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Public Colleges Oversight
Ministry of Colleges and Universities

1.0 Summary
Twenty-four publicly assisted colleges in Ontario 
annually offer over 3,000 certificate, diploma, degree 
and apprenticeship programs to almost 350,000 stu-
dents in fields such as applied arts, technology and 
business. The objective of public colleges is to provide 
career-oriented education and training to help students 
gain employment, meet the needs of employers, 
and support the social and economic development 
of communities.

Public colleges are Crown agencies, established 
under the Ontario Colleges of Applied Arts and Tech-
nology Act, 2002. The Ministry of Colleges and 
Universities (Ministry) sets out binding policy direc-
tives, operating procedures and other requirements 
for public colleges to follow. Each college is governed 
by a board of governors, which is accountable to the 
government for their legislated mandate, successful 
achievement of goals consistent with government pri-
orities, and for prudent financial management.

In 2020/21, the Ministry provided grant-based 
funding to public colleges totalling $1.6 billion. Public 
colleges also received revenue from other sources 
such as tuition fees, federal and provincial grants 
(such as employment services grants), ancillary 
revenue and donations. In 2020/21, the total revenue 
of Ontario’s public colleges was $5.1 billion.

Our audit found that the public colleges’ collect-
ive net assets (assets remaining after their liabilities) 
increased $1.22 billion (62%) over the past four years 
prior to 2020/21. While this increase supports the 
sector’s financial health, it has been primarily due to 

a significant reliance on international student enrol-
ment to subsidize the provincial costs of domestic 
students’ education and colleges’ administrative and 
capital expenditures. Direct provincial funding per 
full-time-equivalent domestic public college student 
in Ontario for 2018/19 was the lowest in Canada. 

Between 2012/13 and 2020/21, public colleges 
experienced a 15% decline in domestic student enrol-
ments but a 342% growth in international student 
enrolments, with 62% (2020/21) of international 
students coming from India. The decrease in domes-
tic students has mainly been due to a change in the 
demographics of Ontario’s population, and high-
school graduates pursuing university over college 
education. About 30% (104,937) of all (348,350) stu-
dents enrolled in public colleges in Ontario in the fall 
of 2020 were international students.

The increase in international students was influ-
enced by prospective students viewing Canada as 
an attractive destination to study in and enrolling in 
Canadian post-secondary institutions as a pathway 
for immigration. International students in the public 
college sector contribute to local economies through 
spending, increase the diversity of colleges and local 
communities, and can help regions meet future labour 
demands where the local demographics are unable to 
meet employer needs.

Despite these benefits, a high reliance on inter-
national student enrolment by public colleges poses 
risks outside of the Ministry’s and the public college 
sector’s control, such as the potential loss of a large 
number of students if individuals from one country 
were to suddenly not be able to obtain study visas or 
otherwise be restricted from entering Canada. We 
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nursing programs. The Ontario College Quality 
Assurance Service and the Postsecondary Educa-
tion Quality Assessment Board conduct independent 
quality reviews of non-degree and degree pro-
grams, respectively. The Ministry relies on these 
entities to ensure that public colleges offer quality 
programs. According to the most recent quality assur-
ance audits of the 24 public colleges, all of them met 
or partially met the six quality assurance standards 
established by the Ontario College Quality Assurance 
Service. As well, since 2008 the Postsecondary Educa-
tion Quality Assessment Board has not recommended 
that the Minister deny consent for any public college 
degree programs due to quality concerns.

At the public college level, we found that most 
programs offered by the public college sector are 
generally aligned with Ontario’s projected job market 
needs. From 2016/17 to 2019/20, depending on the 
college attended, 59.2% to 88.5% of graduates from 
an Ontario public college found full-time employ-
ment in a related field six months after graduation. As 
well, from 2015 to 2019, 89.6% to 92.5% of employ-
ers surveyed by a firm contracted by the Ministry were 
satisfied or very satisfied with their employees’ college 
preparation for their role. However, we found that 
significant delays in the Ministry’s program approval 
process is hindering colleges’ ability to respond 
quickly to market needs. Further, we found that board 
governance of public colleges could be strengthened 
in areas such as board member training, conflict of 
interest processes and board evaluations. 

Some of our significant audit findings include:

International Students
• Public colleges are increasingly reliant on tuition 

fees from international students to remain 
financially sustainable. In 2020/21, public col-
leges received a total of $1.7 billion in tuition 
fees from international students, enrolled at both 
their home and public-private college partnership 
campuses, which represented 68% of colleges’ 
total tuition fee revenue. Meanwhile, international 
student enrolment represented 30% of the total 
student enrolment. We found that some colleges’ 

found that domestic students continue to have access 
to public college programs along with international 
student growth; however, the Ministry has not 
assessed how the high reliance on international stu-
dents may impact the entire public college sector over 
the long term. 

Partnerships between public colleges and private 
providers for the delivery of public college programs 
(public-private college partnerships) have existed 
in Ontario since at least 2005 and are unique in 
Canada. However, these have significantly expanded 
in the last two years. As of June 2021, 11 public 
colleges had partnered with a total of 12 for-profit 
private career colleges. We found that the Ministry’s 
oversight of these public-private college partnerships 
has not been effective. For example, the Ministry 
did not act when certain public colleges exceeded 
the Ministry’s enrolment limits at their partner-
ship campuses and has not put in place compliance 
mechanisms. Although not under the purview of the 
Ministry, we also found that the quality assurance 
processes were not reviewed in a timely manner after 
these partnerships formed. 

New Strategic Mandate Agreements were signed 
between the Ministry and each public college. The 
purpose is, in part, to increase accountability and 
incentivize colleges to invest in initiatives that have 
positive labour market outcomes and encourage each 
college’s specialization. Colleges are measured against 
their own targets, which is a calculation that includes 
an average of their historical performance. Based on 
the target-setting formula, we found instances where 
some targets were set lower than the previous year’s 
targets, despite some colleges exceeding perform-
ance in the previous year. As well, COVID-19 funding 
was provided to public colleges based on projected 
revenue decreases due to the pandemic, but we found 
that two colleges that received funding actually 
saw an increase in revenue in the year that funding 
was received.

Two external organizations assess the quality of 
programs offered by Ontario colleges, in addition 
to other regulatory bodies that provide accredit-
ation, such as the Colleges of Nurses of Ontario for 
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who deliver the public college curriculum, provides 
facilities for students, and manages the day-to-day 
operations at the partnership campus. Students who 
graduate from programs delivered by the private 
career partner colleges obtain a public college creden-
tial issued by the public college. 

These partnerships are financially attractive 
to public colleges, particularly those in northern 
areas or smaller communities. For these public col-
leges, having a private career college partner with 
campuses in a large, urban centre such as the Greater 
Toronto Area, where most international students 
prefer to study, means gaining an additional source 
of revenue from increased international student 
enrolment. Under existing federal government immi-
gration policy, international students who graduate 
from a public college are eligible for the Post-Gradua-
tion Work Permit Program. As such these partnerships 
are very beneficial for private career colleges since 
graduates from private career colleges are otherwise 
not eligible for the program. If this immigration policy 
were changed to allow graduates of private career 
colleges to obtain these permits, there would be little 
reason for them to maintain their partnerships with 
public colleges. Our significant findings related to 
public-private college partnerships include:

• Five of the six public colleges with private 
college partners could have incurred operat-
ing deficits had they not received international 
student tuition partnership revenue in 
2019/20. Six public colleges with private career 
college partners entered into these partner-
ships prior to December 2019. We analyzed 
the financial information from these colleges 
and found that, in 2019/20 alone, five of them 
(Cambrian, Canadore, Lambton, Northern, and 
St. Lawrence) could have incurred an annual 
deficit had they not received partnership 
revenue, all other factors being equal.

• The Ministry did not take timely action to 
ensure compliance with the Public College-
Private Partnerships Minister’s Binding Policy 
Directive (Partnerships Directive). Issued 
in December 2019, the Partnerships Directive 

positive financial position was mainly due to inter-
national student enrolment. 
In 2017/18, for the first time, international 

student tuition revenue exceeded domestic student 
tuition revenue. We found that the Ministry has 
not developed a strategic plan for the sector to help 
mitigate the risk of a sudden decline in international 
students and the impact it could have on the college 
sector, students and government. We noted that 
public colleges have relied on international student 
tuition fees not only for their operating financial 
sustainability but also for funding expenditures for 
capital improvements to their facilities.

• Limited college oversight of international 
student recruitment agencies. Public colleges 
use many recruitment agencies with offices 
located around the world to attract international 
students. Our in-depth review of four selected col-
leges found that none of them have established a 
formal policy to guide the selection and removal of 
recruitment agencies, and that they have limited 
oversight of their third-party agencies to confirm 
whether those agencies are providing services 
with honesty and integrity. For these four public 
colleges, we reviewed a sample of 100 of their 
contracted international recruitment agencies and 
reviewed those agencies’ websites. We found that 
while the significant majority (93) of them pre-
sented accurate information, seven agencies made 
misleading claims. Examples of misleading claims 
were related to the visa approval process, such 
as ensuring “100% success,” providing “visa 
assurance” and guaranteeing scores on the 
International English Language Testing. Such mis-
leading advertisement can create a reputational 
risk for the public college sector as a whole.

Public-Private College Partnerships
Under public-private college partnership agreements, 
public colleges provide their curriculum to their 
private career college partner. Public colleges retain a 
portion of the fees paid by each international student 
enrolled in programs delivered by the private partner. 
The private career college partner hires instructors 
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public colleges were audited, we found that the 
five-year cycle means that some public colleges 
with partnerships will not be audited against 
the new standards until 2026. In addition, we 
found that the Ontario College Quality Assurance 
Service does not obtain certain audit information 
directly from the private career college part-
ners, and that it does not always select a program 
offered at the partnership campus for audit.

• Two partnerships operating in British Columbia 
conflict with Ontario’s objectives and avoid 
certain legislative requirements in British 
Columbia. Two public colleges have partnerships 
with private career colleges in British Columbia.  
These public colleges are not certified under 
the British Columbia Private Training Act. This 
certification would normally be required for 
out-of-province public institutions to operate in 
the province. However, due to the partnership 
agreement in place, only the private partner is 
certified. Under British Columbia’s legislative 
framework, when the private partner presents 
a new program that has been developed by the 
Ontario public college for approval, the BC Min-
istry of Advanced Education and Skills Training 
indicated that it does not have the authority 
to take the partnership arrangement into con-
sideration to approve or deny the program, even if 
concerns exist.

Ministry’s Funding Allocation
• Ontario provides the lowest amount of funding 

for full-time domestic students of all Canadian 
provinces. In 2018/19 (the most recent data 
available), Ontario provided public colleges 
with under $10,000 per full-time equivalent 
student. This is the lowest amount compared with 
all other provinces.

• Performance-based targets used to allocate 
Ministry funding can be set lower than previ-
ous year’s targets, despite colleges exceeding 
performance in the previous year. In the 
2020–2025 Strategic Mandate Agreements, the 
Ministry set targets for each public college across 

stipulates that the maximum international student 
enrolment across all private career college partner 
campuses cannot exceed twice the amount of 
international student enrolment at the public 
college’s home campus(es) (also known as the 
2:1 enrolment ratio requirement). Contrary to 
the Partnerships Directive, the Ministry has not 
assessed the public colleges’ compliance with 
the enrolment requirements. The Partnerships 
Directive also states that if the requirement is not 
met, the public college must submit an enrolment 
plan specifying how and when the ratio will be 
achieved; however, it does not impose a submis-
sion deadline for these plans. Our assessment 
found that in fall 2020, five of the six partnerships 
(Cambrian, Canadore, Lambton, Northern, and 
St. Lawrence) exceeded the required thresh-
old, but only three of the five submitted an 
enrolment plan to the Ministry. As of August 
2021, the Ministry had not followed up with the 
other two colleges that did not submit a plan 
(Cambrian and St. Lawrence).

• Most public-private career college partnerships 
and their programs have not yet been subject 
to an independent quality assurance audit. The 
Ontario College Quality Assurance Service con-
ducts third-party quality assurance audits of 
public colleges, including their policies overseeing 
private partners, on a five-year cycle. The quality 
assurance audit standards for public colleges were 
updated in May 2019 to include an additional 
requirement to audit the quality assurance pro-
cesses at public-private college partnerships. Prior 
to this update, there was no requirement to audit 
the quality assurance processes at public-private 
college partnerships, but one college (Cambrian) 
did have a partnership program included in 
its 2019 audit prior to the requirement. Eleven 
partnerships currently exist; six of them were 
established between 2005 and 2015. Only two of 
these (Lambton and St. Clair) have been subject 
to the quality assurance audit since the audit 
standards for public colleges were updated in 
2019. Depending on the last date at which the 
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enrolment levels, but does not factor in deferred 
maintenance and state of repair needs.

Public Colleges’ Program Oversight
• Ministry standards for public college  

non-degree programs are either outdated or 
non-existent. The Ministry establishes program 
standards that outline minimum requirements 
for learning outcomes and employability skills 
for college graduates in each particular field 
of study. As of May 2021, 36 or 24% of the 
147 program standards had not been updated 
within the Ministry’s intended five- to 10-year time 
frame. Thirty-one of the 36 program standards 
were updated between 11 and 14 years ago. The 
remaining five programs were last updated 
over 18 years ago, and 3,456 students were 
enrolled in these programs in 2019/20 across all 
24 public colleges.

• Delay in program approvals by the Ministry 
hinders public colleges’ ability to respond 
quickly to market needs. If a public college is 
seeking Ministry funding for a program that is 
being offered, it must receive approval from the 
Ministry. Degree programs must receive min-
isterial consent. The Ministry has established 
internal timelines for this process: non-degree 
program approvals should be completed within 
three months and ministerial consent for degrees 
is to be granted within six months of the submis-
sion date to the Ministry. We found that, between 
April 2020 and March 2021, non-degree programs 
took on average six months to receive approval; of 
this time, the submission was delayed at the Min-
ister’s office for just over two months. For degree 
programs, since the six-month timeline was imple-
mented in December 2019, the approvals have 
taken on average eight months from the submis-
sion date. The Ministry advised our Office that 
many factors have contributed to delayed program 
approvals, including additional follow-up required 
from colleges, staff turnover, as well as delays at 
the Minister’s office.

10 metrics based on an agreed-upon formula using 
the college’s past performance results. Ministry 
funding will be based on the colleges’ achieve-
ments toward these metrics starting 2022/23 
(originally 2020/21, but implementation was 
postponed due to COVID-19). Our analysis found 
that the four colleges we reviewed in-depth 
achieved their targets for 2020/21 on eight 
metrics. However, three colleges (Loyalist, Sault 
and St. Clair) had 2021/22 targets for these 
metrics set lower than the 2020/21 targets due to 
the way the targets are calculated. 

• COVID-19 funding was provided to public col-
leges based on projected revenue decreases 
due to the pandemic, but two colleges that 
received funding actually saw an increase in 
revenue and annual surplus. The Ministry pro-
vided $62.4 million of funding to 12 of the 24 
public colleges in March 2021 that it calculated to 
be most impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic. The 
purpose of the funding was to help these colleges 
manage the decline in their revenue and increased 
costs caused by the pandemic for eligible expendi-
tures between July 1, 2020 to June 30, 2021. Five 
colleges (Canadore, Georgian, Niagara, North-
ern and St. Lawrence) deferred a total of $14.7 
million to use in the following fiscal year as they 
did not utilize the full amount allocated to them 
in 2020/21. Two of these colleges (Canadore and 
Northern) had an increase in their total revenue 
and their annual surplus in 2020/21 compared to 
their operations in 2019/20, despite the impact of 
COVID-19. 

• Ministry’s allocation of capital funding to 
public colleges does not take into consideration 
the level of deferred maintenance and state 
of repair. In 2013, the Ministry commissioned 
an assessment report on the condition of public 
college facilities. Over a subsequent five-year 
period, the Ministry funded 4% of one college’s 
$94.7 million of assessed deferred maintenance 
needs, compared to 56% of another college’s 
$5.7 million. The allocation of capital renewal 
funding is based on the public colleges’ domestic 
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for non-degree programs are either outdated or 
non-existent. 

Further, we found that Ontario public colleges 
have experienced a significant increase in international 
student enrolment over the past decade and that the 
sector relies on international students for its financial 
sustainability. The Ministry lacks a formal and com-
prehensive long-term strategy and action plan to 
sufficiently mitigate the risks this high reliance on 
international student enrolments poses to the public 
college sector. As well, the Ministry does not monitor 
student application data for oversubscribed programs 
to confirm domestic students continue to have access 
to public colleges.

The Ministry has established a comprehensive 
policy framework for the public college sector, and 
several Minister’s Binding Policy Directives outline 
clear roles and responsibilities. However, we found 
that the Ministry does not have sufficient oversight to 
confirm public colleges’ compliance with the enrol-
ment requirements of the Partnerships Directive 
which governs the arrangements of public colleges 
who enter into a partnership with a private career 
college. At the time of our audit, the Ontario model 
of public-private college partnerships was unique in 
Canada. In addition, we found that most public-pri-
vate college partnerships and their programs have not 
yet been subject to an independent quality assurance 
audit. These audits are conducted to confirm that 
the public colleges have processes in place to ensure 
programs offered by their partners are delivered 
in accordance with the curriculum and by quali-
fied instructors.

The Ministry funds a portion of public colleges’ 
operating funding based on the colleges’ perform-
ance. However, we concluded that the Ministry’s 
performance target-setting process and metrics 
used do not always encourage colleges to improve 
their performance every year. As well, some 
metrics encourage a continued reliance on inter-
national student enrolment and public-private 
college partnerships.

Further, based on our review of four selected 
public colleges, we found that these colleges had 

Governance at Public Colleges
• Governance oversight practices can be 

strengthened by improving training, conflict 
of interest processes and performance 
evaluations. The Ministry’s Protocol for Board 
Nominations and Appointments requires public 
college boards to ensure that new board members 
participate in Colleges Ontario’s orientation 
sessions, and that they provide ongoing develop-
ment activities to their members. However, at the 
four colleges we reviewed, we found that not all 
external (Lieutenant Governor in Council and 
board-appointed) board members had attended 
the orientation sessions. Further, we found that 
although all four colleges had conflict of interest 
policies, none required board members to com-
plete an annual Conflict of Interest Declaration 
Form and it is not required by the Ministry. In 
addition, our review found that only two of the 
four colleges conducted board evaluations (in 
2019/20 and 2020/21) in compliance with the 
Governance and Accountability Framework  
Minister’s Binding Policy Directive. 

This report contains 26 recommendations, with 
53 action items, to address our audit findings. While 
some recommendations within our report are directed 
specifically to the public colleges we reviewed in-depth, we 
encourage all public colleges to implement the recom-
mendations that may also be applicable to them.

Overall Conclusion
Our audit concluded that graduates from the 24 
public colleges are receiving an education that 
prepares them for the future, as the degree and non-
degree programs offered by colleges are aligned 
with Ontario’s projected job market needs. However, 
we found that while the Ministry is responsible for 
approving public college programs for funding and 
granting consent for degree programs, significant 
delays in the Ministry’s program approval process is 
hindering the colleges’ ability to launch programs 
in a timely manner for student enrolment. As well, 
we found that many of the Ministry standards 
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limited oversight of the many international student 
recruitment agencies with which they contract. For 
example, we found instances of misleading advertise-
ments by some recruitment agencies that could create 
a reputational risk for the public college system as 
a whole.

We concluded that governance practices of public 
college boards can be strengthened by better aligning 
with leading governance practices on board member 
training, conflict of interest processes and perform-
ance evaluations.

Finally, we generally found that public colleges’ 
financial statements are prepared in accordance 
with Canadian public sector accounting stan-
dards. However, the timeliness of the reporting of 
these financial statements to the Ministry and the 
public, as well as the disclosure in the financial state-
ments and annual reports, require improvements 
to comply with the Ministry’s operating procedures 
and to better serve the needs of decision-makers and 
financial statement users by increasing disclosures 
about public-private college partnerships.

OVERALL MINISTRY RESPONSE

Ontario’s 24 colleges of applied arts and technology 
play a vital role in providing high-quality post-sec-
ondary education to students at campuses across 
the province, helping them prepare for jobs and 
supporting the economic and social development 
of communities. 

College Boards of Governors have consider-
able autonomy in setting strategic direction and 
making decisions to ensure that colleges are effect-
ively and appropriately managed to achieve their 
mandate. The Ministry of Colleges and Universities 
is responsible for post-secondary education out-
comes as a whole and supports the post-secondary 
sector by issuing policy direction, distributing provin-
cial funds to publicly-assisted institutions, providing 
student financial assistance and supporting 
research. The Ministry welcomes the opportunity 
to strengthen its policies and processes to support 

the achievement of goals consistent with govern-
ment priorities for colleges. 

Ontario’s post-secondary sector has undergone  
an unprecedented shift in response to the COVID-19  
pandemic; colleges have had to adapt in order to 
continue meeting the needs of students, faculty, and 
Ontarians across the province. The pandemic has 
brought to light underlying issues, including colleges’ 
focus on international student enrolment, while 
exacerbating others, such as lengthy timelines in 
program approvals. 

The Ministry is aware of some of the key 
challenges and issues outlined in this report 
and is committed to supporting a more innova-
tive, sustainable and responsive post-secondary 
education system to fuel Ontario’s global com-
petitiveness as we move forward during this 
challenging time. 

The Ministry thanks the Auditor General 
and her team for the report. We look forward to 
next steps. 

OVERALL RESPONSE OF THE FOUR 
SELECTED PUBLIC COLLEGES

The Auditor General’s report has shined a timely 
spotlight on the issue of the inadequate financial 
support of the college sector in Ontario. At the 
heart of the issue of the growth of international 
enrolment is chronic and historical under-
funding by the provincial government, clearly 
demonstrated by the comparison of funding 
levels across Canada. As the Auditor General’s 
figures show, Ontario’s colleges are underfunded 
by thousands of dollars per student compared to 
other provinces.

Unfortunately, this is not new. But years of 
inadequate provincial funding and challenging 
demographics have been compounded by the gov-
ernment’s 10% tuition fee reduction, followed by a 
tuition fee freeze. The result is that colleges cannot 
survive on domestic student enrolment alone and 
have increasingly turned to international enrol-
ment as a source of revenue.
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between 2016/17 and 2020/21 by public college. In 
the four years prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, total 
enrolment increased by 11%; Boréal had a decrease of 
4% and Lambton increased by 48%.

Under the Act, the objective of public colleges 
is to offer a comprehensive program of career-ori-
ented, post-secondary education and training that:

• assists individuals in finding and 
keeping employment;

• meets the needs of employers and the changing 
work environment; and

• supports the economic and social development of 
local and diverse communities.
Public colleges offer programs in six fields: applied 

arts, technology, business, health sciences, human 
services (for example, Early Childhood Education) 
and hospitality and tourism. Over 3,000 programs 
across these fields are eligible for funding from 
the Ministry of Colleges and Universities (Min-
istry). Figure 2 provides the number of programs 
approved for Ministry funding and offered in each 
field between 2016 and 2020.

Students can obtain an Ontario College Certifi-
cate, Ontario College Diploma, Ontario College 
Advanced Diploma or Ontario College Graduate 
Certificate in these fields (see Appendix 3 for a glos-
sary of terms). The Post-secondary Education Choice 
and Excellence Act, 2000 allows public colleges to 
offer baccalaureate degree programs once they 
have received ministerial consent. Public colleges 
are limited in the number of degree programs that 
they may offer depending on their designation as an 
Institute of Technology and Advanced Learning. Five 
colleges have this designation (Conestoga, George 
Brown, Humber, Seneca, and Sheridan) and so are 
permitted to offer up to 15% of their programming 
in bachelor degrees; the remaining public colleges 
are limited to 5%. Figure 3 shows the enrolment in 
degree and non-degree programs across all colleges.  
Twenty colleges offer bachelor’s degree programs in 
collaboration with universities, and 14 of these col-
leges offer honours bachelor’s degree programs in areas 
such as nursing. 

However, Ontarians should be proud that 
our publicly assisted colleges have become a 
leading global destination for international stu-
dents. Many of those students are seeking not just 
a Canadian post-secondary education, but also 
an opportunity to start a new life and career in 
Canada. Colleges play a critical role in developing 
a highly skilled workforce, the critical underpin-
ning to a strong recovery from the pandemic 
and beyond.

We agree with the Auditor General that 
diversification of international enrolment is an 
important strategy for colleges and efforts are 
already under way across the system.

As well, we welcome recommendations to 
streamline the Ministry’s program approvals 
process, helping colleges respond quickly to the 
rapidly evolving needs of the workplace. For the 
same reason, we are seeking reforms to the cre-
dential framework that would give colleges more 
flexibility in the kinds of programs we offer to 
meet the needs of our students and employers.

2.0 Background

2.1 Public Colleges in Ontario
There are 24 publicly assisted colleges of applied arts 
and technology established under the Ontario Col-
leges of Applied Arts and Technology Act, 2002 (Act). 
Twenty-one were founded in the mid- to late-60s; 
one was established in 1972 and two French-language  
colleges were established in the 1990s. See Appendix 1 
for a map of the public colleges’ main campuses across 
Ontario. In 2020/21, the total full- and part-time 
student enrolment in Ontario public colleges was 
348,350, or a 13% increase from 309,120 in 2012/13. 
Enrolment size ranges across public colleges, from 2,302 
students at Boréal (located in Sudbury) to 36,940  
at Seneca (located in North York). Figure 1 lists the 
public colleges by location, enrolment and revenue 
in 2020/21. Appendix 2 shows the enrolment trends 



9Public Colleges Oversight

Figure 1: Public Colleges – Location (Region in Ontario and City/Town),1 Enrolment and Revenue, 2020/21 
Source of data: Ministry of Colleges and Universities

Public College and Year Founded Location

# of Students Enrolled2

Revenue 
($ million) 

Domestic 
Students

International 
Students

Central Region (Greater Toronto Area)
Seneca3 (1967) North York 26,077 10,863 442.92

Humber (1967) Toronto 24,837 5,606 466.51

George Brown (1967) Toronto 22,536 6,328 358.77

Sheridan (1967) Oakville 18,160 6,322 350.87

Centennial (1966) Toronto 11,731 8,328 343.04

Durham (1967) Oshawa 13,555 1,646 185.14

Central Region (Non-Greater Toronto Area)
Conestoga (1967) Kitchener 13,591 9,484 338.95

Mohawk (1966) Hamilton 13,755 3,288 232.20

Georgian (1967) Barrie 11,437 3,726 208.39

Niagara (1967) Welland 7,448 2,697 167.27

North Region
Cambrian (1967) Sudbury 3,508 4,541 99.89

Canadore (1972) North Bay 2,772 5,237 141.82

Northern (1967) Timmins 1,143 4,692 69.68

Confederation (1967) Thunder Bay 2,599 560 86.26

Sault3 (1965) Sault Ste. Marie 1,750 1,149 79.40

Boréal (1995) Sudbury 2,151 151 78.53

East Region
Algonquin (1967) Nepean 21,699 3,384 339.85

St. Lawrence (1967) Kingston 5,872 4,546 126.70

Fleming (1967) Peterborough 5,349 1,351 127.96

La Cité (1990) Ottawa 4,388 1,093 109.07

Loyalist3 (1967) Belleville 3,169 1,460 88.75

South-West Region
Fanshawe (1967) London 15,703 5,433 315.07

St. Clair3 (1966) Windsor 7,599 6,739 237.96

Lambton (1969) Sarnia 2,584 6,313 104.42

Total  243,413 104,937  5,099.42

1. Most colleges have more than one campus. Across the public college sector, 188 campuses are located in 89 cities and towns.

2. The data represents fall 2020 full- and part-time enrolment. As a result of the global pandemic, the majority of domestic and international students studied 
remotely due to travel restrictions and limitations on the size of indoor gatherings affecting campuses. The detailed breakdown of the number of students that 
studied remotely is not readily available.

3. Public colleges that were selected for detailed review.
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international student enrolment has substantially 
increased (Figure 4). Specifically, domestic student 
enrolment (full- and part-time) at public colleges 
decreased by 15% from 285,368 students in 2012/13 
to 243,413 in 2020/21. Over that same period, inter-
national student enrolment increased 342% from 
23,752 students to 104,937.

According to Statistics Canada, Ontario colleges 
admitted the largest number (65.3%) of international 
students of any province between 2015 and 2019, an 
increase from 34.7% between 2000 and 2004.

The decline in Ontario public colleges’ domestic 
student enrolments is partly due to a decline in the 
18–24 age cohort of the province’s population and 
a shift in high-school graduates’ preferences toward 
university over college-level education. For full-
time domestic student enrolments, public colleges 
saw a decrease of 23,224 students from 2015/16 to 

Depending on the credential being obtained by a  
student, a public college program typically takes one  
or two years to complete, and colleges generally 
offer programs of study that are career-focused.  
Comparatively, university undergraduate degrees 
typically take four years to complete and the educa-
tion provided is typically more academic-focused.

