
Top-level European universities adopt a common quality 

assurance mark | By Rossella Lorenzi 

 
A network of leading European universities has decided that it will adopt 

a joint quality assurance mark for PhD qualifications with the aim of 

harmonizing PhD standards across Europe, rectors of the Coimbra 

Group announced at a meeting in Siena last Friday (April 16). 

Founded in 1985, the Coimbra Group gathers 39 of the older 

universities in Europe, including Oxford, Cambridge, Edinburgh, 

Louvain, Montpellier, Gottingen, Heidelburg, Dublin, Bologna, Siena, 

Pavia, Leiden, Coimbra, Barcelona, and Granada. 

“The aim is to foster inter-university cooperation. We are focusing on 

the development of a common area of European doctoral studies,” Piero 

Tosi, chairman of the Conference of Italian University Rectors  and 

Coimbra's newly appointed president, told The Scientist. “We need to 

define quality standards and harmonize teaching paths.” 

Starting next year, PhD students of the Coimbra Group universities will 

be able to attend courses of other institutions of the group without 

paying taxes, Tosi said. 

In order to make the student's choice easier, the Coimbra Group will 

put on the Internet the contents of the PhD courses of all its 

universities. Moreover, a database of the theses being done in various 

academic institutions will help exchange information among doctoral 

students working on similar topics. 

The aim is to encourage mobility and “the exchange of experiences and 

forms of quality assurance in the field of doctoral studies,” the Coimbra 

Group said in a statement. 

European cooperation in educational quality assurance began in the 

early 1990s, but it wasn't until the signing of the Bologna Declaration in 

1999 and the Prague and Berlin meetings in 2001 and 2003 that 

analysis of the different higher education systems began. 

“It is difficult to codify a Europe-wide approach. The greatest value at 
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present would be to share and disseminate the various concepts of 

quality which currently coexist in Europe, with the view to creating a 

common vocabulary and understanding of the topic,” Peter Williams, 

chief executive of the European Network of Quality Assurance in Higher 

Education, told the conference. 

“Top-down imposition of standards, procedures, and guidelines is 

unlikely to have much of a convergent effect if the words used are 

interpreted in quite different ways by different readers,” Williams said. 

The Coimbra quality mark will be the first tangible effort toward a 

common European framework for quality assurance, according to Tosi. 

To make it a symbol of the highest academic level, the rectors of the 

group established that “the methodologies and evaluation system by 

which young researchers are trained shall be subject to a continuing 

analysis by members of the Coimbra Group and that ethics should 

become an integral part of the education of researchers.” 
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