
“La machine à formulaires”
(the forms’ machine),

or TEX for a Kafkaian world

Antoine Lejay

November 29, 2004

Author’s address:
Antoine Lejay
Projet OMEGA
Institut National de Recherche en Informatique et Automatique (INRIA)
& Institut Élie Cartan de Nancy (IECN)
Campus scientifique
BP 239
54506 Vandœuvre-lès-Nancy cedex, France
<Antoine.Lejay@iecn.u-nancy.fr>.

Abstract

This article describes the Machine à formulaires, whose goal is to fill in different forms from a single file.
Its aim is to help candidates to positions of (assistant) professors in a French University not to lose time in
copying various informations regarding each position they apply.

1 Introduction
This article contains a short description of a set of TEX files designed to help candidates to professors’ or
assistant professors’ positions in French Universities to fill in heavy forms. In some sense, it is similar to the
AMS cover initiative [1], but with a different philosophy and design, and where informations specific to each
position are reported in each form.

The Machine à formulaires (the forms’ machine, or MAF in short) has been made available since 2001 on
the WEB sites of the Opération Postes [5] and the Guilde des Doctorants [2]1 whose goal is to help Ph.D.
holders looking for a job. It seems to have been appreciated by numerous candidates, since it allows them to
gain a lot of time in the constitution of their application forms. The MAF does not need any real knowledge in
TEX/LATEX (only common sense) and shows the ability of TEX to deal with tasks such as automatic creation of
forms without using exterior softwares.

Basically, all the informations are entered in a single file with a rather natural syntax (provided by the
keyval package) and any repetition is avoided. Various forms may be produced simply by changing the class
file which is loaded. Of course, data and presentation commands are completely separated.

2 The difficulty of applying to a French university...
The procedure for applying to a French university as maître de conférences (assistant professor) or professor
relies on a national-wide, official and strict process. Almost all the French universities are public and then
(assistant) professors are state-employees. In automn and winter, there are discussions between each university
and the French Department of Education to obtain the creation of new positions, or the replacement of people
leaving or retiring. Then all the available positions, whatever the university and the domain, are published
around February of each year in the Journal Officiel de la République Française (also called the “JO”), which is
a daily publication for the new legal or official texts (laws, decrees, ...) of the French government. In the JO, a
range of dates are given for: applying for a position (for the candidate), choosing the candidates the university

1A package with the same goal have been already available on that site and the MAF represents an attempt to have a more
flexible way to do the job.
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wishes to hire and sending their name to the French Department of Education. The JO also specifies what the
applicants send to the universities.

Basicall, to each position is assigned: (a) an identification number; (b) a university; (c) one or many research
domains. Generally, the lab proposing this position may be deduced from this information, but this is not always
true. The research domains are classified, each one corresponding to a subgroup of the Conseil National des
Universités (CNU). Each of these subgroups is labelled by a number (for example, 25 for Pure Mathematics, 26
for Applied Mathematics, 27 for Computer Sciences, ...). Every French Ph.D. thesis is also classified according
to these domains (but a Ph.D. holder is not restricted to apply to positions only in his domain); (d) possibly
some precisions about the (research or teaching) skills that are required (The position may be for a team within
a lab, but it may also happen that all the teams of a lab have to choose together who to hire); (e) possibly
other legal informations that would be too long to explain here. Yet it concerns only a few positions each year.

For example, one could read in the JO containing some lists of positions looking like

Postes de Maîtres de conférences
...
26e section : mathématiques appliquées et applications des mathématiques
Université Grenoble-I : et 27e section, bio-informatique : 1445.
Université de Pau : 0706.
...

The first position — identified by the number 1445 — is available at one of the two universities of the city
of Grenoble. It is primarily for people working in bio-informatic, either with a Ph.D. in Computer Science
or Applied Mathematics. The applicant have to contact the University Grenoble I if she/he want to known
which lab or team is concerned by this position. The second position, at University of Pau, is for an applied
mathematician whatever his/her speciality. Of course, the priority will generally be given to the candidates
that may interact with the people there.

Once having read the JO, the candidate willing to apply for some position shall send to the university
offering it two copies of: (a) a normalized form (nicknamed2 Annexe B by the candidates, since its presentation
appears each year in the JO in the Section Appendix B) in which he states he applies to this position, with
personal informations and all the informations given above (identification number, ...); (b) a curriculum vitæ
whose first page (nicknamed Annexe C, since its appears each year in the Section Appendix C ) also follows a
normalized presentation with again these informations. These two forms may be found in Figure 1

Since a candidate generally send 10, 20 or more application forms that are all different, filling them within
a few weeks takes a lot of time, increases the natural stress of the candidate (it is not easy to get a job) and
looks like an administrative nightmare.

3 Goals and design
Of course, in days where everybody has access to a computer, the candidate may wish to produce automatically
these forms. A truly helpful code shall in my opinion follow the following specifications: (a) the syntax shall be
simple and rather natural; (b) data and presentation shall be separated; (c) replication of information shall be
limited to reduce the risk of errors; (d) it must be system independent to be available to the maximum amount
of people; (e) extensions must be easy to write in order to produce envelops labels, cover letters,...

Although many word-processors allow to do such a thing, TEX is probably the best candidate to satisfy
point (d) while it does not take too much time to write some code satisfying the other requirements.