Unlike private career colleges, which are privately 
operated businesses, public colleges are funded in part 
by the provincial government and must adhere to the 
Ministry’s policies (see our audit on Private Career 
Colleges Oversight in our Office’s 2021 Annual Report).

2.1.1 Student Enrolment and Recruitment

Over the past decade, from 2012/13 (earliest data 
available) to 2020/21, the public college sector has 
seen a decrease in domestic student enrolment, while 

Figure 2: Number of Public College Programs Approved for Ministry Funding by Program Field, 2016–2020
Source of data: Ministry of Colleges and Universities

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020
Applied Arts 835 887 922 939 982

Technology 725 748 784 816 874

Business 635 671 701 723 771

Health Sciences 322 332 340 349 376

Human Services (e.g., Early Childhood Education) 102 116 122 130 141

Hospitality and Tourism 105 111 114 118 122

Total Approved for Funding* 2,724 2,865 2,983 3,075 3,266

* Each of the totals represents the total number of funded programs offered across all 24 public colleges. If several colleges offer the same program, this is counted 
multiple times. As well, public colleges may offer programs they fund fully from their tuition revenue, called “unfunded programs.” The Ministry does not provide 
funding for the enrolment of domestic students in these unfunded programs. These programs may be targeted towards international students, or in situations where 
the college expects a strong market demand and seeks to offer these programs promptly, without requesting Ministry funding. Colleges may decide to later apply 
for Ministry funding for these programs. Domestic students registered in these programs are not eligible for the Ontario Student Assistant Program. Between 2016 
and 2020, the number of unfunded programs ranged between 23 and 78 each year. Global Business Management is an example of an unfunded program.

Figure 3: Full-time Enrolment in Degree and Non-Degree Programs at Public Colleges, 2020/21
Source of data: Ministry of Colleges and Universities

Domestic Students International Students Total
# % # % # %

Degree 20,891 12 2,863 3 23,754 9
Non-Degree 156,412 88 93,355 97 249,767 91
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2.2 Ministry Responsibility and 
Oversight
2.2.1 Setting the Policy Framework and 
Reporting Requirements

The Ministry is responsible for setting out the policy 
framework for Ontario public colleges. This includes 
mandatory requirements and guidance documents 
that outline the roles, responsibilities and perform-
ance expectations of the colleges. Eleven Minister’s 
Binding Policy Directives set out minimum expecta-
tions for public colleges. Ten Operating Procedures 
outline specific procedures that colleges must follow 
to comply with the Ontario Colleges of Applied Arts and 
Technology Act, 2002 (Act), its regulation and the Dir-
ectives (Appendix 4 shows a list of the Directives and 
their related Operating Procedures).

2.2.2 Funding Support for Public Colleges

Ministry funding for the 24 public colleges consists 
of a core operating grant, a performance grant, 
special purpose grants and capital grants. In 2020/21, 
these grants amounted to $1.6 billion, with the 
largest percentage from the core operating grant 
(51%), followed by special purpose grants (23%), 

2020/21, while over that same period, public univer-
sities saw an increase of 11,567 students.

In the Ministry of Finance’s 2020 demographic 
trend analysis and future projections, the 18–29 age  
cohort of Ontario’s population is expected to 
increase, but this will be largely driven by immi-
gration, including through international students. 
(Section 4.1 discusses the growth of international 
student enrolment and its impact on the public 
college sector.)

Each public college is responsible for recruiting its 
own students. For domestic recruitment, public col-
leges typically have staff who attend career fairs, high 
school events, and create social media advertis-
ing. For international students, public colleges use 
a combination of recruitment agencies and direct 
recruitment to attract potential students to study in 
Ontario. Agencies, who recruit the majority of inter-
national students, work on a commission contract 
basis and are located both in Canada and in the target 
country. College staff decide whom to engage as an 
agent, oversee and provide advice or guidance to 
agents, and approve promotional materials created 
by agents.

Figure 4: Enrolment at Public Colleges, Domestic and International Students, 2012/131–2020/21 
Source of data: Ministry of Colleges and Universities

1. 2012/13 was the earliest data available with the level of detail required.

2. Starting in 2020/21, the Ministry improved enrolment data collection for unfunded programs. This resulted in additional enrolment reported for domestic students 
(59) and international students (14,869), with international students representing the majority of this increase as they are more commonly registered in unfunded 
programs. This means that for all years prior to 2020/21, the enrolment for international students shown are underreported.
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not met and the college may be asked to submit finan-
cial information more frequently so that the Ministry 
can monitor the college’s operations.

In our review of the Ministry’s monitoring pro-
cesses, we found only two instances since 2014 where 
the Ministry identified colleges with weak financial 
indicators. We noted that the Ministry took actions to 
increase its monitoring efforts and that both colleges’ 
financial health has since improved.

2.2.4 Strategic Mandate Agreements

In September 2020, each public college signed a new 
Strategic Mandate Agreement with the Ministry. The 
Ministry changed its operational funding approach 
in the new agreements so that increases in the 
proportion of government funding are linked to col-
leges’ achievement of performance-based outcomes. 
These bilateral agreements include the government’s 
accountability and transparency objectives, as well 
as each college’s priorities for the applicable period. 
The most recently signed agreements have a five-
year term, from 2020 to 2025. Appendix 6 provides 
details of the new agreements and lists the 10 per-
formance metrics established under the agreements.

Since Ontario implemented this approach, Alberta 
has also begun to shift to a performance-based 
funding system for its post-secondary education 
system. Manitoba and New Brunswick have indicated 
an interest in adopting a similar system.

The Ministry initially planned to apply the new 
performance-based funding approach to up to 
25% of colleges’ operating funding in 2020/21 and 
increase this up to 60% by 2024/25. These percent-
ages are significantly higher than the 1.2% prior to 
2020/21. However, due to COVID-19, the Ministry 
postponed implementing the new funding approach 
for two years (planned to start in 2022/23) to 
provide the colleges greater financial stability and 
allow for the pandemic’s effects on the sector to be 
better understood. The Ministry plans to consult with 
public colleges starting in November 2021 to discuss 
COVID-19 impacts on metric performance.

performance-based grants (21%) and capital grants 
(5%). Ministry funding supports college operations so 
domestic tuition fees remain within a range to allow 
students to access a college education.

Public colleges also receive revenue from 
other sources including other Ontario ministry 
grants, tuition fees from domestic and international 
students, other student fees, contractual fees and 
other fees for service, and ancillary and other 
revenue. In 2020/21, the total revenue for all public 
colleges was $5.1 billion, an increase of 16% from 
$4.4 billion in 2016/17.

The Ministry’s core operating and performance-
based grants in 2020/21 represented 22% of the 
colleges’ total revenue. That same year, the largest 
source of revenue (33%) came from tuition fees 
paid by international students. In comparison, in 
2011/12, the core operating and performance-
based grants represented 29% of colleges’ total 
revenue, while international student tuition fees 
represented 8%. Appendix 5 shows the breakdown 
of public colleges’ total revenue for 2011/12 to 
2020/21 by revenue source.

Based on the most recent data avail-
able, in 2018/19 Ontario provided the lowest level 
of government funding—under $10,000—on a per 
full-time-equivalent student basis for its colleges com-
pared to all other Canadian provinces (Figure 5).

The Ministry also provided two rounds of support 
funding in 2020 and 2021, totalling $75.6 million, to 
help public colleges manage additional, unforeseen 
costs associated with the COVID-19 pandemic 
(Section 4.4.1).

2.2.3 Ministry Oversight of Public Colleges’ 
Financial Health

The Ministry conducts annual reviews of interim and 
final financial statements submitted by the public col-
leges. As part of its review, the Ministry assesses each 
public college against seven financial health indica-
tors. If a college does not meet the Ministry target for 
several of the indicators, the Ministry is to follow up 
with the public college for the reason the targets were 
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2.2.6 Establishing and Updating Standards for 
Public College Programs

The Ministry’s Postsecondary Education Quality 
Assessment Branch (Branch) (Figures 6 and 7) is 
responsible for creating and updating standards for 
non-degree programs offered at public colleges. The 
standard for a program is applied to all colleges offer-
ing the same, or similar, non-degree level program 
in the same field of study. The standard sets out the 
desired learning outcomes, which are the minimum 
skills and knowledge a student is expected to have 
upon completing a specific program.

Program standards were first developed in the 
1990s to provide more consistency to programming 
across the sector, and to provide public account-
ability for the quality and relevance of college 
programs. The Branch’s goal is to review and 
update individual program standards every five to 
10 years. Appendix 8 describes the processes for 
establishing and updating these standards. Once a 
program standard has been updated, the Ministry 
communicates any changes to the public col-
leges, who are then required to modify their programs 
to comply with the revised standard and attest to 
compliance. 

2.2.5 Tuition Fees

The Ministry, with Cabinet approval, regulates 
tuition fees for domestic students enrolling in public 
colleges. In 2020/21, annual tuition fees averaged 
$3,228 per domestic student, or 10% less than the 
average fees charged in 2018/19. The Ministry 
announced the 10% domestic tuition fee reduction in 
January 2019 for the 2019/20 academic year. At the 
same time, it announced there would be no domestic 
tuition fee increases for the 2020/21 academic year. 
In April 2021, the Ministry extended the domestic 
tuition freeze to the 2021/22 academic year.

For international students, Ministry policy gives 
public college boards full discretion to set tuition fees 
for programs as long as the year-over-year increases 
do not exceed 20% during the time period the inter-
national students are reasonably expected to complete 
the programs. In 2020/21, tuition fees averaged 
$14,306 per international student. This represented 
an 8% increase from the average fees charged to inter-
national students in 2018/19. Appendix 7 lists the 
average public college tuition fees for domestic and 
international students from 2018/19 to 2020/21.

Figure 5: Provincial Funding per Full-Time-Equivalent1 Domestic Public College Student, 2018/192

Prepared by the Office of the Auditor General of Ontario

1. In this figure, “full-time equivalent” is a mathematical approximation equal to full-time students plus (part-time students/3.5). It does not mean actual full course 
load equivalents based on credits taken. The methodology that our Office followed was similar to that used by Higher Education Strategy Associates. 

2. 2018/19 data is the most recent year available from Statistics Canada.
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2.2.7 Public College Program Development 
and Approval Processes

Public colleges have program approval processes 
that they follow before submitting a new program to 
the Ministry for approval. The Ministry relies on the 
colleges to identify job market needs and offer pro-
grams to match those needs. This information forms 
part of the application that colleges submit to the 
Ministry for funding approval. Offering a program 
without sufficient job market demand and enrolment 
interest would be costly to a college, both in terms of 
operating a program at a loss and its negative impact 
on performance metrics and indicators on which it 
is assessed.

As of May 2021, there were 147 program 
standards across the six fields in which public 
colleges offer programs (these are applied 
arts, technology, business, health sciences, human 
services, and hospitality and tourism). In health sci-
ences, for example, there are 13 standards including 
those for dental hygiene, massage therapy, and per-
sonal support worker programs.

In contrast, degree standards are outlined in the 
Ontario Qualifications Framework, which sets out 
the broad learning outcomes expected for a degree 
program. These broad standards are then used by 
the Postsecondary Education Quality Assurance 
Board and public colleges to develop the specific 
degree curriculum.

Figure 6: Key Governance and Reporting Structure of Public Colleges
Source of data: Ministry of Colleges and Universities

Note: FTE: Full-time-equivalent
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Figure 7: Key Entities Involved in Public College Governance and Reporting
Source of data: Ministry of Colleges and Universities

Postsecondary Accountability 
Branch (Ministry)

Provides oversight of postsecondary education institutions, including public colleges, in areas 
such as development and implementation of strategies, programs and operational policies

Colleges Unit (Ministry)
Provides oversight of public colleges in areas such as:
• the approval process for program funding;
• governance and accountability mechanisms; and
• key performance indicators

Postsecondary Finance and 
Information Management 
Branch (Ministry)

Responsible for monitoring the financial performance of postsecondary education institutions, 
including public colleges

Colleges Finance Unit (Ministry)
Responsible for:
• monitoring financial performance and reporting; and
• monitoring financial health indicators

Capital Funding and Programs (Ministry)
Responsible for:
• allocating capital funding; and
• reviewing spending in accordance with funding guidelines

Postsecondary Education  
Quality Assessment Branch 
(Ministry)

Responsible for:
• reviewing new applications for, or renewals of, ministerial consent of degree programs;
• developing or revising program standards;
• drafting criteria, policies and procedures to determine the quality of programs;
• researching higher education quality assurance standards; and
• providing support to the Postsecondary Education Quality Assessment Board

Postsecondary Education  
Quality Assessment Board 

Established under the Post-secondary Education Choice and Excellence Act, 2000. Advises and 
makes recommendations to the Minister on applications requiring ministerial consent that are 
submitted by public colleges requesting to offer a degree program. The chair is appointed by the 
Lieutenant Governor in Council and other members are appointed by the Minister. 

Colleges Ontario An association funded by the 24 public colleges to make policy recommendations to the 
government. It provides supports to the governance and operations of public colleges and 
promotes public college programs to potential students. Public colleges share information and 
best practices through this association.

24 Public Colleges and their 
Boards of Governors

Boards of governors of public colleges oversee the operations of public colleges and are 
accountable to the Ministry.

College presidents are responsible for managing day-to-day college operations. They are 
accountable to both their board of governors and the Ministry under the Ontario Colleges of 
Applied Arts and Technology Act, 2002, and other Ministry policies.

Ontario College Quality 
Assurance Service

Established in 2005, this organization provides external quality assurance services such as 
validating program credentials and auditing public colleges against pre-established quality 
standards. Board membership consists of individuals who are both internal and external to the 
Ontario college system. While the existence of the organization is mandated by the provincial 
government under the Framework for Programs of Instruction Minister’s Binding Policy Directive, 
it is not a government agency. It is funded by the 24 public colleges with no reporting or other 
relationship to the Ministry.
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As part of the Framework for Programs of 
Instruction Minister’s Binding Policy Directive 
(Appendix 4), a public college must have board of 
governor and program advisory committee approval 
for each program it develops. Colleges are also 
responsible for monitoring existing programs for 
profitability and making decisions on whether to 
pause programs that do not have enough demand 
to support their costs. This includes communicating 
with various stakeholders that would be impacted by 
such decisions.

Between 2016 and 2020, Ontario public col-
leges submitted a total of 651 applications for new 
programs. Ten applications have been withdrawn 
by colleges due to the applications not meeting Min-
istry requirements.

All proposed non-degree college programs must 
be validated by an external organization, the Ontario 
College Quality Assurance Service (Quality Assurance 
Service). (Appendix 9 outlines the Ministry’s 
program approval process; Section 2.3.2 describes 
the Quality Assurance Service). Both degree and 
non-degree programs seeking Ministry funding 
support require Ministry approval. All degree 
programs, regardless of funding, are referred to the 
Postsecondary Education Quality Assessment Board 
for quality review. Once the Board completes its 
review, it provides a recommendation to the Minister 
as to whether consent should be given to the proposed 
program. In December 2019, in response to sector 
feedback and a desire for more timely approvals, the 
Ministry committed to a more streamlined funding 
approval and degree program consent process. The 
Ministry’s current goal is to refer degree program 
applications to the Postsecondary Education Quality 
Assessment Board for review within two to three 
days of receipt, and for the Ministry to conduct its 
funding approval review simultaneously. The goal is 
to issue degree program consents within six months 
of submission.

2.3 Public Colleges’ Oversight
2.3.1 Boards of Governors

The Act establishes public colleges as Crown agen-
cies that are overseen by boards of governors (public 
college boards). It has one regulation, O. Reg. 34/03, 
which outlines several requirements for public college 
boards. These include the boards’ size and compos-
ition, term limits for board members, processes for 
selecting and removing governors, and reporting 
requirements to the Minister.

The regulation states that public college boards 
must consist of an even number between 12 and 
20 external members, four internal members (staff 
and student representatives) and the college presi-
dent. The Lieutenant Governor in Council (LGIC) 
appoints one-third of the external members; the 
remainder are appointed by the governors holding 
office at the time of the appointment. Within their 
by-laws, 22 colleges require 12 external members, and 
two colleges require 14 external members.

The Governance and Accountability Framework 
Minister’s Binding Policy Directive (Governance 
Directive) defines the minimum expectations for gov-
ernance and accountability of colleges and identifies 
the critical elements of the role of a college board of 
governors. The Ministry’s Protocol for Board Nomina-
tions and Appointments (Appendix 4) supports the 
board of governors in meeting its obligations under 
the Act, and specifies that colleges are expected to 
observe the principles outlined in the protocol in 
appointing their non-LGIC-appointed external board 
members, and in submitting nominees for the LGIC 
appointments. The Conflict of Interest Minister’s 
Binding Policy Directive is intended to protect the 
integrity and ethical standards of college boards 
and, as importantly, protect the integrity of a board 
member who may face a conflict of interest. 

Figure 6 shows the governance structure and rela-
tionships between the Ministry, boards of governors 
and Colleges Ontario; and Figure 7 describes the 
key entities.
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Accountability Reporting
A key governance function of public college boards is 
accountability reporting. The Ministry requires that 
public colleges produce and submit a strategic plan, 
business plan, audited financial statements and an 
annual report. These documents must also be made 
available to the public.

Public colleges are also required by the Ministry’s 
Business Plan Operating Procedure to submit their 
annual budgets in June, for the upcoming fiscal year 
ending March 31. The procedure also requires each 
budget to be in a surplus position. If a college expects 
to accumulate a deficit, it must develop a deficit 
recovery plan for Ministry review. As required by the 
Ministry’s Annual Report Operating Procedure, each 
annual report is to include items such as an update on 
the college’s achievement of outcomes set out in its 
previous year’s strategic and business plans as well as 
its audited financial statements.

2.3.2 Quality Assurance Processes

Public colleges must have processes in place inter-
nally to ensure their programs meet quality assurance 
standards. As well, there are two external organiza-
tions that assess the quality of programs offered by 
Ontario colleges. The Quality Assurance Service 
and the Postsecondary Education Quality Assess-
ment Board conduct independent quality reviews of 
non-degree and degree programs, respectively (see 
Appendix 10). Each of these organizations engage 
expert panels to review the programs offered and 
assess them against internationally recognized stan-
dards. Based on its most recently conducted audits, 
the Quality Assurance Service reported that all 24 
public colleges met or partially met all of its six audit 
standards. As well, since 2008 the Postsecondary 
Education Quality Assessment Board has not recom-
mended that the Minster deny consent for any public 
college degree programs due to quality concerns. The 
Ministry relies on these entities to assess and ensure 
that public colleges offer quality programs.

In May 2019, the Quality Assurance Service updated 
its standards and audit template to add an assessment 
of policies and procedures relating to public-private 
college partnerships (Section 2.4). The audit 
process for these partnerships now includes a review 
of policies and procedures for program admission, the 
awarding of academic credentials, certifications and 
quality assurance.

2.4 Public-Private College 
Partnerships
Partnerships between publicly assisted colleges and 
private career colleges for the delivery of public 
college programs have existed since at least 2005 
(Appendix 11 shows a summary of the key events 
related to these partnerships).

As of June 2021, 11 public colleges were partnered 
with 12 private career colleges, with a total of over 
24,000 international students enrolled under these 
arrangements. Figure 8 lists these public-private 
college partnerships and the dates they were estab-
lished. The partnership agreements range from six to 
10 years in length and are generally between public 
colleges in smaller communities and private career 
colleges located almost exclusively in the Greater 
Toronto Area, where international students prefer 
to live.

Under partnership agreements, public colleges 
provide the private career colleges (private partners) 
with the public college curriculum to be deliv-
ered. The private partners are responsible for hiring 
instructors, providing facilities and student services 
and managing the day-to-day operations at the part-
nership campus. 

Students who graduate from private partner col-
leges under these arrangements receive a public 
college credential. With this, international students 
can apply for a Post-Graduation Work Permit from the 
federal government. In contrast, international gradu-
ates from private career colleges are not eligible to 
apply for a permit. While domestic students can study 
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• strengthen Ontario’s northern and small com-
munities by encouraging international students to 
study outside the Greater Toronto Area and poten-
tially remain there after their studies; and

• protect and enhance Ontario’s reputation as a 
post-secondary education leader and great place 
to live and work.
The Partnerships Directive stipulates that 

the maximum international student enrolment 
at the private college campuses across Canada 
cannot exceed twice the amount of international 
student enrolment at the public college’s home 
campus(es) (also known as the 2:1 enrolment ratio 

at a private college partner, there was no domestic 
enrolment for programs at any of the partnership 
campuses at the time of our audit. The Ontario model 
of these types of college partnerships was unique 
within Canada, at the time of our audit.

In December 2019, the Ministry issued the Public 
College-Private Partnerships Minister’s Binding 
Policy Directive (Partnerships Directive) to outline 
the requirements for public-private college partner-
ships. The goals of the policy are to:

• support public colleges in being financially com-
petitive, and to invest that economic benefit into 
their home campuses and local communities;

Figure 8: Public-Private College Partnerships and Locations as of June 2021
Source of data: Ministry of Colleges and Universities

Public College 
Private Career  
College

Date 
Established

# of International Students Enrolled in 
Fall1 at the Private Partner College

2018/19 2019/20 2020/21
Cambrian (Sudbury) Hanson College (Brampton/Toronto/

Vancouver2)
May 23, 2005 1,684 1,937 3,061

St. Lawrence (Kingston) Alpha International Academy 
(Scarborough) 

Aug 8, 2008 1,435 1,897 2,227

Canadian College (Vancouver2) Jan 1, 2016 402 495 1,087

Lambton (Sarnia) Cestar College (Toronto) Jan 5, 2011 4,341 3,893 3,817

Queen’s College (Mississauga) May 25, 2016 1,475 1,286 1,631

Canadore (North Bay) Stanford International College 
(Mississauga/Scarborough/Toronto)

Jun 25, 2012 1,888 1,921 4,636

St. Clair (Windsor) ACE Acumen (Mississauga/Toronto) Dec 12, 2013 1,191 1,102 2,613

Northern (Timmins) Pures College (Scarborough) Mar 24, 2015 2,282 2,612 4,088

Sault (Sault Ste. Marie) triOS College (Toronto) Jan 15, 2020 n/a3 n/a3 429

Loyalist (Belleville) Toronto Business College 
(Mississauga)

Jan 21, 2020 n/a3 n/a3 442

Georgian (Barrie) International Language Academy of 
Canada (Toronto)

Nov 30, 2020 n/a3 n/a3 n/a3

Mohawk (Hamilton) triOS College (Mississauga) Jan 25, 2021 n/a3 n/a3 n/a3

Niagara (Welland) Toronto School of Management 
(Toronto)

Feb 11, 2021 n/a3 n/a3 n/a3

Total 14,698 15,143 24,031

  Partnerships were established after the Ministry issued the Public College-Private Partnerships Minister’s Binding Policy Directive in December 2019.

1. Enrolment reporting for partnership campuses was standardized by the Ministry starting for fall 2020/21. Prior to that, some partnership enrolment numbers were 
reported on an ad hoc basis.

2. The Ministry does not restrict the location of where a private partner can operate. According to the Entrepreneurial Activities Minister’s Binding Policy Directive, 
colleges may enter into entrepreneurial activities, such as partnerships, outside the province of Ontario (see Section 4.2.4).

3. n/a – Not applicable because the partnership agreements were not yet signed. 
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requirement). Pre-existing public-private college 
partnerships that exceeded the 2:1 ratio were allowed 
to choose the highest international enrolment at the 
private college campus from any semester in 2018 or 
2019 and establish a legacy enrolment limit at that 
level; enrolment at the partnership campus is not to 
exceed the legacy number until the 2:1 enrolment 
ratio requirement is met. This enrolment limit was 
established to incentivize public colleges to continue 
recruiting international students to their home cam-
puses and local communities.

While the Partnerships Directive does not require 
the private partners to be registered private career 
colleges in Ontario, the existing partnerships are all 
between public colleges and private career colleges.

Subsequent to the completion of our audit work,  
the Ministry has approved an additional public-
private college partnership between Fanshawe 
College located in London, and International Lan-
guage Academy of Canada located in Toronto. As a 
result, there are a total of 12 public colleges with  
partnerships as of November 2021.

3.0 Audit Objective and Scope

The objectives of this audit were to assess whether the 
Ministry of Colleges and Universities (Ministry) has 
cost-effective procedures and systems in place to:

• monitor public colleges’ compliance with the 
Ontario Colleges of Applied Arts and Technology 
Act, 2002 and its regulation, as well as agreements 
and policies, to provide relevant career-oriented 
post-secondary education that meets the needs of 
the changing job market; and

• measure and publicly report on the Ministry’s 
and public colleges’ effectiveness in achieving the 
desired education outcomes.

In addition, this audit assessed whether select public 
colleges have procedures and systems in place to 
operate in a cost-effective manner and that they fulfill 
their responsibilities as established by the Ministry. 

Further, this audit assessed whether the audited 
financial statements of the public colleges are rel-
evant, reliable, timely and are prepared in accordance 
with Canadian public sector accounting standards.

In planning for our work, we identified the audit 
criteria (Appendix 12) we would use to address 
our audit objective. These criteria were established 
based on a review of applicable legislation, policies 
and procedures, internal and external studies, and 
best practices, including those related to board 
governance and the preparation of financial state-
ments. Senior management at the Ministry and the 
four public colleges where we did detailed work 
(Loyalist, Sault, Seneca and St. Clair) reviewed and 
agreed with the suitability of our objectives and asso-
ciated criteria.

We conducted our audit between January 
2021 and September 2021. We obtained written 
representation from the Ministry and the four public 
colleges that, effective November 19, 2021, they had 
provided us with all the information they were aware 
of that could significantly affect the findings or the 
conclusion of this report.

In performing our audit work, we interviewed 
senior management and appropriate staff at the 
Ministry, and examined related data, files and docu-
mentation from the three-to-five-year period ending 
August 31, 2021, and in some cases from over the 
10-year period ending on that date, provided by 
the Ministry.

As well, we spoke with the presidents and board 
chairs from all 24 public colleges to obtain informa-
tion relevant to our audit. We conducted detailed 
file reviews and interviewed the board secretaries 
from four selected colleges: Loyalist, Sault, Seneca 
and St. Clair. We selected these colleges based on 
factors including the size of the college by enrol-
ment, the number and percentage of international 
students, board governance practices, geographic 
location and other observations we made throughout 
our audit that prompted further examination. We 
examined information and data available at public 
colleges, and publicly available information, with 
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and, as a result, maintains a comprehensive quality 
control system that includes documented policies 
and procedures with respect to compliance with rules 
of professional conduct, professional standards and 
applicable legal and regulatory requirements.

We have complied with the independence and 
other ethical requirements of the Code of Professional 
Conduct of the Chartered Professional Account-
ants of Ontario, which are founded on fundamental 
principles of integrity, objectivity, professional 
competence and due care, confidentiality and profes-
sional behaviour.

4.0 Detailed Audit Observations

4.1 Enrolment Trends of International 
Students
Over the past decade, the public college sector has 
experienced a significant upward trend in inter-
national student enrolments. Between 2012/13 
and 2020/21, the sector saw a 15% decline in domes-
tic enrolments (41,958 students), but a 342% growth 
in international enrolments (81,185 students). 
Several internal and external factors account for this 
significant upward trend:

• Public colleges have focused on increasing 
their recruitment of international students as a 
source of revenue in response to both declining 
domestic enrolments and the freeze on domestic 
tuition fees.

• Changes to the federal government’s poli-
cies governing study and work permits. For 
example, after June 2014, international students 
holding a study permit could work up to 20 hours 
a week without applying for a separate work 
permit. Prior to this, students had to apply for 
a work permit, which required students to have 
studied for at least six of the previous 12 months 
in Canada prior to applying.

• Additionally, the Post-Graduation Work Permit 
Program allows international students to stay 

regard to the recruitment of international stu-
dents. Our review did not examine the operations of 
recruitment agencies. 

Our audit work was primarily conducted remotely 
due to the COVID-19 pandemic; however, we 
conducted on-site visits at three public colleges 
(Loyalist, Seneca and Humber) to observe their 
campus operations.

