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A large number of intellectuals, philosophers, writers, lecturers in the Italian universities (and 
others), managers, professionals and politicians spent their formative years in the colleges legally 
recognised by the Ministry for Education and Research (MIUR): these are the colleges with the 
longest tradition and the greatest prestige in our country.  These are centres of educational 
excellence where talents are developed to the full. The colleges have managed to draw on the 
tradition of the medieval institutions and today their programme of teaching and training 
complements the work of the most prestigious Italian universities. 
The 14 bodies recognised by the MIUR preside over 45 residential institutions in 14 cities; while 
there is full respect for historic differences and organisational idiosyncracies, they are able to offer 
an educational programme which is homogeneous, always placing the student at the centre of every 
activity, and which is constantly updating itself in reponse to the social changes and needs of the 
country.  With these aims in mind, they work to form links with universities (in Italy and abroad) 
and with society at large; they not only realise the right to study, but also help students to become 
well-informed European citizens.  Today there is an ever-increasing sense that higher education 
should not be limited to academic objectives and that it needs to be made more relevant to students' 
future professions.  In this context, the colleges are dedicated to the education of a group of 
particularly talented students, around 4,000 across Italy.  It is not an élite, but an intellectual 
community which is open to new ideas and eager to use its talents to contribute to society.  The 
college system has few equals in Europe but it has been immediately recognised as a unique player 
in the field of education, not only by the ministry and by the universities it collaborates with, but 
also by the professional world: employees often turn to the colleges to recruit exceptional gradutes 
who have already spent time abroad, who are able to work in a team, who speak foreign langages 
and are in every way prepared to collaborate with their foreign colleagues. 

 
THE HISTORIC ORIGINS 

The 'historic core' of the officially-recognised university colleges dates back to the Counter-
Reformation, with the founding of Collegio Borromeo in 1561 and Collegio Ghislieri in 1567, both 
in Pavia.  The founders of the two colleges, Carlo Borromeo and Pope Pius V Ghislieri, were 
motivated by  a sense of the urgent need for social renewal; they felt this must be brought about by 
educating young people of clear talent but from difficult financial backgrounds.  Social promotion 
and nurturing talent were the first objectives of the university colleges and today they continue to be 
among the principal objectives of their educational ethos.  This is surely one of the reasons for the 
Italian state's decision to take full advantage of the centuries-old history of colleges in Italy, 
granting these instutions wider recognition and authority and formally recognising their role as top-
ranking centres of education and culture.  Thus, in the post-war years, the Ghislieri and the 
Borromeo were joined by Collegio Einaudi of Torino, granted official recognition in 1950, Don 
Mazza in 1954 and the RUI Foundation in 1959.  In more recent years, since the late seventies, nine 
more colleges (mens' and women's) have been granted recognition, making a total of 14 bodies.  
This is further proof that the Ministry has succeeded, with the help of the university colleges, in 
responding to the demand for educational excellence which comes from the students themselves, 



from the universities and from the professional world. 

 
AN OUTLINE OF THE ITALIAN UNIVERSITY COLLEGES RECOGNISED BY THE MIUR 

If the oldest colleges are the Borromeo (1561) and the Ghislieri (1567) of Pavia, the most recent is 
the Collegio di Milano, inaugurated in 2003.  Between these two extremes are all the other colleges 
recognised by the MIUR, from the two women's colleges which have joined the historic colleges in 
Pavia ( Collegio Nuovo-Fondazione Sandra e Enea Mattei and  Santa Caterina da Siena), to the 
network of the RUI Foundation (present in Rome, Milan, Bologna, Genoa, Verona and Palermo); 
from the Turin Einaudi residences to those of ARCES in Sicily; from the Don Mazza colleges 
(active in Padua, Verona and Rome) to the modern colleges of the CEUR Foundation (Bologna, 
Parma and Milan), San Carlo di Modena, the IPE colleges in Bari and Naples, and the CUIR and 
Tardini in Rome.  As may be seen, the colleges are well-distributed across the country and form an  
invaluable resource; they offer 4,000 university students, chosen on merit, a guarantee of the 
optimal conditions for completing their studies (quickly and with excellent results).  They provide 
top-quality teaching and learning facilities, including courses ranging from languages, to ICT, to 
leadership. 
 

