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With immigration and multiculturalism being a big part of the
Canadian government’s policies, one source of immigrants is the
Canadian education system. Students on study permits issued by
IRCC, (Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada) who are
enrolled in tertiary or post-secondary education, both in academic
programs in universities and in diplomas and certifications in
colleges are referred to as international students in Canada.

How is it important?
The number of international students in Canada has grown
threefold since the 2008/2009 academic year.
International students represent a major source of growth in
university enrolments and a key source of revenue for the
universities.
International students contribute economically towards the towns
and cities they reside in and represents a portion of Canadian
service exports.
International students represent a key source of immigration,
supplying Canada with Canadian educated labour.

What We Do Here...
This snapshot highlights:
Information about international students in Canada,
Their geographic and demographic information,
Where they come from
Where they go
Their contributions to Canada
Their post-graduation outcomes
The pandemic’s impact on them and US.
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Where Do International Students Come From?
Figure 1 Study permits issued in 2019 by Country of Citizenship

[1]

Of all the study permits issued in 2019, the top 10 countries of citizenship are listed
above. Historically, India and China remain two top sources of international
students in Canada

[1] Immigration Refugee and Citizenship Canada, Open Government Data, Temporary Residents: Study Permit
Holders – Monthly IRCC Updates
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The Pandemic and International Student Enrolment
Due to the COVID-19 pandemic and the resulting changes to delivery of
education and international mobility, the number of new international
students arriving in Canada has declined significantly. While 401,280 study
permits were issued in 2019, 257,015 study permits were issued in 2020.
This could result in reduced opportunities for new students to come to
Canada for higher education and long-term immigration. However, the
extent to which it will impact new students will be found in the long-run
after the pandemic.
Figure 2 Number of Study permits issued in Canada

[2]

International students dropped 17% due to the pandemic with total enrolment going
from 642,480 students in Canada in 2019 to 530,540 enrolled in Canadian postsecondary institutions in 2020.
[2] Immigration Refugee and Citizenship Canada, Open Government Data, Temporary Residents: Study
Permit Holders – Monthly IRCC Updates

International Students in Canada

03

College or University? Provinces?
33% of international students are studying at
College diploma level or lower, compared to
67% doing a bachelor’s and above. [3]
80% of international students enrolled in
Canada are in:
British Columbia (20%), Ontario (47%) &
Quebec (16%). [4]

[3] Statistics Canada. International Student enrolments at Canadian public colleges and universities, 2017/2018. February 2020.
[4] International Student enrolments at Canadian public colleges and universities, 2017/2018.
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International students since 2011 and a quick
profile
Rising International Student Enrolment as a share of new enrolment in Universities and
Colleges

Figure 3 International Students as percentage of new enrolments in Universities and Colleges

[5]

Of the total international student population in Canada as of 2018/19
(344,430), about 53% (182,307) are male, while another 46.7% are female
(160,857). [6]
Business, Management and Public Administration is the top field for both
male and female international students with male students more represented
in engineering, mathematics and computer sciences and female students in
social sciences and humanities in both colleges and universities.
Other details about colleges and institutions are not easily available so here we focus on
International students in Canadian universities.

[5] International Student Enrolment in Postsecondary Education Programs Prior to COVID-19, Statistics Canada, June 2020
[6] Statistics Canada. Table 37-10-0163-01 Postsecondary enrolments, by International Standard Classification of Education, institution type, Classification of
Instructional Programs, STEM and BHASE groupings, status of student in Canada, age group and gender
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International students’ contribution to Canadian
University Education
Over the past decade, with international students growing as a share of new
enrolments and the student body, the average international tuition across the country
has also gone up much more and faster than the average domestic fees. With tuition
becoming an increasingly important part of university revenues, international students
and their fees are important to the post-secondary education sector.
Average international undergraduate tuition fees increased by 81.2% between
2011/12 and 2020/21, while average international graduate tuition fees have
increased by 50.0% in that same time. For comparison, average domestic
undergraduate tuition fees have gone up by 23.8% in that same time frame, while
domestic graduate fees have increased by 34%.
In the 2020/21 school year, international students will contribute an estimated 40% of all
tuition fees and account for $4 billion in revenue for Canadian universities, [7] while
accounting for only 25% of all university enrolment.

[8]

Note: Tuition estimates in current dollars.