We interviewed senior management and reviewed 
relevant information from the following stakeholders:

• Colleges Ontario;

• Postsecondary Education Quality Assessment 
Board; and

• Colleges and Institutes Canada.
We also interviewed senior management from 

the Quality Assurance Service, and reviewed the 
documentation and processes the Quality Assurance 
Service uses to conduct audits of public colleges, as 
well as the audit reports produced. We also had 
discussions with representatives from the Ministry 
of Labour, Training and Skills Development regard-
ing labour market trends. From the post-secondary 
education sector, we interviewed various Ontario 
and Canada-wide advocacy and consultancy groups 
including BC Colleges and Higher Education Strat-
egy Associates. We researched best practices in other 
Canadian provinces including Manitoba, Alberta and 
British Columbia, as well as other countries such as 
Australia and we spoke to representatives from the 
Ministry of Advanced Education, Skills and Training 
in British Columbia. We also retained an external 
advisor to inform our review of board governance 
practices. In addition, we reviewed the relevant audit 
reports issued by the Province’s Internal Audit Div-
ision to inform our audit work.

We conducted our work and reported on the 
results of our examination in accordance with the 
applicable Canadian Standards on Assurance Engage-
ments—Direct Engagements issued by the Auditing 
and Assurance Standards Board of the Chartered 
Professional Accountants of Canada. This included 
obtaining a reasonable level of assurance.

The Office of the Auditor General of Ontario 
applies the Canadian Standards of Quality Control 
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4.1.1 High Reliance on One Country for 
International Students Has Placed Public 
Colleges at Risk of Sudden Revenue Loss

A high reliance on international student enrolments 
from one country (in the case of Ontario public col-
leges, India) poses the risk of a sudden decrease in a 
significant revenue source if geopolitical factors and/
or other external factors cause the large influx of stu-
dents from that particular country to cease.

Most recently, this occurred in August 2018 in the 
case of another country, when Saudi Arabia recalled 
over 15,000 students from Canada. This event did not 
significantly impact Ontario’s public colleges since 
the total enrolment of students from Saudi Arabia 
across all colleges was around 500. However, within 
the Ontario post-secondary education sector, the 
sudden withdrawal of students from Saudi Arabia has 
been cited as one factor contributing to Laurentian 
University’s financial difficulties. Factors outside a 
post-secondary institution’s control, such as geo-
political factors, can significantly affect educational 
institutions that rely highly on international student 
enrolments from a single country.

Several of the public college presidents and 
board chairs with whom we met raised as a concern 
this high level of dependency on one country for 
international student enrolments. From 2016/17 to 
2020/21, between 48% and 62% of all international 
students studying at Ontario public colleges were 
from India (Figure 9 shows a breakdown of inter-
national students by country of origin). These high 
percentages are primarily due to the large population 
in India and that many people from that country see 
Ontario as a relatively attractive place to study, work 
and/or live. As well, in 2014, the federal government 
streamlined the study permit process for students 
from India, making it easier for them to access edu-
cation in Ontario public colleges. Over the same 
period, the percentage of international students from 
China decreased from 15% in 2016/17 to only 6% in 
2020/21 due to a shift in these students’ preference 
toward university-level education as well as polit-
ical factors.

in Canada after graduation to seek employment 
(Appendix 13). This program, introduced by 
the federal government in 2005, has become 
less restrictive over time. For instance, it no 
longer limits students to finding employment 
outside three large Canadian cities (Mont-
real, Toronto, Vancouver) or requires that 
employment be in a field related to their area of 
study. As well, the application time was extended 
from 90 days to six months, providing graduates 
with more time to find employment.

• Finally, Canada is considered one of the most 
desirable places in which to study for several 
reasons, including the quality of education and 
opportunity it provides to enhance one’s English 
language skills.
College presidents and board chairs, and also 

as highlighted in Canada’s International Education 
Strategy, noted that there are multiple benefits asso-
ciated with international students. These benefits 
include helping local economies by obtaining trained 
potential employees that employers in certain fields 
demand; stimulating the local economy through 
student spending; increasing diversity within the 
region where students study; and helping local 
regions meet labour demands where the domestic 
demographic is shifting and would be unable to meet 
such demands. For non-university post-secondary 
students who obtained their study permits between 
2010-2014, 30% became permanent residents within 
five years; this is an increase of 13% over the previous 
group of students who received their permits between 
2005-2009.

However, this growth in international students is 
not without risks, which both the public college sector 
and the Ministry assume. These risks include a high 
reliance on a small number of countries for students 
and a high dependency on international students for 
the overall financial stability of public colleges and 
for a source of funds for capital investments in public 
college infrastructure. We also found that some public 
colleges have limited oversight of the process for 
recruiting international students.
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international students enrolled are from India at 15 of 
the 24 public colleges (Figure 10).

Any changes to federal government policies,  
geopolitical factors or international students’ prefer-
ences are out of the public college sector’s and the 
Ministry’s control. The Government of Canada’s Inter-
national Education Strategy for 2019–2024 identified 
that one of its three key objectives is for the post-
secondary education sector to diversify the countries 

Lambton, Loyalist, Northern, St. Clair and 
St. Lawrence drew more than 90% of their inter-
national students from India, including those 
studying at the public-private college partner-
ships in 2020/21. For one college (Lambton), we 
estimated that a reduction of 12%, or 686, of their 
Indian students would have placed them in a finan-
cial break-even position, if all other factors remained 
unchanged. Additionally, more than half of the 

Figure 9: Percentage of International Students by Country Studying at Ontario Public Colleges, 2016/17–2020/21
Source of data: Ministry of Colleges and Universities 

Country 2016/17 2017/18 2018/19 2019/20 2020/21
India1 48 57 60 59 62

China 15 10 8 7 6

Vietnam 2 4 5 5 4

South Korea 5 4 3 3 3

Brazil 2 3 2 2 2

Philippines < 1 < 1 1 2 2

Nigeria 2 1 < 1 < 1 1

Iran < 1 < 1 < 1 1 1

Ukraine 2 1 1 < 1 < 1

Jamaica 1 < 1 < 1 1 < 1

Russian Federation 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1

Mexico < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1

Colombia < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1

Bangladesh < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1

Turkey < 1 <1 < 1 < 1 < 1

Taiwan < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1

Saudi Arabia 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1

Venezuela < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1

Japan < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1

United States < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1

Pakistan < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1 < 1

Not reported 5 3 1 1 2

Other2 8 7 6 7 7

Total 100 100 100 100 100

1. The large increase in the percentage of international students from India is due to several factors, such as:
• English is widely used in India, and many students already have sufficient English fluency to be accepted into and complete an Ontario college program.
• India has the second largest total population in the world; about 60% is under the age of 30. 
• The middle class population in India is among the fastest growing in the world. 
• Entry into India’s labour market is increasingly difficult for the growing number of young school graduates; meanwhile, the middle classes are increasingly able 

to pay for foreign education and seek education and work abroad.

2. Other countries had enrolments of under 1% in Ontario public colleges. Specifically, 160 students from other countries enrolled in 2016/17, 161 enrolled in 
2017/18, 158 enrolled in 2018/19, 170 enrolled in 2019/20 and 163 enrolled in 2020/21.
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and/or measuring this goal. One college (Durham) 
has published its target of recruiting from 90 different 
countries as a measure for diversification.

In November 2019, in response to a recommenda-
tion made by the Ontario Internal Audit Division, the 
Ministry indicated it would be conducting policy 
work with respect to a broader international student 
strategy. In August 2021, we inquired as to the status 
of the strategy. The Ministry had not yet prepared a 
formal strategy but informed us that the strategy was 
in the early phases of development and will include 
multiple objectives such as to ensure international 
students will study and stay in the province; to lever-
age government investments in post-secondary 
education; to address long-standing issues such as 
regional inequity and to support the province’s eco-
nomic recovery.

RECOMMENDATION 1

To mitigate the risks of public colleges relying 
highly on the tuition revenues from international 
students from one country and to assist the public 
college system in proactively planning for related 
circumstances that are not within their control, we 
recommend that the Ministry of Colleges and Uni-
versities (Ministry):

• develop a formal and comprehensive strategy 
for the diversification of international students 
for the public college sector;

• require that public colleges establish risk  
mitigation plans, with clear action plans,  
timelines and measurable outcomes, that align 
with the Ministry’s strategy; and

• require public colleges to report annually on 
their status of achieving their goals and take 
corrective actions when necessary.

MINISTRY RESPONSE

International students are an important part of 
Ontario’s post-secondary sector, reflecting the 
high-quality education offered by our colleges 
and universities, and our international reputa-
tion as a safe, multicultural and welcoming 

that international students come from. Therefore, we 
would expect that the Ministry, on behalf of the col-
leges and sector as a whole, would also establish 
a comprehensive risk-mitigation plan or strategy 
to address the risks associated with a lack of such 
diversification. We noted that 11 of the 24 public col-
leges have included in either their annual reports 
or business plans a goal to diversify the coun-
tries from which their international students are 
recruited. However, not all of these colleges have 
published an action plan or strategy for achieving 

Figure 10: Percentage of International Students from 
India by Public College, 2020/21
Source of data: Ministry of Colleges and Universities

Public College
% of International Students* 

from India
Northern 99

Loyalist 97

St. Lawrence 94

St. Clair 92

Lambton 91

Cambrian 87

Canadore 85

Fleming 83

Conestoga 81

Georgian 71

Confederation 69

Sault 65

Durham 58

Niagara 52

Sheridan 50

Mohawk 49

Centennial 47

Fanshawe 42

Humber 36

Seneca 36

Algonquin 32

George Brown 17

Boréal <1

La Cité 0

* The number of students from India as a percentage of total international 
students. The number of students includes those registered under public-
private college partnerships.
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Specifically, the public college sector’s 
$1.22 billion or 62% increase in its accumulated 
surplus from 2016/17 to 2019/20 was largely due 
to international student growth. As well, during 
the four years before the pandemic (2016/17–
2019/20), revenue from international tuition 
fees increased 152% (from $696 million to 
$1,754 million), while domestic tuition and core 
operating grants from the Ministry decreased slightly 
(by 3% and 2%, respectively). In 2019/20, domestic 
tuition fee revenue decreased due to the 10% tuition 
fee reduction and tuition freeze put in place by the 
Ministry (as discussed in Section 2.2.5). This domes-
tic tuition fee reduction and tuition freeze were 
noted as concerns by many public college presidents 

environment. The Ministry will review these rec-
ommendations as part of its considerations in the 
development of an international post-secondary 
education strategy. 

4.1.2 Public Colleges Are Increasingly Reliant 
on Tuition Fees from International Students to 
Remain Financially Sustainable

Our audit found that, based on the public college 
sector’s current sources of revenue, the sector will 
remain financially sustainable overall if international 
student enrolment trends continue. (Figure 11 details 
the sector’s revenue, expenditures and surplus 
from 2016/17 to 2020/21.)

Figure 11: Public College Sector’s Revenue, Expenditures and Surplus, 2016/17–2020/21 ($ million)
Source of data: Ministry of Colleges and Universities

2016/17 2017/18 2018/19 2019/20
4-Year 

Change1 (%) 2020/21

Revenue
Tuition fee 

   International  696  952 1,405 1,754 152 1,681

   Domestic  867  821 927 843 (3) 802

Total tuition fee 1,563 1,773 2,332 2,597 66 2,483

Core operating grant 1,152 1,157 1,146 1,134 (2) 838

Other grants2 759 750 896 754 (1) 1,099

Other revenue3  893 984 1,103 1,042 17 677

Total 4,367 4,664 5,477 5,527 27 5,097

Expenditures
Salaries and benefits 2,355 2,390 2,733 2,868 22 2,766

Operations4 874 952 1,068 1,087 24 978

Other expenditures5 949 1,002 1,133 1,239 31 1,163

Total 4,178 4,344 4,934 5,194 24 4,907

Excess of Revenue Over 
Expenditures

189 320 543 333 76 190

Accumulated Surplus6 1,949 2,279 2,840 3,165 62 3,387

1. Change is calculated over a four-year period from 2016/17 to 2019/20. The calculation does not include 2020/21 operations as that fiscal year was significantly 
impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic and not representative of regular operations for comparison purposes.  

2. Includes performance-based grants, special purpose grants, capital grants, other government grants and federal government funding.

3. Includes student ancillary fees; apprenticeship classroom fees; revenue generated from campus residences, parking, bookstores, cafeterias, day care centres, 
athletic centres, conference centres, and contractual and other fee-for-services; other sales of course products/services; donations; investment income; fines and 
penalties; rental of facilities and miscellaneous income.

4. Includes pension plans, professional services, utilities and maintenance. 

5. Includes expenditures such as amortization and ancillary expenses. 

6. Accumulated surplus is the net assets, which include unrestricted net assets, internally restricted net assets, investment in capital assets, restricted contributions 
and endowments. 
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public colleges’ total enrolment, while domestic stu-
dents represented 70%. Figure 12 shows that almost 
every college experienced a significant increase in the 
percentage of tuition revenue received from inter-
national tuition fees from 2016/17 to 2020/21.  
As well, Appendix 5 shows that international tuition 
fee revenue as a percentage of total college revenue 
increased from 8% (the lowest revenue source) in 
2011/12 to 33% (the highest revenue source) in 
2020/21. In particular, for four colleges (Canadore,  
Centennial, Northern and St. Clair), international 

and board chairs during our discussions, with some 
stating that they have created a reliance by public col-
leges on international student tuition fees for revenue 
to support their operations.

Growing their international student tuition 
revenue stream has been the primary means by 
which public colleges have increased their overall 
revenue. We noted that, in 2020/21, sector-wide 
revenue from international tuition fees was 67.7%  
of the total tuition fee revenue, up from 44.6% in 
2016/17; international students represented 30% of 

Figure 12: International Students’ Tuition Revenue as a Percentage of Total Tuition Revenue of Public Colleges*
Prepared by the Office of the Auditor General of Ontario

Public College 2016/17 2017/18 2018/19 2019/20 2020/21
Northern 49.3 77.1 81.8 89.7 92.0

Canadore 65.3 79.9 80.9 84.2 91.2

Lambton 23.6 42.5 53.5 81.1 84.5

St. Clair 18.3 38.3 68.2 79.3 84.4

Centennial 73.6 79.2 82.4 83.7 81.5

Conestoga 41.3 54.3 70.0 79.4 79.7

Sault 12.7 21.7 45.4 70.3 78.7

Cambrian 25.1 39.3 50.3 71.2 74.7

Confederation 45.2 54.4 63.9 72.1 74.4

Niagara 57.4 67.0 72.4 75.3 72.8

Loyalist 22.5 38.3 50.3 64.7 71.7

Fanshawe 47.2 58.8 64.4 70.1 69.4

Seneca 49.6 53.4 57.9 67.2 68.1

St. Lawrence 32.4 50.0 55.7 63.9 67.6

Sheridan 57.8 61.8 62.9 67.1 65.0

Georgian 30.3 40.8 51.5 60.9 61.0

George Brown 45.8 50.8 53.8 58.9 60.6

Fleming 31.6 53.1 63.4 64.1 59.7

Mohawk 40.6 50.8 53.5 59.4 58.2

Humber 40.2 48.3 50.7 55.0 46.3

Algonquin 26.2 33.2 38.6 46.3 43.5

La Cité 16.2 17.3 23.4 36.4 42.9

Durham 19.9 32.1 40.4 44.8 42.5

Boréal 7.0 8.1 12.5 24.1 23.0

Provincial Avg 44.7 54.0 60.5 67.5 67.7

  Highest in particular year      Lowest in particular year

* The percentages are calculated based on the total amount of tuition fees received from international students, including public-private college partnership 
students, to the total amount of tuition fees received by each public college by fiscal year. Prior to 2019/20, the tuition fee revenue earned from public-private 
college partnership students may not be included for certain colleges as the data was not separately collected by the Ministry at that time. The percentages do 
not account for ancillary revenue or other fees collected from students.
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Public Colleges Have Relied on Surpluses Generated 
from International Students for Capital Improvements 
Since at Least 2016
Even though public colleges are non-profit Crown 
entities, accumulated surpluses are important for 
their future financial flexibility. For example, these 
surpluses can be used for capital expenditures 
(capital maintenance and new capital builds), which 
are mainly funded by colleges’ internal resources. 
Over the past five years, many public colleges have 
relied on international student revenues for their 
annual surpluses.

For the four colleges we reviewed in-depth, over 
a five-year period from 2016/17 to 2020/21, the 
largest sources of funding for capital expenditures 
(during 14 of the 20 years we analyzed) were gener-
ated through the colleges’ operations and donations 
raised. Other funding sources included the Min-
istry, federal and provincial government grants, and 
additional sources.

Capital expenditures for a college primarily 
consist of site and building improvements and equip-
ment purchases. In certain years where a college 
may undergo a planned expansion, such as the con-
struction of a new building or facility, the college 
would need to use a significant amount of its cash 
reserves. Figure 13 provides an example where a 
public college has relied on surpluses generated 
through the growth of international student enrol-
ments not only for financial sustainability, but also for 
capital improvements.

Wide Variation in Financial Health Exists between the 
Public Colleges Due to International Students
While there is an overall collective surplus across all 
public colleges, we found a wide variation in finan-
cial health between public colleges. This variation is 
largely due to revenues from increased international 
student enrolments. Certain colleges became better 
financially prepared for unexpected expenditures that 
could arise.

Figure 14, which details each public college’s 
annual surplus (or deficit) since 2016/17, shows that 
for each year there is a large variation across colleges 

tuition fees represented over half of their total 
revenue in 2020/21, with the highest (Canadore) 
at 60%.

Colleges in northern areas and smaller communities 
saw the largest growth in international student tuition 
revenue compared to colleges in larger urban areas 
during this period. For example, between 2016/17  
and 2020/21, Sault’s tuition revenue from inter-
national students increased from 12.7% to 78.7%.

Of the public colleges without public-private 
college partnerships, Centennial is also highly reliant 
on international tuition fees and has had the highest 
proportion (ranging from 73.6% to 83.7%) of its total 
tuition revenue coming from international tuition fees 
for the past five years. A key factor contributing to 
the high percentage of international students at this 
college is its location in the Greater Toronto Area, a 
region where international students prefer to live 
and study, in a country that is considered one of the 
top destinations for studying abroad. Boréal has the 
lowest percentage (ranging from 7.0% to 24.1%) of 
international student tuition fees compared to total 
tuition revenue. It is a French-language college, and 
there are challenges associated with providing 
French-language programs and services in pre-
dominantly English-speaking communities, including 
challenges in recruiting Francophone students inter-
nationally that want to study in Ontario. Similarly, the 
only other French-language college, La Cité, had one 
of the lowest percentages of international student 
tuition fees relative to total tuition revenue, at 
42.9% in 2020/21. The main factor for current 
and future financial sustainability is growth in 
revenue, which has relied upon international students 
in recent years.

Also shown in Figure 11, public colleges’ largest 
expenses are salaries and benefits for academic 
faculty, support and administrative staff. We found 
that the increase of staffing across the public college 
sector is in line with the growth in international 
student enrolments. In particular, from 2016/17 to 
2019/20, full-time-equivalent staff increased from 
about 32,900 to 35,690.
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Figure 13: Example of a Public College Relying on Surpluses Generated from International Students through a 
Public-Private College Partnership
Prepared by the Office of the Auditor General of Ontario

Lambton College, with the support of a public-private college partnership, experienced a large growth in its annual surplus, in 
part due to the growth of its international student enrolment at the private college that it had partnered with.

 From 2016/17 to 2017/18, enrolment increased about 3,300 students, to 5,834 students in total. During this time, the 
annual surplus increased $12 million, to $23 million in total. From 2017/18 to 2020/21, the college spent from $10 million to 
$41 million, annually, on capital additions, and the percentage that was funded by the Ministry ranged from 3% to 31%. 

 The ability of public colleges to continue investing in infrastructure improvements will depend on the surpluses they generate, 
which are largely derived from international students and any public-private college partnership. This places further reliance on 
these sources not only for operational financial sustainability, but also for future capital improvements.

Figure 14: Annual Surplus (Deficit)1 for Each Public College, 2016/17–2020/21 ($ million)
Source of data: Ministry of Colleges and Universities

2016/17 2017/18 2018/19 2019/20 4-Year Change2 2020/21
Conestoga 6.17 19.34 39.24 32.16 25.99 29.95

St. Clair 7.88 13.31 40.24 31.08 23.20 39.21

Sheridan 21.32 33.19 48.01 28.72 7.40 2.01

Centennial 16.44 34.03 59.57 28.55 12.11 0.89

Fanshawe 7.92 22.87 30.37 26.78 18.86 6.87

Humber 23.29 32.52 32.13 25.50 2.21 11.69

Seneca 16.95 18.12 22.89 21.26 4.31 21.51

Northern 2.69 10.71 14.84 18.59 15.90 21.08

Niagara 3.47 13.95 32.37 17.78 14.31 0.10

Lambton 10.97 23.06 25.17 15.25 4.28 8.00

George Brown 14.94 24.00 31.25 14.93 (0.01) 3.29

Algonquin 5.58 13.51 14.96 14.74 9.16 2.89

Cambrian 1.98 8.31 7.37 9.18 7.20 8.71

St. Lawrence 6.39 11.61 13.24 7.80 1.41 7.12

Sault 0.60 2.22 10.65 5.40 4.80 3.87

Loyalist 2.42 3.11 9.15 6.86 4.44 5.63

Mohawk 23.31 12.47 21.64 6.30 (17.01) 2.86

Georgian 3.01 1.69 16.75 5.16 2.15 2.33

Confederation 0.91 1.42 17.78 4.82 3.91 5.62

La Cité 1.36 3.52 11.37 3.78 2.42 4.83

Fleming 4.76 7.81 13.48 2.18 (2.58) (3.36)

Durham 6.95 7.30 17.43 2.01 (4.94) (3.49)

Boréal 0.02 0.31 5.55 0.96 0.94 0.41

Canadore (0.63) (1.37) 7.90 0.82 1.45 7.97

Total 188.70 317.01 543.35 330.61 141.91 189.99

1. Annual surplus (deficit) is the total revenue minus total expenses for the fiscal year.

2. Change is calculated over a four-year period from 2016/17 to 2019/20. The calculation does not include 2020/21 operations as that fiscal year was significantly 
impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic and not representative of regular operations for comparison purposes. 
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partnerships were established to provide the public 
non-GTA colleges with an additional source of 
revenue from the increased international student 
enrolment at their private college partner’s campus.

in how much their revenues exceeded their expenses; 
for example, in 2019/20, this variation ranged from 
$0.82 million (Canadore) to $32.16 million (Con-
estoga). This result is also reflected in the change in 
colleges’ surpluses each year. To review each college’s 
financial health, factoring in their enrolment size, we 
compared a college’s available net assets to its number 
of full-time-equivalent students enrolled each year in 
2015/16 and 2019/20 (Figure 15). The available net 
assets of a college represent its total assets minus total 
liabilities, and exclude any externally restricted funds 
that cannot be used for regular college operations or 
capital expenditures. This approximates the amount 
of reserves the college has available, which we com-
pared to its annual full-time-equivalent enrolment 
to determine the strength of the college’s reserves 
compared to its enrolment size. We found that half 
the colleges have two or more times the available 
net assets per full-time-equivalent student compared 
with the four colleges that have been performing at 
the bottom of this measure over the five-year period 
(2015/16 to 2019/20). Accordingly, the colleges with 
more net assets available per student have more cap-
acity to reinvest in their infrastructure and improve 
their campus.

Five of Six Public Colleges with Partnerships with 
Private Colleges Could Have Incurred Operating 
Deficits Had They Not Received International Student 
Tuition Partnership Revenue in 2019/20
Smaller colleges, and particularly those in northern 
areas or small cities, have been experiencing declining 
domestic enrolments mainly due to both their regions’ 
changing demographics. As such, these colleges have 
become highly dependent financially on international 
students but increasingly face challenges in attract-
ing these students to their home campuses; this was 
raised as a concern by several of the smaller colleges’ 
presidents and board chairs with whom we met.

To address this situation, between 2005 and 2021,  
11 colleges entered into public-private college part-
nerships with private career colleges located in the 
Greater Toronto Area. Because many international 
students prefer to study in the Toronto region, these 

Figure 15: Public Colleges’ Available Net Assets1 per Full-
Time-Equivalent Enrolment,2 2015/16 and 2019/20
Prepared by the Office of the Auditor General of Ontario

Public College 2015/16 2019/20
Change 

($)
Northern 2,678 26,840 24,162

Lambton 5,864 17,207 11,343

Humber 12,723 16,041 3,318

Boréal 9,109 13,271 4,162

St. Clair 3,207 10,400 7,193

Fanshawe 7,427 10,369 2,942

Sault 4,422 10,346 5,924

Centennial 5,179 10,283 5,104

Niagara 4,501 10,095 5,594

Sheridan 5,236 10,064 4,828

George Brown 6,307 9,299 2,992

Confederation 1,420 8,606 7,186

Seneca 5,838 8,166 2,328

La Cité 4,084 7,683 3,599

Algonquin 4,755 6,507 1,752

Conestoga 2,066 6,195 4,129

Mohawk 2,405 6,091 3,686

Cambrian 2,464 5,926 3,462

St. Lawrence 1,881 5,767 3,886

Fleming 1,091 4,555 3,464

Loyalist (529) 4,047 4,576

Durham 388 2,703 2,315

Georgian 172 2,153 1,981

Canadore (592) 1,598 2,190

Average 3,837 8,926 5,089

  Top 12 of each year.

1. Available net assets represent the colleges’ total assets minus total 
liabilities and excludes any externally restricted funds that cannot be used 
for regular college operations, such as externally restricted assets and 
endowment funds. This represents the reserves the colleges have available 
to use on their operations, which are not subject to external restrictions on 
how funds must be spent.

2. Full-time-equivalent enrolment includes the total headcount of full-time 
students plus part-time students who study, at maximum, two-thirds 
(66.7%) of a full-time course load.
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to obtain these permits, there would be little incen-
tive for those private career colleges to maintain 
their partnerships with public colleges. In February 
2019, Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada 
confirmed, in response to a request made under the 
Access to Information Act, that the National Associa-
tion of Private Career Colleges has been lobbying for 
many years to gain access to the work permit for their 
member institutions. Prior to issuing the Partnerships 
Directive, the Ministry consulted with Immigra-
tion, Refugees and Citizenship Canada to discuss the 
potential risks of a policy change. The Ministry also 
maintains periodic communication with the federal 
department on this issue. Some of the concerns 
raised by Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship 
Canada are addressed in the Partnerships Directive; 
however, enforcement of the Partnerships Directive 
to address these concerns has not occurred. This is 
further discussed in Section 4.2.1.

Six of these 11 colleges formed partnerships 
prior to December 2019. Our analysis found that, for 
2019/20 alone, five of these six public colleges could 
have been in a deficit position had they not received 
this partnership revenue, unless they reduced their 
operating costs in response to lower enrolments. Based 
on the colleges’ estimate of incremental costs related to 
the partnerships, the estimated potential reduction in 
expenses may not be sufficient for all the colleges to 
present a surplus position annually (Figure 16).

In addition, we noted that a change to the federal 
Post-Graduation Work Permit poses a risk for 
public colleges that have entered into partnership 
arrangements. International students are motiv-
ated to study at post-secondary institutions that 
provide access to these permits, such as public col-
leges. Currently, private career college graduates 
are not eligible to apply. If the federal policy were 
changed to allow graduates of private career colleges 

Figure 16: Estimated Financial Impact on Public Colleges’ Surpluses without Revenue Generated from Public-Private 
College Partnerships in 2019/20 ($ million)
Prepared by the Office of the Auditor General of Ontario

Public Colleges in 
Partnership Agreements 
with Private Colleges as 
of 2019/201

Private Career College 
Partner

Surplus2 for 
2019/20  

(A)

Net Revenue3 Generated 
from Public-Private 

College Partnership Only 
(B)

Projected Surplus (Deficit)4 
Excluding Revenue Generated 

from Public-Private College 
Partnership (A) − (B) 

Cambrian Hanson College 9.18 12.78 (3.60)

Canadore
Stanford International 
College

0.82 16.63 (15.81)

Lambton
Cestar College, Queen's 
College

15.25 17.20 (1.95)

Northern Pures College 18.59 22.38 (3.79)

St. Clair ACE Acumen 31.08 8.81 22.27 

St. Lawrence
Alpha International 
Academy, Canadian College

7.80 14.31 (6.51)

Total 82.72 92.11 (9.39)

1. Six public colleges have partnerships with private colleges that operated for the entire 2019/20 fiscal year. Two public colleges entered into partnerships in January 
2020, so the partnership operations do not reflect a full year to assess its financial impact on the colleges. 

2. Surplus is calculated based on college-reported excess of revenue over expenses for the year.

3. Net revenue equals the total revenue received by public colleges minus the amount paid by public colleges to the associated private career college under their 
partnership agreement.

4. These estimates keep all other factors of the college’s operations equal and do not consider the expenditures the college may have chosen to delay if it did not 
earn the extra funds generated by the partnership. The estimates also do not consider other costs spent on public college staff or other resources to establish 
and manage the partnership. The public colleges estimated that incremental costs related to the partnerships represent up to 0.5% of their annual expenses. 
This estimate of avoidable expenses would not be sufficient for the colleges with a projected deficit to be in a surplus position without the public-private college 
partnership.
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perform reference checks, but are not required to do 
so. According to Manitoba’s International Education 
Act and best practices, education providers should 
obtain at least three references before they sign a con-
tract with these agencies.

