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This document contains information on the education system of Estonia. We 
explain the Dutch equivalent of the most common qualifications from Estonia for 
the purpose of admission to Dutch higher education. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Disclaimer 
We assemble the information for these descriptions of education systems with the 
greatest care. However, we cannot be held responsible for the consequences of 
errors or incomplete information in this document. 
 
Copyright 
  

 
 
With the exception of images and illustrations, the content of this publication is 
subject to the Creative Commons Name NonCommercial 3.0 Unported licence. 
Visit www.nuffic.nl/en/subjects/copyright for more information on the reuse of this 
publication. 
 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/deed.nl
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 Evaluation chart 

In the following chart, the left part lists foreign qualifications. The right part lists the 
Dutch comparisons, with corresponding levels in the Netherlands and European 
qualifications frameworks. 
 

Degree or qualification  Dutch equivalent and NLQF level EQF 
level 

Põhikooli lõputunnistus VMBO-T diploma 2 2 

Lõputunnistus põhihariduse baasil 
kutseõppe läbimise kohta 

MBO diploma (qualification level 2 
or 3) 

2/3 2/3 

Lõputunnistus keskhariduse baasil 
kutseõppe läbimise kohta 

MBO diploma (qualification level  
2, 3 or 4) 

2-4 2-4 

Lõputunnistus kutsekeshariduse 
omandamise kohta  

HAVO diploma for its general 
education component 

4 4 

Gümnaasiumi lõputunnistus VWO diploma 4+ 4 

Bakalaureusekraad (Ülikool) HBO or WO bachelor’s degree 6 6 

Magistrikraad (1-2 years, Ülikool) HBO or WO master’s degree  7 7 

Magistrikraad (5-6 years, Ülikool) WO master’s degree  7 7 

Rakenduskõrgharidusõppe diplom 
(Rakenduskõrgkool) 

HBO bachelor’s degree 6 6 

Magistrikraad (Rakenduskõrgkool) HBO master’s degree 7 7 

 
NB 
• The information provided in the table is a general recommendation from 

which no rights may be derived.  
• NLQF = Dutch Qualifications Framework; EQF = European Qualifications 

Framework 
• The EQF/NLQF level is not so much a reflection of study load or content; 

rather, it is an indication of a person’s knowledge and skills after having 
completed a certain programme of study.  

• Information about Dutch equivalent qualifications can be found on our 
website: education and diplomas the Netherlands. 

•  The Cooperation Organisation for Vocational Education, Training and the    
Labour Market (SBB), evaluates statements on foreign qualifications and 
training at VMBO and MBO level. The evaluation may vary if SBB evaluates 
the diploma for admission to VET schools or the labour market in the 
Netherlands. 

https://www.nuffic.nl/en/nuffic-glossary/voorbereidend-middelbaar-beroepsonderwijs-vmbo/
https://www.nuffic.nl/en/nuffic-glossary/middelbaar-beroepsonderwijs-mbo/
https://www.nuffic.nl/en/nuffic-glossary/middelbaar-beroepsonderwijs-mbo/
https://www.nuffic.nl/en/nuffic-glossary/hoger-algemeen-voortgezet-onderwijs-havo/
https://www.nuffic.nl/en/nuffic-glossary/voorbereidend-wetenschappelijk-onderwijs-vwo/
https://www.nuffic.nl/en/nuffic-glossary/hoger-beroepsonderwijs-hbo/
https://www.nuffic.nl/en/nuffic-glossary/wetenschappelijk-onderwijs-wo/
https://www.nuffic.nl/en/nuffic-glossary/hoger-beroepsonderwijs-hbo/
https://www.nuffic.nl/en/nuffic-glossary/wetenschappelijk-onderwijs-wo/
https://www.nuffic.nl/en/nuffic-glossary/wetenschappelijk-onderwijs-wo/
https://www.nuffic.nl/en/nuffic-glossary/hoger-beroepsonderwijs-hbo/
https://www.nuffic.nl/en/nuffic-glossary/hoger-beroepsonderwijs-hbo/
https://ec.europa.eu/ploteus/content/descriptors-page
http://www.nlqf.nl/english
https://www.nuffic.nl/en/subjects/education-and-diplomas-the-netherlands/
https://www.s-bb.nl/en
https://www.s-bb.nl/en
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 Introduction 

Estonia forms part of the Baltic States, together with Lithuania and Latvia. 
The country has been an independent republic since the collapse of the 
Soviet Union in 1991 and a member of the European Union since May 
2004.  
 
