase competitiveness and attract researchers 
and students from all over the world, the quality of public research and higher education has become a major priority 
for society, and the improvement of this quality a strategic challenge. This is why evaluating the quality of research 
and higher education is now an undisputed requirement. 

Since 2006, French Law has tasked the French Evaluation Agency for Research and Higher Education (AERES) 
with organising this evaluation. This national agency, which groups together skills that used to be dispersed between 
several structures, now evaluates university teams that are not yet categorised as research units according to the 
same procedure as joint research units. When organising the evaluation of various institutions, it bears their specific 
missions and independence in mind and ensures their equal treatment. The iterative nature of evaluation, uniform 
method and application at different scales provides a dynamic and coherent overview of the whole research and 
higher education system and makes consultation easier between all stakeholders.  

Every five years, in France, some 3,200 research units, more than 4,000 teams in charge of higher education 
training programmes and some 250 universities, schools and research bodies give thought to their strengths and 
weaknesses, their environment and their prospects. This self-evaluation is rounded off by an external, qualitative and 
collective review conducted by a committee made up of competent experts from the research and higher education 
community, often after a visit to the institution being evaluated. 20% of these experts called on come from outside 
France.  

“AERES has been accredited at European level, which is a key advantage in terms of the appeal of 
our research and higher education system”3 

The external evaluation of an institution’s activity over the previous five years ends with recommendations 
being made. These can help the evaluated institutions to progress and improve a particular aspect of their activities. 
The evaluation report is also drawn up for national, regional or local, public or private, ministerial and institutional 
managers who have decisions to make about the evaluated institution – particularly as regards their renewal, 
financing or strategic guidelines.  

Lastly, the report can be consulted online by any citizen and any student – French or foreign – who would like 
to find out about research and higher education, a given topic or a given institution. The comments of the evaluated 
institution’s director are made publicly available at the same time as the evaluation report.    

For there to be confidence in the evaluation finding, it must have been organised impartially, completely 
separately from any subsequent decisions and without any external influence being wielded on the contents of the 
evaluation report or its dissemination. AERES’ status as an independent authority guarantees this.  

AERES has been evaluated externally at European level and, as such, after just four years in service, it joined 
the list of evaluation agencies recognised in Europe (European Quality Assurance Registry).  

                                                            
2 Fioraso G., French Minister of Higher Education and Research, letter for the attention of the AERES President, staff and 

collaborators, 24 December 2012. 
3 Refonder l’université, dynamiser la recherche. Mieux coopérer pour réussir. Report from the French MP Jean-Yves Le Déaut on 

assignment, submitted to the French Prime Minister on 14 January 2013, p. 98 
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As a precursor of impartial and transparent evaluations, AERES “has smoothed out the irregularity 
of the French evaluation system”4. 

Evaluation is a delicate exercise made even more complex by the complexity of the French research and higher 
education system. By evaluating research units, master’s degrees and doctoral schools and the strategy of institutions 
in a coordinated manner, AERES plays a part in decompartmentalising this system. Its joint mission enables it to assess 
the quality of the link which is forged between research and higher education in France – giving it a comparative edge 
on the European and international stage that is well worth promoting. 

AERES may be young, but after a complete cycle of several thousand evaluations it has already gained 
considerable experience. It analyses, and then adapts, its practices at regular intervals on the basis of feedback – 
committed to continually improving its methods. As such, over the last 18 months, AERES has dropped the overall 
score attributed to research units, radically simplified the evaluation application form and set up an inter-institutional 
cooperation group (Mikado) on evaluation.   

Participating in discussions on experience and best practice with many other evaluation agencies in Europe and 
worldwide, AERES is also called on to evaluate higher education or research activities outside France, for its 
expertise, methods and procedures – and the ties it cultivates between training and research – are turning heads in 
many countries. 

 

                                                            
4 +Ibid., p. 100 
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APPENDIX 2: AERES Board members as at 18 February 2013 

 Mme Maria Allegrini, Professor of Physics, University of Pisa (Italy). 

 Mr Michel Berson, Senator of the Essonne département and member of the French Finance Commission and 
Parliamentary Office for the Evaluation of Scientific and Technological Choices (OPECST). 

 Mr Jean-Daniel Boissonnat, Research Director at the French public science and technology institution for 
computer sciences and mathematics (INRIA). 

 Mr Sébastien Candel, Professor at the Ecole centrale Paris. 

 Mme Monique Capron, Professor of Immunology at the University of Lille 2-Law and Health. 

 Mr Antoine Compagnon, Professor at the Collège de France (Chair of “Modern and contemporary French 
literature: history, critique, theory”). 

 Mr Geoffrey Crossick, Distinguished Professor of Humanities, School of Advanced Study, University of 
London (Great Britain).  

 Mme Nicole El Karoui-Schvartz, Professor of Mathematics, University of Pierre et Marie Curie, Paris, and 
École Polytechnique. 

 Mme Ghislaine Filliatreau, Research Director at the French National Institute of Health and Medical 
Research (Inserm) and Director of the French Observatory of Science and Technology (OST). 

 Mr Pierre Gilliot, Research Director at the French National Centre for Scientific Research (CNRS), Institute 
of Physics and Chemistry of Materials of Strasbourg (IPCMS). 

 Mr Patrick Hetzel, MP of the Bas-Rhin département and member of the French Commission of Cultural 
Affairs and Education and OPECST. 

 Mr Didier Houssin (AERES President), Professor of Surgery, University of René Descartes, Paris. 

 Mr Francis Kramarz, Professor of Economics at the Paris Graduate School of Economics, Statistics and 
Finance-CREST, Associate Professor at the Ecole polytechnique. 

 Mr Alexander Kuhn, Professor of Chemistry-Physics at the Graduate School of Chemistry, Biology and Physics 
of Bordeaux. 

 Mme Marianne Lefort, Research Director and Regional Delegate for Ile-de-France at the French National 
Institute for Agricultural Research (INRA). 

 Mme Florence Legros, Professor of Economics at the University of Paris-Dauphine. 

 Mr René-Paul Martin-Denavit, qualified engineer from the Institut de chimie et physique industrielle de Lyon 
and Director of RPMD Conseil. 

 Mme Marie-Christine Maurel, Professor of Cellular and Molecular Biology at the University of Pierre et Marie 
Curie, Paris. 

 Mr Denis Menjot, Professor of Mediaeval History at the University of Lumière Lyon 2. 

 Mme Christine Musselin, Director of the French Centre for the Sociology of Organisations, a joint research 
unit of the Sciences Po University in Paris and the CNRS. 

 Mme Sylvie Rousset, Research Director at the CNRS, Materials and Quantum Phenomena Laboratory, CNRS-
University of Paris-Diderot Paris 7. 

 Mme Claudine Schmidt-Lainé, Research Director at the CNRS. 

 Mr Bernard Teyssié, Professor of Law at the University of Panthéon-Assas Paris 2. 

 Mme Cécile Tharaud, Chair of the Inserm Transfert Board. 

 Mr Simon Thorpe, Research Director at the CNRS, Brain & Cognition Research Centre, University of Paul 
Sabatier Toulouse 3. 

 
 
 
 

To find out more: http://www.aeres-evaluation.fr/Agence/Organisation/Conseil-de-l-AERES 


