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Executive Summary 

Canada’s world-class education system attracts millions of talented international students seeking 

quality learning and career opportunities. With Ontario leading the charge, the province’s diverse and 

competitive postsecondary institutions draw students from around the world.  

However, this promise must be matched by meaningful work experiences that equip international 

students with the skills and networks needed to transition into the labour market and build a 

prosperous future.  

Work-integrated learning (WIL) programs—such as cooperative education, internships, field 

placements, and community-based learning—are critical bridges between academic study and 

employment, providing a pathway for students to gain relevant experience, build professional 

networks, and increase their employability.  

However, international students face unique challenges and barriers in securing a placement in their 

field, as well as the soft skills required to be successful. Inconsistent policies, limited support 

structures, and financial barriers often prevent students from fully leveraging work-study 

opportunities. These barriers often hinder their ability to secure relevant work experience, leading to 

precarious employment and unmet expectations of post-graduation opportunities. 

International students significantly contribute to Canada’s economy, adding an estimated $37.3 

billion in 2022 and supporting over 361,000 jobs. Foreign learners also enrich Canada’s cultural 

diversity and help meet evolving labour market demands. 1 

This study examines how international students in Ontario navigate postsecondary education while 

balancing work, financial pressures, and long-term career aspirations. It was conducted during the 

federal government's sweeping immigration reforms in the Fall of 2024 and is distinct in its approach 

to capturing the lived experiences of international students during this period. By integrating 

firsthand insights from focus groups and interviews with international students with quantitative 

analysis of employment data, the study provides a comprehensive understanding of the role WIL 

plays in shaping international student success.  

The findings offer strategic recommendations to enhance WIL access, align policies with labour 

market needs, and create a stronger, more inclusive postsecondary ecosystem. Addressing these 

issues is key to ensuring that Canada remains an attractive and competitive destination for 

international talent. 
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Key Findings 

• Systemic barriers limit WIL access. Confusing eligibility rules, inconsistent institutional 

support, and lack of information about WIL programs made it difficult for international 

students to participate fully. 

• Financial pressures are a major challenge. Many international students rely on employment 

to cover tuition and living expenses, yet restrictive work policies and competition for jobs 

make it difficult to secure steady income. 

• Employment expectations do not always match reality. While many students viewed 

Canada as a pathway to career success, policy shifts, employer hesitancy, and lack of 

support prevented many from transitioning into meaningful jobs. 

• Ontario’s job market is attractive but difficult to access. Students were drawn to industry-

aligned programs and Ontario’s strong labour market in fields like technology, healthcare, and 

supply chain management. However, finding work was often harder than anticipated due to 

employer preferences for domestic experience and unclear hiring processes. 

• WIL strengthens professional networks and career prospects. Students who secure WIL 

placements develop critical soft and technical skills, build professional connections, and 

increase their chances of post-graduation employment. 

• Work restrictions and immigration uncertainty create instability. Many students struggled 

with policies that limited work hours and access to work permits. Immigration changes also 

led some to reconsider their long-term plans in Canada. 

  



7 

Policy Recommendations 

1. Standardize WIL processes across institutions. A unified, transparent WIL application and 

selection system would make navigating opportunities more straightforward for students and 

employers. 

2. Reduce financial and bureaucratic barriers. International students should have access to 

government-funded WIL programs and work permits that allow them equitable employment 

opportunities. 

3. Align work-study pathways with Canada’s labour market needs. Government agencies 

should work closely with employers to ensure that WIL programs contribute to addressing 

labour shortages in key sectors. 

4. Improve institutional support and clarity. Postsecondary institutions should streamline WIL 

eligibility requirements and offer targeted support to help international students secure 

placements and transition into the workforce. 

Efforts to improve WIL to achieve these ends must be backed by consistent and transparent 

pathways for international students to work and live in Ontario, where they can truly discover, earn, 

and learn. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Context and Background 

PSE institutions have become increasingly dependent on international student enrolment with all 

increased operating spending over the past 14 years attributable to international student fee 

revenue.2 Yet, international students have also been relied upon to address labour market gaps in 

Canada, both during their studies and afterwards on post-graduate work permits (PGWPs) and, for 

some, as they transition to permanent residency in Canada. In 2019, nearly four in 10 new economic-

class immigrants to Canada had prior experience as international students.3 Canada has made a 

strong push until recently to encourage students from abroad to study in Canada due to the many 

benefits they can provide nationwide. Recent reforms in 2024 have created challenges for 

international students considering their post-secondary experience in Canada. 4  

What has often been missing from these debates is evidence rooted in the real-life experiences of 

international students transitioning from school to work in Canada. This includes their motivations, 

the barriers they face, and the pathways that have enabled them to join the workforce. The existing 

literature has yet to explore these factors in depth. Programs and supports that help international 

students thrive in Canada have the potential to improve their experiences significantly. Work-

integrated learning (WIL) is a key pathway to assisting international students to obtain hands-on 

learning that can provide a strong foundation for future success. 

This project explores international students' in-study work and work-integrated learning (WIL) 

experiences during their journeys through postsecondary education in Ontario. A mixed-method 

approach has been taken to better understand the outcomes and experiences of current and 

recently graduated international students in Ontario. This research aims to shed light on international 

students' motivations, expectations, and labour market outcomes since 2020. 

The report incorporates several research elements, including a series of Ontario-based post-

secondary focus groups of current and recently graduated international students, stakeholder 

interviews, a scan of existing literature, and post-secondary and labour market survey data analysis. 

The findings and recommendations can inform efforts in the post-secondary education system to 

improve the quality and opportunity of in-study employment and its relevance to pathways to 

permanent residence for international students who seek to stay in Ontario.  
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Defining work-integrated learning (WIL) and in-study work5 

Multiple definitions are used for work-integrated learning (WIL). This report will use a definition of 

WIL adapted from the Co-operative Education and Work-Integrated Learning (CEWIL) 

organization. WIL is a form of experiential learning, which refers to opportunities for students to 

learn through hands-on experiences. It typically involves programming that provides students with 

hands-on skills and experiences during studies that helps to support them in their career 

development. In-study work, on the other hand, refers to part-time work that occurs on or off 

campus, but is not part of the curriculum. 

1.2 Purpose & Scope 

This study examines diverse WIL models across Ontario colleges and universities, including 

cooperative education, internships, field placements, and community-based learning. Focusing on 

international students’ perspectives, experiences, and challenges, the project seeks to produce a 

nuanced understanding of how labour market dynamics and the international education experience 

intersect with WIL opportunities. 

This paper synthesizes existing literature surrounding WIL programming, including identifying 

systemic barriers international learners face. We then analyze findings from the qualitative focus 

groups and interviews we conducted, which are further characterized by quantitative analysis of 

student experience surveys and post-graduation labour market outcomes of WIL participation. 

While the focus primarily remains on Ontario, the study also draws on Canadian research in 

international education to contextualize practices within the Canadian postsecondary landscape. 

