“Classroom Chaos”

‘B.C.’s private education industry gets a failing grade’
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It was momentary bedlam when another private career college in Vancouver suddenly went belly up last June. The nearly 100 students and teachers found their Burrard Street classrooms empty, the computers gone, office files in disarray and a note on the door declaring Corporate Communi-cations Training College had ceased operations. Media reports painted a scene of frantic students in a panic over lost tuition fees and no diploma to show for it. Foreign students like Jung-Ho Park, 25, of Korea desperately scrambled through college filing cabinets seeking records to prove she had been registered. Others, like website design student Pan Liu of China, spoke fearfully of being deported – their visas allowed them in Canada only if they were studying at the college. Marketing student Erin McIntyre declared she had blown five months and thousands of dollars by learning business practices “from the most disreputable business school around.” And the owner of the school, Lance Bracken? He reportedly fled to Thailand. 

The school’s collapse was far from an isolated event. The motley collection of private training colleges and language schools scattered around the city and across the province is the setting for an all-too-common scenario: every now and then one gets in trouble and then hastily closes its doors, leaving stranded students wailing about wasted fees. 

The students at CCT College were lucky. An official from the B.C. government’s private college regulatory agency showed up at the ransacked offices promising partial refunds of their tuition fees, worth about $150,000 in total, from a provincial fund. The students were also encouraged to seek placement in other local schools. The damage was quickly swept away. It seemed an efficient handling of a marginal industry’s minor problem with no great consequences. 

Except that the industry isn’t marginal, the problem may cost the economy tens of millions of dollars and the potential flow of new students to Vancouver from China is hardly inconsequential. 

Every time a private career college or English as a Second Language (ESL) school collapses in B.C., an enormous but unacknowledged local industry takes another hit. There are 550 private career colleges around the province, most of them in the Lower Mainland, offering everything from computer training to cosmetology, acupuncture to xerography. There are also more than 200 ESL schools in the province. Combined, these private businesses handle 120,000 students a year, while colleges and universities attract another 27,000. Annually, the industry generates an estimated $2 billion in B.C. economic activity – more in spin-offs than the film industry here, according to a report by the BC Progress Board. The tally includes tuition, salaries, facility costs and what students spend on food, travel, recreation and lodging.

While they may look young and carefree, the international students smoking at break time outside the dozens of ESL colleges on downtown Vancouver streets are a profitable clientele for B.C. schools. “They find the learning environment a lot more laid back, and many of my students used to skip a lot of classes,” says Kristen Thompson, a 26-year-old Vancouverite who taught at GEOS Language Academies in Japan and Vancouver. “But since they’re paying their own big money for it, they ultimately tend to get serious enough to pass.” 