[7] Statistics Canada. Financial Information of universities for the 2018/19 school year and projected impact of COVID-19 for 2020/21. October 2020.
[8] Statistics Canada, Canadian and international tuition fees by level of study
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So, What About University Tuition Fees?
Universities and degree granting colleges are increasingly reliant on
tuition fees, with tuition as a share of revenues going from 24.7% in
2013/14 to 29.4% in 2018/19. [9]
Total tuition revenue increased by $2.1 billion (from $6.9 billion to
$9.0 billion) in 4 years!
In 2020/21, international undergraduate students ($32,041) paid on
average, five times the tuition paid by their domestic counterparts on
average ($6,610). [10]
In the three provinces hosting the highest shares of international
students, tuition fees have also increased at faster rates than their
domestic counterparts’.
British Columbia’s average international undergraduate fees
increased by 55.2% between 2011/12 and 2020/21. For comparison,
domestic fees went from up by 23.1%. (2.4x faster increase)
From this, we can say that international students subsidize education for
domestic students.

[9] Statistics Canada. Financial Information of universities for the 2018/19 school year and projected impact of COVID-19 for 2020/21. October
2020.
[10] Statistics Canada. Financial Information of universities for the 2018/19 school year and projected impact of COVID-19 for 2020/21. October
2020.
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Implications of Falling International
Student Enrolment Due to the Pandemic
Short term shortfalls
According to Universities Canada, overall enrolment of international students at
Canadian universities is down by 2.1% for the 2020/21 school year compared to
the previous one; conversely for colleges, the decline has been between 20
and 30%, with larger declines felt in smaller/rural/remote areas. [11,12] Smaller
regional universities cannot weather the storm as easily as the larger
metropolitan universities.
Due to the drops in student permits granted, Canadian universities are
projected to lose anywhere between 0.8% ($377 million) and 7.5% ($3.4 billion)
of their projected revenues for 2020/21. [13] If domestic enrolment continues
rising (it rose during the pandemic), it is likely that tuition fees will rise
accordingly.

Lowered local stimulus from international student
spending
The arrival of international students in Canada itself provides an impetus to the
economy in terms of tuition fees, rent and other consumption expenditure that the
students incur during their studies in Canada.
International students have also come to represent a crucial and increasing portion
of Canadian service export. In 2018, spending by international students represented
24.5% of Canadian service exports. [14]

[11] “Canada’s Schools draw fewer international students due to pandemic travel rules.” https://www.ctvnews.ca/health/coronavirus/canadas-schools-draw-fewer-international-students-due-to-pandemic-travel-rules-1.5364894. CTV News. March 2021.
[12] “Fears that international student intake will keep falling.” https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20210402091353306. By
Nathan Greenfield. University World News.
[13] Financial Information of universities for the 2018/19 school year and projected impact of COVID-19 for 2020/21.
[14] Since Canadian Educational Services are consumed by international students who hail from oversees – who are spending their incomes
(family incomes) on a Canadian produced good/service (i.e., educational services), international student spending is considered an export of
a Canadian service.
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Figure 5 International student spending as a share of Canadian exports

Figure 5 shows the combined direct and indirect impact of international students on the
GDP of Canadian provinces and territories in 2016.
Figure 6 Contribution of International Students to GDP

[15]