Conscious of institutional variations, the findings reflect a multi-layered approach, acknowledging 

differences in student demographics, recent international education reforms, and barriers to labour 

market integration. The conclusions offer evidence-based recommendations for postsecondary 

leaders, policymakers, and community partners. By situating the lived realities of international 

students at the forefront, this study aims to inform strategic, sustainable recommendations that 

foster inclusive and robust WIL ecosystems in the postsecondary education landscape and aid 

students who wish to work and live in Canada after graduation.  
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1.3 Methodology and Rationale 

The study adopts a mixed-methods approach to capturing the experiences of Ontario-based current 

and recently graduated international students participating in WIL during diploma and bachelor’s 

level education. Qualitative findings were gathered through semi-structured interviews and focus 

groups of international students, with subject matter expert interviews conducted to shape the 

literature review. These sessions provided an in-depth look into personal motivations, in-study work, 

and barriers to WIL-related experiences, revealing nuanced information not readily available in 

quantitative approaches. Further details, including recruitment criteria, are available in the appendix. 

The quantitative findings are organized into two sub-sections. The first connects qualitative findings 

through the focus groups with data from the 2023 Canadian Bureau of International Education's 

international student survey. The second uses the 2023 National Graduates Survey, administered by 

Statistics Canada, to longitudinally track the post-graduation experience of postsecondary 

graduates to investigate the relationships between WIL participation, in-study work, and labour 

market outcomes three years after graduation.  

The rationale for the mixed-methods approach is to integrate both breadth (quantitative) and depth 

(qualitative) to understand international student WIL participation. The complementary perspectives 

contribute to a comprehensive understanding of the WIL ecosystem in Ontario international student 

education. The methodology offers insight into what international students experience and why they 

may experience differences in WIL participation relative to their counterparts. 

Research Questions 

The inquiry is structured by three guiding questions: 

1. What are the motivations and aspirations of current international students and recent 

international graduates in Ontario regarding their employment and immigration pathways? 

2. What are international students' in-study work and WIL experiences in Ontario, and how do 

they compare across university and college experiences and fields of study? 

3. What actionable insights about international student experiences in studies, work and life in 

Ontario could help inform institutions and policies in postsecondary and adjacent domains 

(e.g. workforce development, immigration)? 
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2. Literature Review 

This review focuses on literature specific to international student connections to work-integrated 

learning (WIL) and in-study work. It explores the benefits that international students derive from 

WIL and in-study work and some of the barriers they experience in accessing WIL and work 

opportunities. This literature review was conducted in late 2024/early 2025. 

As the number of international students at postsecondary institutions has rapidly increased in recent 

years, they have also played an increasingly integral role in Canada’s labour market. At the same 

time, they face barriers in access to opportunities that would help them succeed in the labour 

market such as WIL. As CEWIL recently noted: “The difficulties international students face in 

accessing WIL opportunities are a key challenge facing the system right now.”6 

Also, international students face barriers to accessing part-time work opportunities during their 

studies, and many students need to support themselves and their post-secondary studies financially. 

Indeed, paid employment during studies is often critical for international students to support 

themselves during their studies, as they face significantly higher tuition fees compared to domestic 

students.7 

2.1 Canada's international student education strategy and pathways to 

permanent residency have shifted 

International students come to Canada to study for various reasons – many with an expectation of a 

high-quality academic experience and the opportunity to live and work in Canada after graduation. A 

majority of international students studying in Canada recently reported they planned to stay and 

work in Canada after their studies, with 70 per cent of international students surveyed in 2023 

reporting they intended to apply for a post-graduate work permit and 57 per cent indicating they 

planned to apply for permanent residence.8 

Canada has benefited from this arrangement, with international students contributing more broadly 

to the economy and the postsecondary system. International students' expectations often do not 

align with reality during and after their studies in Canada. This is due to factors such as the high 

costs of post-secondary education and living in Canada, challenges with the path to permanent 

residency, and a lack of support in finding work after studies.  

International student labour market outcomes are often not as strong as domestic students in 

employment rates, earnings, and alignment of work with fields of study. For instance, recent studies 

have found a sizeable gap in earnings between former international students and those born in 

Canada. A year after graduation, the proportion of employed international students was 33 
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percentage points lower than graduates who were Canadian citizens, with the gap narrowing over 

three and five years post-graduation.9,10 

These kinds of pressures can have an overall negative impact on international student experiences in 

Canada – in postsecondary education and beyond.11  

A lack of policy clarity has impacted international students’ expectations surrounding the path to 

permanent residency, which can also be much different on arrival than they had anticipated.12 

Studying in Canada is rarely enough to make international students eligible for permanent residence. 

For example, of international students who gained permanent residence, 88 had multiple temporary 

visas before transitioning to permanent residence.13 When international students are on temporary 

work permits and without permanent residence status for lengthy periods, it can increase risks of 

exploitation by employers due to the precariousness of their ability to stay in Canada and their 

inability to access settlement supports that are available to permanent residents.14  

This context has had an impact on international student perceptions of studying in Canada, with 

international students highlighting challenges related to transitioning to permanent residence among 

the reasons their experiences as an international student did not meet expectations, as well as 

factors such as finding affordable accommodations.15  

Policy changes for international students introduced in 2024 further added complexities to the 

international student experience and transitions to permanent residence.  
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The 2024 reforms to the International Student Program 

In early 2024, the federal Minister of Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship (IRCC) announced 

reforms to address the challenges posed by Canada's recent rapid growth of international 

students. The reforms, initially positioned as transitionary over two years, included:16 17 18 

• A federal cap on international student intake, resulting in a 35 per cent decrease to 

permits issued to 360,000 student permits for 2024. 

• Eliminating eligibility for post-graduate work permits (PGWP) for private institutions with 

public partnerships. 

• Extending PGWP eligibility for master’s and doctoral students to three years.  

• A provincial requirement to provide attestation letters as part of the federal application for 

study permits. 

• Doubling the required cost-of-living assets for international students.  

• Reducing the eligible work hours for international students to 24 hours per week starting 

in Fall 2024, from the temporary 40-hours-per-week allowance introduced during the 

pandemic. 

• Reducing the study permit cap by a further 10 per cent for 2025 and 2026, including 

graduate-level applicants. 

• Introducing a field of study requirement for PGWP eligibility for college graduates linked to 

occupations in long-term labour shortage19  

• Limiting work permit eligibility for spouses of graduate students 

• Reductions to the Provincial Nominee Program (PNP) for students holding PGWPs to 

apply for Permanent Residency (PR) status 

The government’s 2025 to 2027 Immigration Levels Plan aimed to reduce temporary resident 

levels as a share of Canada’s population from 7 per cent to 5 per cent by the end of 2026. The 

proposed admission for students was just over 300,000 per year from 2025 to 2027.20  
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2.2 WIL can improve the transition to post-graduate employment and 

residency in Canada 

Limited participation in relevant work opportunities and WIL during studies can negatively impact 
areas such as medium-to-long-term career success after graduation. Statistics Canada identified 
lower levels of involvement in WIL among international students as one of the potential factors 
accounting for differences in earnings and work experiences before graduation between 
international and domestic students, as WIL opportunities provide students with essential skills at 
work and connections to employers.21  

Participation in WIL has been connected to improved employment outcomes, including finding 
employment, receiving higher incomes and working in fields aligned with areas of study.22 Soft skills 
such as communication skills are fundamental for international students to develop to obtain high-
quality jobs.23 Additionally, recent HEQCO research highlighted that experiential learning (which 
includes WIL) had a “significant impact” on students in securing employment related to fields of 
study and helped them feel prepared for the labour market.24  

