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ESTONIAN HIGHER EDUCATION SYSTEM
1. GENERAL FRAMEWORK
Higher education is primarily regulated by the Universities Act, the Institutions of Professional Higher
Education Act, and the Private Schools Act.
The Estonian higher education system is binary and consists of universities (ülikool) and professional
higher education institutions (rakenduskõrgkool). Some vocational schools also have a right to offer
professional higher education programmes. Based on the form of ownership, institutions of higher
education can be divided into state, public and private institutions.
Since the academic year of 2002/2003, the general structure of the higher education system is based on
two main cycles, following the undergraduate-graduate model. The first cycle is the bachelor level; the
second cycle is the master level. For some specialities, the study programmes have been integrated
into a single long cycle, leading to a master level qualification. The highest stage at universities is
doctorate studies. Professional higher education programmes constitute the first stage of the higher
education system and correspond to bachelor level programmes.
Universities are institutions that provide academic higher education and can also offer professional
higher education programmes. Institutions of professional higher education provide professional higher
education and may offer master level programmes in the field of theology and defence or in other fields
in cooperation with universities.
[RT I 2004, 67, 467 – jõust. 19.09.2004]
2. ACCREDITATION AND RECOGNITION OF QUALIFICATIONS
Accreditation is a process in the course of which an institution of higher education or its study
programme is evaluated. The Higher Education Quality Assessment Council, in cooperation with foreign
experts, carries out accreditation. The term of validity of a positive accreditation decision is seven years.
A conditional accreditation decision is also a positive decision the term of validity of which is three years.
Qualifications awarded to students who have completed a study programme that has been accredited
positively as well as the qualifications that have been awarded up to two years before a positive
accreditation decision are deemed to be recognised by the state. Diplomas of public universities
awarded upon the completion of study programmes that were registered before 1 June 2002, as well as
diplomas awarded upon the completion of professional higher education programmes that were
registered before 30 June 2003 enjoy state recognition even without being accredited.
3. ADMISSION REQUIREMENTS
3.1. General requirements
The general admission requirement to an institute of higher education is secondary education evidenced
by a respective certificate – secondary school leaving certificate, certificate on acquiring secondary

vocational education, other respective certificates and diplomas from previous systems and foreign
qualifications giving access to higher education.
The secondary school leaving certificate (Gümnaasiumi lõputunnistus ) is awarded after 12 years of
studies (9 years of basic education and 3 years of secondary education). Since 1997, secondary school
students must pass state examinations (as of 1998 there are three examinations). The Gümnaasiumi
lõputunnistus is valid with the state examination certificate – Riigieksamitunnistus.
3.2. Specific requirements
In addition to general requirements an institution of higher education may impose specific admission
requirements such as entrance examinations, result of state examinations, speciality tests or interviews,
etc.
4. ORGANISATION OF THE COURSE OF STUDIES
The Standard of Higher Education establishes general requirements for studies, curricula and academic
staff. The nominal duration of studies is measured in academic years, the scope of the curriculum in
credit points (ainepunkt, or AP). One credit point corresponds to forty hours (one study week) of studies
performed by a student. One academic year consists of 40 credit points, which corresponds to 60
credits of the European Credit Transfer System (ECTS).
5. HIGHER EDUCATION QUALIFICATIONS
5.1. Professional higher education qualifications
Professional higher education is the first stage of higher education, established from the admission of
the academic year of 2002/2003, which aims at acquiring the competencies necessary for work in a
certain profession or further study in the master level. The nominal length of study is 3 to 4.5 years, 120
to 180 AP (180 to 240 ECTS credits). Graduates who have completed their studies are awarded a
diploma (on a bluish-gray form, marked with E) certifying the completion of the professional higher
education programme – rakenduskõrgharidusõppe diplom.
Professional higher education studies have developed from higher vocational education studies and
diploma studies that applied until the academic year of 2002/2003. The aim of higher vocational
education studies was to acquire general education as well as professional and occupational
knowledge and skills. Diploma studies were of applied content, the purpose of which was to acquire
practical knowledge and skills. The nominal length of both studies was 3 to 4 years. Higher vocational
education and diploma studies differ in their requirements for teaching staff and the scope of practical
training. Graduates who have completed their study are awarded a diploma on completing the
respective study programme. The qualifications are called kutsekõrgharidusõppe diplom (higher
vocational education diploma, on yellow form, marked with K) and diplomiõppe diplom (diploma study
diploma, on green form, marked with A), respectively.
5.2. Bakalaureusekraad
Bakalaureus-study is the first stage of bachelor level higher education study with the aim of increasing
students’ level of general education, acquiring basic knowledge and skills in the speciality necessary to
pursue further studies at the master level and for commencing work. The nominal length of studies is

