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Can you tell us something about when and where the University Colleges were established 
and how many students they house ? 
 
The University Colleges which are legally recognised by the Ministry of Education, University and 
Research, are the oldest and most prestigious colleges in our country and have long-standing 
traditions. The first colleges date back to the second half of the XVIth century when the Borromeo 
and Ghislieri Colleges were founded in Pavia. Twelve other colleges (male, female or mixed) have 
since been added.  These 14 institutions, have been granted ministerial recognition and make up 
the permanent Conference of Colleges (CCU). Together, they manage 45 colleges in 14 towns and 
cities throughout Italy. By providing an outstanding teaching and cultural environment they stand 
alongside the most prestigious Italian Universities: Bari, Bologna, Catania, Genoa, Milan, Modena, 
Naples, Padua, Palermo, Parma, Pavia, Rome, Turin and Verona. 
They are committed to the pursuit of academic excellence in reply to demands from the students 
themselves, from the universities and from the job market. They house about 4000 bright and 
dedicated students who want to get the best out of their stay at university and wish to enrich their  
university  experience by staying at one of the colleges. 
 
 
Making the most of talent and shaping future leaders, but also internationalization and entry 
into the workplace.   
 
Our students have a definite advantage over other students. We expect  them to graduate within 
the set time gaining top marks, but we also give them  the opportunity to widen their knowledge 
and develop key skills that will be useful after they graduate.  I refer to our language courses, 
grants to study abroad, leadership courses, the ability to work as part of a team and exchange 
ideas. The college experience undoubtedly makes students more mature and independent 
compared to students who remain at home, since it develops their full potential and personality. 
They are able to engage in teamwork and are ready to face challenges in the workplace thanks to 
the college experience where they learn to keep to rules and deadlines. Finding a job after 
graduation is certainly not a problem for our students.  
 
 
 

The Colleges combine the right to study with initiatives that encourage students to develop 
outstanding skills. Is it true to say that they are at the forefront of higher education in Italy? 
 
We endeavour to train a small group of bright students, about 4000 in all, who make up an open-
minded intellectual community eager to use their skills for the good of society at large. This project 
is among one of the best in Europe. Naturally, we would like to extend our courses and increase 
the number of students who get good degrees in a short time. Unfortunately, these goals are not 
easy to achieve: it takes dedication, determination, perseverance and substantial funding. 
 
 
How are students admitted to the 14 university colleges? 
 
Admission is through entrance examination. Students take written and oral tests depending on 
their chosen degree course or attend interviews. Applicants must achieve good school-leaving 
results. To retain a place at the colleges, they are required to pass the exams for the current year 



with an average that varies from  college to college (from 27 to 24/30). I can assure you that few 
fail to do so, thanks to the opportunities that the colleges put on offer: in particular, our student 
tutoring schemes whereby tutors support and guide students especially during the first years, but 
also the opportunity to exchange ideas on interdisciplinary programmes and issues. 
 
How would you describe relations with the Ministry of Education and the Universities? 
 
We work in close collaboration with both. The Ministry supports and subsidises the 14 colleges in 
the Conference and has always considered them to be centres of excellence. To give you an idea, 
we have recently been involved in projects in India and China. Currently, we are preparing to 
welcome Indian and Chinese students who are taking part in the Marco Polo project and who will 
come to Italy to follow specialist Masters and post degree programmes.  Regarding the 
universities, we have signed a special agreement with the Rectors of the Italian Universities by 
which the Universities recognise and award academic credits for teaching courses held at the 
colleges in the Conference.  This represents an important goal which brings us closer to the Anglo-
Saxon college system. Thanks to this agreement our teaching programmes are fully integrated with 
university courses and are open to all students. Business and industry increasingly look to the 
colleges in search of graduates who have excelled in their studies. 
 
 
So Italy does have  excellent institutions able to offer students 1st class education and 
training. Why is so little known about them? How could they be more effectively promoted? 
 
Very little is known about them for two main reasons. The word “collegio”, unlike college, does not 
sound very appealing to the majority of people. It brings to mind corporal punishment, stern faces 
and the smell of cauliflower. Not surprisingly, when a child does not want to study,  parents often 
threaten to “send him/her off to collegio” 
The second reason involves “merit”, which again has unpleasant connotations for many people. 
Nowadays, we prefer to speak of quality and everybody agrees that it is a goal we should 
endeavour to pursue. However, we cannot deny that achieving quality (or results deserving of 
merit) takes ability , dedication and perseverance. I believe that in today’s world the conditions 
exist to change this trend. Students and their families are up against an increasingly dynamic and 
“global” society which demands greater flexibility and versatility and is looking for people with an 
interdisciplinary approach to the job market. That is why young people are beginning to understand 
the “added advantage” that the college experience can give them in terms of academic and 
personal development. 
Therefore, it is not a question of promoting the colleges but of making them known to a wider 
number of bright students and building upon the system in the future. There are several ways to 
find out more about us. We are present at the main education fairs. Our website is 
www.collegiuniversitari.it (with links to individual colleges). College prospectuses and information 
leaflets are sent to high schools throughout Italy; many people hear about us by word of mouth 
(mainly from former students) and phone or visit us to get the full picture. So you see, there are 
many opportunities to get to know us, but first of all, you should put that outdated notion of 
“collegio” out of your mind. 