Employers have also identified benefits to WIL, viewing WIL as the top method for recruiting and 
transitioning students to the labour market.25 Additionally, employers who participated in the federal 
government’s Student Work Placement Program (SWPP) expressed satisfaction with the program, 
with 73 per cent of employers reporting they would consider hiring students who had participated 
on a long-term basis.26 

WIL also assists students in deciding their future direction in postsecondary studies. For instance, 
co-op program participants indicated that experience was an essential factor in deciding to pursue 
graduate studies.27 Many international students engage in WIL during their postsecondary studies 
and have positive experiences. International students who engaged in a WIL opportunity were more 
likely to report they were employed and satisfied with their job, as well as that it aligned with their 
field of study.28 

2.3 International students face unique challenges with WIL and work 

A lack of equitable access to quality WIL opportunities was identified as a top challenge in a 2024 

CEWIL survey.29,30 

While some international students report being able to access WIL opportunities without too much 

difficulty, international students are more likely to face additional steps and barriers to accessing WIL 

than domestic students, which can impact their ability to benefit from these opportunities. Key 

barriers include the following: 

• Access to government subsidy programs: The government-funded Student Work 

Placement (SWPP) and Canada Summer Jobs programs exclude international students as 

eligible applicants as they require participants to be Canadian citizens, recognized refugees, 

or permanent residents. In this context, some employers may be less willing or able to hire 

international students if they cannot receive funding support. 
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• Barriers to accessing specific types of WIL: Funding for certain WIL opportunities, including 

co-ops, research projects and internships, may be disproportionately provided to domestic 

students compared to international students.31  

• The need for additional work permits for WIL: Another key challenge that international 

students face in accessing WIL includes having to obtain additional co-op work permits (in 

addition to their study permits) to complete co-op opportunities.32  

• Challenges finding WIL related to field of study: A recent student survey found a greater 

proportion of international students had difficulties finding a WIL opportunity in their field of 

study compared to domestic students (18 per cent compared to 11 per cent).33 International 

students are also more likely to require support to find placements in their fields of study 

compared to domestic students.34 

 

Even in cases when international students can access a scholarship for a WIL opportunity, they may 

not have access to additional financial support that is only available to domestic students, such as 

wraparound supports like child care and internet.35 

When international students can access and participate in WIL, they may also face barriers and 

challenges not experienced by domestic students. This includes biases from employers concerning 

their international student status, who may perceive hiring international students as riskier compared 

to domestic students and be less inclined to provide international students with opportunities.36 

Financial challenges are a key barrier to participation in WIL. Many WIL opportunities are paid, but 

others are unpaid or require program fees. According to the National Graduates Survey, in 2020, 40 

per cent of those who participated in WIL had a paid opportunity. As international students face 

higher tuition costs than domestic students, it is particularly challenging for them to afford unpaid 

WIL opportunities. 

Challenges that international students reported during WIL experiences included: 37 

• Lack of understanding about the expectations in a workplace setting and knowledge of 

workplace culture 

• Perceptions and attitudes of employers who may lack awareness about policies and 

regulations related to hiring international students  

• Concerns by employers that international students may face challenges with staying in 

Canada and returning to work at organizations after graduation. 
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The rate of international students who work in Canada during their studies has grown considerably 

over recent decades. The growth is primarily attributed to changes in study permit eligibility 

expansion prior to 2024. The proportion of international students reporting earnings increased from 

nearly 20 per cent in the early 2000s to about 50 per cent in 2019. The most significant increase in 

those reported earnings occurred at the college level.38 A 2023 survey of international students also 

found a majority of these students (57 per cent) reported working while studying.39 

Median earnings among international students have also doubled, with the highest earnings among 

students with study permits studying at colleges. The sectors observing the most significant growth 

in international student employment were accommodation and food services; administrative and 

support; waste management services; retail trade; and educational services.40 

Any form of Canadian work experience before graduation was identified as a critical factor 

influencing earnings after graduation. Earnings levels can also vary considerably based on factors 

such as language proficiency, level of education and field of study.41 

Another challenge is that the rising costs of living in Canada are not aligned with the financial 

resource assessments required to apply for study.42 Due to the high tuition and other expenses and 

increasing living costs, international students have become increasingly concerned with their ability 

to work part-time during their studies, as this is a primary funding source for approximately one-

third of international students. In a recent global survey, opportunities for part-time work were 

identified by international students as necessary in deciding whether to pursue postsecondary 

education abroad, with 81 per cent of respondents indicating they were working or planned to work 

part-time during their studies.43  

Similarly, a 2023 survey of international students by the Canadian Bureau for International Education 

(CBIE) found that close to three-quarters (70 per cent) considered income through working to be 

“absolutely required.” Income obtained through work experiences was a key source of financial 

support cited by international students with 39 per cent reporting off-campus work income and 14 

per cent reporting on-campus work income as sources of financial support.44 Low wages can 

compound this challenge.45  

Though international students have made up a significant and growing part of Canada’s labour 

market, at the same time, they can face challenges in applying skills learned through postsecondary 

studies to the workforce, particularly in finding work in the fields they studied. As a result, 

international students may take jobs soon after they arrive and put their attention and energy 

towards in-study work rather than school. In many cases, jobs are unrelated to their fields of study.46  
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2.4 Initial progress has been made helping international students connect to 

WIL 

Recent efforts by key stakeholder groups have helped international students better connect with 

WIL opportunities. For instance, in New Brunswick, a partnership between CEWIL and Future NB 

was announced in 2023 to help postsecondary institutions develop programming for international 

students, removing funding barriers and increasing access to WIL.47  

Additionally, in 2024, the Business & Higher Education Roundtable (BHER) launched partnerships 

that helped approximately 3,500 international students participate in WIL in Ontario, Nova Scotia 

and British Columbia. International students reported these partnerships helped them overcome 

challenges they had encountered with little to no Canadian work experience and with many 

employers looking for only permanent residents or Canadians for internship positions. In addition to 

providing students with work experiences, the program administered by BHER offered opportunities 

for mentorship and networking, as well as supports for postsecondary institutions in strengthening 

related programs and services.48  

BHER is also working with organizations such as Passage, which helps address financial constraints 

faced by international students interested in studying in Canada in in-demand fields by connecting 

them with financing opportunities.49 

Nonetheless, there have been continued calls for postsecondary institutions to reconsider their role 

in student success and to do more to support international students. Some have argued for 

institutions to do more to consider efforts to help students to not only succeed academically but to 

meet goals to work in Canada and transition to permanent residence, including working with 

employers to provide work opportunities for international students related to their studies.50  

International students may need additional supervision and support during WIL experiences, 

including increased guidance and supervision to account for their challenges. Postsecondary 

institutions will also require consistent funding to support students in engaging in WIL opportunities, 

which will be challenging in Canada’s current postsecondary context. 
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3. Focus Group Findings 

3.1 Data & Methods 

This section takes a qualitative approach to explore the aspirations and experiences of international 

students in Ontario with WIL and in study-work through focus groups. Informed by the literature 

review and surveys about student motivations and outcomes regarding employment pathways, the 

focus groups explored:  

• The employment and career pathway motivations and aspirations of current and recently 

graduated international students choosing Ontario as a study destination; 

• Their perceptions of whether and how programs and services, within and outside 

postsecondary institutions, appropriately supported the attainment of their employment 

pathway goals; and  

• The experiences of recent graduates who have remained in Ontario with transitions to the 

labour market (or other pathways like graduate education) and the relationships between the 

world of work and their experiences of WIL and in-study work during their studies.  

