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Executive Summary

Private career colleges (PCCs) offer career-focused training to students seeking new skills to 
meet the job market. There are over 1,300 registered PCCs in Canada ranging from large, multi-
campus institutions offering a variety of occupational training programs to smaller facilities 
offering specialized training. PCCs offer learners convenience, flexibility, smaller class sizes, 
and intensive, short-duration programs to enhance their practical skills and become more 
competitive in the job market. For employers, PCCs train and supply job-ready workers to fill 
labour market demand, particularly for occupations where training may not be provided by 
public post-secondary institutions.

PCCs operate along a spectrum. There are many responsible and reputable institutions 
that fill an important niche in the adult education and training ecosystem. However, others 
engage in problematic practices that put students at risk of serious financial strain. This is 
concerning from a consumer protection standpoint given the significant financial and other 
costs incurred by students who attend PCCs, as well as the fact that students tend to be more 
socio-economically vulnerable compared to their public college counterparts. While extensive 
research exists on higher education in the context of public institutions, only a few studies 
have examined Canadian PCCs. 

Even prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, labour markets across Canada and around the world 
were facing disruption due to climate change, automation, the changing nature of work, calls 
for economic reconciliation, an aging workforce, and the need to transition workers currently 
employed in declining industries. The pandemic amplified and accelerated many of these 
trends. Governments, employers, education and training providers (public, non-profit, and 
private), and other civil society organizations all have a role to play in bridging workers with 
gaps in their skills or experience towards in-demand jobs. 

However, for governments to feel confident in exploring opportunities for collaboration with 
and support for PCCs to meet labour market needs, they must first address the consumer 
protection issues that exist across the spectrum of the student experience including: 

• Ownership and governance of PCCs 
• Marketing and recruitment practices of prospective students
• Information students receive about program cost and financing options
• The quality of the students’ learning experiences
• Graduate employment and earning outcomes upon completing PCC programs
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Policy Recommendations 

Momentum’s interest in exploring consumer protection issues with this sector was inspired 
by its program participants who identified high student loan debt and poor job prospects as 
particular challenges following their experiences with PCCs over the years. The intent of this 
report is to identify the risks that PCC students face and propose consumer protection policy 
recommendations to make this training pathway a safer choice for all student consumers, 
particularly more vulnerable learners.

As provincial and territorial governments look to update the policy and regulatory frameworks 
governing PCCs, we invite them to consider the following recommendations:  

5.1: Make independently verified data regarding graduation rates and 
employment in field of study publicly available to prospective students.

Post-PCC 
Outcomes

4.1: Require the periodic review of PCC program curriculum content and 
learning materials.

4.2: Ensure and uphold minimum standards and qualifications for instructors 
through regulation and oversight. 

Learning 
Experience

3.1: Regulate the transparent publication and accessibility of full program 
costs in all online and printed marketing materials. 

3.2: Subject PCC programs for which individuals can access public funding to 
higher standards and greater scrutiny.

Tuition Fees & 
Financing

2.1: Strengthen regulations regarding advertising practices to include digital 
communication platforms and all correspondence with prospective students. 

2.2: Regulate the sales and recruitment practices of PCC admissions departments 
and any third-party companies contracted to provide these services.

Advertising & 
Recruitment

1.1: Increase investment in oversight bodies to strengthen compliance 
mechanisms and transparency.

1.2: Regulate standards related to ownership and senior leadership positions 
in a PCC.

Oversight & 
Ownership
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Introduction

Post-secondary education in Canada is 
provided by public and private institutions 
where students can obtain credentials such 
as certificates, diplomas, or degrees. These 
institutions include public universities, public 
colleges and polytechnics, independent faith-
based academic institutions, and private 
career colleges. They are regulated by each of 
the Canadian provinces or territories through 
charters or legislations to ensure institutional 
and program quality.1 

Private career colleges (PCCs)i offer career-
focused training and are designed for 
students to gain new skills to meet the job 
market. According to the Conference Board of 
Canada, over 1,300 registered PCCs operate 
across Canada enrolling about 170,000 
students annually.2 They range from large, 
multi-campus institutions offering a variety 
of occupational training programs to smaller 
facilities offering specialized training.  

PCCs serve several important functions in 
society. They offer learners convenience, 
flexibility, smaller class sizes, and intensive, 
short-duration programs to enhance their 
practical skills and become more competitive 
in the job market.3 Most studies cite a career 
change or the pursuit of employment as the 
top reasons students choose to attend a PCC. 
Other reasons include gaining advanced 
skills in their current occupational field, 
gaining practical skills in addition to academic 
qualifications, and increasing their earning 
potential or compensation.4

For employers, PCCs train and supply job-
ready workers to fill labour market demand 
in a shorter period for occupations where 
training may not be provided by public 
post-secondary institutions. Additionally, 
PCCs often engage with industry partners 
and employers to ensure their programs 
are relevant to the industry and to connect 
students to employment. 

While extensive research has been done 
on higher education in the context of 
public institutions, only a few studies have 
examined Canadian PCCs. Little is known 
about the institutional practices that are 
specific to PCCs, such as how they market 
their programs and recruit students,5 how 
claims of employment outcomes are verified,6 
and why PCC graduates are more likely to 
have problems paying their student loans.7 
Momentum’s interest in exploring consumer 
protection issues with this sector was inspired 
by program participants who identified high 
student loan debt and poor job prospects 
as particular challenges following their 
experiences with PCCs.

Private career colleges operate along a 
spectrum and Momentum came across 
inspiring and successful stories of students 
with positive experiences at a PCC resulting 
in meaningful, living wage work throughout 
this project. These PCCs are an asset to our 
communities and economies. The intent of 
this report is not to undermine the excellent 
and important work of these more reputable 
PCCs. Rather, it aims to address the risks that 
PCC students face and propose consumer 
protection policy recommendations to 
make this training pathway a safer choice 
for all student consumers, particularly more 
vulnerable learners.

i PCCs may also be known as “for-profit colleges,” “private vocational institutions,” “private occupational training 
organizations” or “private career training institutes.” In this report, these terms will be used interchangeably.
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Research Methods

This study began with a literature review 
of peer-reviewed academic publications, 
government statistics and related 
publications, industry and think tank reports, 
as well as media coverage of PCCs in Canada 
to ensure a comprehensive understanding of 
the scale and scope of consumer protection 
issues impacting students.

This work was followed by a review 
of legislation, regulations, and other 
government publications (e.g. webpages, 
guidebooks) to identify the presence (or 
absence) of regulations pertaining to PCCs 
and the similarities and differences between 
jurisdictions. There are notable differences 
across provinces and territories both in terms 
of the requirements and operational activities 
that are covered by the respective regulatory 
regimes, as well as the degree of specificity 
the regulations include.  

To understand what public information 
is available to prospective students, 
Momentum reviewed a small sample of the 
online marketing and recruitment materials 
of seven PCCs including two that offer over 
a dozen programs at campus locations in 
multiple provinces, as well as colleges that 
only operate programs in Alberta, Ontario, 
Quebec, and Atlantic Canada. The review 
focused on programs leading to careers in 
health care, social service, legal services, and 
supply chain management.

Momentum worked with external researchers 
to further capture the nature and scope 
of challenges faced by current and recent 
PCC students. This was done first through 
a series of focus groups conducted in 
English and in French, in which total of 37 
people participated from across the country. 
These individuals generally reflected the 
demographic profile of PCC students. 
Momentum also worked with a data analyst 
to harvest and analyze data from over 40,000 
Google reviews of 1,020 Canadian PCCs.  

Finally, Momentum staff interviewed key 
stakeholders, ranging from representatives 
of the PCC sector, a PCC owner and operator, 
a previous regional manager of a PCC 
admissions department, provincial and 
territorial civil servants responsible for the 
regulation of PCCs, as well as subject-matter 
experts in the fields of consumer protection, 
employment, and education ethics. 