THE CONFERENZA DEI COLLEGI UNIVERSITARI  
In view of their common objective of selecting and educating the top students, the 14 institutions 
decided to form a single entity, constituting a homogeneous educational 'system'.  The Conferenza 
dei Collegi Universitari (www.collegiuniversitari.it) was founded in March 1997, with the aims of 
representing (in Italy and abroad) the unique character of the university colleges officially 
recognised by the Ministry; promoting study and cultural initiatives within Italy and beyond; 
forging links between the colleges and with other institutions in Italy and abroad; and supporting 
initiatives for educational and professional guidance.  Above all, though, their aim is to continue to 
provide an effective educational service, helping students to make well-informed decisions as they 
face the changing world of the university system. 

Particularly in this early stage of university reform, students are often disorientated and bewildered 
by the large number of different courses on offer: they need precise guidelines and clear advice in 
order to approach their studies as successfully as possible.  Consequently there is a particularly 
urgent need for the services offered by the university colleges and codified in the Colleges' Charter, 
which sets out the principles to which all the colleges adhere. 
The education minister herself, Letizia Moratti, has experienced the benefits of a CCU education 
and the ethos of the Conferenza – an ethos which aims for all-round excellence.  Indeed, from an 
academic perspective, the colleges turn out exceptional students who complete their degree courses 
quickly and with excellent results; and from the perspective of education in a wider sense, they 
guide their students to realise their own ambitions fully, in their personal, cultural and professional 
lives.  
 

LIVING IN A COLLEGE: THE RESIDENTIAL ASPECT 

The students who are admitted each year to the colleges live in an interdisciplinary and 
multicultural community.  They are selected through a competitive examination and have their 
places reconfirmed according to merit; in cases of financial difficulty, they benefit from free places 
and scholarships. 
The residential aspect is certainly one of the main strengths of the university colleges.  Indeed, 
living in a college does not simply mean having a room, a place in which to study, have meals and 
use basic facilities; it means living with others, being a member of a community.  For the legally 



recognised university colleges, community life is an extremely important educational resource, 
because it develops, among other things, the ability to adapt to the needs of others. 
Residential colleges, it should also be noted, offer functional spaces dedicated to study, leisure 
activities and personal interests: together, the students mature, learn to socialise, to take 
responsibity and to work as a group, and acquire the habit of life-long learning.  These are all 
aspects which are of vital importance today, in society at large and in the world of work, and which 
students develop through their experiences in college.  

LIVING IN A COLLEGE: THE EDUCATIONAL OPPORTUNITIES 

The Conferenza colleges are also important cultural centres: lecturers from Italy and beyond, 
writers, scientists and intellectuals are often invited to hold conferences and debates which are open 
to the public.   Reserved for students, on the other hand, are courses which reinforce and provide 
preparation for university courses, as well as opportunities for study and research abroad, facilitated 
by exchanges with European and American universities.   

The teaching activities offered by the colleges have the aim of helping students to develop their 
strengths and express themselves to the full, and enabling them to face the crucial moments of their 
career, from their choice of faculty and degree course to their entry into the world of work. 
 

GUIDANCE AND TUTORING 

All the colleges offer programmes of introduction to university life: these are aimed at students in 
their final years at secondary school, and help them to make well-informed decisions and choose 
the most suitable degree course.  Once they have successfully completed the selection procedure 
(demonstrating above all excellence, potential and enthusiasm)  and have been admitted into a 
college, these young people enter into a rich and stimulating community, where studying means 
maturing and sharing experiences with others.  New students are provided with a tutoring service: 
finalists and post-graduates guide the first-year students in their course choices and provide 
assistance throughout the year. 
 

