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Categories of Colleges & Universities

Post-secondary institutions come in many shapes and sizes. They are located in different settings, offer different majors and have different campus cultures.  They aspire to various missions, attract diverse student bodies and award different degrees.  In short, they can be divided into a myriad of categories. This list provides definitions of some basic categories of colleges in the United States. Many of these categories are overlapping; for example, a college may be both a Historically Black University and a technical university, or a liberal arts college may also be a women’s college. The definitions are collected from various websites and books as noted.

Art School and Conservatories

Art school is a colloquial term for any educational institution (whether secondary, post-secondary/undergraduate, or graduate) with a primary focus on the visual arts, especially illustration, painting, sculpture, and graphic design. It is distinguished from larger institutions which offer majors or degrees in the visual arts, but only as one part of a broad-based range of programs (such as the liberal arts and sciences). (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Art_schools )

Conservatory
A music school or conservatory is an institution dedicated to teaching the art of music, including the playing of musical instruments, musical composition, musicianship, music history, and music theory. (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Music_conservatory)

Worth noting about art colleges and conservatories is that students are judged on their artistic skill and talent for admission, and much less, if at all, on their academic credentials.

Community Colleges & Junior Colleges

Community College

A community college is a post-secondary institution which provides entry-level college education. Community colleges are generally characterized by open admissions policies (anyone can attend) and a wide range of offerings, including two-year degrees, transferable degrees, vocational training, certificate courses, and community and continuing education. (www.pathways-tpi.org/glossary.html)

Junior College 

A junior college is a two-year post-secondary school whose main purpose is to provide a method of obtaining academic, vocational and professional education. The highest certificate offered by these institutions is usually an associate's degree, although many junior college students continue their education at a university or college, transferring some or all of the credits earned at the junior college toward the degree requirements at the four year school. The term junior college was previously used to refer to all non-bachelor's degree granting post-secondary schools. 

Over the last 30 years, the name junior college was often thought to have negative connotations with respect to the education received by its students. Since many public junior colleges in the United States served a more localized community, these schools began to replace the "junior" in their names with "community." With the advent of the term community college for public institutions, in the United States the term junior college is often explicitly used to refer to private institutions. However, the relative small number of private junior colleges and the continued use of the term in the names of many community colleges mean that people often do not perceive a distinction between the two terms. (http://www.answers.com/topic/junior-college)

Categories of Colleges & Universities

Historically Black Colleges and Universities

There are 117 colleges and universities in the United States that are designated as historically black colleges and universities (HBCUs); that is, they were founded with the mission of educating black men and women. They range from highly competitive universities offering undergraduate and graduate programs to noncompetitive two-year colleges with open admissions. (http://education.yahoo.com/college/essentials/articles/college/historically_black_colleges.html)

Hispanic Serving Institutions

Accredited and degree-granting public or private institutions of higher education with 23% or more Hispanic enrollment. While not designated as land-grant institutions, HSIs participate in specified USDA programs as authorized by Congress to promote and strengthen the ability of these schools to carry out education, applied research and community development programs. (www.csrees.usda.gov/business/training/acronyms.html)

Ivy League

The Ivy League athletic conference, founded in 1954, consists of eight private institutions of higher education located in the eastern United States. The term, with its connotations of academic excellence, selectivity in admissions, and a certain amount of academic elitism, dates back to at least 1935. (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ivy_League)

The Ivy League colleges: Brown, Columbia, Cornell, Dartmouth, Harvard, University of Pennsylvania, Princeton, and Yale.

The term “Ivy League” is sometimes used to describe colleges that are highly selective and considered top-notch academically, though they are not technically in the Ivy League group of eight universities.

Liberal Arts Colleges

Liberal arts colleges offer a broad base of courses in the humanities, social sciences, and sciences. Most are private institutions, and focus mainly on undergraduate students. Classes tend be small and personal attention is available. (www.collegeboard.com)

The focus of liberal arts colleges is on a well-rounded education—in the humanities, social sciences or sciences—and not, traditionally, preparation for a particular career. Students with degrees from liberal arts colleges market themselves as generalists who can apply their education to a variety of career endeavors. A liberal arts college is, for many, a spring-board to a professional or graduate school.

Religiously Affiliated Colleges and Universities

There are a large number of colleges and universities in the country that were formed by religious groups and organizations. Although they are not limited in admission to members of that religious group, they are administered by members of their religious faction and are often organized and run in alignment with their religious principles…A religious affiliation may mean a religion requirement [theology, usually, so not necessarily focusing on the religious faith of the school’s affiliation] of a class or two, perhaps more, depending on the school. Many students attending a religiously-affiliated college will be of that faith, but typically not all. (http://www.nacac.com/p$s_steps0104religaffil.html)
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Single Sex Colleges

Women’s Colleges

In higher education, particularly in the United States, a women's college is a college (that is, a primarily undergraduate, bachelor's degree-granting institution) whose students are exclusively women. The Seven Sisters are among the best-known women's colleges, but some are now coeducational. Some women's colleges admit small numbers of male students in their graduate schools, but all serve exclusively female undergraduate populations. (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Women’s colleges)

Men’s Colleges

There are also a handful of colleges whose students are exclusively men.

Technical Colleges & Universities

[Colleges or universities] …often known as Institutes of Technology or Polytechnic Institutes. (www.hartdistrict.org/placerita/terms.htm)

These colleges specialize in technical fields, such as engineering, or the physical sciences and mathematics.

Trade Schools or Vocational Colleges

A vocational school, providing vocational education and also sometimes referred to as a trade school or career college, is one operated for the express purpose of giving its students the skills needed to perform a certain job or jobs. Vocational schools do not exist to further education in the sense of liberal arts, but rather to teach primarily or only job-specific skills, and as such are better considered to be institutions devoted to training. (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Trade_school)
Universities

Generally a university is larger than a college, and is often made up of separate colleges, such as a college of engineering, a college of arts and sciences, or a college of business. Universities offer both undergraduate (bachelor) degrees and graduate (masters and Ph.D). Many times undergraduate classes are taught by graduate students.
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