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within the broader context of nation-building, notably at the intersection 
of immigration, economic, and educational policies, its intent is to high-
light how postsecondary education institutions frame their engagement 
with international students in a context in which this group has become an 
important source of cultural diversification, revenue, and permanent mi-
gration. Specifically, this book responds to the growing need for new in-
sights and perspectives on the institutional mechanisms adopted by 
universities to support international students from Asia in their academic 
and social integration to university life. One key theme that runs through 
this book relates to the challenges and limitations of framing the support 
to this diverse student group at the intersection of two institutional priori-
ties – internationalization and inclusion. This is important for group mem-
bers, who are known to experience less visible forms of discrimination and 
differential treatment in Canadian postsecondary education institutions.
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Introduction

The purpose of this book under the series Routledge Studies in Global Stu-
dent Mobility is to explore how the recruitment and retention of interna-
tional students from selected places in Asia intersect with other university 
priorities in the Canadian context. In situating international students and 
universities within the broader context of nation-building, notably at the 
intersection of immigration, economic, and educational policies, its intent is 
to highlight how postsecondary education institutions frame their engage-
ment with international students in a context in which this group has become 
an important source of cultural diversification, revenue, and permanent 
migration. Specifically, this book responds to the growing need for new 
insights and perspectives on the institutional mechanisms adopted by univer-
sities to support international students from Asia in their academic and 
social integration to university life. One key theme that runs through this 
book relates to the challenges and limitations of framing the support to this 
diverse student group at the intersection of two institutional priorities – 
internationalization and anti-racism. This is important for group members, 
who are known to experience less-visible forms of discrimination and dif-
ferential treatment in Canadian postsecondary education institutions 
(Colomba 2013). In its engagement with these themes, this collection com-
plements our 2022 special issue of Comparative and International Educa-
tion/Éducation comparée et internationale titled, “International Students 
from Asia in Canada’s Postsecondary Institutions: Disconnections and Con-
nections,” which examines how students from Asia are situated within inter-
nationalization, Indigenization, and decolonization and the equity, diversity, 
and inclusion (EDI) initiatives in Canadian universities (Kim, Buckner, and 
Montsion 2022). In this introduction, we set the stage for the chapters ahead 
that address these critical matters by demonstrating that the international 
students we presently find in Canada, many from Asia, did not arrive by 
happenstance or invisible market forces. There are many moving parts to 

Introduction
The Federalization of Education 
Migration: Redefining Success

Ann H. Kim, Elizabeth Buckner, and 
Jean Michel Montsion

This chapter has been made available under a CC-BY-NC-ND license.

http://dx.doi.org/10.4324/b23160-1


2  Ann H. Kim et al.

enticing and hosting hundreds of thousands of students across borders and 
university gates. In other words, international students are here undeniably 
and unquestionably by design.

Whereas Canadian postsecondary institutions and provincial govern-
ments have a relatively long-standing interest in recruiting international 
students from Asia, we are especially interested in the most recent period, 
which reflects the federalization of education migration, meaning the 
explicit interest and involvement of Canada’s federal government in shap-
ing international education trends in the country, even though education 
policy and funding continue to be the jurisdiction of provincial govern-
ments. Since the unveiling of the first national branding initiative, “Imagine 
Education au/in Canada,” in 2007, the federal government has become 
increasingly involved in international education (Kim and Kwak 2019). 
The launch of Canada’s International Education Strategy: Harnessing our 
Knowledge Advantage to Drive Innovation and Prosperity by the Govern-
ment of Canada in 2014 provided a strategic framework to the recruitment 
and retention of international students, thereby shaping a normative vision 
to the ongoing efforts in the postsecondary education sector across the 
country. The intent was to significantly increase the number of interna-
tional students to support Canada’s economic and labour market needs, 
which was updated in Building on Success: International Education Strat-
egy 2019–2024 in 2019 with more of a focus on diversifying students’ 
countries of origin. Whereas the 2014 policy was originally published by 
only one federal department – Foreign Affairs, Trade and Development – 
five years later, the strategy entailed a partnership among three depart-
ments, which were named at the time: Employment, Workforce 
Development, and Labour; Immigration Refugees and Citizenship Canada; 
and International Trade Diversification, further entrenching the juncture 
among the three policy realms of education, immigration, and economy. 
These strategies structure the discourse and practice of institutional actors 
and international students to form the ruling relations of internationaliza-
tion (see Beck). They also provide insights on evolving institutional rela-
tionships among the Canadian government, its provincial counterparts, 
and its postsecondary institutions, all of whom are now involved in the 
recruitment and retention of international students, the majority of whom 
are notably from Asia.

The enrolment indicator

By many indicators, such as enrolment, country of origin, and revenue, the 
federal international strategy has been a resounding success. Canada is 
now one of the top destinations for international students, third after the 
United States (US) and the United Kingdom (UK), moving up from the 
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eighth position in 2000 (Institute of International Education 2020). Mir-
roring the global increase in education migration, the number of interna-
tional students enroled in Canada has increased over the past two decades 
to more than 620,000 in 2019 and 2021 with a slight dip to 528,000 in 
2020 due to the Covid-19 pandemic (Crossman, Choi, Lu, and Hou 2022). 
Enrolments of international students in postsecondary institutions, includ-
ing colleges and universities,1 have also increased dramatically in absolute 
numbers over the past two decades from less than 46,000 in 2000 to 
136,000 in 2009 to approximately 390,000 in 2019 (Statistics Canada 
2022), nearly trebling each decade. This rapid growth is observed in the 
relative numbers as well, with a gradual increase in international university 
enrolments as a percentage of total university enrolments from 2000 to 
2009 (from 5 percent to 8 percent, respectively) and then a steeper rise 
during the period covered by the federal strategies to reach 17 percent in 
2019. The growth in the colleges was even more remarkable, increasing 
from 3 percent in 2000 and 5 percent in 2009 to nearly 20 percent in 2019. 
Figure I.1 presents these relative figures for international university and 
college students. Noteworthy is the sharp rise in the percentages of inter-
national student enrolments in university and college settings but also the 
general flattening of total enrolments during the same period which shows 
that any growth in postsecondary enrolments was due to international stu-
dents (Statistics Canada 2021).
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Figure I.1 � Postsecondary enrolments in universities and colleges and percent inter-
national students, 2000–2019.

Source: Statistics Canada. 2022. Table 37-10-0018-01. Postsecondary enrolments, by regis-
tration status, institution type, status of student in Canada and gender. https://www150.
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The target country indicator

To meet the overall enrolment goals, the 2014 strategy clearly identified 
specific countries to target for students across all levels and named coun-
tries such as France, the UK, Germany, Japan, Korea, and the US as major 
contributors. It also articulated other countries where resources for recruit-
ment were to be invested: Brazil, China, India, Mexico, North Africa, the 
Middle East, and Vietnam. Of the 12 target regions, five are in East, South, 
and Southeast Asia. Unsurprisingly, the presence of students from Asia 
grew exponentially. Four out of the five Asian countries identified in the 
report are placed in the top ten origin countries of postsecondary interna-
tional students in 2019 (see Figure I.2). Consistent with the strategy’s objec-
tives, the numbers of postsecondary students from the top ten countries 
increased in the expected direction and pace during the 2010–2019 period, 
or what we refer to as the “federalization of education migration” period. 
The numbers of students from France, the US, and South Korea (Korea) 
increased slightly while those from Brazil, China, India, Iran, and Vietnam 
grew much faster, noticeably after 2014. Although Japan was not in the top 
ten in 2019, their numbers of postsecondary international students still rose 
over the period, from 2,500 to over 3,100 students, as did those from 
Mexico, doubling from 1,750 to 3,500 (Statistics Canada 2022).
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Of the nearly 390,000 international student enrolments in postsecond-
ary institutions in 2019, 60 percent were either South Asian or East Asian; 
students from South Asia comprised over 127,600 or 33 percent and stu-
dents from East Asia numbered more than 106,700 or 27 percent. To show 
the rapid growth of student mobility from Asia during this new period of 
federal coordination, we present the numbers of postsecondary students 
from seven Asian countries at two time points, 2014 and 2019, disaggre-
gated by institution type in Table I.1. The largest group of postsecondary 
international students, at 117,500, came from India. This is an increase of 
nearly 300 percent from 2014, and approximately 31 percent of them 
enrolled in universities. They have, by far, the most substantial interna-
tional presence in colleges, representing over half of all international stu-
dents in colleges. The second largest group, from China, comprised over 
90,000 postsecondary enrolments in 2019 and this group grew 26 percent 
from 2014 when it was the largest country of origin of students that year. 
Currently, over 86 percent of students from China enrol in universities, in 
contrast to their counterparts from India, and they form the most sizable 
group in universities, representing over 33 percent of international stu-
dents in universities. Their significant proportions in many institutions 
explains why they are the focus of most of the chapters in this volume. 
Together, students from these two countries made up over 53 percent of all 
postsecondary international enrolments with students from India at 30 
percent and students from China at 23 percent.

Vietnam has also risen in the rankings of postsecondary international 
student numbers and we anticipate this trend to continue. Where there 
were fewer students from Vietnam than from Korea in 2014, their student 
population in Canada grew by over 300 percent to stand at nearly 11,000 
in 2019. Like India, the majority of students from Vietnam enrolled in col-
leges (68 percent). The remaining countries on the list, Korea, Bangladesh, 
Philippines, and Japan, also grew over the period but numbered less than 
5,000 each in 2019. In these groups, we also observe a shift toward college 
enrolment, with students from Korea and the Philippines primarily going 
to colleges rather than universities. The shift to colleges, which is a clear 
and recent trend during this federalization period, may be explained by the 
appeal of the shorter time it takes to completion, the more direct connec-
tions to the labour market and subsequent permanent residence, and 
greater accessibility in terms of admission requirements and lower tuition 
fees relative to universities. These factors call for more research on interna-
tional students in colleges, which is an emerging area, as there are indica-
tions to suggest that the college route is not consistently the most efficient 
for obtaining professional licences or permanent residence (Walton-
Roberts and Hennebry 2019).

Students from the above seven countries in Asia represented 53 percent 
of the total postsecondary international student enrolments in 2014 and 
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Table I.1  �Postsecondary enrolments of international students from selected countries in Asia by institution type, 2014 and 2019

2014 2019
Total 
Growth (%)Total University College Total University College

India 29,487 9,027 11,820 117,477 36,927 80,550 298
China 71,844 53,472 12,069 90,378 78,183 12,198 26
Vietnam 2,625 1,185 1,032 10,881 3,516 7,365 315
Korea 6,324 3,570 2,472 8,421 3,888 4,533 33
Bangladesh 2,157 1,875 123 5,496 4,548 951 155
Philippines 867 375 306 3,624 630 2,997 318
Japan 2,844 1,830 987 3,147 1,974 1,173 11

Column total 116,148 71,334 28,809 239,424 129,666 109,767 165
% of total IS (%) 53 45 50 62 55 72
Total IS 217,521 159,393 58,125 388,782 235,419 153,360 79

Source: Statistics Canada. 2022. Table 37-10-0086-01. Postsecondary enrolments, by status of student in Canada, country of citizenship and gender. 
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca


Introduction  7

62 percent in 2019. Among university enrolments, they comprised 55 per-
cent in 2019, up from 45 percent in 2014 (Table I.1). While there is varia-
tion in students from Asia across institutions and geographic locations, the 
federal strategy unequivocally brought greater attention to these countries 
as important targets for recruitment and retention by educational institu-
tions, including universities.

Notably, the more recent report underscores the need to diversify coun-
tries of origin due to this overconcentration of international students from 
India and China (Government of Canada 2019). The absence of numerical 
and country targets in the present strategy raises questions about an 
implicit saturation point, particularly with respect to certain countries of 
origin. And given the ways in which international students from Asia have 
been problematically represented or rendered invisible in official institu-
tional documents and promotional materials and the ways in which they 
experience life inside and outside of these institutions, as illustrated in this 
collection, “diversify” might be interpreted as code for “less Asian.” Thus, 
prior to embarking on this diversification of international students, we 
must evaluate where things stand for the students who are here now and 
who have paid their dues in myriad ways.

The revenue indicator

In terms of overall enrolment figures and specific numbers from identified 
source countries, Canada’s internationalizing initiatives are highly success-
ful. Economic benefits have also exceeded expectations, rising from an esti-
mated $8.4 billion in spending by international students in 2012 to $21.6 
billion in 2018, surpassing the goal set at $16.1 billion as well as having a 
greater impact on the economy than other large industries such as auto 
parts, lumber, and aircraft (Government of Canada 2014, 2019). This is 
not difficult to believe when we examine how exorbitantly tuition rose for 
international students relative to resident2 students during this federaliza-
tion period.

Historically, fees were not differentiated for international students, but 
this changed in 1977 beginning with Ontario and Alberta (Cameron 2006). 
Since resident fees are subsidized by the government and taxpayers, interna-
tional student fees are significantly higher, although there are exceptions.3 
Figure I.3 presents the annual average undergraduate tuition fee in Canada 
from 2007 to 2022 for international and resident students. In 2007, the 
mean undergraduate fee for international students, which includes profes-
sional programs such as law and medicine, was $17,615, compared to 
$5,322 for a resident student – a gap of $12,293. This mean fee jumped to 
over $40,000 for international students and $9,000 for resident students in 
2022 with a gap of $31,452. To appreciate the effect of federalization on 
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international students from a slightly different angle is to examine the per-
centage change from 2007, when the national branding campaign began, to 
2014, when the first federal strategy was published, and then to present-
day. The 2007–2014 period saw a roughly 40 percent rise in tuition fees for 
both international and resident students. During the federalization of edu-
cation migration period, from 2014 to the present, we observed the tuition 
fees soaring 64 percent higher for international students compared to the 
19 percent increase for resident students who also started at a lower base-
line. It is very difficult to justify this substantial disparity in fees and to not 
view the growing gap as exploitative. It also provokes questions about all 
public stakeholders contributing and benefitting from the federalization of 
education migration, including provincial governments and postsecondary 
institutions, to ask whether they are doing enough for international stu-
dents who live in and interact within local communities and are exposed to 
the day-to-day dynamics of race and other social tensions. This is one of the 
tasks of this volume and we use the federal strategy’s stated objectives and 
outcomes in enrolment, places of origin, and revenue to provide the back-
drop for more critical perspectives on internationalization.

After more than five years since the publication of the 2014 strategy, 
universities have developed their own institutional approach to increasing 
their intake of international students. With promises of a high quality and 
world-class education in a safe and multicultural country, we put forth the 
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Figure I.3 � Undergraduate tuition fees for international and resident students, 
2007–2022.

Source: Statistics Canada. 2022. Table 37-10-0003-01. Canadian undergraduate tuition fees 
by field of study. https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/
Note: “Resident student” refers to within-province students, those who are generally known 
as “domestic” students. “Resident” is a more appropriate term since many universities also 
charge a differential fee for out of province Canadian students.
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argument that institutions bear some responsibility to international stu-
dents and to create a more welcoming and accepting society for interna-
tional students, among others. Universities were not welcoming places for 
international students 40 years ago (Cameron 2006) and they remain lack-
ing in areas shown in the chapters presented here. Inclusion, exclusion, 
experiences of anti-Asian racism, equity, and Indigenization – these are the 
measures by which internationalization should also be assessed. The differ-
ence between the past and the present is that internationalization plans are 
now directly put in relation to the work needed to address questions of 
racial inequities on campuses. However, the tools to address issues relating 
to discrimination and racialization have been broadly defined through ini-
tiatives pertaining to equity and inclusion (Henry, Dua, Kobayashi, James, 
Li, Ramos, and Smith 2017, 309) and while international students from 
Asia have been re-defining the Canadian university landscape for many 
years, the current focus on addressing racial inequities in Canadian post-
secondary institutions rarely addresses the intersection between interna-
tionalization and anti-racism strategies in Canadian universities.

About the book

This collection is inspired by the Racialization of Asian International Stu-
dents (RAIS) Project, a multi-institutional study of students from China, 
India, and South Korea, funded by the Social Sciences and Humanities 
Research Council of Canada. Most chapters tend to focus on these groups, 
primarily China, and larger institutions, which is also a convergence of 
recent demographic history, geo-political dynamics, and scholarly atten-
tion. While we strived for representation in terms of regions, institutions, 
and groups, we recognize there is less attention in the book to smaller 
institutions and regions and to groups from Asia with fewer international 
students, all of whom deserve a greater voice, and we expect to hear them 
in future work. In this collection, we offer some critical analyses of the 
types of institutions who recruit large numbers of international students 
and of which groups from Asia are admitted as students. And we advise 
caution in generalizing the experiences of the groups under study to other 
international student groups from Asia and elsewhere. We acknowledge 
the limitations of a book that focuses on specific groups from Asia and 
Asians and attempts to draw conclusions about Asian experiences; there is 
no singular Asian experience. At the same time, there are broader lessons 
to be learned in the experiences of particular groups, and with the diversi-
fying phase of internationalization in which we currently find ourselves, 
these lessons will prove invaluable. The studies shown here demonstrate 
shared experiences under the themes but differences across groups and 
regions are highlighted as well.
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There are three main sections in the collection to meet our objectives to 
examine the intersection of internationalization, inclusion, and racializa-
tion. The first section includes five complementary chapters that offer criti-
cal assessments of how government and institutional strategies and 
priorities on internationalization fit with values of inclusion and diversity. 
Beck sets the scene for examining international student experiences through 
her critical analysis of federal strategies and policies around international-
ization and multiculturalism. She argues that these textual practices con-
struct students as economic assets and create the ideological frame that 
structures international student lives. Where international students are 
also written as bearers of culture, this diversity is rendered invisible on 
campuses. Like Beck, the second chapter, by Buckner, Knight-Grofe, and 
Eden, offers a discursive interrogation but of the international strategies of 
32 colleges and universities to contrast the framing of Asia and Europe. 
Although many priority activities are similar, they find Asia is often con-
structed as a source of students while Europe is a source of research part-
nerships. In the third chapter, Montsion and Caneo also find the erasure of 
the culture and diversity of students in university settings by examining the 
role played by the relationships between each institution and their provin-
cial government. They argue that part of the problem is the main focus on 
international students from Asia as economic assets, which they show 
through an analysis of Ontario’s Strategic Mandate Agreements with three 
Toronto-based universities: the University of Toronto, Toronto Metropoli-
tan University, and York University. Moving to BC, Chan and Matsushita 
examine the increasing privatization of the college to university transfer 
system, particularly among international students and their representation 
in BCCAT (BC Council on Admissions and Transfers) Articulation meeting 
reports as being ill-prepared and not diverse enough. This section culmi-
nates with an important chapter by Das Gupta and Gomez that reveals 
how the internationalization of universities, in practice, has been funda-
mentally inequitable and untreatable by EDI programs, which, they argue, 
are themselves largely performative. Together, these five chapters tell us 
that diversity in internationalization and EDI policies appear to be more 
aspiration rhetoric than praxis and the chapters in the next two sections 
provide an evaluation of some of these claims. Several of the chapters in 
this first section also engage, directly or indirectly, with the question of the 
central location of the university in the policy realms of education, econ-
omy, and border control.

The six chapters in the second section differ in focus but overlap on the 
theme of inclusion and exclusion experiences of students in universities. 
Kim, Abdulkarim, and Payne find student assessments with respect to 
inclusion and other features of institutions to vary according to place of 
origin thereby pointing to the range of experiences of students from Asia. 
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Using the Canadian Bureau of International Education (CBIE) 2018 Inter-
national Student Survey, they find students from India and the Philippines 
to be more positive than those from China, South Korea, and Vietnam. 
Despite these differences, less than half of all groups strongly agreed with 
feeling included in classrooms and less than a third strongly agreed that 
others in the institution demonstrated interest in their country and culture. 
In Chapter 7, Kwak, Lo, Pang, and Wang compare the distinctiveness of 
students from China going to Halifax, an intellectual periphery, and to 
Toronto, an intellectual gateway. Despite these differences, they show bar-
riers to integration to be similar across sites. Turning to a university in 
Western Canada, Yu’s chapter also informs us about social exclusion and 
experiences of systemic discrimination for Chinese undergraduate students 
undergoing multiple types of transitions as they go from high school to 
university. These experiences are also shared by students from China in 
Quebec, as de Oliviera Soares, Magnan, Yu, and Araneda show in their 
chapter that highlights a range of barriers to institutional services at four 
universities in Montreal. Similarly, back in Ontario, Tavares reveals the 
experiences of academic, social, and linguistic exclusion to be common in 
the narratives of three undergraduate students, one each from Hong Kong, 
Macao, and Taiwan. The final chapter in this section, Chapter 11 by Pang 
and Smith, offers a theoretical contribution in its revision of Alexander W. 
Astin’s Inputs-Environments-Outcomes (I-E-O) model that emphasizes the 
interaction of international students with their institutional environments 
that results in certain kinds of outcomes related to student success. The 
chapters in this second section inform us that regardless of whether social 
inclusion and exclusion occur on or off campus, international students 
tend to view these experiences through the lens of internationalization and 
their institutional identity as international students.

In the third and final section, we have five chapters that address anti-
Asian racism and the politics of race in different but meaningful ways. In 
Chapter 12, Buckner, Kim, and Vlahos show there is a contradiction 
between the University of Toronto’s promotion of its international students 
as multicultural and its reality that a high concentration (65 percent) of 
international students come from China. The glossing over of the actual 
composition of the international student body in this way, they contend, 
suggests the institution fears being perceived as “too Asian,” a media-
induced marker by which Canadian universities have been pejoratively 
assessed. The following chapter by Parasram, Gateman, and Kazmi gives 
voice to six Dalhousie University students from India and China and situ-
ates their racialized experiences within the anti-Black and anti-Indigenous 
racial politics of Halifax and Dalhousie’s international strategy. Similarly, 
Wilkinson and Luo discuss racism at the University of Manitoba in light of 
broader Indigenization efforts in Winnipeg and reveal the range of 
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institutional issues that impinge on international students from Asia who 
comprise almost two thirds of international students. Chapter 15 focuses 
on students in China and elsewhere on their perceptions of anti-Chinese 
racism in various places, including Canada. The authors, Zhang, Yuan, and 
Kang, show that Canada is viewed more negatively and that participants 
attribute anti-Asian racism to geo-political relations. The final chapter in 
this section, by Kim, Chung, Jeon, Klassen, Kwak, Shin, and Trudel, offers 
a look at students from South Korea and they find racial incidents across 
Toronto, Saskatoon, Halifax, and Albany in the US to be similar, often 
occurring in public spaces with comments and behaviours that illustrate the 
enduring trope of fear and disease. They also find incidents were recounted 
in ways that reflected the politics of race in Canada and the US. While the 
five chapters in this section cover multiple groups, institutions, countries, 
and regions in Canada, they demonstrate that a deeper understanding of 
anti-Asian racism requires drawing connections between individual or per-
sonal experiences and broader forces of race dynamics linked to places.

The Covid-19 pandemic has resulted in a rise of anti-Asian racism in 
Canada and questions of racialization in the Canadian context echo other 
calls for addressing racial inequities in other countries and globally (Gover, 
Harper, and Langton 2020; Tate and Bagguley 2017). For this reason, we 
hope the insights from this collection will engage scholars, researchers, teach-
ers, policymakers, and practitioners in a broader discussion on the necessity 
of connecting internationalization strategies to anti-racist principles.

Notes

	 1	 Colleges in Canada are distinctive from universities. Colleges tend to be shorter, 
often two-year programs, and offer certificate programs, diplomas, apprentice-
ships, and degrees. Universities offer undergraduate and graduate degrees 
and  other professional programs. https://www.ontario.ca/page/go-college-or- 
university-ontario

	 2	 “Resident” refers to within-province students who have previously been 
labelled “domestic” students, that is students with Canadian citizenship or per-
manent residence. “Resident (within-province)” is a more appropriate term 
since many universities charge higher fees for out of province Canadian stu-
dents, which is still less than the fees for international students.

	 3	 In Quebec, there are study fee exemptions at institutions outside of Montreal 
and for particular groups: https://www.quebec.ca/en/education/study-quebec/
financial-assistance-international-students/
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Introduction

Growing up, in Sri Lanka, I was well immersed in the belief that one had 
to go to a university in the UK or the US for the best education and the 
most advanced knowledge. The dream was well beyond my reach at the 
time. Years later, after immigrating to Canada, and in the midst of raising 
a family, I had the opportunity of working in an international teacher edu-
cation program and was introduced to the world of international educa-
tion. I also signed up for graduate school. In this dual capacity, I came to 
know the cohorts of teachers and administrators who came from elsewhere 
for professional development and many international students studying at 
the university. The stories of challenge, resilience, discrimination, accom-
plishment, isolation, hardship, struggle, and pride fueled my research 
interests in the experiences of international students, an under-researched 
topic at the time.

It was about this time that the notion of internationalization of higher 
education came into its own, with Jane Knight emerging as a leading 
scholar in the field. Her conceptualization of internationalization has 
become very influential among institutions, practitioners, and scholars in 
Canada and globally. The definitions (Knight 2004) held a promise of 
educating for global citizenship, of intercultural learning and an interna-
tionalized curriculum, and of higher education institutions reflecting a 
global ethos in a globalizing world. The internationalization movement 
propelled Canadian higher education institutions to host students from 
other parts of the world who would, by their very presence, diversify the 
institution and prompt intercultural learning. It was assumed that interna-
tionalization was an inevitable progression for higher education and good 
for everyone. Accordingly, the students were recruited, and they came in 
their hundreds, and then thousands. As shown in the introductory chapter 
(Kim, Buckner, and Montsion), 600,000 international students were 
studying in Canada in 2021 and roughly 65% of them were from 

1	 The Ruling Relations of the 
Internationalizing Canadian 
University

Kumari Beck

This chapter has been made available under a CC-BY-NC-ND license.

http://dx.doi.org/10.4324/b23160-3


18  Kumari Beck

countries in Asia. They were all promised a high-quality education and a 
welcoming and safe environment based on Canada being a model of mul-
ticulturalism in practice.

Contrary to these aspirations, however, research and media have docu-
mented troubling accounts of international student experiences of mental 
health issues, racism, multiple forms of discrimination, bullying and 
harassment, and sexual assault, along with other forms of well-recognized 
challenges faced by international students such as culture shock, loneli-
ness, and so on (Appia 2021; Canada Bound Immigrant n.d.; Dey and 
Williams 2021; Houshmand, Spanierman and Tafarodi 2014). According 
to the most recent survey conducted by the Canadian Bureau of Interna-
tional Education (CBIE 2021), 55% of the respondents of which were 
from Asia, the majority of international students were satisfied with their 
time in Canada despite many challenges. Some of these challenges were 
logistical or technical – such as arranging for accommodation, transferring 
funds, and obtaining a study visa. Regarding safety, well-being and inclu-
sion, however, many respondents felt isolated and unwelcomed. More con-
cerning and of relevance to the topic under study, “[s]tudent respondents 
from Asia were significantly more likely to report having experienced dis-
crimination, harassment or feeling unsafe, especially in off-campus set-
tings” (5). Furthermore, the COVID-19 pandemic has increased the 
vulnerabilities faced by international students (Firang 2020; Varughese 
and Schwartz 2022) and has resulted in a spike in anti-Asian racism and 
hatred (Appia 2021; Gill 2020; Kurl, Korzinski and Noels 2020). Even 
prior to the pandemic, some media articles promoted negative views of 
international students, and, in particular, international students from Asia 
(Findlay and Köhler 2010; Todd 2016).

International students on our campuses appear to be exercising their edu-
cational choices by participating in the internationalization process, and yet 
are impacted by forces that are outside of their choosing. To understand this 
better, I have selected concepts in institutional ethnography (IE) (Smith 
1987, 1990, 2005) to support this analysis. The attraction of IE is the cen-
trality of people, their actions, their views, and their relations with the world 
around them and the notion that relations external to them order their lives. 
In this chapter, I argue that texts central to internationalization and interna-
tional education, such as definitions of internationalization, and policies of 
international education have a role in the governance of international stu-
dent life. I hope to demonstrate that these texts of internationalization and 
their ideological frames form the ruling relations of the institution (the uni-
versity) as they order the lives of international students from Asia.

I am turning to IE not as an empirical methodology but rather to employ 
IE concepts to identify the ordering of the relations of internationalization. 
In a sense, it is about understanding how the internationalizing university 
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is produced through ideological frames that become the ruling relations of 
internationalization. In an interview about IE, Smith states: “You are look-
ing at these relations, which have a generalizing, standardizing kind of 
character. And so you are actually discovering things” (Carroll 2011, 22). 
As she explains further, thinking like an institutional ethnographer “has 
this capacity to open things up” (24). It is in the spirit of opening things up 
that I seek, in this paper, to think like an institutional ethnographer and to 
name some of the texts that contribute to ruling relations that order the 
lives of international students from Asia studying in Canadian universities. 
These analyses may be applicable to all international students, but are par-
ticularly relevant to international students from Asia.

I will first make a case for how IE thinking informs my sense-making by 
describing how the conceptual application of IE is useful for my analysis. 
Next, I will examine selected texts to show how they constitute the ruling 
relations of internationalization, and, in particular, how they order the 
lives of Asian international students studying in Canada. The texts I have 
selected are the prevailing definitions of internationalization that are popu-
lar in Canada, the federal policies on international education, and multi-
culturalism. I conclude this chapter with reflections on how IE thinking 
and ruling relations inform our understanding of the structural dimensions 
governing international students from Asia.

IE Thinking

[T]he everyday of our lives is organized by what we have come to call 
ruling relations – relations that, though we participate in them, impose 
their objectified modes upon us.

(Smith and Griffith 2022, 7)

Smith was interested in social relations and how they are constituted, and 
in IE, aimed “to create a sociology for rather than of people that can 
expand the scope of our knowledge of what we are part of but cannot 
apprehend directly” (Smith and Griffith 2022, xiv, emphasis in original). 
As Smith has asserted through many of her publications, IE is not a quali-
tative method; it is a sociology. “[I]t seeks to discover just how actual 
people’s doings are coordinated with others so that what we might call the 
ongoing social organizing of our everyday lives actually happens” (Smith 
and Griffith 2022, 3). IE is primarily used in empirical research, but it 
offers entry points to textual analysis that accomplish the objective of 
uncovering ruling relations and the social organizing of everyday lives to 
which Smith refers.

How, then, might an IE approach in textual analysis be similar to or dif-
ferent from discourse analysis? The notion of ‘discourse’ is prominent 
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among the concepts used in IE, and Smith follows a Foucauldian usage of 
the term as being produced, ordered, and distributed (Smith and Griffith 
2022). Building on that, discourse in IE refers to translocal relations, “an 
organization of relations” (Smith and Griffith 2022, 34) that order the 
practices of people and the institution. Ruling relations brings attention to 
what Smith calls “a complex of objectified relations, coordinating the 
activities of many, many people whose consciousness as subjects is formed 
within those relations” (Smith 1996, 175). Smith acknowledges that these 
relations are an organization of power but asserts that they are not mono-
lithic nor hegemonic. “They are activities in and in relation to texts, and 
texts coordinate them as relations” (176). Texts have the property of being 
replicable, and this replicability makes it possible for them to be active in 
multiple sites and settings, extending the extent of power: “it is the mate-
riality of the text itself that connects the local setting into the non-local 
relations that it bears” (176). It is this connection between translocal rela-
tions and the ordering of international students’ everyday lives that I seek 
to make in this chapter.

The analysis of the texts of internationalization will illuminate how 
“ruling knowledge” (Campbell and Manicom 1995, 9) is created, making 
it possible to create ruling actions in what can be called a “textual technol-
ogy” (Smith and Turner 2014, 11). In this analysis, I am using Roxana 
Ng’s (1995) analysis of multiculturalism as ideology as the exemplar. Ng 
follows Smith’s (1990 cited in Ng 1995, 36) methods of textual analysis, 
where text is taken up as “a constituent of a social relation” (36), recogniz-
ing that “the interpretive practices which activate it are embedded in a 
relational process. Textual practices are operative in the work of accom-
plishing the social relations in which texts occur” (36). Ng uses the notion 
of “ideological frame” to argue that multiculturalism is “an artefact pro-
duced by … administrative processes” (35) and a concept that was “con-
structed and articulated to a bureaucratic process so that it is treated as a 
fact” (35). She argues further that when such a frame is in place, it normal-
izes the ideas contained in the frame so that they are taken for granted, 
become common sense, and the initiating process itself becomes invisible. 
It makes it possible for its implementation as an institutional or state 
policy.

Following this line of thinking, I argue in this chapter that international-
ization has become an ideological frame; the ideas within that frame 
become normalized and common sense. I will demonstrate through selected 
texts how this has been produced and constructed to form the ruling rela-
tions of internationalization. I suggest that definitions of internationaliza-
tion, federal and provincial and other policy texts of internationalization, 
and institutional websites and policies, for example, could be considered as 
the more obvious texts of internationalization (see Buckner, Knight-Grofe, 
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and Eden, as well as Montsion and Caneo). Other texts that are less visi-
ble, but as I shall demonstrate are very much connected, are multicultural-
ism and Canada’s various immigration policies that are antecedents for the 
current climate in which international students from Asia are immersed. 
As indicated earlier, I will limit the discussion here to definitions of inter-
nationalization, two federal policy documents, and the Multiculturalism 
Act of Canada (1988).

Texts, Ideologies, and Ruling Relations

“[A] central task of ruling is to organize and generate knowledge in a 
form that is useful for ruling practice”.

(Campbell and Manicom 1995, 9)

Definitions of Internationalization

A key text that has been influential in generating initial knowledge about 
internationalization is the definition of the term over the past two decades. 
The Jane Knight definition (first described in 1994, subsequently updated 
in a study in 2003, cited in Knight 2004) has guided the rationale, purpose, 
and direction of international higher education in institutions across Can-
ada. It reflects what Knight called a “process approach”: “the process of 
integrating an international, intercultural or global dimension into the pur-
pose, functions or delivery of post-secondary education” (Knight 2003, 
cited in Knight 2004, 11). Others such as Hudzik’s (2011) description of 
comprehensive internationalization have emerged and Knight’s definition 
has been revised (de Wit and Hunter 2015) to denote intentionality and 
social justice outcomes for internationalization, but the main idea remains 
undisturbed. These definitions convey the idea that internationalization, 
the process, is neutral in that it arose naturally and is an inevitable out-
come of the interconnectedness of the world as a consequence of globaliza-
tion. In this way, they contribute to the facticity of internationalization 
and have become common sense, in the Gramscian way of thinking (Ng 
1995). As common sense, internationalization is inevitable, a fact, good 
for everyone, unassailable, and beyond critique.