generally 3 years, 120 AP (180 ECTS credits), and in few disciplines up to 4 years, 160 AP (240 ECTS
credits).
The main aim of the bakalaureus-study programmes registered before 1 June 2002 was to develop
theoretical knowledge and skills in the selected work area and the completion of the programme granted
the right to work in a position requiring high-level specialist qualifications. The nominal length of studies
was predominantly 4 years, along with teacher training that could be extended up to 5 years. Under the
conditions and in the manner established by the university the completion of a programme registered
before 1 June 2002 can be regarded as a part of studies at master level.
Graduates who have completed their studies are awarded a degree – bakalaureusekraad – which is
certified by a diploma (on a greenish yellow form, marked with L; programmes registered before 1 June
2002 are on a blue form, marked with B).
5.3. Magistrikraad
Magister-study constitutes the second stage of master level higher education during which speciality
knowledge and skills are developed further and knowledge and skills necessary for independent work
and pursuing studies at a doctorate level are acquired. The main purpose of the magister-studies is to
train a specialist with deep theoretical knowledge. The admission requirement is the bakalaureusekraad
or an equivalent level of qualification. The nominal length of the studies is 1 to 2 years, 40 to 80 AP (60
to 120 ECTS credits), but along with the first stage at least 5 years, 200 AP (300 ECTS credits).
Upon completing magister-study programmes registered before 1 June 2002, a magistrikraad is
awarded as a research or professional degree. Research constitutes at least 50 percent of the studies in
a research magister programme and a novel scientific treatment of a speciality problem is presented in
the final thesis. Research, development or creative work constitutes at least 25 percent of the scope of
studies in the professional magister programme and the studies are aimed at finding a novel solution to
a professional, creative problem. Under the conditions and in the manner established by the university
the completion of a magister- study programme registered before 1 June 2002 can be regarded as a
part of doctorate studies.
Graduates who have completed their studies are awarded a degree – magistrikraad – which is certified
by a diploma (on a silver form, marked with M; programmes registered before 1 June 2002, on a brown
form, marked with C).
5.4. Qualification of integrated long-cycle programmes
The integrated long-cycle studies contain both bachelor and master level studies. Completion of the
study programme provides a qualification corresponding to the magistrikraad. The studies are
characteristic of medicine, veterinary medicine, pharmacy, dentistry, architecture, civil engineering and
class teacher training. The nominal length of medical studies, and since the admission of the 2002/2003
academic year also veterinarian studies, is 6 years, 240 AP (360 ECTS credits), and in other fields 5
years, 200 AP (300 ECTS credits).
Graduates who have completed their studies are awarded a diploma (on a silver form, marked with M;
programmes registered before 1 June 2002, on a brown form, marked with C) certifying the completion
of the respective integrated programme. By a decision of the university the magistrikraad may be
awarded.

5.5. Doktorikraad
Doktor-studies constitute the highest stage of higher education aimed at acquiring knowledge and skills
necessary for independent research, development or professional creative work. The general admission
requirement for doktor-studies is a magistrikraad or a corresponding qualification. The nominal length of
studies is 3 to 4 years, 120 to 160 AP (180 to 240 ECTS credits).
Graduates who have completed their studies are awarded a degree – doktorikraad, which is certified by
a diploma (on a golden form, marked with O; programmes registered before 1 June 2002, on a white
form, marked with D). The degree is a research degree for which the candidate has to compose and
defend a doctorate thesis – independent scientific research or creative work.