Its parliament (Riigikogu), government (Vabariigi Valitsus) and the Ministry of 
Education and Research (Haridus- ja Teadusministeerium) are responsible for 
education policy. Estonia has a binary higher education system, which 
distinguishes between research-oriented higher education and higher 
professional education.  
 
The language commonly spoken in education is Estonian. In addition, bilingual 
education is provided at schools for ethnic minorities, such as Russians.  
 
Compulsory education has a duration of 9 years and starts at the age of 7. This is 
preceded by pre-school education for children aged 5-6 provided by pre-primary 
schools. The academic year runs from September to the end of June.  

 
 Primary and secondary education 

Primary and junior secondary education (põhiharidus) has a duration of 9 years. It 
comprises 4 years of primary education for the 7 to 11 age group, followed by 5 
years of basic education for the 11 to 16 age group, which concludes the period 
of compulsory education. This concludes with an examination, after which the 
Põhikooli lõputunnistus (certificate of junior secondary education) is awarded. 
 

 

 
Secondary education has a 3-year duration. A distinction is made between 
general secondary education (üldeskeskharidus/gümnaasiumiharidus) and 
secondary vocational education (kutsekeskharidus). General secondary 
education is provided at the gümnaasium. Secondary vocational education is 
provided at a kutseõppeasutus. Around two-thirds of the pupils who progress to 
senior secondary school after 9 years of compulsory education go to the 
gümnaasium.  
 
Estonia introduced a new national curriculum in 2010 (gümnaasiumi riiklik 
õppekava), which offers pupils more freedom of choice. More focus is also being 
placed on competencies and learning outcomes. A school year comprises at 
least 35 weeks of study consisting of a minimum of 32 hours. The subjects taught 

In terms of level, the Põhikooli lõputunnistus is comparable to a VMBO-T 
diploma (theoretische leerweg). 
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are expressed as credits (courses), with one course referring to 35 hours of study. 
The compulsory curriculum features eighteen subjects. In addition, pupils have the 
option of following electives. The programme of study concludes with a minimum 
of five compulsory examinations, three of which are compulsory, centralized state 
examinations (riigieksamid). 
 
This phase concludes with the gümnaasiumi lõputunnistus (full general secondary 
education certificate) and a Riigieksamitunnistus (grade list). The certificate 
entitles students to higher education. In principle, admission is based on the 
examination results achieved. Institutions sometimes impose entrance 
examinations.  
 

 

 
Secondary vocational education 
Estonia has an extensive secondary vocational education system with a range of 
variants and different starting levels. In principle, the minimum admission 
requirement for secondary vocational education is the Põhikooli lõputunnistus 
(certificate of lower general secondary education), or a minimum age of 16.  
 
There are various types of secondary vocational education. Some programmes of 
study are vocational in nature while other programmes combine vocational and 
general education subjects.  
Purely vocational secondary education excludes general education. This 
programme of study commences at the level of 9 years of primary and 
secondary education. The duration of the programme varies between 1 to 2½ 
years. This type of education concludes with the final certificate called 
lõputunnistus põhihariduse baasil kutseõppe läbimise kohta (certificate of 
secondary vocational education excluding general education). 

 
 

 
Specialisation in secondary vocational education, which combines vocational 
subjects with general education, commences at the level of 9 years of primary 
and secondary education. The duration of the study programme for this type of 
education comprises at least 3 years (or 120 weeks), with at least one third of the 
time spent on general education. This type of education concludes with the final 

In terms of level, the gümnaasiumi lõputunnistus is comparable to a VWO 
diploma. 

In terms of level, the lõputunnistus põhihariduse baasil kutseõppe läbimise kohta 
certificate is comparable to an MBO diploma at qualification level 2 or 3, 
depending on the duration and the specialisation of the programme. 
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certificate called lõputunnistus kutsekeshariduse omandamise kohta (certificate 
of secondary vocational education).  
 

 
Secondary vocational education may also be followed after completing the 
gümnaasium. This type of education is purely vocational. The duration of the 
programme of study varies between 1 to 2½ years, and concludes with the 
lõputunnistus keskhariduse baasil kutseõppe läbimise kohta (certificate of 
secondary vocational education). 
 

 
 

 Admission to higher education 

Admission to higher education is decentralized and takes place at higher 
education institution level. The results of the national centralized final examination 
for secondary education form the basis for admission. The individual higher 
education institutions are permitted to formulate admission requirements in the 
form of examinations, interviews or an aptitude test.  
 