There are a number of ways in which these texts could be taken up by 
institutions. For one, the common sense of internationalization lends legiti-
macy to the recruitment of international students, particularly from cultur-
ally different places. Students becoming a key driver of internationalization 
is a common-sense strategy as a means of bringing culture and a global or 
international ethos into the university. Internationalization as common 
sense becomes more problematic as it hides the asymmetrical power 
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relations and colonial hierarchies that order the geopolitics of international 
relations. Internationalization is not ahistorical – it has its roots in devel-
opment assistance programs and activities following World War II, includ-
ing faculty and student exchanges, technical assistance, and program 
development and delivery (Trilokekar 2010). Known as humane interna-
tionalism (Trilokekar 2010), these activities, supported by federal develop-
ment assistance policies, have reproduced colonial patterns of mobility and 
Western knowledges and values. Mobilities were primarily from Global 
South to the North and the continued establishment of Western expertise 
constituted “academic imperialism” (de Wit 2002). People from the Global 
South were constructed as deficient and in need of improvement and this 
evaluation extended to students who were brought over to campuses in the 
Global North or to whom educational instruction was delivered.

When international students, especially those from Asian countries, 
arrive in Canada the identity they take up of ‘international student’ is, on 
the one hand, the highly desired bearer of culture, and yet on the other, as 
“unworthy or inferior participants in the contest for social mobility” (Stein 
and de Andreotti 2016, 226) in their English or French language and 
knowledge deficiencies. In the classic colonial trope, they are simultane-
ously exotic and inferior. As Bhabha (1994) theorizes, relations of power 
and authority in the colonial context operate ambivalently and marks 
colonial discourse in terms of inherent contradictions. It “produces the 
colonized as a social reality which is at once an 'other' and yet entirely 
knowable and visible” (Bhabha 1994, 70–71), the “‘otherness’ which is at 
once an object of desire and derision” (67). In the everyday lives of inter-
national students, the identity of ‘international’ itself turns into a negative 
stereotype that limits how international students are perceived and 
received, making it difficult for the students themselves to be anything else. 
The objectification of students as economic assets, and more recently, even 
“ideal immigrants” (Scott et al. 2015) sets up another tension between the 
students as desired and their reality of being treated as deficient (Stein and 
de Andreotti 2016).

Canadian Policies of Internationalization

Federal and provincial policies on international education and institutional 
strategic plans on internationalization are important sources of texts for 
this inquiry as they provide the sanction and the rules governing the recruit-
ment of international students. For the purposes of this chapter, I will limit 
myself to examining the two main federal policies: Canada’s International 
Education Strategy: Harnessing our knowledge advantage to drive innova-
tion and prosperity (2014–2019) and Building on Success: International 
Education Strategy (2019–2024).
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The first Canadian strategy (Government of Canada 2014) unashamedly 
refers to international education as an economic enterprise: the opening 
message from the Minister of Trade states “international education is at 
the very heart of our current and future prosperity” (Government of Can-
ada 2014, 4). The strategy was developed under Canada’s Global Markets 
Action Plan and the commodity being marketed is education. The listed 
benefits of international education for Canadians are economic, with the 
primary benefit being the billions that international students spend in 
Canada. Other benefits include jobs created, addressing skilled labor short-
ages and ensuring the vitality of the labor force. The dominant tone of the 
document is that of “branding Canada to maximize success” (10) in order 
to realize those benefits in a competitive global marketplace. The main 
branding strategy was the Edu-Canada program, with its “Imagine Educa-
tion au/in Canada” brand, which resulted in a 51% increase in the num-
bers of international students coming to Canada over the five-year period 
of the program. According to the document, the success of the program 
resulted in a resolve to ‘refresh’ the brand (10) and to set new targets: 
“Increasing the number of international students to more than 450,000 
will create new sources of jobs, economic growth and prosperity in every 
region of the country” (11). The markets that are targeted are from devel-
oping and emerging economies, with three of the six countries identified 
being Asian (China, India, and Vietnam). The document also lists the key 
attraction for international students as recognizing “Canada’s value prop-
osition – a consistently high-quality education at an attractive price in a 
tolerant, diverse, safe and welcoming environment” (10).

This strategy can be critiqued at multiple levels, but one relevant to the 
present inquiry is that it casts international students as ‘cash cows’. They 
“create at least 86,500 new jobs”, spend “over $16.1 billion”, “provide an 
annual boost to the Canadian economy of almost $10 billion”, and “gen-
erate almost $910 million in new tax revenues” (Roslyn Kunin and Associ-
ates 2012 as cited in DFATD 2014, 11). The identity of “international 
student” locks students into a negative stereotype of the wealthy “for-
eigner”, a perception that has been taken up by media as well. It is com-
mon to see stories about wealthy Asian international students: “Well-off 
foreign students are increasingly coming to Canada to obtain a variety of 
advantages, including for their families” (Todd 2016).

The second strategy, Building on Success (Government of Canada 2019), 
focuses more on encouraging Canadian students to go abroad, but the 
overall theme is still one of marketing Canadian education to international 
students in “key global markets” (7). The strategy is aligned with trade 
diversification (“New Markets, New Customers, New Jobs”), which leads 
to the objective of diversifying international student source countries, 
although China and India are still cited as important. The Student Direct 
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Stream service for fast-tracking visas offered previously only to students 
from Asian countries (China, India, Philippines, and Vietnam) will be 
expanded to other countries. An added emphasis is the access offered to 
international students for “pathways to permanent residency” (2) and 
“timely immigration services” (10).

The document is rife with the language of trade, markets, and competi-
tion, maintaining the idea that international education is primarily a mat-
ter of buying and selling. Global learning outcomes are tied to prosperity 
and success in the job market. Similar to the previous policy text, it autho-
rizes the continued wooing of international students with “peaceful, wel-
coming and diverse communities; an enviable quality of life; opportunities 
to work and start careers; and pathways to permanent residency” (2). Stu-
dents are simultaneously objectified as both talent and customers. Another 
noticeable addition to this document is the tone of national exceptionalism 
that carries on the neocolonial deficiency messaging that is imposed on 
students.

Multiculturalism

Canada’s multiculturalism has been referred to in federal, provincial, and 
institutional policies as being one of the main reasons for Canada’s popu-
larity as a destination for international students (CBIE 2021; DFATD 
2014; GAC 2019). Premised on the recognition of “the importance of pre-
serving and enhancing the multicultural heritage of Canadians” (Govern-
ment of Canada 1988), among other points, the Multiculturalism Act 
recognizes and promotes the understanding that multiculturalism reflects 
the cultural and racial diversities of Canadian society and acknowledges 
the freedom of all members of Canadian society to preserve, enhance, and 
share their cultural heritage (Government of Canada 1988).

Among others, the policy “ensure[s] that “all individuals receive equal 
treatment and equal protection under the law, while respecting and valuing 
their diversity” (Government of Canada 1988). This promise is used as a 
marketing tool to demonstrate how Canada is not just a safe space but a 
welcoming one to international students, no matter their country of origin.

Multiculturalism is seen as a Canadian success and part of Canadian 
identity (Simpson, James, and Mack 2011). It presents a way for Canadi-
ans and others to think of Canadian society in particular ways and projects 
multiculturalism as fact (Ng 1995; Simpson et al. 2011). The Multicultur-
alism policy promotes the ‘fact’ that by virtue of the policy, equal oppor-
tunities exist for everyone and that difference of varied kinds is welcomed. 
Multiculturalism is “so consistently and thoroughly asserted that most of 
those who take up its investments are unable to see its construction or even 
its existence” (Simpson et al. 2011, 287).
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The Multicultural Act is, in my view, a key text that belongs in this dis-
cussion on ruling relations because of its emphasis on culture as the signi-
fier of difference rather than race. Multiculturalism presumes and promotes 
the myth of cultural freedom, racial equity, and harmonious social rela-
tions in Canada (Simpson et al. 2011; Thobani 2007). Although multicul-
turalism purportedly invites diversity, that diversity is ranked against 
Whiteness that is equated to being Canadian. Multiculturalism is also seen 
as evidence of “the good nation” (Schick and St Denis 2005, 295), where 
tolerance of culturally different peoples is seen as the success of multicul-
turalism, but conceals relations of coloniality and race. Thus, minoritized 
and racialized people are often blamed for the rise in racism. As Henry and 
Tator (2006) argue, “it allows for the preservation of the cultural hege-
mony of the dominant cultural group … [and fails] to deal with the prob-
lems of systemic racism in Canada” (Henry and Tator 2006, 49). 
Furthermore, the ‘co-existence’ of diverse groups as evidence of the success 
of multiculturalism makes it difficult for the reporting of discrimination 
and racism, which is deemed to be an individual problem.

Multiculturalism has resulted in the erasure of the history of anti-Asian 
racism. Coloma (2013) reviews these trends noting that the Chinese, Indi-
ans, and Japanese were welcomed into the country to work in mining, 
railway construction, fishing, agriculture, and lumber industries, but their 
immigration, citizenship, and rights were drastically limited when per-
ceived to be a threat. He concludes: “Asians’ economic usefulness was 
their key to enter Canada’s racialized gates of labor, migration and even-
tual citizenship” (580). The parallels with the contemporary context of 
international students from Asia become apparent: their economic useful-
ness brings them to Canada, where they are then deemed to be a threat to 
local students, stereotyped, and racialized (see Sections 2 and 3). What 
becomes apparent is how the ideological frame of multiculturalism erases 
race by centering culture as its central concept. It validates international 
students from Asia and elsewhere as having cultural capital, and hence, 
invalidates and erases racism and multiple forms of discrimination they 
may face as individual problems.

Conclusion

I began this inquiry as an experimental exploration to apply IE thinking 
and textual analysis to understand how Asian international students are 
constructed and ruled by factors, discourses, and ideologies that shape 
their experiences in Canadian universities. What brought IE to my atten-
tion was the possibility of uncovering the hidden role of institutions in the 
cycle of international student life in a Canadian university. The notion of 
ruling relations resonated in accounting for how Asian students’ lives can 
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be coordinated by specific texts. It was, in Smith’s terms, a way of seeing 
how the everyday experiences of students (the local reality) came to be and 
how various texts in internationalization are brought into action to coor-
dinate and order the local through the translocal. I have illustrated the 
possibilities of this mode of inquiry by engaging in an introductory analy-
sis of specific texts – definitions of internationalization and federal policies 
on international education and multiculturalism.

The implications of uncovering ruling relations of internationalization 
are that we can identify how texts and practices play into coordinating 
relations of the university. The identification of “textual technologies” 
(Smith and Turner 2014) turns our attention away from international stu-
dents being the focus of their own problems and challenges to concealed 
power relations that influence their lives. Texts of internationalization are 
taken up in multiple ways by institutions, and although they are separate, 
often act in concert. For example, educational objectives of international-
ization, such as educating for global citizenship (identified through the 
definitions and varied conceptualizations of internationalization), and 
practices such as recruiting students (established through federal and pro-
vincial strategies) involve fitting the students into the frames and discourses 
of internationalization. The discourses of multiculturalism are employed 
by federal policies to brand Canada as a welcoming destination and fit in 
well with the objectives of teaching for intercultural learning.

The uncovering of ruling relations in international higher education dem-
onstrates how power continues to become reified through administrative 
practices. The relevance to this inquiry is in how the institutional identity of 
‘international student’ is formed and constructed by discursive relations 
ordered by such texts as definitions and conceptualizations of international-
ization, government and institutional policies, and multiculturalism. IE 
thinking can lead to identifying other texts, such as language policies and 
practices, language tests for admission, and institutional policies on equity, 
diversity, and inclusion and many others. IE thinking and a recognition of 
ruling relations lead to a greater understanding of how power is organized 
in internationalizing universities and focus attention on how forms of knowl-
edge are objectified through texts and coordinate and order everyday lives.
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Introduction

Over the past few decades, higher education institutions throughout 
Canada have declared internationalization a priority. As a strategic orga-
nizational activity, internationalization typically involves engagement out-
side one’s national borders through international student recruitment, 
research collaborations, joint degrees and collaborative learning. Implicit in 
these definitions is the idea of engagement across national borders. Although 
many colleges and universities use the term “global engagement” as a syn-
onym for internationalization, engagement is actually geographically local-
ized: universities recruit students from particular high schools, cities and 
countries, and form partnerships with specific universities that are them-
selves embedded in local, national and regional contexts. Localized geo-
graphic targeting is an important aspect of how Canadian universities plan 
for internationalization. Studies have found that universities target specific 
countries and regions for strategic reasons, and tailor their activities and 
resources toward those locations (Buckner et al. 2020). However, the 
uneven geography of internationalization activities has received less atten-
tion in the literature on how institutions practice internationalization.

In this chapter we seek to build on important conversations about how 
internationalization is practiced at the institutional level by deconstructing 
how ‘the world’ is portrayed in official internationalization strategies from 
Canadian universities. Specifically, we conduct a content analysis and close 
reading of 32 internationalization strategies from English-speaking Cana-
dian colleges and universities published between 2011 and 2020. We 
examine how discourses surrounding the world’s major geographic regions 
vary and what this tells us about how internationalization is currently 
practiced in Canadian universities and colleges, with a more in-depth focus 
on how Asia and Europe are discussed.

2	 For Students, Look East; For 
Partners, Look West
How Canadian 
Internationalization Strategies 
Portray Asia and Europe
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We find that Canadian internationalization strategies explicitly name 
Asia, or countries in Asia, which includes East Asia, South Asia and South-
east Asia, more than any other world region, followed by Europe and then 
Latin America, suggesting that Asia is a particular focus of Canadian insti-
tutions. In line with prior studies, we find strategies are particularly likely 
to emphasize the importance of Asia as a source of international students. 
Relatedly, many strategic activities, such as building alumni networks and 
branding, are mentioned as geographically targeted at Asia for the purpose 
of recruitment. In contrast, strategies mention Europe or specific countries 
and institutions in Europe primarily as sources for potential research part-
nerships. We argue that even while colleges and universities are increas-
ingly starting to view Asian universities as potential partners, current 
discussions still frame Asia primarily as a source of students and Europe as 
a source of knowledge in ways that reinforce long-standing academic 
hierarchies.

Literature Review

Asia is the world’s most populous geographic region, with 60% of the 
world’s total population (World Population Review, n.d.) and long-stand-
ing traditions of higher learning (Hayhoe 2001; Zha 2022). Partly due to 
this, Asia has been a priority region for internationalization activities 
among Canadian universities for decades. India, China, South Korea and 
Japan have been primary source countries for international students to 
Canada since 2000 (Statistics Canada 2021) and have contributed signifi-
cantly to the 226% increase of Canadian higher education international 
students between 2001 and 2014 (Sá & Sabzalieva 2018). In particular, 
India and China represent 50% of the international students in Canada 
(Global Affairs Canada 2019). Additionally, many students also come to 
Canada from Southeast Asian countries, which had a cumulative total of 
9,840 students come to study at a Canadian higher education institution in 
2019 with Vietnam, the Philippines and Indonesia in the top three (Statis-
tics Canada 2021).

Recruiting large numbers of international students has been typically 
framed as both necessary and beneficial practice for colleges and universi-
ties, and justified for economic, social, cultural, political and academic 
rationales (de Wit 2019; Knight 2012). International students in particular 
pay much higher tuition to Canadian institutions than domestic students, 
and help supplement the stagnant public funding (Buckner, Zhang & 
Blanco 2022; Galway 2000; Usher 2020). They are also thought to con-
tribute to the quality of education that Canadian students receive, by help-
ing prepare them for diverse labor markets (Altbach & Knight 2007; 
Buckner et al. 2021).
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Yet, scholars criticize instrumentalized practices, including the extent to 
which the neoliberal logics that pervade internationalization treat students 
as fee-paying consumers and also the extent to which institutional partner-
ships reproduce global academic and racial hierarchies. A large literature 
has documented how broader geopolitical dynamics play out on Canadian 
campuses, with stereotypes of international students as wealthy but less-
deserving students who are paying for access to Canadian universities, or 
competition for seats in prestigious universities (Stein & de Andreotti, 
2016). In addition to these realities, widespread anti-Asian racism has 
increased globally since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic (Tan, Lee & 
Ruppanner 2021), sparking incidents of hate and harassment (Times 
Higher Education 2020; Wu, Qian & Wilkes 2021). There is some concern 
that rising anti-Asian racism may make North American institutions a less-
desirable study destination for international students.

The geopolitics of international higher education is also changing. Over 
the past decade, countries in Asia, including China and India, have become 
major economic and geopolitical powers on the world stage. Asian higher 
education institutions are gaining global prestige and reputation (Geerlings 
& Lundberg 2018). Studies document how China is now the world’s larg-
est spender on research and development funder and is now one of the top 
partners for scientific research collaborations with many G7 countries, 
including Canada (Johnson et al. 2022).

At the same time, China and other East Asian countries are increasingly 
viewed as competitors for international students within the globalized 
higher education market (Zha et al. 2019). For example, studies show that 
students from East Asian countries are increasingly likely to want to study 
in other Asian countries, which has only increased in the wake of COVID-
19 lockdowns (Mok et al. 2021). Clearly, the region will play a significant 
role in the future of higher education and will be increasingly sought out 
by North American institutions for prestigious research partnerships. Yet 
it is not clear to what extent institutions in Canada have adapted their 
internationalization practices to these geopolitical shifts. Therefore, in this 
chapter, we explore how Canadian higher education institutions discur-
sively frame different countries and world regions in their strategy docu-
ments to capture how dominant views of the world outside the national 
borders pervade internationalization projects.

Conceptual Framework

In this study, we draw on the concepts of neocolonialism and Eurocen-
trism to make sense of how regions are differentially portrayed in interna-
tionalization documents. Altbach and Kelly (1978) define neocolonialism 
as: “the deliberate policies of the industrialized countries to maintain their 
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domination” (p. 30). Canto and Hannah (2001) find education to be a key 
component of a neocolonial structure, noting that education “helps to 
maintain and to some extent to perpetuate colonial links” (p. 29). Interna-
tionalization is implicated in neocolonial processes, as it is one way in 
which the power of Western knowledges and English language credentials 
becomes financially lucrative for countries in the Global North – as their 
tuition policies allow them to financially benefit from the desires of inter-
national students, many from countries in the Global South or formerly 
colonized countries, to study in their institutions (Anderson 2015, 176; 
Canto & Hannah 2001).

In addition to its neocolonial structure, the global academic system is 
also characterized by Eurocentrism, which frames Western knowledge and 
civilization as associated with modernity and science (Battiste 2002) and 
non-Western knowledges as largely outside the realm of science and the 
academy. Eurocentrism creates an “interpretative monopoly” (p. 10), 
which claims authority within the academy. The colonial politics of knowl-
edge is “an imperial effort (always incomplete) to capture and contain the 
threat that other knowledges and ways of knowing pose to the modern 
Western episteme and its ordering of the world” (Stein 2017, S28) to 
understand how colonial hierarchies are being reproduced within Cana-
dian higher education. In such a context, Western thought and knowledge 
systems’ superior status creates an epistemological environment where 
cognitive imperialism devalues and maligns other knowledge systems (Bat-
tiste 2004) entrenching Eurocentric dominance.

Even when universities seek to build partnerships based on concepts 
such as mutual benefit, scholars have found that international partnerships 
are unequal in terms of resources and may reproduce unequal hierarchies 
in knowledge production (Canto & Hannah 2001). For example, Canto 
and Hannah’s (2001) study found evidence of enduring coloniality in 
North–South partnerships that is relevant to our analysis. In our analysis, 
we use the conceptual tools of neocolonialism and Eurocentrism to make 
sense of how different world regions are portrayed in Canadian interna-
tionalization strategies.

Data and Methods

The data for this chapter comes from a larger project that used critical 
content analysis to examine 32 university and college internationalization 
strategies across Canada. This dataset elicited many themes that help to 
understand how Canadian institutions were discussing and what they were 
prioritizing in internationalization (for additional research from the proj-
ect, see: Buckner et al., 2021; Buckner et al. 2020; Buckner, Zhang and 
Blanco 2022). The project focused on internationalization strategies 
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specifically, not other types of publications, such as webpages, as strategies 
documents are best suited for conveying the institutional vision for inter-
nationalization. Internationalization strategies are high-level documents 
that articulate the institutional vision for internationalization, are typically 
supported by institutional leadership and play a role in allocating resources 
(Childress 2009; Taylor 2004). For this project, the strategies analyzed 
were those that were available in English in 2020 at Canadian universities 
and colleges.

To create the dataset, a team of researchers reviewed the membership list 
of Universities Canada and Colleges and Institutes Canada and searched 
the respective list of members’ institutional websites for documents titled 
Internationalization Strategy, Internationalization Plan, Global Engage-
ment Strategy or similar terms. The total sample included strategies, plans 
and white papers published from 2011 to 2020 from 23 Canadian univer-
sities and nine Canadian colleges. One important limitation to our study 
concerns the fact that some of the institutional strategies reviewed are 
more than a decade old and that in the past 10 years, societies, including 
universities and colleges, have changed.

Of the 32 strategies, 14 were from Ontario, 7 were from British Colum-
bia, 3 were from Alberta, 2 were from Nova Scotia, 2 from Saskatche-
wan, and 1 from each of Manitoba, New Brunswick, Newfoundland and 
Labrador, and Quebec. The team used an iterative emergent process to 
code the documents; first, a team of ten graduate research assistants 
(RAs) individually did a close reading of a strategy document and identi-
fied overarching themes, and then, through multiple rounds, developed a 
detailed coding protocol with example codes, as well as the inclusion and 
exclusion criteria. All RAs were then rigorously trained on the coding 
protocol using Dedoose, a qualitative software developed for collabora-
tive projects. The team developed three training modules in Dedoose and 
all RAs had to maintain consistency to ensure a high level of inter-rater 
reliability.

The finalized coding protocol had five overarching categories: (1) Prior-
ity Activities; (2) Rationales and Discourses; (3) Explicit Values; (4) Imple-
mentation Processes and (5) Geography and Geographic Priorities. Within 
the last category on geographic priorities, the team coded for mentions of 
specific geographic targets or priorities and identified these according to 
the larger world region identified in the target, including Europe (Eastern, 
Central and Western), Asia (Central, East, South and Southeast), Latin 
America and the Caribbean, the Middle East, and Africa, as well as other 
geographic priorities that emerged through coding, including mentions to 
Emerging Economies and the Global South, or related terms.

The findings of this chapter are based on a second stage of analysis con-
ducted on those strategies that were coded as having some geographic 
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priority. For this second stage analysis, we first examined the frequency of 
mentions and examined what other nodes were coded in conjunction with 
each geographic code (i.e. code co-occurrence). Although our focus was 
specifically on Asia and Europe, in our initial quantitative content analysis, 
we examined all regions to be able to make broader generalizations about 
frequency of representation. We then conducted a close reading of all the 
excerpts coded at the “Asia (Including China and India)” and “Europe” 
nodes to gain a more nuanced understanding of how the different regions 
are portrayed.

Findings

In this section, we provide a quantitative overview of how often major 
world regions are mentioned in Canadian internationalization strategies 
and then do a close reading of excerpts coded at both Asia and Europe 
regions to examine how regions are discussed within strategies and for 
what purposes. Table 2.1 shows the number of documents that specifically 
mentioned each geographic region or set of countries that we coded for. 
Not all institutions identified or listed specific geographic priorities for their 
internationalization activities, but of those that did, our quantitative coding 
shows that Asia was the only region mentioned as a priority region in more 
than half of Canadian strategies. As the table shows, 18 of the 32 strategies 
coded mention Asia as a geographic target or priority, followed by Latin 
America and the Caribbean (13), Africa (12) and Europe (12). We also 
coded mentions to broader terms such as “Global South” or “Emerging 
Economies”, but these were much less frequent than naming specific world 
regions or countries. The important takeaway from this analysis is simply 
the extent to which Asia is viewed as a priority world region for Canadian 
internationalization, which, while unsurprising, reflects the uneven geogra-
phy that is belied by the blanket calls to global engagement.

Table 2.1  �Number of documents mentioning specific geographic priorities

Regional Grouping # of Strategy Documents

Asia 18
Latin America and the Caribbean 13
Africa 12
Europe 12
Other Core Anglophone Countries (UK, etc.) 8
Middle East and North Africa 8
Emerging Economies (or related term) 3
Global South (or related term) 2
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In a more detailed analysis, we examined what activities were associated 
with each geographic region, as shown in Figure 2.1. In terms of priority 
activities, we found that Asia is most often coded alongside developing 
partnerships, followed by recruiting and enrolling international students. 
Given the high number of international students from Asia in Canadian 
universities, the emphasis on recruitment is not surprising. A smaller num-
ber of strategies referenced supporting student outbound mobility, schol-
arships and sponsorships and supporting research. In contrast, as shown in 
Figure 2.1, supporting research is more frequently discussed as associated 
with Europe than Asia, in stark contrast to both international student 
recruitment and providing scholarships.

In fact, although Europe is mentioned less frequently than Asia (12 vs. 18), 
strategies that discuss Europe tend to do so in ways that would signify 
more robust forms of partnership. For example, in 11 instances from 5 
universities, the most frequent instance of discussion of Europe, it is men-
tioned alongside supporting research. This is followed closely (ten 
instances) by developing partnerships, from 5 universities and 1 college. 
For example, one strategy noted that “Europe is a particularly important 
region for research collaboration, secondly only to the US, and we are now 
beginning to take advantage of these strong links to form strategic partner-
ships” (UBC, International Strategic Plan 2011, 16). A small number (5) 
mentioned supporting student outbound mobility in Europe.

Same Activities, Different Emphases

In addition to the different activities mapped onto Asia and Europe, our 
analysis identified more nuanced differences when we examined emphases 

Figure 2.1 � Regions mentioned as a target for priority activity – Asia versus Europe.
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of these activities. Specifically, we find that when strategies mention part-
nerships in Asia, activities appear largely numeric, superficial or opportu-
nistic and are targeted primarily at recruitment. In contrast, supporting 
partnerships in Europe is primarily mapped onto research purposes.

In Asia, the most frequent partnership mentions are to take advantage of 
opportunities in a changing China. As one institution noted “The sheer 
scale and speed at which [China’s] economy and higher-education system 
are developing make China both a tremendous opportunity and challenge 
to any Canadian university” (University of Calgary 2013, 21). Yet, in sev-
eral cases, the discussion of partnerships with Asia emphasizes the number 
of partnerships as a quantitative achievement, leaving us to wonder about 
how substantive these partnerships are. For example, both the University 
of Windsor (2012) and Simon Fraser University (2013) emphasized the 
number of partnerships they had in Asia, without much detail on their 
purposes or benefits. In a notable exception, the University of Ottawa 
highlighted as an exemplar partnership in Asia its joint medical school 
with an institution in Shanghai, noting it as the first of its kind in the 
world. However, at the time of the strategy, this partnership was one-way, 
with students in China being able to study at the university’s branch cam-
pus and be introduced to North American undergraduate education in 
medicine (University of Ottawa 2017).

Partnerships in Asia also occurred alongside student recruitment efforts. 
For example, UBC’s 2011 Strategy exemplifies the institution’s approach to 
targeting highly qualified students from China and India, stating: “Recruit-
ment of Chinese graduate students is strong. This is supported by our links 
with the China Scholarship Council (CSC). UBC has signed special agree-
ments with six leading Chinese universities as a preferred destination for 
their CSC winners” (The University of British Columbia 2011, 19). With 
respect to India, they state:

Student numbers are low … However UBC has a good number of fac-
ulty members with close ties to India. It is important to step up engage-
ment in India now because India itself is in a rapid state of change. The 
Indian government is investing in education and there is a clear recogni-
tion that the post-secondary sector in India is simply not able to meet 
the needs of the emerging economy.

(The University of British Columbia 2011, 22)

Institutions are deliberate about their goals in attracting Asian students 
to Canadian campuses. For example, one institution noted that “India 
will remain our most important source of students; China is a high prior-
ity for growth” (Sheridan College 2018, 7). Another institution’s strate-
gic priority includes developing an office for sponsored students to 
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“leverage external funding of talented graduate students from such coun-
tries as Brazil, Vietnam, China, Iraq, Libya etc. which provide funding to 
their top scholars abroad” (Memorial University of Newfoundland 2020, 
14). Other institutions employ in-country partners to support recruitment 
of Asian students. For example, “DC has representative offices in India, 
Nigeria and China that work effectively with students through their recruit-
ment, application and preparation for travel” (Durham College 2017, 11). 
Some institutions are specific about attracting the best and the brightest 
from Asia. For example, one strategy stated:

Although student enrollment from China is healthy, we need to work to 
maintain our recruitment strengths especially as Chinese universities 
grow. At the undergraduate level, we need to continue to position [uni-
versity] as a university of choice for outstanding students.

(UBC, International Strategic Plan 2011, 19)

For those colleges and universities whose internationalization strategic 
plans include a listing of their top countries of origin for international stu-
dents, Asian countries, specifically China and India, head the list.

Even partnerships with Asia are mentioned as grounded on principles of 
mutual benefits, strategies nonetheless also revealed deficit perspective. For 
example, even while UBC stated explicitly that it is “important to build 
our connections with a view to mutual benefits, rather than self-interest”, 
(The University of British Columbia 2011, 20) following this statement, 
the language used perpetuates an unequal view. The quote continues with 
a deficit view of India, stating that “India is at a relatively early stage of 
development in its higher education and research” (The University of Brit-
ish Columbia 2011, 20). This is in keeping with Canto and Hannah’s 
(2001) longitudinal study that found that attempts at balanced relation-
ships are not always realized, and “constraints arising from historical and 
contemporary factors continue to pose barriers to genuine partnership” 
(Canto & Hannah 2001, 26).

Meanwhile, with respect to Europe, partnership is primarily in a context 
of existing research partnerships or research partnership opportunities and 
Europe is seen as an entrée into Europe for these purposes. In discussing 
their United Kingdom–based campus, one university highlighted its strate-
gic geographic location that “could be leveraged to increase not only 
Memorial’s presence in Europe, but the profile of the province as well” and 
that this campus “has acted as a gateway to Europe; in an informal, ad hoc 
manner for many years” and “its capacity could be harnessed to support 
ventures by researchers and industry to engage with European opportuni-
ties” (Memorial University of Newfoundland 2020, 21). One university 
strategy expressed concerns that current partnerships have not taken full 
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advantage of the research opportunities in Europe, and that “as a result … 
UBC is at risk of being excluded from the very significant research coop-
eration mechanisms that exist in Europe” (The University of British 
Columbia, 2011, 24). In contrast, international student recruitment is 
mentioned only once alongside Europe, and where this occurred, it was in 
relation to attending strategic recruitment events in Europe and not neces-
sarily recruiting European students for programs on campus (Dalhousie 
University 2017).

Discussion and Conclusion

In this chapter, we examine the ways that Asia and Europe are differentially 
discussed in Canadian internationalization strategies. We find that Cana-
dian internationalization strategies tend to map similar activities onto Asia 
and Europe but with important and nuanced differences. Asia most often 
appears alongside mentions of partnerships, participating in networks and 
enrolling and/or recruiting international students. In contrast, Europe is 
often cited alongside research and partnerships that support research. 
Indeed, our analysis suggests internationalization within the Canadian 
higher education context claims to be global, with a common set of activi-
ties, but actually maps particular activities onto particular world regions.

Moreover, when strategies mention partnerships in Asia, activities 
appear largely opportunistic. Particularly, in their discussions of Asia, 
Canadian colleges and universities continue to reflect drivers such as com-
petition, financial rationales and rankings as anchors for internationaliza-
tion strategies. The fact that mentions of Asia are largely discussed within 
the framework of international student recruitment and the high revenue it 
brings implicitly treats Asian countries as a source revenue for Canadian 
institutions, mapping onto past colonial relations in the world.

Meanwhile, Canadian institutions prioritize developing partnerships in 
both regions; however, the emphasis on partnerships in Asia is at times 
strategic, opportunistic or rooted in a deficit mentality. There is almost no 
mention of how Canadian institutions and students can learn from and 
with their Asian peers. For example, we noted that there were no discus-
sions of the languages or cultural expertise of those who would engage in 
the partnerships from the Canadian perspective, leaving the assumption 
that the partnership activities would take place in English or in the case of 
a joint medical school, in Canada. This finding reflects Canto and Hannah 
(2001) finding that “the standard adoption of the language of the core 
partner is a manifestation of neocolonialism” (Canto & Hannah 2001, 
citing Altbach & Kelly 1978, 30). Moreover, in some instances, we noted 
a deficit orientation toward some Asian countries (for example, India). As 
a result, the tendency to view non-Western partners as objects rather than 
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subjects of internationalization within Eurocentric paradigms (Buckner & 
Stein 2020) is perpetuated by our own institutions in strategy documents.

Canadian institutions are also far less likely to seek out Asian partners 
for “supporting research”, than their European partners, where “sup-
porting research” is actually the most commonly mentioned reason for 
prioritizing Europe. It is clear that current approaches to international-
ization strategies and dominant discourses reproduce existing hierarchies 
in the world that continues to position Europe as a center of knowledge, 
and other world regions, including Asia, as recipients of that knowledge. 
This finding also reflects a general ignorance, lack of appreciation and 
bias toward the immense scholarly history and knowledge traditions of 
Asian societies. This absence strikes us as somewhat ironic given that 
Asian knowledge traditions such as Confucianism frame education 
around personal cultivation and public good (Yang 2016; Zha 2022), 
which closely align with Canadian institutions’ stated goals for their own 
institutions and internationalization projects. Particularly, given the rise 
of both China and India as geopolitical powers and the changing realities 
of internationalization in the wake of COVID, the failure to develop 
innovative research partnerships within Asia may even put Canadian 
institutions in a precarious position, unable to meet their own goals for 
internationalization.