It will also incorporate data from the 2023 International Student Survey (ISS), encompassing 

responses from approximately 13,000 international students in Ontario. The ISS provides insight into 

the realities of WIL and in-study employment. 

The methodological approach featured five in-person and virtual focus groups held at Ontario 

universities and colleges, each with 6 to 15 participants in Fall 2024. The timing of this research 

followed the major changes to international student policy in Canada, which may have directly 

impacted student responses. Three focus groups engaged current international public college and 

undergraduate university students. The other two engaged recent international public college and 

undergraduate university graduates (2 to 3 years after completion) who have remained in Ontario. 

One group of students—recent university graduates—was interviewed individually due to 

challenges with coordination. 

Recruitment involved engaging a cohort of students from a diversity of origin countries and 

programs, representing both STEM and non-STEM fields, which was informed through exploratory 

research during study design. To ensure participants both meet the criteria and accurately represent 

the diversity of the international student population in Ontario, the project team developed a pre-

focus group questionnaire to screen for various demographics, which included income, source 

country, gender identity, racial identity, program, income amongst other characteristics. We 

elaborate further on our approach in the appendix. 
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3.2 Focus Group Thematic Analysis 

The following section provides a synthesis of the findings from the focus groups. The following 

findings are based on the experiences and perceptions of focus group participants as current or 

recent international students in Canada and organized by the order of questions and emerging 

themes. 

3.2.1 Benefits and Opportunities of Balancing International Study and WIL 

International students are drawn to Canada by the promise of quality education and opportunities to 

work after graduation. Some participants indicated that their expectations of attaining a high-quality 

Canadian education aligned with their experiences, particularly in accessing education that supports 

their career goals. However, this was not always the case, as other participants noted that policy 

shifts prevented them from transitioning to meaningful work after graduation.  

Ontario’s institutions offer diverse, competitive programs that attract students worldwide. Many 

participants cited university rankings, faculty expertise, and program reputation as key factors in 

their decision-making. The province’s emphasis on industry-aligned learning was also a significant 

draw.  

International students indicated that Ontario offers a diverse job market, making it a preferred 

destination for some students transitioning from education to employment. Toronto, in particular, 

was cited as a hub for high-demand fields such as technology, transportation, and healthcare. 

Participants also highlighted being motivated by the opportunities to transition into specialized fields 

like supply chain management, psychology, and pathways to entrepreneurship.  

 
  

“I wanted to be in a big city because…I wanted to pursue a business career and I wanted to 

be involved in more like a corporate environment, which at the end of my education, I did 

end […] up in a job. And that I wanted to see more opportunities more of like marketing 

related. And I know that other cities in Ontario specific are not pretty much for like suitable 

for this type of job.” 

Recent graduate 
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Many focus group participants successfully transitioned into roles aligned with their desired 

industries, applying the skills gained from their studies. This highlights Ontario’s ability to connect 

education with students’ career aspirations and workforce demands. While these aspirations were 

realized for participants who successfully transitioned into their respective fields, the literature 

shows that political and economic shifts have limited the ability of international students to secure 

employment. 

 

“So, my primary reason to choose to study in Ontario was the availability of many different 

educational institutions, universities and colleges and also my program. So, since it's related to 

technology and Ontario is one of the major technology hubs in Canada, I decided to apply to many 

universities in Ontario.” 

Current student 

 

For many, studying in Canada was part of a long-term plan for permanent residency. While recent 
reforms limited the availability of the Post Graduate Work Permit (PGWP), Canada is still considered 
an attractive choice over other international study destinations. Participants saw education as an 
investment in their future, reinforcing their motivation to remain and contribute to the economy.  
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According to the 2023 ISS, students participating in WIL are more likely to report that their 
academic programs are directly related to their career goals, particularly among bachelor-level 
students. 

 

 

 

Ontario’s quality education, career opportunities, and culturally diverse population solidify its status 

as a top destination for international students. However, aligning these expectations with reality 

remains challenging for many seeking meaningful employment and long-term residency post-

graduation. 
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3.2.2 Barriers and Challenges Faced by International Students 

Financial strain, policy shifts, and employment restrictions create significant barriers. Participants 

noted that securing different types of employment is difficult due to economic conditions, a lack of 

Canadian experience, and employer hesitancy. Many students struggled to find on-campus jobs, 

facing fierce competition and unclear hiring processes. 

Many participants were excluded from jobs due to their international student status, and specific 

roles and funding were restricted to domestic students. Policies limiting work hours further hindered 

employment opportunities, making it harder to gain relevant Canadian experience. 

Participants highlighted high tuition, expensive housing, and a lack of financial safety nets as their 

most pressing challenges. Many students relied on part-time work to cover costs, but competition 

and policy restrictions made finding continuous employment difficult. Moreover, being international 

students and holding a temporary status often prevented some of them from accessing certain 

tuition support, such as scholarships and other forms of financial aid, that are otherwise available to 

their domestic counterparts. 

 

Many students initially saw Canada as an accessible pathway to permanent residency (PR), but 

recent immigration policy changes have made it more challenging to stay in Canada. New language 

and financial requirements, reduced PR opportunities, and work restrictions have forced many to 

rethink their long-term plans. Due to the various changes to the immigration system, current 

students indicated that they are considering alternative pathways postgraduation, such as exploring 

further education in Canada and other countries or even returning home to apply new skills gained 

through Canadian experience and education. 

 
  

“I pay rent, […] but not knowing like, oh, if I can't afford rent tomorrow or in six months, I 

won't have like place to stay, right? I can just get kicked out… just the feeling of like 

uncertainty and not having like that safety net is a pretty big challenge that kind of, it's not 

like one thing that hits you is just over time, you're kind of realizing, oh, I don't have that. I 

don't have this thing. And having to build everything kind of by yourself.” 

Recent graduate 
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“I think for me, yeah, I'm also kind of leaning towards staying after, mostly because I kind of 

feel like I've already tried to kind of build something here. I don't really want to have to kind 

of tear that all down or just kind of, I don't know, go back home and then start again. Even 

though it wouldn't be easier because I live like I'm from there. But I just feel like since I've 

already started building something here, I kind of don't want to have to go through the 

whole process again.” 

Current student 

 

“…What I find challenging is the group of people that Canada is kind of currently looking for. 

I think that, for example, if you are looking for permanent residency through Express Entry, I 

know that most of the draws that… are for specific groups of people. And what I'm finding 

challenging is the more general streams are becoming more competitive, meaning the points 

are higher. So, if you don't fall in a group that is currently in demand, then you kind of get 

left behind.”  

Recent graduate 

 

3.2.3 Work-Integrated Learning for International Students 

One key way to support international students is by improving access to opportunity through Work-

Integrated Learning (WIL), which benefits international students through Canadian work experience, 

skills development and future employment opportunities. The focus group findings highlight how 

WIL enhances career pathways and reveal its benefits and challenges. 

Participants engaged in co-ops, internships, and work placements across technology, healthcare, 

communications, childcare, and research roles. Roles varied from entry-level positions to more 

specialized roles, offering hands-on learning. Some opportunities were mandatory or optional within 

programs, while others required students to secure placements independently.  