Research methods utilized
• Literature review
• Legislative and regulatory review
• Marketing material review
• Online consumer complaints review
• Focus groups
• Interviews
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Research Limitations

Given the breadth and diversity of occupational training programs and institutes across the 
country, and of the regulatory frameworks that each province or territory has in place for the 
sector, generalizations have been made in this report that are not applicable to all programs, 
institutes, or regulatory requirements.  

Focus groups, consumer reviews, and stakeholder interviews provide snapshots of subjective, 
firsthand experiences from individuals directly involved with PCCs. While these processes 
revealed positive perspectives on the student experience, the purpose of this report is to 
identify opportunities to improve consumer protection by highlighting the more challenging or 
problematic issues students have identified.  

Names and institutional affiliations as well as references to specific PCCs have been 
anonymized in this report unless the school is no longer operating or was referenced in a 
public media report.  

Consumer Protection Issues

There are many responsible and reputable institutions that fill an important niche in the adult 
education and training ecosystem. However, others engage in problematic practices that put 
students at risk of serious financial strain. This is concerning from a consumer protection 
standpoint given the significant financial and other costs incurred by students who attend 
PCCs, as well as the fact that students tend to be more socio-economically vulnerable 
compared to their public college counterparts. Specifically, research suggests that PCC 
students tend to be women, older on average, more likely to have dependents, born outside of 
Canada, and come from lower-income and less-educated families.8 

Student  Demographics

Private Career Colleges Public Post-secondary 
Institutes

Women 75% 51%
Over the age of 25 70% 20%
Have dependent children 33% 17%
Have gross household income of $20,000 or 
less 41% 33%

Have debt over $10,000 31% 15%
Born outside of Canada 22% 16%
Identify as Indigenous 4% 2%
Source: Martin, E. & MacLaine, C. (2016). The role and value of private career colleges in Canada. Conference Board of Canada.
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Beyond PCC student demographics, there is 
limited peer-reviewed research that examines 
the experiences of PCC students. PCC 
experience is often difficult to track as it can vary 
by size of school, type of program or training, 
and geographical location. The experience 
of students attending a trucking  program for 
instance could be drastically different from 
that of students attending a cosmetology, 
accounting, or performing arts program. 

Despite these differences, satisfaction 
surveys of PCC students suggest over 
70% of students satisfied with their PCC 
programs.9 In particular, the areas that scored 
the highest satisfaction were instruction 
quality and course content. Among areas of 
dissatisfactions, the top of the list includes 
program cost, out-of-date equipment, and 
lack of or insufficient hands-on practical 
experience.10 Comparatively, a 2021 survey 
of public university graduates found 86% of 
students were either satisfied or very satisfied 
with the overall quality of their education. 
However, the cost was also of concern, 
with over a third reporting that they either 
disagreed or strongly disagreed that they 
received value for their money.11

 
Momentum intentionally recruited PCC 
students with challenging experiences to 
participate in reflective focus groups to better 
identify opportunities to improve consumer 
protection, understanding that there would be 
a stronger negative bias among the feedback 
received.ii When focus group participants were 
asked whether their PCC experience met their 
expectations, 54% indicated that it had not 
met their expectations. 

Among focus group participants for whom 
expectations were not met, reasons included: 

• Finding out the school was not accredited
• Feeling they had paid too much 
• Not being able to find a job after graduation
• Finding the quality of instruction very poor
• Feeling they did not learn anything
• Feeling the school had made promises 

that weren’t kept (e.g. that they would 
provide support in employment 
searches, that there would be funding 
available to cover the costs, etc.)

The full data set of Google reviews was 
narrowed down to include just over 4,400 
reviews with ratings of 1, 2, or 3 stars, which 
also included comments.iii Unsurprisingly, 
these negative reviews recommended against 
attending PCC programs as an overarching 
theme. Phrases like “waste of time and 
money” and “worst experience ever” were 
common as were the following themes:

• Both positive and negative sentiment 
related to instructor quality. Common 
criticisms including unprofessional or 
rude behaviour, lack of subject matter 
expertise, poor English skills, and low-
quality instruction such as YouTube 
videos being used to teach

• Issues with small classroom facilities and 
overcrowding 

• Lack of support to find jobs, exaggerated 
or inaccurate placement rates, false 
promises about job prospects

• Comments referring to false, wrong, 
or misleading information given, and 
allegations of fraud

• Discrimination and racism.

Momentum’s research has revealed several 
opportunities to strengthen the regulatory 
frameworks governing PCCs to better 
protect students.

ii See Appendix A for a summary of the focus group findings. 
iii While a majority of the total data set of Google reviews were positive, i.e. given four or five stars, several 
comments among the negative reviews mentioned schools offering students tuition discounts or other 
compensation to post positive reviews online. See Appendix B for a summary of the analysis of Google reviews. 
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Policy Recommendations

Even prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, labour 
markets across Canada and around the world 
were facing disruption due to climate change, 
automation, the changing nature of work, 
calls for economic reconciliation, an aging 
workforce, and the need to transition workers 
currently employed in declining industries. 
The pandemic amplified or accelerated many 
of these trends, and an “all hands on deck” 
approach is needed to meet these challenges. 
Governments, employers, education and 
training providers (public, non-profit, and 
private), and other civil society organizations 
all have a role to play in bridging workers with 
gaps in their skills or experience towards in-
demand jobs. 

Many PCCs offer training that is not available 
elsewhere for occupations that are essential 
to our economy. However, for governments 
to feel confident in exploring opportunities 
for collaboration with and support for PCCs 
to meet labour market needs, they must 
first address the consumer protection issues 
that exist across the spectrum of the student 
experience including: 

• Ownership and governance of PCCs 
• Marketing and recruitment practices of 

prospective students
• Information students receive about 

program cost and financing options
• The quality of the students’ learning 

experiences
• Graduate employment and earning 

outcomes upon completing PCC 
programs

Oversight & Ownership

To protect students as consumers, 
each province or territory has specific 
government departments that oversee PCCs. 
Unfortunately, recent audits from provinces 
with the most PCCs, namely British Columbia 
and Ontario, found that oversight processes 
and systems have not met the objectives to 
protect students.12 

These audits provided lists of 
recommendations relating to governance, 
information for students, monitoring, 
complaints handling, and enforcement. 
Students across Canada should have access 
to quality training and learning experiences 
regardless of which province or territory they 
call home. Learners in most jurisdictions 
would benefit from stronger mechanisms for 
enforcement and quality assurance.13 

The policy recommendations in this report 
will have limited impact without adequate 
investments in compliance and enforcement. 
Prospective students should easily be able 
to find information regarding the results 
of monitoring and compliance reviews, 
as well as any orders or administrative 
penalties that have been issued to a PCC in 
which they are considering enrollment. For 
example, British Columbia’s Private Training 
Institutions Branch lists enforcement actions 
on its homepage and as a specific filter in its 
directory listing of PCCs.

1
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Another important measure to ensure the 
integrity of PCCs begins with the ownership 
and leadership of the schools themselves. 
For example, the owner of Canada’s largest 
network of PCCs was judged by the State of 
California to have violated state business code 
thousands of times while operating a private 
vocational school there, prior to moving to 
Canada.14 More recently, programs at three 
PCCs in Quebec were suspended when the 
owners filed for creditor protection.15 One of 
the owners had previously been fired from 
her role at a local school board following 
questionable practices to recruit international 
students, for which the owner and a family 
member were subsequently arrested and 
charged with fraud.16

Jurisdictions have varying standards 
regarding the information they request of 
individuals and entities applying to register, 
license, or certify their institution and 
programs with the respective provincial 
oversight bodies. Regulations in Alberta 
require applicants to submit information 
regarding any legal claims pending against 
them, as well as information about any 
past ownership of PCCs, or experience 
operating PCCs. Saskatchewan also requests 
this information along with any history of 
bankruptcy or criminal convictions and 
character references. Other jurisdictions 
should consider adopting similar regulations 
regarding legal or criminal background checks 
both of first-time applicants, and at any time 
when new owners acquire PCCs.

Recommendation 1.1: Increase investment in 
oversight bodies to strengthen compliance 
mechanisms and transparency.