In conclusion, we would like to recognize our own positionality, in that 
we are writing from English-speaking institutions in Canada and our insti-
tutions are engaging in internationalization in the ways illustrated in this 
chapter, and that we benefit directly from these dynamics. Nonetheless, we 
believe we all have a role to play in the process of reframing our institu-
tions’ global engagements and interrupting established academic hierar-
chies. One possibility for this might be to re-frame our relationship with 
Asian countries by asking, what can we learn from deeper conversations 
with other knowledge traditions?
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Introduction

In its official 2018 Internationalization Strategy, the Ontario government 
strongly encourages universities to recruit international students (King 
2021), as it aims to “lay the foundation for continued success in interna-
tional education by strengthening international student recruitment and 
retention, supporting public priorities of economic growth, and meeting 
the evolving needs of 21st-century postsecondary learners” (Government 
of Ontario 2018, i). That year, universities in Toronto welcomed close to 
170,000 international students, and the province was the venue of choice 
for about half of all international students coming to Canadian universities 
(CBIE 2018). In 2018, international students contributed C$7.8 billion to 
Ontario’s economy and $1.8 billion in institutional revenues, with China, 
India, South Korea, Vietnam, Japan, Bangladesh, Taiwan, and Pakistan 
being the top source countries (CBIE 2018; Government of Ontario 2018; 
MAESD 2018).

In Canada, universities have different institutional realities based on the 
province where they are located, as each provincial government seeks “to 
align universities’ activities or outcomes more closely with desired public 
policy goals” (Eastman et al. 2018, 72). The increased focus on recruiting 
international students, particularly from Asia, can be understood through 
a system-level policy lens, which brings to the forefront each institution’s 
relationship with its provincial government (see Chan and Matsushita; 
Fanelli and Meades 2011; El Masri et al. 2015; Jones 2004; Rigas and 
Kuchapski 2016). In this chapter, we examine the interplay between the 
Ontario government and three universities – Toronto Metropolitan Uni-
versity (hereafter TMU), the University of Toronto (hereafter UofT), and 
York University (hereafter YorkU) – to assess the role of provincial priori-
ties in the emphasis on, and related framing of, international students from 
Asia.
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By documenting how the province conceives international students and 
how Ontario universities have responded to this framing, we show that the 
government–university relationship consolidates an understanding of this 
student group based mainly on its economic contribution to Canadian 
society and institutions, with little to no attention to the importance of 
student backgrounds, such as their country of origin. When the cultural 
and national profile of a student group is acknowledged, as it was in the 
case of students who graduated from high school in China, this interplay 
leads to an expansion of deficit-focused support services that not only play 
down students’ cultural and social contributions but also play up their 
economic contributions. After briefly presenting the Ontario university 
context and how internationalization has emerged in recent years, we turn 
to how the three aforementioned universities in Toronto have adapted to 
provincial priorities in their reporting and in some of the services provided 
to international students from Asia. Finally, we discuss how deficit-focused 
support services are deployed in ways that optimize these students’ eco-
nomic contribution.

Methodologically, the findings in this chapter are based on an analysis 
of publicly available policy documents from the Government of Ontario 
and various strategic and university-wide documents from the three 
selected universities, notably their Strategic Mandate Agreements (SMA) 
with the province. We analyzed these documents around key themes of 
interest: internationalization, student recruitment and retention, and stu-
dents’ country of origin. While the Toronto region has the most postsec-
ondary education institutions in Ontario, the three aforementioned 
universities were selected for their proximity to one another and their dis-
tinct relationship with the Ontario government.1 This focus on only three 
universities from Toronto limits the generalization of our findings, but we 
believe they are valuable in shedding light on government–university rela-
tionships, which are often under-explored when it comes to the indirect 
consequences of these agreements for the lives of student groups, such as 
international students from Asia.

Ontario's University Sector and Internationalization

Ontario’s higher education policy environment remained “relatively sta-
ble” from the early 1970s to the mid-1990s (Jones 2004, 40). While other 
jurisdictions were experiencing structural reforms during that time, 
Ontario universities did not experience much government interference and 
sectoral planning aside from some funding cuts (Fanelli and Meades 2011; 
Jones 2004). With the election of a Progressive Conservative government 
in 1995, then-Premier Mike Harris established a “Common Sense 
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Revolution” with direct, lasting impacts on the Ontario postsecondary 
education sector (Fanelli and Meades 2011). In this section, we argue that 
provincial priorities and policies regarding the neoliberalization of the 
Ontario higher education sector have set the stage for an understanding of 
international students from Asia through a narrow economic lens. In this 
framework, the country of origin for international students is only recorded 
to the extent that it reflects the ideals of internationalization and the busi-
ness of international education.

Jones (2004) notes that, since 1995, Ontario universities have been 
strongly affected by provincial reforms, including the privatization and 
marketization of education, which led to increasing tuition fees; deregulat-
ing degree-granting institutions and related increases in competition; grow-
ing attention to institutional differentiation, which led to differential 
treatment of universities and programs; and expanding the province’s 
entire higher education system. While these reforms were often advocated 
and realized by university actors themselves (Jones 2004), this “market 
fundamentalist” turn was sustained by subsequent governments, including 
during the 2008–2010 Great Recession, when the Liberal government of 
then-Premier Dalton McGuinty intensified province-wide austerity mea-
sures in the sector (Fanelli and Meades 2011). This resulted in Ontario 
becoming Canada’s province with the highest costs for students to com-
plete their undergraduate and graduate degrees (Chan 2015; Eastman et al. 
2018; Fanelli and Meades 2011).

In this context, the Ontario university sector can now be understood as 
a “managed market,” in which the provincial government steers institu-
tions toward further marketization and privatization through incentives 
(Rigas and Kuchapski 2016, 54). The neoliberal restructuring of the sector 
did not result in a withdrawal of the province from university matters, but 
rather increased intervention in the plans and activities of university actors 
(Wellen 2011). Government measures for greater accountability from uni-
versities are meant to fortify a cultural and institutional shift in universities 
that portray students as consumers, oriented toward “economic self-inter-
est, career skills and credential acquisition” (Rigas and Kuchapski 2016, 
62). Part of these measures include the SMA process, through which each 
institution responds to provincial priorities and details their plans to meet 
them, including enrolment targets and financial stability. While the first 
round of SMA, known as SMA1, which was launched from 2014 to 2017, 
outlined the strengths of each institution, SMA2, covering the 2017–2020 
period, focused on policy development in an attempt to attach provincial 
funding to each institution’s performance in meeting these goals (MCU 
2021).

The province has encouraged internationalization as a strategy for 
“branding [the] region for global investment, addressing gaps in shrinking 
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domestic budgets, to enabling the evolution of a 21st century education 
for students” (MTCU 2016, 3). Accordingly, Ontario universities have 
embraced internationalization to increase revenue, expand market share, 
and compensate for the gradual reduction of provincial funding. Increas-
ing the number of students who pay international fees is effective because 
these fees are not regulated like domestic fees (Cudmore 2005), hence 
helping institutions grow their tuition-based revenues (see Beck; Buckner, 
Kim and Vlahos; Trilokekar and El Masri 2016). Besides the “direct rev-
enue benefit” they bring (MTCU 2016, 8), international students are also 
viewed as a human resource that can “fill Ontario’s need for skilled and 
talented workers,” and those who remain in the province after their stud-
ies to work can “contribute to the long-term economic prosperity of 
Ontario” (MTCU 2016, 6). As part of internationalization-at-home strat-
egies, international students also “bring valuable diversity to the class-
room, the campus, and the larger community, enhancing the academic 
experience for all students,” along with providing global ties and interna-
tional connections that can benefit Ontario in the future (Steenkamp 
2008).

In their recruitment efforts, Ontario universities have increasingly 
focused on international students from Asia, so as to target the emerging 
economic and demographic source countries with the most economic 
promise for both the institutions and the economy. Most of the Ontario 
government’s documents on international students do not provide a 
detailed portrayal of international students from Asia (see MAESD 2018; 
MTCU 2012; 2016), except when it comes to the evolving trends in inter-
national student demographics in Ontario, in which case international stu-
dents from Asia are counted as part of a global profile of source countries 
(Williams et al. 2015). Mentions of countries of origin are not meant as a 
way to engage substantively with the diversity of experiences and back-
grounds, but as a way to map international market shares. For instance, 
international students from China, and Asia more broadly, are only men-
tioned as follows, in a 2015 Higher Education Quality Council of Ontario 
report: “China, the second most common country of origin in 2012, was 
also important during 2000–2012. By 2012, international students were 
predominantly Asian, with the majority being of Indian or Chinese origin” 
(Williams et al. 2015, 25).

Portraying International Students (from Asia)

In line with neoliberal pressures from the Ontario government, representa-
tions of international students from Asia by Ontario universities are often 
reduced to their economic contribution, hence resulting in a cash cow men-
tality that does not serve the best interests of this student group (Zhou, 
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Liu, and Rideout 2017). In this section, we show that each of the selected 
institutions has a particular relationship with the provincial government. 
However, these relationships lead to a similar framing of international stu-
dents from Asia based on deficit thinking, which conceives of support ser-
vices from the standpoint that barriers to learning are individual 
shortcomings that students must work on themselves to meet institutional 
standards (Shields, Bishop, and Mazawi 2005). Interestingly, when the 
national or cultural profile of some international student groups from Asia 
is acknowledged, the deficit-focused approach to services is not limited but 
expanded in a way that increases these students’ economic contribution to 
the institution.

University of Toronto

UofT represents international students at the intersection of international-
ization, recruitment, and diversification of the student body. First, the 
institution’s International Strategic Plan presents international students as 
the “best talent worldwide,” and their recruitment is seen as a way to 
enhance the institution’s “global competitiveness” (UofT 2018a, 1). By 
focusing on recruiting students from countries that are not the typical 
countries for recruitment (UofT 2018a), the institution is “continuing to 
attract the best and the brightest while further increasing diversity” (UofT 
2019, 4). Nonetheless, it also points out that tuition fees are more favor-
able to students from “key international markets such as China, India, 
Pakistan, South Korea, Hong Kong and the United States” (UofT 2018b, 
12), which are already some of the most common international student 
source countries for most Canadian institutions (see Buckner, Kim, and 
Vlahos; CBIE 2022).

In its second SMA with the province, UofT provides three representa-
tions of international students. First, international doctoral students are 
seen as contributing to the institution’s research reputation, as they sup-
port “cutting-edge research by the world’s best and brightest minds” (UofT 
2017, 4). Second, international students are incorporated into a broader 
category of “international activities,” which includes educational experi-
ences, global competencies, research partnerships, and alumni networks 
(UofT 2017, 4). Finally, international students are presented as having 
some specific needs that will be met through an expansion of services, 
notably in terms of health and wellness, mobility, language, and transition 
to academic life (UofT 2017, 5). In sum, international students are con-
ceived both as consumers of education and as a resource for all on campus, 
as bearers of “multiple, global points of view,” but they are not portrayed 
beyond the opportunities they offer the institution and some of the needs 
they have (“UofT International Strategic Plan” 2018a, 1).
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International students are supported by UofT’s Centre for International 
Experience (CIE) to help them make a “smooth transition to academic 
life” (CIE 2022). The CIE helps international students with immigration, 
healthcare, and other integration services, and it hosts events, programs, 
and networking opportunities. However, one must turn to other branches 
of UofT to find targeted support for or attention to international students 
from Asia. UofT (2022) has an East Asia strategy, which focuses mostly on 
alumni networks in China “to build stronger academic, government and 
alumni collaborations and provide market intelligence to help further 
develop potential industry partnerships.” For international students from 
Asia, particularly China, UofT created the elite Green Path Program – 
China (2022), located on the Scarborough campus, which is aimed at high 
school graduates looking for additional language, social, and research sup-
port in their academic and social transition. This initiative explicitly tar-
gets a specific group of international students from Asia and provides 
targeted services for additional fees.

Toronto Metropolitan University

Formerly known as Ryerson University, or X University, TMU (2019) con-
siders the recruitment of international students as part of a broader strat-
egy of global engagement that will strengthen global competencies for all 
on campus. Increased numbers of international students fit TMU’s global 
brand as a diversified and internationalized learning environment, where 
students can “engage with the diversity of the world’s cultures, knowledge 
systems, worldviews, perspectives, and nations” (TMU 2021). Aware of 
the limitations of framing this recruitment as part of a revenue-generating 
exercise, TMU warns that the economic benefits should not be the “focus 
of our efforts” (TMU 2019, 18).

This observation stands in contrast with TMU’s reporting to the prov-
ince. In its SMA2, the institution focuses on an economic rationale for 
“expanding programming to international students” and increasing 
international enrolments “to mitigate potential constraints on domestic 
enrolment increases” (TMU 2017, 23). TMU also frames international 
students as part of a larger ensemble of under-represented student groups, 
which includes “first-generation students, Indigenous peoples, persons 
with disabilities and internationally educated professionals” (TMU 
2017, 12). As part of this group, international students are provided key 
support services to enhance their academic and social integration, espe-
cially English as a Second Language (ESL) courses and “academic advis-
ing services, cultural immersion activities and cultural competency 
training for students adapting to life in Canadian universities” (TMU 
2017, 23).
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TMU’s International Student Support (ISS) “foster[s] a sense of belong-
ing and community for all students who are new to Canada” by support-
ing international students “as they adjust to the new Canadian environment 
and culture” (TMU 2022a). It offers immigration advising, health, finan-
cial, and emergency support, as well as networking and cultural training 
opportunities. Academically, international students are offered various 
undergraduate pathway programs through TMU’s International College, 
which provides additional academic training prior to obtaining preferen-
tial entry in one of TMU’s undergraduate programs (TMU 2022b). This 
immersion and transition program is branded as providing “unparalleled 
access to diverse career opportunities and industry experts,” while also 
allowing students to experience Toronto’s “diversity and rich cultural 
landscape” (TMU 2022b). While the International College does not offer 
services that cater to particular national or cultural backgrounds, the Real 
Institute does. It offers English Language Pathway programs, and it mar-
kets them in Chinese on its website (Real Institute 2022). It is “for learners 
of different backgrounds and levels of proficiency,” to “achieve academic 
and personal success” and to develop “a pathway to an undergraduate 
program” (Real Institute 2022).

York University

As of April 2022, YorkU had not released an official international strategy. 
Nonetheless, its motivations for internationalization, and increasing inter-
national enrolments, stem from heightened global competition, a commu-
nity-based and social responsibility to solve global problems and training 
its student body with global skills (YorkU 2019). Over the last fifteen 
years, the institution has been more concerned with the value of its inter-
national students for the local labor market than their immediate contribu-
tion to the institution. The emphasis is on “programs considered relevant 
to career development, in areas such as applied sciences and engineering, 
health and medicine, and commerce and business” for international stu-
dents, immigrants, and first-generation Canadians (Monahan 2010, 61).

YorkU’s SMA2 reveals a strong alignment with provincial priorities, 
including recruiting more international students, facilitating mobility, and 
internationalizing the curriculum (YorkU 2017, 11). International students 
are framed as future “skilled and talented workers” who will be “driving 
economic growth and strengthening the post-secondary education system” 
(YorkU 2017, 31). With only a brief mention of “key international mar-
kets such as China, India and the United States” (YorkU 2017, 15), there 
is little to no information on how YorkU plans to support international 
students, including in the “student experience” section of the report. 
University-wide student services will assist international students, but their 
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framing in the SMA2 mostly helps YorkU position its efforts within “Can-
ada’s global markets action plan and the six key markets identified within,” 
the “Canadian brand of education,” and “Ontario’s international student 
strategy” (YorkU 2017, 31).

York International (2023) provides international students with immi-
gration and financial advising and health and safety support services. Stu-
dent services like the Learning Commons and the ESL Open Learning 
Centre are recommended to all international students in their transition to 
academic life (YorkU 2022a). As with UofT and TMU, YorkU has devel-
oped its own transition program so that international students can improve 
their language and academic skills before starting their undergraduate pro-
grams. The YU Bridge Program “is designed for high-achieving interna-
tional high school graduates” (YorkU 2022b). For international students 
from China, YorkU advertises, in both Chinese and English, the Destina-
tion York program, which emphasizes language and academic skill devel-
opment, while also offering “a core group of Chinese friends who helped 
[students] feel at home” (YorkU 2022a).

Economic and Deficit Benefits

While each institution has its own distinct SMA with the province, UofT, 
TMU, and YorkU have represented international students similarly in 
these reports. Despite the importance of this student demographic for all 
three institutions, they do not mention the cultural or national back-
grounds of international students, not even in their section on student sup-
port services. When they do mention these services, they are the same for 
students of all national and cultural backgrounds (i.e., immigration, health 
coverage, and financial and academic advising). Rather than framing stu-
dent services in ways that conceive of international students’ diverse back-
grounds as a key to success, all three institutions have designed two types 
of deficit-focused support services: blanket services for all international 
students and a targeted unit for international students from China. In this 
section, we assess the representations of international students based on 
economic considerations, and discuss the related deficit-focused approach 
to support services. We then focus on services targeting international stu-
dents from China to show that they are expanding on the same deficit-
focused support services in a way that practically dismisses these students’ 
national and cultural backgrounds, even while they are increasing their 
economic contribution to the institution.

As Trilokekar and El Masri (2016, 554) observe, “current government 
policies focus mainly on internationalization’s economic rationale.” They 
are focused on human capital development and revenue considerations, 
and they lead to university measures that “give importance to academic 
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and social/cultural rationales which are in synch with their missions and 
roles” (Trilokekar and El Masri 2016, 554). In this view, the cultural and 
diversity of backgrounds of international students are filtered through and 
reduced to an economic contribution that aligns with provincial priorities 
focused on the “economic and academic benefits of international educa-
tion” (Steenkamp 2008). By centering these economic contributions, 
Ontario universities have de-emphasized, in their framing and support ser-
vices, the social and cultural aspects of students’ lives. Treated mostly out-
side of the SMA reporting process, the diverse cultural backgrounds of the 
students are reduced to implicit revenue generation and human capital 
considerations by Ontario universities, leading to a “static and homoge-
nous” understanding of culture, which assumes that their contribution to 
campus life is providing domestic students with global and intercultural 
exposure (Buckner et al. 2021, 38).

Ontario universities have struggled to engage with international stu-
dents’ national and cultural diversity, in line with Ahmed’s (2012) obser-
vation on the use of international students for their diversity and cultural 
labor by universities in ways that help change the perception of unspoken 
norms like whiteness, rather than being a transformative praxis. This has 
led to an uncritical continuance of a deficit-focused approach to fixing 
their perceived integration challenges, especially as they relate to lan-
guage proficiency, cultural awareness, and academic adjustment (Pang 
and Smith and Zhou et al. 2017). International students from Asia are 
seen as global talents who require linguistic and cultural training to suc-
ceed in Canadian academia and society; hence, they are being asked to 
assimilate culturally and linguistically rather than integrating their cul-
tural identities into their academic lives (Scott et al. 2015). While these 
universities have recently initiated structural shifts toward more equita-
ble, accessible, and less Eurocentric institutional cultures (Tamtik and 
Guenter 2019), the inequities and challenges of succeeding in an aca-
demic setting through a default deficit-thinking framework remain intact. 
This approach focuses on what students lack in terms of their ability to 
succeed in a mainstream Canadian university context, and it creates mea-
sures to isolate, monitor, and test students until they meet the threshold 
of unspoken dominant norms (Page et al. 2021; Shield, Bishop, and 
Mazawi 2005).

With students from China accounting for a majority of the international 
students at Ontario universities, each of the three universities has country-
specific support services for high school graduates from China. These stu-
dents are framed as needing additional support prior to succeeding 
academically and socially in Ontario; hence the development of targeted 
programs in which they receive similar, expanded deficit-focused services 
but in a distinct environment. For students and families with enough 



Framing International Students from Asia in Ontario Universities  53

wealth to cover at least one additional year of study at a higher tuition fee, 
UofT’s Green Path Program (2022), TMU’s Real Institute (2022), and Yor-
kU’s Destination York (2022a) are available, based on a model that iso-
lates students from the main student population until they meet institutional 
standards before entering their undergraduate program of choice. In this 
case, matters of social class and economic wealth intersect with the stu-
dents’ international status to provide an experience distinct from that of 
other international students who are usually required to integrate quickly 
into mainstream academic and social life (Montsion 2018). Interestingly, 
the cultural or national profile of international students is used to target 
wealthy international students from China, but their cultural or national 
distinctiveness is practically put aside in their academic journey. A deficit-
focused logic is still deployed to support them, which results mainly in 
increasing these international students’ economic contributions to the 
institution, all of which remain in line with the goals of internationaliza-
tion as established by provincial priorities.

Conclusion

The ways Ontario universities have incorporated the Ontario government’s 
vision for international students into their operations are clear: these stu-
dents are seen as consumers, workers, useful encounters for other students, 
and facilitators of potential partnerships, all to Ontario’s benefit. Through 
the SMA process, provincial priorities are trickling down to universities, 
which have adapted their framing of this student group through their eco-
nomic contribution. In this chapter, we have shown that the national or 
cultural origins of international students are usually excluded from official 
documentation, and that their integration is limited to a deficit-focused 
approach to support services. When national or cultural origins are 
acknowledged, this is mostly to target specific student groups like high 
school students from China, while universities continue to benefit economi-
cally from recruiting them by pushing deficit thinking further in the design 
of pre-degree transition models. For universities, deficit-focused pathway 
programs help increase their market share, secure undergraduate enrol-
ment targets, and allow them to compete with training colleges for the 
recruitment of pre-university international students (Buckner, Brown, and 
Morales 2022). However, it is important to note that in recent years, 
Ontario universities have been over-reliant on international students to 
maintain and expand their operations. Revenue generated by international 
students, particularly from a small number of countries such as China, is a 
significant vulnerability of Ontario universities’ financial planning, as “the 
loss of Chinese students would send many Ontario universities and colleges 
reeling” (Dehaas 2018, par. 1). In this context, deficit-focused pathway 
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programs might help institutions meet provincial and institutional goals, 
but they also strengthen this over-reliance.

Note

	 1	 UofT is considered the province’s flagship university, while TMU and YorkU 
are “regional” or “in-between” universities, due to their balanced profiles in 
terms of teaching quality, research intensity, and accessibility. The former was 
a training college that consolidated its full university status in 2002 and the 
latter has been growing significantly since its creation in 1959 (Jonker and 
Hicks 2016).
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Introduction

British Columbia (BC) is home to 25 public degree-granting post-secondary 
institutions and over 300 certified private colleges and institutes. These 
institutions are linked via a formal transfer system regulated by British 
Columbia Council on Admissions and Transfer (BCCAT). One unique fea-
ture of BC is the ability for students to transfer their courses and credits at 
the college level to degree-granting universities. In the past decade, about 
one-third of all post-secondary students in BC have used the transfer system 
to gain entry into their desired school (BCCAT 2020). International stu-
dents (IS), who represent a sizable proportion in BC, are aware of and 
attracted to the flexibility of the system. Recent survey shows that over 70% 
of IS agree that the quality of the transfer system was important for their 
decision to study in BC (Adamoski 2015). Predictably, BC is one of the top 
provinces with the highest proportion of IS studying in colleges (ranked 
2nd) and universities (ranked 3rd) in Canada (Statistics Canada 2021).

Although credit transfers and student mobility are tracked by the prov-
ince, the overall pattern of flow between institutions is understudied and 
not well understood. Most reports focus on the total student population 
and limit the comparison between subgroups. Hence, the transfer path-
ways of domestic and international students are rarely discussed. Studies 
on internationalization often neglect the different pathways IS take to enter 
Canadian universities. As a result, the scale and direction of transfer for IS 
are largely unknown. As the number of international students continue to 
grow, their impact on the transfer system is increasingly transformative.

This chapter provides a detailed look at the transfer pathways of 
international students in BC. Through archival research of publicly 
available material such as university annual reports, BCCAT documents, 
and government statistics, we investigate how the transfer system has 
adapted to the neoliberal climate of post-secondary education and its 
relations to international students. We do this in three ways. First, we 
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compare the transfer pathways to key receiving universities, particularly 
the University of British Columbia (UBC). Second, we analyze the flow 
between private and public institutions and compare the differences 
between domestic and international students. Lastly, we highlight the 
challenges institutions face and evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of 
the transfer system. By doing so, we gain a better understanding of how 
institutions and the transfer system respond to the growing trend of 
internationalization.

International Students in BC

In the past decade, BC’s IS population experienced accelerated growth. 
In 2010–2011, the international post-secondary student population was 
around 30,000 and in 2019–2020 doubled to 80,000 (Heslop 2021). 
International students from Asia aspire to study in BC for many reasons, 
one of which includes the quality of education offered by high-ranked 
institutions such as UBC. UBC is the largest post-secondary institution 
in the province. In the world university rankings, UBC consistently ranks 
in the top 50. In 2022, UBC ranks 37th in the Times Higher Education 
world rankings and 46th in the QS World University Rankings. Simon 
Fraser University (SFU) ranks second in the province and is rated within 
the 200–300th range according to both rankings. Since IS weigh school 
rankings to some degree in their decision to study abroad (see Kim, 
Abdulkarim, and Payne), the presence of a highly ranked school pro-
vides an attractive option for incoming students. Currently, UBC hosts 
over 19,000 international students, which make up more than 20% of 
the province’s IS population (Mukherjee-Reed and Szeri 2022). From 
2015 to 2020, the school increased their undergraduate enrolment by 
about 10% every year (Mukherjee-Reed and Szeri 2020). The growth is 
largely due to IS enrolment as this group increased by almost 40% in 
that period, whereas domestic student enrolment remained unchanged 
(34). Most IS at UBC are from Asia, as eight out of the top 10 source 
countries are from the region. China has consistently been the top source 
country as students from China makeup over one-third of the total IS 
population (Mukherjee-Reed and Szeri 2022). Students from India com-
prise the second largest group and have grown 170% since 2017. This 
trend mirrors IS trends across BC (Heslop 2021) as well as Canada 
(CBIE 2018) as India has outpaced China as the top source country in 
the past few years.

Students enter BC universities in a variety of ways. The most popular is 
direct entry, in which the university accepts the student directly from high 
school and into their first-year programs. However, in BC, many students 
are able to transfer from other institutions; particularly after two years of 
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study at a college. A study of over 80,000 undergraduate students from 
2013 to 2018 showed that over 30% of students in BC gain entry into 
university through the transfer system (BCCAT 2020). Although other 
provinces have similar systems in place, the proportion of students who 
pursue this pathway are few. For example, studies show that on average 
less than 15% of students in Ontario transfer to a university after studying 
in college (Acai and Newton 2015 and Lennon et al. 2016). Compared to 
Ontario, recent study shows that BC colleges themselves are found to focus 
more on academic pathways than labour market transitions (Buckner, 
Brown, and Morales 2022).

BC Transfer System: A Unique Feature

Although BC is not the only province with a college-to-university credit 
transfer system, it is a well-established one with a long history. Scholars 
generally attribute the Macdonald Report, written by the president of 
the UBC John Macdonald in 1962, as the catalyst for the development of 
the transfer system (Andres and Dawson 1998). To manage the antici-
pated growth of post-secondary education, the report recommended a 
future system that would offer a diverse range of studies to respond to 
the needs of different communities (2). Specifically, Macdonald recom-
mended the creation of two-year colleges which offer a range of pro-
grams, including academic programs at the 1st- and 2nd-year level and 
technical programs as well as two four-year colleges in Victoria and 
Lower Mainland (3). Shortly after the publication of the report, the Uni-
versity of Victoria (in 1963) and SFU (in 1965) become a full university 
with degree-granting status (Gaber 2005). Between 1965 to 1975, ten 
more community colleges were established that would be members of the 
transfer system. These include today’s largest community colleges, 
namely Vancouver City College (later changed to Langara College), 
Douglas College, and Okanagan College. In 1966, students from Van-
couver City College were among the first to be transferred to universities 
through informal agreements (2). Under BCCAT, a transfer describes the 
process when one post-secondary institution recognizes education com-
pleted at another. It allows students to use the credits they have earned 
at one institution to meet some of the requirements for a credential at 
another institution. This college-to-university pathway model is utilized 
in many ways. Aside from the opportunity to experiment with post-
secondary studies without too much commitment and financial burden, 
it is also designed for those who did not initially get into their desired 
university to start at a college and transfer. Since its inception, many 
students have employed this feature to obtain their undergraduate degrees. 
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A cohort study of BC’s Bachelor’s degree holders showed that over 40% 
enrolled in two or more schools to complete their undergraduate studies 
(Heslop 2015). Ultimately, the rationale for the system is to provide 
students with cost-effective and efficient access to higher education 
(BCCAT 2022).

Receiving and Sending Institutions

Although there are as many as 30 institutions that are part of the BC 
transfer system, the transfer pathway is dominated by a few institu-
tions. Research universities such as UBC and SFU are among the largest 
receiving institutions. Their long history and global reputation make 
them an attractive destination for both domestic and international 
students.

Since UBC is considered the top school in the province and the destina-
tion of many transfer programs, courses and programs are designed to 
reference their transferability to UBC. There are primarily two types of 
transfers: external and internal. For example, a transfer student can enter 
a UBC degree program either after completing courses in a different UBC 
program (internal transfer) or after obtaining relevant post-secondary 
course credits from another recognized institutions (external transfer). Few 
IS enter UBC using the external transfer system. Table 4.1 examines the 
breakdown of new students by category of admissions. A large proportion 
(over 65%) of students are admitted through direct entry, of which one-
third are IS. Although over 20% of UBC’s total admission is from external 
transfer (including both domestic and international), few IS enter via this 
method. Less than 600 out of 11,000 students are international external 
transfer students. But the more pertinent question is: where do the transfer 
students come from?

Table 4.1  �UBC admission categories, 2020–2021

Admission Categories Percentage of students (%) Number of students

Direct Entry Domestic 48.0 5,388
Direct Entry International 19.4 2,177
External Transfer Domestic 14.8 1,664
External Transfer International 5.2 586
Internal Transfer Domestic 9.3 1,043
Internal Transfer International 3.3 366

100.0 11,224

Source: Table by author, adapted from Mukherjee-Reed and Szeri 2021.
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Table 4.2 provides a descriptive profile of the sending and receiving 
institutions in BC. The data is adapted from BCCAT reports, which ana-
lyze students transferring to research universities between 2013–2014 and 
2017–2018. In the 5-year period, over 30,000 students used the transfer 
system to gain entrance into other institutions. The analysis shows that 
there are several key schools that are responsible for transferring a large 
proportion of students into BC’s universities. Some describe these as path-
way colleges, and they vary by type of instruction and transfer mechanism 
(McCartney and Metcalfe 2018). For example, the top three institutions 
include Fraser International College (FIS), Langara College, and Douglas 
College which together transfer 40% of BC’s students to the province’s top 
three universities. If we include all schools that transfer over 1,000 stu-
dents (there are seven of them), they constitute over 65% of all transfer 
students. Although there are over 25 other institutions in the provinces, 
they account for less than 35% of the transfer population. In sum, the 
transfer system is asymmetrical and primarily dominated by key sending 
and receiving schools.

Table 4.2 also provides a descriptive profile of the top receiving schools 
and their distribution from the key sending institutions. All three top 
receiving schools admit their transfer students through different pathways. 

Table 4.2  �Top sending and receiving institutions in BC, between 2013–2014 and 
2017–2018

Province (BC) UBC SFU UVic

% n % n % n % n

Fraser 
International 
College 15.5 4,656 0.1 8 36.6 4,643 0.0 1

Langara 
College 13.8 4,145 24.3 2,373 11.3 1,430 4.9 257

Douglas 
College 10.1 3,047 6.4 624 17.1 2,170 3.3 174

Camosun 
College 10.7 3,230 2.3 222 0.8 99 51.1 2,693

Kwantlen 
University 7.4 2,226 6.9 674 10.8 1,371 1.9 99

Okanagan 
College 5 1,440 11.0 1,079 0.7 83 2.2 117

Coquitlam 
College 3.3 1,002 5.7 560 2.6 331 2.0 105

Other schools 34 10,358 43.4 4,244 20.2 2,557 34.7 1,828
100.0 30,104 100.0 9,784 100.0 12,684 100.0 5,274

Source: Table by author, adapted from BCCAT, 2020.
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SFU receives about one-third of its students from Fraser International Col-
lege (FIC), a private college that is affiliated with the university which 
caters specifically to IS. UVic provides another unique pattern. Due to its 
location on Vancouver Island, half of all transfer students are from Camo-
sun College (also situated on the island). UBC presents a completely differ-
ent picture. Although about 25% of all transfer students are from Langara 
College, their transfer students are not concentrated from any particular 
school. Rather, their entrance profile is more spread out over many schools, 
including smaller colleges.

Private Institutions and Pathway Programs

Under neoliberalist approach, education has shifted from state-centred to 
market-driven. As Fisher et al. (2009) observe, this trend is particularly 
strong in Ontario and BC as the provinces have introduced legislation that 
creates the conditions for the establishment of quasi-markets in post-
secondary education. In BC, the number of private institutions registered 
with the province has grown from about 350 in 1993 to over 800 in 2005 
(Fisher et al. 2009). As of 2022, the number of private institutions is over 
1,700, with 300 of them certified to offer at least one program/certificate 
at the school. Within the privatized group, there are many types of schools 
and not all have an equal status. For example, there are vocational schools 
with no ties to university transfer courses or programs, while many other 
schools are in place to capitalize on the pre-transfer market. Private institu-
tions in BC require to be registered with the Private Training Institutions 
Branch (PTIB). Since PTIB requires institutions to hold a designated permit 
to enrol IS, we can deduce the number of schools that cater to IS. Unsur-
prisingly, the information from the PTIB directory shows that over one-
third have applied for designated status and can enrol IS in their programs. 
Still, institutions under PTIB are different in that not all of them are for-
mally accredited and are not able to transfer students to degree-granting 
universities. As listed in BCCAT, there are only 12 that are formal mem-
bers of BCCAT and have predestined credit transfer for their courses. This 
also means that over 90% of private institutions are not members of 
BCCAT. Although institutions outside of BCCAT do not have articulated 
programs, they are able to provide transfers through manual formal agree-
ments and carve out specific institution-to-institution pathways for pro-
spective students. For example, students from the Vancouver Film School’s 
Advanced Production Programs are eligible to transfer into degree pro-
grams at the University of Fraser Valley (Vancouver Film School 2022). 
For smaller institutions that do not have such agreements, students may 
use informal block transfers to go from one school to another. However, 
the process relies heavily on the subjectivity of the admissions office and 
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there is no guarantee for a successful transfer. Students from smaller 
schools may attempt to transfer their credits on an ad hoc basis, but many 
resort to transferring to other accredited institutions to increase their 
chances to be admitted into a university.