In principle, the gümnaasiumi lõputunnistus (full general secondary education 
certificate) and the lõputunnistus kutsekeshariduse omandamise kohta 
(secondary vocational education diploma) grant access to all forms of higher 
education.  
 

 Higher education 

Estonia has a binary higher education system. Higher education can be followed 
at universities (ülikool) and at institutions for higher professional education 
(rakenduskõrgkool).  
 
The majority of higher education institutions are situated in Tallinn, the capital city 
of Estonia, or its environs. Some universities provide both academic and higher 
professional education programmes. Apart from state-run institutions, private 
institutions also provide higher education. The latter mainly provide programmes 
in management, finance and theology.  

In terms of level, the lõputunnistus kutsekeshariduse omandamise kohta is 
comparable to a HAVO diploma for its general education component. 

In terms of level, the lõputunnistus keskhariduse baasil kutseõppe läbimise kohta 
is comparable to an MBO diploma at qualification level 2, 3 or 4, depending on 
the duration and the specialisation of the programme. 
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There are 20 higher education institutions in Estonia, 6 of which belong to the 
private sector. Estonia has been offering bachelor’s and master’s degree 
programmes since 2002. 
 

 University education  

The Ülikool (universities) always provide academic education in Estonia, and in 
addition sometimes provide higher education programmes with a professional 
focus.  
 
Bachelor’s degree programmes 
The nominal duration of bachelor’s degree programmes at the Ülikool generally 
covers 6 semesters, which corresponds with 180 ECTS. The Bakalaureusekraad 
degree is awarded upon completion of the programme. 
 

 
Master’s degree programmes 
The subsequent master’s degree programmes have an average length of 1 to 2 
years, which means that the total duration of the bachelor’s and subsequent 
master’s degree programme is at least 5 years, or 300 ECTS. The Magistrikraad 
degree is awarded upon completion of the programme.  
 

 
Integrated bachelor’s and master’s degree programmes 
The following programmes comprise one cycle and are not subdivided into a 
bachelor’s-master’s degree structure: medicine, dentistry, pharmacy, veterinary 
medicine and architecture. The programmes in medicine and veterinary 
medicine have a 6-year duration (360 ECTS). The other programmes have a 
duration of 5 years (300 ECTS).  

 
The Magistrikraad is awarded upon completion of pharmacy and architecture. In 
medicine, dentistry and veterinary medicine the titles of degree are Arstikraad 
(Degree in Medicine), Hambaarstikraad (Degree in Dentistry) and 
Loomaarstikraad (Degree in Veterinary Medicine). 

In terms of level, a Bakalaureusekraad obtained at a Ülikool is comparable to a 
WO or HBO bachelor’s degree, depending on the content of the programme. 

In terms of level, a Magistrikraad obtained at a Ülikool following a 1- to 2-year 
programme is comparable to a WO or HBO master’s degree, depending on 
the content of the programme. 
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PhD 
All final university assessments resulting in the award of a magister degree grant 
access to the pursuit of a doctorate. The average length of these programmes is 
3 to 4 years. Graduates of doctorate programmes are awarded the degree of 
Doktor. 

 
 Higher professional education  

The rakenduskõrgkoolid provide higher professional education in Estonia. Higher 
professional education offers both bachelor’s and master’s degree programmes. 
Professional master's programmes in higher education are often provided in 
association with a university (ülikool).  
 
Higher professional education programmes 
These programmes usually have a duration of 3 to 4 years, or 180-240 ECTS, and 
comprise lectures, tutorials, practical training and self-study. The programmes in 
specialist nursing and midwifery have a duration of 4½ years (270 ECTS). The 
rakenduskõrgharidusõppe diplom (higher professional education diploma) is 
awarded upon completion of the programme. 
 

 
Master’s degree programmes 
Subsequent master’s degree programmes are quite rare in Estonia. They have a 
duration of 1 to 2 years (60-120 ECTS). Apart from continuing to broaden specialist 
knowledge, such programmes may offer courses on management, educational 
theory and teaching methods or research. The Magistrikraad degree is awarded 
upon completion of the programme.  
 

 

 

In terms of level, a Magistrikraad obtained at a Ülikool following a 5- to 6-year 
programme is comparable to a WO master’s degree. 

In terms of level, a Rakenduskõrgharidusõppe diplom obtained at a 
rakenduskõrgkoolid is comparable to an HBO bachelor's degree. 

