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This document is part of a set of guidelines that relate to accreditation. In particular it contains the Guidelines 
for Alternative Providers and Qualification Nomenclatures. 

In the vast and varied scene of theological education, not all contexts are the same. There are, for example, 
some countries where theological seminaries are authorised to award formal degrees, but there are also 
countries where governments do not have provisions to recognise formal degrees in the discipline of Christian 
theology.  Further, there are some countries where it is possible for a theological institution to become a private 
university and operate as a higher education institution, but there are also countries where national legislation 
does not foresee the possibility of private universities at all, or where there are requirements in terms of student 
numbers and finances are such that the opportunity is beyond the reach of smaller institutions.  This varied 
context is further complicated by the fact that not all providers are the same either. There are institutions that are 
registered as charity-based organisations, there are university theology departments, there are providers with 
validation arrangements with a university, there are institutions that have contracted franchising partnerships 
with foreign universities, there are nationally recognised research centres, and many more nuances in status, 
classification and organisational standing. 

This variety can be bewildering and clearly, even though the ECTE processes and standards of accreditation 
are the same for all accredited institutions, a 'one size fits all' approach will not work. 

Accreditation in the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) is underpinned by an expectation of utmost 
transparency, and the ECTE fully endorses this expectation.  The need for this set of guidelines emerged during 
the EQAR review process in 2021-2022, where the ECTE realised that, although it was already addressing issues of 
transparency in its standards (see A.1.2, B.2.1 and B.2.5 in Standards and Guidelines), there was room for further 
clarification.   

Two areas are addressed in these guidelines. 

1. The first concerns the issue of institutional status where the EHEA has two main categories. Greater 
clarity is provided in this document around this distinction and around ECTE policies and duties for: 

a. higher education institutions (HEIs) and  
b. alternative providers of higher education (APs).   

2. The second concerns the issue of programme nomenclature.  There are certain terms, like ‘Bachelor’ and 
‘Master’, which can be legally protected. This document provides guidelines for alternative providers of 
higher education delivering this level of qualification.  

We offer these guidelines for the benefit of all our institutions, both higher education institutions and 
alternative providers of higher education, as well as for the benefit of students and stakeholders that look to them 
for their education.  We trust that, as ECTE institutions demonstrate full transparency, they will gain further trust 
and recognition in the European Higher Education Area.  
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1.  INSTITUTIONAL ASPECTS 

1.1 – Definition  

1.1.1 – HIGHER EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS (HEI) 

For the purposes of ECTE accreditation, higher education institutions (HEIs) are defined as institutions 
(such as universities) that award formal degrees within the QF-EHEA framework1 that are recognised by their 
national governments.  

This distinction between alternative providers of higher education and higher education institutions is in 
line with the general understanding in the European Higher Educational Area. 

1.1.2 – ALTERNATIVE PROVIDERS (AP) 

For the purposes of ECTE accreditation, ‘alternative providers’ of higher education (APs) are defined as: 

- Institutions offering educational opportunities with learning outcomes at higher education level, 
as defined by the Short, First, Second and Third Cycles in the QF-EHEA (EQF levels 5-8). 

- Institutions whose legal status is not recognised as a higher education institution (HEI) by local 
authorities and therefore do not award formal degrees.  

- Institutions whose quality and level have been reviewed and found compliant with ESG1 and 
with the ECTE Standards and Guidelines, regardless of legal status. 

1.2 – Transparency on institutional status 

The following ECTE policies are aimed to maximise full transparency:  

1.2.1 -The ECTE is a cross-border, subject specific accreditation agency and it is beyond the scope of its 
activities to define the formal status of any institution in its national context. Whether an 
institution is recognised as a higher education institution or as an alternative provider of higher 
education is determined by local authorities.  

1.2.2 - ECTE Review Directory2 indicates the formal status of an institution and list accredited institutions 
as either ‘higher education institutions’ or ‘alternative providers’ of higher education. Alternative 
providers of higher education (APs) are also clearly distinguished from higher education institutes 
(HEIs) in all ECTE procedures, documents, and review reports. 