Private institutions often have lower tuition fees and admission require-
ments compared to larger public universities and position themselves com-
petitively against public colleges. Columbia College is a good example. The 
school was founded in 1936 and has its own campus in downtown Vancou-
ver. The current website celebrates “85 years of excellence” in serving BC. 
In 1991, Columbia College along with Coquitlam College became the first 
private institution to formally join the BC transfer system. Their tuition is 
considered one of the least expensive, currently charging $570 per credit 
excluding fees and taxes (Columbia College 2022a), lower compared to 
Langara College and Douglas College and which currently charge over 
$620 per credit ( Douglas College 2022 and Langara College 2022). Per 
semester, the student would pay roughly $500 less compared to a public 
college with similar rules of entry and $10,000 less compared to UBC. As 
shown in Columbia College’s promotional material, the price point of their 
tuition is one of the key selling features of the school. In particular, the 
school boasts that a student can save up to $16,950 in tuition costs if they 
attend their institution before going to university (Columbia College 2022a). 
Although an established institution, Columbia College contributes less than 
3% of UBC transfer students and less than 2% for SFU (BCCAT 2020). For 
a college with a 2000 student enrolment, the annual rate of transfer is less 
than 8%. Private colleges use large universities like UBC as a selling point, 
but few students actually succeed in such transfers. This may be due to uni-
versities’ strict monitoring of standards. BCCAT’s performance research 
shows that the drop in grades at 15 credits at UBC and SFU is larger for 
students from private institutions compared to public ones (BCCAT 2020).

In addition to independent private institutions, a new type of private 
pathway program was developed in BC. In 2004, SFU partnered with 
Navitas Limited, an international provider of pathway programs, to form 
what would become North America’s first international university path-
way (for a complete history, see Rahilly and Hudson 2018). From 2008–
20009 to 2012–2013, FIC transferred over 2,100 students exclusively to 
SFU. For the next four years, this number would more than double to 
4,600. FIC students are able to experience SFU as university students, 
including the use of residence halls, libraries, gym, and other student ser-
vices (Rahilly and Hudson 2018). The program has generated consistently 
positive student outcomes, with over 90% of students moving on to SFU’s 
degree programs (268). In 2014, UBC followed suit with a similar setup 
with Vantage College. The enrolment for the first year was just over 150 
students. In the 2021–2022 enrolment report, that number grew to almost 
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300 (Mukherjee-Reed and Szeri 2022). Although the mechanism of a 
privatized pathway to degree programs exists at UBC, the scale is much 
smaller.

Private Colleges, even those outside of affiliated colleges, primarily tar-
get IS. Table 4.3 compares the number of domestic and international stu-
dents from sending institutions by type. When looking at transfer students, 
over 90% of domestic students transfer from public institutions. In con-
trast, only 14% of international students utilize the same pathway and 
over 85% of them transfer from private institutions. Another noteworthy 
trend is that IS transfers are dominated by primarily a few schools, with 
FIC being the main institution. The proportion of students that transferred 
from other private and public schools that are not listed constitutes less 
than 12% of the provinces’ total IS population. This pattern shows that 
the domestic and international have distinct pathways in the transfer 
system.

Challenges

Although the transfer system has been in place for some time, it is not 
without its challenges. To examine the discourse surrounding IS across 
post-secondary institutions, we examined the BCCAT Articulation meet-
ing reports. Articulation committees are formed around specific disciplines, 
subjects, or programs. They meet annually to share information and review 
matters related to course curriculum. The meetings allow opportunities to 
foster a collaborative and collegial relationships among departments 

Table 4.3  �Top sending institutions in BC by students’ national status, between 
2013–2014 and 2017–2018

International Domestic

% n % n

Fraser International College 60.6 4,452 1.5 204
Columbia College 6.5 481 0.4 50
Coquitlam College 10.1 745 1.9 257
Other Private 8.3 612 3.8 509
Total Private 85.6 6,290 7.6 1,020
Langara College 7.3 537 26.8 3,608
Douglas College 3.6 267 20.7 2,780
Kwantlen University 1.0 76 16.0 2,150
Other Public 2.5 182 29.0 3,902
Total Public 14.4 1,062 92.4 12,440
Grand Total 100.0 7,352 100.0 13,460

Source: Table by author, adapted from BCCAT (2020)
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throughout the transfer system. Although formal articulation (i.e. course 
transfer equivalence) is not discussed at these meetings, the minutes pro-
vide a glimpse of the common issues that arise for the disciplines at differ-
ent institutions. The advantage of examining articulation minutes is that it 
provides an insider perspective on each discipline and its institutional chal-
lenges. From the BCCAT website, we downloaded publicly available 
reports from the articulation meetings between 2017 and 2021. We exam-
ined over 40 articulation reports from 12 discipline committees for review. 
From these reports, key terms such as “international” and “transfer” were 
used to search for discourse surrounding relevant topics such as enrolment, 
staffing, and academic standards.

Theme 1 Student Representation

Although the inception of the transfer system is to provide domestic stu-
dents with cost-effective and efficient access to post-secondary education, 
many institutions experienced substantial IS enrolment and experienced 
problems adapting to this growing group.

This year will be the first time we will have second-year physics courses. 
The new courses are being funded through our international office, as IS 
wanting to complete an Associate of Science degree at NIC were asking 
for more options than just Biology … Hopefully the additional offerings 
will also be attractive to domestic students, who may also decide to stay 
for two years and an Associate of Science degree before moving on.

North Island College, Physics & Astronomy Articulation  
Meeting 2019 (Kirkey 2019, 49)

The increase in IS enrolment is experienced across all disciplines. One of 
the main concerns with the rise of IS is the lack of diversity among the 
student population. Historically, BC’s international student enrolment is 
primarily from China, and more recently from India, many disciplines 
raised the issue of IS coming primarily from a few places. In addition, the 
concern for the lack of representation in regard to domestic population is 
also raised during the meetings.

Selkirk College continues to offer only first year principle courses. How-
ever, over the past four years, our IS enrolments have quadrupled. The 
Business Administration program attracts the highest number of inter-
national students among other programs. The largest group of students 
are from India. Due to increased international enrolment, the number of 
sections offered have been increased.

Economics Articulation Meeting 2017 (Denchev 2017, 29)
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Enrolment in classes is split 50–50% in the courses: domestic vs. inter-
national. If they allow 100% for international, the domestic students 
get squeezed too much.

Langara College, Computer Science Articulation  
Meeting, 2019 (Abdullah 2019, 8)

Some noted a lack of First Nations students and wondered whether inter-
national spots may be displacing them, Assumptions and narratives may 
lack numbers or evidence to support various claims about Indigenizing.

Political Science Articulation Meeting, 2020 (Hanlon 2020, 4)

Theme 2 Competency and Academic Integrity

The issue of competency of international students is frequently raised in 
articulation meetings. Many departments discuss students’ lack of prepa-
ration and skills for university-level studies. This type of environment 
strains the quality of education, making any effort to upkeep academic 
standards counterproductive. Simultaneously, students become strained 
and frustrated and resorted to cheating and plagiarism while instructional 
departments negotiate ways to adapt and alter their curriculum to retain 
and transfer students.

International students tend to be under-prepared for college and univer-
sity in terms of reading and writing skills. In many cases, students’ 
IELTS scores do not match their actual abilities – i.e., some students’ 
language competencies are at a Grade 10 level or less.

Sociology/Anthropology Articulation  
Meeting, 2019 (Reynolds 2019, 6)

Not only does this issue relate to instruction but also organizational issues 
regarding attrition and trouble with transfers. From an organizational 
standpoint, student failure reflects poorly on the institution and its reputa-
tion. The issue with the academic competencies is further highlighted in the 
pressures which instructors feel to pass underachieving students.

Some students are “bargaining” with faculty for higher grades and in 
some cases this can shade over into “emotional blackmail”. Faculty are 
feeling uncomfortable and reluctant to award failing grades, knowing 
the seriousness of the consequences for these students (e.g., being 
deported). This situation is enormously stressful for faculty and the fear 



68  Elic Chan and Brett Matsushita

is that it could potentially have a real impact on the security, safety and 
well-being of faculty.

Sociology/Anthropology Articulation Meeting,  
2019 (Reynolds 2019, 7)

The issue of academic integrity is often raised in articulation meetings as 
well. Cheating by IS was a consistent issue discussed across multiple insti-
tutions. Many departments voiced out that international students are gen-
erally unprepared to do university-level studies.

The committee discussed the increase in academic dishonesty across 
institutions and other significant challenges with increased numbers of 
IS. Action: Add International students and plagiarism to agenda for 
next year and ensure that the committee collectively commits to speak-
ing about race and international students respectfully.

Psychology Articulation Meeting, 2019 (Tonks 2019, 4)

Conclusion

From our analysis, BC relies on large universities such as UBC and SFU to 
attract IS to the province. Although top universities are directly recruiting 
students into their schools, the global demand for higher education exceeds 
the supply of spots in top-ranked institutions. The unanticipated growth of 
IS has led to the expansion of established colleges as well as the growth of 
private institutions. As a result, the privatization of post-secondary educa-
tion has blossomed in the last two decades. Our data show that IS are more 
likely to study in private institutions and then transfer to universities. 
Although not all IS desire to transfer to top schools, private schools com-
pete with each other through reputation and links to top-ranked institu-
tions to secure enrolment. Affiliated schools such as FIC and Vantage 
College celebrate their direct connection with top universities to ensure IS 
a risk-free pathway. Others such as Columbia College and Coquitlam Col-
lege boast their history, local experience, and affordable pricing to garner 
student confidence and value.

Although the BC transfer system has been in place for more than 50 
years, it has dramatically evolved in the last decade. Our analysis reveals 
that domestic students are more likely to rely on public institutions whereas 
IS are more likely to transfer via private ones. Despite the countless options 
and flexibility, entrance to top receiving school is often dominated by a few 
pathways. For UBC, IS are more likely to be admitted via direct entry ver-
sus external transfer. Affiliated schools like Vantage College are also set up 
to safeguard student readiness when transferring into their second-year 
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programs. For SFU, designated pathways from FIC can pipeline transfer 
the largest number of students than any other school. In this light, the 
transfer system amplifies the market-driven approach to internationaliza-
tion via privatized pathways.

Analysis of articulation committee reports showed that post-secondary 
institutions face challenges with different waves of IS. The recent demo-
graphic shift of students from China to India create issues for many path-
way colleges. The motivation and trajectory for the two groups seem to be 
different. Generally, Indian students are more likely to enrol in colleges 
and focus on Business & Management while students from China are more 
likely to enrol in research universities and focus on Arts & Science (Heslop 
2018). Indian students are also more likely to acquire permanent residency 
after the completion of their study permit compared to other groups (You-
jin, Crossman, and Hou 2021). As a result, smaller colleges face greater 
challenges as fluctuation in enrolment causes greater demand on instruc-
tional changes, hiring of qualified staff, bigger space, and different student 
support. Because smaller colleges rely on BCCAT membership to uphold 
their reputation and pipeline transfers, they constantly need to adapt to the 
changing programs and criteria of receiving institutions. Moreover, the 
pressure to help students to meet the academic standards of receiving insti-
tutions to garner a successful transfer puts a burden on both the student 
and the institutions. Owing to the fact that larger institutions have their 
own paths of recruiting international students, the utility of smaller private 
pathway colleges is becoming less relevant. Although it is beyond the scope 
of this study, future studies should focus on the changing role of sending 
institutions. If receiving institutions are relying less on external transfers 
and creating their own channels for student intake, the transfer system for 
IS becomes more emblematic than functional.
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Introduction

About 77% of Canadian universities report having Equity, Diversity and 
Inclusion (EDI) policies in their strategic plans and long-term planning 
documents (Charbonneau 2019). They have been part of the Canadian 
state’s response to the burgeoning heterogeneity of its population in the 
context of post-1980s neo-liberal capitalist im(migration) priorities and 
social justice movements, managing these aspirations within existing 
frameworks of human rights and multiculturalism since the 1970s. EDI 
programs allow the Canadian state and state-funded institutions, such as 
universities, to recognize and manage racism and other cross-cutting issues.

In addition, these past decades have seen the entrenchment of neo-liberal 
policies, marked by state cutbacks in “welfare provisions and … arenas 
such as healthcare, public education, and social services” (Harvey 2005, 
76), the commodification of these basic services, partnerships with the pri-
vate sector and the hegemony of individual responsibility. Government 
funding as a share of university revenues fell from 82.7% in 1982 to 24% 
in 2019, while tuition fees subsidized the shortfall, going from 13.8% of 
university revenues in 1982 to 37.5% in 2012 (Harden 2017; Valverde 
2019; and also see Ajay et al.). One area that the Canadian state has not 
abandoned, however, is the regulation of migration and immigration poli-
cies, because as Harvey (2005) observes, one of the neo-liberal state’s cen-
tral contradictions is “to be activist in creating a good business climate and 
to behave as a competitive entity in global politics” (79), even while reced-
ing from social welfare programs.

Enter the international student, who subsidizes government cutbacks in 
the post-secondary sector (GOVision 2014; Usher 2018; and also see 
Kim, Buckner, and Montsion), and who is offered the possibility of per-
manent residency if they fulfil certain requirements. As neo-liberal restruc-
turing deepened, one strategy deployed by the post-secondary sector is 
internationalization, understood at the “national, sector and institutional 
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levels” as the “process of integrating an international, intercultural, or 
global dimension into the purpose, functions or delivery of post-second-
ary education” (Knight 2003, 2). To such ends, a central component of 
internationalization has been the recruitment of thousands of interna-
tional students, on the condition of having to pay up to four times the 
tuition fees that domestic students pay and abiding by the parameters of 
their study permit, including limited hours of work during the school 
year (Hassanein 2014; Government of Canada 2022b). The conditional 
pathway to permanent residency saw its accentuation and integration 
within the neo-liberal frameworks adopted by the state. As of June 2014, 
off-campus work authorization permits were issued by the state along 
with study permits to facilitate their entry through immigration pro-
grams, such as the federal Express Entry system or any Provincial Nomi-
nee Program. Interestingly, hours of work during the study period does 
not count towards permanent residency; only post-graduation work 
counts for that.

Recognizing the possibility of gaining permanent residency and Cana-
dian citizenship in the near future, thousands of young individuals, par-
ticularly from China, India and Korea, enrol in Canadian colleges and 
universities hoping for a better future for themselves and their families. 
This is the context in which this chapter will explore the dynamics 
between EDI programs and discourses in Canadian post-secondary edu-
cation and the international students they host. This chapter will (1) 
undertake a critical understanding of EDI programs in Canada from an 
anti-racist perspective; (2) determine if EDI programs in universities 
relate to international students at all; (3) explicate the conflation of the 
roles balanced by international students – as students, workers and 
migrants in Canada and (4) understand how international students and 
EDI programs in universities are part of a neo-liberal, racial capitalist 
framework.

An anti-racist view of EDI programs

EDI and related programs have been the efforts at addressing ‘difference’ 
and social inequalities in Canada, some more effective than others. 
Although “Equity, Diversity and Inclusion” are now enunciated in one 
breath, each of these terms has a different genealogy and discourse.

Equity programs arose in the mid-1980s with Judge Rosalie Abella’s 
Report, Equality Now, as part of a movement of women, racialized folks, 
people with disabilities and Indigenous Peoples agitating around labour 
injustices and associated discrimination and poverty, involving trade 
unions, women’s organizations, anti-racist organizations and disability 
and Indigenous justice organizations. A total of 274 written depositions 
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were made, and hundreds of letters and documents received by the Com-
mission, paving the way to the drafting of Equality Now (Abella 1984). 
The concept of ‘equity’, as an extension of the earlier notion of ‘equality’, 
emphasized substantive equality as opposed to formal equality of opportu-
nity. Employment equity was passed into law first in 1986 and updated in 
1996. In addition, the federal government established a contract compli-
ance program, obligating organizations that received large contracts (cur-
rently over a million dollars) from the federal government (including 
universities) to demonstrate their commitment to employment equity in 
their own structures. The program was quite limited initially and still 
remains so. By 1998, ‘diversity’ had joined the discourse of equity (Almeida 
2019).

EDI started out as an endorsement of ‘EDI principles’ by member insti-
tutions of Universities Canada, shifting in 2018 as a requirement by the 
Canada Research Chairs Program (CRCP) for all universities to submit 
“equity action plans to address the underrepresentation of chairholders in 
the four designated groups [as originally defined in the Abella report]” 
(Shen 2019). In 2019, an official initiation of equity coupled with diversity 
and inclusion, or EDI altogether, is seen, with the pilot launch of an EDI 
charter titled ‘Dimensions.’ This charter is government-backed, the result 
of nation-wide consultations with the Minister of Science and Sport as well 
as workshops organized by the Natural Sciences and Engineering Research 
Council in post-secondary institutions across Canada (Shen 2019). Today, 
while brief and pending an extended version, ‘Dimensions’ is formally 
endorsed by many Canadian universities (Shen 2019 and Wolbring and 
Lillywhite 2021). EDI efforts are also reportedly guided by the Canadian 
Multiculturalism Act, the Charter of Rights and Freedoms and the Cana-
dian Human Rights Act (Wolbring and Lillywhite 2021).

At its inception, ‘Dimensions’ was not tied to research funding (Shen 
2019), but the charter itself describes EDI as “essential for research” 
(Wolbring and Lillywhite 2021). Sources also establish a connection 
between EDI and research funding in recent years – as Beauline-Stuebing 
(2020) reports, CRC’s equity targets, “which aim to increase representa-
tion of women, persons with disabilities, Indigenous people and visible 
minorities,” have created some “political pressure for universities to do 
something about EDI.”

From a critical perspective, the appending of ‘diversity’ to ‘equity’ flat-
tens the notion of structural inequities based on racialization, gender, abil-
ity and Indigeneity that Abella had talked about, de-politicizing the notion 
of equity. Universities developed statements on equity and diversity which 
appeared at the bottom of job ads (Henry et al. 2017) and focused on col-
lecting representational data of the targeted groups under the legislation. 
More recently, some organizations have added 2SLGBTQ+ to the list. 
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Thus, right from the first moment, employment equity was interpreted as 
a project of ensuring that target groups were represented rather than ensur-
ing that deep-rooted discriminatory structures and hegemonic whiteness 
were dismantled (Leong 2013).

It is revealing that despite many decades of equity programs, certain 
groups remain under-represented, such as Black and Indigenous faculty. By 
the time equity programs became institutionalized within universities, they 
had become saturated within neo-liberal discourses on which Henry et al. 
(2017) comment that “diversity is experienced individually. It is located in 
the bodies of individuals rather than constitutive of institutions” (12). To 
fulfil their obligations under contract compliance programs, universities 
established offices, personnel and data collection infrastructures so that 
they would be able to demonstrate their commitment to equity, most nota-
bly through data collection. Indeed, based on their critical policy analysis 
of 15 research-intensive universities, Tamtik and Guenter (2019) explain 
how variances remain in the way EDI is understood and approached, high-
lighting how EDI may be less of a universal commitment than it is institu-
tional discretion, i.e. institutions with established EDI offices are more 
proactive with initiatives as opposed to campuses without and the institu-
tional jurisdiction to which EDI initiatives belong are different (staff and 
faculty versus physical spaces such as designated offices). From a critical 
anti-racist perspective, equity programs had become a marketable com-
modity along with the commodification of higher education, both of which 
have global markets.

EDI statements, policies and other representational forms have become 
ways of demonstrating that something was being done on equity. Regard-
less, hegemonic whiteness prevails; the colonial, anti-Black and racist gene-
alogies of Canadian universities continue, simply re-positioning the 
deck-chairs as it were (Almeida 2019, 2023; Joseph et al. 2020 and Tho-
bani 2022). Including diverse bodies within universities simply legitimizes 
continuing structures of white coloniality in universities, endangering 
racialized bodies able to conform to white norms of ‘excellence’ into com-
plicity (Joseph et al. 2020) and rendering those who are unable to comply 
as less than excellent.

Internationalization, a policy direction mentioned earlier, ran parallel to 
EDI developments. It required universities and colleges to market them-
selves, their brands and their educational programs and degrees in the ris-
ing capitalist countries of China and India, among others, where a large 
middle-class could mobilize the capital needed to move to the West. The 
neo-liberal universities and colleges became unfettered in seeking global 
markets. Thobani (2022) observes that an “ideal faculty member as the 
“entrepreneurial globetrotter” and “the student who was newly turned into 
a consumer” (8) encountered each other in the neo-liberalizing university. 
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The aspirations of youth and their parents in these global marketplaces and 
their desire for Western education, whiteness and permanent residence in 
the West had been incubated in the bowels of colonial domination, mis-
development and stunted opportunities and found their expression in neo-
colonial histories of these regions. Increasing the numbers of international 
students not only increased the diversity of the student body, thereby 
increasing the marketability of Canadian universities in the global market-
place, but also increased revenues for the post-secondary sector through 
dramatically high levels of international student tuition, which the govern-
ment does not regulate, in line with the neo-liberal ethos and a kind of 
modern head tax which Chinese migrants had paid in the late 19th and 
early 20th centuries to land in Canada.

And so, EDI programs merely help as a marketing strategy in a competi-
tive drive to increase student enrolments (Tamtik and Guenter 2019 and 
Beauline-Stuebing 2020). Tamtik and Guenter (2019) observe that most 
universities use broad and vague language around EDI and only a minority 
offer a more specific definition of the program (Beauline-Stuebing 2020). 
They comment that two of the features of the EDI policies have been the 
recruitment of equity-seeking students as well as the development of bur-
saries, scholarships, services and curricular adaptations for presumably 
those same students. So, while racialized international student bodies 
increase diversity on campus, EDI programs remain non-performative or 
as Rinaldo Walcott observes ‘[performing] non-performativity’ (quoted by 
Thobani 2022, xii).

By presenting this critical analysis of EDI programs, it is not suggested 
that there was no agency on the part of those who were in the margins of 
academia. Neither are we saying that there was no countervailing force on 
campuses which pushed the parameters within which EDI programs came 
into being. Indeed, working against the grain has been a constant feature 
of campus activists (Thobani 2022). Even the Dimensions Charter, men-
tioned earlier, came out of a 2003 human rights complaint brought for-
ward by eight women researchers against the Tri-Agency Institutional 
Program Secretariat for discrimination against equity groups in its award-
ing of CRCP. New and higher targets based on representation of the four 
groups in the broader population based on the 2016 Census rather than 
their availability as researchers more narrowly in the population and strin-
gent accountability measures for reaching targets were established (Halli-
day 2019). Universities have until 2029 to reach their targets and risk 
losing research funding if they fail. In addition, the Truth and Reconcilia-
tion Commission’s (TRC) ‘Call To Action’ in 2015 catalyzed the state and 
the associated post-secondary education sector to respond to calls for 
truth, reconciliation and Indigenous justice. EDI has indeed been a con-
tested area.
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Be that as it may, the EDI programs remain limited in how much actual 
change and equality the state and universities can support. In the following 
sections, we discuss how these institutions abide by neo-liberal capitalist 
logics marked by markets, enrolments, revenues, brands and rankings and 
the resulting implications for international students.

International students and EDI programs in Canadian universities

Despite the concurrence of intensified international student recruitment 
and the proliferation of EDI language and programming on post-second-
ary campuses across Canada, international students are not commonly 
acknowledged, if included at all, within the latter as an equity-deserving 
group (Tamtik and Guenter 2019 and Tavares 2021). Instead, interna-
tional students are positioned within the framework of internationaliza-
tion (Tamtik and Guenter 2019 and Buckner et al. 2020).

While institutions justify internationalization as beneficial in terms of 
generating revenue, mainly through international student recruitment 
and tuition fees, as well as fulfilling ‘reputational goals’ such as world 
rankings and symbolic commitments of “increased intercultural under-
standing, global awareness, and global citizenship” (Buckner et al. 2020, 
21–22), researchers have argued its marginalizing premises and out-
comes. Operating behind internationalization’s seemingly welcoming 
rhetoric towards international students is the instrumentalization of 
their enrolment and presence on campus for the purposes of revenue and 
the performance of multiculturalism and globality (Stein and Andreotti 
2016 and Grantham 2018; Tavares 2021). De Wit (2019) has com-
mented on the downfalls of internationalization as a “short-term neo-
liberal approach,” that give multiple ‘pressures’ to meet targets such as 
profits, talent recruitment, international research and prestige. There is 
little space to consider the merits of internationalization as a “long term 
comprehensive quality approach,” that could focus on “global learning 
for all” and “the needs and opportunities of students and staff” (15). 
Indeed, Buckner et al. (2020) have observed that while there are sym-
bolic commitments to values of diversity and intercultural awareness 
within internationalization, there is an absence of other values that 
implicate Canadian higher education and its communities, such as 
“equity, empathy, humility, and solidarity” (21). There is also no link-
age to decolonization and Indigenization, which are likely to be men-
tioned in their respective institutional mandates, as well as to global 
environmental issues and geopolitical concerns. This compartmentaliza-
tion of values is significant to note, relevant to the analysis of the neo-
liberal university that encourages individualization rather than building 
solidarity among colonized and differently racialized communities and 
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its implications on the construction of international students as neo-
liberal objects.

The disregarding of international students in terms of equity issues 
translates into real-life harms of social exclusion, discrimination and rac-
ism experienced by international students in the classroom, in the campus 
life and in their interactions with domestic students, all “on the basis of 
their foreignized and othered status,” on top of the tendency to view them 
as a homogenous group”1 (Tavares 2021, 2). However, their primacy as 
strategic pillars for revenue generation and prestige building within the 
internationalization rhetoric, which remains void of anti-oppressive lan-
guage, is quite in line with our earlier anti-racist interpretation of EDI 
programs. In the next few sections, we advance the idea of how the posi-
tioning of international students outside of the EDI framework and within 
that of internationalization may very well be an intended function of the 
neo-liberal ethos pervading Canadian post-secondary education, which 
also have implications for them as workers and temporary migrants.

International students and the conflation of roles

As mentioned before, international students are not only students but they 
are also workers and temporary migrants, all three positionalities inter-
secting to shape their precarious positions in Canada. In addition, many 
are racialized and subjected to gender differentiation. Their legal catego-
rization as ‘temporary’ migrants on study permits, which come with cer-
tain stipulations and restrictions, render them as a captive group of 
workers and one of the largest groups of migrant workers in Canada. As 
such, they benefit the neo-liberal economy, providing cheap labour to 
small business owners such as grocery stores, restaurants, warehouses, 
cleaning companies, food services and delivery services. Newspaper 
reports have lately profiled international students who have been sub-
jected to wage theft in these areas, as well as to long hours, working with-
out breaks and often not paid their full wages (Nassar 2019; Hune-Brown 
2021 and Keung 2022a).

Migrant Workers Alliance for Change (MWAC), a migrant justice group, 
refers to international students as “migrant student workers,” an apt 
descriptor as most are compelled to work in order to save enough money 
for tuition, housing and living expenses. However, many are limited to 
working 20 hours per week while maintaining full-time status at school 
(Government of Canada 2022c) and are penalized if they violate that stipu-
lation. This was seen in the case of Jobandeep Sandhu, a 22-year-old inter-
national student who was arrested and deported in 2019 for “working too 
hard” (or more than 20 hours per week as a truck driver). The Canadian 
government insisted that Jobandeep’s primary focus should have been on 
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his studies rather than on paid work and that he was also deemed inadmis-
sible to Canada for breaking the terms of his study permit (Hill 2019).

The status of being a ‘worker’ has become accentuated for interna-
tional students during the pandemic as more and more of them are being 
utilized to fill the void left by domestic labour shortages. One measure is 
the temporary waiving of the 20-hour work limit, allowing certain inter-
national students to work full-time hours during their studies.2 In addi-
tion, particularly for less-desirable labour sectors, the federal government 
has raised the proportion of temporary foreign workers allowed in the 
labour force, in sectors of manufacturing, retail, hotels, food services 
and long-term care, from 10% to 30% (and to 20% in other sectors) 
(Thanthong and Argitis 2022). The skilled labour provided by gradu-
ated students already here in Canada was recognized by the government 
as a part of its pandemic recovery strategy in the context of declining 
immigration intake during 2020 (Keung 2021). However, the pathway 
towards permanent residency has been unreliable during the pandemic 
amidst a huge backlog of over one million applications, precipitating the 
federal government to suspend any new applications for permanent resi-
dency through its skilled worker programs. Those international students 
with their post-graduate permits expiring and caught in the backlog 
were given an 18-month extension, which has since ceased (Keung 
2022b, 2022c). Once their permit expires, they will have to return to 
their country of origin unless an employer decides to hire them. How-
ever, employers would be required to invest in an application for a 
Labour Market Impact Assessment (LMIA), likely to be a disincentive. 
In addition, if a post-graduate work permit-holder is compelled to leave 
Canada, they do not qualify for another work permit if they decide to 
return.

The above predicaments demonstrate how international students’ pre-
carity is constructed within the interstices of their status as students, as 
workers and as temporary migrants. In addition, the government’s patron-
izing and punitive response to Jobandeep’s situation indicates the lack of 
concern for the financial precarity of international students in light of the 
steep tuition fees they are required to pay. This coercive attitude also belies 
the fact international students have less access to educational funding than 
domestic students (OCASI 2022), which further makes them vulnerable to 
‘bad’ employers who can subject them to ‘illegal’ work arrangements 
knowing their deportability. The state discourse that international stu-
dents are not ‘real’ workers because they are primarily students allows 
employers to pay them less than their domestic counterparts (Crossman 
and Hou 2022), and yet they are arguably not considered as “real Cana-
dian students,” worthy of neither support nor recognition as equity-
deserving members. We now turn to explore how their positionality and 
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resulting exclusions are justified by the neo-liberal logic and racial 
capitalism.

International students, EDI and a neo-liberal racial capitalism

The competition for international students is unquestionable among post-
secondary institutions across the globe. Canada, in particular, is a favou-
rite destination for international students. Its “multicultural environment 
that is open, accepting, and conducive to growth” and “inclusive welcom-
ing environments” (Arvind 2022 and EduCanada 2022) are strenuously 
marketed to reach international students. However, the disproportionate 
focus on them as recruitment targets, while being excluded from EDI 
frameworks, confirms that the desirability of international students lies 
primarily in their perceived market value, which erases their humanity and 
reduces them to commodities.

Leong (2013) defines racial capital as “economic and social value derived 
from an individual’s racial identity, whether by that individual, by other 
individuals, or by institutions” (2190). While we have discussed here that 
the recruitment of international students is a strategy for revenue genera-
tion given the neo-liberal turn of the state, the racial diversification that it 
enables not only re-creates hegemonic whiteness as accessible and benevo-
lent (Thobani 2022) but also creates opportunities for international 
engagements for Canadian faculty and students, elevates global profiles 
through partnerships and rankings and, at the same time, provides cheap 
labour to Canadian employers. EDI and internationalization imbricate and 
function as ‘bait’ for both international students and scholars, bolstering 
the marketing of both Canadian post-secondary education and the state as 
‘diverse’, ‘friendly’ and ‘welcoming.’ The neo-liberal system of govern-
ments, employers and post-secondary institutions that welcome interna-
tional students to Canadian campuses and life after graduation also 
continue to preserve their precarity through restrictions on their access to 
safe work, education and permanent residence.

Stein and Andreotti (2016) argue that the neo-liberal objectification of 
international students by western nations, including Canada, is in keeping 
with a ‘global imaginary’ forged by the history of colonialism and slavery. 
Buckner and Stein (2020) have similarly noted the dynamics of eurocen-
trism at play, in which international students and other international part-
ners are objectified within internationalization “as objects of Western 
development by way of education” (163). We would extend their argu-
ment further in the case of Canada by tying it specifically to its racial set-
tler–colonial capitalist logic, giving rise to a national imaginary that views 
international students as model minority settlers of the future. These imag-
inaries evolved from seeing them initially as short-term visitors to fulfil 
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Canada’s post-war international development goals as a ‘democratic’ and 
‘multi-racial’ nation-state to potential permanent residents and citizens 
today, considered ‘ideal’ due to their assumed self-sufficiency, ‘local-made’ 
credentials and labour market experience (Kelley and Trebilcock 2010; 
Gates-Gasse 2012; Cox 2014; McCartney 2016 and Trilokekar and El 
Masri 2019). These imaginaries also serve to reproduce ‘brain drain’, 
which arguably continues neo-colonial relations between the Global South 
and the Global North.

Global imaginaries also shape the attitudes and actions of Canadian citi-
zens towards international students as well as nurture the self-perceptions 
of international students. The self-talk the second author of this chapter 
has encountered in previous works, and in her personal experience as an 
international student, suggests the tendency of some international students 
to oblige themselves to be self-reliant, or to “have to do things by them-
selves” (Gomez 2017), effectively fulfilling state constructions and policies. 
International students are falling through the cracks between institutional 
discourses when it comes to their social and emotional wellbeing and feel-
ings of support and belonging – not acknowledged within EDI and instru-
mentalized within internationalization.

Conclusion

The marginalizing effects of international students’ exclusion from EDI 
and their instrumentalization as “objects of internationalization”, and the 
benefits reaped by the neo-liberal state continue even after their studies 
end. As post-graduate work permit holders, they are not eligible for settle-
ment services, or for any social services. They are relegated to an ‘outsider’ 
status not seen to be deserving of Canadian state support.