In terms of level, a Magistrikraad obtained at a rakenduskõrgkool is 
comparable to an HBO master’s degree 
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 Assessment systems 

The Estonian education system uses a grading scale of 5-0, with a minimum pass 
mark of 1.  
 

Numerical grade Letter grade Description Meaning 

5 A Suurepärane Excellent 

4 B Väga hea Very good 

3 C Hea Good 

2 D Rahuldav Satisfactory 

1 E Kasin Sufficient 

0 F Puudulik Insufficient 

 
Originally Estonia had a system of credits in which 40 credits were equivalent to 
one year of study. Estonia currently uses the European Credit Transfer and 
Accumulation System (ECTS)  whereby 1 old Estonian credit is equal to 1.5 ECTS 
points.  More information on ECTS is available in the ECTS Users’Guide issued by 
the European Commission. 
 
Information about the value of foreign grades can be found on our website  
(Dutch only). 

 
 Bologna process 

After 1999 Estonia implemented educational reforms which resulted in 2002 in a 
bachelor’s and master’s degree structure. 
 
More information on the implementation of the bachelor’s-master’s degree 
structure in Estonia is available on the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) 
website. 
 

 Qualification frameworks 

Estonia decided in 2007 to adopt a national qualification framework. In 2011 it 
was decided to publish a description of this framework together with a study on 
lifelong learning. After this decision no further documents were published.  
 
See also:  
• the Estonian ENIC/NARIC (Academic Recognition Information Centre)   
• the Estonian Qualifications Authority 

 

https://ec.europa.eu/education/sites/education/files/ects-users-guide_en.pdf
https://www.nuffic.nl/onderwerpen/waarde-van-buitenlandse-cijfers/
http://www.ehea.info/page-estonia
http://www.ehea.info/page-estonia
http://archimedes.ee/enic/en/
http://kutsekoda.ee/en/kutsesysteem/raamistik/eestikvalifikatsioonisysteem
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 Accreditation and quality assurance  

In Estonia the Estonian Higher Education Quality Agency (EKKA) has continued 
the work of the Estonian Higher Education Accreditation Centre and the Estonian 
Higher Education Quality Assessment Council. The objective of EKKA is to 
enhance the quality of Estonian higher education. EKKA is an independent 
organization. Further information is available on the website of EKKA.  
 
A list of accredited programmes and accredited institutions of higher education 
can be found on the Estonian ENIC/NARIC website.  

 
 International treaties 

Estonia signed the Lisbon Convention in 1997 and ratified it in 1998. 
 

 Diploma Supplement 

The Diploma Supplement was prescribed by law for all higher education 
institutions as of 1 June 2002. The Estonian Diploma Supplement corresponds with 
the format of UNESCO, Council of Europe and European Commission.  
 
More information on the Diploma Supplement is available on the Europass 
website. 
 

 Composition of file 

Secondary education diplomas usually comprise multiple pages. Upon 
completion of a higher education programme two documents are usually 
awarded: one certificate (Diploma Supplement) with the examination results and 
information about the study programme, as well as a certificate awarding the 
degree and professional qualification (such as Arhitektuurimagister). In principle, 
detailed transcripts forming an integral part of the diploma are always provided. 
These are mostly bilingual.  
 
Minimum file requirements: each file originating from Estonia must comprise a 
certified copy of the original Estonian diploma and a certified translation, where 
applicable. The same applies to the Diploma Supplement, which is presented 
together with each diploma as standard as of 2002. 

 
 Overview of higher education institutions 

This website of the Estonian Academic Recognition Information Centre provides a 
list of Estonian higher education institutions.  
 

http://ekka.archimedes.ee/en
http://archimedes.ee/enic/en
https://europass.cedefop.europa.eu/europass-documents/european-skills-passport/diploma-supplement
https://europass.cedefop.europa.eu/europass-documents/european-skills-passport/diploma-supplement
http://archimedes.ee/enic/en/haridussusteem/korgkoolid/
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 Useful links 

• Ministry of Education and Research (Haridus- ja Teadusministeerium).  
• The Estonian Academic Recognition Information Centre, which is also the 

Estonian ENIC/NARIC, including information on the Estonian education system, 
academic and professional recognition, and lists of accredited study 
programmes and recognised higher education institutions, 

• Estonian Higher Education Quality Agency (EKKA). 
 

  

https://www.hm.ee/en
http://archimedes.ee/enic/en
http://archimedes.ee/enic/en/haridussusteem/korgkoolid/
http://ekka.archimedes.ee/en
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