Recommendation 1.2: Regulate standards 
related to ownership and senior leadership 
positions in a PCC. 

The recommendation around adequate 
staffing was designed to ensure that 
we’re getting through the compliance 
inspections and the designation review 
inspections that are under our legislation 
and are also just key to consumer 
protection. When we receive a student 
complaint, that can be one of the most 
powerful and direct means to moving 
for the benefit of the student to a tuition 
refund, but to compliance and action as 
well because we have a documented 
example, and we know where to target 
our resources. We do see sometimes that 
a student is hesitant to come forward 
and we certainly field anonymous 
complaints, and we can investigate those 
as well.

- Civil servant in provincial governing 
body for PCCs

“
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Advertising & Recruitment

Operating on a for-profit basis, funding for most 
PCCs comes exclusively from student tuition 
fees and is directly exposed to market forces.17 
As a result, PCCs use a variety of promotional 
strategies to recruit prospective students and 
increase their enrollment numbers. Online 
marketing is one of the accessible ways in 
which PCCs promote its programs. Specifically, 
an institution’s website is now second only to 
campus visits as the most important source for 
researching colleges.18

Recruiting is one of the most important stages 
of getting students to enroll. Studies in the 
United States suggest it is “often fraught 
with confusion, misinformation, and at times, 
malfeasance on the part of institutional 
representatives.”19 The first point of contact 
for most prospective students is often a 
salesperson, despite these representatives 
having titles like admissions advisor or 
director of admissions. Common sales tactics 
can include making sure salespeople are 
personable, creating a sense of urgency, not 
letting callers off the phone, or digging deep 
into callers’ ‘hot buttons’ so they can be 
convinced that education is the solution to all 
their problems.20

How PCCs market their services to immigrant 
populations warrants particular attention 
considering the growing numbers of 
international students who are attending 
PCCs. For example, Ontario saw a 420% 
increase in international students attending 
PCCs from 2015 to 2019.21 Some PCCs have 
formal arrangements with agents working on 
commission to recruit international students 
on their behalf. Since PCCs often have lower 
entry requirements than public institutions, 
including English proficiency levels, recruiters 
will often encourage potential international 
recruits to enroll in PCCs as the easiest 
entry point to Canada and a path towards 
employment and permanent residency. A 2019 
investigation by the Globe and Mail found at 
least 2000 foreign nationals were exploited by 
recruiters for their money and labour with a 
false promise of a future in Canada.22

2 I walked in one day with a friend. I was 
looking at [public university] but I was 
going to have to do ESL studies. I went 
in to inquire but they signed us up that 
day. There was a guy that explained 
the courses. I don’t remember why we 
chose Business Administration but it was 
starting soon and he signed us up. He 
sent us to the student loan person and for 
a quick math and English test, and then 
got me to apply for a $20K loan. They told 
us we would get a grant, but I didn’t.

- PCC graduate in Business 
Administration Management

“
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I got to know about the college 
registration and student loan from 
community members. The story starts 
that we can register in this college in one 
of the programs and the government 
will give us money. The recruiter from 
the college in Calgary provided us with 
missing information and even wrong 
information, like even if I am on Income 
Support, still I can register in these 
college programs. Even [though] I told 
the recruiter that I don’t have English 
Level, still he said to us: on the lecture 
date just sign in to show that you are 
attending online, and nothing more than 
this is required from us. He promised me 
that by the end of the course I can get a 
certificate which allows me to apply for 
Canadian citizenship which requires level 
4 in English, while my English Level is 1. 

The recruiter is the one who filled 
the applications for us, he took all of 
personal information including SIN, bank 
details, copy of my ID and my address 
and he is the one who applied for us to 
get the student loan and never informed 
us that we should return the money. 
After Income Support got to know of 
this and stopped our benefits, we realize 
that these actions were not correct.. I 
advise every newcomer not to register 
in any program if he is not aware of the 
process. I advise every newcomer to 
consult his settlement worker before 
releasing his personal information to 
anyone or sign any documents that he 
doesn’t know what is written inside.

- Client of Immigrant Serving Agency in 
Alberta

“
We found out that several of our clients 
have been exploited by Private Career 
Colleges. They were recruited to enroll 
in a PCC program and sign up for 
a loan without understanding what 
they were signing up for or what their 
responsibilities are. We know of one case 
where a refugee family of two parents 
with two adult children were enrolled in 
the same courses by a PCC recruiter who 
spoke their native language. They were 
told that their income support benefits 
would not be impacted if they enrolled 
and that is untrue.

The recruiter applied for student loans 
for each of them, claiming the other 
family members as dependents on the 
student loan application. All together, 
they received over $85,000 in loans. We 
learned about this issue when they came 
to us to ask why their income assistance 
was terminated. We know of at least 30 
people affected by this enrollment scam.  
Most of these clients are not attending 
courses, nor do they know where the 
money came from. How are they going 
to pay back this money without actually 
attending an educational program 
that will boost their future income? 
Something needs to be done.

- Program Manager at an Immigrant 
Serving Agency in Alberta

“
The unethical targeting of refugee and 
newcomer populations was documented in 
Alberta during research for this report.



11

Momentum interviewed a former employee of one of the larger PCCs offering programs 
across Canada. This individual, who held leadership positions as manager and director in the 
admissions department described performance metrics for his team that included admissions 
representatives making three to five points of contact with each prospective student every day. 
He also spoke of the subjective judgement calls those admissions representatives would make 
regarding the readiness of prospective students to successfully undertake a program, and of 
how commissioned sales bonuses could influence these judgement calls.iv

In recent years, different orders of government have sought to enhance consumer protections 
against sales tactics that range from high-pressure to unethical, and it is now time to include 
PCCs among the regulated sectors.23 Most notably, the Government of Canada recently 
amended The Bank Act, to strengthen protections for consumers of federally regulated 
financial institutions. 

iv See Appendix C for additional excerpts from the interview.

Any time commission is involved, you’re going to have to be held subjectively to the 
individual sales rep and what their integrity is. Am I making this decision because I 
believe this student genuinely wants to pursue this in the future and this is the right 
course for them or am I making this decision, am I pushing or influencing this decision 
because they’re kind of interested, I know I can get them to say yes, and this yes is worth 
$1,200 to me? 

The sales rep, it’s their job to get a yes. And they know they can get a yes but let’s say the 
student isn’t 100% committed. Or let’s say there are things the admissions rep didn’t put 
in the file because it looks bad. Like oh, he’s got some drug issues or he’s homeless right 
now – these are huge red flags. How’s he going to commit to school if he’s homeless or if 
he doesn’t have a laptop or he’s currently in rehab? If we don’t know that on the executive 
team, because all the notes look fine, then we have to trust that the admissions staff is 
doing their job correctly. But most admissions staff, by the time they’re at that stage, it’s 
getting into whether they’ll be honest or if they’re going to lie to get the commission.

There is a lot of things on the consumer side that they’re going to have to figure out on 
their own. Without someone trying to influence them. They have to figure out, how is 
this going to benefit me. If they don’t have the answer to that, then you’re going to have 
a sales rep, whether us or somewhere else, that’s going to take advantage of them and 
make up the benefits.

- Former regional director of a PCC admissions department

“
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In 2017, an investigative media report uncovered stories about unethical and sometimes illegal 
sales practices from employees at Canada’s major banks.24 This led to a formal review of the 
sector by the Financial Consumer Agency of Canada (FCAC), which found “that retail banking 
culture encourages employees to sell products and services and rewards them for sales 
success. This sharp focus on sales can increase the risk of mis-selling and breaching market 
conduct obligations. The controls banks have put in place to monitor, identify, and mitigate 
these risks are insufficient.”25 As a result of the FCAC review, the Bank Act and corresponding 
regulations have been amended to strengthen financial consumer protections.

These changes to the Bank Act, to prohibit undue pressure, coercion, and taking advantage 
of consumers; to obligate bank employees to avoid misleading information and only offer 
and sell products or services that are appropriate to a customer’s financial needs and 
circumstances; and to prohibit banks from using employee remuneration practices, whether in 
payments or benefits, that undermine these enhanced consumer protections, could serve as a 
model for regulating the recruitment practices of PCCs and any third party agencies they use.  