While internationalization is considered a part (or becoming a part) of 
the EDI conversation (Beauline-Stuebing 2020 and Tavares 2021), it is 
unlikely that such a convergence will generate any meaningful outcomes 
for international students.

Notes

	 1	 Tavares (2021) has also pointed out the harms of the label ‘international stu-
dent’, suggesting that it ‘obscures’ the diversities of this particular populace, on 
the bases of gender, sex, race, ethnicity, age, language and culture (2).

	 2	 As of November 15, 2022, those already in Canada studying or who have yet 
to arrive and/or begin their studies but have already applied for their permit on 
or before October 7, 2022, may work more than 20 hours in off-campus 
employment, a temporary change set to end on December 31, 2023 (Govern-
ment of Canada 2022a). Nonetheless, MWAC argues that this change, as a 
temporary one, cannot shift the status quo for the better. It also excludes newer 
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international students, those who apply after October 7, 2023, and does not 
apply to those who study part-time (unless they were full-time students who 
switch to part-time in their final semester) (MWAC 2022; Government of 
Canada 2022a).
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Introduction

International students are reshaping the postsecondary landscape in Can-
ada. Despite domestic student numbers remaining relatively stable, student 
enrollments in Canadian postsecondary institutions are rising due to inter-
national student numbers (see Kim, Buckner, and Montsion; Statistics 
Canada 2020). The growing importance of international students can be 
seen in university strategic plans and in regional and national policy state-
ments as discussed in other parts of this book (see Kim, Buckner, and Mon-
tsion; Buckner, Knight-Grofe, and Eden; Montsion and Caneo), as well as 
in the surge of research studies on this population (Kim and Sondhi 2015). 
And yet, there is little published research on students’ evaluation of insti-
tutional resources and services. This is the focus of this chapter.

There is an onus on institutions to improve and shift to meet students’ 
needs and address larger issues around equity and inclusion. Jones (2017) 
argues there is a tendency to homogenize international students, which 
leads to institutions overlooking their diverse and distinctive needs. In this 
chapter, we examine how students from Asia evaluate institutions and 
their views on adjustment, inclusion, and safety, using the 2018 national 
survey conducted by the Canadian Bureau of International Education 
(CBIE). By country of citizenship, we explore what they felt was of essen-
tial importance in applying to their institution, the usefulness of institu-
tional resources, areas of successful adjustment, and their feelings about 
inclusion and safety. We pay particular attention to and compare students 
from China, India, and South Korea (hereafter Korea), who comprise more 
than half of all international students studying in Canada (ICEF 2019). We 
also include students from Vietnam and the Philippines, two countries that 
have been playing a growing role in international education.
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With a growing dependence on international students for enrolment and 
financial security, institutions face unique challenges. Postsecondary insti-
tutions must ensure that promises made to students are realistic and take 
seriously students’ abilities to contribute to the development of the institu-
tion and wider student body. For one, support services and resources for 
international students, as part of more broadly-based services for all stu-
dents, can positively influence student experiences (Ammigan and Jones 
2018). The most important support services identified by international 
students included information and orientation, integration activities with 
local students and communities, language support, and immigration-
related support (Kelo, Rogers, and Rumbley 2010). As Perez-Encinas and 
Ammigan (2016) argue in their review paper comparing international stu-
dent satisfaction with university support services in Spain and the US, it is 
important that support services match the needs and expectations of stu-
dents. International support services can play an important role in attract-
ing and retaining international students by enhancing the student 
experience, not just at one point in time but throughout their time abroad.

Specific services tailored to international students by way of dedicated 
international student offices are often set up on campuses to support stu-
dents in their academic and social transitions and these offices provide a 
wide range of services, which include support for housing, advising on 
immigration-related issues, and hosting social and cultural programs 
(Ammigan and Jones 2018). However, Choudaha and Hu (2016) argue 
that many support services are limited, focusing on immigration compli-
ance and token gestures related to cultural festivals and events. When seek-
ing support, international students often must interact with institutional 
silos (Choudaha and Hu 2016). This is in part due to the centralization of 
services through one isolated office or unit while international students 
have to navigate many parts of the institution and their retention depends 
on campus-wide experiences (Ammigan and Jones 2018; Buckner, Chan, 
and Kim 2022).

The significant increase in international students from Asia has gener-
ated scholarly interest in understanding the experiences of students and 
their levels of satisfaction with their overall experience (Slaten et al. 2016). 
In these studies, student satisfaction refers to the student’s assessment of 
services provided by their chosen institution and relates to factors in the 
student’s daily life such as quality of teaching, support facilities, social 
environment, and physical infrastructure (Wiers-Jenssen, Stensaker, and 
Grøgaard 2002). Students’ satisfaction ratings give institutions a sense of 
what students are experiencing on campus and what really matters to them 
(Ammigan 2019). International student satisfaction has become a strategic 
priority at many postsecondary institutions as improving students’ overall 
experiences is seen as a recruitment and retention strategy. In the national 
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survey used in this chapter, 93% of international students were satisfied 
with their educational experience and 96% would recommend Canada as 
a study destination (CBIE 2018). It seems then that the overwhelming 
majority of international students are positive about their experience.

However, treating international students as a homogenous group runs 
the risk, as Jones (2017) argues, of overgeneralizing and failing to under-
stand their diverse needs. International student experiences in the host 
country are influenced by their identities such as nationality, class, and 
gender (Arthur 2017), and levels of student satisfaction and integration 
have been found to differ between nationalities (Arambewela and Hall 
2009; Merola, Coelen, and Hofman 2019). For instance, one study found 
differences in levels of integration among international students in the 
Netherlands, with less integration of students from non-Western back-
grounds compared to others (Rienties et al. 2012). The integration issues 
among non-Western international students led to lower personal and emo-
tional well-being, which potentially impacted students’ overall satisfaction 
(Rienties et al. 2012). Another study found that international students 
from Asia in Australia tended to be more concerned with safety than other 
factors like cost (Arambewela and Hall 2007; see Zhang, Yuan, and Kang). 
As such, concerns about safety may play a larger role than other factors in 
potentially influencing decisions and satisfaction. Our data will allow us to 
itemize how students assessed some of these factors and compare them 
across origin groups.

Data and methods

To gauge student perceptions, we use 2018 survey data from the Canadian 
Bureau for International Education (CBIE), a national non-profit organiza-
tion that conducts a survey of international students in member institu-
tions across the ten provinces every few years. The survey questionnaire 
covers a wide range of topics, such as type of institution, program of study, 
country of citizenship, reasons for choosing Canada, factors affecting insti-
tutional choice, level of integration, life on campus, satisfaction with ser-
vices and facilities, and post-study plans. Invitations are sent out to member 
institutions and participation is voluntary for both institutions and partici-
pants. Over time, an increasing number of institutions have been partici-
pating in the national survey.

We use the 2018 International Student Survey containing data from over 
15,000 international students across 46 institutions out of more than 100 
member institutions, including universities, colleges, and polytechnics. 
Data were collected from March to May, and the dataset includes roughly 
4% of the international student population in Canada (CBIE 2018). Of the 
46 participating institutions, 31 were universities, twelve were colleges, 
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and three were polytechnics; as we are interested in international students 
in universities, we restricted our analysis to students who were attending a 
university at any level. We note that the survey sample is not representative 
of the international student population in universities. For one, several of 
the universities with the largest international student populations did not 
participate in the survey (e.g., the University of Toronto and the University 
of British Columbia) although others joined, such as McGill University, 
the University of Ottawa, the Université de Montréal, and Western Univer-
sity (CBIE 2018). Second, we cannot assume international student respon-
dents within a given participating university were representative of the 
international student population in their university. We draw our conclu-
sions in consideration of these limitations.

Our interest is in students from Asia and they were selected from the 
dataset according to country of citizenship. The sample was further 
restricted to student citizens from China, India, Korea, Vietnam, and the 
Philippines, as well as to those from the US and Western Europe1 for com-
parison, bringing our total sample to 6,164 respondents in universities. 
Although the majority of students (80%) were enrolled in universities, 
there is a wide variation by origin (see Table 6.1); nearly all students in the 
sample from the US and Western Europe and 90% of students from China 
were enrolled in universities. However, roughly half of the students from 
India, Korea, and Vietnam were in universities and these students were 
almost as likely to enroll in community colleges. In our sample, students 
from the Philippines were the least likely group to be attending university 
with less than a third there and 55% in college.

In the sample, 31% were from China, 25% were from India, and 3% or 
less were from each of Korea, Vietnam, and the Philippines. Other groups 
from Asia were even smaller in sample size and were omitted from the 
analysis. In contrast, students from the US or Western Europe accounted 

Table 6.1  �CBIE 2018 survey by citizenship and university enrolment

Citizenship Full survey 
sample

Percent of 
full sample 
(%)

Percent in 
university 
(%)

University 
sample (N)

Percent of 
university 
sample (%)

China 2,092 25.3 90.0 1,882 30.5
India 2,892 35.0 52.7 1,523 24.7
South Korea 284 3.4 50.7 144 2.3
Vietnam 361 4.4 50.7 183 3.0
Philippines 193 2.3 29.5 57 0.9
US and Western 

Europe 2,433 29.5 97.6 2,375
38.5

Total 8,255 100.0 6,164 99.9
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for 39% of the sample. There were more female (53%) than male (47%) 
respondents and the mean age in the sample was 25.9 years of age (not 
shown). Nearly all students (98%) in the survey reported being full-time 
and more than one-third were in their first year. In terms of regional distri-
bution, almost half of the university sample (48%) attended schools in 
Central Canada (Ontario and Quebec), a quarter attended schools in the 
Prairies (Alberta, Manitoba, and Saskatchewan), 20% attended schools in 
British Columbia, and 7% were in the Atlantic region. The majority of 
students (83%) were at a university located in the larger urban centers or 
a Census Metropolitan Area (CMA), and only two in every five students 
reported that they were working in Canada. With this profile, we examine 
how students rated their satisfaction level with various aspects of their 
institution, and their feelings related to adjustment, inclusion, and safety. 
As there are numerous items asked in the survey itself, in the interests of 
space, we focus our analysis on the most positive extreme or intense 
response category (as opposed to categories of less positivity) disaggre-
gated by places of origin. While many studies group together response 
categories (i.e., very satisfied and satisfied), we felt it was more indicative 
of the perception of service quality to focus on the percentage of students 
who had stronger and more intense positive feelings.

Institutional appeal and resources

The survey asked respondents to rate the degree of importance of various 
reasons for applying to their current institution, the usefulness of various 
institutional resources in the decision, and the level of satisfaction with 
different institutional aspects when arriving in Canada and with institu-
tional services and facilities. Each item was asked independently. Table 6.2 
presents these items by place of origin and only for the most extreme posi-
tive response category. Overall, the three items strongly and independently 
rated for influencing decisions to apply to the institution were the quality 
of education, the prestige of a degree or diploma from the institution, and 
the cost. The availability of a particular program and the institution’s posi-
tion in ranking or league tables were less likely to be considered of essential 
importance in the decision to apply.

When examining the results by citizenship, we see differences in how 
each group rated the importance of these reasons. Although quality of edu-
cation was the reason most likely to be of essential importance (versus very 
important, somewhat important, and not important, which are not shown) 
for the overall sample and for each group (except for those from the Philip-
pines for whom cost was more likely to be of essential importance), rates 
varied across groups. The quality of education was more likely to be of 
essential importance for university students from India and the Philippines 
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Table 6.2  �Student ratings of institutional factors and resources by country/region

China India Korea Vietnam Philippines US+WE Total

Reasons for applying to current institution Percentage (%), essential importance
The quality of education 34.9 45.7 26.4 27.3 42.1 33.9 36.8
The prestige of a degree/diploma 27.6 43.7 20.8 22.4 33.3 26.0 30.7
The cost of studying 20.2 38.7 26.4 27.3 50.9 29.9 29.1
The availability of a particular program 18.4 39.0 23.6 23.5 38.6 30.4 28.6
Position in ranking/league tables 16.2 27.9 12.5 11.5 10.5 10.1 16.5
Resources used in decision Percentage (%), very useful
Institutional website 42.4 63.9 34.7 45.4 68.4 45.3 49.0
Websites/publications that rank 32.5 51.5 13.9 26.2 31.6 16.6 30.4
Online forums and blogs 20.5 39.5 9.7 13.7 29.8 11.8 21.4
Arriving in Canada Percentage (%), very satisfied
Institutional orientation 27.8 41.2 14.7 29.3 36.0 22.1 28.6
International student orientation 27.4 41.4 14.8 23.1 35.1 22.2 28.5
International reception at airport/train or bus station 18.3 25.1 9.9 18.1 21.1 12.8 17.7
Moving into residence 18.8 16.6 12.7 11.5 12.3 15.7 16.6
Services and facilities Percentage (%), very satisfied
Library services 34.0 51.6 24.0 42.7 63.0 45.4 43.0
Academic advisor 22.2 29.9 18.7 28.7 40.8 25.0 25.6
Recreational facilities 16.1 27.0 12.0 18.9 32.4 32.6 25.1
An IS Advisor 17.2 18.8 9.6 23.9 29.2 25.2 20.3
Registrar's office 18.4 26.3 10.8 25.3 37.0 16.5 19.6
Health services 16.1 26.8 18.0 12.9 37.0 17.5 19.4
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compared to students from China, Korea, Vietnam, and the US/Western 
Europe, and this pattern holds for most of the other reasons as well, includ-
ing the prestige of the degree or diploma from that institution, the cost of 
studying, and the availability of a program. The one exception is rankings: 
while 28% of the students from India stated that rankings were of essential 
importance in their decision to apply to their current institution, less than 
17% of students in the total sample rated this of essential importance.

Students were also asked about the usefulness of various institutional 
resources when deciding on which institution to select. Overall, more 
international students rated university websites as very useful compared to 
ranking publications, online forums, and blogs. Across groups, institu-
tional websites were very useful to roughly two-thirds of students from the 
Philippines and India and to fewer students from other places, although 
more than a third from the other places also found websites very useful. 
Fewer students, across all groups, found ranking publications and online 
forums and blogs as very useful but these resources were still rated highly 
by some groups. Students from Korea and the US/Western Europe were 
least likely of all groups to rate these latter resources as very useful.

Arrival in a new country is an exciting but also stressful experience. 
Students’ first impressions of institutions through orientation sessions, 
reception upon arrival, and transitions to housing can be important for 
shaping their feelings toward and attachment to the institution. For exam-
ple, providing airport pickup and assisting with transportation to their 
accommodation are important services that could have a positive influence 
on students’ overall satisfaction (Perez-Encinas and Ammigan 2016). 
While these features are non-academic, they are nonetheless important 
aspects for institutional investment and attention (see de Oliviera Soares, 
Magnan, Liu, and Araneda). All the more so since less than half of the 
participants, across all groups, were very satisfied with these aspects. 
Although not all students responded to the items in this section, only 29% 
of students in the sample who responded were very satisfied with their 
institutional and international student orientations, but there were varia-
tions; over 40% of students from India were very satisfied while this 
applied to less than 15% of students from Korea. In terms of reception at 
the point of entry and moving into residence, these are specific areas in 
particular need of improvement.

High-quality facilities and services have been found to influence both 
decision-making about institution choice and overall satisfaction (Migin et 
al. 2015). Students in the sample were asked about their satisfaction with 
various services and facilities at their institution, and those used by most of 
the students are presented at the bottom of Table 6.2. While additional 
services and facilities were included in the survey, we excluded them from 
the table due to a large number of missing cases. Among services and 
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facilities that were used by most students (approximately 70%), students 
were more likely to be very satisfied with the library and we see a similar 
pattern across countries here as well, with more students from India and 
the Philippines having stronger feelings than others. Again, fewer students 
from Korea compared to all other places were very satisfied with the library 
and this pattern holds for the academic advisor, recreational facilities, 
international student advisor, and the Registrar’s office. The one exception 
is health services, which had the lowest level of students very satisfied with 
it, particularly students from Vietnam and China. Interestingly, with 
respect to advising services, students were more likely to say they were very 
satisfied with their academic advisor (26%) than the international student 
advisor (20%), and this was true for the disaggregated sample except for 
the US/Western Europe group.

Student adjustment to campus life and Canadian society, 
inclusion, and safety

Table 6.3 presents the results related to students’ levels of adjustment, feel-
ings of belonging, and safety on- and off-campus and we take caution in 
these results as there were a large number of missing cases in these ques-
tions. In terms of adjustment, we examine the degree to which students, 
after beginning their program, felt they succeeded along six items: under-
standing course content, performance on written assignments, finding 
help, meeting academic demands, living in Canadian culture and society, 
and becoming involved in campus activities.

Approximately 62% of students felt they had “a lot of success” in under-
standing information presented in their courses. Although more than half 
of the students across each group felt they had a lot of success in under-
standing information presented in class, less than half of the students from 
Korea felt the same. In contrast to students from Korea, among others, 
students from the Philippines felt they had a lot of success adjusting to the 
academic side of university (information in courses, performance in writ-
ten assignments, and meeting academic demands) and living in Canadian 
culture and society, but fewer felt that way about involvement in campus 
activities. Students from Vietnam were low on this item as well, perhaps 
due to lower numbers of students from these countries in universities and 
fewer student associations and clubs. While still less than a third, students 
from India were the most likely to feel a lot of success in their involvement 
in campus activities, more than students from the US/Western Europe. The 
variation along the six items appears to be related to English language 
background as students in the Philippines, India, and US/Western Europe, 
in general, more highly rated these aspects compared to students from 
China, Korea, and Vietnam.
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Table 6.3  �Student adjustment, inclusion, and safety by country/region

China India Korea Vietnam Philippines US+WE Total

Adjustment Percentage (%), a lot of success adjusting
Understanding information presented in courses 51.4 63.2 42.4 59.0 64.9 70.5 61.8
Performing adequately in written assignments 35.9 56.5 27.1 41.0 64.9 61.1 50.9
Finding help with questions or problems 46.1 55.8 33.3 50.3 50.9 52.2 50.7
Meeting academic demands 40.5 48.3 34.0 41.5 63.2 59.8 49.9
Living in Canadian culture and society 31.5 51.6 43.1 44.8 63.2 58.1 47.7
Becoming involved in campus activities 20.7 31.7 23.6 19.1 17.5 24.2 24.8

Inclusion Percentage (%), strongly agree
Canada is a welcoming and tolerant society 39.6 65.9 26.2 31.4 49.1 46.0 48.0
Canadian students are friendly when you get to 

know them 28.9 39.0 24.6 26.2 45.5 44.9 37.7
I would like more chances to experience Canadian 

culture 38.2 56.6 31.5 50.6 40.0 18.4 34.9
Faculty and teaching assistants help me to feel 

included in the classroom 23.1 42.1 20.0 28.5 45.5 28.2 30.0
Staff and students have shown an interest in my 

country and culture 12.1 29.2 10.8 17.4 16.4 19.2 19.2
It is difficult to meet Canadian people from outside 

the university 13.4 24.2 20.8 11.1 7.3 18.5 18.1
Canadian students are hard to get to know 5.0 8.7 10.0 9.9 0.0 11.1 8.5
I prefer to mix with people from my own culture 13.6 8.6 4.6 13.4 1.8 1.7 7.3

Safety Percentage (%), very safe
On campus 74.5 86.5 60.6 74.7 74.1 83.5 80.7
Accommodations 65.6 74.2 54.3 69.1 69.1 81.1 73.8
Public transport 40.0 62.8 27.3 47.3 31.5 57.8 52.4
Public spaces (off campus) 28.6 49.1 21.3 28.7 20.0 55.9 44.2
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Eight statements about studying in Canada, or what we refer to as inclu-
sion, are also shown in Table 6.3. On average, less than half (48%) of the 
students strongly agreed with the statement that Canada was a welcoming 
and tolerant society. Students from India were the most likely to strongly 
agree with this statement (66%) and all other groups, including the 
US/Western Europe group, had less than half of their students in strong 
agreement. Across all groups, less than half strongly agreed with the state-
ment that Canadian students are friendly when you get to know them yet 
very few agreed that Canadian students were hard to get to know. At the 
same time, more of the students from Asia would like to experience Cana-
dian culture and very few prefer to mix with people from their own cul-
ture. This suggests that international students have the desire for a closer 
connection with Canadians but that this is not often warmly received by 
Canadian students, although students feel they are not hard to get to know. 
Interestingly, the US/Western Europe group had the fewest students who 
strongly agreed with wanting more chances to experience Canadian cul-
ture, presumably as a result of having little interest, or more plausibly, a 
result of already having gained access. They were also less likely to strongly 
agree with the statement regarding mixing with people from their own 
culture. Of the five groups from Asia, students from China and Vietnam 
had the largest percentage of strongly agreeing with this statement although 
the rates were less than 15%.

Strong feelings of inclusion in the institution, such as in the classroom 
and among staff and students, were generally low. For most of the groups, 
including the US/Western Europe group, about one in five students felt 
strongly that faculty and teaching assistants helped them to feel included 
(with the exception of students from India and the Philippines who had 
over 40% in strong agreement) and even fewer students, less than one in 
four, felt staff and students demonstrated an interest in their country and 
culture (only the group from India had close to 30%). For diversity and 
cross-cultural development to be one of the main goals of internationaliza-
tion, these figures suggest that the people within our educational institu-
tions have some distance to go to achieve a more inclusive environment. 
When asked about their interactions outside the university, it seems stu-
dents are not struggling to meet Canadians outside the university with 
about 18% strongly agreeing with this statement. Students from India and 
Korea felt the strongest about this, and those from Vietnam and the Philip-
pines were the least likely to strongly agree.

Finally, we turn to questions about safety in various settings, which can 
be an influential factor in student decisions (see Zhang et al.). The bottom 
of Table 6.3 shares figures related to students feeling very safe on campus, 
in their accommodations, on public transportation, and in off-campus 
public spaces. In general, most students felt very safe on campus: more 
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than 80% of the students from India and US/Western European countries 
and about 75% of the students from China, Vietnam, and the Philippines. 
Students from Korea were the least likely to state that they felt very safe 
on campus even though it was still a majority (61%). Most also felt very 
safe in their accommodations, particularly students from US/Western 
Europe. In comparison to safety on campus or in their accommodation, 
there is a clear shift when students are off campus. Students were less 
likely to state that they felt very safe using public transportation or being 
in public spaces off campus. While most students from India and US/
Western Europe felt very safe on public transportation and roughly half 
felt very safe in public spaces off campus, students from China, Korea, 
Vietnam, and the Philippines were less likely to feel very safe in public. In 
particular, students from Korea were the least likely to feel very safe in 
public, along with students from the Philippines, which is consistent with 
the experiences of hate that tend to be in public places (see Kim, Chung, 
Jeon, Klassen, Kwak, Shin, and Trudel).

Discussion

In this chapter, we examine the degree to which students from Asia had 
strong positive feelings about various factors related to their university and 
experiences in Canada. We find that there are a number of reasons for 
students’ institutional choice, including the quality of education, prestige 
of a degree or diploma, and cost. It seems ranking is less of a driving force 
than these other factors, although several large and more highly ranked 
institutions were missing from the analysis. These data provide some sug-
gestions on where institutions may want to focus their attention and 
resources – in educational quality, prestige but not necessarily in rankings, 
affordability, and particular programs. We also find that university web-
sites are very useful to students, and ranking publications and online 
forums and blogs, less so.

In terms of services and facilities, universities can improve international 
student orientation and follow-up with students on the specific reasons for 
not being very satisfied with it. The data also speak to the need for more 
assistance at the point of entry and in moving students into residence. 
While libraries, overall, received good feedback, student interactions with 
advisors (both for academic and international students) and health services 
did not. However, there were differences in levels of positivity across 
groups. Generally, we find that students from India and the Philippines 
were comparatively more positive about institutional resources, services, 
and facilities than students from China, Korea, and Vietnam, and this may 
be related to the former groups’ English-speaking backgrounds. However, 
a more in-depth analysis should be conducted to tease apart this pattern. 
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Interestingly, we find this pattern across countries holds strong, positive 
feelings around adjustment and inclusion. This suggests, as others have as 
well (see Montsion and Caneo; de Oliviera Soares et al.), the need for more 
targeted programs or services for different groups, particularly for students 
from Korea, who appear to have the least positive experiences of all the 
groups.

Having said this, an important finding in the data is that Canadian stu-
dents, staff, and faculty have much work to do to help institutions meet the 
goal of diversity and inclusion. To be sure, only half of the students in the 
sample learned about Indigenous history and culture since arriving at the 
university (see Luo and Wilkinson about the University of Manitoba’s 
efforts to promote Indigenous studies among international students). Uni-
versity leaders assume that the institution is capable of welcoming interna-
tional students with open arms and that its people will know how to 
internationalize and Indigenize classrooms and interactions. But the data 
and past research make clear that Canadian students, staff, and faculty are 
not effective at making international students feel included. And while the 
value of international students, discursively, is about their contributions to 
diversity, in actuality, it places the onus on the shoulders of international 
students to execute this labor (see Das Gupta and Gomez; Chatterjee, 
Shahrokni, Gomez, and Poojary 2022).

Despite the institution’s weakness in making students feel integrated, we 
do find students feel very safe on campus compared to public spaces, which 
suggests that institutions can continue to improve on student safety on 
campus but they can also orient students to the realities of the local envi-
ronment and strategies for feeling and keeping safe off campus.

Although many institutions have dedicated international offices, the ris-
ing number of international students puts pressure on these offices to pro-
vide the necessary support. As Choudaha and Hu (2016) note, the majority 
of institutions continue to fall short in providing adequate resources and 
the expertise needed to meet the expectations of international students on 
their campuses. Not meeting the expectations of this growing and high-fee-
paying population will likely lead to lower levels of satisfaction and, as a 
result, negatively affect institutions. The key question is whether we want 
to measure the success of internationalization in the numbers and revenue 
or whether success is measured by positive student experiences within 
those institutions.
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Kingdom and Ireland in Western Europe, which were not under the sub-region 
of Western Europe according to the UN Geoscheme.
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Introduction

For the last three decades, international student migration has gained an 
increasing level of policy and scholarly attention around the world. Fol-
lowing the Intellectual Migration (IM) framework developed by Li et al. 
(2021), our study borrows the concepts of ‘Intellectual gateway’ (IG) and 
‘Intellectual periphery’ (IP) and pitches Toronto and Halifax, respectively, 
as such destinations for international students. In particular, we focus on 
analyzing the experiences of Chinese international students and their 
migration to Canada because China has been a top source country for 
international students to Canada, accounting for 20 percent to 30 percent 
of the new arrivals almost every year since 2000 (Crossman et al. 2021). 
Moving beyond investigating the simple push and pull factors of higher 
education migration, we examine the role of distinctive placeness in shap-
ing the geography of intellectual migration. Specifically, we pay particular 
attention to the role of socio-cultural environment, economic opportuni-
ties, educational institutions, and government policies and programs in 
influencing the motivations and decision-making of Chinese international 
students. Drawing upon data from an original online survey (N = 554) and 
in-person interviews (N = 39) with Chinese international students in 
Toronto and Halifax, we examine and compare the ways in which different 
scales of institutional structure and different socio-economic environment 
shape the experiences of Chinese international students and how local 
institutions affect their intellectual migration plan.

Migration is a complex process and it would be hard to provide a clear 
and full explanation on different types and characteristics of migration 
(Castles et al. 2014; Li et al. 2021). Historically, various theories have been 
used to analyze the factors associated with migration decisions and the 
experiences of international migrants (Massey 2000). Adding to the litera-
ture, we aim to analyze the mobility of international students on a global 
scale as well as their lived experiences on a local scale.
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Li et al. (2015) argue that migration of higher-education students should 
be considered as existing on a continuum with that of highly skilled profes-
sionals. They define Intellectual Migration (IM) as a continuum along 
which international students and highly skilled professionals acquire, 
improve, and utilize ‘intellectual capital’ for career advancement or upward 
social mobility through spatial mobility. Li et al. (2021) further argue that 
intellectual capital is not human capital in its simplest form of professional 
knowledge or competent labour skills. Instead, it represents an intercon-
nected form of social, cultural, and symbolic capitals (Bourdieu 1986). 
While pursuing their educational and career goals, international students 
and highly skilled professionals obtain knowledge and skill sets but they 
also gain familiarity with local culture and expand their social network. 
Thus, the concept of intellectual capital highlights the importance of ana-
lyzing interconnection between various forms of capital. Furthermore, the 
pursuit of intellectual capital may affect mobility planning and the migra-
tion destination of international students and professional migrants.

While there has been a significant growth in international education on 
a global scale, not all places are equally popular or attractive as the choice 
destination of education migration. An intellectual gateway usually attracts 
a large number of international students and skilled migrants and becomes 
an important site of knowledge building and intellectual connection. An 
urban centre like Toronto has many intellectual nodes such as higher edu-
cation institutions, research organizations, and innovative and high-tech 
employers. Higher education international students and highly skilled pro-
fessionals are often drawn into the city for its high-quality education, 
research opportunities, and skilled and professional jobs. On the other 
hand, an intellectual periphery has few intellectual nodes and is not usually 
considered an attractive destination for higher education and skilled pro-
fessionals. These cities are less able to provide a full range of supports and 
resources for intellectual migrants. With the noted differences between 
intellectual gateway and intellectual periphery, they may attract different 
types of students and career seekers. Nonetheless, with a set of right poli-
cies and programs in place, some argue that it is possible to transform an 
intellectual periphery into an intellectual gateway (e.g., Florida 2005; 
Li et al. 2021).

Utilizing the IM framework, we identify two Canadian cities, Toronto, 
Ontario and Halifax, Nova Scotia, as examples of an ‘intellectual gateway’ 
and an ‘intellectual periphery’. Ontario has been the top destination prov-
ince in Canada, attracting around 40–50 percent of new international stu-
dent arrivals annually (CBIE 2018). The province of Nova Scotia has been 
the most popular destination among the provinces of the Atlantic region 
but only accounts for roughly 3 percent of international post-secondary 
students in Canada (ibid.).
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As such, we aim to conduct a comparative analysis between Toronto and 
Halifax as cities of intellectual migration by analyzing the characteristics 
of students, their education and career goals, their motivations for study-
ing abroad, and their post-graduation migration plans. In particular, we 
examine if the two cities have attracted distinct groups of Chinese interna-
tional students with different backgrounds and migration plans. Our 
research findings will add to the body of scholarship on education migra-
tion and student mobility to explain the ‘who moves where’ and the ‘why 
move there’ of intellectual migration (Castles 2010; Li et al. 2021).

Methodology

The data for this study were collected from an online survey, first conducted 
in Toronto in 2018 among students from China who were enrolled in York 
University (Toronto) at the time. The survey yields 398 valid responses. In 
Halifax, the same survey was launched in February 2020, paused because of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, and resumed in January 2021. Survey partici-
pants attended Dalhousie University, Saint Mary’s University, or Mount 
Saint Vincent University. The sample consists of 156 responses. The survey 
data collected in both cities come from non-probability sampling.

The survey questionnaire consisted of four sections: covering the demo-
graphic and socio-economic background of students, their academic back-
ground, their motivational factors for studying abroad and their experiences 
of studying in Canada, and their post-graduation migration plan. Partici-
pants were recruited by multiple means. In Toronto, recruitment included 
flyers posted on campus buildings and public spaces, invitation cards deliv-
ered in-person outside classrooms and at events hosted by Chinese interna-
tional student associations and university offices for international students, 
and electronic mailing/broadcasting to relevant student lists and social 
media groups. In Halifax, we mainly used digital posters and social media 
platforms.

Following the online survey, semi-structured in-depth interviews were 
conducted with students who expressed their interest in participating in 
the second stage of the study. In Toronto, 12 undergraduate and 11 gradu-
ate students participated in the interviews. In Halifax, we talked to 9 
undergraduate and 7 graduate students. These 39 interviews were con-
ducted in Chinese and then translated, transcribed, and analyzed using a 
qualitative data analysis software Dedoose. We did not link the survey 
responses to the interview data to protect the confidentiality of the infor-
mation shared by the research participants. Both sets of data collected in 
Toronto and Halifax were analyzed in a summary format and this chapter 
provides our findings from the aggregated data. Overall, our interview 
data supplement the descriptive nature of the survey data analysis.



106  Min-Jung Kwak et al.

Demographic Characteristics of Chinese Students in Toronto and 
Halifax

The demographic and socio-economic characteristics of our online survey 
participants reveal that there are slight differences among the students 
between the two cities (see Table 7.1). In both cities, female students were 

Table 7.1.  �Demographic and socio-economic profile of the online survey participants

Toronto (N=398) Halifax (N=156)

Gender

Female (%) 54 58
Male (%) 42 40

Other/Not to disclose (%) 4 2

Age (years) 18–44 (over 80% 
under 27)

19–49 (over 80% 
under 29)

Marital status (%)

Single (%) 83 86
Married (%) 17 14

Spouse working/studying in 
Canada (%)

75 86

Transnational Childcare (%) 44 (among those 
married w/children)

25 (among those 
married w/children)

Family Background

Only child to the parents (%) 56 70
At least one parent university 

educated (%)
46 56

Financial Support from Parents

Full support (%) 46 64
Partial support (%) 45 30

No support (%) 10 6

Current Academic Level

English as Second Language (%) 20 3
Undergraduate (%) 50 78

Graduate (%) 30 19

Current Major

Business administration/
Economics (%)

50 47

Science/Engineering (%) 22 24
Social sciences/Humanities/

Arts (%)
18 20
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the majority. A slightly higher proportion of students in Toronto identified 
themselves with other gender identity or did not wish to disclose. Between 
the two cities, the proportion of female students was slightly higher in 
Halifax. More than 80 percent of students in both cities were single and 29 
years old and under. Of those married, 75 percent of married participants 
in Toronto and 86.4 percent in Halifax responded that their spouse was 
working, studying, or homemaking in Canada, and among those with chil-
dren, 44 percent in Toronto and 25 percent in Halifax were maintaining 
transnational childcare between China and Canada.