1.2.3 -In recognition that the simple distinction HEI/AP may not accurately reflect the nuances of many 
situations, the ECTE directory provides additional explanatory notes. These are related, for 
example, to specific local contexts, alternative terminologies adopted by alternative providers of 
higher education and/or validation agreements with European or other third-party universities. 

1.2.4 - No difference is made in terms of accreditation procedures and standards between higher 
education institutions and alternative providers of higher education. Alternative providers of 
higher education are subject to the same quality assurance procedures (as outlined in Criteria and 

 
1 http://www.ehea.info/Upload/document/ministerial_declarations/EHEAParis2018_Communique_AppendixIII_952778.pdf.  

2 http://ecte.eu/reviewdirectory/  

http://www.ehea.info/Upload/document/ministerial_declarations/EHEAParis2018_Communique_AppendixIII_952778.pdf
http://ecte.eu/reviewdirectory/
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Procedures) and accreditation standards (as outlined in Standards and Guidelines) as higher 
education institutions (HEIs), meaning that the quality of the learning opportunity is equivalent.  
Both kinds of institutions are equally reviewed in terms of quality and level of their programmes in 
light of the European Standards and Guidelines (ESG part 1). 

1.2.5 - Concerning the level of learning opportunities, no distinction is made between the levels of HEIs 
and APs. Alternative providers of higher education can offer programmes at the same level of 
learning opportunities as higher education institutions. These levels are defined in the ECTE 
Certification Framework3 in correspondence to the EQF levels 5-7 / Short, First and Second Cycles 
in the QF-EHEA and are listed in the ECTE Review Directory4.   

1.3 – The duties of institutions 

Institutions accredited by ECTE abide by the following duties. 

1.3.1 - Institutions conduct regular inquiries in their own national context about their status and keep 
the ECTE updated through the Annual Progress Report about the correct, local terminology to be 
used in describing the institution and its programmes.  This terminology in the local language will 
be used in the ECTE Review Directory.5 

1.3.2 - Institutions transparently indicate their status in all their public documents, in the Diploma 
Supplement that is given to all students at graduation and on their website, ensuring that the 
public (especially applicants) have realistic expectations about the status and credentials being 
awarded.   

To enhance consistency and clarity, alternative providers of higher education include the following 
core wording on their website to describe their accreditation with the ECTE:   

‘(name of institution) has obtained institutional accreditation from the European Council for 
Theological Education (ECTE) as an alternative provider of higher education in (year) together with 
programme accreditation for the following programmes (name of accredited programmes, EQF and 
QF-EHEA levels, year of accreditation).  ECTE accreditation of alternative providers of higher education 
indicates that the learning opportunities offered by (name of institution) are compliant with the 
European Standards and Guidelines for higher education and attests to the level of the learning 
opportunities according to the EQF/QF-EHEA.    Further information can be found here (include link to 
the institution’s directory listing on the ECTE website)’.6 

1.3.3 - Institutions transparently indicate their status in all ECTE accreditation documents, such as 
applications, Self-Evaluation Reports and Annual Progress reports. 

2.  QUALIFICATION NOMENCLATURE 

2.1 – Use of qualification nomenclature 

To enhance transparency in the qualifications awarded by both higher education institutions and 
alternative providers of higher education, the following policies apply to all ECTE accredited institutions: 

 
3 http://ecte.eu/ecte-certification-framework/  
4 http://ecte.eu/reviewdirectory/  
5 http://ecte.eu/reviewdirectory/  
6 Should the ECTE be listed in the EQAR, a link to the DEQAR listing of the institution should also be included. 

http://ecte.eu/ecte-certification-framework/
http://ecte.eu/reviewdirectory/
http://ecte.eu/reviewdirectory/
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2.1.1 -According to standard B.2.1, ‘programmes that are not recognized by local authorities should 
ensure that the qualification nomenclature that is used is appropriate and not in breach of 
protected terminology’ (Standards and Guidelines, p.27).  In addition, standard B.2.5 indicates that 
‘If the qualification is not recognised by competent local authorities, this should be specified’ 
(Standards and Guidelines, p.39). 

