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Canadian companies are 
increasingly facing the chal-
lenges and opportunities of 

a globalized world, with attendant 
competition for market, cost pres-
sures, import/export complexities 
and talent mobility. For small and 
medium enterprises (SMEs), in par-
ticular, this can be a daunting pros-
pect, albeit one with great promises. 

Canadian colleges have a long 
history of working with SMEs to 
provide them with the talented work-

force they need to succeed and, more 
recently, with applied research capa-
bilities to help them develop their 
next product, service, or productiv-
ity improvement. All of this activity 
supports these companies in their 
next evolutionary steps, which often 
include opening up to international 
markets. As Canadian companies 
continue to look at these internation-
al markets to offer their products and 
services, Canadian colleges should 
also explore international research 
opportunities.

There are several ways through 
which a college can engage in inter-
national research, among which, for 
example, are projects involving:
1) Canadian industry partners, to 
increase the Canadian companies’ 
markets
2) International companies, to help 
them develop operations in Canada 
and create jobs here
3) International development, to sup-
port quality-of-life improvement in 
developing countries
4) Collaborations with international 
education institutions, on curiosity-
driven research.

Which type of project is favoured 
by each post-secondary institution 
is likely to vary, and highlight the 
different roles that colleges and uni-
versities can play in international 
research. For Niagara College’s 
Research & Innovation Division, the 
order of priority follows the list from 
1) to 4). 

Niagara College has had success 
in developing and conducting inter-
national research projects through-
out the world. Three examples from 
Korea, Brazil, Argentina are outlined 
below. 

In 2006-8, Niagara College part-
nered with an Ontario company 
and HOSEO University in South 
Korea to develop organic light-emit-
ted devices (OLEDs). The devices 
were built at the college by our 
Photonics students and faculty in 
collaboration with our industry 
partner, and were tested in equip-
ment simulating accelerated aging 
conditions in Korea. There were 
two-way exchanges of students, a 
new product was developed, and the  
Canadian industry partner was able 
to access highly specialized, dif-

ficult-to-find test equipment. This 
work was funded by the Ontario 
Centres of Excellence and the South 
Korean government.

More recently, we were the first 
college in Canada to receive funding 
from the International Development 
Research Centre (IDRC) for the 
Mulheres Mil project. The project’s 
objective was to bring education and 
training to 1,000 under-privileged 
Brazilian women (and was then 
expanded by Brazilian President 
Lula to 100,000 women). Niagara 
College led the project to develop 
a sustainable framework and meth-
ods of evaluating the impact of 
the program, as well as to conduct 
workshops to train the Brazilians 
who would be administering it. This 
two-year project was a resounding 
success, with 7 Niagara College 
staff and students working in Brazil 
with our partners and contributing 
to a better life for these Brazilian 
women.

A final example involves the need 
to feed the world’s ever-increasing 
population with our limited resourc-
es. Dr. Mike Duncan, Niagara  

College’s NSERC Industrial Chair 
in Precision Agriculture and Envi-
ronmental Technologies, is working 
with companies in Ontario and in 
Argentina on improving the yield 
of grain crops, like corn, wheat and 
soy. By devising methods to better 
address a grower’s field, Dr. Duncan 
is reducing the cost to the farmer 
and increasing the bounty from the 
ground, while minimizing unwanted 
fertilizer run-offs that can lead to 
algae blooms and dangerously affect 
biodiversity. Because the growing 
seasons in the northern and southern 
hemispheres are opposite, the work 
in Argentina enables Dr. Duncan 
and his research team to test their 
solutions twice as frequently as if 
they were only being implemented 
in Canada. Dr. Duncan’s work has 
been noticed by scientists associated 
with the Food and Agriculture Orga-
nization of the United Nations, and 
could bring great relief in more chal-
lenging zones such as sub-Saharan 
Africa.

Niagara College and its partners 
have been fortunate to reap the bene-
fits of international research collabo-

rations: student exchanges, access to 
world-class equipment for our local 
partners, help for other countries in 
need, an acceleration of some of 
our research, and making the world 
a better place. Our students are get-
ting crucial international experience, 
helping make them “world ready” 
upon graduation, and our faculty 
are afforded interesting development 
experiences. 

 International research for Canadi-
an colleges continues to evolve. The 
Canadian Bureau of International 
Education (CBIE) and Colleges and 
Institutes Canada (CICan) are work-
ing to promote new opportunities. 

International research and part-
nerships can be challenging. This is 
why it is important to choose one’s 
international partners carefully and 
to stick to a manageable number of 
institutions or countries. A key con-
sideration for Niagara College is the 
benefit to our students, faculty and 
local industry partners. Although 
the work in finding the right inter-
national project may seem daunt-
ing, the rewards are worth the hard 
work.
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BCIT is honoured to be rec-
ognized as Canada’s top 
research college this year. 