Although most participants of our survey came from an upper-middle-
class background, a higher proportion of the students in Halifax than in 
Toronto reported family background with the traits of higher socio-economic 
status. For example, while 46 percent of the participants in Toronto had at 
least one of their parents being university-educated with 56 percent of those 
in Halifax responding the same. On the other hand, a lower percentage of the 
participants in Halifax (3.2 percent of fathers and 1.9 percent of mothers) 
reported that their parents were peasants or urban migrant workers (5 per-
cent each for Toronto participants). While their parents mostly (88 percent in 
Toronto and 90 percent in Halifax) reside in China, a lower percentage of the 
Toronto parents (75 percent versus Halifax’s 81 percent) owned a family car 
there.1 In terms of annual household income, about 50 percent of Toronto 
students and about 57 percent of Halifax students reported that their parents 
earned over 180,000 RMB (around $27,000 USD) when the average house-
hold income of China in 2018 was only 21,586 RMB (around $3,240 USD).

Most students in our sample relied financially on their parents, either 
fully or partially, to fund their education in Canada. However, the level of 
financial dependence on their parents was higher for the students in Hali-
fax (64 percent with full support and about 30 percent with partial sup-
port) compared to those in Toronto (46 percent full support and 45 percent 
partial support). The difference can be somewhat explained by the higher 
proportion of undergraduate (around 78 percent) students in Halifax than 
those in Toronto (50 percent), as graduate students are more likely to 
receive graduate program fellowships or stipends from their school. In 
addition, a higher proportion of students in Toronto (19.4 percent versus 
13.9 percent in Halifax) identified off-campus work as a main source of 
financial support for their education. The higher proportion of graduate 
students and more off-campus work opportunities in Toronto is a good 
indicator of an intellectual gateway city with many intellectual nodes. In 
terms of the field of the study, almost half of the students in both cities 
pursue a degree program in business administration or economics and 
another quarter of participants were studying science or engineering. The 
lowest enrolment areas were social sciences, humanities, or arts. Regarding 
academic background, an overwhelming majority (more than 90 percent 
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for both cities) of our sample had attended high schools in China, with 66 
percent in key high schools with better reputation and more resources 
from the state. A higher proportion of the students in Toronto reported 
being top performers in their high schools back in China, with 31 percent 
performing in the top 10 percent of their class and 42 percent being above 
average, compared to 20.3 percent in the top 10 percent and 32.3 percent 
above average among Halifax students.

Motivation Factors for Study Abroad and Choosing Study 
Destination

Student mobility is a complex process to analyze as different motivational 
factors affect the option of studying abroad or not as well as where to 
study. According to Pande and Yan (2018), some of main factors driving 
Chinese students to study abroad include: lack of quality education in 
China, the rise of middle-class Chinese families, the higher returns obtained 
from Western credentials, and the role of international education agency. 
The students in our sample also show generally similar motivations for 
their decision to study abroad. First, in terms of their level of study, most 
students came for universities, 54 percent (Toronto) and 73 percent (Hali-
fax) at the undergraduate level and 27 percent (Toronto) and 12 percent 
(Halifax) at the graduate level. The rest (14 percent in Toronto and 6.3 
percent in Halifax) came for secondary school first to avoid the extremely 
competitive university entrance examination (gaokao) in China. In both 
cities, the top three reasons among the answers rated as ‘very important’ or 
‘most important’ for studying abroad were ‘to experience the world’, ‘to 
obtain a foreign degree for better job opportunities’, and ‘to engage in 
more innovative and advanced research’, respectively, at the rate of 57 
percent, 41 percent, and 36 percent by Toronto respondents and at the rate 
of 57 percent, 33 percent, and 32.2 percent by Halifax students.

The importance of job opportunities and innovative and advanced 
research opportunities was a bit lower for Halifax respondents, reflecting 
the lower proportion of graduate students in the city. Interestingly, around 
30 percent of participants from both cities rated ‘to settle (permanently/
temporarily) and develop their career abroad’ as an important reason for 
studying abroad, indicating that Chinese students have shown a moderate 
level of interest in stay longer in Canada after graduation.

In terms of choosing their study destination, Canada was rated as the 
top choice by 62 percent of the Toronto participants and 72 percent of the 
Halifax participants. Those studying in Toronto chose Canada for its 
social and natural environments, its employment outlook, and the reputa-
tion of its higher education sector and the associated academic environ-
ment. Similar responses were provided by the participants in Halifax, but 
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there was more emphasis on the socio-cultural environment, natural envi-
ronment, and the academic environment. There seem to be a higher expec-
tation about job opportunities in Toronto as an intellectual gateway city, 
and yet the participants in Halifax are more optimistic about obtaining 
permanent residency status after graduation. This is likely due to the 
favourable immigration policies (e.g., Atlantic Pilot Immigration program) 
in Nova Scotia. Two examples demonstrate student knowledge about the 
welcoming migration policies in Halifax.

The most important thing was that it is easier to get a work permit [in 
Nova Scotia, Canada]. I compared Canada to the UK, the US, and Aus-
tralia. After comparison, Canada is the best (most accessible) one to get 
(the work permit).

(GR01, Halifax)

What I know is a so-called Atlantic policy. It seems that if you have a 
job within the range, you could apply for the PR [Permanent Residency] 
directly without the requirement of one year of working experience. 
This is a good signal as the policy is not strict as in the past, which you 
must have a job and work for one year. … Its policy is directly related 
to whether I could stay here or not. Since this policy reduces the diffi-
culty of [applying for] my immigration, it has substantial impacts.

(GR02, Halifax)

When asked about their opinion regarding the choices of ‘studying at a 
Canadian university branch campus located in China’, ‘doing a joint degree 
by splitting their study time between China and Canada’, and ‘spending their 
entire study time in Canada’, the choice seemed to be clear for the partici-
pants. Forty-seven percent in Toronto and 60.6 percent in Halifax preferred 
to physically study in Canada, about a third (39 percent in Toronto and 31 
percent in Halifax) favoured a joint degree, and only a small percentage (14 
percent in Toronto and 8.5 percent in Halifax) would like to study in a Cana-
dian university branch campus housed in China. The majority said that full-
time study in Canada provides the opportunity to experience its social and 
cultural environments and they believed Canada offers a better academic 
environment. To them, the ‘real meaning of studying abroad’ is to be physi-
cally present at a Canadian university for the duration of their degree.

The Experiences in Canada

As admitted by 67 percent of our Toronto participants and 92.8 per-
cent of Halifax participants, their decision to study in Canada was not 
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dependent upon financial aids or support provided by the Chinese gov-
ernment or the Canadian university they attended. This is another indi-
cator that most of the participants came from relatively affluent families 
and Halifax had a higher proportion of undergraduate students than 
Toronto. While educational financing was not a major problem for our 
research participants, they encountered the usual adaptation challenges 
faced by many international students. While managing their academic 
programs and planning their future career, initial challenges faced by 
Chinese international students include limited social network, language 
barriers, and cultural differences (Arthur and Flynn 2011; Dyer and Lu 
2010).

Before their departure, a majority had no or just a little knowledge about 
the lives of international students and about their post-graduation career 
experience in Canada. For those who had some understanding, it was pri-
marily through families/relatives already in Canada (the top source of 
information for Toronto participants), through social media (the top 
source of information for Halifax participants), and from former class-
mates who had studied in Canada (for both groups). It is thus not surpris-
ing that they found life in Canada challenging. Pressure from their academic 
work, dealing with language barrier, difficulties integrating into Canadian 
campus life and Canadian socio-cultural norms were the major challenges. 
As noted by Ma (2020), Chinese international students are ambitious and 
motivated with their educational and career goals, and yet they are also 
anxious about fitting in Canadian/American educational system and cul-
ture. A lot of Chinese international students tend to maintain their own 
social network among Chinese students and are not able to reach out and 
make Canadian friends.

Since I am new here, I know little about all aspects of Canada. Com-
pared to my graduate classmates most of whom completed their under-
graduate in Canada and know more about Canada, this is the biggest 
challenge for me. Then, the next significant challenge is that I have no 
idea how to communicate with people from various backgrounds/cul-
tures. For example, if I want to chat with others on LinkedIn, I have no 
idea how to start the conversation naturally. Thus, I need to think of it 
and do some research online. … I had no network.

(GR02, Halifax)

Previous studies found that the biggest challenge international students of 
ethnic/racial minority background face is the process of labour market 
integration (Hasmath 2012; Zschirnt and Ruedin 2016). In our study, we 
also noticed that some students had experienced different forms of racial 
discrimination and microaggressions during their study in Canada.
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In Canada, I faced a lot of prejudice against Chinese people. Once or 
twice a month, I’m generally called names, especially ones that are 
highly offensive to Chinese people. White people always bullied me.

(YU9, Toronto)

I actually heard about similar situations from others in other big cities 
and universities. One of my friends who studied at Dalhousie University 
is Vietnamese. Once applying for a job in the university, he was required 
to show a work permit because his name was not a typical name of 
white people, which was a serious discriminatory behaviour from my 
perspective.

(GR3, Halifax)

During my undergraduate, there were some cases on the campus. Once 
in the class, the professor divided students into different groups. Four 
students were in a group. Two students in the front row turned around, 
making the team with two students in the back row. Two students in the 
front were one female and one male. My friends, who were my current 
roommate [who is Chinese], and I sit at the back row. After turning 
around, the female student in the front row who saw my friend and me 
decided to turn back immediately and told the professor that she wanted 
to make a group with students in her left because she didn’t want to 
make a group with us. The professor agreed with her. What made me 
mad was that the professor agreed with her.

(GR4, Halifax)

Prazeres et al. (2017) noted the reputation of higher education institutions 
tends to be over-emphasized when we consider international education 
and student mobility. They argued that the place of education offers much 
more than a good school and we need to pay attention to the importance 
of ‘placeness’ when we discuss geography of international education. Spe-
cifically, international students imagine and develop a notion of ‘distinc-
tive places’ while constantly comparing different places of higher education 
and acquiring intellectual capital through the lived experiences in the place 
of their study (Beech 2014). This notion of ‘distinctive and comparative 
places’ continues to be developed even after graduation as the students 
engage with future mobility by seeking further education or career oppor-
tunities. In this study, we probe how geography matters for Chinese inter-
national students in Canada in selecting their destination of education, 
studying and living in the city, and planning their mobility for future career 
development.
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To a certain extent, the notion of ‘distinctive placeness’ identified by 
international students (Prazeres et al. 2017) is in line with the geographical 
concepts of ‘intellectual gateway’ and ‘intellectual periphery’ in the IM 
framework. When asked about their motivation to study abroad and their 
future plans, our research participants often made direct and indirect con-
nections with their experiences of living and studying in the city of their 
choice. The place of intellectual migration is constantly assessed by our 
participants if the place offers strategic social network and appropriate 
cultural capital for them to utilize for further socio-economic mobility.

I really love this city. In the past, I wanted to find a peaceful and not-
developed city to live in. Halifax is suitable. This city is energetic with-
out significant pressure, which is livable. It is inclusive and friendly 
enough.

(GR7, Halifax)

I want to be in Toronto if I stay in Canada. It’s nice to be here. It is also 
Canada’s largest city, whether in terms of population, economic 
strength, opportunity, or climate. I also have a greater understanding of 
the city.

(YU8, Toronto)

Toronto is a very Chinese city that is also extremely easy to live in.
(YU3, Toronto)

Halifax is a good place for living and retired life. However, it is not a 
good place for me to work for the long term, while it is a suitable place 
for studying. After completing studying, I will move to other big cities. 
But I really love it.

(UG4, Halifax)

Between Toronto and Halifax, our online survey reveals another interest-
ing aspect of the two cities as cities of continuing education. Before attend-
ing York University, 9 participants in our Toronto sample reported that 
they studied in colleges in the Greater Toronto Area and 72 out of the 120 
students had obtained a degree from other Canadian universities in Ontario 
(including York University), Alberta, Manitoba, Nova Scotia, and New-
foundland. However, most of the Halifax respondents had not studied in 
Nova Scotia or other provinces before they came to study in Halifax. Only 
four (2 undergraduate and 2 graduate students) out of 158 students had 
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learning experiences in Southern Ontario. The finding indicates an impor-
tant distinction between Toronto and Halifax: an intellectual gateway city 
like Toronto can provide more transitional and various types of education 
opportunities for Chinese international students.

Discussion: The Geography of Intellectual Migration

In this study, we examine the socio-demographic characteristics of Chinese 
international students and their motivations for studying in two Canadian 
cities, Toronto and Halifax. Drawing upon the conceptual framework of 
Intellectual Migration (IM)—which was developed to comprehend the 
migratory experience of highly skilled migrants for upward career and 
social mobility (Li et al. 2021)—we compare the experiences of Chinese 
students studying and living in Toronto as an intellectual gateway and 
Halifax as an intellectual periphery. While our research participants in 
both cities share many commonalities in dealing with the challenges of 
studying and living abroad, we found some notable differences between 
the two student groups. Examining their motivational factors for study 
abroad and their choice of study destination, we found that Chinese stu-
dents develop the notion of distinctive placeness about Canada compared 
to other countries and about the city they study and live in. This unique 
sense of placeness is obtained through their own imagination as well as 
lived experiences. By analyzing the educational migration experiences and 
discourses of Chinese international students in both cities, we further 
investigate what make Toronto and Halifax, respectively, as an example 
site of intellectual gateway and intellectual periphery.

The IM framework allows for an examination of the two cities as sites 
for synergic capital acquisition, conversion, and upgrade between the dif-
ferent dimensions of intellectual capital; it also illuminates the geographi-
cal implications of being an intellectual gateway or periphery. Toronto 
attracts a large number of international students with many intellectual 
nodes and provides various transition opportunities within Canada. On 
the other hand, we learnt from our research that Halifax mainly welcomes 
those students who have never studied abroad or elsewhere in Canada. 
These findings suggest that intellectual gateways are attractive because of 
their different levels of degree programs and more employment opportuni-
ties, whereas intellectual peripheries can be easier entry points for interna-
tional students but not places attracting further intellectual migration 
flows.

Li et al. (2021) emphasize that intellectual periphery cities may trans-
form themselves into intellectual gateways when the local governments, 
higher educational institutions, and private sector work together to create 
an environment conducive to intellectual capital accumulation and thereby 
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attractive to intellectual migrants. At the time of our study, we witness that 
the provincial government’s efforts started to pay off in recruiting more 
intellectual migrants and potential immigrants into the province of Nova 
Scotia and the city of Halifax, albeit labour market opportunities still 
seeming to be lacking, at least in the minds of Chinese international stu-
dents in Halifax. Between the two student groups, those in Toronto, linked 
their choice of permanent stay in Canada with ‘employment opportunities 
and higher economic returns’ as the top reason, whereas their Halifax 
counterparts considered ‘less pressure living in Canada’ as their primary 
reason for stay. We believe this is an interesting indicator of distinctive 
placeness development. Despite the commonalities in their migratory expe-
riences, the unique sense of placeness associated with being in an intellec-
tual gateway versus periphery is shaped by and reshapes students’ current 
lived experiences (including strategies for intellectual capital accumulation 
and utilization) and their imaginations for future migratory plans.

Acknowledgements

This chapter draws on research supported by the Social Sciences and 
Humanities Research Council of Canada (grant number 435-2017-1168).

Note

	 1	 Car ownership in China is an important aspect of social status.

References

Arthur, Nancy, and Sarah Flynn. 2011. “Career Development Influences of Inter-
national Students Who Pursue Permanent Immigration to Canada.” Interna-
tional Journal for Educational and Vocational Guidance 11, no. 3: 221–37.

Beech, Suzanne E. 2014. “Why Geography Matters: Imaginative Geography and 
International Student Mobility.” Area 46, no. 2: 170–77.

Bourdieu, Pierre. 1986. “The Forms of Capital.” In Handbook of Theory and Re-
search for the Sociology of Education, edited by John G. Richardson, 241–60. 
New York: Greenwood Press.

Castles, Steven. 2010. “Understanding Global Migration: A Social Transformation 
Perspective.” Journal of Ethnicity and Migration 36, no. 10: 1565–86.

Castles, Stephen, Hein de Haas, and M. J. Miller. 2014. The Age of Migration: 
International Population Movements in the Modern World. 5th ed. New York, 
NY: The Guilford Press.

CBIE (Canadian Bureau for International Education). 2018. International Students 
in Canada. CBIE Research in Brief. August 2018.

Crossman, Eden, Youjin Choi, and Feng Hou. 2021. “Insights: International Stu-
dents as a Source of Labour Supply: The Growing Number of International 



Between Intellectual Gateway and Intellectual Periphery  115

Students and Their Changing Sociodemographic Characteristics.” Economic 
and Social Reports 1, no. 7: 1–11.

Dyer, Suzette, and Fen, Lu. 2010. “Chinese Born International Students’ Transition 
Experiences from Study to Work in New Zealand.” Australian Journal of Career 
Development 19, no. 2: 23–31.

Florida, Richard. 2005. The Flight of the Creative Class. The New Global Compe-
tition for Talent. New York: Harper Business, Harper Collins.

Hasmath, Reza. 2012. The Ethnic Penalty: Immigration, Education and the La-
bour Market. Routledge.

Li, Wei, Lucia Lo, Yixi Lu, Yining Tan, and Zheng Lu. 2021. “Intellectual Migra-
tion: Considering China.” Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 47, no. 12: 
2833–53.

Li, Wei, Wan Yu, Claudia Sadowski-Smith, and Hao Wang. 2015. “Intellectual 
Migration and Brain Circulation: Conceptual Framework and Empirical Evi-
dence.” Journal of Overseas Chinese 11: 43–58.

Ma, Yingyi. 2020. Ambitious and Anxious: How Chinese College Students Suc-
ceed and Struggle in American Higher Education. New York, NY: Columbia 
University Press.

Massey, Douglas. 2000. “Why Does Immigration Occur: A Theoretical Synthesis.” 
In The Handbook of International Migration: The American Experience, edited 
by C. Hirschman, P. Kasinitz, and J. DeWind, 34–52. New York, NY: Russell 
Sage.

Pande, Amba, and Yuan Yan. 2018. “Migration of Students from India and China: 
A Comparative View.” South Asian Survey 23, no. 1: 69–92.

Prazeres, Laura, Allan Findlay, David McCollum, Nikola Sander, Elizabeth Musil, 
Zaiga Krisjane, and Elina Apsite-Berina. 2017. “Distinctive and Comparative 
Places: Alternative Narratives of Distinction within International Student Mobil-
ity.” Geoforum 80: 114–22.

Zschirnt, Eva, and Didier Ruedin. 2016. “Ethnic Discrimination in Hiring Deci-
sions: A Meta-Analysis of Correspondence Tests 1990-2015.” Journal of Ethnic 
and Migration Studies 42, no. 7: 1115–34.



DOI: 10.4324/b23160-11

Introduction

International students have become an important part of internationaliza-
tion in higher education, simultaneously recruited to generate revenue to 
combat decreased government funding for Canadian universities and as 
ideal potential immigrants for an increasingly aging Canadian society (cf. 
Global Affairs Canada 2019). Chinese students have constituted the major-
ity of enrolments in most broad university program areas in Canada (Sta-
tistics Canada 2020), thus playing a significant role in the internalization 
process of the Canadian higher education.

This study explores how Chinese international students navigate their 
manifold transitions from Chinese high schools to a Canadian university 
and how programs, structures, and environments of the Canadian institu-
tion shaped their experiences. The transition from high school to univer-
sity is a major life change and is stressful for most students (Tinto 1993). 
However, undergraduate students in Canadian universities coming directly 
from Chinese high schools are a unique group. Coming to study in Can-
ada, these students are also transitioning to a linguistically and culturally 
different country. Meanwhile, transitioning from adolescence to young 
adulthood is an important time in life for worldview and identity (re)for-
mation (Arnett 2000 and Erikson 1985), when students are experiencing a 
dynamic transition of both physical and psychological development. These 
elements add more layers of transition to this group of students than those 
who do not have linguistic and cultural issues or new students in graduate 
programs who are more or less acculturated to the university life.

Chinese Undergraduate Students' Manifold Transitions

Previous studies have documented challenges international students 
encounter in Canadian universities, with frequently cited ones including 
cultural and linguistic barriers, feeling of isolation, and mental health issues 
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(Guo and Guo 2017 and Liu 2017). Besides, instead of viewing interna-
tional students as a single monolithic group, more attention has been 
directed to distinctive groups shaped by various sociocultural factors 
(Marom 2022). Building on the extant literature, this study highlights Chi-
nese undergraduate students’ experience in navigating the three-fold tran-
sitions: from China to Canada, high schools to higher education, and 
adolescence to adulthood. Drawing on developmental perspectives, this 
study takes a holistic view to examine the manifold transitions these Chi-
nese students navigate in their Canadian university life. The chapter will 
also discuss how these transitions tie into each other in the institutional 
context by analyzing key transition issues, such as schoolwork and social 
life balance, peer relationships, tension around independence, identity (re)
formation, as well as systemic barriers and discrimination.

Transition from China to Canada

Discrepancies in cultural expectations in home and host countries may 
shape individual experiences along with other internal and external fac-
tors. Swidler (1986) conceptualized culture as a repertoire or “a toolkit of 
habits, skills and styles” that individuals draw on to manage everyday life 
and emerging situations (273). This toolkit metaphor serves well in the 
context of cross-cultural integration. The transition from China to Canada 
involves cross-cultural adaptations and adjustments of Chinese students’ 
new campus life. Distinctions between Canadian cultural norms and those 
in China can be identified in many dimensions such as human relations, 
social structures, and interpersonal communication.

During the transitions to higher education, cultural factors may also 
impact students’ learning experience. Different conceptions of learning 
rooted in cultures impact students’ learning behaviors, as learning occurs 
within socially constructed environments (Greenholtz 2003). The multi-
cultural context of teaching and learning shapes students’ interaction 
with instructors and their classroom experience as cultural expectations 
may also come into play. To elaborate, scholars (Biggs 1996 and Tweed 
and Lehman 2002) have noted that Chinese students are taught to gain 
fundamental knowledge and skills before they are able to make judg-
ments and question others. In contrast, teachers in Western society are 
perceived to view content as dynamic and the capacity to evaluate infor-
mation critically as the goal of education (Greenholtz 2003 and Pratt 
1992). Moreover, in Chinese culture, a high power distance exists 
between students and instructors (Hofstede 1986), which may prevent 
some Chinese students from communicating with their instructors in 
Canada pertaining to learning issues. This power distance indicates 
socialization not only to respect teachers and their authority but also to 
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respect and expect their knowledgeability. Consequently, Chinese stu-
dents usually have high expectations of their teachers in this relationship 
(Pratt 1992). Differences between the two education systems manifest in 
an emphasis on the learning process among Western educators and on 
the product (mastery of knowledge) among Chinese educators (Gardner 
1989). In this case, some Chinese students may experience dissonance 
when they first arrive.

Transition from High School to University

For all students, the move to university is a significant social displace-
ment as the university is a different environment from the high school 
even for students staying in their home country. In university, students 
no longer get intensive monitoring and supervision from teachers. 
Besides, course schedule, class duration, academic requirements and 
expectations, as well as campus life are all different. It is the students’ 
own responsibility to access resources, get support, build their commu-
nity, and keep up. Besides, many students move out of their parents’ 
homes and live on their own, which may result in problems in the wake 
of the sudden independence for those with limited self-control. The exist-
ing literature has documented aspects of transition during students’ ini-
tial university life, such as time management (Van der Meer, Jansen, and 
Torenbeek 2010), mental well-being and emotional needs for friendship 
(ACHA 2019), the need to develop academic literacy skills (Van der 
Meer, Jansen, and Torenbeek 2010), navigation of academic require-
ments (Blair 2017), and transient feelings of not belonging (Palmer, 
O'Kane and Owens 2009).

Another layer of transition is added to international students – the socio-
cultural transition. Briggs et al. (2012) argued that the challenges associ-
ated with the transition to university may be intensified when the individual 
is a first-generation university student or is from another culture or educa-
tion system, as in the case of international students. Chinese students get 
significant scaffolding from teachers in high schools. Parental supervision 
and additional learning support also prove to be significant (Liu 2017). In 
China, teachers make parents aware of the student’s learning situations at 
school, so parents can follow up and assist at home. In university, these 
Chinese students live away from their parents and they must keep up with 
their academic work on their own. Aside from learning university routines 
and study habits for a new academic environment and achieving the bal-
ance between academic activities and other aspects of university life, these 
students also need to function independently, manage finances, budget 
time, modify previous relationships with family and friends, and make new 
relationship (Briggs, Clark, and Hall 2012).
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Transition from Adolescence to Adulthood

In addition to their academic and cultural transitions, undergraduate stu-
dents are also in the process of moving from adolescence to young adult-
hood. Adolescence is a dynamic transitional period of both physical and 
psychological development, in which young individuals particularly need 
love, respect, and social acceptance, and have a desire for success, there-
fore, “a healthy way of passing this period will positively affect individu-
als' perspectives on life” (Özdemir, Utkualp and Palloş 2016, 717). Prior 
studies have demonstrated that, when transitioning to adulthood, individ-
uals require holistic learning and preparation consisting of life skills for 
them to function independently, emotional skills, mental well-being, and 
life transitions (Bologna 2021).

While discussing the development in adolescence and young adulthood, 
Erikson (1968) observed a “prolonged adolescence”, during which young 
adults engage in experimentation to determine their future roles in society. 
Building on this concept, Arnett (2000) proposed a new stage of develop-
ment described as “emerging adulthood” to conceptualize the transitional 
period of profound change. Emerging adulthood covers the ages from late 
teens through twenties, a period distinct from both adolescence and young 
adulthood in which young people prepare for adulthood through explora-
tion and experimentation. Since emerging adults have already left the 
dependence of childhood but not yet fully entered the responsibilities of 
adulthood, this is a period of frequent change and constant experimenta-
tion. During this stage, various life directions in love, work and world-
views remain possible (Arnett 2000). According to Arnett (2000), while 
this stage offers numerous opportunities for role exploration, it is also very 
demanding, as the most important events in life take place in this period. 
Exploration in emerging adulthood is also concomitant with risk taking 
and reckless behavior for many young people (Shifren, Furnham, and 
Bauserman 2003) since “emerging adults can pursue novel and intense 
experiences more freely than adolescents because they are less likely to be 
monitored by parents and can pursue more freely than adults because they 
are less constrained by roles” (Arnett 2000, 475).

Identity formation is another important topic for this period of develop-
ment. Kramsch (2009) observed that identity formation is not only through 
intrapersonal reflection and changes, but also through interpersonal rela-
tionships in a given sociocultural context. Erikson (1968, 1985) specifi-
cally argued that, while identity formation is a lifelong process, a crucial 
period occurs at the end of adolescence when individuals encounter physi-
cal growth, sexual maturation, and imminent vocational choices.

Given the significant and complicated nature of this period in life, it is 
more beneficial to take a holistic view of these transitions by considering 
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these students whole persons. Therefore, instead of reviewing isolate chal-
lenges they face, this study examines the holistic experiences during the 
Chinese international students’ multiple transitions in their university life 
in Canada. The research questions guiding the study are as follows: (1) 
What are the diverse factors and forces Chinese international students 
encounter during their multiple transitions? (2) How do these factors and 
forces tie into each other in the institutional context to holistically shape 
these students’ experiences in their university life in Canada?

Materials and Methods

This study adopts a qualitative methodology to explore how the diverse 
factors and forces interweave to shape the Chinese international students 
holistically. This approach is grounded in a philosophical position of con-
structivism in that it is applied to discover, understand, and interpret how 
people make meaning of their experiences embedded in the particular 
sociocultural setting and at a particular point in time (Bloomberg and 
Volpe 2016 and Creswell and Poth 2018). The developmental perspectives 
described above are used to understand the transitional processes of these 
international Chinese undergraduates and to review the key themes char-
acteristic of their experience during their manifold transitions.

The Canadian institution where research participants were recruited is a 
research-intensive university located in Western Canada. It has around 
33,000 students and 5,000 staff members, with 250 undergraduate and 
graduate programs. The university launched its international strategy in 
2013, making internationalization a key institutional strategic priority. Sup-
port resources for international students available on campus include Inter-
national Student Services, Student Wellness Services, and EDI Office. Seven 
Chinese students with dissimilar family backgrounds and personal histories 
were recruited from diverse faculties across campus in the Canadian univer-
sity. They graduated from high schools all over China, across six different 
provinces or autonomous regions. At the time of the interviews, participants 
were all aged 19–22 (except one who spent more time in a language pro-
gram), with three starting their second year of undergraduate study and four 
starting their third or fourth year. Their academic disciplines varied, span-
ning major faculties offering undergraduate programs at the university: Fac-
ulties of Arts, Science, Engineering, and Business. For all seven participants, 
this study experience was their first time visiting Canada.

Three rounds of hour-long semi-structured interviews were conducted 
one-on-one over four months. The interviews started in September and 
completed in December 2019 to get the second-year students’ perspectives 
on their first year in a Canadian university. Upper-year participants were 
invited to focus on their first-year experience in university, a crucial year for 
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transitions from high school to university (Tinto 1993), but experiences in 
other years were also included as transition is considered a process (Bridges 
2009). Interview data were organized and analyzed in sequential steps: each 
participant’s story was first collected and constructed and then all the sto-
ries were reorganized and analyzed by emerging thematic categories.

Analysis and Discussion of Key Themes During Manifold 
Transitions

The narratives of the seven participants revealed both collective and indi-
vidual experiences of these Chinese students in their university life. The 
over-arching findings demonstrate that diverse factors and forces worked 
together shaping students’ experiences in their campus life in Canada and 
impacting their holistic development during their transitions. The impact 
of these transitions can be either barriers or opportunities for learning and 
growth depending on how they are taken by these individuals (Schlossberg 
1981). The process of the students’ transition was unfolded and addressed 
through the capture of their rich experiences. The aspects of transitions 
they reported to face are demonstrated in Figure 8.1.

Figure 8.1 � Aspects of transitions drawn from participant narratives

� Time management

� Managing daily life

and finances

� Balancing

academic and

social life

� Identity exploration and

worldviews (re)formation

� Balancing dependence and

independence

� Managing peer relationships

� Mental well-being

China to Canada

• Language differences

• Sociocultural differences

• Racial discrimination and
stereotypes

High School to 
University

• Handling university
routines

• Learning academic
conventions

• Managing assignments and
deadlines

Adolesence to 
Adulthood

• Need to widen social circle

• Age of possibilities

• Tension between
expectations and reality

• Freedom versus
responsibilities
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As demonstrated in Figure 8.1, some transitional aspects are unique for 
a specific transition, while others are overlapping in two or all three transi-
tions. Different factors played out influencing a seemingly single area of 
transition. Consequently, from what they reported, when facing the same 
issue, these participants may often need to manage much more compli-
cated multilayer situations than their peers going through only one or two 
transitions. Below are discussions of some key themes drawn from the 
table, many of which appear in more than one transition, impacting these 
participants’ holistic experiences as they cross the three transitions.

Schoolwork and Social Life Balance

The findings demonstrate that an important area in the new life of these 
participants lies in their effort to balance their academic and social lives. 
This is a typical area for development during their transition to university 
as their major task in high schools was academic studies, especially in Chi-
nese high schools. Meanwhile, the need for social networking in this 
emerging adulthood makes it overlap with the transition to adulthood. 
Most participants in this study reported to have viewed academic studies 
as their main goal of attending university abroad since traditional Chinese 
culture lays considerable emphasis on education (Pratt 1992) which put 
these students into a cultural transition as well.

Most participants agreed that, in an ideal world, students ought to 
maintain a balance between academic performance and social life, includ-
ing extracurricular activities. However, they also reported encountering 
challenges in managing everything when they first arrived in the Canadian 
university. They indicated that they spent a great deal of time on social 
activities in their first year. First, away from family and established friend-
ships, they needed a sense of belonging in the new surroundings. Secondly, 
social integration required more effort while they transitioned into the new 
culture. Time spent on “social life” included their effort in getting familiar 
with the new life such as food styles (ending up going out for meals or 
cooking their own meals) and local transportation (which could be 
time-consuming).

While they all made an effort to manage time more wisely to handle both 
academic requirements and social activities in their second semester or sec-
ond year, some attached more importance to academic performance while 
others on social activities and networking. One participant put it this way, 
“As I was unable to balance between the two, I had to focus more on my 
courses and grades, because I have to meet my parents’ expectations”. 
Another participant added, “It’s so expensive to engage in social and extra-
curricular activities”. With the substantial amount of tuition, which was 
usually two to three times the amount of tuition for local students, most of 
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these international students expressed they “don’t feel comfortable adding 
more financial pressure” on their family. Participant narratives revealed 
that students’ schoolwork and social life could be mutually affected (Tinto 
1993), and the interwoven areas impacted individuals holistically, which 
require them to function independently (Briggs, Clark, and Hall 2012) to 
effectively manage both schoolwork and social life and keep the balance 
between the two.

Power Distance in Peer Relationship

A second key finding was about peer relationship which is overlapping in 
all three transitions. Friendships provided the students with a sense of 
belonging and that this was viewed as particularly important for them dur-
ing their three-fold transitions. A need to widen their social circle is char-
acteristic of this developmental period (Jensen 2011). However, participant 
narratives showed that friendship was not easily attainable for them in the 
new environment. Compared to situations at high schools in China where 
students were in classes with the same group for all courses, participants 
stated that relationship building needs special efforts in the Canadian uni-
versity where students meet different individuals in each course they take. 
One participant recalled, “[When I wanted to connect with local students,] 
we only chatted a bit during class breaks or after class so deeper under-
standing was not possible”. In this relationship, a power differential exists 
between Chinese international students and local students resulting from 
English being the dominant language in both daily communications and in 
the formal learning setting. As another participant put it “I find I cannot 
react quickly when communicating with local students …. Friendship with 
them is also high maintenance”. Positioned disadvantageously, Chinese 
international students need to possess language proficiency to participate 
in authentic conversations, as the interaction is no longer solely for an 
academic purpose but also for generating interest in communications serv-
ing a social function, which requires proficiency in a different register from 
academic requirements, i.e. informal conversational English.