2.1.2 – In all publicity and formal documents, institutions accurately reflect the ECTE Certification 
Framework.7 

2.1.3 - The terms ‘Bachelor’ and ‘Master’ and their local equivalents (licence, maîtrise, laurea, etc.) may 
be legally protected terms in some countries.  Higher education institutions may normally use 
these terms in describing their programme qualifications. Alternative providers of higher 
education should ensure that their use of terms is appropriate, not in breach of protected 
terminology and not misleading concerning the official status of the qualification or the nature of 
the credential. 

2.1.4 - Institutions use qualification nomenclatures in the local language that are suitable to the status of 
the institution.  

2.2 – Nomenclature, qualification framework and programme 
descriptors 

To maximise transparency and to avoid misunderstanding, some of which might derive from the official 
use of English, the ECTE Review Directory8 will align with the ECTE Certification Framework9 and include the 
following descriptors: 

− EQF level: EQF 5 - Partial, EQF 5, EQF 6, EQF 7 – Partial and EQF 7  

− QF-EHEA level: Short Cycle - Partial, Short Cycle, First Cycle, Second Cycle – Partial, Second Cycle, 

− Qualification nomenclature in local language 

− ECTS credits: number of credits 

− Duration: FTE equivalence 

− Recognition by local HE authorities (yes/no) 

− ISCED level: ISCED 2011 classification using levels 5,6 and 7 and sub-categories 

− ICETE level: Certificate, Diploma, Bachelor, Master, Postgraduate Certificate10 

3 – TRANSPARENCY MONITORING  
The ECTE stringently monitors compliance to the guidelines outlined in this document.  In particular: 

3.1.1 -In all reviews, the VETs and the Accreditation Director monitor compliance to the following 
standards: 

a. A.1.2 - ‘Institutions demonstrate understanding that ECTE accreditation does not serve 
national degree recognition purposes but is for the purposes of international 
comparability and quality assurance and development’ (Standards and Guidelines, p.7). 

b. B.2.1 – ‘The qualification resulting from a programme should be clearly specified and 
communicated and refer to the correct level of the national qualifications framework for 

 
7 http://ecte.eu/ecte-certification-framework/  
8 http://ecte.eu/reviewdirectory/  
9 http://ecte.eu/ecte-certification-framework/  
10 https://icete.info/icete-qualification-comparability-framework/ 

http://ecte.eu/ecte-certification-framework/
http://ecte.eu/reviewdirectory/
http://ecte.eu/ecte-certification-framework/
https://icete.info/icete-qualification-comparability-framework/
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higher education and, consequently, to the Framework for Qualifications of the 
European Higher Education Area. Programmes that are not recognized by national 
authorities should ensure that the qualification nomenclature that is used is appropriate 
and not in breach of protected terminology’ (Standards and Guidelines, p.27). 

c. B.5.1- ‘The qualification resulting from a programme is clearly specified and 
communicated and indicates comparability to the correct level of the national 
qualifications framework for higher education and, consequently, to the Framework for 
Qualifications of the European Higher Education Area. If the qualification is not 
recognised by competent national authorities, this should be specified’ (Standards and 
Guidelines, p.39). 

3.1.2 - Institutions submitting self-evaluation reports explain their formal status in detail and provide 
evidence of research in the national context as to the appropriate terminology and degree 
nomenclature that may (or may not) be used.  

3.1.3 - Every year institutions use the Annual Progress Report to either confirm or update the formal 
status of their institution in the national context and provide the exact wording in the local 
language (to be used in the ECTE public directory in describing the institution).  In the APR, 
institutions also confirm that they consistently describe their formal status transparently (see 
1.3.2 above) and provide links to their websites where this is done.  The Accreditation Director will 
monitor implementation, reporting to the Accreditation Commission on any anomalies that will 
require action. 

3.1.4 - The ECTE directory is revised following the cyclical review of each institution or changes 
communicated in the APR to ensure that the classification, terminology used in describing the 
status of institutions and qualification nomenclatures remain accurate. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

These Guidelines were revised in September 2022. 

For additional information about the ECTE, contact: 
Dr Marvin Oxenham – General Secretary, ECTE 

Via dei Lucumoni 33 1015 Sutri (VT)  Italy 

Email: office@ecte.eu   Website:  www.ecte.eu 

mailto:office@ecte.eu
http://www.ecte.eu/
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