In addition, our audit found misleading adver-
tisements posted on some of the recruitment 
agencies’ websites, which in themselves, can create 
a reputational risk for the public college sector as 
a whole and also highlights the need for further 
scrutiny of these agencies. For the four public col-
leges we reviewed in-depth, we reviewed a sample 
of 100 international recruitment agency websites 
(25 for each college). Most (93) of them presented 
accurate information; however, seven made mis-
leading claims. Examples of misleading claims were 
related to the visa approval process, such as ensur-
ing 100% success, providing “visa assurance,” and 
guaranteeing positive scores on the International 
English Language Testing. Figure 17 provides more 
detailed examples of the misleading advertisements 
we identified. We found that the four colleges monitor 
agency advertising and/or approve marketing 
materials only when they relate to their college brand-
ing. However, the instances of misleading claims 
we found were related to general statements made 
about the application process by the agencies. These 
misleading claims, while not specific to a college, still 
do not accurately reflect the application process to 
students and should be monitored by the colleges on a 
regular basis.

The recruitment agencies are remunerated based 
on commissions paid by the public college. Since 
these commissions are calculated as a percentage of 
tuition paid by international students, recruitment 
agencies are incentivized to enrol as many stu-
dents as they can in the programs that charge the 
highest tuition fees. We noted that commissions 
paid to recruiters at the four colleges varied, ranging 
from 15% to 32% of first-year tuition fees. These 
commission amounts are equivalent to about 
5% to 14% of colleges’ non-salary-related expendi-
tures, from $0.9 million to $15.9 million in 2020/21 
(Figure 18). This is equivalent to $753 to $1,455 paid 

As mentioned in Section 4.1.1, the Ministry has 
not yet prepared a formal strategy, including options 
to diversify revenue streams, for the sector.

RECOMMENDATION 2

As part of the comprehensive international student 
strategy discussed in Recommendation 1, we rec-
ommend the Ministry of Colleges and Universities 
work with public colleges to develop a long-term 
strategy for the sector, including options to divers-
ify revenue streams to reduce the sector’s high 
reliance on international students.

MINISTRY RESPONSE

In line with Recommendation 1, the Ministry  
will work with public colleges, as well as  
other key post-secondary education stake-
holders (for example, publicly assisted 
universities, students, etc.), as it considers the 
development of an international post-secondary 
education strategy.

4.1.3 Public Colleges Conduct Limited Oversight 
over International Student Recruitment Agencies

Public colleges typically use numerous recruitment 
agencies to attract international students to study at 
their institutions. It is each public college’s respon-
sibility to oversee its recruitment of international 
students. For the four public colleges we reviewed 
in-depth, we noted that the number of contracted 
recruitment agencies varied from about 40 to 400.

Based on our review of the four colleges we 
reviewed in-depth, we found that while they have 
internal processes for their review of recruitment 
agencies, none of them have formal policies in place 
that outline specific criteria for the selection and 
removal of these recruitment agencies. Without a 
formal policy, it will be at the discretion of college 
staff or management to determine which agency to 
contract with or not. For example, we noted that one 
college requires two references to contract a recruit-
ment agency, while the other three colleges generally 
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decisions, we recommend that the Ministry of Col-
leges and Universities:

• expand the Ministry’s directive requirements to 
include the advertising of college admissions 
processes, such as visa and language testing;

• confirm that public colleges have a formal 
policy for the selection and removal of inter-
national student recruitment agencies; 

• require public colleges to monitor the agencies’ 
advertisements at a regular interval (between 
three and six months) to confirm they are 
factually correct, and that any errors or other 
misleading advertisements found are corrected 
in a timely manner; and

• collect data related to fees paid to recruitment 
agencies, and assess the reasonableness of the 
fees paid on a per student basis.

MINISTRY RESPONSE

The Ministry is supportive of creating the condi-
tions that make it easier for everyone to access a 
high-quality post-secondary education. 

The Framework for Programs of Instruction 
Minister’s Binding Policy Directive requires that all 

to agencies to recruit international students on a per 
student basis. However, this remuneration structure 
does not consider qualitative factors such as students’ 
satisfaction of the recruitment processes and whether 
they were provided with accurate and complete 
information at the time of recruitment. We noted 
that one college (Sault) included a clause in its con-
tract that “agencies cannot make claims about visas”; 
however, contracts we reviewed for the other three 
colleges did not include this specific clause.

The Framework for Programs of Instruction Min-
ister’s Binding Policy Directive states that boards of 
governors are responsible for ensuring that college 
advertising and marketing do not contain inaccur-
ate or deceptive claims with regard to programs 
offered. There is no similar requirement related to 
advertising of college admissions processes, such as 
visa and language testing.

RECOMMENDATION 3

So that international students who are recruited 
to attend public colleges in Ontario are provided 
with accurate information to make informed 

Figure 17: Examples of Misleading Advertisements Posted on Certain International Recruitment Agencies’ Websites
Prepared by the Office of the Auditor General of Ontario

Example 1:

At the time of our audit, four international recruitment agencies were providing misleading information regarding visitor visa 
approvals. For example, two agencies publicly posted that they could provide “visa assurance” or that they could “ensure 100 
percent visa success.” The other two agencies claimed to “ensure a high visa success rate.” We noted that while the use of these 
agencies’ services may help potential students navigate the visa application process, they cannot guarantee visa approval.

Example 2:

Another two agencies were misleading students on the International English Language Testing System process as they listed 
“guaranteed scores” as a benefit of using their test preparation services, which cannot be guaranteed. Another agency stated that 
students will receive their test results prior to the “official announcement date,” to which no agency should have access. 

Example 3:

One of the agencies identified in Example 1 also implied that students would receive college admissions more easily with their 
services. This agency advertised that benefits such as “priority admission, relax(ed) entry criteria, faster institute response [and] 
quick offer letter” would be given to students using their services. 
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4.1.4 Domestic Students Generally Have 
Access to Public Colleges Despite International 
Student Growth

At the four colleges we selected for detailed review, we 
found that qualified domestic students who applied to 
these colleges between 2015/16 and 2019/20 gener-
ally had access to the colleges to which they applied, 
despite increasing numbers of international students 
during that period.

marketing relating to college programs, whether 
undertaken directly by the college or indirectly 
by persons or entities acting on the college’s 
behalf, be accurate and transparent. The Ministry 
will consider potential revisions to the Directive to 
provide additional clarity regarding the marketing 
of college programs to international students. 
Public colleges have the authority to determine 
the policies they have in place regarding inter-
national student recruitment agencies. 

Figure 18: Commission Paid by Public Colleges to International Recruitment Agencies* ($ 000)
Prepared by the Office of the Auditor General of Ontario

2016/17 2017/18 2018/19 2019/20 2020/21
Algonquin 1,617 2,579 3,598 4,041 1,931

Boréal - - - - 6

Cambrian 753 1,814 1,732 2,368 1,180

Canadore 561 1,623 2,498 2,541 3,390

Centennial 9,329 12,469 14,651 17,139 9,742

Conestoga 4,175 9,024 13,810 19,930 13,953

Confederation 473 1,138 1,372 1,766 837

Durham 802 1,710 2,989 2,727 1,363

Fanshawe 6,215 8,120 10,695 12,520 8,518

Fleming 1,420 3,796 4,467 4,414 1,613

George Brown 4,292 5,714 6,640 6,834 4,901

Georgian 2,060 3,167 5,369 5,497 3,300

Humber 4,600 6,100 7,000 7,800 5,500

La Cité 13 20 37 71 75

Lambton 9,448 19,131 13,303 10,329 14,692

Loyalist 435 786 1,505 2,565 902

Mohawk 2,890 3,200 3,421 4,364 2,268

Niagara 3,782 8,026 11,102 7,363 4,407

Northern 37 47 112 906 266

Sault 1,394 372 1,157 1,534 2,423

Seneca 6,726 9,656 14,177 18,287 15,863

Sheridan 5,479 6,458 6,121 7,478 5,046

St. Clair 152 3,358 11,650 15,085 11,601

St. Lawrence 889 1,321 1,770 1,552 887

Total 67,542 109,629 139,176 157,111 114,664

  Colleges selected for detailed review for this audit.

* The Ministry does not track this information.
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4.2 Public-Private College 
Partnerships
As discussed in Section 2.4, some public colleges have 
established partnerships with private career colleges 
(public-private college partnerships) for the delivery 
of public college programs. As shown in Appendix 11, 
in September 2017 the Ministry informed the public 
colleges with partnerships that they were to be wound 
down, as the partnerships were deemed to be not 
consistent with the Ministry’s goals for the delivery 
of international post-secondary education. However, 
in December 2018, the then Minister determined that 
public-private college partnerships would be permit-
ted to continue within limits. We inquired on several 
occasions for documentation outlining the rationale 
for the reversal of the Ministry decision. Ministry staff 
were unable to provide any documentation outlining 
the factors that led to the Minister’s decision to allow 
the partnerships to continue.

Under the existing partnership agreements, the 
public college obtains a portion of the tuition 
revenue—usually between 20% and 30%—with its 
private college partner keeping the remainder. We 
noted that five of the private career colleges that 
have entered into partnerships with public colleges 
earned almost 100% of their total revenue from 
these partnership arrangements. The net profit 
margins for these private partners ranges between 
18% and 53% based on their 2020 audited finan-
cial statements.

Further, our audit found that some of these part-
nerships did not uphold enrolment requirements, and 
that their quality assurance and student support 
processes could be strengthened. These findings are 
further discussed below.

4.2.1 The Ministry Has Not Taken Timely Action 
to Have the Public-Private College Partnerships 
Comply with the Ministry’s International Student 
Enrolment Maximums

The Public College-Private Partnerships Minister’s 
Binding Policy Directive (Partnerships Directive) 

Our analysis found that the number of domestic 
students applying each year has decreased for the four 
colleges. This declining trend in applications is con-
sistent with Ontario’s demographic trends and high 
school graduates’ preferences shifting toward univer-
sity, rather than college, education. As shown in the 
application and acceptance data of domestic students 
in Appendix 14, from 2015/16 to 2019/20, all four 
colleges have seen a decrease in domestic applica-
tions. We also noted that the domestic acceptance rate 
(which represents the number of students accepted as 
a percentage of applicants) has not declined signifi-
cantly over the same time period.

In the Admissions Criteria Minister’s Binding Policy 
Directive, preference must be provided to residents of 
Ontario when selecting applicants to accept into over-
subscribed programs. This represents any program 
where the number of applicants who meet the admis-
sions criteria exceed the number of spots available 
for acceptance. After all qualified residents of Ontario 
are accepted, then residents of other provinces and 
territories in Canada are considered, and then finally 
all other applicants. However, the Ministry does not 
monitor college information at the program capacity/
seats available level for oversubscribed programs. As 
such, it is unable to confirm that residents of Ontario 
are given admissions priority as per the Admissions 
Criteria Minister’s Binding Policy Directive.

RECOMMENDATION 4

So that domestic students continue to have access 
to study at public colleges and high-demand 
programs, we recommend that the Ministry of 
Colleges and Universities track applicant informa-
tion and confirm that Ontario residents are given 
priority to oversubscribed programs. 

MINISTRY RESPONSE

The Ministry will explore what processes will have 
to be put in place to ensure consistent tracking and 
analysis of acceptance rates.
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We assessed the partnership enrolment levels 
using fall 2020 enrolment data and found that 
international student enrolment at four of the 
five partnership colleges increased beyond their 
legacy levels (as shown in Figure 19). We also 
found that, as of September 2021, two of the five 
colleges with legacy enrolment limits had not yet 
submitted an enrolment plan indicating when they 
would not exceed the required 2:1 enrolment ratio 
maximum. The Ministry indicated that, due to 
COVID-19, colleges had to undertake significant work 
to ensure program continuity and provide services. As 
a result, at the time of our audit, the Ministry had not 
yet established a deadline for receipt of these plans.

We reviewed the three enrolment plans that were 
submitted from Lambton, Northern and Canadore 
(Figure 20). We noted that Lambton forecast its 
enrolment out to 2030 and indicated that over 
this period it will not be in compliance with the 
2:1 enrolment ratio requirement. Northern plans 
to increase international student enrolment at its 
partnership campus above its legacy level. Canadore 
projects to decrease its enrolment ratio to 2.4:1 by 
winter 2022 but did not indicate when it expects 

states that the private college partner campus(es) 
(partnership campus) can enrol a maximum of two 
international students for every international student 
at the public college’s campus(es) (home campus). 
The six public colleges that already had partnerships 
established when the Partnerships Directive came into 
effect in December 2019 were allowed to choose their 
highest partnership enrolment level in 2018 or 2019 
and establish a legacy enrolment limit at that level. 
Since five of these had higher enrolment than the 2:1 
enrolment ratio requirement in a previous semester 
in 2018 or 2019, they chose a legacy enrolment limit 
at their highest international student enrolment levels 
from either of those years.

If a college’s legacy enrolment level exceeds the 
2:1 ratio, international student enrolment at the 
partnership campus cannot increase above the legacy 
number until the home campus enrolment increases 
and the 2:1 ratio is achieved. Public colleges that 
exceed the 2:1 ratio must submit an enrolment plan 
to the Ministry with a timeline that indicates when 
the 2:1 ratio will be achieved. However, the Ministry 
did not give a deadline for when these colleges had to 
submit these plans.

Figure 19: International Student Enrolments at Public Colleges That Have Public-Private College Partnerships and 
Their Compliance with Enrolment Requirements
Prepared by the Office of the Auditor General of Ontario

Public 
College

Private Career 
College Partner

Legacy 
Partnership 

Campus 
Enrolment1

Fall 2020 
Partnership 

Campus 
Enrolment (A)

Fall 2020 
Home Campus 
Enrolment (B)

Partnership-
Campus-to-

Home-Campus-
Ratio (A):(B)

College 
Submitted an 

Enrolment Plan 
as of May 2021

Cambrian Hanson Canada 2,409 3,061 1,122 2.7:1 No 

Canadore
Stanford International 
College

2,446 4,636 527 8.8:1 Yes

Lambton
Cestar College, 
Queen's College

7,377 5,448 614 8.9:1 Yes

Northern Pures College 2,612 4,088 477 8.6:1 Yes

St. Clair ACE Acumen n/a2 2,613 3,858 0.7:1 n/a2

St. Lawrence
Alpha International 
Academy, Canadian 
College

2,187 3,314 1,060 3.1:1 No

  Enrolment exceeded legacy level and 2:1 ratio was not met

1. Private partnership colleges are not supposed to increase their international student enrolment above the legacy number until their home campus enrolment 
increases and a home-campus-to-partnership-campus ratio of 2:1 or lower is achieved.

2. St. Clair College was not required to submit a plan because its home-campus-to-partnership-campus ratio did not exceed the 2:1 ratio.
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• assess the colleges’ compliance with the enrolment 
requirements on an annual basis, starting in fall 
2020, using fall 2020 enrolment numbers;

• evaluate the colleges’ progress on meeting their 
timelines as part of a policy review in fall 2021; 
and

to achieve the 2:1 requirement. As such, none of 
the three colleges’ plans complies with the Partner-
ships Directive.

The December 2019 Partnerships Directive also 
states that the Ministry will:

Figure 20: Summaries of Public Colleges’ Plans Submitted to the Ministry Related to Meeting the Required  
2:1 Enrolment Ratio under the Public College-Private Partnerships Minister’s Binding Policy Directive
Prepared by the Office of the Auditor General of Ontario

Plan 1: Northern College

Northern submitted its first enrolment plan to the Ministry in December 2019, and a revised plan in October 2020 to reflect the 
impact of COVID-19 on its enrolment projections. The college projects international student enrolment growth every year at its home 
campus, from 910 international students in 2020 to 2,500 by 2025. The college estimates it will comply with the 2:1 enrolment 
ratio requirement in 2023.

In its October 2020 plan, Northern indicated that its partnership campus enrolment was about 4,100 in fall 2020. This represents 
an increase of 1,488 students above its legacy enrolment level of 2,612. This growth does not comply with the Partnerships 
Directive, which states that partnership campuses are not to increase their international student enrolment above the legacy 
amount until the 2:1 enrolment ratio requirement is met. With this increase in partnership campus enrolment, Northern’s enrolment 
ratio increased as per Figure 19. 

To comply with the 2:1 enrolment ratio requirement, Northern plans to reduce intake at its partnership campus in May and 
September 2021, and January 2022. This action would decrease enrolment at its partnership campus by approximately 500 
students each year from 2021 to 2023, until Northern complies with the legacy enrolment threshold and the 2:1 enrolment ratio 
requirement.

Plan 2: Lambton College

Lambton applied for ministerial approval to renew its two existing partnerships in July 2020 and also submitted its enrolment plan 
to the Minister in September 2020. The enrolment plan forecasts enrolment out to 2030 and indicates that the college will not 
comply with the 2:1 enrolment ratio requirement during this time, nor does it provide an indication as to when the requirement will 
be met. The college projects that it will have a 3:1 enrolment ratio in 2031. 

Ministry staff sought direction from the Minister on whether to recommend approval of the renewal applications given that 
the enrolment plan does not specify when the college will comply with the 2:1 enrolment requirement, and therefore does not 
comply with the Partnerships Directive. Rather than requesting a new enrolment plan from the college that includes a timeline for 
compliance with the enrolment ratio, the Minister accepted Lambton’s enrolment plan and allowed the approval process for renewal 
to proceed. 

Plan 3: Canadore College

Canadore submitted its enrolment plan to the Ministry in January 2021. Canadore estimated that its enrolment ratio would 
decrease from 6:1 in winter 2021 to 2.4:1 by winter 2022 due to the college closing intake at the partnership campus earlier 
than previous years, to limit enrolment. The college also had plans to introduce special programs at the home campus to increase 
international enrolment.

The enrolment plan did not specify when the college would comply with the 2:1 enrolment requirement, and therefore does not 
comply with the Partnerships Directive, but the college indicated that a three-year detailed enrolment forecast would be provided 
at a later time. The enrolment forecast had not been received by the Ministry, nor had the Ministry requested a new enrolment plan 
from Canadore, at the time of our audit. 
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• implement penalties or other measures for 
non-compliance with the Directive.

MINISTRY RESPONSE

The Ministry acknowledges the delay in enforcing 
the requirement to submit enrolment plans and in 
implementing compliance measures. As part of its 
planned review of the Directive, the Ministry will 
establish a timeline for colleges to submit enrol-
ment plans and implement compliance measures 
through the release of a revised Directive. 

RECOMMENDATION 6

Given the public college-private partnerships 
started as early as 2005 and the number of 
partnerships has been growing, we recom-
mend the Ministry of Colleges and Universities 
review the financial model for these partner-
ship arrangements.

MINISTRY RESPONSE

The Ministry will consider including financial 
aspects of public college-private partnerships in 
its planned review of the Directive, taking into 
account that partnership agreements are nego-
tiated by colleges and their partners, and the 
Ministry is not party to them.

4.2.2 Most Public-Private College Partnerships 
and Their Programs Have Not Yet Been Subject 
to an Independent Quality Assurance Audit

Quality Assurance Audits Not Conducted for Public-
Private College Partnerships in a Timely Manner
The quality assurance audit process for public  
colleges, including those that have a public-private 
college partnership, is conducted by the Quality 
Assurance Service on a five-year cycle. The College 
Quality Assurance Audit Process Standards were 
updated in May 2019 to include the assessment 
of quality assurance mechanisms at partnership 

• consider compliance measures to ensure the 
policy’s requirements are met and update the Dir-
ective as needed.
In August 2020, the Ministry communicated to 

the colleges that international enrolments would 
be assessed on a case-by-case basis in fall 2020. The 
Ministry acknowledged the impact of COVID-19 on 
college partnerships, but confirmed that the partner-
ship enrolment ratio requirement would remain in 
effect. However, we found that as of May 2021, the 
Ministry had not completed an assessment of the col-
leges’ fall 2020 enrolments or whether the colleges 
complied with the 2:1 enrolment ratio requirement 
in accordance with the Partnerships Directive. As of 
September 2021, the Ministry has not yet decided 
to conduct a formal assessment of the enrolment 
requirements for fall 2021. As well, it had not 
developed a plan to conduct the policy review as 
required by the Partnerships Directive.

We also found that in August 2020, the Ministry 
received Cabinet approval to implement financial 
penalties for non-compliance with either the enrol-
ment ratio requirement for new partnerships or the 
legacy enrolment levels for pre-existing partner-
ships. Subsequently, the Ministry drafted a revision 
to the Partnerships Directive to include compliance 
measures. At the time of our audit, the Minister had 
not yet given approval to issue a revised Partner-
ships Directive. As a result, there are currently no 
penalties in place for non-compliance with the Part-
nerships Directive.

RECOMMENDATION 5

To comply with the Public College-Private 
Partnerships Minister’s Binding Policy Direc-
tive, we recommend that the Ministry of Colleges 
and Universities:

• set a timeline for public colleges to submit their 
international enrolment plans and establish a 
reasonable and timely date to comply with the 
2:1 international enrolment ratio requirement; 
and
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selected as part of the quality assurance audit, certain 
information was not requested by the audit panel 
for consideration. A follow-up is expected to be per-
formed 18 months after the April 2021 audit. The 
college indicated to our Office that it plans to provide 
evidence to confirm compliance with this audit 
requirement at that time. Under the existing five-year 
cycle, the Quality Assurance Service will not audit this 
partnership again until 2026. All quality assurance 
audits for the remaining nine public colleges with 
partnership arrangements will be completed by 2026. 

No Requirement That a Program Offered by a Private 
Partner Must Be Selected for a Quality Assurance Audit
As part of the Quality Assurance Service’s audit 
process, they select a sample of four to eight programs 
that are offered by the public college. The public 
college must complete a self-assessment, called the 
self-study report, for these selected programs. In most 
audits, only selected programs are used by the public 
college to demonstrate that they comply with the 
six audit standards of the College Quality Assurance 
Audit Process; a few colleges provide evidence from 
other programs. Also, the audit panel has the oppor-
tunity to interview students and staff associated with 
these selected programs as part of the process.

We found that the Quality Assurance Service’s 
process of selecting programs for review is performed 
randomly. As well, there is no requirement that a 
program offered by a public-private college partner-
ship should be selected as part of the sample. If a 
program taught by a public-private college partner-
ship is not selected, it is not included within the scope 
of the audit panel and the panel would not assess 
it against the six audit standards. This also means 
that the audit panel will not have the opportunity to 
interview the students, graduates, and faculty at the 
partnership campus because it is not standard practice 
to interview personnel from programs not selected 
as part of the sample. For Lambton’s audit in April 
2021, none of the programs offered at its public-pri-
vate college partnerships were selected for audit. For 
St. Clair’s most recent audit, one program offered at 
its public-private college partnership was selected.

campuses. Prior to the standards update, there were 
no requirements to specifically assess programs 
offered by public-private college partnerships. 
However, one college (Cambrian) had a partnership 
program included as part of its audit in early 2019 
prior to the update.

We found that the five-year cycle is too long as it 
means that some public colleges with partnerships 
will not be audited against the new standards until 
2026. Eleven partnerships existed at the time of our 
audit; six of them were established between 2005 and 
2015. Depending on the last date at which the public 
colleges were audited, we found that the five-year 
cycle means that some public colleges with partner-
ships will not be audited against the new standards 
until 2026. Because these partnerships are becom-
ing more popular and private career colleges are not 
required to follow the same quality assurance frame-
work as public colleges for their own programs, it 
is important for a third party—such as the Quality 
Assurance Service—to confirm, on a more frequent 
basis, that these private partners are also meeting 
the same quality standards expected at the public 
colleges. 

As of September 2021, we noted that the Quality 
Assurance Service performed quality assurance audits 
at only two colleges that have a public-private college 
partnership: Lambton’s audit was completed in April 
2021; and St. Clair’s audit was completed in Septem-
ber 2021.

Both colleges met all six, high level audit stan-
dards. For Lambton, there were certain requirements 
under each standard that were only partially met. For 
example, the audit panel was unable to confirm 
that Lambton had appropriate academic policies or 
procedures governing the way it established arrange-
ments with its external partners in several areas. As 
such, it recommended that Lambton develop poli-
cies and procedures to oversee its private partner in 
areas including program admissions, certification and 
quality assurance. In discussion with Lambton, we 
were advised that the same policies and procedures 
developed by the public college apply to its private 
partners. However, as a partnership program was not 
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Quality Assurance Service’s audits is important.  
The Ministry will encourage the Ontario College 
Quality Assurance Service to expedite its audit 
timelines and processes with respect to colleges 
with partnerships. 

4.2.3 Monitoring of Student Supports Provided 
by Partners Differs between Public Colleges

Student supports and services can include mental 
health support, wireless internet access, tutoring 
services, academic support and student activities. 
We found that the supports provided to students 
attending partnership campuses, and the processes 
that public colleges follow to confirm that these stu-
dents receive an appropriate range of supports, could 
be strengthened through regular monitoring of what 
services are actually being offered.

The Partnerships Directive states that “stu-
dents enrolled in programs offered through public 
college-private partnerships are entitled to all the 
rights and privileges afforded to other students of 
the college. As partnership students are students 
of the college, colleges will be held accountable for 
ensuring access to an appropriate range of student 
supports, either on the partnership campus, in the 
community, or through the college’s main campus.”

Three of the four public colleges we reviewed 
in-depth have a partnership arrangement. We noted 
that for each of the three colleges, their private part-
ners are expected to provide most of the student 
services, as per their agreements. However, we found 
that the extent to which the three public colleges 
monitor compliance varies, as shown in Figure 21.

RECOMMENDATION 8

To help ensure students have access to an appro-
priate range of services (such as mental health 
support, wireless internet access, tutoring ser-
vices, academic support and student activities) 
at private career colleges, as required by their 
public-private college partnership agreements 
and the Ministry of Colleges and Universities’ 

Quality Assurance Service Does Not Directly Obtain 
Certain Audit Information from Private Partners 
We found that when the Quality Assurance Service 
conducts audits at public colleges that have private 
partners, it obtains information and supporting docu-
ments through the public colleges instead of directly 
from the private partners, as it does not have the 
authority to do so. Currently, although audit panels 
can interview the management and support staff of a 
private partner, they do not do so as it is not an estab-
lished audit requirement. Without the requirement to 
interview the private partners to obtain information, 
the audit panels cannot assess these partners’ quality 
assurance processes independently and efficiently.

RECOMMENDATION 7

To independently confirm that private partners 
are delivering a quality of education consistent 
with that provided by the public colleges, we 
recommend that the Ministry of Colleges and 
Universities confirm with public colleges that they 
require the Ontario College Quality Assurance 
Service to:

• conduct quality assurance reviews of partner-
ship arrangements at public colleges that focus 
solely on the new requirement in the College 
Quality Assurance Audit Process Standards 
established in May 2019 every two to three 
years, in addition to the full quality assurance 
review that is conducted on a five-year cycle;

• include a requirement that at least one 
program offered by the public-private college 
partnership is selected for audit as part of the 
quality assurance audit process; and

• interview the private partners’ management 
and request audit-related information directly 
from private colleges as part of its quality 
assurance audit processes.

MINISTRY RESPONSE

The Ministry agrees that confirming that private 
partners are delivering quality education by includ-
ing partnership programs in the Ontario College 
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4.2.4 Two Partnerships That Operate Outside of 
Ontario Conflict with Ontario’s Objectives and 
Avoid Certain Legislative Requirements of Other 
Provinces

As shown in Figure 8, two public colleges, Cambrian 
and St. Lawrence, have partnerships with private 
career colleges that have locations in Vancouver, 
British Columbia. They were established prior to the 
Ministry’s Partnerships Directive. Between the two 
partnerships, 2,385 students were enrolled at the 
Vancouver campuses in the winter 2021 semester. 
These students live and study in Vancouver, and upon 
graduation are likely to continue to reside in Vancou-
ver and therefore less likely to contribute to the job 
market in Ontario. We found that this cross-jurisdic-
tional partnership arrangement is complicated and 
does not align with one of the principles of the Part-
nerships Directive, which is to protect and enhance 
Ontario’s reputation in post-secondary education and 
as a place to live and work.

British Columbia’s legislative framework requires 
private colleges operating in the province, as well 
as out-of-province institutions operating in British 

Public College-Private Partnerships Minister’s 
Binding Policy Directive, we recommend that 
public colleges:

• monitor student services offered at their 
private partners’ campuses and compare them 
to the services offered by the public colleges 
annually; and

• address any shortcomings identified in 
these reviews.