In participants’ stories, the hierarchical relationship between them and 
local students lay in more than just the use of the English language as the 
same issues occur in the social aspect of interactions. Sometimes, it equally 
required these students to possess Canadian-specific cultural knowledge in 
order to generate meaningful conversation and lasting social connections. 
Out of a desire to get acquainted with local students, one participant reported 
taking the initiative to familiarize themselves with the common language for 
mutual understanding and meaningful interactions: “To make it easier to 
communicate with local students, I even watched the stuff they did when 
they were kids and tried to research on what they learned in high school”. 
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Apparently, it’s international students’ responsibility to adopt Canadian 
social norms and cultural practices to integrate into the mainstream set-
ting. The limited linguistic, cultural, and social capital (Bourdieu 1991), 
and even financial capital for some students, have made networking with 
Canadian peers more difficult as reflected in their narratives. Another fac-
tor prominent in the findings is the lack of structured opportunities in both 
the academic setting and the social setting for interaction and relationship 
building between the two groups.

Tension around Independence

Studying in Canadian universities was the first time most participants had 
lived so far away from home. Revealed in their narratives are participants’ 
various sentiments and emotions. They reported mixed feelings as they left 
the protection of their parents, engaging in various explorations in this 
transitional period: homesick and loneliness at first, but the appreciation 
of independence dominated. One participant shared her feelings: “I had 
been protected by my parents…. I now feel the joy of being a real adult and 
can make my own decisions, though I sometimes felt lonely at the begin-
ning and wasn’t able to do everything perfectly”.

In participants’ experiences of transitioning into the Canadian univer-
sity, a tension emerged in the interviews between the desire for indepen-
dence and the need for relationships. While these students are eager to gain 
independence from their parents, they also simultaneously need to estab-
lish relationships with peers. In the new environment, one participant 
expressed her expectations: “I very much want to become an excellent 
student in people’s eyes, so they like to work with me and become friends 
with me”. This tension between the opposing desires was reflected in the 
works of Kegan (1982), who viewed the process of mental development as 
an effort to resolve the tension between people’s longing for autonomy and 
their desire for relationships. By seeking friendship, these international stu-
dents’ goal of healthy development is relationships, as compared to their 
local peers whose goal of deployment at this age is more likely to be auton-
omy (Walsh et al. 2005).

Adolescence is also a time of reckless behavior for students with low 
self-regulation (Shifren, Furnham, and Bauserman 2003), resulting in some 
students reducing self-control in the wake of the sudden independence 
gained in the new environment. One participant chose a Chinese room-
mate in his first semester out of an expectation of a smoother transition 
and mutual support. This roommate indulged himself in regular whole-
night game play, which negatively impacted this participant who worked 
around his roommate’s schedule, leading to the suffering of his academic 
performance and morale. “I didn’t want to undermine our relationship as 
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he was the only friend I had then”, he said, “but found it didn’t work and 
had to leave him in the second semester”. Most participants reported hav-
ing similar experiences navigating the transition from parental supervision 
to independence, gradually gaining self-control and confidence in manag-
ing their own campus life.

Identity (Re)formation in Cross-cultural Context

As demonstrated in Figure 8.1, identity (re)formation also spans all identi-
fied transitions for these participants. As emerging adults, these students 
reported having engaged in a negotiation of identities on campus through 
how they were perceived and treated by others (Erikson 1968, 1985).

Some participants shared their experience that, when they first arrived in 
Canada, they distanced themselves from other Chinese students and Chi-
nese language which they feared may inhibit their integration into the 
Canadian culture. Meanwhile, during this transitional period, some par-
ticipants also strove to model practices and norms in Canadian society at 
the beginning by updating their own frame of reference. One participant 
reported that, though having more than a dozen former classmates from 
his Chinese high school on campus, he made great efforts to socialize with 
local students in his first year, including attending all events in the common 
room in residence and pubbing with dorm-mates every weekend while 
enduring embarrassment and psychological loneliness. In doing so, he 
shared he “wanted to adapt to the Canadian life more quickly and be 
accepted by local students round me”. To a certain extent, avoiding their 
own culture may also imply a lack of confidence or denial of their own 
identity. In the ever-changing globalized context, identity is an important 
concept for understanding individuals in their interaction with the society 
from both psychological and sociological perspectives (Illeris 2014).

After everything they went through, participants later learned that 
renouncing their Chinese heritage may deny the essence of who they are 
and therefore deprive them of their identity and sense of belonging. One of 
them admitted, “I learned to slowly accept who I am…. and now really 
appreciate our Asian values…. this is just the way we are brought up … 
with a different process of development”. They started to understand that 
they did not have to choose between maintaining the Chinese ways of 
being and adopting the Canadian ways of thinking and doing. As reflected 
in one participant’ perspective: “I would like to respect Canadian ways of 
doing things but feel the need to keep the Chinese ways as well…. I’m from 
China and would like to honour my Chinese heritage”. Like him, many of 
these participants made effort to integrate into the Canadian society while 
taking pride in their Chinese identity. This may not be easy, especially in 
the current socio-political climate where anti-Asian racism, discrimination, 
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hate crimes, and biases have become highly visible (APFC 2021). The dis-
orientation, power differentials in peer relationship, and systemic barriers 
experienced by these emerging adults may make them more vulnerable and 
need more inner strength to achieve age-related tasks and identity forma-
tion than their local peers (Walsh et al. 2005).

Systemic Barriers and Discrimination

Based on the research findings, systemic barriers exist shaping the transi-
tion of these participants. One of the barriers is a curriculum that lacks 
cultural responsiveness. Participants in the faculties of science and engi-
neering all found that the academic programs did not seem to make the 
transition from high school to university smooth for students from an 
Asian educational system. Some participants shared that, despite the pro-
motion of internationalization of curriculum among Canadian higher 
institutions, ethnocentrism in the curriculum still prevails whereby Euro-
centric perspectives and norms are privileged, making them “feel less 
related to their cultural background or lived experiences”.

Findings also demonstrate a lack of academic support to these students 
from instructors and institutions. Many participants said they found sup-
port facilities and resources focus more on students’ extracurricular activ-
ities than their academic performance. Some expressed dissatisfaction 
about the English writing support given its irrelevance to their disciplines, 
as suggested by other authors in this volume (see de Oliveira Soares et al.). 
In addition, most participants expressed challenges following their “fast-
paced native English-speaking instructors”. This aligns with literature 
which indicated that most instructors do not consider it their responsibil-
ity to assist international students therefore the responsibility of getting 
familiar with the academic system and instructional approach is entirely 
put onto the already overburdened international students (Guo and Guo 
2017 and Liu 2017). One participant shared his experience in large 
classes, where he could not hear clearly, but thought “it was inappropri-
ate to bring it up with the instructor, while not knowing where else to get 
help either”. This confirmed that Chinese students are not used to seeking 
support since showing any signs of not being self-sufficient is viewed as 
weak (Xu et al. 2018). Another participant shared her experience interact-
ing with peers in classroom. “In group discussions, I sometimes felt left 
out and ignored when I couldn’t quickly follow the discussion”. During 
class discussions, they reported sometimes experiencing what Mu et al. 
(2018) described as admiring native speakers, staying silent, and feeling 
embarrassed and marginalized due to the lack of linguistic and cultural 
capital (Bourdieu 1991) which is required for academic engagement. 
Because of the language barriers and the deficiency  associated 
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with international students, one participant ended up doing her “group 
work” alone. Same incidents also occurred outside of classrooms. As cited 
by several participants in this study, when some local students distanced 
themselves from these participants after class, these Chinese students felt 
isolated and marginalized. These systemic barriers reflected a lack of 
appropriate education to domestic faculty, staff, and students about inter-
national students and the importance of enlisting them to create an equi-
table, diverse, and inclusive campus as discussed in other parts of this 
book (see Kim, Abdulkarim, and Payne; Tavares).

Conclusion

While individual student experience in different institutions may vary, find-
ings from this study reveal that these participants’ transitional experience is 
not unidimensional; rather, diverse factors come into play and impact stu-
dents holistically. These practical, social, emotional, psychological, and aca-
demic aspects of adaptation are intertwined and are all vital to their 
successful transition to university (Briggs, Clark, and Hall 2012). As such, 
efforts from institutions to facilitate a positive transition can be conducive to 
Chinese students’ academic success and formation of a positive worldview.

As an important institution in this society, higher education has always 
confronted the tension between its duty for societal improvement and the 
reality of reproducing systemic inequalities (Patel 2021). By revealing and 
acknowledging the systemic barriers and structural challenges on campus 
for Chinese students, I hope this study offers insights for our teaching and 
learning praxis to support efforts in ensuring international students flour-
ish on campus while building the capacity they need to thrive in the real 
world. Concomitantly, reflections on experiences of Chinese students can 
be an opportunity for Canadian universities to revisit their programs, 
structures, and internationalization strategies to include international stu-
dents in the institutional planning, reorganize their compartmentalized 
support resources, and create a more culturally responsive curricula and 
services for students new to the culture.
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Introduction

International students encounter many challenges arising from cultural 
and academic differences as well as from racialization (Houshmand, Span-
ierman, and Tafarodi 2014; Sherry, Thomas, and Chui 2010 and Yeh and 
Inose 2003). In Canada, Chinese, Indian and Korean students represent 
the majority of international students (Canadian Bureau for International 
Education 2018). The principal challenges encountered during their time 
at university are mastery of the dominant language (French or English) 
(Dong and Aubin 2012 and Xing, Bolden, and Hogenkamp 2020), socio-
cultural adaptation (Dong and Aubin 2012 Zhang and Goodson 2011) 
and racism (Grayson 2014 and Houshmand, Spanierman, and Tafarodi 
2014). Recognizing international students’ needs, many universities pro-
vide student-facing services and resources. This chapter aims to give a pic-
ture of the resources offered in the Montreal universities, along with 
perspectives on these from Chinese international students. This cross-
referenced view of these resources alongside the student point of view can 
lead to finding ways for improving the resources destined for Chinese 
international students.

Chinese International Students in Canada and in Quebec: 
Overview, Challenges and Stakes

In 2020, almost a quarter of all international students in Canada were 
from China (Canadian Bureau for International Education 2021). Studies 
consistently find that these students face challenges of linguistic (Xing, 
Bolden and Hogenkamp 2020) or academic nature (Ge, Brown and Durst 
2019) or of sociocultural adjustment in the host country (Zhang and 
Goodson 2011); to these, one might add experiences of discrimination 
(Grayson 2014 and Houshmand, Spanierman and Tafarodi 2014), espe-
cially with respect to language (Ge, Brown and Durst 2019), in the 
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classroom, but also more generally in their experiences in the host country 
(Xing, Bolden and Hogenkamp 2020). These life experiences make social-
ization difficult, according to some researchers (Ma 2017 and Straker 
2016). According to some qualitative studies, Chinese international stu-
dents would feel they have insufficient linguistic and academic abilities 
during daily interaction with people from the host country (Ge, Brown and 
Durst 2019 and Lee and Rice 2007).

In Quebec, in 2019, and particularly in Montreal, Chinese international 
students represented the second-largest group of international students af-
ter those from France (Ministère de l’Enseignement supérieur 2021). These 
students, because of a lack of well-targeted support at the institutional 
level, admit to encountering challenges in terms of academic, sociocultural 
and linguistic adjustment, especially as regards the full mastery of the 
French or English language, making communication difficult, and thus 
generating a sense of isolation (Dong and Aubin 2012).

University resources prove to be important for international students 
experiencing these challenges (Banjong 2015; Cho and Yu 2015 and An-
drade 2006). However, Chinese international students appear to be less 
active in searching for and using university resources (Cao, Zhu, and Meng 
2021 and Liu and Winn 2009). In addition to the challenges discussed in 
studies concerning international students in general (especially linguistic 
hurdles and insufficient awareness of resources), studies focusing on Chi-
nese students point to more specific reasons of a cultural nature (Liu and 
Winn 2009 and Yan 2017). According to some studies, Chinese culture 
prizes modesty, and Chinese parents have traditionally taught their chil-
dren to be calm, studious and to refrain from drawing attention to them-
selves (Yan 2017). Therefore, Chinese students would have a tendency to 
be self-effacing, quiet and may appear to be lacking in self-confidence as 
compared to other students. Thus, studies have highlighted the fact that 
many students may tend to resolve problems themselves rather than seek-
ing outside help (Cao, Zhu, and Meng 2021 and Liu and Winn 2009).

If prior studies outline the challenges experienced by Chinese students 
with respect to the use of resources made available by the universities, it is 
important to note that most of them adopt a position of deficit thinking, in 
which Chinese students may be less inclined to find and use these resources. 
Few studies focus on institutional roles and responsibilities concerning 
their own practices and resources. Therefore, this chapter wishes to go 
beyond deficit-oriented perspectives relating to Chinese students, in order 
to better address the institutional side. We might also add that the majority 
of studies that we have found examine “counselling services” (Ang and 
Liamputtong 2008; Misra and Castillo 2004; Olivas and Li 2006; Onabule 
and Boes 2013; Raunic and Xenos 2008 and Robertson, Holleran and 
Samuels 2015) or “library services” (Liu and Winn 2009; Mu 2007 and 
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Song 2004). However, this chapter will consider the point of view of Chi-
nese students on the broad spectrum of resources offered in Montreal 
universities.

A Descriptive Overview of Resources in Montreal Universities

Montreal universities have large numbers of international students, with 
11% at Université du Québec à Montréal, 15% at Université de Mon-
tréal, 20% at Concordia University and 31% at McGill University (Uni-
versité de Montréal n.d.). These universities offer various resources to the 
entire student community as well as specific resources intended to wel-
come and integrate international students.1 We will begin by presenting 
the resources offered to the general student community by the Montreal 
universities, as they pertain in part to international students, continuing 
with a focus on those resources specifically directed towards international 
students.

The four Montreal universities offer various activities to enhance stu-
dent life, such as cultural, volunteer and humanitarian activities, along 
with those organized by student associations, among others. On top of 
that, the universities have set up offices and centers dedicated to meeting 
student needs, such as financial aid and scholarship offices, centers to sup-
port learning and promote student success, career counselling offices, etc. 
These resources are designed to welcome students and to help them with 
adjustment, support and involvement with student life. There are also spe-
cific resources intended to support students as they settle in and get about 
their daily life, such as assistance with housing, meals and transportation. 
All of the Montreal universities have resources in place to promote the 
physical and psychological well-being of the student community. For in-
stance, a variety of athletic and recreational activities are organized along 
with counselling (Université de Montréal n.d.; Université du Québec à 
Montréal n.d.; Concordia University n.d. and McGill University n.d.). We 
also note that McGill University is the only one to have also established an 
office of spiritual and religious life to enhance spiritual well-being among 
the students (McGill University n.d.).

In addition to the above-mentioned supports, the universities offer spe-
cific resources aimed at certain groups of students, including those with 
disabilities, First Nations students, new students, racialized students, LG-
BTQ students, parents and international students. Specifically concerning 
international students, some resources are allocated to helping in welcom-
ing and integrating international students into both the university and the 
city of Montreal. At the Université de Montréal, for instance, the office of 
international students offers general information on the procedures to fol-
low prior to arriving in Canada and during their stay in Montreal, along 
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with supporting activities throughout their entire journey (Université de 
Montréal n.d.). The Université du Québec à Montréal, Concordia Univer-
sity and McGill University also offer specific information regarding immi-
gration procedures, medical insurance and life in the city of Montreal. 
Finally, the francophone universities offer linguistic and academic writing 
support services, as do their anglophone counterparts (Université de Mon-
tréal n.d.; Université du Québec à Montréal n.d.; Concordia University 
n.d. and McGill University n.d.). This overview of the Montreal universi-
ties corroborates the findings of Buckner et al. (2021) to the effect that the 
various resources or documents concerning international students in the 
Montreal universities do not address racism despite the fact that the major-
ity of them are non-white. Also, in other Canadian universities, it was 
found that university services tend to focus more on initial integration than 
support throughout graduation and only recently have they started offer-
ing services taking into consideration students’ “intersectional identities” 
(Buckner, Chan and Kim 2022).

The Voice of Chinese International Students on Resources 
Offered by Montreal Universities

In order to understand student perspectives on their university’s re-
sources, we conducted qualitative interviews with Chinese international 
students enrolled in the four Montreal universities (two francophone uni-
versities and two anglophone ones). The results we are presenting come 
from a qualitative study run as a series of semi-scripted in-depth inter-
views, approximately one hour in length, conducted over Zoom during 
the pandemic.2 Despite the pandemic, recruitment proceeded without 
any major interruption, as students responded quickly and positively to 
the call for participants. The interviews were conducted in French or in 
English (according to the participant’s choice) by doctoral and master’s 
students being themselves international students or having themselves 
gone through the process of immigration to Canada.

The criteria for participation were as follows: one had to be a Chinese  
international student enrolled in a university program in a Montreal uni-
versity. We used the Facebook platform via student groups and snowball 
sampling. A total of 15 respondents were interviewed, including 3 at the 
bachelor’s level, 7 at the master’s level and 5 at the doctoral level. These 
students began their studies in Montreal between the fall of 2016 and the 
winter of 2022. Nine students were enrolled in francophone universities in 
Montreal and six in anglophone ones. Seven participants identified as 
women, six as men, and two refrained from revealing their gender identity. 
In addition, one had at least one parent with a college degree, six had at 
least one parent with a bachelor’s degree, four had at least one parent with 
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a master’s degree and four did not wish to disclose this information. The 
programs of study chosen by the students covered a diverse range. For 
reasons of confidentiality, and in accordance with the guidelines of the 
Multi-Faculty Research Ethics Board of the Université de Montréal, the 
participants are identified by pseudonyms.

Despite the fact that the students express satisfaction with some of the re-
sources offered within their university, this chapter hones in on criticisms put 
forth by the students, with a view to uncovering pathways of thinking, action 
and change that might be put in place in the universities. Through inductive 
analysis, we have coded the following sub-themes: (1) Lack of awareness of 
available university resources; (2) Language barriers preventing access to re-
sources; (3) Self-exclusion with respect to resources and (4) Lack of avail-
ability of resources or dissatisfaction with the resources offered.

Lack of Awareness of Available University Resources

Some of the students interviewed seem unaware of either the resources of-
fered at the university or of the means to access them. For instance, Shan 
indicates that, at one point, he felt a need for mental health support. He 
goes on to say that he was unaware of how to locate such resources. He 
then decides to abandon the idea: “I kinda wanted to seek mental help, but 
it’s just, I couldn’t find it […]. I just gave up finding those resources. So, I 
don’t know how to seek for help, mental help at the university” (Shan, 
Université de Montréal).

Shan gets the impression that the university fails to provide proper guid-
ance to students as to how to locate resources: “[I]t would be better if we 
got more instructions, like clear instructions about how, in this situation, 
what should we do?” He also feels that the university does not offer suffi-
cient resources to international students: “I think there is like fewer re-
sources paying attention to the international students. That’s how I feel. I 
don’t know if that’s true, but I just think that I had a hard time asking 
anyone” (Shan, Université de Montréal).

Similarly, Tiange could not understand the procedures to use a resource 
in time:

I chose to take French courses at the University of Montreal. But I didn’t 
know that I needed to take a test at the beginning, so I didn’t register for a 
test. And when I got to know I needed to register for a test, it was too late. 
I wasted half a year to figure out how I could get some language support.

(Tiange, Université de Montréal)

After having acquired a better knowledge of the subject, she wishes to 
help new international students: “Now I figured out all the processes and 
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I can also help other foreigner students” (Tiange, Université de Montréal). 
Our findings corroborate those of others which have brought attention to 
the fact that Chinese international students may very well not have at 
their disposal the clues necessary for decoding ways of obtaining assis-
tance within the universities, due to a lack of clear explanation at the 
structural and institutional levels (Liu and Winn 2009; Olivas and Li 
2006 and Yan 2017). However, our findings highlight the tendency of 
Chinese international students, through their own agency, to make an ef-
fort to overcome this shortcoming by themselves and by helping other 
international students decode the system. Thus, they develop the feeling 
that they should help recently arrived students as they start to better un-
derstand the local system.

Language Barriers Holding Up Access to Resources

The students that we interviewed maintain that the university does not 
realize that some information transmitted by email is not always under-
stood for reasons of language. In our interviews, this point was raised only 
by students enrolled in the francophone universities in Montreal. In fact, 
certain programs in these universities are offered in English with a view to 
attracting international students. Nevertheless, information is sometimes 
shared with the students in French, the dominant language of their univer-
sity of enrollment. According to Shan, for instance, communication is not 
always carried on in the language of his program (English), which instils in 
him a sense of exclusion:

I think the first difficulty is the French. Actually, I know [the] University 
of Montreal is a French-based school. So, I don’t blame them for that, 
but there is a lot of emails facing international students written in 
French. So, I think it would be better to maybe write them in English, 
because it’s like facing international students. […] And another thing is 
that there’s like, a few webinars before school, before the semester, fac-
ing international students. They will explain, try to explain something, 
but they are all in French. So, it can be a little bit difficult since I was 
expecting that they would be speaking English.

(Shan, Université de Montréal)

This sense of exclusion is also felt on social networks: “There is a Face-
book group, it’s like a group for all the international students to seek 
help […], but the problem is that […] most of them are speaking and 
writing in French. So, I quit” (Shan, Université de Montréal). Our re-
sults corroborate findings elsewhere that have highlighted language as 
being a barrier to success and full access to available university resources 
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for international students (Ang and Liamputtong 2008 and Banjong 
2015). Nevertheless, we might add that we have noticed in our data the 
heightened degree of challenges for international students when under-
taking a program in a language other than the official language of the 
university.

Self-Exclusion with Respect to Resources

Some students choose to exclude themselves, in fact, not availing them-
selves of available resources. For some, university resources are seen as a 
last resort which they do not really need: “I don’t feel like I need it, but 
maybe I’ve kind of feel like I would like to join that or ask for that support 
to just improve my languages. But it’s not an emergency” (Duanchen, 
McGill University). Ming also states that he has no need of these resources: 
“I never used that [mental health resources] because I could ‘mental health’ 
myself. I could adjust myself to have a happy mood” (Ming, McGill Uni-
versity). What Ming alludes to corroborates results from other research 
that highlight the fact that Chinese international students would prefer to 
solve their problems without seeking help from the university (Cao, Zhu, 
and Meng 2021 and Liu and Winn 2009).

Moreover, some students consider that certain resources are not meant for 
them, but rather are directed at other groups (e.g., student associations):

I didn’t participate in many student activities, but I knew about them. 
[…] I know, like, there are maybe some happy hour events, things like 
that, but I didn’t go […]. I felt that I wasn’t especially at ease with the 
university people, with the students. Because, as I told you, 99% of the 
students in my program are of Quebecois origin.

(Mengyi, Université du Québec à Montréal)

This excerpt from Mengyi’s testimony, which attests to the feeling that 
resources, and by extension student activities, might be aimed at other 
groups (specially the majority group), does not appear to have emerged 
prominently in prior research conducted among international students; 
this sentiment might be explained by the barrier of “Them, the internation-
als” versus “Us, the nationals,” which occurs in university spaces and thus 
within institutional activities.

Self-exclusion sometimes manifests itself in another way. In such a case, 
students feel that they lack the time to partake of the resources offered at 
the university because of work, family obligations, or even because of the 
heavy workload of university studies: “I wanted to discover the associa-
tions, things like that, but I was swamped by the demands of studying” 
(Mengyi, Université du Québec à Montréal). Along the same lines, 
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Duanchen affirms: “I think the university held a lot of like virtual activities 
on Zoom, but basically, I didn’t participate or join any of them. Because, 
uh, I think I didn’t have much spare time to join these activities” (Duanchen, 
McGill University). The lack of time as a justification for non-use of re-
sources has been highlighted in prior research concerning international 
students (see Yu).

Lack of Availability of Resources or Dissatisfaction with the Resources 
Offered

The students also mentioned the lack of availability of resources. For in-
stance, Jiang sought out help with language, both French and English, in 
his program at McGill (an anglophone university) as well as during his 
time in a program at the Université de Montréal (a francophone univer-
sity). Regarding his experience at the Université de Montréal, he says: “[T]
here is like a French course. But I never made it because it was just super 
popular, once they released the news […] it’s already gone” (Jiang, McGill 
University). Moreover, with regard to psychological counselling offered by 
the universities, some say that the wait time between submitting a request 
for help and receiving an appointment is very lengthy, and that not enough 
sessions are available to adequately meet their needs: “[T]he thing about 
the counselling is that whenever you book, it takes really long. I have to 
wait for like one or two months to get to see the therapist” (Fang, Univer-
sité de Montréal). This finding corroborates those derived from prior stud-
ies of international students (from different countries) that have highlighted 
the perception of a lack of availability of resources (Ang and Liamputtong 
2008).

Also, students sometimes wish to take advantage of resources, inquiring 
about and making an effort to use them. However, they find themselves 
dissatisfied with their quality and then cease to continue using them. For 
instance, Fang tried a resource for help with language only to find that the 
assistance offered did not turn out to be especially relevant:

I went to the writing centre for help with my essays. I stopped using this 
resource because I feel like it’s not really necessary. […] I feel like it 
wasn’t that helpful for me, I feel like it’s a waste of time, so that’s why I 
stopped going there.

(Fang, Université de Montréal)

As for Mengyi, he finds that some activities are useful, but too short: “For 
instance, the workshop I sat in on to get help with taking notes in class, I 
think it lasted only 30 minutes, if I remember correctly” (Mengyi, Univer-
sité du Québec à Montréal). This testimonial from Mengyi highlights the 
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contradictions embedded in the statements from students. On the one 
hand, students say that they lack the time to properly benefit from the re-
sources offered, while, on the other hand, complaining about the small 
amount of time offered in certain workshops and activities. Therefore, the 
students found the services irrelevant, or not targeted enough, and too 
general to be useful. Prior studies have also brought out similar dissatisfac-
tion with resources; the study by Onabule and Boes (2013) highlights the 
fact that Chinese international students having had negative experiences 
with seeking help from the university stopped using these resources 
afterwards.

Limits to Resources and Possible Solutions

In this chapter, we focus on feedback received from Chinese international 
students regarding resources offered within the university environment. 
These students brought attention to the following limitations: (1) Lack of 
awareness of available university resources; (2) Language barriers holding 
up access to resources; (3) Self-exclusion with respect to resources and (4) 
Lack of availability of resources or dissatisfaction with the resources of-
fered. The limitations identified by the students have allowed us to identify 
possible solutions aimed at improving the resources offered to Chinese in-
ternational students:

	1)	Improve the quality of information detailing the existence and pur-
pose of available resources, using a plurilingual approach to make 
documents accessible in the international students’ mother tongue, if 
possible, or at least, in English and French. Moreover, students some-
times may not believe that they need a particular resource, but they 
are not always aware that these resources may be helpful to them. 
These possible solutions could be applied through university centers 
for supporting learning and promoting student success, language sup-
port centers, scientific writing services, psychological support services 
and services and centers mandated to welcome and assist international 
students, etc.

	2)	Ensure that resources are easier to find (online and on campus). In fact, 
international students can find it difficult to decode the local educa-
tional system, in other words, decoding the following implicit assump-
tion: that they are expected to be able to locate resources, along with 
information pertaining to those resources on their own. In fact, some of 
them feel that the university and its staff are responsible for informing 
them of the resources they need. Therefore, a more inclusive, differenti-
ated and even personalized approach could be put in place mainly 
through orientation services and even university centers for supporting 
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learning and promoting student success, language support centers, etc. 
Using mass emails should be avoided in favor of emails better targeted 
at certain groups of international students, based primarily on their na-
tive language or, at least, in English and French.

	3)	Create more heterogeneous spaces in university along racial, cultural 
and linguistic lines to truly welcome international students and allow a 
sense of belonging; therefore, preventing self-exclusion among certain 
groups, especially in activities organized by student associations or wel-
coming activities offered by universities, faculties or departments, also 
taking into consideration their intersectional identities. In several cases, 
students mention making the effort to avail themselves of a certain re-
source, after which, not having developed a sense of belonging after the 
initial experience, they choose not to return. In general, students speak 
of feeling out of place due to the presence of large numbers of students 
born in Quebec.

	4)	Ensure that the resources advertised (language support centers, aca-
demic writing services, university centers for supporting learning and 
promoting student success, psychological support and counselling ser-
vices, services and centers mandated to welcome and assist international 
students, etc.) are made available in a timely manner to all students who 
choose to use them. Students complain about the fact that it is some-
times difficult for them to understand how resources function, due pri-
marily to language barriers, but also because they do not fully understand 
the university system of the host country, hence the need to improve the 
quality of information about university resources. Even when they over-
come these barriers, resources sometimes turn out to be unavailable. 
Having to wait to receive, for instance, language or mental health sup-
port, can complicate the university experience; in such a case, there are 
situations in which students need quick, punctual and effective 
assistance.

	5)	Continuously improve the quality of resources offered, frequently going 
back to students to receive their feedback on these resources, notably 
those furnished through services and centers mandated to welcome and 
assist international students, centers for supporting learning and centers 
for promoting student success or departments and faculties. Repeated 
canvassing of international students in order to obtain their point of 
view will allow universities to better adapt to their needs.

Notes

	 1	 In creating this overview, we based our identification of the resources offered as 
found on the websites of the four Montreal universities.

	 2	 These interviews have been recorded and transcribed in their entirety.
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Introduction

This chapter examines the lived experiences of three students from Hong 
Kong, Macau, and Taiwan through a narrative inquiry approach. It draws 
attention to the exclusion the students experienced at their host university 
in Ontario, despite the “international” profile of the university. This chap-
ter foregrounds the experiences of students of an under-represented 
national profile within the imagined monolithic Chinese demographic, 
where students of a Chinese background are generally presumed to be 
from the mainland. In discussing the students’ experiences, exclusion is 
presented within three areas of concern: academic, social, and linguistic. 
Considering the impact that such experiences of exclusion had for the stu-
dents, this chapter focuses on the timely importance of inclusive interna-
tionalization, particularly for students from Asia, who presently account 
for the majority of international students in Canada.

Internationalization of Higher Education: Who Benefits?

The “internationalization of higher education” (IHE) has become a com-
mon phrase in the vocabulary of academic institutions around the world. 
IHE has been informed primarily by the need to develop and foster inter-
cultural knowledge and engagement across all dimensions of higher educa-
tion in light of globalization, particularly in teaching and learning (Leask 
2008). IHE is traditionally understood to include the movement of stu-
dents and staff between institutions abroad, although initiatives geared 
toward internationalization “at home” have also grown since the early 
2000s (Harrison 2015). In addition to potentially meeting intercultural 
needs, IHE is now important for reputation and branding in an increas-
ingly competitive market (Eggins, Smolentseva, and de Wit 2021). How-
ever, critical perspectives on IHE point to the dominance of neoliberal 
frameworks which have obscured “the values of learning and teaching in 
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international and intercultural contexts” through the growing economic 
impetus (Ilieva, Beck, and Waterstone 2014, 877).

Questions about who benefits from internationalization have also 
emerged in the domain of the internationalization of the curriculum. Leask 
(2015) proposed that an internationalized curriculum should “engage stu-
dents with internationally informed research and cultural and linguistic 
diversity,” and also “purposefully develop their international and intercul-
tural perspectives as global professionals and citizens” (10). However, 
international students in Canada are known to encounter stereotyped, 
static, and even discriminatory representations of their cultures within the 
curriculum and sometimes no representation at all, despite the multicul-
tural profile of their universities (Guo and Guo 2017; Tavares 2021b). 
Internationalization of the curriculum is not only about the content deliv-
ered, but whether and how teaching and learning the content includes 
international and intercultural approaches. When Western forms of 
engagement are the only ones recognized or valued, international students 
may experience exclusion as a result.

On the surface, many institutions promise an international experience to 
incoming international students. Yet, research has demonstrated that the 
lack of an inclusive internationalization framework continues to perpetu-
ate the hierarchy of cultures and languages in academia (Tavares 2022). 
Lee and Rice (2007) have used the term neo-racism to refer to discrimina-
tion, exclusion, and marginalization that are justified on the basis of pre-
serving the “good” or “better” cultures, which are those already in place 
in Western academia. International students of a multilingual and racial-
ized background have their behaviors, accents, and traditions looked at 
with suspicion, but more explicit discrimination has also been reported 
(Tavares 2021a). Neo-racism in academia stands in stark contradiction to 
a more ethical internationalization, which at the most basic level should 
take contextualized forms of cultural and linguistic diversity into consider-
ation, especially the positioning of different social groups in academia, for 
the development of pedagogical and administrative initiatives that aim to 
promote student success based on social justice (Tavares 2021b).

Internationalization focused on revenue and superficial diversity leaves 
Asian students vulnerable to experience discrimination, exclusion, and 
marginalization. To begin with, an environment defined by neoliberal mul-
ticulturalism – which acknowledges diversity as long as it does not disrupt 
the Western cultural foundation of academia and the use of “standard” 
English (Jiang, 2020) – sustains a hierarchy through which stereotypes of 
others can flourish. Teaching and learning styles that only value an “active,” 
vocal, and dominating style of participation results in a dichotomy of 
active–passive learner stereotypes – the latter which is often and uncriti-
cally assigned to Asian students (Huang and Cowden, 2009; Xiao, 2021). 
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Because dominating and competitive engagement is considered good or 
normal, those who learn differently may be viewed inferiorly as less intel-
ligent, critical, and withdrawn (Fell and Lukianova 2015), and even feel 
penalized for it (Li and Campbell 2008).

Feelings of exclusion can also be experienced outside the classroom. 
Some multilingual international students of an Asian background report 
feeling as though their Canadian peers have little or no interest in getting 
to know them and their cultures (Tavares 2021b). Li et al. (2017) found 
that the lack of meaningful social connections, generally due to linguistic 
and cultural differences, can lead Chinese students to experience ongoing 
feelings of loneliness and frustration. Xing and Bolden (2021) documented 
the experiences of Chinese students in being “on the margins” of their 
communities at a Canadian university. One student commented: “I still felt 
that I did not belong to the place where I was at, a Canadian university. 
[…] That image I envisioned for my Canadian university life now only feels 
like a dream that will never come true” (52–53). As this quote suggests, 
multilingual international students of an Asian background may find an 
incongruence between their lived experiences and their perceptions of 
Canadian students as welcoming and interculturally oriented.