Provisions in the Bank Act regarding Responsible Business Conduct

627.02 Training: An institution shall ensure that its officers and employees in Canada, and 
any person who offers or sells the institution’s products or services in Canada, are trained 
with respect to the policies and procedures that it has established for complying with the 
consumer provisions.

627.03 False or misleading information: No institution shall communicate or otherwise 
provide false or misleading information to a customer, the public or the commissioner.

627.04 Prohibited conduct: An institution shall not, in its dealings in Canada with its 
customers and the public, (a) impose undue pressure on a person, or coerce a person, for any 
purpose, including to obtain a product or service from a particular person — including the 
institution and any of its affiliates — as a condition for obtaining another product or service 
from the institution; (b) take advantage of a person; or (c) engage in any prescribed conduct.

627.06 Policies and procedures — appropriate products or services: An institution shall establish and 
implement policies and procedures to ensure that the products or services in Canada that it offers 
or sells to a natural person other than for business purposes are appropriate for the person having 
regard to their circumstances, including their financial needs.

627.07 Remuneration, payment or benefit: An institution shall ensure that the remuneration 
of its officers and employees in Canada — and of any person who offers or sells its products 
or services in Canada — as well as any payment or benefit that the institution offers to 
them, does not interfere with the person’s ability to comply with the policies and procedures 
referred to in section 627.06.
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Most jurisdictions in Canada have regulations 
that prohibit PCCs from making false or 
misleading claims in their advertising including 
making any guarantees of employment 
for students upon graduation. In Ontario, 
examples of advertising and marketing 
materials must be submitted when a PCC 
applies to register a program of study, while 
in Manitoba, PCCs are prohibited from stating 
or implying that international students could 
obtain visas to enter Canada in connection to 
their admission at a private vocational institute. 

The regulation of recruitment activities and 
sales practices by PCCs and any third-party 
services they may use is almost completely 
absent in Canada. Only Manitoba extends its 
advertising regulations that outline prohibited 
practices to include all communication and 
correspondence with prospective or current 
students. It is at this point where the most 
is at stake for both the institutions and the 
prospective students, and where the biggest 
opportunity exists to enhance consumer 
protection regulations. 

Recommendation 2.1: Strengthen regulations 
regarding advertising practices to include 
public and direct digital communication 
platforms and all correspondence with 
prospective students. 

Recommendation 2.2 Regulate the sales and 
recruitment practices of PCC admissions 
departments and any third-party companies 
contracted to provide these services, 
with particular attention to training and 
incentivized remuneration.  
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Tuition Fees & Financing

As mentioned, whether a prospective student 
learns of PCC programs through traditional 
advertising or digital marketing techniques, 
they frequently turn to an institution’s website 
for more information. When examining the 
websites of Canadian PCCs, it is common 
to see them legitimize their institutions and 
programs by emphasizing their connections 
to employers as well as linkages to ‘legitimacy 
providers,’ such as accreditations, associations, 
and registrations.26 PCCs tend to emphasize 
expediency, convenience, and modern hands-
on training to draw in prospective students, 
though they rarely brand themselves as 
affordable alternatives.27 

Tuition fees for PCC programs are typically 
higher than comparable programs at public 
institutions, which receive both capital and 
operating grants from federal transfers and 
provincial and territorial budget allocations. For 
instance, about 24% of the programs offered 
by PCCs in British Columbia cost over $11,000, 
and some programs can cost an average of 
$29,000.28 Focus group participants named 
program cost among their top concerns.  

It is rare that PCCs publish their tuition and 
other program costs (e.g. textbooks, materials 
and supplies) on their websites. While 
governments may make this information 
available through their own databases, as is 
the case in Alberta through the ALIS Directory, 
it is unlikely that someone would seek out this 
information anywhere other than a school’s 
website. Despite a recent regulatory change 
in British Columbia that mandates PCCs to 
publish their program costs online, it can still 
be a challenge to find this information.

It is common practice for PCCs to require 
prospective students to submit an online 
form, sharing their email and phone number, 
and subsequently communicate with a 
recruitment or admissions officer to receive 
this most basic piece of information. This 
makes them susceptible to high-pressure 
sales tactics. 

3

A lot of schools avoid putting the tuition 
on their website because of sticker 
shock. That potential student might see 
the $16,000 fee, or whatever it is, and 
change their mind before they even get 
past that first step. We can’t compete 
with the public institutions based on the 
grant system and the budgets that they 
have, so tuition at a private college is 
going to always be higher.

- Executive leader of a PCC with sites 
across Western Canada

“
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By contrast, information on student financial 
assistance features much more prominently 
on PCC websites. The reliance on loans 
is partly because PCC students tend to be 
more socio-economically vulnerable and 
are also less likely to have personal savings, 
employment, or family income to pay for their 
school tuition and fees.29 More than half (56%) 
PCC students access provincial, territorial, 
or federal government loans to finance 
their training. Focus group participants 
shared that the promotion of student loans 
was a common part of the sales process.  
Prospective students may be able to access 
lines of credit through mainstream financial 
institutions, though not all banks extend their 
student lines of credit to individuals looking to 
enroll in PCC programs. 

Apart from loans, 17% of PCC students 
accessed government assistance or grants 
such as employment insurance payments 
or workers’ compensation benefits.30 The 
federal government transfers approximately 
$3 billion annually to provinces and territories 
to support labour market and workforce 
development. These funds are allocated 
to diverse activities including training and 
employment programming, job creation 
partnerships, targeted wage subsidies, and 
grants for individuals and employers to cover 
training fees and other costs.31 Both levels 
of government publish lists of education 
institutions, including PCCs, where people 
can seek training using labour market and 
workforce development funds.v 

I would give less of a rating if Google 
would allow it. After being forced to give 
my contact information before being 
given any pertinent information about 
the specific course I was interested in, 
they still refused to tell me what the cost 
for the program was (something pretty 
important to a potential student).

When I communicated very clearly 
that I was no longer interested, due 
to the lack of, and refusal to provide, 
communication, my phone number 
was taken off their list and they never 
called me again. About 3 months later I 
received 2 emails, 3 days apart, generic 
copy and paste messages about fall 
and the weather with multiple font 
colour changes that read more like 
newsletters from a high school friend 
who got sucked into a pyramid scheme 
than anything professional from an 
educational institution.

Bottom line, do NOT trust an educational 
institution that refuses to provide you 
basic information about the course 
before locking you in to meetings and 
multiple phone calls, emails, etc. If they 
have to be that sneaky about the way 
they inform potential students what the 
costs of their education will be, I have no 
doubt they are incredibly sneaky about 
other important details as well.

- Online review, 2021

“

v Examples include the federal Designated Learning Institutions List and Alberta’s Training and Employment 
Services Directory.
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One such program is Ontario Second Careers 
(now called Better Jobs Ontario). This 
program offers up to $28,000 to individuals 
seeking skills training to cover tuition, books 
and other instructional costs, transportation 
and a $500/week living allowance. In late 2020, 
eight employees and a former student of the 
Royal Institute of Science and Management 
(RISM) in Markham, Ontario were charged 
with fraud and other offences for allegedly 
recruiting students to apply to Ontario Second 
Careers, pay tuition to RISM, not actually 
attend classes, and still receive a diploma.32 

In response to the unprecedented levels 
of unemployment and other disruptions 
to the labour market brought by the 
COVID-19 pandemic, the Government of 
Canada committed an additional 1.5 billion 
through the provincial/territorial Workforce 
Development Agreements. The purpose of 
this investment is to ensure that those most 
impacted by the pandemic have access to 
employment training opportunities. PCCs 
are likely to benefit from a portion of these 
new investments. It is important to ensure 
that public dollars are directed at the 
reputable providers, not those that engage in 
exploitative consumer practices or fraudulent 
activities. 