Examples of roles included data and software analysts, research assistants, communications and 

media assistants, and student ambassadors. Each offered unique opportunities for skill development 

and professional growth. Participants mentioned that some programs offered co-op placements as 

optional or mandatory curriculum components. Despite this variation, many participants who 

completed Work-Integrated Learning (WIL) still found the experience valuable, as it provided a 

meaningful work experience.  
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Additionally, participants noted the significant value of being exposed to the Canadian workplace. 

Many described how these experiences offered a clear insight into what an ideal workplace could 

look like before they graduated, providing them with an understanding of organizational culture and 

professional dynamics. Some participants with prior work experience from their home countries felt 

that these experiences helped validate their employment experience and allowed them to showcase 

skills that may have been difficult to demonstrate in the Canadian context.  

 

Participants emphasized that WIL prepared them for post-graduation careers by providing industry-

relevant experience, networking opportunities, and a potential transition to full-time employment. 

This was particularly valuable for those new to Canada’s workforce. WIL provided the next direct 

step in establishing one’s professional abilities, as employers already have a good grasp of an 

individual’s skills, capabilities, and the value they add to the workplace. Fulfilling a key motivation and 

advantage of WIL, many participants transitioned to full-time roles, demonstrating its role as a 

stepping stone to fulfilling and relevant employment arrangements. Many participants leveraged WIL 

contacts for job referrals, which was particularly beneficial for those without prior Canadian work 

experience. 

 
WIL provided practical exposure, bridging academic knowledge with real-world applications. 
Participants reported that WIL enhanced their technical skills, teamwork, and problem-solving 
abilities, giving them an edge in the Canadian job market. They spoke about the valuable lessons 
they learned from applying their academic knowledge to tangible work situations, helping to solidify 
their understanding and competency. WIL was also seen as beneficial, as some full-time 
opportunities allowed participants to generate additional income to help cover their expenses. 

“I applied to my own LinkedIn and just the technical skills and just working in a Canadian 
environment too, it helped me to understand maybe Canadian culture more and to have things 
to speak about with my co-workers. I think that there wasn't so much of a cultural shock 
because I've already been in the Canadian working environment before. So that was really 
helpful.” 

Current student 

“It's absolutely something that would be of value for employers especially like you mentioned 
it was one of your first roles. And if you graduate with already three years behind your back, 
like that's, that's already a great head start.” 

Recent graduate 
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According to the 2023 ISS, Ontario-based international diploma-level students were most likely 
to engage in WIL during their studies.  

 

 

 

 

 

“But when you, when you're in the workplace, when you're in the community, you have to use 
the things that you have learned and see to what extent you have really understood them.” 

Current student 
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According to the 2023 ISS, almost all Ontario-based international students who participate in 
WIL report these experiences are directly aligned to their career paths 
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3.2.4 Barriers to accessing WIL 

Multiple barriers, notably a lack of access, prevent international students from connecting to 

WIL. While participants reported a range of benefits stemming from WIL, they also reported barriers 

to accessing it. Access to part-time work while in study sometimes mitigated the extent of these 

barriers. The barriers participants spoke of related to inconsistent information and support for 

accessing WIL.  

“I think my personal biggest challenge has honestly just in the job market and it's not just 
like on campus or off campus. Obviously, there are a lot of opportunities on campus, but 
there was this career summit I attended from the university, and they were talking about 
how students should apply and there's so many jobs available for students. But then we 
asked them the ratio of international students’ jobs on campus as compared to domestic 
students. They mentioned that international students have 60 jobs as compared to 800 jobs 
for domestic students on campus....” 

Current student 

 

WIL remains a critical but unevenly accessible pathway for international students, reinforcing the 

need for equitable access to paid, career-aligned work opportunities. Recent graduates who have 

already started transitioning into the labour market have cited examples of critical educational 

resources and support, including access to career/employment services, referrals and 

recommendation letters from professors, and hands-on volunteer opportunities. 

While WIL provided career advantages, challenges remained. Many students reported difficulties 

accessing paid WIL opportunities, with some relying on unpaid work or volunteer roles to gain 

experience. Examples of volunteer positions included support roles at their institutions and research 

assistantships for professors within their programs. 

“We don't have any jobs internships as per [institution name] right now, but we do have like 

research labs for [program]. So, I'm a research assistant for one of my professor's labs. That 

is something which is really important for everyone to get experience with and that is not 

paid, but that's volunteer.” 

Current student 
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Focus group participants identified a range of barriers that hindered their access to work-integrated 

learning (WIL) opportunities. While some felt well-supported in obtaining WIL opportunities, many 

others expressed frustration with their programs' and WIL offices' lack of support. This forced some 

participants to secure placements independently. The shortage of quality placements further 

exacerbated these difficulties. While participants were willing to take the initiative, many expressed a 

desire for more support and guidance in navigating the process. 

Participants frequently cited confusing or incomplete information about WIL eligibility and processes, 
making access unpredictable. This issue was particularly pronounced for international students, who 
were required to undergo different processes and requirements. These inconsistencies impeded 
individuals’ ability to access WIL in a timely manner or even prevented them from participating in a 
WIL experience.  

Adding to this burden, several students reported the challenge of paying co-op fees that did not 

always guarantee them access to a WIL opportunity or any type of support from their institution in 

securing one. This financial burden, coupled with the uncertainty, added to the hurdles to accessing 

this beneficial experience. 

”So for my program, because our work placement is a compulsory part, we do have a field 
placement coordinator to help us, but there's only one person, but we have 300 people in 
our cohort, so one person to 300 students. There are a lot of work for her, so we got limited 
support from her.”  

Recent graduate  
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According to the 2023 ISS, Ontario-based international students in diploma and certificate 
programs reported higher levels of WIL participation and in-study employment. 

 

 

3.2.5 In-study work for international students 

Many international students work part-time while in school to support themselves and obtain 

Canadian work experience. They indicated that they held various part-time roles while completing 

their studies. These roles provided additional earnings to cover their living expenses and served as 

official Canadian experiences, equipping them with valuable employment skills. However, in-study 

work was difficult to access due to international student restrictions.  
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According to the 2023 ISS, over three-quarters of college-level international students 
reported in-study employment being ‘absolutely required’ for tuition and living expenses 

 

 

Participants who found work in retail, customer service, research, and hospitality gained valuable 

soft skills such as communication, teamwork, and time management, as well as technical skills in 

data analysis and public speaking. Many participants also reported significant improvements in their 

technical skills through their diverse roles in part-time employment. Their experiences provided 

opportunities to become proficient with various technologies in different settings. Their exposure 

offered practical, real-world experience in applying these skills across various tasks and challenges, 

further preparing them for success in digitized work environments. 
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“I started working with the department. I got to learn a lot about organizing events from 
scratch whether it be event planning, logistics, catering, as well as getting supplies for the 
event. Apart from this, I also gained skills in making presentations and giving public speech 
or doing public presentations because they are required as a… responsibility of my position. 
And apart from this my previous part time roles included like working as a merchandise 
associate. So it helped me interact with customers and it helped me improve my 
communication skills as well because it had to do with the customer experience as well as 
guest services. So it was very crucial for me to improve my communication skills as well as 
[…] how I attend to the guests who come at the place.” 

Current student 

 

In their part-time work experiences, participants highlighted the importance and value of 

networking. According to various participants, both recent graduates and current students, part-

time work has helped them expand their professional networks and leverage their connections to 

access other employment opportunities. 