INTERNAL COURSES AND ACTIVITIES 

The colleges organise interdisciplinary courses, conferences and lectures for all their students: these 
reinforce university teaching and offer opportunities to exchange ideas and mature intellectually.  In 
addition, there are courses in languages and ICT which guarantee that students will obtain 
internationally-recognised certificates, not to mention the sporting activities, societies, concerts, 
parties and discussions in which engineers can share ideas with medics and philosophers, or 
challenge them in basketball or football tournaments.  There are decades, sometimes centuries, of 
history and tradition behind these discussions and challenges: this is why college students never feel 
alone, but feel they are an integral part of a free intellectual community, which knows no 
boundaries of wealth, social class, nationality, religion or race. 

 
UNIVERSITY COURSES 

Another important and concrete result of the colloboration of the Conferenza colleges has been the 
signing of an agreement with the Conference of Italian University Rectors (CRUI).  The aim of the 
agreement – signed on 15 May 2002 – is to expand and improve the range of teaching activities 
within the Italian university system, to ensure that they meet the growing and varied needs of 
university students.  The introduction of the university reform has meant that degree courses and 
curricula have been redesigned and education has evolved in response to the developments and 
needs of Italian society, which is increasingly seeking excellence and interdisciplinary links; it has 
also strengthened the collaboration between the Italian universities and the Conferenza colleges.  



The model started by the university colleges of Pavia, which began offering university enrichment 
courses of an interdisciplinary nature in 2000, has therefore been accepted nation-wide and 
extended to all 14 institutions. With the signing of the agreement by the Presidents of the CIUR and 
the CCU, the universities have recognised the academic validity of the courses organised by the 
Conferenza colleges, which are geared to meet the academic criteria stipulated by each university.  
Since the credits obtained through these courses are formally recognised by the universities, college 
lecture-rooms are now frequented by dozens of outside students, and have effectively become 
university lecture-rooms, places where a true intellectual community can meet. 
This is an great achievement and a service to the country, not only in cultural terms, but also in 
terms of resources:  indeed, the colleges have decided to invest their resources in organising courses 
which put no pressure on university budgets and are completely free for students. 

 
AFTER GRADUATION 

Great importance is also attached to career guidance, achieved through an increasingly close 
collaboration with the professional world.  Indeed, many companies turn to the colleges when they 
wish to select new graduates, knowing that students leaving these institutions have commitment, 
motivation and dedication encoded in their DNA.  Those who do not join companies often apply for 
a PhD, moving towards an academic career, or enter the professions; moreover, they can 
consolidate their education abroad thanks to the scholarships and exchange places which the 
colleges offer their alumni.   
 

INTERNATIONAL EXCHANGES 

Becoming more international and interacting with European culture (and other cultures) are among 
the principal objectives of the Conferenza, which offers its students cultural experiences designed to 
help them develop as 'European citizens'.  The opportunity to experience different ways of life and 
to mix with their peers in other countries is of inestimable value: it increases students' awareness of 
the shared European values which are rooted in our history and tradition.  This is why, in 2004, the 
Conferenza signed an international agreement with the Spanish Colegios Mayores, a group of 
around 150 colleges which provide accommodation for over 15,000 students all over Spain.  With 
the same objective of promoting dialogue and mutual understanding, the colleges have agreed to 
accomodate the foreign students who are to come to Italy to attend the 'Erasmus Mundus' Master 
courses.  On their arrival in Italy, these extra-European students will find colleagues to interact with 
and welcoming places in which to live. 

A scholarly environment; the opportunity of experiencing community life; top-quality teaching, 
providing an excellent education - both social and academic: these are the defining characteristics of 
the Italian university colleges which are recognised by the Ministry.  At present only 4,000 students 
can benefit from this experience, in institutions which, far from being reserved for the few, are open 
to the best candidates, regardless of social class and financial background. 
There are certainly more than 4000 students in Italy today who deserve to be supported and guided 
towards reaching their objectives: it is therefore very much to be hoped that the educational model 
offered by the Conferenza colleges will continue to expand.  This is a model which is committed to  
nurturing talent, in the conviction that human capital is the most precious resource, and the 
education of young people the most profitable investment, for the development of our country and 
the world as a whole. 
 

 