Price is a top consideration when consumers 
are making decisions about how to spend 
their money. When the product involves not 
just a significant amount of money, but also a 
significant investment of time and often taking 
on the burden of debt, consumers should 
have easy access to information regarding 
the costs they will incur. When public funds 
are involved, whether through student loans 
or other adult education and employment 
training program funding, greater scrutiny is 
required to ensure proper use of these funds. 

Recommendation 3.1: Regulate the 
transparent publication and accessibility of 
full program costs in all online and printed 
marketing materials.  

Recommendation 3.2: Subject PCC 
programs for which individuals can access 
public funding to higher standards and 
greater scrutiny. 

I found it strange that they were so eager 
to get me to sign OSAP forms [Ontario 
Student Assistance Program]. It was 
at this point in what was supposed to 
be a tour of the location that they had 
the forms to “free” government money 
going straight to them and I would be 
shouldering the rest of my life right at 
the end. Their financial officer also did 
their best to coerce me into signing it 
right away. Please do your best to avoid 
this institution.
 

- Online review, 2017 

“
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Learning Experience

Student reflections and reviews of issues 
related to their learning experience commonly 
refer to issues with the content and the quality 
of instruction. 

Jurisdictions across Canada have meaningful 
regulations and practices in place to 
ensure that PCC programs include relevant 
curriculum and learning resources when 
undergoing initial review for registration, 
designation, or accreditation.vi Most 
jurisdictions require the input of industry or 
other subject matter experts as part of the 
curriculum development process. However, 
once programs are approved, it is common 
that they are offered for years without being 
subjected to subsequent reviews to ensure 
that the program content and instruction 
methods are up to date. In fact, the Auditor 
General of Ontario found nearly 1,400 
outdated programs being delivered by PCCs, 
despite legislation that mandates such 
reviews every five years. 

4

vi Different terms are used by different jurisdictions to describe PCC programs that pass the approval process. 

Programs are never reviewed. There’s 
nothing regulatory that says programs 
have to get updated. Things change in 
our occupation fields all the time, and 
it’s our responsibility to update those to 
reflect the marketplace needs. There are 
no oversight eyes for that. That’s where 
the profit model works. If we fall behind 
no one’s going to come to our school. 
So, if we’re not meeting the needs of the 
student [to learn how to provide services 
their future clients are looking for], we’re 
not going to be enrolling students. That’s 
where an ethical business operates from. 
It depends on the sector or the career, 
but if we don’t stay current, we can’t stay 
in business. So even though there’s no 
official program review, if schools are 
not updating their programs and not 
updating their materials, their facilities, 
my belief is they’ll eventually fail.

In Alberta, the health care programs 
have been reviewed because they 
changed the requirement for the health 
care aide, so Alberta Health Services 
was heavily involved in that. Part of 
their motivation was that too many of 
the personal care workers that were 
being recruited at private colleges didn’t 
have the language skills to do the job. 
So, if you’re administering medication 
or following nutrition protocols, and 
you don’t have the language skills to 
do that, that’s a significant problem. So 
that was part of the motivation they had 
for standardizing their programs and 
admission requirements. 

- Executive leader of a PCC with six sites 
across Western Canada

“
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Ontario has very detailed regulations outlining the qualifications required of instructional staff. 
To be employed at a PCC in this province, an instructor must: 

• Have at least four combined years of experience working in the vocation and/or teaching 
a related program within the past 10 years, or

• Have at least two combined years of experience working in the vocation and/or teaching 
a related program within the past 10 years plus one of the following educational 
requirements:
• A Bachelor’s degree from a Canadian university or other equivalent post-secondary 

institution outside of Canada
• Graduation from a college of applied arts and technology in Ontario or an equivalent 

institution outside of Ontario
• Graduation from a private career college registered in Ontario or an equivalent 

institution outside of Ontario
• A valid certificate of qualification issued under the Ontario College of Trades and 

Apprenticeship Act, 2009 or an equivalent certificate issued under legislation of 
another province or territory of Canada

• Have the qualifications required by regulatory bodies that have specific qualifications for 
instructors where present. 

Other provinces have less-specific regulations. In Alberta, PCCs must submit information 
regarding the qualifications of the instructors for each program they are seeking to register, so 
it is information that the regulatory body considers when approving a program. A best practice 
would be to establish the minimum requirements in regulations that can be monitored and 
enforced.

Recommendation 4.1: Require the periodic review and re-evaluation of PCC program 
curriculum content and learning materials.

Recommendation 4.2: Ensure and uphold minimum standards and qualifications for 
instructors through regulation and oversight. 
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DO NOT GO HERE!!!!!! I am very upset that 
I made the mistake of attending this college. 
First, they did not give us our textbooks 
we had to wait 7 months to get them. We 
as a class had to phone head office many, 
many  times and fight the college for over 
7 months to get the textbooks that we paid 
for!!! The head lady did not want to give us 
what we paid for, it is only through many 
phone [calls], letters written and the call 
to a lawyer’s office did we finally receive 
what we paid for. Also, they cannot keep a 
teacher for more than 2 months. Over the 
course of the 10-month program we have 
had 7 different teachers because they keep 
on quitting because [PCC] is a terrible place 
to work. They treated instructors poorly and 
when we finally got a good instructor who 
cared about us she was fired …DON’T GO 
HERE, DON’T GO HERE, DON’T GO HERE.

- Online review, 2020

It feels like they’ll just bring anybody in to 
teach. After I graduated the program, they 
sent me an email to ask if I wanted to be a 
teacher. They’re asking anybody pretty much 
to be teachers, which can be frustrating when 
you’re paying that much, because my course 
was about $15,000. And like I said, I’m still 
paying that off and still struggling with that.

- Focus group participant 

Advertised as full time but only a couple hours 
a day. I paid $10,000 out of pocket for heavy 
equipment course that turned out to be a 
safety course that is worthless. It will not get 
you a job in the field. You have the exact same 
opportunity if you don’t do that the course.

- Online review, 2018

First and foremost, I’d like to say that the school and program are not worth the price, reputation 
or the awards received in the past or present. The initial program registration is not based or 
your wants or needs, it is based on the spots needed to be filled in the program. The education 
consultants at [PCC] are just salespeople.

When entering the school, you are introduced to cheap computers, unusable software and limited 
resources, which is surprising since the current total cost of this program is over $14,000. The 
same is charged to go to a university. There is a constant rotation of instructors, which leads to 
inconsistency. It gets difficult to learn the material and get good grades when different instructors 
have different teaching styles and marking methods.

Their advertisements lie about their classroom style of teaching. The courses are all theory based; 
they do not prepare you for a real position in the job market. The company leads you to believe 
you are learning a valuable new area of law, when in fact the school constantly changes and 
removes valuable courses and textbooks, leading to lean on partial digital scanned text pages.

The employment counselors are constantly changing as well. With the inconsistency, they 
struggle to make job connections and job leads to secure employment after you graduate. For 
example, I told the school multiple times that I did not have a license, yet they sent me on the only 
job lead to a interview for a position that required a licence. I looked misinformed and foolish.