With fewer international students -> lowered Canadian exports AND lower local
expenditures….
[15] Economic impact of international education in Canada – 2017 update
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Longer term reduction of immigration
According to a StatsCan study, only 33% of international PSE graduates remained and
worked in Canada 6 years after graduation. [16]
However, historical data suggest that 20-27% of international students become
Canadian permanent residents within 10 years of the initiation of their study. [17]
So typically, around 27-30% of PSE graduates stayed on in Canada, prior to the
pandemic.
The economic status of the home country of the international students also impacts
their decision to stay in Canada. Students coming from countries with a lower GDP per
capita are more likely to stay in Canada and get Canadian Permanent Residence.
Furthermore, former international students represented 6 to 7 percent of new permanent
residents in Canada, however in recent years their share has risen to 11 percent. [18]
With the pandemic, the inflow will likely reduce significantly which carries important
implications for immigrants who work and earn in Canada.
Intl. students are likelier to be enrolled in university graduate programmes and in higher
paying fields than Canadians.
15% of intl. students in 2015 registered in master’s programmes, compared to 7.4%
Canadians. [19]
This provides highly-skilled labour in areas where the Canadian labour market might
be lacking.
Compared to immigrants who were educated outside of Canada, international students
perform better economically earning 30% more than foreign educated immigrants. [20]
Their economic performance has been similar to Canadian born and educated
individuals with differences existing according to the field of study. In fields outside of
computer science and mathematics, Canadian citizens mostly outperform international
students.
BUT 86% of Canadian students combined work with their PSE studies, compared to
49.3% of international students. [21]
Since international students graduate with fewer years of experience that might
impact their post-graduation earnings relative to Canadian students.
Upshot: Canada needs immigration to offset an ageing population and being
educated in the Canada gives international students an edge over other newcomer
immigrants in labour market assimilation.
[16] The Postsecondary Experience and Early Labour Market Outcomes of International Study Permit Holders, Statistics Canada, September 2019
[17] International students who become permanent residents in Canada, Statistics Canada, December 2015
[18] Comparing Outcomes: The Relative Job-Market Performance of Former International Students, CD Howe Institute, August 2018
[19] The Postsecondary Experience and Early Labour Market Outcomes of International Study Permit Holders, Statistics Canada, September 2019
[20] Comparing Outcomes: The Relative Job-Market Performance of Former International Students, CD Howe Institute, August 2018
[21] The Postsecondary Experience and Early Labour Market Outcomes of International Study Permit Holders, Statistics Canada, September 2019
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International student supports during the
pandemic?
While some international students were able to return to their home countries at
the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, others who chose to stay or were unable to
return to their countries did not have access government relief measures like
Employment Insurance (EI), CERB, CESB due to their citizenship status.
Some schools made adjustments for their international students.
In April 2020, The University of Western Ontario opened a COVID-19 relief fund,
which while open to all students, was especially helpful for international
students, who could demonstrate their need for the funds including for
accommodation and reimbursing cancelled co-ops and internships. [22] The
University of Toronto established a $9.1 million fund to help international
students pay for hotel quarantining rules instituted in February 2021. [23]

There have also been measures taken by Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship
Canada to help international students, especially graduating and recent graduates
to adjust to the pandemic economy. These include:
Changing students start dates online and counting those studies towards time
spent in Canada for future work permit eligibility. [24]
Allowing quick changes to international students’ employer specific work
permits, to enable them work in fields outside their field of study. (LMIA time
limits)
Giving international students with work permits that expired in 2020 (when the
pandemic started) an 18 month extension to find work and apply for
permanent residency. [25]
Increased permanent residency application options for former international
students with a work permit and job, including waiving the job category and
time criteria. [26]
A February 2021 reduction in the points cut-off for those applying for
permanent residency through the Canadian Experience Class (CEC) residency
stream, which is a common stream for Canadian post-secondary degree
holders. [27]
[22] The London Free Press. “Western University sets up COVID-19 relief funding for students”. https://lfpress.com/news/local-news/western-university-sets-upcovid-19-relief-funding-for-students. April 2020.
[23] “Fears that international student intake will keep falling.” https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20210402091353306
[24] Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada. https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/news/2020/07/minister-mendicinoannounces-changes-to-facilitate-online-learning-for-international-students.html. July 2020.
[25] Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada. https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/news/2021/01/government-of-canadaannounces-new-policy-to-help-former-international-students-live-in-work-in-and-continue-contributing-to-canada.html . January 2021
[26] Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada. https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/news/2021/04/new-pathway-to-permanentresidency-for-over-90000-essential-temporary-workers-and-international-graduates.html. April 2021
[27] CIC News. https://www.cicnews.com/2021/02/express-entry-lowest-crs-requirement-ever-in-new-cec-draw-0217045.html#gs.yygrlb. February 2021.
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With the school year coming to an end, international students are
facing more uncertainty as they need to navigate trips,
accommodation and securing job opportunities, especially as they
are ineligible for the Canada Summer Jobs programmes and many
similar government-sponsored student programmes. All the same, a
long-term economic recovery will need to account for Canada’s
aging population in sustaining the economy with younger workers. As
such, international students, with their time spent in Canada are
acculturated and positioned to seamlessly fit into the economy postgraduation, should not be left out of any recovery plans. If you have a
friend or colleague who’s an international student, spare a thought, or
even a drink for them!
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