RESPONSE FROM PUBLIC COLLEGES

The public colleges with public-private college 
partnerships strongly support this recommendation.

We have worked collaboratively to develop a 
cohesive Quality Assurance Framework, aligned 
with the Ontario College Quality Assurance 
Service standards, to ensure consistency between 
the public/private partners for both academic and 
service excellence. This includes all student servi-
ces mentioned and the requirement to address any 
potential shortcomings on an annual basis. Public 
colleges have taken the position that the oversight 
of quality assurance rests with the public colleges.

Figure 21: Examples of Public Colleges’ Varied Monitoring of Student Services and Supports Provided by  
Public-Private College Partnerships
Prepared by the Office of the Auditor General of Ontario

One college (Loyalist) entered into its public-private partnership agreement in 2020, and for the first year its partner operated 
out of a temporary campus. Due to the challenges associated with the COVID-19 pandemic coinciding with the opening of the 
partnership, Loyalist focused on ensuring students had COVID-19-related supports (including entering the country and proper 
quarantine facility). As programs were held remotely and the temporary campus would not be used in the next year, less focus 
was spent on the campus and the agreed-upon supports that would have been provided traditionally. 

Another college (Sault) entered its partnership agreement with triOS in January 2020 and has provided students with a 
handbook that outlines all available services at the partnership campus and how to access these services. Prior to the first 
intake of students, Sault compared the services offered by triOS to the services already offered at its home campus to ensure 
an appropriate range of services is offered at its partnership campus. Sault conducted a site visit to observe the delivery of 
services by triOS at the inception of the partnership. Due to the pandemic, Sault has switched to monthly virtual meetings 
that include discussion of the delivery of student services.

The third college (St. Clair) entered into a partnership agreement in December 2013. It has provided students with a 
handbook that outlines all available services at the partnership campus, and has also annually compared the services 
it provides to those provided by the private campus. During COVID-19, St. Clair reviewed the services provided at both 
campuses and made recommendations to improve the services being offered by the partnership campus. 
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in Vancouver. The accountabilities of Ontario public 
colleges and their private partners in Vancouver are 
often unclear and can lead to confusion for both stu-
dents and the public.

We noted that staff from the Ministry of Advanced 
Education and Skills Training in British Columbia and 
Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada have 
raised the same concerns about this cross-jurisdic-
tional partnership arrangement to Ontario’s Ministry 
of Colleges and Universities since 2017; both parties 
recommended that the cross-jurisdictional partner-
ships should not continue at least until Ontario is able 
to consult with all provinces on the framework for the 
partnerships. However, the Ministry in Ontario has 
still not fully addressed these concerns at the time of 
our audit.

RECOMMENDATION 9

To increase transparency to students and maintain 
the principles of the Public College-Private Part-
nerships Minister’s Binding Policy Directive, we 
recommend that the Ministry of Colleges and 
Universities revisit the existing British Columbia 
cross-jurisdictional partnership arrangement and 
determine whether it should allow Ontario public 
colleges to continue to operate with partnerships 
in British Columbia, and, if the decision is to allow 
them to operate, create a formal agreement with 
British Columbia and update the Partnerships Dir-
ective to address concerns.

MINISTRY RESPONSE

The Ministry acknowledges the cross-jurisdictional 
challenges associated with public college-private 
provider partnerships. The Ministry will consider 
consulting with its counterparts in other prov-
inces and with the federal government as part of 
its planned review of the Directive and to inform 
decision-making about partnerships in other 
provinces. 

Columbia, to be certified under its Private Training 
Act. In the absence of a partnership arrangement, this 
would mean that the Ontario public colleges would 
have to be certified as private institutions in British 
Columbia. However, the two Ontario public colleges 
with partnerships have not done so. Instead they rely 
on the private career college partners in British Col-
umbia to be certified, as it is the private partner that 
is delivering most of the educational activities. The 
B.C. Ministry of Advanced Education and Skills Train-
ing indicated to our Office that, under its legislative 
framework, when the private partner presents a new 
program that has been developed by the Ontario 
public college for approval, the Ministry does not have 
the authority to take the partnership arrangement 
into consideration when deciding to approve or deny 
the program, even if concerns exists. 

As well, British Columbia requires the private 
career college delivering the education to grant 
the credential. Therefore, the students study-
ing at partnerships in British Columbia receive 
two credentials—one from the private partner in 
British Columbia, and one from the public college 
in Ontario. In contrast, for partnerships located 
within Ontario, the students graduating from a 
public-private college partnership obtain only one 
credential, from the public college in Ontario. The 
dual-credential outcome (one from the Ontario 
public college and another from the private partner in 
British Columbia) is not an outcome that is promoted 
by the Partnerships Directive in Ontario.

Additionally, there is a lack of transparency 
for students who are studying at these Vancouver 
campuses. Because Ontario public colleges cannot 
operate in British Columbia without being certi-
fied as private institutions in British Columbia, the 
private partner cannot advertise its Vancouver loca-
tion or programs as a “partner” of the Ontario public 
college. However, the same private partners are able 
to advertise that their students earn an Ontario public 
college credential upon graduation while studying 
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4.3.1 Ministry Performance-Based Targets Used 
to Allocate Ministry Funding to Public Colleges 
Do Not All Provide Incentive for College Sector 
Improvement

The way colleges’ performance-based targets are 
established in the 2020–2025 Strategic Mandate 
Agreements can result in undesired consequences. 
Colleges that exceed their own performance target on 
a metric in one year could still have a lower target set 
on that metric for the following year. From our review 
of the four selected public colleges, we noted that 18 
of the 20 metrics (= 4 colleges x 5 Strategic Mandate 
Agreement metrics each) were met in 2020/21. 
Of these 18 metrics, eight have a lower target set 
for 2021/22 compared to those of the prior year.

Figure 22 provides a comparison between 
the target and actual performance on the five 
metrics reported by each of the four public col-
leges in 2020/21. Our analysis found that each 
of the colleges met at least four of the five 
metrics for 2020/21. Where the college met the 
2020/21 target, we expected that the target for the 
following year (2021/22) would be at least the same 
or higher. However, we found that for three (Loyal-
ist, Sault and St. Clair) of the four colleges, their 
2021/22 targets were set lower than their previous 
year’s targets, despite exceeding performance in the 
previous year. For example, Sault’s graduation rate 
for 2020/21 was 64.6%, outperforming its target of 
61.5%. However, the target set by the Ministry for the 
following year, 2021/22, was only 60.5%, which is 
1% lower than the 2020/21 target and 4% lower than 
the actual performance in 2020/21.

During the development of the metrics and 
target-setting methodology, the Ministry originally 
proposed to set a requirement that targets can be set 
no lower than the lowest of the college’s historical 
performances over any of the past three years. This 
requirement would have prevented the targets from 
being set lower than prior years’ actual performances 
to make targets more easily achievable. After consult-
ing with colleges and universities, the Ministry did 

4.3 Performance Measurement and 
Reporting
The Ministry entered into Strategic Mandate 
Agreements with each of the 24 public colleges 
for 2020–2025. During the development of the Stra-
tegic Mandate Agreements, the Ministry consulted 
various stakeholders, including holding one-on-one 
discussions with public colleges, to explain the new 
process and receive feedback on the metrics and tar-
get-setting process. Some of this feedback has guided 
adjustments to the target-setting process and was 
incorporated into the agreements signed in Septem-
ber 2020.

These agreements and metrics focus on perform-
ance-based outcomes. They do not address long-term 
planning and risk mitigation with respect to the 
sector, such as colleges’ high reliance on international 
student enrolment.

As discussed in Section 2.2.4, the Ministry aims 
to allocate up to 60% of the operating funding it 
provides to each public college based on the college 
meeting 10 performance metric targets.

We reviewed the Ministry’s processes for setting 
and measuring the performance-based metrics used 
for funding decisions and found instances where:

• performance targets are set lower than a public 
college’s previous year’s actual performance 
(Section 4.3.1);

• one metric is not within public colleges’ control 
(Section 4.3.2);

• one metric could disincentivize public colleges 
from offering programs that are needed to meet 
employment needs (Section 4.3.3); and

• two metrics encourage continued dependence on 
international student enrolment, despite the risks 
associated with such dependence (Section 4.3.4).
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Figure 22: Allowable Performance Targets and Actual Performance Metrics Reported by Select Public Colleges
Prepared by the Office of the Auditor General of Ontario

Public 
College1 Performance Metric2

Actual
Allowable Performance 

Target2

Was Target Met 
for 2020/21?

If 2020/21 
Target Met,  
Is 2021/22 

Target >  
2020/21 Target? 2020/21 2020/21 2021/22

Lo
ya

lis
t

Graduate employment rate in a related 
field (%)

74.8 74.3 74.0 ü

Institutional strength and focus (%) 45.8 44.4 42.6 ü
Graduation rate (%) 65.6 67.6 66.3 n/a3

Community and local impact of student 
enrolment (%)

13.9 12.9 13.1 ü ü

Economic impact4 ($ million) 72.9 61.5 66.1 ü ü

Sa
ul

t

Graduate employment rate in a related 
field (%)

72.3 71.6 71.5 ü

Institutional strength and focus (%) 37.4 33.7 25.1 ü
Graduation rate (%) 64.6 61.5 60.5 ü
Community and local impact of student 
enrolment (%)

6.6 5.6 5.5 ü

Economic impact5 (%) 70.5 70.2 70.4 ü ü

Se
ne

ca

Graduate employment rate in a related 
field (%)

75.1 72.4 74.9 ü ü

Institutional strength and focus (%) 20.1 18.2 19.3 ü ü
Graduation rate (%) 67.4 64.9 66.2 ü ü
Community and local impact of student 
enrolment (%)

4.6 3.7 4.0 ü ü

Economic impact6 (#) 25 13 14 ü ü

St
. C

la
ir

Graduate employment rate in a related 
field (%)

59.2 64.8 61.7 n/a3

Institutional strength and focus (%) 30.5 28.7 27.9 ü
Graduation rate (%) 72.5 67.7 67.5 ü
Community and local impact of student 
enrolment (%)

5.9 4.5 4.9 ü ü

Economic impact7 ($ million) 110.2 19.0 38.4 ü ü
1. Public colleges selected as part of our audit to conduct detailed reviews.

2. These performance metrics and targets were set under the 2020–2025 Strategic Mandate Agreements between the Ministry and respective public colleges  
at the time of our audit. Refer to Appendix 6 for the definition of each performance metric.

3. Not applicable – no expectation for 2021/22 target to increase if 2020/21 target was not met.

4. Economic impact metric for Loyalist is defined as the total spending impact of the college, which includes operational, construction and student spending.

5. Economic impact metric for Sault is defined as the percentage of clients served that gained employment through Employment Services in Sault Ste. Marie and 
Blind River.

6. Economic impact metric for Seneca is defined as the number of ventures that are developed and/or launched on an annual basis through partnership with  
Seneca Innovation.

7. Economic impact metric for St. Clair is defined as the economic impact of international students based on their average expenditure to the regional economy 
(Windsor, Essex and Chatham-Kent).
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report correctly points out, many of the established 
Strategic Mandate Agreement metrics are beyond 
the control of the college. All metrics, whether in 
the control of the institutions or not, are intrin-
sically tied to dynamic, external events that 
can impact performance in positive and nega-
tive ways. Therefore, public colleges should be 
permitted to work with the Ministry of Colleges 
and Universities to reassess their performance 
target-setting formula, resulting, in some cases, in 
a lowering of targets, to set up reasonable condi-
tions for success.

4.3.2 Performance on Graduate Employment 
Rate Metric Is Not 100% within the Control of 
Public Colleges

One of the performance metrics by which public col-
leges are evaluated is the graduate employment rate 
in a related field (Appendix 6). This is defined as the 
percentage of graduates employed full-time in a field 
fully or partially related to their program six months 
after graduation, compared to the total number of 
graduates employed full-time.

While this new metric will provide useful infor-
mation on how successful graduates are in finding 
employment related to their studies and can gauge 
whether program offerings by a college align with 
market needs retrospectively, performance on this 
metric is not 100% within the control of public 
colleges and colleges will be penalized if their per-
formance on this metric does not meet set targets in 
the future. For example, employment rate, whether 
in a graduate’s field or not, is largely dependent on 
the overall economy—this was noted as a concern by 
several of the 24 public colleges in our discussions.

In 2020/21, one of the four colleges we 
examined in-depth did not achieve its target 
on this metric, in part due to the impact of 
COVID-19, although the college met all other targets 
that year (Figure 22). The Ministry estimated that 
the total impact to the colleges that missed their 
2020/21 targets would be about $880,000. Any 
future downturn in the economy during the term of 

not move forward with this proposed requirement 
in response to concerns raised about year-over-year 
volatility for the metric and the desire to mitigate 
the impact of this volatility on performance-based 
funding. This has created the opportunity for 
lower targets.

RECOMMENDATION 10

To foster and support continuous improvement 
of public college performance under future Stra-
tegic Mandate Agreements, we recommend that 
the Ministry of Colleges and Universities work 
with public colleges to reassess their performance 
target-setting formula so that targets are not set 
lower than the prior year’s target and/or actual 
performance achieved.

MINISTRY RESPONSE

The Ministry agrees that it is important to foster 
and support continuous improvement of public 
college performance through the Strategic 
Mandate Agreements.

The target-setting methodology has been 
designed with this goal in mind and was 
developed in consultation with the college and 
university sector. As such, the target-setting meth-
odology includes a ‘continuous improvement 
factor’ in the calculation and is aligned with insti-
tutional performance history, taking into account 
the differentiated performance strengths of the 
college system, as well as year-over-year perform-
ance fluctuations. 

In developing the next round of Strategic 
Mandate Agreements, the ministry will evaluate 
the outcomes from the current Strategic Mandate 
Agreements process to assess the effectiveness of 
the model.

RESPONSE FROM THE FOUR SELECTED 
PUBLIC COLLEGES

It is entirely appropriate that, on occasion, metric 
targets may be lowered. As the Auditor General’s 
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divided by the population of 15- to 64-year-old 
individuals in the same region as the college as per 
the 2016 census. The 2016 census data will be used 
for the entire five-year Strategic Mandate Agree-
ment period and so only the numerator—student 
enrolment—will change over time. A portion of a col-
lege’s operating grant is based on domestic students 
only, and domestic enrolment above the highest level 
of the range will result in no additional funding to a 
college. Thus, while an increase in domestic enrol-
ment will contribute to improved performance on this 
metric, it will not result in any additional Ministry 
funding. However, an increase in international enrol-
ment will have the greatest impact on a public college 
achieving its target for this metric, in terms of the 
public college receiving the full funding allowed for 
by this metric and maximizing its overall revenue.

The revenue attracted from private sector 
sources metric takes into consideration a public 
college’s revenue from both private sector and not-
for-profit sources. Public-private college partnerships 
represent one source of private revenue for col-
leges. Public colleges located in small communities 
may have less ability to attract private sector dona-
tions or funding from their local partners compared 
to public colleges located in larger commun-
ities. Therefore, entering into a public-private college 
partnership is one strategy these public colleges may 
use to achieve better performance on this metric.

RECOMMENDATION 11

To align the performance-based metrics estab-
lished for public colleges under the Strategic 
Mandate Agreements with the mandate of public 
colleges, we recommend that the Ministry of Col-
leges and Universities reassess future performance 
metrics and modify them so that the metrics:

• are within the control of public colleges;

• incentivize colleges to meet workforce needs 
even though graduate earnings might be less 
for some sectors; and

• do not further increase dependency on inter-
national enrolments without a longer-term 

the Strategic Mandate Agreements, which would be 
out of the college’s total control, could put a portion 
of the college’s funding at risk. If a college misses its 
future targets, the unallocated funding will be reallo-
cated to other colleges on a metric-by-metric basis.

4.3.3 Metric Tied to Graduate Earnings Could 
Disincentivize Public Colleges from Offering 
Programs for Lower Paying Jobs That Are 
Required to Meet Employer Needs

We found that having a metric by which public col-
leges are evaluated, and thus funded, that is tied to 
graduate earnings could disincentivize colleges from 
offering programs that have a lower graduate earn-
ings potential, even if such graduates from these 
programs are needed within the economy.

Graduate employment earnings is defined as 
the median employment earnings of graduates (both 
domestic and international, including those at private 
partnership colleges in Ontario) two years after 
graduation (Appendix 6). Some post-graduation 
jobs, such as personal support workers and early 
childhood educators, may not be high-paying but are 
necessary to meet workforce needs.

Public colleges have a mandate to provide post-sec-
ondary education that meets the needs of employers 
and the changing work environment. Thus, it is 
important that performance metrics incentivize 
colleges to meet employer needs even though gradu-
ate earnings might be less for some occupations 
than others.

4.3.4 Two Metrics Encourage Continued 
Dependence on International Student Enrolment

We also found that two metrics have the effect of 
encouraging colleges’ continued dependence on inter-
national student enrolment: community/local impact 
of student enrolment, and revenue attracted from 
private sector sources (see Appendix 6).

Community/local impact of student enrolment 
is defined as the total number of students enrolled 
(full- and part-time; domestic and international) 



45Public Colleges Oversight

and Appendix 6), the Ministry established five key 
outcome performance indicators (performance indi-
cators): graduate employment rate, graduation rate, 
graduate satisfaction rate, employer satisfaction rate, 
and student satisfaction rate. Two of the five per-
formance indicators (graduate employment rate and 
graduation rate) are captured in Ministry funding 
allocation decisions under the Strategic Mandate 
Agreements. The Ministry publishes the performance 
indicator results annually for each college overall, but 
they are not separated into results for both domestic 
and international students. For example, Figure 23 
provides the graduation rates of domestic and inter-
national students, which is not publicly reported 
but tracked internally by the Ministry. The domestic 
student graduation rate has been from 16-20% lower 
than that of international students over the past 
five years. 

Beginning in the 2019/20 academic year, the Min-
istry stopped collecting information on the student 
satisfaction rate. The Ministry indicated to our Office 
that it stopped collecting this information in order 
to prioritize the collection of data on labour market 
outcomes for graduates. Although many colleges 
have continued to individually collect and publish 
this information, our view is that the Ministry should 
also collect and report this data, along with the other 
performance information, on its website to easily 
allow prospective students and the public to compare 
results across all colleges.

The public college sector’s results for each per-
formance indicator has remained relatively consistent 
between 2015 and 2019. Figure 24 shows the results 

strategy in place to address the risks of this 
approach for financial sustainability.

MINISTRY RESPONSE

The 2020-25 Strategic Mandate Agreements 
between the Ministry and each public college 
and university have been designed to increase 
accountability through transparency and 
improved performance outcomes; reduce red 
tape; incentivize colleges to redirect resources 
and invest in initiatives that result in positive 
outcomes, encourage alignment of postsecond-
ary education with labour market outcomes; and 
incentivize differentiation and specialization to 
support increased efficiencies. 

The 10 performance metrics selected align 
with government priorities for the public college 
sector, and were selected in consultation with the 
sector, from sources that allow for improvements 
in data quality. Metrics were also selected with the 
goal of recognizing the individual strengths and 
mandate of Ontario’s colleges. 

In developing the next round of Strategic 
Mandate Agreements, the Ministry will assess 
and confirm performance metrics aligned with 
government priorities and shared goals for the 
postsecondary education sector. 

4.3.5 Ministry No Longer Collecting and 
Reporting Student Satisfaction

In addition to the performance metrics specified in 
the Strategic Mandate Agreements (Section 2.2.4 

Figure 23: Graduation Rates of Domestic and International Students of Public Colleges, 2016/17–2020/21
Source of data: Ministry of Colleges and Universities

Year
Domestic Graduation Rate  

(%)
International Graduation Rate  

(%)
Total Graduation Rate  

(%)
2016/17 66.6 82.2 68.7
2017/18 66.8 83.7 69.5
2018/19 67.2 84.1 70.2
2019/20 66.4 85.4 70.9
2020/21 65.9 85.9 72.1
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The Ministry, in collaboration with public col-
leges, will also consider the recommendation to 
publicly report key performance indicator data 
for both domestic and international students and 
the recommendation to consider opportunities 
to increase the graduation rate for domes-
tic students.

4.4 Provincial COVID-19 and Capital 
Funding for Public Colleges
As discussed in Section 2.2.2, the Ministry provides 
public colleges with various types of funding, includ-
ing COVID-19-related support funding (in 2020 
and 2021) and capital funding. The COVID-19 
funding provided in 2021 to colleges was based on 
projected revenue declines as a result of the pan-
demic, but two colleges that received funding saw 
an increase in their revenue. In addition, a dispro-
portionate level of the capital funding the Ministry 
allocated to public colleges between 2016/17 
and 2020/21 was directed to facilities not in the 
highest need of repair.

for the college sector overall between 2015 and 
2019. Appendix 15 shows the results for each public 
college between 2017 and 2019.

RECOMMENDATION 12

So that prospective students and the public are 
better informed about the performance of public 
colleges, we recommend that the Ministry of Col-
leges and Universities:

• reinstate the collection and reporting of 
student satisfaction by individual colleges;

• publicly report the performance indicators for 
both domestic and international students; and

• work with public colleges to identify barriers 
faced by domestic students and any opportun-
ities to increase the domestic graduation rate.

MINISTRY RESPONSE

The Ministry will consider the recommendation to 
reinstate the student satisfaction key performance 
indicator in collaboration with public colleges. 

Figure 24: Key Performance Indicator Results for Public Colleges, 2015/16–2019/20 
Source of data: Ministry of Colleges and Universities

Academic Year of Graduation 2015 /16 2016/17 2017/18 2018/19 2019/201 
Performance Indicators (%)
Graduation rate2 66.7 66.6 66.8 67.2 66.4 

Graduate employment rate3 83.6 83.0 85.7 86.2 85.5 

Graduate satisfaction rate4 80.3 78.8 79.5 79.9 78.9 

Employer satisfaction rate5 91.5 91.2 92.5 89.6 91.1 

Student satisfaction rate6 76.8 76.5 73.4 75.7 n/a6

1. 2019 graduation year is the most current information available. This data is reported in 2020 as it includes surveys and employment data collected six months 
after graduation. 

2. Defined as the number of domestic students who graduated within approximately 200% of their program’s regular duration, shown as a percentage of program 
entrants. For example, students enrolled in one-year programs have a two-year window to complete their program to be included in the graduation rate. For a four-
year degree, 175% of the program’s regular duration (or seven years) is used as the graduation window. The graduation rate in Ontario is comparable to the overall 
average across Canada according to Statistics Canada. 

3. Defined as the number of graduates who are working, shown as a percentage of program graduates in the labour force.

4. Defined as the number of graduates who reported that they are either “very satisfied” or “satisfied” with the usefulness of their college education in achieving their 
goals after graduation, shown as a percentage of all graduates who answered the question.

5. Defined as the number of surveyed employers who responded that they are either “very satisfied” or “satisfied” with their employees’ college preparation for the 
work being done, shown as a percentage of all employers who answered the question.

6. Defined as the number of students who said they were either “very satisfied” or “satisfied” with the overall quality of their learning experience, shown as a 
percentage of students who answered the question. The Ministry of Colleges and Universities stopped collecting this information as of 2020, thus data for 2019 
graduates is not available. The Ministry explained this decision as prioritizing the collection of data on the labour market outcomes of graduates. Many public 
colleges have subsequently implemented their own student satisfaction surveys. 
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for Postsecondary Institutions (Support Fund) 
to 12 public colleges, to be spent between 
July 1, 2020 and June 30, 2021.
The $62.4 million provided in March 2021 was 

allocated to 12 of the 24 public colleges based on 
the projected COVID-19 impact to the college, which 
included the expected decline in tuition revenue, 
ancillary fees and services (Figure 25). The public 
colleges made these projections in November 2020. 
Using this information, the Ministry allocated 
funding by applying a standard methodology across 
all colleges.

The Ministry provided the support funding in  
March 2021, just prior to receiving the colleges’ audited  
financial results for the year ending March 31, 2021.  
However, by the time the Ministry allocated the 
funding, the operating environment and challen-
ges that colleges were facing due to the pandemic 
had shifted. For example, the federal government 
announced in February 2021 that international 

4.4.1 COVID-19 Funding Was Provided to 
Public Colleges Based on Projected Revenue 
Decreases Due to the Pandemic, but Two 
Colleges That Received Funding Saw an Increase 
in Revenue and Annual Surplus

Based on our discussions with the public colleges’ 
presidents and board chairs, we learned that colleges 
faced program delivery challenges throughout the 
pandemic but continued to deliver programs, with 
most delivered online if possible. To help the colleges 
manage additional, unforeseen costs, the Ministry 
provided public colleges with two rounds of support 
funding, totalling $75.6 million.

• In March 2020, the Ministry allocated $13.2  
million through the COVID Emergency Fund 
to all 24 public colleges based on 2019/20 full-
time enrolment. Each college received between 
$324,856 and $990,459.

• In March 2021, the Ministry provided an addi-
tional $62.4 million through the Support Fund 

Figure 25: Public Colleges’ Surpluses (Deficits) and COVID-19 Support Funding 
Source of data: Ministry of Colleges and Universities

Public Colleges That Received  
COVID-19 Support Funding

COVID-19 Support Funding1 
Received in March 2021  

($ million)

Audited Surplus (Deficit) for the 
Fiscal Year Ending March 31, 2021 

($ million)
Centennial 8.39 0.89

Algonquin 8.35 2.89

Durham 7.07 (3.49)

Georgian 7.05 2.33

Niagara 6.83 0.10

St. Lawrence2 6.41 7.12

Fleming 5.99 (3.36)

Canadore2 5.53 7.97

Loyalist2 3.53 5.63

Sault2 1.55 3.87

Northern2 0.87 21.08

Boréal 0.83 0.41

Total 62.40 45.44

  The entire amount of funding these four public colleges received was not included in the surplus/deficit for the fiscal year ending March 31, 2021, because 
these colleges chose to defer a portion of the funding to the next fiscal year.

1. The allocation of support funding was determined using financial information submitted by the public colleges in November 2020. Using this information, the 
Ministry assessed the financial impact of COVID-19 for each college by applying a standard methodology across all colleges.

2. The surplus of these public colleges exceeded the amount of COVID-19 support funding received.
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• complete its assessment of whether the public 
colleges that received this funding met the eli-
gibility criteria using the most recent audited 
financial statements and other updated infor-
mation obtained from public colleges; and 

• recover any excess of COVID-19 support 
funding based on the results of the Min-
istry’s assessment.

MINISTRY RESPONSE

Consistent with the Transfer Payment Agreement 
for the Support Fund for Postsecondary Institu-
tions, the Ministry will evaluate program spending 
as of the planned reporting date for participat-
ing institutions (October 29, 2021) in order to 
determine what program underspending exists, if 
any, and undertake recoveries as appropriate.

4.4.2 Ministry’s Allocation of Capital Funding 
to Public Colleges Does Not Consider Level of 
Deferred Maintenance and State of Repair

Public colleges’ campuses, buildings and other facili-
ties require periodic repairs and maintenance to 
keep the infrastructure in good, working condition. 
Deferred maintenance represents the backlog of 
repairs and maintenance required to upkeep exist-
ing infrastructure assets. According to the Ministry’s 
capital funding guidelines, public colleges are respon-
sible for ensuring their facilities are in good repair, 
safe and accessible for persons with disabilities, and 
in compliance with all government codes. Public col-
leges should regularly assess the condition of their 
buildings and facilities and prioritize maintenance 
requirements based on their needs and avail-
able funds.

The Ministry provides various forms of 
funding, such as the Facilities Renewal Program, to 
assist the public colleges with the maintenance and 
upkeep of their facilities. The allocation of funding 
under this program is based on the public colleges’ 
domestic enrolment levels and does not take into 
consideration the deferred maintenance and state of 

students could complete their studies online and 
qualify for the Post-Graduation Work Permit 
Program, which encouraged international students 
to continue their studies where previously, they could 
not enter Canada due to border restrictions. Students 
were allowed to complete their entire program from 
abroad and still be eligible to obtain a Post-Gradua-
tion Work Permit until December 31, 2021. Thus, the 
colleges that initially estimated a significant 
decline in international student tuition revenue for 
2020/21—and therefore a large, negative impact to 
their budgets—would have recovered somewhat by 
March 2021. 

 The Support Fund was intended to assist with 
COVID-19 impacts and activities undertaken 
between July 1, 2020 and June 30, 2021. Colleges 
were able to use these funds for eligible expenses 
during this period. Seven colleges used the full 
amount of funding in the fiscal year granted. Five 
colleges (Canadore, Georgian, Niagara, Northern 
and St. Lawrence) received a total of $26.7 million 
but did not use the full amount within the fiscal year 
ending March 31, 2021 and have deferred a portion 
of the funding for expenses incurred in the next fiscal 
year, up to June 30, 2021. The amount deferred by 
the five colleges totalled $14.7 million, ranging from 
$0.3 million for Northern to $4.5 million for Cana-
dore. Two colleges (Canadore and Northern) that had 
projected a decline in revenue as a result of the pan-
demic actually saw an increase to their revenue and 
their annual surplus, compared to the prior year.