 - Online review, 2019

“

“ “

“
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Post-PCC Outcomes

Graduation rates, employment outcomes, 
and finances such as earnings and student 
debt are often discussed in the context of 
post-PCC outcomes. In general, graduation 
rates are high among Canadian PCC 
students, averaging around 80% depending 
on the study examined.33 In addition to 
the high rate of graduation, one study 
also found PCC education helped PCC 
students ‘to feel more valued in Canadian 
society’ and is positively linked to personal 
development such as increased self-
confidence and transformative identity.34 

Compared to public counterparts, PCC 
employment outcomes tend to lag on a host 
of economic outcomes, including income 
and unemployment rates.35 In a 2015 study,  
most PCC graduates were working after their 
programs, but only about 58% surveyed 
were employed full-time or 30 hours or more 
and had modest median income of around 
$35,001. 36 

Of course, there are a host of reasons for 
unemployment beyond the control of PCC 
institutions, but some PCC students (25%) 
reported encountering difficulty with having 
their PCC education recognized in their 
pursuit of employment or their education 
was outdated to the employment of their 
chosen field.This suggests a lack of oversight 
to ensure PCC schools are providing the most 
up-to-date training.37 

The PCC sector often faces criticisms because 
many of its students have trouble paying 
off their student loans. According to the 
latest Canada Student Loans Program data, 
the average loan balance in the 2018-2019 
loan year was $11,041 for PCC students. It is 
slightly higher compared to college students 
($10,242) but lower compared to university 
students ($17,200), whose programs generally 
take longer to complete.38 

5 I learned about business plan writing, 
payroll. It was to qualify me to work in 
payroll and HR. I couldn’t find any jobs 
though. There was no practicum. No job 
support. There were about 12 of us in 
the program but only two people found 
a job and one of them was hired by 
the PCC. It just leaves so many people 
with debt and not a lot of options. I 
feel like when I show an employer my 
diploma it is not an asset. People that 
are considering the college don’t know 
that. I was a newcomer and didn’t 
know about their reputation. I wouldn’t 
recommend this college to anyone. 
The reason I took that program was to 
change my life but that didn’t happen. 
I just had an added expense of the 
student loan when I graduated.

- PCC graduate in Business 
Administration Management

“
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PCC graduates had three times higher 
default rates than graduates from 
public universities.39

PCC students who have trouble making 
payments on time, are often not aware of 
available financing options to make the 
payments more manageable, such as the 
federal Repayment Assistance Program.40 

Factoring in earnings with student loans, 
studies found PCCs often do not pay off for 
the average student.41 Researchers caution 
that these modest economic outcomes are not 
necessarily indicative of a causal effect of these 
institutions. Rather, part of the explanation 
for poorer economic outcomes is that for-
profit colleges tend to serve students from 
more disadvantaged backgrounds.42 Many of 
the preceding recommendations could go a 
long way towards setting PCC students up for 
greater success upon graduation. 

It is reasonable to expect prospective students 
to look into whether there is high demand 
for the occupations they are considering 
and what they can expect regarding salaries 
and working conditions upon graduation. 
This data is readily available from a variety 
of government sources and many PCCs 
use this data when promoting different 
programs of study. A gap exists, however, in 
accessing verified information regarding basic 
performance indicators of individual PCCs, 
and their respective programs – specifically 
graduation rates, and employment rates 
within a graduate’s field of study. 

Alberta conducts both PCC graduate and 
employer satisfaction surveys every two years 
and publishes the reports online. While these 
surveys offer a high-level overview of how 

the sector is performing, they provide little 
insight into the sources of issues highlighted 
by some of the data. For example, in the 
most recent employer satisfaction survey, 
employers of PCC graduates were asked to 
rate graduate preparedness on a variety of 
skills and abilities. 72% of employers felt their 
employees were well prepared or very well 
prepared with job-specific knowledge gained 
during post-secondary education, and 65% 
gave “well prepared or very well prepared” 
ratings regarding specialized tool, machine, 
equipment, or software skills.43 There is no 
way for prospective students (or oversight 
bodies for that matter) to know which PCCs 
are preparing their graduates well or very well 
to meet the needs and expectations of future 
employers, and which ones are not effectively 
preparing many students for a job.

The one big negative that stood out to 
me is there was I graduated with honors, 
but there was someone in our class in 
our program that struggled, and they 
basically just push the person through. 
So even though I did all my hard work, 
and, and still my marks reflected that, 
but it was frustrating to see someone 
who really wasn’t dedicated in the 
school, I think for their statistics was 
pushing them through, letting them 
take the test over and over and over and 
over and over again, till they pass the 
program. The other negative was the 
cost, like someone mentioned, but the 
program was ridiculous. I’m still paying 
off a student loan, I don’t even work in 
that field. They didn’t really prepare me 
well enough for the reality of it.

- Focus group participant

“
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PCCs across the country must report graduate 
data to the respective government oversight 
bodies each year, and in most cases also 
conduct follow-up surveys of their graduates. 
However, verifying or validating this data is 
extremely challenging for oversight bodies. In 
fact, the public reporting of graduate outcomes 
is one of the two recommendations from the 
B.C. Ombudsperson’s report that has not yet 
been implemented.44

Ontario for its part, does publish graduation 
and employment data of specific PCCs, 
however the recent report from the Auditor 
General highlighted issues with both the 
timeliness and methodological approach used 
by the contracted agency that gathers and 
compiles this data.45 If prospective students 
are to make informed choices about where 
and what to study, they must have access to 
adequate, accurate, and timely information 
from independently verified sources. 

Recommendation 5.1 Make independently 
verified data regarding graduation rates and 
employment in field of study publicly available 
to prospective students.

All certified institutions must submit 
student data reports to PTIB (Private 
Training Institutes Branch) for each 
student who was enrolled in or 
completed an approved program during 
the institution’s previous fiscal year.

In addition, certain institutions are 
required to use their best efforts to report 
student-level employment outcomes 
to PTIB in relation to certain approved 
programs. The fact that not all institutions 
are required to report thisndata means 
that PTIB has an incomplete view of these 
institutions’ success in preparing students 
for future employment.

Moreover, PTIB has told our office that 
it does not intend to publish the student 
employment outcome data it does receive 
because it is self-reported by institutions 
and PTIB has no way of validating it.

We appreciate the challenges PTIB faces 
in terms of ensuring the quality of the 
student data it receives and the problem 
these challenges present to the question 
of publishing such data.

We encourage the ministry to further 
consider establishing a requirement 
for all certified institutions to report 
student outcomes, and PTIB to continue 
to look for opportunities to report 
such outcomes publicly. The ministry 
has told us that it also “recognizes 
the importance of public reporting 
on student employment outcomes” 
and is looking at options to collect 
information in a way that would meet 
the recommendation. 

- The Office of the Ombudsperson. 
“Final report on the implementation of 

recommendations from In the Public 
interest: Protecting students through 

effective oversight of private career 
training institutions.” (August 2021).

“
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Conclusion

The COVID-19 pandemic, coupled with 
significant shifts in the labour market are 
disrupting higher education in ways that could 
exacerbate the risk to vulnerable individuals 
seeking options to further their education and 
training through PCC programs.

When public health officials mandated 
the closure all non-essential workplaces, 
educational institutions shifted their program 
delivery to online platforms almost overnight. 
This rapid acceleration to adopt online 
learning tools by both education providers 
and students reduces costly barriers to setting 
up and running PCCs such as the need for 
infrastructure like classrooms, faculty offices, 
and student amenities. At the same time, 
interest in micro-credentialing is growing 
among industries and governments as a 
learning path for upskilling and reskilling 
employees. On one hand, these trends could 
increase choice and accessibility for students. 
On the other, unfair consumer practices 
that already exist among some PCCs could 
become even more difficult to address.

In the absence of adequate quality assurance 
mechanisms and with limited impartial 
information available about PCCs, student 
consumers, who tend to be more socio-
economically vulnerable compared to their 
public college counterparts, struggle to make 
an informed choice about their education. 
For the PCCs that are operating with integrity 
and transparency, the issues outlined in this 
report impact the reputations and credibility 
of the entire sector. Now, more than ever, 
policy makers must raise the bar for private 
career colleges to protect student consumers 
and ensure they have a relevant and useful 
training experience.

As the Canadian labour market 
recovers from the pandemic, adult 
education will be pivotal in ensuring 
that individuals have the right tools 
to adapt to the new skills the market 
demands. Skills acquisition is a moving 
target that needs a dynamic response. 
Therefore, governments need to pursue 
a comprehensive adult education 
and training strategy centred around 
public and private sector collaboration 
to identify skills needs and barriers, 
and to support the development and 
implementation of strategies to ensure 
the strategy’s effectiveness. The goal 
should be to prepare the workforce 
to thrive in an environment of rapidly 
changing demand for skills and more 
frequent disruption. Governments 
also need to recognize the limitations 
of training by businesses, and be 
prepared themselves to provide 
high-quality training support to 
disadvantaged individuals and the 
long-term unemployed.  