 

“I was fortunate enough to have a really good boss. She really vouched for opening this one 
position at our [organization] to be a [position]. So that led to another career opportunity 
even after the research assistant position has ended. And then I was able to use that 
experience to my full-time work at the media production department. So I think just having a 
really good boss is especially more important for international students.” 

Recent graduate 
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4. Survey Analysis: How WIL and Work Influenced Labour 

Market Outcomes for International Graduates 

4.1 Data & Methods 

The National Graduates Survey (NGS) is a Statistics Canada survey conducted every five years to 

track longitudinal outcomes of different graduating classes. The latest round surveys post-

secondary graduates of the 2020 school year, three years after graduation, in the Spring/Summer 

of 2023. The NGS records demographic characteristics, education, and labour market information 

on postsecondary graduates before, during, and after the 2020 program of study.  

The analysis investigates the relationship between post-graduate employment and personal income 

in 2023 concerning WIL and in-study employment during their study period. A regression model is 

used to understand the unique association between differing types of work-study participation with 

respect to labour market outcomes after graduation. We infer their international student status 

during studies by focusing on those who are residents of Canada without permanent residence, but 

with valid employment authorization in Canada at the time of the survey.51 We sought to address 

two questions specific to international student graduates: 

• Have international students participating in WIL and/or in-study work relative to non-

participants experienced more success in the labour market?  

• Does WIL provide a unique value proposition for labour market success among international 

graduates relative to permanent residents and domestic graduates in Canada? 

The analysis attempts to understand if work-study opportunities facilitate enhanced career 

alignment and opportunities, which is the second of the three questions posed in this inquiry. The 

appendix further details model outputs, data selection, and methodological rationale. 
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According to the 2023 NGS, 6 in 10 international graduates participating in WIL report personal 
incomes in the highest (21 per cent) or lowest (39 per cent) quintile of the income distribution 
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According to the 2023 NGS, international graduates who have not received permanent 
residence participating in WIL are more likely to report being employed relative to all other 
graduates.  

 

4.2 WIL and Post-Graduate Labour Outcomes Analysis 

The analysis of labour market outcomes of postgraduate international students finds that those who 

participated in WIL or other in-study work opportunities reported higher income. It was also noted 

that the WIL’s influence on income is higher than other in-study work opportunities for international 

graduates. The driving forces behind in-study work and WIL’s influence on labour market outcomes 

are reiterated by the unique value of WIL identified in the focus group inquiry. The model findings 

lend to the theory that WIL provides differentiated skill and ability development relative to in-study 

work. This is reflected in the higher incomes reported among WIL participants. In contrast, in-study 

work builds domestic work experience and, while not as skill-specific, provides broader opportunities 

for employment among international graduates. 
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A key relationship in our study investigates the labour market success of WIL participation and in-

study employment among international graduates. The model suggests that in-study work increases 

the likelihood of employment relative to those who did not participate in any form of WIL or work 

during their studies. From the perspective of the focus group findings, in-study work is also strongly 

associated with financial need, so we caution against causal interpretation of the relationship. It also 

suggests that in-study work can be a viable option for post-graduation labour market success 

amongst international graduates.  

Additionally, the analysis reports that WIL participation is associated with higher reported income 

amongst international graduates compared to international graduates not participating in WIL. These 

findings suggest that WIL participation provides unique professional development opportunities for 

employed international student graduates. This aligns with the feedback in our focus group analysis, 

providing evidence for WIL’s value to employers and a key differentiator of WIL relative to in-study 

work. 

The second set of postgraduate labour market analyses examines international students' WIL and in-

study work participation relative to the rest of postsecondary graduates. While the former model 

examined international students in isolation, it is crucial to understand whether access to WIL 

benefits labour market opportunities distinct from those of domestically born and permanent 

residents in Canada.  

The estimates suggest a positive return to income for WIL and in-study work participation among 

employed international graduates relative to domestic graduates and those who have already 

obtained permanent residence. Additionally, the model indicates that WIL may provide a more 

substantial return to postgraduate employment than in-study work among international graduates. 

Again, the association between in-study work and postgraduate employment shows a small positive 

association. However, we caveat that the model results are significant yet small in magnitude and do 

not negatively relate to postgraduate employment.  
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5. Discussion 

In an increasingly competitive global education landscape, Ontario (and Canada) have been 

positioned as an attractive destination by combining high-calibre academic programs with the 

opportunity for international students to remain in the country for work experience afterward. 

However, recent unsustainable system growth and the 2024 immigration reforms to reduce study 

permit issuance, which address integrity issues in the International Education Program, create 

uncertainty for the years ahead. The influx of students puts mounting pressure on the 

postsecondary system, community services, and labour market structures meant to support them.  

International students often arrive expecting to parlay their Canadian credentials into substantive 

work experience and, in many cases, permanent residency. While the PGWP pathway remains, the 

paths to obtaining these permits are becoming increasingly stringent. Changes in policy or 

processing delays can also introduce uncertainty, creating a precarious environment for students 

planning their futures on Canadian soil. 

A primary challenge is bridging academic learning with workforce pathways. While WIL programs are 

ideally suited for this purpose, not all international students can access them. Even when WIL is an 

option, placement availability is often capped, leading to stiff competition. Students may face 

eligibility requirements around GPA or language proficiency, while some departments simply lack the 

industry partnerships necessary to support a robust co-op or internship pipeline.  

Despite these challenges, the lived experiences of international students highlight that WIL can truly 

empower their aspirations with the right resources. They find that co-op programs, internships, or 

practicum courses allow them to build relationships with professionals who can offer mentorship, 

references, and even full-time employment opportunities after graduation. In essence, WIL operates 

as a critical stepping stone, bridging the gap between academic theories and real-world 

competencies in a way that benefits both the student and potential employers. 

Consequently, many international students who cannot secure WIL placements turn to part-time in-

study work. These students face the dual pressure of academic deadlines and job responsibilities. As 

a result, numerous students resort to part-time or casual in-study work, which may provide financial 

relief but does not necessarily align with their career trajectories. This mismatch can result in 

graduates who have strong theoretical knowledge but lack targeted, hands-on industry exposure, 

which can complicate their job search once they’ve completed their studies. 
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The postsecondary system, employers, and policymakers can take steps to improve WIL and work 

opportunities for international students. For instance, institutions can prioritize expanding WIL 

eligibility, seek industry partners across diverse sectors, and provide enhanced career resources for 

international students. Governments can work to ensure that international students consistently 

have access to WIL and that WIL experiences are consistently valued in paths to permanent 

residency. Employers, too, can play an active role by recognizing the value international students 

bring and offering them more equitable access to internships and entry-level positions. 

Ultimately, the objective measure of success will be student outcomes: the number of international 

graduates who secure employment in their fields, attain permanent residency and settle into 

Canadian life with a sense of fulfillment and purpose. Achieving these outcomes will require 

collaboration among policymakers, educational institutions, and employers, all working toward 

making Canada a place where international students can thrive. 
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Conclusion & Recommendations 

Canada has long championed a vision of international education that pairs a world-class academic 

experience with opportunities to stay and work upon graduation.  

One central pathway to upholding this promise is expanding and enhancing Work-Integrated 

Learning (WIL) programs, which offer vital Canadian work experience, skill development, and 

professional connections. Yet, as current research and student testimonies reveal, some obstacles 

impede international students from accessing WIL, including limited eligibility, remuneration 

opportunities, and insufficient institutional support. 