In June 2021, the Ministry indicated to us that it 
planned to assess whether recoveries are appropriate 
after financial reports from the public colleges are 
submitted on October 29, 2021. 

RECOMMENDATION 13

To confirm that the funding from the 
COVID-19 Emergency Fund and Support Fund 
was allocated to colleges most impacted by the 
pandemic, we recommend that the Ministry of 
Colleges and Universities (Ministry):
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Understanding with the Ministry, as well as with the 
Ministry of Infrastructure, to share facility assess-
ments obtained from the colleges on a building level 
so the ministries could track the facilities’ conditions 
and deferred maintenance needs in more detail. At 
the time of our audit, the Ministry indicated that it 
plans to re-evaluate how funding is allocated, but it 
has not yet established a funding formula based on 
the information recently gathered. As of 2020/21, the 
Ministry determined from the information provided 
by Colleges Ontario that deferred maintenance costs 
and renewal needs over the next three years could 
total $1.02 billion. Figure 26 provides a breakdown 
of each public college’s estimated costs related to 
its deferred maintenance and renewal needs and 
the status of its facilities’ condition as evaluated in 
2020. As shown, no public college is in a poor condi-
tion or requires significant or immediate repairs to 
its facilities.

RECOMMENDATION 14

To better allocate capital funding to public 
colleges based on deferred maintenance 
needs, we recommend that the Ministry of Col-
leges and Universities:

• conclude its re-evaluation of the way it 
allocates funding to colleges for deferred main-
tenance; and

• allocate funding based on a method that con-
siders colleges’ facilities condition and colleges’ 
management of their deferred maintenance 
work from self-generated funds.

MINISTRY RESPONSE

The Ministry is currently collecting new facilities’  
condition data from colleges and will review 
and assess the data for potential future changes 
to the Facilities Renewal Program allocation 
methodology. 

repair needs of individual colleges. As such, limited 
funding is not prioritized and may be directed to 
facilities that are not in the highest need of repair.

A public college may engage a third party to assess 
the condition of its facilities and use this information 
to budget for future capital maintenance as part of its 
annual budgeting cycle. However, we found that prior 
to 2020 the Ministry did not regularly collect this 
detailed information on each college building.

In 2013, the Ministry commissioned an assessment 
to determine the system-wide condition of college 
facilities. The resulting 2015 assessment report found 
that two public colleges were in excellent condition 
and four were in good condition. Seventeen colleges 
were assessed as being in fair condition, and one was 
assessed as poor. The report estimated that the total 
cost of addressing deferred maintenance over the five-
year period between 2015 and 2020 could amount to 
$1.42 billion.

Between 2016/17 and 2020/21, the Ministry 
allocated $157.7 million of funding through the 
Facilities Renewal Program. Since the Facilities 
Renewal funding is calculated based on domes-
tic enrolment only, without considering the status 
of the buildings’ repair needs, we found a wide 
range in the percentage of funding that colleges 
received relative to their deferred maintenance 
needs. Over the five-year period, this funding pro-
vided between 4% and 56% of a college’s deferred 
maintenance cost requirements. For example, in the 
2015 assessment report, Confederation was assessed 
as having deferred maintenance needs that would 
cost $94.7 million but received a total of $4 million 
in funding in the following five years, or 4% of its 
deferred maintenance needs. That same year, Boréal 
was assessed as having deferred maintenance needs 
that would cost $5.7 million and received $3.2 million 
in funding, covering 56% of its deferred maintenance 
cost requirement.

In January 2021, public colleges (through Col-
leges Ontario) entered into a Memorandum of 
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Figure 26: Public Colleges’ Deferred Maintenance and Renewal Needs for 2020-2022
Source of data: Ministry of Colleges and Universities

Public College
Deferred Maintenance and 
Renewal Needs1 ($ million)

Facility Condition Index  
(%)2

Facility Condition  
Rating2

Sheridan 130.83 19 Fair

Durham 97.01 23 Fair

Fleming 75.70 21 Fair

St. Lawrence 63.99 21 Fair

Seneca 62.47 10 Good

Humber 60.36 7 Good

Mohawk 54.82 11 Fair

Fanshawe 53.97 7 Good

Canadore 52.84 30 Fair

Algonquin 45.78 7 Good

Georgian 40.53 8 Good

George Brown 37.68 7 Good

Niagara 34.47 9 Good

St. Clair 33.66 6 Good

Conestoga 29.76 5 Excellent

Centennial 27.25 6 Good

Loyalist 25.19 14 Fair

Cambrian 22.32 8 Good

Confederation 20.83 8 Good

Lambton 17.85 10 Good

Northern 13.35 5 Excellent

La Cité 5.74 2 Excellent

Sault 5.15 3 Excellent

Boréal 4.12 4 Excellent

Overall 1,015.67 10

1. Deferred maintenance and renewal needs represents the total estimated backlog of repairs and maintenance of the asset, plus the renewal costs required for 
2020-2022. This three-year period for renewal needs is part of the framework used by the Ministry of Infrastructure to analyze facility condition data. It may not 
reflect the long-term renewal needs for colleges, such as estimated costs over a 10-year period, which could impact its facility rating. The colleges use experts to 
periodically estimate this amount based on the condition of their buildings and facilities. The amount is determined for each infrastructure asset, which is then 
aggregated for an overall college assessment.

2. Facility Condition Index is the percentage of deferred maintenance and renewal needs out of the total replacement value of the asset. The higher the percentage, 
the poorer the condition. The Facility Condition Index generally defines the ratings as follows:
• 0% to 5% (Excellent): Limited deterioration;
• 6% to 10% (Good): Normal deterioration, no maintenance is anticipated within the next five years;
• 11% to 30% (Fair): Normal deterioration and minor distress, maintenance will be required within the next five years to maintain functionality;
• 31% to 60% (Poor): Significant deterioration and distress, maintenance and some repair required within the next year; and
• 61%+ (Replacement): Significant deterioration and major distress, possible damage to support structure, must be dealt with without delay.
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to fill expected job openings, especially in in-demand 
areas such as nursing, which has an above average 
job outlook. Some of the programs delivered by public 
colleges, however, are also provided by private career 
colleges. As discussed in our audit on Private Career 
Colleges Oversight in our Office’s 2021 Annual Report,  
the Ministry does not have a strategy to balance the 
supply of post-secondary education programs offered 
by both public colleges and private career colleges.

However, we found that many standards for non-
degree public college programs are either outdated 
or non-existent, and the Ministry’s degree and non-
degree program approval process has significant 
delays, as discussed below.

4.5.3 Many Ministry Standards for Public 
College Non-Degree Programs Are Either 
Outdated or Non-Existent

For any program offered by a public college, its learn-
ing outcomes and employability skills and general 
education requirements must meet the minimum 
requirements of the related program standard 
developed by the Ministry, if one exists for that 
field of study. The learning outcomes included in 
the program standard outlines the skills and know-
ledge a graduate must obtain and demonstrate 
upon completion of the program. As described in 
Section 2.2.6, these program standards are intended 
to guide consistency across different colleges offering 
similar programs, and the quality and relevance of 
college programs.

Our audit found that, as of May 2021, 36 or 24% of 
the 147 non-degree program standards had not 
been updated within the Ministry’s intended five- to 
10-year time frame. Thirty-one of the 36 program 
standards were updated between 11 and 14 years 
ago. The remaining five programs were last updated 
over 18 years ago, and 3,456 students were enrolled 
in these non-degree programs in 2019/20 across all 
24 public colleges. For example, the Standards for the 
Manufacturing Engineering Technician and Manufac-
turing Engineering Technology programs were last 
updated in 1997.

4.5 Public Colleges’ Programs and 
Job Market Needs
4.5.1 Graduates are Prepared for the Job 
Market

Two education outcomes show that the college educa-
tion that graduates received prepared them well for 
the job market. Specifically, we noted that:

• from 2016/17 to 2019/20 (the most recent 
data available), depending on the college 
attended, 59.2% to 88.5% of graduates of an 
Ontario public college found full-time employment 
in a related field six months after graduation; and

• from 2015 to 2019, 89.6% to 92.5% of employers  
that were surveyed by a third-party research 
company were “very satisfied” or “satisfied” with 
their employees’ college preparation for their role.

4.5.2 Public Colleges Offer Programs That Align 
with Job Market Needs

We also found that most public colleges offer pro-
grams that align with Ontario’s projected job market 
needs, satisfying one of the objectives of public 
colleges: to meet the needs of employers. Colleges 
receive guidance from program advisory com-
mittees to confirm that their courses are relevant 
and will train students for the workforce to meet 
employer needs.

We reviewed the top five occupations in which 
graduates of each of the 24 public colleges find 
employment. We compared this to Ontario’s labour 
market information that projects labour market needs 
for the years 2021 to 2025 and rates occupational 
outlooks as either above average, average or below 
average. Based on this information and our review, we 
found that of the top five occupations where gradu-
ates found employment, students from 21 of the 
public colleges were employed in an occupation with 
an above average job outlook, while students from the 
remaining three colleges found employment in occu-
pations that had average job outlooks.

Overall, we found that the public college sector is 
providing the programs needed by Ontario employers 
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illustrated in April 2021, when the Veterinary Tech-
nician program at one of the public colleges did 
not meet the accreditation standards established 
by the Ontario Association of Veterinary Techni-
cians. While other factors existed, the absence of 
a college program standard contributed to the col-
lege’s failure to meet the Association’s standards. As 
a result, the Association temporarily withdrew the 
program’s accreditation, preventing graduates from 
writing the national competency exam. The Veterin-
ary Technician program is one of the top programs 
we identified in Figure 27 that does not have existing 
program standards. Additionally, programs such as 
Project Management, Welding Techniques and Infor-
mation Systems Security have high enrolment levels 
and are offered across multiple colleges, and could 
benefit from having an established and consistent set 
of standardized learning outcomes so that students 
graduating from different colleges can be assured that 
they are receiving the same education.

Based on our discussion with Ministry 
staff, program standards were not developed and/
or updated in a timely fashion mainly because of 
decreased budget allocations to this function in 
the Ministry. In particular, the Ministry was able 
to hire only three facilitators per year to review 
and update program standards between 2018 and 

The public colleges are required to ensure the 
non-degree program being delivered is relevant to 
the current industry and technical requirements. The 
responsibility lies within the individual colleges—
specifically, their program advisory committees—to 
guide the implementation of any required updates.

Besides the 36 non-degree program standards that 
were outdated, we identified other non-degree pro-
grams with no existing standards. Figure 27 shows 
the top 10 non-degree programs that do not have 
program standards; these programs have significant 
enrolments annually and are offered by several differ-
ent public colleges.

Ministry staff recognized and indicated to our 
Office that the risks associated with outdated, or non-
existent, program standards include:

• outdated minimum skills and learning require-
ments that are not in line with current 
industry requirements;

• inconsistencies between different colleges offering 
the same program; and

• a mismatch between the program and designa-
tions or certifications from professional bodies if 
updates from such bodies are not incorporated 
into the program standard.
The impact of having outdated or non-existent 

Ministry non-degree program standards was 

Figure 27: Top 10 Non-Degree Programs Offered That Do Not Have Program Standards, Fall 2019/20
Source of data: Ministry of Colleges and Universities

Program
# of Public Colleges Offering  

Each Program
# of Students  

Enrolled 
1 Project Management* 17 2,385

2 Global Business Management* 5 913

3 Veterinary Technician* 7 779

4 Mental Health Worker 5 637

5 Personal Financial Services* 11 628

6 Welding Techniques 17 591

7 Recreation Therapy* 5 574

8 Information Systems Security* 12 502

9 Business Management* 13 487

10 Animal Care* 7 368

* The Ministry has identified these programs as ones proposed for developing a program standard in the future.
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approvals by the Ministry, for both non-degree and 
degree programs, have hindered public colleges’ 
ability to respond quickly to offer programs that meet 
employer needs and accept student enrolments. Many 
factors have contributed to these delays including 
additional follow-up required from institutions, staff 
turnover within the Ministry and delays in receiving 
final approval from the Minister’s office. Ministerial-
level approval is required for all degree programs 
across all provinces, and only required for diploma 
programs in Alberta, Saskatchewan and Nova Scotia. 

On average, the 24 public colleges submit 
between 100 and 200 degree and non-degree 
program approval applications annually. At the 
time of our audit, approximately 70 programs 
were at various stages of the review process within 
the Ministry.

Non-Degree Programs
The Ministry’s process for approving non-degree 
programs includes various types of reviews and 
approvals, including a tuition review and/or policy 
review (Appendix 9). Internally, the Ministry has 
a target of approving a non-degree program three 
months from its submission date.

Since April 2020, the Ministry has tracked pro-
grams through the approvals process. In December 
2020, additional elements were added to improve 
tracking, such as adding in the starting and com-
pletion dates of each of the approval stages. The 
tracking process allows for more accountability to 
understand the stage(s) of approval that create a 
delay in the process.

We reviewed the Ministry data to assess the 
timeliness of approvals granted for non-degree pro-
grams submitted by the public colleges between 
April 2020 and March 2021 (see summarized results 
in Figure 28). By July 31, 2021, the Ministry had 
approved 45 non-degree programs. Overall, the 
timeliness of the approval process improved over this 
period: programs submitted between April and June 
2020 took on average 251 days to receive approval; 
programs submitted in January and March 2021 took 
an average of 155 days. However, the Ministry’s 

2021, compared to as many as seven per year in prior 
years. The Postsecondary Education Quality Assess-
ment Branch also indicated it would like to develop 
non-degree program standards for some of the pro-
grams we identified, but again, it has not been able 
to, due to limited resources.

RECOMMENDATION 15

To maintain consistent, high-quality and relevant 
non-degree programs as offered by public col-
leges, and to help students achieve Ontario’s 
desired learning outcomes, we recommend that 
the Ministry of Colleges and Universities:

• update non-degree program standards that 
have not been revised within the intended 
five- to 10-year time frame for updating stan-
dards; and

• develop program standards for all applicable 
non-degree programs.

MINISTRY RESPONSE

The Ministry is committed to developing new 
program standards and updating program 
standards for college non-degree programs that 
are five to 10 years old in a timely manner. The 
Ministry will consider the recommendation 
to develop other program standards for non-
degree programs.

4.5.4 Delay in Degree and Non-Degree Program 
Approvals Hinders Colleges’ Ability to Respond 
Quickly to Market Needs

As described in Section 2.2.7, once a college has 
developed a new non-degree program and it has been 
approved by the college’s board of governors, it is 
submitted to the Quality Assurance Service for valida-
tion. Once validated, it is submitted to the Ministry for 
review and approval if the college is seeking funding 
approval. Degree programs are submitted directly 
to the Ministry, which in turn refers them to the 
Postsecondary Education Quality Assessment Board 
for quality review. We found that delays in program 
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During our meetings with the 24 public colleges’ 
presidents and board chairs, 16 expressed concerns 
that delayed program approvals have resulted in an 
inability to market programs, recruit students and 
launch programs in the desired semester to respond 
to market needs. As well, many expressed concerns 
that they were not notified of the status of their 
program applications on a timely basis.

Example 1 in Figure 29 describes two instances 
where these delays negatively impacted student 
enrolment at a public college.

Degree Programs
Degree program approvals require ministerial consent 
in addition to the different types of reviews illustrated 
in Appendix 9. As mentioned in Section 2.2.7, the 
Ministry has, since December 2019, committed to 
a more streamlined process to approve and provide 
consent for degree programs—its goal is to issue 
degree consents within six months of submission to 
the Ministry.

internal target of a 90-day, or three-month, timeline 
from submission to approval has not been met since 
the overall average was 188 days (six months). Of 
this time, program approval reviews have remained 
within the Minister’s Office, the final step in the 
approval process, for an average of 68 days, just over 
two months.

In addition, when we reviewed the data avail-
able for 62 non-degree programs submitted 
between March 2019 and March 2020, we found 
that the programs were approved after a lesser 
time of approximately 110 days on average. The 
program approval process was timelier for most 
of 2019 and the more significant delays started in 
December 2019. Over the three-month period from 
December 2019 to February 2020, 16 non-degree 
programs were submitted for approvals and on 
average took 226 days, over seven months, to receive 
those approvals.

Figure 28: Number of Days Taken to Approve Non-Degree Public College Programs1 Submitted April 20202–
March 2021
Source of data: Ministry of Colleges and Universities

Stage Step(s)
Ministry Internal 

Target (# of days)
Average # of Days Taken 

to Complete3

Review and analysis of 
non-degree program

Staff review and analyze the program 
submission and evaluation, as well as 
conduct a tuition review and policy review 
where required4

44 99

Approval of non-degree program Manager and Director approve program

Assistant Deputy Minister approves program 7 11

Deputy Minister approves program 10 10

Minister approves program 29 68

Total # Days from Submission to Final Approval Date 90 188

  Target not met

1. When colleges submit non-degree programs for funding, the Ministry conducts up to two different reviews, depending on the nature of the program. A tuition review 
is completed for all programs seeking Ministry funding, while a streamlined policy review is completed only for programs that meet specific criteria (detailed in 
Appendix 9).

2. Our review of programs started from April 2020 because more extensive and detailed data for submission/approval dates and the progress of submitted programs 
has been tracked since then. Ministerial approval was not required for non-degree program approvals prior to 2019. This summary only includes programs 
submitted in the specified time frame and that were approved by the Minister prior to July 31, 2021.

3. Number of days includes: weekends and statutory holidays.

4. Steps in this stage also include reviewing submissions for completeness and consistency with Ministry policies; following up with colleges for clarification and/or 
more information; consulting with other ministries or Ministry divisions; and drafting materials required for ministerial review and approval. 



55Public Colleges Oversight

RECOMMENDATION 16

To enable timely approval processes for both 
degree and non-degree programs so that colleges 
can respond quickly to employer needs, while 
ensuring program quality and needs are met,  
we recommend that the Ministry of Colleges 
and Universities:

• create specific documented guidance and a 
checklist that should be used by each Ministry  
program reviewer when reviewing a 

We found that for degree programs submitted 
between December 2019 and March 2021, 15 were 
approved by the Ministry for consent and/or funding 
review. The Postsecondary Education Quality Assess-
ment Board took four and a half months to complete 
its review, while the Ministry took eight months to 
finalize its approval. This timeline has not met the six-
month target established by the Ministry.

For another college that submitted a degree 
program for ministerial consent in recent years, the 
delay has negatively impacted its ability to promote 
and attract students (see Example 2 in Figure 29).

Figure 29: Examples of the Impact of a Delayed Program Approval Process
Prepared by the Office of the Auditor General of Ontario

Example 1: 

In November 2020, one college submitted two media programs for approval as part of its internal review process to maintain 
the quality and relevancy of its existing programs. Its first submission was a journalism program that received pre-approval to 
advertise the program in February 2021, and final approval 137 days after the initial submission by the college, in April 2021. 
The college expected to receive 40 student applications and 10 confirmations by June 30. However, because of the delay in the 
approval process, the college was required to delay its opening for applications and had received only 14 applications and four 
confirmations as of June 25, 2021, meaning it had lost opportunities to maximize its enrolment capacity. Similarly, the college’s 
second submission was a broadcasting program that received pre-approval to advertise the program in February 2021, and final 
approval in April 2021, 154 days after the initial submission. This program typically receives approximately 100 applications and 
35 confirmations by June 30. However, the college had received only 67 applications and 23 confirmations as of June 25, 2021. 
The same college developed a new two-year Electromechanical Engineering Technician–Mechatronics College Diploma program in 
partnership with a local employer. In December 2020, it submitted the program to the Ministry for approval. The program received 
pre-approval to advertise the program in February 2021, and final approval 129 days after the initial submission, in late April 2021. 
This meant the college was not able to initiate final enrolment in the program in March and April 2021, which is typically when 
students commit to fall enrolment. If approvals were received in the 90-day time frame of the Ministry’s timeline, the college would 
have met its recruiting and enrolment window. 

Example 2: 

On March 6, 2020, another college submitted an Honours Bachelor of Food Studies program to the Ministry for approval. The 
program was referred to the Postsecondary Education Quality Assessment Board (Board) by March 10, 2020, which was within 
two business days of the original submission date and in line with the streamlined procedures in effect since December 2019. The 
Board completed its review in July 2020. In November 2020, the Ministry communicated the Minister’s intent to grant consent to 
the college to advertise and offer the program, but the college did not receive final ministerial consent until December 2020. The 
college submitted the program for funding approval in May 2020, two months after it submitted the program for consent approval. 
Since this was a high-demand program, the tuition fee could not be approved prior to the release of the new Tuition Fee Framework 
related to the academic year. The college was asked to resubmit a new proposed tuition fee once the Tuition Fee Framework was 
published. The college resubmitted the proposed tuition fee in May 2021 and received Ministry approval in July 2021. For degree 
programs such as this one, the ideal recruitment cycle for colleges is in October/November since this is when the Ontario College 
Application Service and marketing starts for students to begin their studies the following September for the fall semester. Since this 
college did not obtain ministerial consent until December 2020 or tuition approval until May 2021, the ideal promotion cycle was 
missed. The college was targeting a September 2021 start date, but the delay negatively affected its ability to market the program 
on time. 
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the successful achievement of the colleges’ man-
dates in view of the financial support provided by 
the province.

Our review of the Minister’s binding policy dir-
ectives and requirements for public college boards 
(Appendix 4), and the governance practices at the 
four selected colleges, found several opportunities 
for public college boards to further strengthen their 
governance practices in order to enhance oversight of 
public colleges and better align with leading govern-
ance practices for public sector boards. 

4.6.1 Orientation and Ongoing Training 
for Public College Board Members Can 
Be Enhanced 

At the four colleges we reviewed in-depth, orienta-
tion sessions are provided at the beginning of the 
academic year for new members. Two of the colleges 
(Loyalist and Seneca) also assign peer mentors to new 
members, which is a leading practice. The Colleges 
Centre of Board Excellence (CCBE), a joint initia-
tive of Colleges Ontario and the College Employer 
Council, also offers orientation training for new gov-
ernors and publishes a Manual for Effective College 
Governance to assist governors in fulfilling their roles. 
The Ministry’s Protocol for Board Nominations and 
Appointments (Protocol) states that public college 
boards are to ensure new board members participate 
in Colleges Ontario’s orientation sessions. These 
sessions provide information on the post-secondary 
education sector and relationship with the Ministry, 
as well as key elements of good governance. However, 
we found that not all public college boards encourage 
new external members (LGIC and board-appointed) 
to attend CCBE training, and attendance of external 
members from the four colleges we reviewed varied. 
For one college (Seneca), only one external member 
had attended this orientation since 2014.

The Protocol also notes public college boards 
are responsible for providing ongoing development 
activities for board members. Our review of the four 
colleges found that little ongoing governance train-
ing was provided, with three of the four colleges 

program approval application submitted by a 
public college;

• provide status updates on the approval process 
to public colleges (every two to three months) 
so that colleges can understand the timing and 
probability of program approvals;

• track and identify reasons for delays in the 
degree and non-degree program approval  
processes; and

• take corrective actions in a timely manner.

MINISTRY RESPONSE

The Ministry appreciates the Auditor General’s 
recommendation supporting the timely approval 
of both degree and non-degree programs for 
publicly assisted colleges. The Ministry agrees that 
the current timelines for publicly assisted colleges 
to receive Ministry funding approvals for degree 
and non-degree programs are challenging and 
hinder institutional planning and student access to 
post-secondary education.

The Ministry has been working over the past 
year to improve communication with institutions 
on this issue and to decrease the time that it 
takes for institutions to receive Ministry funding 
approvals. The Ministry has already taken correct-
ive action regarding guidance documents for staff 
working on reviews and enhanced tracking. The 
Ministry commits to continuing to work on this 
issue to improve the process and timelines as 
a whole.

4.6 Public College Board Governance
The boards of governors of public colleges (public 
college boards) are expected to provide effective 
governance and rigorous oversight of their colleges’ 
financial and operational performance in achieving the 
colleges’ strategic directions and legislated mandate. 
The Governance and Accountability Framework Min-
ister’s Binding Policy Directive (Governance Directive) 
requires public college boards to govern effectively 
and be accountable to the citizens of Ontario for 
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indicating that they rely on the CCBE’s Board Excel-
lence Certificate program for those members who 
wish to attend. Governors can earn certificates at two 
levels: Good Governance and Advanced Good Govern-
ance. While the training is not mandatory, the various 
governance modules included in these certificates 
cover a variety of governance topics, such as enhan-
cing the performance of governors and integrated 
risk management, and are a valuable opportunity for 
public college board members to share practices. Two 
colleges’ board chairs (Loyalist and St. Clair) had 
completed both a Good Governance and Advanced 
Good Governance certificate as of September 1, 2021.

Our review also found that none of the four col-
leges provide enhanced training for new chairs when 
appointed to the position, which is important given 
the greater responsibilities and skillsets required 
of the role. In some cases, the incoming chair had 
served as vice chair prior to taking on the role, and for 
some, the past chair continues to serve an extra year 
to provide assistance and mentorship if required. In 
2020, CCBE introduced a new course on the role of 
the chair. While not all public colleges participated 
in the course, the four colleges we reviewed had all 
enrolled the chair and/or vice chair of their board. 

Leading governance practices recommend that 
a formal orientation program be provided to all 
new board members, to ensure they are able to fully 
contribute as quickly as possible after joining the 
board. Regardless of a new member’s prior board 
experience, it is important to provide an orienta-
tion to the college’s unique context within the 
post-secondary education sector and its specific gov-
ernance practices and activities. A comprehensive 
orientation program should include meetings with 
the board chair, president and other key organiza-
tional personnel, a tour of campus facilities, as well 
as an orientation to the college’s financial state-
ments and key risks. Ongoing governance training 
and development throughout a board member’s 
tenure is also a recognized good practice. Even 
experienced board members benefit from continu-
ally upgrading key governance competencies, such 
as financial literacy, risk oversight, conflict of interest 

and ethics, crisis management and other emerging 
governance areas (for example, the board’s role in 
cybersecurity). As well, whenever a new chair is 
appointed, leading practices recommend enhanced 
training be provided with respect to the increased 
requirements that come with the role, no matter how 
long a member has served on the board. Along with 
increased board leadership and meeting facilitation 
responsibilities, the chair is often delegated key over-
sight responsibilities/approvals with respect to the 
president, including ensuring succession planning is 
in place, negotiating and signing employment agree-
ments when hiring a new president, taking a lead role 
in conducting the president’s performance evalua-
tion, and approving the president’s expenses and any 
deviations from policy and procedures. 

RECOMMENDATION 17

To strengthen the orientation processes for 
new public college board governors we rec-
ommend, where applicable, the boards of 
Loyalist, Sault, Seneca and St. Clair: 

• require, as per the Ministry’s Protocol for Board 
Nominations and Appointments, that external 
governors attend the College Centre of Board 
Excellence’s (CCBE’s) orientation sessions; and

• encourage the ongoing development of 
external governors by setting a minimum 
participation rate for external governors to 
attend CCBE courses over a specified period 
of time, with the aim of achieving the CCBE’s 
Good Governance and Advanced Good Govern-
ance certificates.

RESPONSE FROM THE FOUR SELECTED 
PUBLIC COLLEGES

Loyalist, Sault, Seneca and St. Clair agree 
that the College Centre for Board Excellence 
program is an excellent professional development 
program, particularly for those board members 
new to a governance board. It is an advantage 
that we have, as a college system, for governors 
seeking professional development and for those 
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whose experience is not specific to governance 
boards. However, we do have members of our 
boards who hold designations from the Institute 
for Corporate Directors and others with signifi-
cant governance experience, in addition to those 
whose professional experience includes leader-
ship of large complex organizations such as 
hospitals, school boards, large corporations and 
municipalities. These individuals have profes-
sional experience and credentials that are well 
suited to our boards and we recruit them for that 
experience. All members of college boards serve in 
a volunteer capacity. 

Generally, we support an orientation session 
for our board members, and all responding col-
leges engage in board orientation programs. In 
addition, the four colleges reviewed have programs 
for incoming chairs specific to their institutions 
that exceed an introductory course in the role of 
the chair. 

4.6.2 Conflict of Interest Processes Need 
Improvement

At the four colleges reviewed, we found that although 
all of them had conflict of interest policies, none 
required board members to complete an annual 
Conflict of Interest Declaration Form. One college 
required governors to sign an annual code of conduct 
form, and another required an annual attestation 
indicating governors had read and understood the 
college’s conflict of interest policy. Our review of 
meeting minutes found that these four colleges’ 
boards complied with the Conflict of Interest Min-
ister’s Binding Policy Directive’s requirement to call 
for conflicts of interest at the beginning of every 
board meeting, however, some meeting minutes did 
not document the resolution of identified conflicts, 
or whether the member with the conflict of interest 
recused themselves from the meeting when the item 
arose. Care must be taken to ensure that minutes fully 
document the due diligence of the board and indicate 
when a member with a conflict of interest recuses 

themselves from the discussion and when they return 
to the board meeting.