- Parisa Mahboub & Momanyi Mokaya. 
“The Skills Imperative: Workforce 

Development Strategies Post-COVID.” 
Commentary 609. C.D. Howe Institute. 

(2021).

“
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APPENDIX A: Focus Group Summary 

Momentum partnered with Constellation Consulting Group to conduct focus groups with 
individuals in six provincial/territorial regions across Canada to better understand the lived 
experience of PCC education.  Individuals with current or recent (within the last 5 years) 
experience with PCC education in Canada were engaged via online focus groups targeted to 
individuals who had studied at PCCs in Atlantic Canada, Quebec, Ontario, the Prairies, British 
Columbia, and Northern Territories/Northern provincial regions. 

Using an online format prevented possible pandemic-related restrictions from disrupting the 
process and allowed individuals to participate even if they were uncomfortable with in-person 
group gatherings. Online engagement also enabled participants to participate in the groups 
anonymously, if they so chose (e.g., without video or their name appearing on-screen). A $25 
honorarium was offered to all attendees. The purpose of the focus groups was to further shed 
light on the issues currently known to exist and to potentially uncover new ones.  Focus groups 
enable participants to share details about their experiences, attitudes, feelings, beliefs, and 
reactions in a way that is not often feasible using other methods.

The focus group format and guide were collaboratively developed by Momentum and 
Constellation Consulting. The questions were translated, and a French-language facilitator was 
available through Constellation Consulting for participants more comfortable sharing their 
experience in French. 

In total, 37 individuals from across Canada provided their perspectives on their experiences 
from over ten different PCCs. Most participants had recently or were currently attending a PCC 
and included the following demographics:

• 68% were women, 29% men, 3% gender diverse
• 39% were in the 25-34 age range, 32% were 35-44 age range, 13% were 18-24, and the 

rest were over 45
• 52% indicated their person pre-tax income was $35,000/year or less
• 37% identified as White, 27% as Black, 7% as Southeast Asian, 7% as Indigenous, 3% as 

Latin American.

Reasons for Attending a PCC

Focus group participants were asked why they had chosen to attend a PCC. The most common 
reasons articulated by participants were: 

• Wanting to upgrade their skills and/or pursue a new career
• Convenience of the PCC option (e.g., location, flexible schedule, online options, shorter 

program, part-time options, etc.)
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Others indicated that they had seen advertising about the PCC that had resonated with them. 
While some participants indicated that the PCC they chose was more affordable than a similar 
university program, others said their PCC choice was more expensive (though shorter). Several 
participants indicated that the school they chose had a good reputation and offered support 
(e.g., help with loans, help with registration, help finding a job, etc.).

Expectations Versus Reality

When asked whether their PCC experience met their expectations, most focus group 
participants (54%) indicated that it had not met their expectations, while others felt that it had, 
or had somewhat met their expectations. 

Among participants for whom expectations were not met, reasons included: 
• Finding out the school was not accredited
• Feeling they had paid too much for the school
• Not being able to find a job after graduation
• Finding the quality of instruction very poor
• Feeling they did not learn anything
• Feeling the school had made promises that weren’t kept (e.g. that they would provide 

support in employment searches, that there would be funding available to cover the 
costs, etc.)

Among participants for whom expectations were met, reasons included: 
• They felt they learned a lot
• They gained employment as a result
• They gained employment more quickly as a result
• They appreciated the flexibility of the school (especially for students with children)
• The instructors were helpful.

Positive and Negative Aspects of PCC Education

When asked about positive aspects of their PCC education experience, focus group participants 
said that PCC instructors were engaging and committed and that they made deep connections with 
both other students and faculty/staff in the program. Several participants also mentioned that the 
flexibility offered through PCCs worked well for their life situations (e.g., being a single parent).
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When asked about negative aspects of their PCC education experience, focus group 
participants said they felt that the college they had attended had unclear academic standards 
and that the quality of instruction was low. Some participants indicated that they experienced 
racism and xenophobia at their school, while others felt there was little support for students 
(e.g., no support with student loans, no accommodations for illness or life circumstances, 
ignoring student complaints, etc.).  Some participants also indicated that the cost of the school 
was high compared to the quality of their educational experience. 

Recommendations for Government

When asked what the government could do to help regulate PCCs to improve student 
experiences, focus group participants had many suggestions.  Overall, participants felt that 
more government oversight and/or regulation was needed with respect to PCCs. The three 
most common suggestions emerging from the discussions were: 

1. Regulate PCCs to ensure PCC instructors are qualified. 
2. Prohibit unaccredited PCCs from operating in Canada. 
3. Mandate a tuition/fee cap for PCCs.

Other suggestions included: ensuring PCCs meet a defined set of standards; monitoring PCCs 
to ensure graduates are getting jobs in the fields in which they are promised jobs; reviewing 
PCC curriculum to ensure it is high quality; regulating how PCCs can be advertised; publishing 
PCC fees publicly; disallowing student loans for programs at unaccredited PCCs; and creating 
policies against racism within PCCs. 
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APPENDIX B: Online Google Review Data Analysis Summary

An analysis of Google reviews was conducted to discover different analytical insights such as 
recurring themes and patterns at various PCCs across Canada. This was achieved by collecting a 
total of 40,479 reviews from 1020 PCCs across Canada that were left by students between 2010-
2022. Google reviews were scraped using a tool called Outscraper and data was stored in CSV files.

Share of Ratings by Province

Natural Language Processing Approach

Review text data from each province was cleaned to prepare it for analysis as follows:
• Positive reviews were dropped from the dataset (ratings 4 and 5) so only negative 

reviews were analyzed (ratings 1,2,3)
• Reviews that had only had a star rating with no text review were discarded   
• Reviews that were from clients were discarded: Certain PCCs offer services to the public 

(e.g., hair styling, cooking schools) as part of the work experience component of the 
programs. Discarding reviews from clients of these services kept the analysis focused on 
reviews left by students

• All symbols and numbers were removed
• All uppercase letters were converted to lowercase
• Words (Stopwords) that do not add much context to the text were also removed (e.g., I, 

and, the, this, that etc.)
• Lemmatization was used on the text to reduce inflectional forms and derivationally 

related forms of a word to a common base form (e.g.,  am, are, is --> be)
• Tokenization was used on the text from all reviews to convert it to a list of separate words.
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Total Negative Reviews by Province:

Thematic Analysis

Word clouds, N-grams & word trees were used to breakdown and visualize the reviews to 
uncover common themes. 

Word  Clouds are a quick and easy way to get a high-level visual overview of frequent words 
found in reviews. Word clouds of the top 50 most frequently used adjectives and nouns were 
created to highlight the common descriptions students used about their PCC experiences. 
N-grams are words or combinations of words broken out by the number of words in that 
combination (e.g., unigram has one word, bigram combines two words, trigram combines 
three words.) N-grams are useful for cutting out the noise from text data breaking down large 
amounts of text into meaningful segments that help identify the roots of common themes. 

Province Negative Reviews Analyzed
Alberta 695
British Columbia 905
Manitoba 114
New Brunswick 51
Newfoundland & Labrador 5
Northwest Territories 0
Nova Scotia 55
Nunavut 0
Ontario 2117
Prince Edward Island 3
Quebec 459
Saskatchewan 51
Yukon 1
Total 4,456
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Using natural language processing, the list 
of tokens (overall and by province) were 
converted to trigrams to uncover common 
themes in the overall data. A set of three 
words that co-occur as trigrams may not 
give meaningful phrases. Thus, a Pointwise 
Mutual Information (PMI) score was used 
to assign a probability to each trigram and 
measure the trigrams that commonly co-
occurred. A high PMI score indicates strong 
association between words & will likely 
form a meaningful phrase. For example, 
“unprofessional driving school” is more 
meaningful than “unprofessional staff say” 
and thus will have a higher PMI score. 
However, in some instances PMI score may 
not be completely accurate due to the removal 
of certain stopwords from phrases. 

Common trigrams with high PMI scores found 
in the review data include: “hard, earned, 
money”, “give, zero, star”, “worst, experience, 
ever”, “waste, time, money” and “never, 
recommend, anyone.”

