
 

Canada’s Colleges, Cégeps and Polytechnics 
Lifelong learning opens new pathways to career success 
 
 
 
 
 
Canada’s community colleges, cégeps, institutes of technology and polytechnics are recognized 
worldwide for high-quality instruction and rigorous standards. Programs are geared to help students gain 
practical experience to enter the workforce with the skills required to ensure success. 
 
Increasingly, international students are turning to the Canadian college sector to gain practical, relevant, 
advanced skills leading to well-paid employment in today’s competitive job market. Over 90 percent of 
Canadian college graduates are employed in their field within six months of graduation and 93% of 
employers are satisfied with these graduates. 

 
What is a college or a cégep? 
 
Colleges are public or private learning institutions that cater to employment-based, skills-based programs 
for specific job requirements, such as dental hygiene, police technology, graphic design and social work 
to name a few. Some colleges offer university preparation programs, which is a mandatory requirement 
for entrance into undergraduate programs in Québec universities. Some colleges and polytechnics offer 
degree programs or certificates post university graduation. 
 
These institutions of practical learning are variably called colleges, regional colleges, centres, colleges of 
applied arts and technology, community colleges, institutes, or Collège d'enseignement général et 
professionnel (cégep in Québec).  
 
There are over 152 community colleges, institutes of technology, polytechnics and cégeps in Canada with 
over 1000 college campuses within a range of settings – from urban centres to international campuses 
and remote communities. Programs are offered in French, English, or both depending on the region. 
Many also offer combined distance-learning opportunities. 

 
The college school year generally runs from September through April 
or May, with spring and summer courses often available. Some 
institutions have a semester or trimester system allowing students to 
begin programs in September, January or May. Québec cégeps offer 
two streams of education: three-year vocational and two-year pre-
university programs.  

 
 
What is a polytechnic? 
 
A Canadian polytechnic is a public post-secondary, degree-granting 
institution offering a full range of credentials including bachelor’s 
degrees in addition to certificates, diplomas, apprenticeship, applied 
training and post-graduate credentials, joint bachelor degrees with 
universities, continuing education and online, as well as distance 
education.    
 
Polytechnic education is advanced applied education which builds in 
applied research for industry as a component of its learning.  Today’s 
polytechnics in Canada are large, urban and linked to major international source countries. These 
institutions have evolved from the broader college sector. 
 
 
 
 

Study programs 
 

 applied and creative arts 

 agriculture and agri-food 

 aviation and aerospace 

 business studies 

 broadcasting and journalism 

 early childhood education 

 engineering technology 

 environment and natural resources 

 health sciences 

 industrial education/skilled trades 

 information technology 

 social services 

 tourism and hospitality 

 digital media and animation 

 culinary and nutrition 



 
 

Career-focus and practical training – Benefits of a college or polytechnic 
education 

 
Colleges and polytechnics work closely with industry to ensure courses reflect the skill requirements that 
employers need. All provide practical training and many encourage work experience through apprenti-
ceships, work placements and internships. This hands-on training ensures students move beyond 
academic learning to apply and test their skills in real workplace settings.  
 

 
Variety of program options 
 
Many students choose college and polytechnics to expand career horizons by gaining new or refreshed 
technical or professional skills.  
 
Over 8,000 programs with varying lengths of required study are offered nationwide. Shorter two-to-three 
year diploma programs train technicians, technologists, mid-level managers and service providers. There 
are also one-year postgraduate certificates available to international university graduates who seek 
hands-on experience for their careers.  
 
Three-to-four year applied bachelor’s degrees provide job-focused education in fields such as industrial 
design, e-commerce, criminal justice and construction science and management.  

 

 

Recognized, transferable credentials  
 
Canadian college and polytechnic credentials are approved by provincial or territorial governments. 
Programs may also be accredited by independent industry organizations.  
 
Many colleges offer university transfer programs as well as joint diplomas and degrees, including 
agreements with other international institutions.   
 

Degree-granting colleges and polytechnics are a relatively new phenomenon, with the degree-granting 

power in the hands of each province/territory.  To ensure rigorous academic quality, the 

provincial/territorial ministries of education determine which institutions are allowed to offer bachelor and 

applied degrees.  

 

 

Opportunities for applied research  
 
Increasingly, colleges and polytechnics across Canada involve 
students in applied research projects conducted with local busines-
ses. This enriched learning experience exposes students to real-
world challenges, latest technologies, and establishes key contacts 
within industry for potential job opportunities. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Research in action 
 
29,356 students were engaged in applied 
research in 2012-13, up by 22% over last 
year (ACCC Applied Research 
Environmental Scan February 2014) 



 
 

Benefits beyond academics 
 

 Small class sizes allow international students to practice language skills and build friendships 
more easily 

 Faculty work actively in their fields of expertise, bringing real-life perspective to course material 
and offering students opportunities to network 

 Modern, industry-grade facilities familiarize students with workplace settings 

 Distance education and online learning options help students achieve work/life balance 

 Many cultural, social and sporting activities offer community engagement 

 Support services, such as finding accommodation and orientation to life in Canada help smooth 
the transition for international students 

 

For more information 
 
Consult these helpful online resources: 
 

Association of Canadian Community Colleges (ACCC) 
www.accc.ca 
 

 The Association of Canadian Community Colleges (ACCC) is the national, voluntary 
membership organization that represents colleges and institutes by interacting with 
government, business and industry, in Canada and internationally. ACCC provides a 
database of over 8,000 college and institute programs available nationwide.  

 
Polytechnics Canada 
www.polytechnicscanada.ca 
 

 Established in 2003, Polytechnics Canada is a national alliance that represents the 
leading polytechnic institutions in Canada.  At present, the members offer 100 standalone 
Bachelor’s degrees in addition to all other college level programs. Over 26,500 
international students trained at these institutions in 2011/2012. 

 

Fédération des cégeps 
www.fedecegeps.qc.ca 
 

 Founded in 1969 to promote education at the college level, and more specifically in the 
general and vocational colleges known as cégeps, the Fédération des cégeps is a 
voluntary umbrella organization of the 48 public cégeps in Québec. The Fédération 
defends their common interests and represents them on matters of concern to the whole 
network before government bodies, agencies in the sphere of education and the work 
world, social groups, the media and the public at large. 

 

Canadian Information Centre for International Credentials (CICIC) 
www.cicic.ca 
 

 The Canadian Information Centre for International Credentials (CICIC) collects, organizes, 
and distributes information, and acts as a national clearing house and referral service to 
support the recognition and portability of Canadian and international educational and 
occupational qualifications.  

http://www.accc.ca/
http://www.polytechnicscanada.ca/
http://www.fedecegeps.qc.ca/
http://www.cicic.ca/