Leading governance practices for managing con-
flicts of interest recommend that all members sign 
conflict of interest declaration forms annually, and 
that they recuse themselves from the boardroom dis-
cussion/voting when conflicts of interest arise. The 
best examples of such declaration forms require 
members to list all of their professional and commun-
ity involvements, as well as identify any personal or 
potential conflicts that may exist. Once signed and 
dated by the board member, the chair reviews the 
completed form and discusses any mitigating actions 
that will be taken with the member, which is recorded 
on the form. If any changes occur during the year, the 
member must update the form within the year.

RECOMMENDATION 18

To strengthen its oversight of boards of 
governors’ conflict of interest policies and pro-
cesses, including ensuring greater alignment with 
leading governance practices, we recommend that 
the Ministry of Colleges and Universities:

• update its directives to require public college 
board governors to complete annual Conflict of 
Interest Declaration Forms that are reviewed 
by board chairs; and

• confirm on an annual basis that the updated 
directive is adhered to by the public colleges.

MINISTRY RESPONSE

The Ministry will review its Conflict of Interest 
Minister’s Binding Policy Directive to determine 
where changes may be required related to govern-
ance practices. 

RECOMMENDATION 19

To strengthen their board of governors’ conflict of 
interest policies and processes, including ensur-
ing greater alignment with leading governance 
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practices, we recommend that the boards of 
governors of Loyalist, Sault, Seneca and St. Clair 
colleges have their board members complete 
an annual Conflict of Interest Declaration 
Form, which is then reviewed by the board chair.

RESPONSE FROM THE FOUR SELECTED 
PUBLIC COLLEGES

Loyalist, Sault, Seneca and St. Clair agree with 
the recommendation. 

4.6.3 Some Public Colleges Did Not Conduct 
Board Evaluations nor Document President’s 
Performance Evaluations

During the two-year period (2019/20 and 2020/21) 
reviewed, we found that only two of the four colleges 
(Seneca and St. Clair) conducted board evalua-
tions in compliance with the Governance Directive. 
Although the two colleges that did conduct board 
evaluations included some good practices such as 
assessing committee effectiveness, chair effectiveness, 
and satisfaction with corporate secretary support to 
the board, we found that the evaluation’s impact on 
board functioning could be improved, as tangible 
changes were not evident as a result of the evaluation. 
We noted none of the colleges conducted peer assess-
ments of individual directors’ overall governance 
contribution, however one college (Seneca) included 
peer assessments in evaluating the directors’ commit-
tee roles.

Our review of the four colleges found that all 
conducted an annual performance evaluation of 
their president, with some having a more thorough 
approach than others. We also noted instances where 
the chair and/or board committee communicated the 
president’s performance review results and feedback 
verbally, and that the feedback that was discussed 
was not always fully documented in writing. All 
presidents received their maximum bonus payment 
awards (9% to 21% of base salary) during the period 
we reviewed. 

Evaluating board effectiveness in fulfilling its 
governance functions is a key requirement of good 

governance. The Governance Directive requires 
that the responsibilities of each public college board 
include at a minimum:

• assessing regularly the effectiveness of the board 
with respect to governance;

• assessing regularly the attainment by the presi-
dent of corporate goals and outcomes; and

• evaluating the president’s performance.
Colleges Ontario’s Manual for Effective College 

Governance provides guidance on both the board’s 
role in overseeing the president, and on evaluating 
board performance and effectiveness, including 
conducting individual director assessments.

Leading practices for board evaluations include 
evaluating the operation and performance of 
the board as a whole in fulfilling its governance 
functions, as well as the effectiveness of board com-
mittees, the performance of the chair and committee 
chairs, and the performance of individual board 
members through peer assessments. The evaluation 
process should be tailored to a college’s particular 
needs, and change over time depending on those 
needs. Board evaluation results should be shared with 
all members and result in tangible improvements to 
board functioning.

As noted above, all of the four colleges we 
reviewed conducted an annual performance evalua-
tion of their president, but there were areas for 
improvement. Leading practices for president perform-
ance evaluations recommend a formal, documented 
process based upon meaningful criteria and the 
achievement of goals/objectives approved by the 
board at the beginning of a performance review 
cycle. All board members should have the opportun-
ity to provide input on the president’s performance 
and be informed of the results of the review. Another 
leading practice is to conduct an independent 360-
degree assessment to provide the board with valuable 
insight into the president’s performance. Feedback 
to the president should document strengths and 
progress achieved, as well as opportunities for future 
growth and development. Documentation should also 
clearly demonstrate the link between performance 
and the level of performance pay/bonus awarded.
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RECOMMENDATION 20

To improve board performance in fulfilling gov-
ernance functions and to align with leading 
governance practices, we recommend that the 
boards of public colleges:

• conduct board evaluations on an annual 
basis, and make tangible improvements to their 
board’s practices as a result of the evaluation 
process; and

• conduct comprehensive, documented 
annual performance evaluations of the 
president, based on meaningful criteria and 
performance measures that identify leadership 
competency strengths, achievement of strategic 
objectives, and opportunities for improvement.

RESPONSE FROM THE FOUR SELECTED 
PUBLIC COLLEGES

Loyalist, Sault, Seneca and St. Clair agree that 
annual evaluations should be conducted by 
boards of governors and that boards should act 
on any improvements identified by the evalua-
tion process.

We also agree that “comprehensive, documented 
annual performance evaluations” of presidents are 
appropriate at each college. The boards of all four 
colleges are already undertaking such annual 
performance evaluations of the presidents.

4.6.4 Lack of Staggered Terms in Ministerial 
Appointments to Public College Boards Does 
Not Follow Best Practices

As outlined in O. Reg 34/03 under the Ontario 
Colleges of Applied Arts and Technology Act, 2002, 
the Lieutenant Governor in Council (LGIC) is to 
appoint one-third of a public college board’s external 
members (these appointed members are referred to 
as LGIC appointees). External board members are 
appointed for three-year terms, up to a maximum 
of serving six years consecutively. Board member 
terms are to begin on September 1 in the year of their 
appointment and terminate on August 31 in the year 
in which the term ends.

Delays in the LGIC appointment process can 
result in not all LGIC appointees starting on Sep-
tember 1 as required, which can negatively impact 
the functioning of a board as it would not have a full 
complement of members for decision-making. At the 
time of our review, 10 public college boards had a 
full complement of LGIC appointments in place, with 
the 14 other colleges lacking between one and three 
LGIC appointees.

Public college boards may provide suggested nom-
inees for LGIC appointments. The Ministry’s Protocol 
for Board Nominations and Appointments indicates 
that “for each vacancy to be filled by a LGIC appointee 
(including reappointments), colleges are expected 
to put forward up to 3 nominees.” However, our 
review found that no public college board submit-
ted more than one name per vacancy, and that it 
was common practice for boards to submit names of 
board-appointed members who were already serving 
on the board, rather than new candidates. While LGIC 
appointments are ministerial prerogative, we found 
that over the six-year period we reviewed, almost all 
LGIC appointments were selected from the college-
suggested nominees until 2019/20. More recently, in 
2020/21, about a third of LGIC appointments were 
ministerial selections not submitted by the public 
college boards.

Our review also found that most of the colleges 
(18) did not have staggered terms for LGIC appoint-
ments, which means that many LGIC appointments 
could become vacant at the same time. The Ministry’s 
Protocol for Board Nominations and Appointments 
advises that appointment terms for external members 
should be staggered in order to maintain continuity 
and experience for the board overall. As also noted 
in our 2016 Auditor General’s report on the prov-
incial public appointment process, “it is considered 
best practice (in Ontario and other jurisdictions) 
that, where possible, terms of appointments do not 
all end in the same year.” Following this best practice 
is important as it ensures an orderly transition of 
appointees so that not all members leave the board 
simultaneously, which would undermine board con-
tinuity and effective functioning.
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RECOMMENDATION 21

To support public college boards to operate 
with a full complement of board members, and 
provide for an orderly transition of appoin-
tees, we recommend that the Ministry of Colleges 
and Universities:

• stagger the terms of the Lieutenant Governor 
in Council appointments; and

• appoint members on a timely basis to comply 
with the September 1 start date under the 
regulation O. Reg 34/03 of the Ontario Colleges 
of Applied Arts and Technology Act, 2002.

MINISTRY RESPONSE

The Ministry will work with colleges to support 
activities that ensure board continuity. The Min-
istry is also committed to supporting a timely 
appointment process.

4.7 Financial Statements and Annual 
Reports of Public Colleges
Generally, we found that public colleges’ financial 
statements are prepared in accordance with Canadian 
public sector accounting standards; however, the 
timeliness of the reporting of these financial state-
ments to the Ministry and the public, as well as the 
disclosure of the financial statements and annual 
reports, require improvements to comply with the 
Ministry’s operating procedures requirements and to 
better serve the needs of decision-makers and finan-
cial statement users.

4.7.1 Some Public Colleges Not Meeting 
Ministry Requirements on Financial Statements 
and Annual Reports

The Audited Financial Statements Operating Proced-
ure requires public colleges to submit their audited 
financial statements to the Ministry annually by June 
15. Our review of the audit report date of all 24 public 
colleges’ financial statements for the past five years 

(2016/17–2020/21) found that Fanshawe and St. Clair 
have consistently reported about two weeks late each 
year. We requested the reasons for these delays from 
the Ministry, but the Ministry could not provide docu-
mentation from these colleges. In 2021, the Ministry 
followed up with the two colleges to remind them 
that they were overdue in their submissions; the col-
leges subsequently submitted their statements. The 
Ministry indicated to us its understanding that delays 
are typically related to when the public college board 
meets to approve the financial statements. Both col-
leges confirmed this to be the case, as their board 
meetings are typically scheduled for the fourth week 
of the month.

In addition, not all the public colleges have met 
the Ministry’s accountability reporting requirements 
for annual reports. The Annual Report Operating 
Procedure states that public colleges are required to 
submit their annual report, including a copy of their 
audited financial statements, by July 31 and to ensure 
that the report is made publicly available by posting it 
on their website. We found that 21 of the 24 colleges’ 
annual reports for 2020/21 were publicly available on 
their websites as of July 31, 2021; the annual reports 
for Canadore, George Brown and Sault were not. As 
of the beginning of October 2021, of the three, only 
George Brown had published its report online. The 
colleges reasons for the delays included added work-
loads in response to COVID-19, and IT challenges.

As well, for the four colleges reviewed in-depth, we 
found that Loyalist and St. Clair did not include 
their full audited financial statements in their 
annual reports, as required by the Ministry’s operat-
ing procedures. While these two college’s audited 
financial statements were publicly available on their 
websites, they included only summarized financial 
statements in their annual reports.

RECOMMENDATION 22

To provide transparency to the public and to comply 
with all accountability reporting requirements 
and operating procedures, we recommend that:
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• Fanshawe and St. Clair submit their audited 
financial statements to the Ministry of Colleges 
and Universities by the required deadline; 

• Canadore, George Brown and Sault make their 
annual reports publicly available on their web-
sites on a timely basis; and

• Loyalist and St. Clair include complete audited 
financial statements in their annual reports on 
their operational performance.

RESPONSE FROM PUBLIC COLLEGES

Fanshawe and St. Clair acknowledge and accept 
that the audited financial statements were not sub-
mitted by the deadline based on the timing of the 
board meetings, and agree to submit their audited 
financial statements by the required deadline 
beginning fiscal 2021/22. 

Canadore, George Brown and Sault agree 
to make their annual reports publicly available 
in a timely fashion such that they adhere to the 
required deadline. 

Loyalist and St. Clair agree to include com-
plete audited financial statements in their annual 
reports. 

RECOMMENDATION 23

To provide effective oversight of public colleges 
and their compliance with the accountability 
reporting requirements, we recommend that the 
Ministry of Colleges and Universities maintain 
documentation regarding delays from public col-
leges that are consistently submitting their audited 
financial statements late, and take corrective 
action to address the causes for the delays.

MINISTRY RESPONSE

The Ministry will augment its current process 
around college submission of financial statements 
and budgets to provide for structured Ministry 
responses to delays and require the submission 
and maintenance of documentation from institu-
tions regarding delays and their causes.

4.7.2 Three-Quarters of Colleges’ Financial 
Statements Did Not Include Management’s 
Statement of Responsibility

We found that the 2020/21 audited financial state-
ments of 18 of the 24 public colleges did not include 
a signed statement of management’s responsibility, 
as required under Canadian public sector accounting 
standards. This statement acknowledges that college 
management is responsible for preparing the college’s 
financial statements in accordance with the college’s 
accounting framework. Consequently, the absence of 
a signed statement of management’s responsibility 
raises questions as to who is accountable for the prep-
aration of the financial statements for a particular 
college in a given fiscal year.

In addition, of the 18, Fanshawe’s financial state-
ments did not include board signatures signifying 
their approval of the financial statements. The col-
lege’s board of governors’ approval of the audited 
financial statements was documented in the meeting 
minutes, but this approval is not publicly disclosed 
on the statements. This lack of formal acknowledge-
ment of the financial statements by the board may 
dilute the perceived reliability of the statements to 
readers, as it is unclear whether or not the financial 
statements were indeed reviewed and approved by 
the board.

RECOMMENDATION 24

To improve the reliability and usefulness of 
public colleges’ financial statements, we recom-
mend that:

• the 18 public colleges (Algonquin, Boréal, 
Cambrian, Canadore, Conestoga, Confedera-
tion, Fanshawe, Fleming, La Cité, Lambton, 
Loyalist, Mohawk, Niagara, Northern, Sault, 
Seneca, Sheridan, and St. Clair) append a 
signed statement of management responsibility 
dated on or before the date of the audit opinion 
to their audited financial statements published 
on their websites; and

• Fanshawe include board signatures in its  
published audited financial statements.
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RESPONSE FROM PUBLIC COLLEGES

The public colleges believe that they have, to 
date, complied with public sector accounting 
requirements in terms of how their audited finan-
cial statements are presented. However, they agree 
that the proposed recommendation will improve 
the reliability of their financial statements and so 
will append a signed statement of management 
responsibility to their published audited financial 
statements beginning fiscal 2021/22. 

Fanshawe also agrees to include board signa-
tures on its published audited financial statements 
beginning the same fiscal year. 

4.7.3 Six Public Colleges Did Not Provide 
Sufficient Disclosures of Their Contractual 
Arrangements with Private Career Colleges

We found that all six public colleges (Cambrian, Cana-
dore, Lambton, Northern, St. Clair, and St. Lawrence) 
with long-standing public-private college partner-
ships established prior to the Partnerships Directive 
did not provide sufficient disclosures in the notes to 
their 2020/21 financial statements. None of the six 
colleges disclosed the amount of revenue earned, or 
fees paid, related to the partnerships in their financial 
statements. Given the significance of this revenue 
stream, we would expect the amount earned to be 
presented as a separate line item in the statement 
of operations, or at a minimum, be disclosed in the 
notes to the financial statements. As such, users of 
the public colleges’ financial statements are not fully 
aware of the existence and extent of this international 
student revenue stream.

Further, Cambrian, Northern, St. Lawrence 
presented revenues and expenses related to these 
partnership arrangements in their statement of 
operations on a net basis (that is, in a single line 
item). Canadian public sector accounting standards 
require revenues and expenses to be presented sep-
arately, on a gross basis. Separate disclosure allows 
users to assess and distinguish the total magnitude of 
revenues earned and expenses incurred by a public 
college from various sources. For example, the tuition 

fees earned from international students studying at 
a public-private college partnership campus should 
be presented separately from those earned from 
international students studying at the public col-
lege’s home campus; they should also be presented 
separately from the fees paid to private career college 
partners. An example of how this could be displayed 
is shown in Figure 30.

RECOMMENDATION 25

To improve the quality of financial information 
received from public colleges, we recommend 
that the Ministry of Colleges and Universities 
require public colleges to report the gross revenue 
earned and expenses incurred from their public-
private college partnerships in their statement 
of operations, and include a description of the 
partnership revenue stream in the notes to their 
financial statements.

MINISTRY RESPONSE

The Ministry will provide further direction to 
colleges around the documentation of public-
private college partnership revenue streams in 
their financial statements.

RECOMMENDATION 26

To improve the reliability and usefulness of public 
colleges’ financial statements, we recommend that 
any public college that has or enters into a part-
nership with a private career college:

• report the gross revenue earned and expenses 
incurred (instead of revenue on a net basis) 
from their public-private college partnerships 
in their statement of operations; and 

• include the partnership revenue stream as 
a separate revenue line item either in the 
statement of operations or within a separate 
schedule in the financial statements, in 
addition to a description of the revenue stream 
in the notes to their financial statements.
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RESPONSE FROM PUBLIC COLLEGES

For the first recommended action, Cambrian and 
St. Lawrence believe that we properly present 
our contractual revenues from our partnership 
arrangements in accordance with Canadian Public 
Sector Accounting Standards. 

We acknowledge the students are determined 
to be students of the public colleges by virtue 
of the Ministry’s directives related to private 
partnership arrangements, and we have certain 
responsibilities to the students who are enrolled 
in private partner programs as outlined in the 
Ministry’s directive. However, we conclude that we 
are acting as an agent in the provision of academic 
delivery to international students enrolled in pro-
grams delivered by our colleges’ private partners 
because our contractual agreements transfer a 

significant amount of risks and rewards to our 
private partners for the following reasons:

• Our private partners are in control of the 
necessary goods and services required to 
satisfy the obligation to the students by provid-
ing academic delivery of course content.

• The private partners are the beneficiaries of 
the tuition fees as they are able to retain any 
surplus beyond the costs required to satisfy the 
performance obligations.

• We have no credit risk from the payments and 
no control or authority over how the tuition 
fees are used by the private partner to meet 
their contractual obligations as outlined in the 
partnership agreements.
Accordingly, we conclude that revenues are 

to be reported net in the public colleges’ finan-
cial statements, equivalent to the amount of 

Figure 30: Sample Financial Statement Disclosure to Include Public-Private College Partnerships ($ 000)
Prepared by the Office of the Auditor General of Ontario

Cambrian* Canadore Lambton Northern* St. Clair St. Lawrence*

Revenue
Grant 38,197 31,968 31,630 23,591 58,940 56,917

Domestic tuition 13,021 8,264 9,548 3,187 24,670 19,398

International tuition 21,339 8,020 11,074 8,328 68,021 20,823

Public-private college 
partnerships

17,161 77,636 41,029 28,552 65,135 19,689

Other 10,169 15,926 11,138 6,023 21,189 9,874

Total 99,887 141,814 104,419 69,681 237,955 126,701

Expenses
Salaries, benefits and 
postemployment benefits

62,547 41,407 51,066 33,291 83,030 80,607

Professional services 9,084 18,616 5,694 3,683 21,642 12,537

Public-private college 
partnerships

– 48,370 19,836 – 46,866 –

Other 19,541 25,452 19,827 11,626 47,209 26,433

Total 91,172 133,845 96,423 48,600 198,747 119,577

Excess of Revenue Over 
Expenditures 8,715 7,969 7,996 21,081 39,208 7,124

* These three colleges present their revenue and expenses from public-private college partnerships on a net basis. No expenses associated with these partnerships 
are separately disclosed, as either the information was not provided to the Ministry, or the contractual terms have the private partner collect the gross tuition fees 
from students and remit a portion to the public college. 

  Example of additional financial statement disclosure of public-private college operations.
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• Public colleges are responsible for managing 
risks associated with the termination of part-
nership agreements or the failure of a partner 
to deliver services to students by providing 
appropriate accommodations for students 
who are affected in these circumstances, such 
as student financial compensation and/or 
guarantees that students be able to complete 
their programs.
These factors mean that public colleges 

are ultimately responsible for the provision 
of their academic programs to all of their stu-
dents, including those enrolled at their programs 
delivered by private partners. 

Under the Partnerships Directive, public col-
leges cannot transfer the significant risks and 
responsibilities associated with the fulfilment of 
their academic programs to their private career 
college partners. In addition, public colleges retain 
the sole ability and discretion to admit students 
into their programs and, upon completion of these 
programs, award Ontario academic credentials 
(e.g., an Ontario college diploma or certificate).

We will engage the Ministry and the Office 
of the Provincial Controller Division to correct 
this accounting treatment in the Province’s 
consolidated financial statements commencing 
April 1, 2021.

For the second recommended action, the separ-
ate disclosure of the partnership revenue stream 
provides transparency to the users of the financial 
statements and the public. We acknowledge that 
this information is provided to the Ministry as part 
of the colleges’ reporting under the Partnerships 
Directive. However, existence of these partnership 
agreements and the significance of the associated 
revenue to the overall results of colleges’ oper-
ations is not evident to a reader of the colleges’ 
financial statements. 

commission fees generated in accordance with the 
licensing agreements.

Similarly, Northern believes that presenting 
gross revenue for the partnership arrangement is 
not appropriate as the college is acting as a flow 
through, and it would be misleading to present the 
gross amounts of revenue as it will not be earned 
by the college.

The remaining colleges with public-private 
college partnerships agree with the recommenda-
tion to continue to report the gross revenue and 
expenses in the statement of operations.

For the second recommended action, the public 
colleges (Loyalist, Northern, Sault, St. Clair and 
St. Lawrence) disagree with the recommendation 
to include separate disclosure of the revenue stream 
in the financial statements because of concerns 
relating to confidentiality terms in agreements 
between colleges and their private partners. The 
partnership revenue stream is fully disclosed to the 
Ministry of Colleges and Universities.

AUDITOR GENERAL RESPONSE

For the colleges’ (Cambrian, Northern and 
St. Lawrence) response to our first recommended 
action, we continue to believe that public colleges 
that have entered into partnerships with private 
career colleges should record the gross tuition fees 
from students enrolled in their programs delivered 
by private partners. Key factors that support our 
accounting assessment include, but are not limited 
to, the following requirements under the Min-
istry of Colleges and Universities’ Binding Policy 
Directive on Public College-Private Partnerships 
(Partnerships Directive):

• Students enrolled in programs delivered 
by private partners are students of the 
public college.

• Public colleges are responsible for ensuring 
that private partners’ locations operate with 
similar student protections and standards of 
services, accountability and quality assurance 
as college home campuses.
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Appendix 1: Locations of the Main Campuses of Public Colleges in Ontario
Source of data: Ministry of Colleges and Universities
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Appendix 2: Enrolment1 at Public Colleges, 2016/17–2020/21
Source of data: Ministry of Colleges and Universities

Public College 2016/17 2017/18 2018/19 2019/20
4-Year Change2 

(%) 2020/21
Seneca 32,356 33,457 33,494 34,435 6 36,940

Humber 30,867 32,040 31,752 32,114 4 30,443

George Brown 32,848 33,745 34,368 33,707 3 28,864

Algonquin 24,035 24,942 25,921 26,517 10 25,083 

Sheridan 24,652 25,908 26,295 26,729 8 24,482

Conestoga 17,313 17,518 20,736 22,591 30 23,075

Fanshawe 18,201 19,523 20,914 21,972 21 21,136

Centennial 18,591 20,851 22,946 23,102 24 20,059

Mohawk 19,131 19,441 19,630 19,000 (1) 17,043

Durham 13,765 14,165 15,100 16,458 20 15,201

Georgian 14,663 15,477 16,046 16,242 11 15,163

St. Clair 10,709 11,242 13,539 12,189 14 14,338

St. Lawrence 8,514 10,111 10,205 10,116 19 10,418

Niagara 10,805 11,585 12,466 12,064 12 10,145

Lambton 4,026 5,349 6,669 5,961 48 8,897

Cambrian 6,386 7,105 6,941 7,197 13 8,049

Canadore 4,205 5,020 5,379 5,473 30 8,009

Fleming 7,698 7,960 8,792 8,567 11 6,700

Northern 1,641 1,691 1,883 1,929 18 5,835

La Cité 5,620 5,529 5,585 5,995 7 5,481

Loyalist 4,510 4,425 4,750 4,669 4 4,629

Confederation 3,786 3,669 3,682 3,661 (3) 3,159

Sault 2,659 2,544 2,630 3,046 15 2,899

Boréal 2,860 2,662 2,639 2,737 (4) 2,302

Total 319,841 335,959 352,362 356,471 11 348,350

1. Enrolment data is the total of full-time and part-time students, and includes those studying at public-private college partnerships.

2. Change is calculated over a four-year period from 2016/17 to 2019/20. The calculation does not include 2020/21 operations as that fiscal year was significantly 
impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic and not representative of regular operations for comparison purposes. 
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Appendix 3: Glossary of Terms
Prepared by the Office of the Auditor General of Ontario

Term Definition
Ancillary revenue Revenues that are generated through the provision of non-academic activities 

(e.g., convocation fees, athletic fees, residence fees, etc.).

Apprenticeship program Typically requires between two and five years to complete. Apprentices learn a skilled trade 
on the job, under the supervision of an experienced tradesperson. Classroom training is 
delivered by Training Delivery Agents (who can be either college or non-college employees).

Credentials Framework Contained within the Framework for Programs of Instruction Binding Policy Directive. 
Outlines the complexity of knowledge and vocational outcomes; essential employability 
skills and general education; duration for completion; admission requirements and name 
required for each public college credential.

Degree program Requires four years of study to complete. Students receive a broad education, with 
specialized knowledge in at least one discipline.

Non-degree program Requires one to three years of study to complete. Students receive a defined range of 
education in their area of study to obtain a certificate, diploma, advanced diploma or 
graduate certificate upon graduation.

Ontario College  
Advanced Diploma 

Requires three years of study to complete. Graduates can work in a range of technical or 
management functions. 

Ontario College Certificate Requires one year of study to complete. Graduates can work in a limited range of activities. 

Ontario College Diploma Requires two years of study to complete. Graduates can work in a range of technical or 
administrative functions.

Ontario College Graduate  
Certificate 

Requires a degree, Ontario college diploma or advanced diploma for admission. Students 
learn knowledge or skills that are deeper than those gained through previous credentials.

Ontario Qualifications Framework Outlines the learning expectations for graduates who hold each type of credential offered 
by Ontario postsecondary institutions. Particularly for degree programs, this framework 
establishes the broad standards for degree programs that are not outlined within the 
Credentials Framework.
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Appendix 4: Minister of Colleges and Universities’ Binding Policy Directives and 
Operating Procedures for Public Colleges

Prepared by the Office of the Auditor General of Ontario

Binding Policy Directives1 Operating Procedures2 

Governance and Accountability

Governance and Accountability Framework 
Sets minimum expectations regarding the mandate, role and 
responsibilities of boards of governors, including:
• setting a vision, strategic directions and overall goals;
• hiring a president and evaluating his/her performance;
• approving the annual business plan, budget and annual report; 

and
• assessing board effectiveness and ensuring corrective actions 

are taken.
Stipulates that nomination procedures and appointments are to 
follow the Protocol for Board Nominations and Appointments (a 
supporting document).

Strategic Plan
Sets minimum requirements for colleges’ strategic plans and 
requires they be made available on colleges’ websites.

Business Plan
Sets minimum requirements for annual business plans (e.g., 
statement of operational outcomes, goals and objectives, 
annual budget) and deficit recovery plans.

Annual Report
Sets minimum requirements for annual reports (e.g., extent to 
which a college achieved outcomes identified in its strategic 
plan, financial performance, a summary of complaints 
regarding the advertising and marketing of college programs).

Audited Financial Statements
Sets minimum requirements for audited financial statements 
(e.g., prepared using accrual basis of accounting).

Graduate and Employer Key Performance Indicator Surveys
Sets requirements to administer the graduate and employer 
surveys used to collect, and publish, key performance indicator 
data.

Programs

Admissions Criteria
Procedures and eligibility requirements colleges are to follow when 
establishing specific program requirements for all public college 
programs, including: 
• giving residents of Ontario priority in admissions to 

oversubscribed programs4; and
• having a publicly available central admissions publication that 

contains admissions criteria and selection procedures on a 
program-by-program basis.

n/a3

Funding Approval of Programs of Instruction
Criteria a program must meet before the college submits a 
request for funding (i.e., has board approval, is consistent with 
the Minister’s Binding Policy Directive on Framework for Programs 
of Instruction, complies with legislation, and meets an identified 
economic or societal need).

Funding Approval of Programs of Instruction
• Summarizes the type of information a college is required to 

complete when requesting an approval for funding from the 
Ministry.

• Provides information on the Ministry’s responsibilities and 
approval process.

Program Suspension and Cancellation
Procedures colleges are to follow to inform the Ministry of 
changes to their offerings of programs of instruction.