Given these challenges, many international students turn to in-study work to meet their financial 

needs and gain exposure to the Canadian labour market. To address these barriers, several 

recommendations are proposed: 

• Provide standardized WIL processes and consistent regulations across Canada: The WIL 

application and selection process differs by institution, making it often difficult for employers 

and students to assess and access WIL. Providing an institutionally and regionally 

standardized system for WIL opportunities can better align employer needs and student 

aspirations.  

• Reduce barriers to WIL access: Integrating WIL fees amongst all tuition fees can give 

administrators and work placement programs more resources and greater access to WIL 

pathways for international students. Governments can also remove work permit 

requirements for international students engaging in WIL opportunities and enable access to 

WIL opportunities funded by the government. 

• Streamline immigration and work-study pathways to address domestic skills shortages: 

Government agencies must better integrate with employers' regional labour demand needs 

to increase access to WIL opportunities, reduce labour market mismatch, and address critical 

labour market shortages that require post-secondary education and skills development. 

These efforts should build on existing policy reforms designed to address labour market 

mismatch as part of study permit allocations and incorporate more strategic efforts to help 

WIL opportunities connect to addressing local and regional labour market needs. 

While international students face numerous challenges and uncertainties as they continue through 

their journey, the focus groups reinforced that they demonstrate remarkable resilience. They 

balance work with their studies, make the most of their Canadian education, and often contribute to 

the labour market by taking on demanding part-time jobs. Yet, the experiences of international 

students are not monolithic; everyone’s circumstances shape their perspectives and aspirations in 

unique ways.  
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Appendix 

Recruitment and Selection 

To initiate participant recruitment, the research team first submitted a comprehensive research 

ethics board (REB) application at TMU. This application was successfully accepted and helped 

expedite REB approvals for other institutions. From there, the team made connections with 

institutions and contacted staff of international student and alumni offices for recruitment support. 

These offices disseminated promotional materials and questionnaires to potential participants 

directly via email or social media. 

Recruitment involved engaging a cohort of students from a diversity of origin countries and 

programs representing both STEM and non-STEM fields, which was informed through preliminary 

research during study design. To ensure participants both met the criteria and accurately described 

the diversity of the international student population in Ontario, the project team developed a pre-

focus group questionnaire as part of the REB package to screen for various demographics. 

Focus Group Demographic Data 

Demographic Data  

This section contains tables synthesizing the demographic data from the focus group screener for 

all current and recently graduated students engaged in the focus groups. The N in each table title 

accounts for the total number of respondents who answered the question. The screener included 

‘select all that apply’ type questions. Some percentage columns of this question type may not sum 

up to 100 per cent, as participants were allowed to include more than one response. In these cases, 

column totals were excluded.  
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Table 1: Region of Origin (N=47) 

Most focus group participants were from India, followed by Southeast and East Asia. 

Region of origin  % 

India 28 

Southeast and East Asia 23 

Americas 15 

Africa 11 

West Asia/Middle East 11 

Europe 6 

The rest of South Asia 6 

Total 100 

 

Table 2. Race category (N=47) 

About a third of the focus group participants identified as South Asian.  

 

Which race category best describes you? Select all that apply.  % 

South Asian 36 

East Asian 19 

Black 15 

Latino 11 

White 11 

Middle Eastern 6 

Southeast Asian 6 
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Table 3: Gender identity (N=47) 

About two thirds of participants identified as women. 

 

Please select the gender identity/identities with which you identify. Select all 
that apply.  

% 

Woman (includes cis woman, trans woman, and everyone else who identifies as a 
woman) 66 

Man (includes cis man, trans man, and everyone else who identifies as a man) 32 

Non-Binary, Gender Queer, or third gender 2 

Total 100 

 

Table 4. Age (N=47) 

Over half of the focus group participants were between 20-24 years old. 

 

How old are you?  % 

Under 20 years old 9 

20 to 24 years old 53 

25 to 29 years old 17 

30 to 34 years old 15 

Over 40 years old 6 

Total 100 
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Table 5. Current annual income (N=47) 

Focus group participants had varying income levels, with about a fifth of participants who reported 
earnings earning less than $5,000 a year. 

 

What is your current annual income (CAD)?  % 

$0-$5,000 19 

$10,001-$20,000 13 

$20,000-$30,000 11 

$30,001-$40,000 4 

$40,001-$50,000 4 

$5,001-$10,000 11 

$50,001-$60,000 13 

$60,001-$70,000 9 

$70,001-$80,000 6 

$80,001-$90,000 2 

Prefer not to answer 9 

Total 100 
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Table 6. Fields of study (N=47) 

The categories in the screener were re-coded into broader categories, which are included below. 
Based on the data, about one-third of the participants studied in business or finance, followed by 
almost a third in STEM and the remainder in Liberal arts or other fields.  

 

What is your field of study? Select all that apply.  % 

Business/finance 34 

STEM 28 

Liberal arts 23 

Other 15 

Total 100 

 

Table 7. Work-integrated learning and In-study employment (N=47) 

The screener data shows that many focus group participants had more than one type of 
employment experience during their studies. About two-thirds participated in WIL, three-quarters 
participated in part-time off-campus work, and less than half participated in part-time on-campus 
work. 

 

What type of employment did you have or currently have? Select all that apply.  % 

Work-integrated learning (WIL) 66 

Part-time off campus work 74 

Part-time on campus 40 
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Table 8. Types of WIL experiences (N=31) 

For both current students and recent graduates, participants were able to undertake a variety of 

WIL experiences. The most common type was Co-op (39 per cent), followed by work experience 

(39 per cent) and internships (26 per cent). 

 

Which of the following WIL experiences have you completed or are you currently 
completing as part of your program? Select all that apply.  

% 

Co-op 39 

Work experience (e.g., community service) 35 

Internships 26 

Community and Industry Research and projects 23 

Service learning 3 
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Qualitative Focus Groups Extended Thematic Analysis 

This section provides supplementary information from focus group participants on the themes 

derived from discussions. 

Challenges of adapting and transitioning into Canada 

Isolation due to COVID-19 

Because many focus group participants started their educational journeys in Canada at the peak of 

COVID-19, the pandemic became a significant part of their reality. The mix of isolation and remote 

education brought about feelings of uncertainty and loneliness due to being far from home and 

being unable to establish social connections due to social distancing measures and the risk of illness. 

“I think the biggest thing for me was COVID, unfortunately being locked up in the house, not 

having anywhere to go. I wasn't necessarily able to socialize really. But I think that was just 

because of COVID and not because of Canada in general. When we transitioned into more of 

like a hybrid or more in person situation, it was kind of easy to navigate life a little bit better 

and kind of, you know, have a part time job in the school. But the biggest challenge overall 

was just the social aspect of it. It was really difficult to even have like friends that are 

consistent friends that are like part of a community, part of a group that you can constantly 

see meet up with.” 

Recent graduate 

Homesickness & adapting to Canadian culture 

However, despite the COVID-19 pandemic being an added layer of difficulty, loneliness and 

homesickness were already separate, existing challenges for international students due to being far 

from their homes, communities, and family. This was especially pronounced for a number of focus 

group participants who were on their own for the first time in a foreign country at a younger age. 