The design of the MAF is the following: (a) The candidate enters in a single file (form.tex) both personal
informations (name, address, ...) and the list of positions she/he plans to apply. We use the functionalities of
the D. Carliste’s keyval package [3] in order to have a simple and clear syntax. (b) The class used in form.tex
specifies the form to be produced: a single compilation of form.tex with the class annexeC.cls produces all the
first pages of the curriculum vitæ for all the positions. (c) All the class files call the style file formul.sty whose
goal is to parse form.tex, while the class file is devoted to the presentation of the form. Thus, it is rather easy
to write or change a class file, while formul.sty contains more complex code (not to speak of keyval.sty).
(d) The complete names and addresses of the universities are available in the separate file listuniv.tex, so
that the candidate does not lose time in entering these informations.

As such, there are three layers: the front-end user, even if a complete beginner, has only to enter the
informations in form.tex. If she/he is not satisfied by the output (which tries to be faithful to the given

2It is interesting to note how an administration tends to create its own jargon...
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Figure 1: The two forms Annexe B and Annexe C.
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Figure 2: The design of the MAF.

models, but which is not aesthetic), an average LATEX user may rather easily change the class files or create
new ones simply by playing with boxes, spaces and springs, since the parsing and sometimes tricky job is done
in formul.sty3.

4 The structure of the files

The end-user has only to change or complete the file form.tex that begins with

\documentclass{annexeB}
%\documentclass{annexeC}
\input{listeuniv}
\begin{document}

Here, the user chooses which form to produce by commenting and decommenting the first lines. Then, she/he
enters some personal informations (name, address, ...), using key-values syntax.

\candidat{
MMmeMlle={M},
nom={Doe},
prenom={John},

...}

In order to avoid repetitions (and mistakes), some default informations can be entered with the command
\postedefaut. For example, a Ph.D. holder in pure mathematics generally applies to positions in the research
domain labelled by the number 25. Thus, there is no need to repeat this information, which is then entered
as a value for the key sect. The key mdcouprof accepts mdc (for positions of assistant professor) or prof (for
positions of professor).

\postedefaut{
mdcouprof={mdc},
sect={25},
type={recrutement},
dateJO={27 f\’evrier 2004},
articleJO={26I-1}

}

Here, the other informations specify in some sense the statut the applicant: for example, the recruitment
procedure is also valid for people already having a job as (assistant) professor but willing to go elsewhere. It
may also happen that some positions, although rare, are opened only to a restricted category of people.

The file ends by a list of commands \postes, one for each position, whith two mandatory arguments (the
number of the position and the “tag-name” of the university. This “tag-name” is defined in the file listuniv.tex
but it is easily deduced from the real name of the university). Some optional arguments, again with the key-
value syntax, may be used to give more precision about the position or to override the arguments used by
default.

3This style file also provides also some macros for formatting lists and other typesetting issues.
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\poste[
sect={26},
profil={statistiques}
]{1012}{aix-marseille1}

The file listuniv.tex contains the list of all the Universities with their addresses, under the form (this
list, with 91 entries, was established from the informations given in the WEB site of the french Department of
Education [4]):

\defuniv{aix-marseille1}{
nom={Universit\’e de Provence~: Aix-Marseille I},
academie={\dapostrophe Aix-Marseille},
adresse={3, place Victor Hugo\\
13331 MARSEILLE CEDEX 3 }

}

The command \dapostrophe may be used to write “d’Aix-Marseille” (literally “from Aix-Marseille”) or “Aix-
Marseille” in function of the context. Thus, in the last call of the command \poste above, the tag-name
aix-marseille1 means that the full name, address, ... of the corresponding entry in listuniv.tex will be
used. These data are stored in TEX’s memory using a \csname/\endcsname’s scheme.

When compiling the file form.tex with LATEX, the appropriate class file will be called. Every class file shall
have the following structure:

\LoadClass[11pt]{article}
\RequirePackage{formul}
\newcommand{\codeposte}{
...
}

The package formul.sty contains the parser. The informations on the candidate are transformed into some
commands. For example, the name of the candidates is defined as the expansion of the command \nom, ... The
command \codeposte is called each time the command \poste is encountered in the file form.tex. Its effect
is to typeset and fill the form with the specific informations on the position. The file formul.sty also contains
some commands regarding typesetting (lists manipulations, ...), so that new class files can be easily created.

5 Conclusion
The first version was released in 2001 and its seems that many candidates enjoyed it (I have absolutely no
statistics at all, but I have received some very enthusiastic emails), since it allows them to concentrate on the
content of the curriculum vitæ and not on writing boring, repetitive informations.

Using TEX for this task is advantageous since only one version needs to be maintained due to its computer-
independent design. Besides, the MAF is easily installed, adapted if needed and the end-user does not need
any specific skills or knowledge of a particular software. Finally we use the fact that the TEX language allows
to mix both data processing and typesetting issues, maybe in a more complex way than usual word-processors
and this is essential for the automatic production of forms.
Acknowledgment. I wish to thank all the people who have contributed to the MAF and proposed some extensions and
corrections. Moreover, E. Schost and T. Zell have suggested some corrections to this article. Finally, I was glad to have benefited
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