This is a milestone year for us to 
receive this recognition, as 2014 
marks BCIT’s 50th anniversary, and 
also 25 years of providing applied 
research and innovation services to 
industry and the community.

When BCIT opened its doors in 
October 1964, 498 students were 
on campus, in Engineering, Health 
and Business. We have grown one 
hundred fold in the 50 years since, to 
over 48,000 students on 5 campuses, 
earning practical career credentials 
designed for the workplace which 
span Applied and Natural Sciences, 
Business and Media, Computing and 
Information Technology, Engineer-
ing, Health Sciences and Trades. 

BCIT has also grown beyond its 
Burnaby campus, with five main 
campuses and satellite locations 
province wide. Beyond our pro-
vincial borders also: BCIT’s inter-
national partnerships span training, 
education and research initiatives in 
South America, Central America, 
East Asia and Eastern Europe. 

Many other Canadian colleges 
and polytechnics have shown a simi-
lar growth pattern in students and 
disciplines, and are also expand-
ing into international markets. The 
Canadian college and polytechnic 
model is an applied education and 
training model that produces career 
ready graduates, enables the trans-
fer of knowledge and skills, and 
enhances collaboration with foreign 
educational institutions and industry 
partners across the globe.

This model is receiving increasing 
international recognition. Recently 
BCIT and several other BC colleges 
hosted a delegation of education 
leaders from Asia who came to study 
our applied model of education and 

research. Why? Their government 
wanted to improve the employment 
rate of post secondary graduates in 
their country by making their educa-
tion more applied, and knew how 
successful we have been.  

One of the cornerstones of our 
model is the integration of applied 
research into the curriculum, pro-
viding students with hands on 
experience solving problems for 
industry and community part-
ners. Applied research enhances 
the learner experience, through 
directed studies and capstone 
projects, and as undergraduate 
student researchers working with 
faculty and research groups on 
their projects. 

Applied research and innovation 
in colleges and polytechnics is driven 
by the needs of our partners, and 
provides innovative solutions to their 
real world challenges. A key charac-
teristic of applied research is its mul-
tidisciplinary nature, and the resulting 
collaboration required to successfully 
solve a clients problem. Collabora-
tion really is the name of the game, 
occurring between different depart-
ments within institutions, with other 
post secondaries: colleges, polytech-
nics and universities, and with indus-
try associations, government organi-
zations and funding agencies. 

Increasingly this collaboration 
extends across borders. However 
when we consider Canadian college 
and polytechnic research and inno-
vation on the international scene, we 
encounter a contradiction. One of 
the strengths of colleges and poly-
technics is their close connections to 
the local community and economy, 
especially small and medium sized 
enterprises (SMEs). How does local 
become global? It turns out that 
what is successful in Canada is also 
successful in other countries: work-
ing together collaboratively, strong 
community ties, and practical and 
innovative solutions to real world 
problems. 

In the recent Haitian earthquake, 
between 100,000 and 160,000 people 
were killed, mostly due to poor con-
crete masonry construction. Motivat-
ed by this tragedy, a multidisciplinary 
team of BCIT researchers have 
focused their research on finding 
an inexpensive way to test masonry 
blocks prior to use in construction. 
Over the course of four years, the 
team has received support from non-
governmental organizations working 
on Haiti’s reconstruction, including 

the BC Masonry Institute and Build-
ers Without Borders. The project has 
been funded by two NSERC pro-
grams, and involved students and 
faculty from three different BCIT 
departments and one of our dedi-
cated applied research groups. They 
are now close to a solution, develop-
ing a prototype for a low-cost device 
that would be used around the world. 
With nearly every country in the 
world using masonry blocks in build-
ing, this collaborative research has 
far reaching implications.

Recent federal research funding 
developments such as the Commu-
nity College and Innovation program 
and research partnership programs 
and college and polytechnics strong 
collaborations with industry have 
allowed us to further develop our 
research and innovation capabilities. 
These capabilities go across all pro-
grams as well as enabling globally 
unique research centres to arise. One 
example is BCIT’s Building Science 
program. This program now has two 
Master degrees, drawing students 
from around the globe to its special-
ized course offerings, and to con-
duct research in the BCIT Building  
Science Centre of Excellence. 

Canadian colleges and polytech-
nics have long histories of collabora-
tive research and innovation. We are 
now moving beyond Canada to show 
our capabilities on the global stage. 
BCIT is proud to be recognized for 
the role we are playing in these devel-
opments, and to be named Canada’s 
Top Research College for 2014.
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