Some participants also highlighted the challenges of adapting to a new culture and different social 

norms in Canada as they grappled with navigating unfamiliar customs, communication styles, and 

expectations making it a complex and ongoing part of their experience as international students.  

 



46 

Discrimination 

Beyond exclusion from opportunities, some current student participants reflected on their 

experiences of stigma and racism. Some felt stigma and less safety and others experienced racism 

on the job, which they connected to the impact of political pressures.  

 

“So yeah, I think there is a lot of stigma around international workers in recent days […] as 

well [as] against international students.” 

Current student 

“Most of the time when the customers come in like they are being racist. Sometimes like I 

get comments like, oh, you guys are here and you guys have taken our place. So it's like kind 

of racism showing us that we have taken or snatched something from them. Yeah, it hurts 

sometimes, too much.” 

Current student 

 

  

“I feel like I was so young when I decided to move to this place that it just had a lot of 

cultural shock that it, you know, Canada brought to me. Because of course there are things 

that are different. The way you conduct yourself is different. It's a different country. So it's 

a process of learning and unlearning a lot of things, you know, and that doesn't take well 

initially when, you know, we were expecting, OK, we want to go to a college or we want to 

go to a university, OK, I want to do this that, but, you know, changing, bring your life upside 

down and, you know, culturally trying to unlearn whatever you've learned all your life and, 

you know, amalgamating something new. It was difficult, very difficult.” 

Recent graduate 



47 

Quantitative Analysis Detailed Methodology 

International Student Identification Strategy for postgraduate labour market outcomes 

Choi et al. (2021) find permanent residency transition rates three years post-graduation vary from 8 

per cent to 13 per cent based on cohort year.52 The transition rate from study-only to post-graduate 

work permits for the 2017 international student cohort was 43 per cent. Among those who obtained 

a post-graduate work permit, transition rates to permanent residency after 3 years are reported at 

50 per cent to 54 per cent among the 2010-2014 cohort (Choi et al., 2022).53 

Considering that a minority of international graduates have permanent residency status, the analysis 

defines international students as graduates: 

4. who were not Canadian-born, naturalized, or permanent residents of Canada at the time of 

the survey interview, and 

5. who were in the labour force or reporting a personal income at the time of the interview in 

2023 

Identifying international student graduates ensured that our group of interest did not include 

graduates who immigrated before their 2020 program duration. This identification strategy excludes 

a portion of graduates who received permanent residency or work or study permits before the 2020 

program of study at the time of survey collection.  

Methodological rationale for postgraduate labour market outcomes 

Logistic regression analysis was employed to interpret the unique probability of in-study work and 

WIL associated with labour market outcomes. Interpretations of this analysis were relational, as a 

number of unobservable characteristics (individual preferences, circumstance, and capability) could 

not be accounted for. Standard survey weights were applied from the microdata to improve the 

accuracy and representativeness of the NGS sampling strategy. A secondary regression method, 

namely a random effects panel strategy, stratified by the highest level of education, was employed 

as a robustness check to verify coefficient estimates are directionally and statistically significant.  

Robustness Checks 

A random effects logistics model was employed to capture time-varying unobservable effects on 

reported income and employment outcomes. Since the survey captured lagged reporting 

information, WIL, and in-study work, an indexing variable is used to account for potential time-based 

differences in graduates with differing levels of educational attainment.  
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Model Results 

Amongst only non-landed immigrants 
 

Logistic: Employment Status 

Variable (Intercept) WIL Flag In-Study Work Both Education Level 

Estimate 8.37E+14 -6.17E+14 8.91E+14 -6.85E+14 1.54E+14 

StdError 1.87E+14 2.44E+14 1.40E+14 1.52E+14 7.50E+13 

PValue 8.70E-06 1.15E-02 3.18E-10 7.86E-06 4.03E-02 

Significance *** * *** *** * 

Logistic: 2022 Income Above / Below CAD$70,000  

Estimate -4.82E+15 1.57E+15 4.78E+14 -1.58E+14 1.41E+15 

StdError 1.96E+14 2.64E+14 1.44E+14 1.64E+14 8.04E+13 

PValue 8.96E-98 4.76E-09 9.38E-04 3.35E-01 4.99E-58 

Significance *** *** ***  *** 

Significance Level: * 0.05, ** 0.01. *** 0.001 

Random Effects Employment 

Estimate (Intercept) WIL Flag (Intercept) In-Study Work (Intercept) Both 

StdError 6.32E-02 8.37E-01 2.66E-02 8.65E-01 -4.79E-02 -6.16E-03 

PValue 4.51E-02 2.12E-02 2.51E-02 1.24E-02 2.99E-02 5.94E-02 

Significance 1.61E-01 0.00E+00 2.89E-01 0.00E+00 1.08E-01 9.17E-01 

  ***  ***   

Random Effects: 2022 Income Above / Below CAD$70,000 

Estimate -6.16E-03 1.87E-01 8.35E-02 -7.86E-02 6.72E-02 -9.41E-02 

StdError 5.94E-02 4.85E-02 4.62E-02 2.56E-02 3.27E-02 3.15E-02 

PValue 9.17E-01 1.12E-04 7.04E-02 2.10E-03 3.99E-02 2.79E-03 

Significance  *** . ** * ** 

Significance Level: * 0.05, ** 0.01. *** 0.001 
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Non-landed immigrants vs. all other graduates 
 

Logistic: Employment Status 

Variable (Intercept) WIL Flag In-Study Work Both Education Level 

Estimate 1.57E+00 4.99E-01 2.87E+15 -2.49E+15 1.72E-01 

StdError 1.37E-01 4.83E-01 1.31E+14 3.27E+14 6.98E-02 

PValue 3.14E-30 3.01E-01 1.85E-106 2.64E-14 1.40E-02 

Significance ***  *** *** * 

Logistic: Above / Below $50-70,000 Annually 

Variable (Intercept) WIL Flag In-Study Work Both Education Level 

Estimate -3.52E+00 9.12E-01 3.63E-01 4.41E-01 9.63E-01 

StdError 1.74E-01 1.60E-01 1.28E-01 7.32E-02 5.24E-02 

PValue 6.20E-91 1.15E-08 4.66E-03 1.67E-09 2.72E-75 

Significance *** *** ** *** *** 

Significance Level: * 0.05, ** 0.01. *** 0.001 
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Random Effects Employment 

Variable WIL Flag (Intercept) In-Study Work (Intercept) Both (Intercept) 

Estimate 4.67E-02 8.67E-01 -5.42E-03 8.55E-01 -5.31E-02 1.84E-01 

StdError 2.95E-02 4.56E-03 9.43E-03 2.25E-02 1.85E-02 1.11E-02 

PValue 1.14E-01 0.00E+00 5.66E-01 0.00E+00 4.14E-03 7.07E-62 

Significance  ***  *** ** *** 

Random Effects: Above / Below $50-70,000 Annually 

Estimate 1.84E-01 2.19E-02 -1.52E-03 -1.87E-01 -8.91E-01 -2.30E-01 

StdError 1.11E-02 4.34E-02 5.49E-02 1.30E-02 1.70E-01 2.67E-02 

PValue 7.07E-62 6.14E-01 9.78E-01 1.52E-46 1.70E-07 7.74E-18 

Significance ***   *** *** *** 

Significance Level: * 0.05, ** 0.01. *** 0.001 
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