Funding of Part-Time Activity
Establishes eligibility criteria to allow specified part-time courses to 
be funded through the general-purpose operating grant.

n/a3
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Binding Policy Directives1 Operating Procedures2 

Programs (continued)

Framework for Programs of Instruction
Outlines a series of requirements that must be upheld for a college 
to offer programs and instructional courses. Includes the Ontario 
Credentials Framework in an appendix that defines the differences 
between the various credentials offered at Ontario public colleges. 

Public colleges must have the following procedures in place for 
program development: 

• The board of governors must approve all programs of instruction 
to ensure the program aligns with the college’s mandate, 
strategic direction and local economic and social needs.

• Each program, or cluster of related programs, must have a program 
advisory committee that includes people external to the college who 
have expertise in the particular area of study. These committees 
provide advice on the programs developed and offered; members 
are drawn from the local community and provide input on 
program relevancy and local employment needs.

n/a3

Finance and Administration

Banking, Investments and Borrowing 
Establishes college banking, investment and borrowing 
requirements.

Banking, Investments and Borrowing
Specific details on restrictions and conditions on college 
banking, investments and borrowing requirements.

Conflict of Interest
Defines conflicts of interest, outlines procedures boards are to 
follow to determine if a conflict exists and provides steps to be 
followed.

n/a3

Entrepreneurial Activities
Sets out guidelines for entrepreneurial activities and establishes the 
conditions under which the activities may occur.

n/a3

Proceeds from Sale or Encumbrance of College Property
Outlines the requirement for ministerial approval for the use of 
proceeds from the sale, encumbrance, or lease of college property 
acquired with provincial support.

n/a3

Tuition and Ancillary Fees
Requires colleges to:
• ensure tuition and ancillary fees are board-approved and 

publicly available;
• use revenue from tuition fee increases for student-aid purposes;
• ensure financial aid is available to students with financial needs; 

and
• report enrolment and fee information to the Ministry.

Tuition and Ancillary Fees Reporting
Details how colleges are to implement policies regarding 
tuition, ancillary fees, tuition fee refunds, accountability and 
reporting.

Enrolment Reporting and Audit Procedure
Sets out the requirements for preparing and reporting 
enrolment data to the Ministry, and for conducting an audit of 
the data.

Public College-Private Partnerships
Permits public colleges to enter into contractual arrangements 
that allow third parties to deliver college programs, and outlines 
requirements for public colleges. Colleges remain responsible for 
the quality of programs delivered.

n/a3

1. Ministry expectations for college compliance with the Ontario Colleges of Applied Arts and Technology Act, 2002 and O. Reg. 34/03.

2. Specific requirements and procedures to comply with the Act, Regulation and Binding Policy Directives.

3. The Ministry did not establish additional procedures for these Binding Policy Directives because the directives already provide specific details for public colleges to 
follow. 

4. During our audit, we were unable to obtain information on this as it is not tracked by the Ministry.



71Public Colleges Oversight

Fi
sc

al
 Ye

ar

20
11

/1
2

20
12

/1
3

20
13

/1
4

20
14

/1
5

20
15

/1
6

20
16

/1
7

20
17

/1
8

20
18

/1
9

20
19

/2
0

20
20

/2
1

$ 
m

ill
io

n
%

$ 
m

ill
io

n
%

$ 
m

ill
io

n
%

$ 
m

ill
io

n
%

$ 
m

ill
io

n
%

$ 
m

ill
io

n
%

$ 
m

ill
io

n
%

$ 
m

ill
io

n
%

$ 
m

ill
io

n
%

$ 
m

ill
io

n
%

Do
m

es
tic

 
Tu

iti
on

 Fe
es

71
1

20
75

7
21

81
1

21
82

5
21

84
7

21
86

7
20

82
1

18
92

7
17

84
3

15
80

2
16

In
te

rn
at

io
na

l 
Tu

iti
on

 Fe
es

1
27

3
8

31
8

9
36

5
10

45
0

11
53

4
13

69
6

16
95

2
20

1,
40

5
26

1,
75

4
32

1,
68

1
33

Co
re

 
Op

er
at

in
g a

nd
 

Pe
rfo

rm
an

ce
-

ba
se

d 
Gr

an
ts

2

1,
02

6
29

1,
06

0
29

1,
07

7
28

1,
09

4
28

1,
13

4
27

1,
15

2
26

1,
17

4
25

1,
16

2
21

1,
14

7
21

1,
11

8
22

Ot
he

r G
ra

nt
s3

63
0

18
78

4
21

78
6

21
78

0
20

76
9

19
75

9
18

73
4

16
88

0
16

74
1

13
81

9
16

Ot
he

r4
88

3
25

75
2

20
76

8
20

78
1

20
82

5
20

89
3

20
98

3
21

1,
10

3
20

1,
04

2
19

67
7

13

To
ta

l
3,

52
3

10
0

3,
67

1
10

0
3,

80
7

10
0

3,
93

0
10

0
4,

10
9

10
05

4,
36

7
10

05
4,

66
4

10
0

5,
47

7
10

0
5,

52
7

10
0

5,
09

7
10

0

1.
 P

rio
r t

o 
20

19
/2

0,
 re

ve
nu

e 
fro

m
 in

te
rn

at
io

na
l s

tu
de

nt
 tu

iti
on

 fe
es

 c
ol

le
ct

ed
 u

nd
er

 p
ub

lic
-p

riv
at

e 
co

lle
ge

 p
ar

tn
er

sh
ip

 a
gr

ee
m

en
ts

 w
er

e 
no

t s
ep

ar
at

el
y 

re
po

rte
d 

by
 th

e 
pu

bl
ic

 c
ol

le
ge

s 
to

 th
e 

M
in

is
try

 a
nd

 c
ou

ld
 e

ith
er

 b
e 

in
cl

ud
ed

 
wi

th
 “

In
te

rn
at

io
na

l t
ui

tio
n 

fe
es

” 
or

 “
Ot

he
r.”

 S
ta

rti
ng

 in
 2

01
9/

20
, t

hi
s 

in
fo

rm
at

io
n 

ha
s 

be
en

 re
po

rte
d 

se
pa

ra
te

ly
 to

 th
e 

M
in

is
try

, w
hi

ch
 w

e 
ha

ve
 in

cl
ud

ed
 w

ith
 “

In
te

rn
at

io
na

l t
ui

tio
n 

fe
es

.”

2.
 C

or
e 

op
er

at
in

g 
an

d 
pe

rfo
rm

an
ce

-b
as

ed
 g

ra
nt

s 
co

ns
is

t o
f t

he
 fo

llo
wi

ng
 fu

nd
in

g:
 

• 
En

ro
lm

en
t –

 th
e 

co
re

 o
pe

ra
tin

g 
gr

an
t i

s 
ca

lc
ul

at
ed

 b
as

ed
 o

n 
do

m
es

tic
 e

nr
ol

m
en

t l
ev

el
s 

in
 e

lig
ib

le
 p

ro
gr

am
s,

 fu
ll-

 o
r p

ar
t-t

im
e 

re
gi

st
ra

tio
n 

an
d 

ty
pe

 o
f p

ro
gr

am
.

• 
 Pe

rfo
rm

an
ce

-b
as

ed
 –

 p
rio

r t
o 

20
20

/2
1,

 th
is

 re
pr

es
en

te
d 

1.
2%

 o
f t

he
 fu

nd
in

g 
pr

ov
id

ed
 a

nd
 w

as
 a

llo
ca

te
d 

to
 c

ol
le

ge
s 

ba
se

d 
on

 p
er

fo
rm

an
ce

 a
cr

os
s 

th
re

e 
ke

y 
in

di
ca

to
rs

: g
ra

du
at

e 
sa

tis
fa

ct
io

n,
 e

m
pl

oy
er

 s
at

is
fa

ct
io

n 
an

d 
gr

ad
ua

te
 e

m
pl

oy
m

en
t r

at
e.

 T
hi

s 
po

rti
on

 o
f f

un
di

ng
 w

ill
 in

cr
ea

se
 to

 u
p 

to
 6

0%
 b

y 
20

24
/2

5 
as

 m
ea

su
re

d 
ac

ro
ss

 1
0 

m
et

ric
s 

(d
is

cu
ss

ed
 in

 S
ec

tio
n 2

.2
.4

), 
wi

th
 a

n 
eq

ua
l d

ec
re

as
e 

to
 th

e 
en

ro
lm

en
t f

un
di

ng
.

3.
 O

th
er

 g
ra

nt
s 

in
cl

ud
e 

sp
ec

ia
l p

ur
po

se
 g

ra
nt

s 
th

at
 a

re
 p

ro
vi

de
d 

to
 s

up
po

rt 
in

iti
at

iv
es

 s
uc

h 
as

 d
is

ab
ili

ty
 s

up
po

rt,
 ru

ra
l a

nd
 n

or
th

er
n 

co
m

m
un

iti
es

 a
nd

 In
di

ge
no

us
 e

du
ca

tio
n 

pr
og

ra
m

s.
 T

he
y 

al
so

 in
cl

ud
e 

ot
he

r f
un

di
ng

 fr
om

 th
e 

fe
de

ra
l a

nd
 p

ro
vi

nc
ia

l g
ov

er
nm

en
ts

, a
s 

we
ll 

as
 C

OV
ID

-1
9 

fu
nd

in
g 

fo
r 2

01
9/

20
 a

nd
 2

02
0/

21
.

4.
 O

th
er

 re
ve

nu
e 

in
cl

ud
es

 a
nc

ill
ar

y 
re

ve
nu

e,
 d

on
at

io
ns

, i
nv

es
tm

en
t i

nc
om

e 
an

d 
ot

he
r m

is
ce

lla
ne

ou
s 

in
co

m
e.

5.
 T

ot
al

 p
er

ce
nt

ag
e 

ha
s 

be
en

 ro
un

de
d 

to
 1

00
. 

Ap
pe

nd
ix 

5:
 To

ta
l R

ev
en

ue
 b

y S
ou

rc
e 

fo
r P

ub
lic

 C
ol

le
ge

s,
 2

01
1/

12
–2

02
0/

21
Pr

ep
ar

ed
 b

y 
th

e 
O

ffi
ce

 o
f t

he
 A

ud
ito

r G
en

er
al

 o
f O

nt
ar

io



72

Appendix 6: Performance Metrics Under New Strategic Mandate Agreements 
Between the Ministry of Colleges and Universities and Public Colleges, 
2020/21–2024/25

Prepared by the Office of the Auditor General of Ontario

Performance Metric Definition

Fiscal Year Data Starts 
to Be Reported by Public 

Colleges to Ministry 
Graduate employment 
rate in a related field

Percentage of graduates employed full-time in a field related, or partially 
related, to their program six months after graduation, compared with the 
total number of graduates employed full-time.

2020/21

Institutional strength/
focus 

Percentage of enrolment in a college’s defined program area(s) of 
strength compared with total enrolment.

2020/21

Graduation rate Percentage of full-time students (domestic and international) who entered 
a program of instruction in a particular enrolment reporting period and 
graduated within a specific period.

2020/21

Community/local 
impact of student 
enrolment 

The college’s enrolment percentage of the 15–64 age group in the 
population of the city (cities)/town(s) in which the college is located as 
per the 2016 Census.

2020/21

Economic impact 
(institution-specific) 

Colleges choose whether to use a numeric, percentage or monetary 
metric to demonstrate the economic impact of the college, within 
Ministry-established criteria and principles.

2020/21

Graduate employment 
earnings

Median employment earnings of college graduates (both domestic and 
international, including those from partnership colleges with campuses in 
Ontario) in a given calendar year, two years after graduation.

2021/22

Experiential learning Percentage of graduates in programs who participated in at least one 
course with required experiential learning component(s).

2021/22

Revenue attracted from 
private sector sources 

Total revenue attracted from private sector and not-for-profit sources. 2021/22

Apprenticeship-related 
(institution specific) 

Colleges choose whether to use a numeric or percentage metric. The 
metric should be associated with apprenticeships and align with Ministry-
established principles.

2022/23

Skills and competencies  
of students

Based on the colleges’ participation in a survey. 2022/23

Note: the calculation of the performance-based metrics in relation to Ministry funding to public colleges is as follows: 
• For each of the performance-based metrics, the Ministry establishes a target at the beginning of the year. If the college meets the target, it receives the full amount 

of funding allocated to that metric. If a target is missed, funding is decreased proportional to the level that the actual performance missed the target.
• Targets are set based on an average of the past three years, plus a continuous improvement factor. To mitigate against year-to-year volatility in historical 

performance, a band of tolerance is assigned to metrics. The band of tolerance is an allowable range around a target where a college will be considered successful 
for the purposes of earning 100% of the funding allocation for that metric.

• To encourage public colleges to focus on their individual strengths, colleges assign individual weightings to each metric for their funding to be based on. The 
individual weightings for the metrics will be phased in over a three-year period, with a minimum weighting of 10% and maximum of 35% in 2020/21, to a steady-
state minimum weighting of 5% and maximum of 25% by 2022/23 to the end of the Strategic Mandate Agreement period. For example, a college could decide 
that it has a stronger graduation rate, thus it may assign a higher proportion of funding to that metric compared with an area where it has weaker performance. 

* Two previous Strategic Mandate Agreements have been in place and ran from 2014 to 2017 and 2017 to 2020, respectively. Under the new agreements, 
enrolment-related funding under the core operating grant will be based on a cor ridor approach, which means a range will be established within which domestic 
enrolment must fall in order to receive funding. This corridor approach allows for better college budgeting as it prevents potential changes in funding for small 
fluctuations in enrolment levels. As well, the agreements introduce a new approach for performance-based funding. Up to 60% of college operating funding (not 
capital funding) provided to colleges by 2024/25 is to be linked to outcomes on the above 10 performance-based metrics.
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Appendix 7: Average Public College Tuition Fees1 Charged to Domestic and 
International Students, 2018/19–2020/21, ($)

Source of data: Ministry of Colleges and Universities

Public College

2018/19 2019/20 2020/21

Domestic International2 Domestic International2 Domestic International2

Algonquin 3,641 12,876 3,291 14,821  3,257  14,887 

Boréal  3,022 12,138  2,721 11,956  2,732  11,956 

Cambrian 4,096 13,347 3,573 13,785  3,603  13,761 

Canadore 3,294 12,219 2,953 12,634  2,963  12,874 

Centennial 3,427 14,444 3,089 14,610  3,103  15,182 

Conestoga 3,604 12,022 3,413 12,521  3,388  12,507 

Confederation 3,355 13,494 2,966 13,841  3,031  14,238 

Durham 3,296 13,345 3,006 13,452  3,008  13,475 

Fanshawe 3,565 13,972 3,251 14,347  3,247  14,723 

Fleming  3,758 14,623  3,443 14,500  3,314  14,495 

George Brown 3,726 13,725 3,320 14,607  3,247  14,628 

Georgian 3,860 12,167 3,465 13,569  3,449  13,979 

Humber 3,862 13,939 3,462 14,611  3,470  15,226 

La Cité  3,164 12,382  2,881 13,052  2,882  13,145 

Lambton 3,665 11,691 3,185 11,668  3,218  11,603 

Loyalist 3,230 13,000 2,884 13,466  2,891  14,044 

Mohawk 3,166 13,089 2,883 13,506  2,877  14,180 

Niagara 3,347 13,372 3,075 13,847  3,063  13,960 

Northern 3,673 12,477 3,169 12,992  3,168  13,544 

Sault 3,789 14,933 3,513 15,604  3,338  15,500 

Seneca 3,911 13,835 3,572 13,937  3,571  14,260 

Sheridan 4,253 15,350 3,981 15,824  3,979  16,472 

St. Clair 3,622 11,457 3,255 12,800  3,289  12,905 

St. Lawrence 3,804 8,709 3,387 8,287  3,394  14,679 

Average 3,589 13,265 3,239 13,807  3,228  14,306 

1. To pay their tuition fees, eligible domestic students studying at public colleges may receive grants and loans from the Ontario Student Assistance Program (OSAP). 
International students are not eligible for OSAP. In 2019/20, about 106,000 students, representing about 40% of the total number of domestic students enrolled 
at Ontario public colleges, received about $441 million in provincial OSAP assistance. (Federal grants and loans are also administered through OSAP.)

2. The Tuition and Ancillary Fees Binding Policy Directive gives college boards full discretion to set international student fees. The only restriction is that the year-over-
year increase for returning international students cannot exceed 20% during the time period students could reasonably be expected to complete their studies.
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Appendix 8: Process for Establishing and Updating Program Standards for  
Public Colleges

Prepared by the Office of the Auditor General of Ontario

1. Consultation
The Ministry’s Postsecondary Education Quality Assessment Branch (Branch) consults with stakeholders annually to 
determine which standards to develop or update during the next review cycle. This includes discussions with other ministries 
and public colleges.

The Branch hires facilitators to lead consultations with public colleges and industry stakeholders on how a standard should 
be updated or developed. 

2. Planning
The Branch plans which standards will be reviewed during the next cycle based on criteria such as student enrolment in 
a program across the sector, the age of an existing standard, industry or regulatory change and programs identified as 
priorities by the colleges.

3. Validation 
The Branch obtains validation of a program standard through the Ontario College Quality Assurance Service’s Credential 
Validation Service.

4. Attestation
When a program standard has been updated, the Ministry communicates the changes to colleges, who are then required to 
modify their programs to comply with the standard and attest to its compliance. 

5. Publication 
The Branch publishes the new or updated program standard on the Ministry website.
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Appendix 9: Public College Program Approval Process1

Source of data: Ministry of Colleges and Universities

1. This flowchart describes the overall process for program approvals. Non-degree programs only require Ministry approval if the colleges are seeking funding approval 
and OSAP eligibility. Degree programs are required to be submitted to the Ministry for Minister’s consent approval.

2. Non-degree programs must be validated by the credential validation service provided by the Ontario College Quality Assurance Service (Quality Assurance Service) 
(see Appendix 10) to confirm the program meets the relevant program standards or aligns with similar programs; a letter of validation from the Quality Assurance 
Service is included within the college’s application to the Ministry for approval.

3. The Postsecondary Education Quality Assessment Board (Quality Assessment Board) quality assures degree programs, including validating their credentials, and 
makes a recommendation to the Minister; as required by the Post-secondary Education Choice and Excellence Act, 2000, written ministerial consent is required to 
offer a degree-granting program. 

4. A policy review is required if the non-degree program is: a) in a profession where the government is a major employer (e.g., nursing); b) in a profession that is 
regulated (e.g., paralegal); or c) a high-funding program (e.g., aviation). A policy review is required for all degree programs and occurs simultaneously with the quality 
review conducted by the Quality Assessment Board.

5. A tuition review is required for all programs to approve the domestic tuition fees that public colleges propose to charge. 
6. Prior to 2019, ministerial approval was not required for college non-degree program funding approvals.

New program developed by public college

Program approved by college's board of governors

Program is submitted to the Ministry for Minister's consent and/or funding approval1

Review by Postsecondary Accountability Branch Manager and Director

Review by Assistant Deputy Minister6

Review by Deputy Minister6

Review/Approval by Minister6

Credential validation by the Ontario 
College Quality Assurance Service2

Referral to the Postsecondary 
Education Quality Assessment 
Board for quality review3 and 

recommendation to the Minister

Degree programs Non-degree programs

•  Policy review, if required4

•  Tuition review5 by the Postsecondary Finance 
and Information Management Branch
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Appendix 10: Quality Assurance Processes for Public Colleges
Prepared by the Office of the Auditor General of Ontario

Ontario College Quality 
Assurance Service 
Established in 2005, the Ontario College Quality 
Assurance Service (Quality Assurance Service) con-
ducts two quality assurance services: a credential 
validation service, and a college quality assurance 
audit process.

Through its credential validation service, the 
Quality Assurance Service determines whether pro-
posed non-degree college programs comply with the 
Credentials Framework outlined in the Framework for 
Programs of Instruction Binding Policy Directive.

Through its college quality assurance audit 
process, which follows a five-year cycle, the Quality 
Assurance Service evaluates the effectiveness of 
each college’s quality assurance mechanisms to 
ensure their quality, relevancy and currency. The 
audit reviews, for example, each college’s poli-
cies, practices, committees, guides and by-laws. The 
Quality Assurance Service conducts the audits on 
a random sample of programs delivered by each 
college. The sample size depends upon the size of the 
public college and ranges between four to eight pro-
grams. The selected programs must be representative 
of the college’s particular program mix. The goal is to 
determine whether the college’s established processes 
are sufficient to meet six quality assurance standards 
established by the Quality Assurance Service. The 
audit process does not provide an accreditation for 
the public colleges but serves as an equivalent quality 
assurance process. 

A three-person audit panel conducts each 
audit. The panel members are experts with back-
grounds in post-secondary education who have 
been screened through an application process 
and trained on the audit process. The panel con-
ducts the audit by reviewing a self-study report 
provided by the college, requesting further docu-
mentation, interviewing members from the college 

community across all levels, and conducting a 
two-day site visit. The panel drafts a preliminary audit 
report and shares it with the college for feedback and 
comment. Once finalized, the audit report is approved 
by the management board for the Quality Assur-
ance Service and provided to the college. The report 
includes an assessment of how the audited college 
performed against the standards and makes recom-
mendations for improvement. 

The Quality Assurance Service publishes an execu-
tive summary of each audit report on its website. Each 
college must submit an 18-month follow-up report to 
the Quality Assurance Service, outlining any changes 
they have implemented to address recommendations 
or gaps identified in the audit report. 

Postsecondary Education Quality 
Assessment Board
Under the Post-secondary Education Choice and Excel-
lence Act, 2000, the Postsecondary Education Quality 
Assessment Board (Quality Assessment Board) was 
established to make recommendations to the Minis-
ter on degree programs in Ontario. This includes a 
review to assess the educational quality of new degree 
programs submitted by Ontario public colleges, and 
a subsequent review every five to seven years for 
renewal. 

The Quality Assessment Board reviews the appli-
cation against quality standards under the Ontario 
Qualifications Framework, uses expert panels to 
perform site visits and, for renewals, conducts an 
assessment of student work completed in the degree 
program to ensure that degree-level learning out-
comes are being achieved. 

Once the review is completed, the Quality 
Assessment Board provides a recommendation to 
the Minister on whether to grant consent for the 
degree program.
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Appendix 11: Key Events of Public-Private College Partnerships
Prepared by the Office of the Auditor General of Ontario

Date Milestone
Aug 2016 The Ministry of Colleges and Universities (Ministry) retains a consultant to analyze the risks and benefits of public-

private college partnership arrangements to individual colleges and the sector as a whole.

Mar 2017 The consultant submits a report that recommends all pre-existing partnerships be wound down because they pose 
risks that are difficult to manage (e.g., the partnerships exist because of a federal policy that requires students to 
graduate from a public college to obtain a Post-Graduation Work Permit, which is desired by many international 
students, making it advantageous for private career colleges to partner with public colleges). Six public colleges 
have partnership arrangements at this time. Refer to Figure 8 for a list of the partnership arrangements.

Sep 2017 The Ministry informs public colleges with partnerships that they are to be wound down over time, with the final 
intake of new students in September 2018.

Sep 2017 to 
Dec 2018

Lobbyists representing four (out of eight) private career colleges that have a partnership with a public college register 
to engage in lobbying activities. These lobbying activities focus on the partnerships between public colleges and 
private career colleges.

A separate lobbyist also registers on behalf of Career Colleges of Ontario between July 2018 and September 2019; 
their lobbying activities focus on a range of topics, including partnership arrangements. Career Colleges of Ontario is 
an advocacy organization that represents more than 260 private career colleges in Ontario. 

According to records from the Ontario Lobbyists Registry, the lobbyists contact the Office of the Minister of Colleges 
and Universities, as well as the Office of the Premier and Cabinet Office.

Jun 2018 The provincial government changes following an election. 

Dec 2018 The Minister determines that pre-existing public-private college partnerships will be permitted to continue within 
limits, and that it will develop a policy and operational framework to establish rules for public-private college 
partnerships.

Dec 2019 The Ministry issues the Public College-Private Partnerships Minister’s Binding Policy Directive (Partnerships Directive) 
to outline the requirements for public-private college partnerships, in part to address the risks identified in the March 
2017 consultant report. 

May 2020 The Partnerships Directive requires public colleges to obtain approval from the Minister to enter into or renew a 
partnership agreement. Certain information must be provided to the Ministry, including: the appropriateness of 
housing and supports available to students; evidence of a job market and student demand for programs offered at 
the partnership campus; a quality assurance policy and plan for ongoing review; and a risk-mitigation or contingency 
plan to address the risk of the partnership agreement being terminated or the private partner failing to deliver 
agreed-upon services.

Prior to May 2020, ministerial approval was not required. Of the 11 colleges with a partnership arrangement, five 
had agreements in place prior to this date (Canadore, Loyalist, Northern, Sault and St. Clair). Since then, three 
colleges (Georgian, Mohawk and Niagara) have established new partnerships and three colleges (Cambrian, 
Lambton and St. Lawrence) have received approvals to renew their partnerships.

As agreements are renewed, public colleges will be required to submit the aforementioned information to renew their 
partnerships. 
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Date Milestone
Mar 2021 The Ministry revises the Partnerships Directive to allow the Minister to apply penalties to public colleges for non-

compliance, such as if international student enrolment at the partnership campus exceeds the allowed threshold. 
If a public college is determined to be non-compliant, the Ministry will issue a written notice. Within the timelines 
specified in the notice, the public college must provide an explanation for the non-compliance and a remediation 
plan. If the Minister determines that either of these are unsatisfactory, financial penalties may be imposed. As of July 
2021, the revised Partnerships Directive is pending ministerial approval.

Fall 2021 As outlined in the Partnerships Directive, the Ministry plans to conduct a policy review of the Partnerships Directive.



79Public Colleges Oversight

Appendix 12: Audit Criteria
Prepared by the Office of the Auditor General of Ontario

Audit Criteria for Ministry of Colleges and Universities’ Oversight of Public Colleges

1. Effective and efficient processes are in place to confirm that public colleges comply with the Ministry Policy Framework—in areas 
such as governance and accountability, programs, finance and administration—and other relevant directives.

2. Effective and efficient processes are in place to ensure that financial and non-financial information reported by public colleges is 
complete, accurate and timely, and is used for monitoring compliance and other decision-making purposes.

3. Effective and efficient processes are in place to ensure that college programs are identified and delivered in response to 
Ontario’s employment needs in a timely manner.

4. Effective and efficient processes are in place to monitor capital utilization and condition, program capacity and student 
enrolment and to assess the supply and demand for Ontario students and employers.

5. Effective and efficient processes are in place to assess program interfaces, duplication and overlaps between university, private 
college and public college offerings.

6. Meaningful performance measures are in place to monitor and publicly report on the Ministry’s and public colleges’ effectiveness 
in achieving the desired education outcomes and meeting Ontario’s employment needs. College program changes and corrective 
actions are taken when needed in a timely manner.

Audit Criteria for Public College Operations

1. Boards of governors have governance and accountability processes in place, in areas such as board appointments and 
partnership agreements, that are required by legislation, regulation and directives, or are in line with best practices.

2. Effective and efficient processes are in place to ensure public college operations are financially sustainable. 

3. Cost-effective and efficient processes are in place to ensure appropriate recruitment practices, and admission criteria for both 
domestic and international students are in place and followed.
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Appendix 13: Pathway to Canadian Immigration for International Students
Prepared by the Office of the Auditor General of Ontario

An international student requires a federal study permit to study at a post-secondary institution in Canada.  
To enter the country, international students may also require a visitor visa or an Electronic Travel Authorization.  
The federal Post-Graduation Work Permit Program allows international students to stay and work in Canada tem-
porarily after graduating from a designated learning institution, such as a public college. 

The length of a student’s work permit depends upon the length of their program. If the program is at least 
eight months and less than two years, the student is eligible for a work permit of equal length. If the program 
is two years or more, the student is eligible for a three-year-maximum work permit. Accordingly, international 
students prefer to take programs that are two years in length and typically choose business and technology 
programs. According to Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada, close to 827,590 international students 
held valid study permits in Canada in 2019.

If the student wishes to become a permanent resident, Canadian work experience as well as a Canadian  
educational credential contributes to their application for permanent residency. As such, the Work Permit Program 
is one of the main reasons that Canada is an attractive place to study for international students, particularly those 
looking for an immigration pathway. According to Statistics Canada, from 2010 to 2014, 33% of international 
students who first arrived in Canada on a study permit and subsequently applied for a work permit became a 
permanent resident within five years of arrival. For students who arrived between 2005 and 2009 and obtained 
both permits, 62% became a permanent resident within 10 years. The Ontario government does not have a 
comprehensive record of how many international students attempt to obtain permanent residency, but the 
Ministry of Colleges and Universities is working to improve its data on the outcomes for international graduates.
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