Top 10 Trigrams from overall negative review 
dataset:     

Word Trees were used to discover common 
words that most often follow or proceed 
a target word (e.g., ‘Instructor extremely 
unprofessional’ or 'unprofessional customer 
service'). The more often a word shows up 
the greater is size compared to other words 
that don't show up as often. Target words 
were selected from the list of top 50 nouns 
and adjectives based on how much context 
they would give. For instance, the word 
“unprofessional” is likely to give more context 
than the word “bad” as its more detailed. The 
top 200 trigrams (based on PMI score) that 
contained these target words were identified 
and were then used to create Word Trees.

Trigram PMI Score
hard, earned, money 15.760995993107051

give, zero, star 14.044691298332086

help, find, job 13.160736550721502

worst, experience, ever 12.319056956245056

truck, driving, school 12.16109036016639

could, give, star 12.05366145183664

never, recommend, anyone 11.858398299532457

stay, away, school, 11.525375700259811

worst, college, ever 11.227226950219599

waste, time, money 10.91996577968268
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Other themes uncovered from Word Trees include:
• Teachers: There's both positive and negative sentiment when it comes to teachers. 

Negative: Unprofessional, rude, can’t speak English, don't care about students, don't 
know anything, colleges are a waste of time and money because of teachers

• Class: Issues with class sizes being overcrowded, small classroom, too many people. 
YouTube videos used to teach

• Job: Lack of job support, struggle to find jobs, fake placement rates, false promise 
about jobs

• Training: Don't give proper training, training is of low quality
• Care: Don't care about students, only care about money
• Education: low/poor quality education, contacting and complaining to the ministry of 

education
• Information: False, wrong, misleading information given
• Health: Students mental health affected, school unsupportive about it
• Fraud: Fraud allegations
• Fake: Fake degree, fake positive reviews, fake employment rates
• Racist: Discriminatory advertisement, racist remarks, stereotype.

 



31

APPPENDIX C: Excerpts from interview with former regional director of PCC 
admissions department. 

Could you give an overview of your experience working for the private career college?

I worked there for a little over a year. I was hired to manage the admissions team which is 
essentially their sales team to get more admissions and make sure they stick – that [students] 
actually follow through their courses. I was promoted to director of the admissions department 
after about three months because I exceeded their expectations for admissions so I was 
promoted to director and I was director for the remainder of my term there. As a manager I 
oversaw thirty people and as a director I oversaw about 200. 

What can you share about the different channels that prospective students got into the 
admissions pipeline through?

Obviously, there’s our website, which they could go to, but most don’t. We have ads 
everywhere through social media. I really had my team focus on the social media aspect 
where, if someone reached out via Facebook, that we responded with an initial email and that 
there would be a text and a voicemail every single time. 

Could you talk about the different steps in the admissions pipeline?

So, this is going to be subjective to the admission sales rep themselves and what they’re 
comfortable with. The minimum contact points they wanted were three per day. My team got 
a lot more successful in terms of getting a hold of students and getting them more interested 
because the follow ups that we were using weren’t just, “Hey have you made your mind up 
yet? Can you call and let me know?” It was actually giving them something of value in return. 
So, there were at least three touch points of communication per student minimum per day. My 
team usually did about five. Three of them were just the standard and then maybe two creative 
follow-ups on top of that.
 
Was there a metric for when a prospective student would be considered a dead end?

No not really. The moment they’re in our system, they’re in our system basically until they die, 
you know what I mean? Like, until they no longer respond, there’s a possibility of them doing 
this [starting a program] down the road. It still happens. Unless they choose another college or 
move to another country where it’s no longer possible, we’re going to try to reach out to them. 

How many points of contact would it take to move someone to the next step and register?

There’s the odd one that’s like five points of contact or less, but that’s like a unicorn. In truth, 
the amount of contact it would take to move a student from interested to applying to actually 
committing to a start date and starting their courses is anywhere between 12-15 points of contact.
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Once someone is ready to register, what were the next steps?

They would then go through our SFP department which is Student Financial Planning to make 
sure that they can afford this and that they have their finances set up and in order. Admissions 
and the SFP worked hand in hand. Once SFP had everything set in terms of their financing and 
the admissions team has the commitment from the student that they’re going to start, the next 
step is Student Services. 

One of my biggest points of frustration was student services not being as good as we would 
say they are. You know, our staff was trained to say that we were going to take care of you and 
honestly a lot of complaints that our students had was really just simple stuff like they couldn’t 
log in to the portal to start the course. And then you’d have students that would constantly 
miss their start date, and if after a period of time they still can’t figure out how to start, we have 
to cut them off. Student Services just really never got better at helping students or guiding 
them through their course work. 

They had a different view of it because Student Services didn’t get commission like the sales 
team did. You know what I mean? The sales reps had pretty good commission, depending on 
not just the application but the student actually starting their course and staying with it. They 
had to stay in it for a while to get the commission. In the sales department you can get like, 
$5,000, $6,000, $8,000, $10,000 plus dollars on top of your paycheque. Some of the lower ones 
being like $2,000, $3,000 – so that’s a real commission. Student Services get small, like really 
small, like $20 bonuses so long as they do all these metrics. When their commission cheque 
comes in, it’s like an extra $180, and extra $120, an extra $80, no one really cares. 

At which point in the process are the prospective students assessed to make sure they meet 
the eligibility requirements for the program? 

That’s going to be split between the admissions rep and Student Services. The admissions rep, 
it’s their job to basically get that information and make the decision that a student is capable of 
doing this course.  Now, keep in mind, commission is involved, right? And metrics are involved. 

Any time commission is involved, you’re going to have to be held subjectively to the individual 
sales rep and what their integrity is. Like, am I making this decision because I believe this 
student genuinely wants to pursue this in the future and this is the right course for them or 
am I making this decision, am I pushing or influencing this decision because they’re kind of 
interested, I know I can get them to say yes, and this yes is worth $1,200 to me?
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The sales rep, it’s their job to get a yes. And they know they can get a yes but let’s say the 
student isn’t 100% committed. Or let’s say there are things the admissions rep didn’t put in the 
file because it looks bad. Like oh, he’s got some drug issues or he’s homeless right now –these 
are huge red flags. How’s he going to commit to school if he’s homeless or if he doesn’t have 
a laptop or he’s currently in rehab? If we don’t know that on the executive team, because all 
the notes look fine, then we have to trust that the admissions staff is doing their job correctly. 
But most admissions staff, by the time they’re at that stage, it’s getting into whether they’ll be 
honest or if they’re going to lie to get the commission. Because a lot of the admissions staff, 
they’re not going to care. They just want to get the admission because, number one, it’s going 
to hit their numbers, and number two, they’re going to get paid for it, very handsomely.

Now if Student Services talks to them and let’s say the student spills the beans and says 
“yeah, like, I’m currently homeless, or I’m currently in rehab or I’m currently going through 
this and this,” that’s when the Student Services will report back to the admissions rep and the 
admissions rep will try to rectify the issue with Student Services and explain their side, and if 
they can’t come to a decision, that’s when they bring in a manager to oversee the decision.

Do you have any thoughts around changes to legislation or to the regulations that govern the 
private college sector that would better protect students from some of these practices? 

It's going to revolve around people doing their own research. You can’t just trust these major 
corporations because they’re going to lie to you. They just are. Nowhere on paper, in any of the 
scripts, in any of the processes, in any of what I’ve seen does it say that we are recognized as 
this, this, or this across Canada. It doesn’t say that because we’re not. So, if you get a degree 
from us and you go to those companies, and say hey, here’s my [name of school] certificate, 
they’re going to look at it and say “I don’t know what that is. I don’t recognize it.” And you’re 
not going to get that job there.

There is a lot of things on the consumer side that they’re going to have to figure out on their 
own. Without someone trying to influence them. They have to figure out, how is this going to 
benefit me. If they don’t have the answer to that, then you’re going to have a sales rep, whether 
us or somewhere else, that’s going to take advantage of them and make up the benefits.  
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