Marginalization is also sustained by ideologies of native-speakerism tied 
to the English language. Native-speakerism can manifest in the belief that 
the native speaker of English is, by proxy of their language status, more 
intelligent and the model whom non-native speakers should work to 
resemble (Slavkov, Melo-Pfeifer, and Kerschhofer-Puhalo 2021). Yet, ide-
ologies of language cannot be detached from race for it is not simply any 
native speaker of English who is positioned superiorly (Kubota and Lin 
2006). Racialized native speakers who do not enact the “standard” Eng-
lish spoken by the majority of White speakers in Canada face structural 
challenges in areas such as education and employment (Creese 2010). In 
their study, Houshmand, Spanierman, and Tafarodi (2014) found that 
racialized, multilingual international students in Canada felt ridiculed by 
native-speaker students and instructors for speaking English with an 
accent. In the next section, these issues will be examined in the experiences 
of three students at a Canadian university.

Research Design: Narrative Inquiry

Narrative inquiry is a qualitative approach to research that seeks to under-
stand lived experience through stories. When working with narrative 
inquiry, researchers critically position participant stories within and 
against dominant discourses that influence cultural, social, and institu-
tional experiences (Clandinin 2006). In other words, stories can replicate 
or confront larger narratives. Stories are based on field texts, traditionally 
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termed “data” in qualitative research. Field texts originate from different 
sources, including interviews, observations, and a range of artifacts, such 
as documents, photographs, and objects that hold personal meaning to the 
participant. The composition of field texts adheres to three important 
aspects of narrative inquiry research: temporality, sociality, and place 
(Schaefer and Clandinin 2011). “Temporality” is tied to the subjective (a 
participant’s reflection on their own experiences) and co-constructed 
(between researcher and participant) nature of field texts. “Sociality” is 
about the participant’s individual and social responses to the events expe-
rienced. Finally, “place” has to do with the location where the events 
(within both the narrative and the research) took place.

Participants, Setting, and Field Texts

In this chapter, the stories of three participants are presented: Gina, Wang, 
and Lee. All names are pseudonyms. Gina was 33 years old and originally 
from Taiwan. She was in her fifth and final year of a bachelor’s degree in 
psychology. The final year of her program consisted of conducting research 
and writing a thesis. Wang was 22 years old and an exchange student from 
Hong Kong. He was in his third year of a five-year-long teacher education 
program with a focus on English at his sending university. At Star Univer-
sity for one semester, he was taking three courses in English language and 
literature whose credits would be transferred over to his teacher education 
program. Lee was 24 years old and a transfer student from a college on the 
west coast of the United States, where he had completed an associate 
degree in computer science. He was originally from Macao and enrolled in 
a Bachelor of Arts with a major in linguistics at Star University.

Star University is the pseudonym for a large, research-oriented univer-
sity in southern Ontario. In the year when this study was conducted, sta-
tistics on the university’s web page indicated that the institution enrolled 
more than 6,000 international students through which about 150 coun-
tries could be represented. Star University is known for having an ethni-
cally and racially diverse student body, which reflects the diversity of Star’s 
surrounding communities, though such diversity is not exclusive to stu-
dents. In terms of social experience, Star had more than 300 student clubs 
and associations available at the time of this study. The international office 
managed programming that sought to facilitate cultural and social experi-
ences for international students. Additionally, a peer mentorship program 
was also available to support international students in their transition to 
the university.

Recruitment and interviewing began following ethics approval by Star 
University. For a period of five months, I recorded six semi-structured 
interviews: four with Lee, one with Gina, and one Wang. Interviews were 
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recorded within the last five years, but the exact year has been masked in 
order to help maintain the anonymity of the students. The quantitative 
variance in interviews is due to Gina and Wang joining the study in its last 
month, which limited the scheduling availability of both researcher and 
participants. Through the interviews, I sought to learn about the students’ 
lived experiences by exploring topics related to adjustment, academics, 
language learning, social life, and cross-cultural learning. Each interview 
lasted about 60 minutes and was subsequently transcribed.

The analysis of interviews consisted of writing a personal summary for 
each participant (Murray 2003). The summaries followed a story format 
that included a beginning, middle, and end. Since narrative inquiry con-
siders human experience a situated phenomenon (Clandinin and Caine 
2008), a personal summary helps to establish the interrelationship 
between the individual and the context in which they are embedded. 
Savin-Baden and Niekerk (2007) noted that “this process demands that 
we locate the person in a context and community, describe what she/he 
does and how she/he sees her/himself” (466). I read the personal summa-
ries multiple times, highlighted key findings, and re-wrote them into sto-
ries that include the participants’ quotes. In designing the stories, it is 
important to acknowledge that stories will always be incomplete and 
unable to answer every question due to a number of reasons, such as 
space and scope.

As the researcher, I play a key role in the interpretation and construction 
of the stories. When tending to the concept of justification in narrative 
inquiry, which accounts for “the reasons why the study is important” 
(Clandinin, Pushor, and Orr 2007, 24), the researcher provides a personal 
justification. This entails “situating yourself in the study” (25). For over a 
decade, I have held different teaching positions in higher education in 
which I have worked primarily with multilingual international students 
who speak English as an additional language. Moreover, I have been 
involved in research focused on international students’ experiences in 
which I have attempted to draw attention to the students’ experiences by 
discussing the gaps and issues sustained by a neoliberal approach to inter-
nationalization. In this sense, I bring these concerns, experiences, and 
knowledge into this study.

Narratives

Gina: There is Only One Language to Success

Prior to joining Star University, Gina had completed a teacher education 
program at a university in Taiwan. Her program focused on the teaching 
of biology to grade 7 students. However, Gina had never intended to work 
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as a teacher. Becoming a psychologist had always been her career dream. 
Her journey took a turn to teacher education as a result of her score on the 
university entrance exam, which was not high enough to gain admission 
into the psychology program. Gina was passionate about helping others. It 
was the opportunity to learn from and about people that inspired her to 
desire a career in psychology. Despite the diversion into teaching, she con-
tinued to cogitate about how to materialize her long-held career dream. 
The prospect of studying psychology re-emerged on the horizon following 
her graduation from the teacher education program. The prospect of 
studying in Canada, in particular, was sustained by family ties, since her 
other siblings lived in Canada at the time.

Gina’s academic journey in Canada began with a long and intensive 
experiment with the English language. She came to understand the 
importance of English through conversations with her siblings. Yet, it 
was not simply “speaking English well” that weighed on her mind, but 
rather, speaking like a “native-speaker Canadian.” Language was used 
to differentiate her from her siblings, especially her younger brother: 
“my brother came here when he was 13, so he speaks like a native 
speaker.” Accordingly, the image of the native speaker became the com-
pass to her linguistic development, instead of the development of Eng-
lish for academic study. For 12 months after her arrival, Gina studied 
English at an English as a second language (ESL) school. She enjoyed the 
small classes at the school, but felt unsatisfied with her oral progress. 
Therefore, she began taking classes at the same ESL school precisely on 
how to change her accent. Still, the new classes were seemingly not 
enough. In the end, Gina decided to repeat one year of high school in 
Canada so that she could learn how native speakers learn and use the 
language.

Gina imagined that admission into the psychology program at Star 
would change the pressure she put upon herself to speak like a native 
speaker. After all, in her view, the linguistic and cultural diversity of Star, 
and especially the large multilingual international student population, 
would contribute to a more international take on English. Put differently, 
she expected that diverse ways of speaking English would be valued or 
perhaps not even noticed in such a multicultural environment. A few 
weeks into her program, Gina experienced the opposite. Only one Eng-
lish was recognized in the classroom. Most of her peers and professors 
had a “native Canadian” accent. In conversations with her professors, 
they confirmed her perception: there is no middle ground. Gina felt lost 
and further pressured to not only succeed academically, but also, or per-
haps more, linguistically. Now in her final year, she could not dispel the 
image of the native speaker from her dream, although at such point it 
was no longer about language, but also an identity with its own ways of 
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knowing and thinking: “I try to know how native speakers know it.” She 
explained:

I want to be a psychologist, to be honest, but I don’t have the confidence 
that I can do that because the language demand is very high. I have to 
admit that to myself. I wanted to do a PhD and become a psychothera-
pist because most of my interests are focused on therapy and on how to 
understand people. But like, for writing, I am trying to get rid of the ESL 
structure, the “ESL bubble,” and I’m trying to improve my flow. I want 
to write from English to English, not from ESL to English.

Despite the five years spent at Star University, Gina did not feel encouraged 
to confront her own perceptions of the English language. Instead, though 
Star was an international community, her academic and social experiences 
only solidified the notion of success as something dependent on native-speak-
erism. Zacharias (2019) termed this feeling as “the ghost of native-speaker-
ism.” This “ghost” follows multilingual speakers of English and evokes 
feelings of inferiority and insecurity because of their non-native status. A 
consequence of “the ghost of native-speakerism” is that “non-native speak-
ers” must constantly prove their abilities to others, most notably by speaking 
English like a “native speaker.” They need to work harder and, at times, even 
make different career choices. In here, Gina’s dreams and skills were deval-
ued due to her non-native status, which she worked to erase through varied 
language training. In a multicultural environment that privileged native-
speakerism, Gina always saw herself as the other: the ESL speaker.

Lee: The Local Student in Mind

As a student completing a major in linguistics, Lee was expected to take 
several introductory courses in the social sciences. A feeling of comfort 
emerged when, in these classes, he could see and feel cultural diversity 
embodied through his peers. Everyone looked different and, at first, he felt 
like he belonged. This early experience suggested that the class would 
therefore be an equal playing field for everyone. However, Lee began ques-
tioning the international ethos of Star once he experienced a very monocul-
tural orientation to instruction. For him, the instructors in his linguistics 
courses conceptualized teaching and learning with the local, native-speaker 
student in mind. This meant that teaching and assessment did not consider 
students’ multilingual and multicultural profiles. In teaching phonetics, for 
instance, his instructor attempted to convey the sounds of English vowels 
and consonants to students by providing examples whose phonemic 
nuances were completely unknown to Lee as a multilingual speaker of 
English as an additional language.
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On a test, he could not identify the correct names of the phonemes of 
certain English words because he had never heard those words previously. 
While native-speaker students would have been able to know what sound 
the phoneme /g/ in gibberish had simply on the basis of speaking English 
as a first language, this was not the case for Lee, despite having diligently 
prepared himself for the test. He was confused as to whether that /g/ sound 
was the same one in get, genre, or gel. “She [the instructor] should teach 
in a way that doesn't have to be… [that] it's not sided to the local stu-
dents—then it will be more fair,” he identified in frustration. The continu-
ity of this pattern in his courses left him feeling disadvantaged, in addition 
to increasingly anxious about the low grades he was receiving. In the 
introductory social sciences courses, Lee also felt left out when the con-
cepts explained by the instructors relied on Canadian-based content that 
was familiar to local students. Consequently, he could not offer insight 
into the issues discussed because he had never lived in Canada prior to 
university. Coupled with other challenges, Lee nearly failed his first 
semester.

Wang: Why Am I Here?

The desire to improve his English and to experience Canadian culture 
shaped Wang’s decision to study in Canada. However, despite fluency from 
years of education in the English language, Wang was quickly impacted by 
ideologies of language within and outside the classroom at Star University. 
“I’m an introvert, so I don’t talk much. But when English is your second 
language, people think you don’t talk because you don’t know English,” 
was his reflection following weeks of in-class learning. Nevertheless, 
Wang’s experiences were not affected by ideologies of language alone, but 
also by those of academic engagement. He felt disadvantaged by the pref-
erence of his instructors for more active, competitive, and vocal engage-
ment in class and group discussions. Wang felt hesitant to replicate his 
peers’ behavior because, to him, speaking for the sake of speaking did not 
necessarily stem out of a meaningful or valuable place from which all stu-
dents could benefit.

For all of his time at Star, Wang felt conflicted about respecting his own 
identity while meeting the expectations of his instructors. After all, partici-
pation was assessed through oral participation in his courses, but he pre-
ferred a more reflexive style of engagement which was mechanically 
equated to the absence of participation. Yet, it was not a coincidence that 
his “active” peers were also native-speaker students. He felt as though he 
experienced a double kind of deficit because language also positioned him 
as an outsider: “It doesn’t help when I’m both quiet and a non-native 
speaker. They both come across as negative in the seminars where the 
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teacher expects us to talk.” Wang never experienced an openness within 
the classroom toward other forms of engagement. He felt differentiated 
from his peers, despite having something to contribute, but not in the man-
ner in which local students did.

Socialization with local students was another important dimension of 
Wang’s hoped-for experience at Star. He attended several activities and 
events organized by the international student office that were intended to 
bring local and international students together. However, as the semester 
progressed, fewer local students continued to participate in such events 
and, as a result, Wang ended up meeting other international students, 
who like him, hoped to gain first-hand experience in matters related to 
Canadian culture in interaction with local students. More importantly, 
he had always believed that studying at a Canadian university would 
lead to developing friendships with Canadian students. His exchange 
was not motivated only by the desire to grow academically, but also 
socially by expanding his circle of friends. By the time we met, Wang was 
feeling dissatisfied with his overall experience. He explained carefully 
that:

There isn’t much interaction with Canadian students. I don’t want to 
blame the international student office, but I don’t think they give us 
much opportunity to interact with local students, there aren’t many 
social and cultural events where I can meet them. In terms of the use of 
English, the experience does not meet my expectations because I don’t 
have a chance to meet and talk in English with Canadian students and 
this is the biggest thing I wanted to accomplish when I first started plan-
ning my exchange.

The inviting image Wang held of studying at Star University changed dras-
tically in response to his experiences. He befriended a Chinese student 
whom he came to spend much of his time with. They cooked, studied, and 
explored the city together, identifying with each other on the fact that they 
both felt neglected by the university. Furthermore, the lack of continuous 
and meaningful social interaction with English-speaking local students 
outside the classroom demotivated Wang to continue to enhance his profi-
ciency in English. Contrary to his expectation, he and his friend resorted to 
Mandarin and Cantonese for communication. The feeling of aloneness 
Wang experienced whenever he was at Star, even with many other students 
around, changed his views on being an international student at the univer-
sity. He felt unsupported in his need to socialize and othered in his ways of 
learning. As the end of his exchange neared, he began to rethink the role 
his experience at Star played in supporting him to be a culturally and lin-
guistically well-versed, soon-to-be, English teacher.
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Discussion and Conclusion

This chapter presented an account of the experiences of three international 
students in light of the IHE. Based on the narratives presented, a few points 
are worth revisiting. First, the experiences of the students highlight the 
diversity and variance when it comes to the experiences of Chinese students, 
who are generally discussed as a single and static group in the literature. The 
narratives presented illustrate the different trajectories, desires, and goals 
that characterized each student’s journey to and within their Canadian uni-
versity. The label “Chinese student” can often obscure the individual path 
taken and shaped by each student. Additionally, this chapter provided 
insight into the experiences of Chinese students who are not from the main-
land, whose national groups1 tend to receive less attention in scholarship.

Despite the diversity, all three students encountered challenges at Star 
University that were not intrinsic to being a Chinese student. These chal-
lenges were located in the domains of language, academics, and socializa-
tion, sometimes simultaneously, and are implicated in the potentially 
neoliberal orientation to internationalization in the context of Star Univer-
sity. Internationalization focused on diversity from a monolingual-mono-
cultural perspective contributed to creating dichotomies in which the 
differences stemming from not being a local and native-speaker student 
were positioned inferiorly. As a result, Gina attempted to adopt an identity 
based on native-speakerism in order to attain and experience feelings of suc-
cess. Rather than empowering Gina to confront the status quo of her uni-
versity, the internationalization framework whose influence she was under 
served to displace non-dominant ways of speaking through the attitudes of 
peers and instructors. Even after multiple attempts to reconstruct herself, 
Gina still felt othered by being an ESL student, which was exclusive in itself 
as she believed some careers were available only to native speakers.

The narratives also demonstrate the ways in which the students 
approached their challenges, primarily through critical reflection. An inter-
nationalization framework that did not consider international students’ 
lived experiences in context led to Wang and Lee feeling socially and aca-
demically neglected, respectively. The students experienced little to no sup-
port by Star University in meeting their needs and goals as international 
students. The impact was such that Wang questioned his own international 
experience, while Lee nearly failed an entire semester due to insufficient 
linguistic and academic support. While international students exercise 
agency over their own trajectories, it is important to highlight that not all 
international students will be impacted in the same manner as the three 
Asian students were in the study. Asian students, when compared to stu-
dents from Europe, are more likely to experience exclusion due to stereo-
types that have to do with race and accent (Houshmand et al. 2014).
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The findings reinforce the need for reform of dominant IHE frameworks 
so that international students, Asian students in particular, may be better 
supported. As the experiences of the students reveal, the mere inclusion of 
Asian students into Star University through neoliberal multiculturalism is 
insufficient to help adequately identify and confront the mechanisms of 
exclusion the students faced. Jones (2022) has called on academic communi-
ties to think interculturally, rather than only internationally, and to trans-
form internationalization “through purposeful and constructive engagement 
with perceived cultural ‘otherness’ of any kind” (3). Departing from this 
stance, it is essential that Canadian universities move beyond international-
ization for reputation, revenue, and surface diversity that can engage the 
local community into self- and critical reflection with respect to their roles in 
sustaining inequality, both locally and globally. One possible way in which 
this work can begin to happen is by recognizing international students as an 
equity-seeking group or, as Jones (2022) put it, as an othered group. By doing 
so, institutions of higher education may be able to move from reflection to 
both policy and action that can improve the experiences of Asian students.

Note

	 1	 It is beyond the scope of this chapter to discuss the political relationships of 
mainland China to the other regions and the sense of national or ethnic identity 
characteristic of each region.
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Introduction

International students from Asia who are studying in Canada have shared 
characteristics such as being a foreigner and typically a racial minority. 
Those characteristics often entail navigating extra layers of challenges, 
including speaking a new language for some, when adapting to new socio-
cultural and academic norms. How campuses address those characteristics 
and the associated challenges affect students’ overall experience and level 
of integration into campus life. In Canada, international students from 
Asia face similar challenges from being excluded and rendered invisible on 
campus, mocked for their accent, and disregarded for their values and 
needs; additionally, they also experience microaggressions based on their 
country of origin (Houshmand et al. 2014). We argue student characteris-
tics and campus navigation co-constitutively shape the educational out-
comes for international students from Asia. This responsive relationship is 
particularly important when considering how many institutions today 
commit to enhancing the student experience on campus (Bowden et al. 
2021).

Although the literature on international student experience in Canada 
is rich, there are few pieces focusing specifically on those from Asia. This 
chapter establishes a conceptual linkage to understand how components 
in the model are responsive with one another for international students 
from Asia by reconceptualizing Astin’s Inputs-Environment-Outcomes 
(I-E-O) model (1988, 1993) in a Canadian context. While Astin’s model 
is useful for universities and colleges to understand how student charac-
teristics interact with campus environment, its development focuses on 
White domestic students; moreover, the literature examining international 
students from Asia predominantly comes from the United States (US). 
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Therefore, contextualizing the model from the perspective of Asian inter-
national students offers perspectives about how this vast population ex-
periences higher education in Canada. Our reimagining allows an 
integrative view of student inputs and their navigation in the campus en-
vironment. Applying the revised model allows for a more nuanced under-
standing of the experiences of international students from Asia, specifically 
their campus integration outcomes, which cannot be fully understood 
without considering the interaction between inputs and environments. 
We argue that inputs and environments are responsive and inductive to 
one another.

We begin with a broad definition of international students from Asia 
and their access to Canadian higher education. Next, we introduce the I-E-
O Model before offering critiques and revisions for this population. Then 
we use two sections to explain the interaction between inputs and the en-
vironments before discussing their implications for campus integration as 
outcomes. Finally, we offer concluding remarks and implications for future 
research and practices.

Asian International Students and Their Access to Canadian 
Higher Education

We broadly define international students from Asia studying in Canada as 
degree-seeking individuals with a student visa who possess citizenship 
from any Asian country. Historically, this population dominated the larger 
percentages of international student populations in Canada; in 2021, 
countries with top numbers of students attending higher education in Can-
ada are India, China, South Korea, the Philippines, and Vietnam (CBIE 
2022). In Canadian universities, China continues to represent the greatest 
international enrolments in most university offerings, and India represents 
the greatest international student population in Canadian colleges (Fren-
ette et al. 2020). While we acknowledge diverse geographical regions in 
Asia, the existing literature heavily focuses on Eastern Asian international 
students.

I-E-O Model

We critique and revise Astin’s I-E-O Model (1988, 1993) to address the 
problematic experiences of international students from Asia. This model 
was developed to understand college student experiences in the US (Renn 
and Reason 2021). Astin’s work suggests that better student experience 
and engagement on campus can improve the student’s potential to be 
retained and graduate (Astin 1993). According to Renn and Reason 
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(2021, viii) “in the most basic formulation, the framework lays out a 
longitudinal model that incorporates inputs (I), the college environment 
(E), and outcomes (O)” to understand college student experiences in the 
US. Inputs represent any student characteristics when entering college, 
such as identity, location, socioeconomic status, and academic grades; 
those inputs often intersect. Environments are physical, academic, and 
sociocultural sectors on campus, which have their own existing values 
and atmospheres. Outcomes represent a broad sense of student experi-
ences, including engagement, integration, persistence, retention, and 
graduation. Since its initial development, the model has been adapted to 
different contexts and demographics of American college students, refur-
bishing the model as inclusive of nontraditional student populations (As-
tin and Antonio 2012).

Although the literature on international students in Canada is rich, few 
pieces focus on international students from Asia and even less utilize the 
I-E-O model. Grayson (2008) was an exception that used inputs like being 
an English language learner to predict international students’ sense of co-
herence and academic performance on Canadian campuses. Recently, Pang 
and Montsion (2022) used the model to explore the interactions between 
the pre-migration expectations of international students from Asia and 
their experiences on a Canadian campus to highlight that their feelings 
before arriving in Canada and their postgraduate plans are active parts of 
their present studies. Our contribution is exploring the potential of this 
model for the diverse experiences of international students from Asia in 
Canada.

Critiques

A major concern with the I-E-O model is its insufficient attention to 
international and minoritized student populations. The model was 
mainly used to study the college impact and student experience for “tra-
ditional” White students who graduate from high school and continue 
at a four-year institution, particularly considering American postsec-
ondary education in the 1980s and 1990s (Renn and Reason 2021). 
While literature since then has used the I-E-O model for minority stu-
dent populations—for example, Black students (Palmer et al. 2010; 
Young et al. 2014) and Indigenous students (Pidgeon 2008; Waterman 
2012)—few studies explore international students. Moreover, interna-
tional students should not be viewed as one group because they “actu-
ally have more differences between them than any commonalities” other 
than the fact that they all chose to study internationally (Lee and Casti-
ello-Gutiérrez 2019, 109). International students come from diverse 
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sociocultural, religious, ethnic, linguistic, and national backgrounds, 
revealing the literature gap.

The model is also limited in terms of its conceptual representation of 
inputs and environments. Although the model highlights the direction be-
tween inputs and environments, it fails to account that certain inputs 
emerge as the result of being in a specific environment. We demonstrate 
that campus is key for constructing and imposing the new meanings of 
certain inputs carried by international students from Asia. We will also 
highlight that certain inputs mediate the type and extent of environments 
available to this population for integration. Based on those findings, we 
argue that inputs and environments should not be represented as two sepa-
rate entities as the model indicates. For international students from Asia, 
we must acknowledge a co-constitutive relationship, specifically how in-
puts and environments induce one another to shape this population’s inte-
gration on campus. This is a crucial consideration from the lenses of 
student engagement and success (Bowden et al. 2021).

Revision

Our model focuses on the interaction between inputs and environments 
to understand how it translates into problematic experiences for integra-
tion (outcomes) among international students from Asia. We argue that 
inputs and environments in the I-E-O model are mutually responsive to 
each other, and they highlight a bi-directional interaction. The direction 
from environments to inputs demonstrates an environment-induced inter-
action, meaning that campuses construct and impose new input meanings 
for being Asian and international. In contrast, the direction from inputs 
to environments represents an input-initiated interaction to expose cer-
tain challenges when the environments respond to inputs from the 
population.

The interaction between inputs and environments affects the experiences 
of integration for international students from Asia, which are framed in 
this study as outcomes. Specifically, academic, social, and cultural integra-
tions are three key outcomes in the I-E-O model that are evaluated by 
students for making decisions on persistence or departure (Renn and Rea-
son 2021). Although we acknowledge international students could have 
individually different ideas about educational outcomes—from learning a 
new language, acquiring technical knowledge, getting a foreign diploma, 
to obtaining immigration status—we emphasize on select integrations be-
cause they are among the most studied topics for international students 
from Asia (Figure 11.1).
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Environment-Induced Challenges

The most pronounced input characteristics for international students from 
Asia emerge when on campus. For example, international students from Asia 
become international when migrating to a new country. Similarly, most in-
ternational students from Asia, such as Chinese and Indians, become cultur-
ally and racially minoritized when relocating to a host country like Canada. 
Therefore, the new environments international students from Asia occupy 
construct and socialize the new inputs and associated meanings to them.

Campus environments often facilitate internalizing racial stereotypes 
and discrimination for international students from Asia. One study in-
terviewed 47 undergraduate and graduate students from China, Japan, 
and South Korea studying at a large US public university determined that 
campuses are environments where international students from Eastern 
Asia encounter and internalize racial stereotypes and hierarchy (Ritter 
2013). Similarly, Haider (2018) studied Muslim Pakistani international 
students who encounter hostile treatment in the US using the concept of 
double consciousness to show that these students view their religious 

Figure 11.1 � Astin’s Inputs-Environments-Outputs (IEO) Model (1988, 1993) Re-
vised to Address the Experiences of Asian International Students 
Studying in Canada

Notes. This revised model shows the interaction between inputs and environments, leading to 
(1) input-initiated challenges and (2) environment-induced challenges experienced by interna-
tional students from Asia studying at universities and colleges in Canada. This interaction 
shapes integration, which permeates across the academic, cultural, and social dimensions.
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and national identities not only through their own eyes but also through 
the newly internalized identity of terrorists and religious others by the 
host environment. Another study highlighted the effect of duration, re-
vealing that non-European international students perceive discrimina-
tion related to their identity the longer they study in the US (Poyrazli and 
Lopez 2007).

From a broad student engagement lens, international students from 
Asia experience challenges influenced by White norms on campus. This 
includes White, Western dominance over Asian students’ racial authen-
ticity and feelings of isolation (Ashlee 2019). Furthermore—and like 
many other race and identity groups—international students from Asia 
experience monoracism and White-norms on and off campus, which in-
fluences where and how they experience a sense of belonging (Ashlee 
2019).

Campus environments also perpetuate academic and linguistic norms, 
challenging and potentially marginalizing international students from 
Asia. Kuo and Roysircar (2006) discovered that adjusting to new academic 
and linguistic environments negatively impacts the psychological well-be-
ing of many Taiwanese international students when studying in Canada. 
They also uncovered that perceived prejudice on White dominant cam-
puses exacerbates the adjustment of international students from Asia. Sim-
ilarly, Louie (2018) reported power asymmetry felt by Chinese international 
students on a US campus. The findings revealed unequal treatment of Chi-
nese international students receiving very little appreciation for the knowl-
edge they bring and feeling obligated to adjust to the academic and 
sociocultural norms. Moreover, Eastern Asian international students navi-
gate the Canadian academic environment with different expectations about 
cultures and norms, facing academic integrity and inclusion issues (Kang 
2022). Nonetheless, maintaining close relationships with campus staff and 
peers is key for international students from Asia when navigating through 
dilemmas in new environments, as evidenced by two Canadian studies (Po-
padiuk 2009, 2010).

While the examples above demonstrate the key role of campus environ-
ments for constructing new input meanings for international students from 
Asia, certain campus sectors are more relevant to their inputs—such as 
cultural newcomers, English language learners, and minority groups—
shaping their integration experiences. Kim (2001) criticized Astin’s I-E-O 
model for not distinguishing between the types of environments that stu-
dents engage in. Specifically, Kim argued that it is the interaction between 
student inputs and individual-specific environments that exerts the most 
impact on student outcomes. Therefore, students are most affected by the 
environments relevant to them, not by the overall campus environment 
encompassing all students.



Asian international students studying in Canada  163

Input-Induced Challenges

Distinctive inputs international students from Asia possess risk translat-
ing into disadvantages on campuses (Van Horne et al. 2018). An extensive 
literature review revealed that factors challenging international students 
the most include navigating immigration status, lacking network connec-
tions, and, for many, speaking a foreign language (Zhang and Goodson 
2011). However, being an international student from Asia presents addi-
tional challenges. Lee et al. (2017) discovered most international students 
from Asia come from countries socially, culturally, politically, and reli-
giously different from Western civilizations, rendering them a steeper ad-
aptation curve in Western host countries compared to those from 
Australia, Canada, and the UK (Lee et al. 2017). Studies have reported 
Asian international students facing issues of discrimination and a sense of 
othering (Yao 2018), avoidance by domestic students for lacking Western 
cultural reference points (Peacock and Harrison 2009), and unfamiliarity 
with the social and academic norms (Sato and Hodge 2009). In Canada, 
Asian international students experienced similar issues including being 
excluded and mocked on campus (Houshmand et al. 2014), leading them 
to form their own sociocultural and academic spheres, marginalized from 
the campus and host country environments (Scott et al. 2015).

Language is an input of international students from Asia studying in 
Canada that shapes the availability and hospitality of campus environ-
ments. Language proficiency affects integration. English language defi-
ciency is the most reported issue impeding various aspects of campus 
experiences for international students from Asia (Lin and Day 2014). 
Commanding a second language in an English-dominant academic envi-
ronment disadvantages this population, limiting the type and scope of the 
campuses they can engage in. A case study in Canada discovered that lan-
guage proficiency means more than a skill to improve for international 
students from Asia because it is often the source of issue for transition and 
relationship development on campus (Popadiuk and Marshall 2011). 
Moreover, the perceived language barrier among international students 
from Asia often causes them to be reluctant in initiating social interactions 
and shy away from utilizing resources on campus (Wright and Schartner 
2013). This is because some international students from Asia consider 
English deficiency as an invitation for discrimination (Karuppan and Barari 
2010). English fluency has been conceptualized as a “symbolic capital” 
(Pham and Tran 2015, 291) or power credential (Jon 2012), drawing 
boundaries between inclusion, exclusion, and discrimination on campus 
depending on language fluency.

Nationality is another salient input. For example, being a Chinese na-
tional invites stereotypes and discrimination from many domestic students 
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(Yao 2018). First-year Chinese international students in the US perceive rac-
ism and othering that undermine their sense of belonging on campus (Yao 
2018). Anti-Chinese sentiments in South Korea manifest from verbal ag-
gression and discriminatory behaviors to unfair employment practices (Lee 
et al. 2017). Likewise, British students avoid connecting with Chinese stu-
dents who are often perceived as culturally distant, poor English speakers, 
self-excluding, and lacking cultural reference points (Peacock and Harrison 
2009). In summary, many input characteristics translate into disadvantages 
and challenges on campus for international students from Asia.

Integration as Outcomes

Integration for international students from Asia on a campus has the great-
est potential for affecting their possible success on a campus. Academic 
and social integrations are pressing issues for minority students (Braxton 
et al. 2004), and they are widely examined as outcomes in the I-E-O model. 
We borrow the definition of social and academic integration from Tinto 
(1987) who proposed to assess academic integration based on the feedback 
students receive from faculty on academic performance and how comfort-
able students feel about their communication with faculty regarding aca-
demic matters. Tinto (1987) also recommended assessing students’ social 
integration by looking at their interaction with peers and their sense of 
belonging to the student cultures as well as their engagement with various 
non-academic organizations on campus (Tinto 1987). Additionally, Tier-
ney examines cultural integration using a cultural dichotomy: cultural sui-
cide versus cultural integrity. While cultural integrity means establishing 
their own cultural enclave to preserve their culture, cultural suicide means 
discarding their own culture and fully assimilating into campus culture 
(Tierney 1999, 82). Below we communicate academic, social, and cultural 
integration as potential integration challenges for all student populations. 
However, as we demonstrate below, being Asian and international adds 
additional layers of challenge from these contexts (Lee and Castiello-
Gutiérrez 2019), which we overview.

Academic Integration

International students from Asia experience challenges in academic inte-
gration. Although international students are reported as equally, or some-
times even more, engaged in formal academic activities as domestic 
students (Zhao et al. 2005), international students from Asia are far less 
likely to seek academic support services on campus (Wright and Schartner 
2013). International students from Asia may have these experiences 
due  to a series of factors, from their navigating college academically by 
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themselves include English language barriers, cultural differences, and a 
lack of understanding of Western classroom norms (Li et al. 2013). For 
example, their previous understanding about classroom norms deters 
many international students from Asia from speaking up, engaging in de-
bate, and offering criticism in class, which are interpreted by them as aca-
demic struggles (Campbell and Li 2008; Sato and Hodge 2009). 
Unfortunately, the silence of international students from Asia, largely af-
fected by their previous educational experiences and norms, is often mis-
taken as disengagement in class (Campbell and Li 2008).

Social Integration

While social integration is a concern for all student populations (Braxton 
et al. 2004), it is particularly a challenge for international students from 
Asia. For example, although domestic minority students are often con-
cerned about their social integration on campus, they possess social cur-
rency such as linguistic and socio-cultural knowledge that international 
students from Asia lack. As such, domestic students possess the social net-
works that international students from Asia do not. For example, Water-
man (2012) argued that home-going behaviors are crucial to Indigenous 
students to connect with their families, communities, and spirituality, 
which helps them persist through college. Similarly, Black students receive 
motivation and role-model support from services and institutions dedi-
cated to serving them (Palmer et al. 2010). International students from 
Asia often do not go home frequently due to long distances, for example. 
Given that international students are often living abroad away from their 
families and social networks, they are more prone to experiencing loneli-
ness than domestic students, undermining the quality of their studying 
abroad experience (Sawir et al. 2008). For instance, Tsai et al. (2017) iden-
tified that Chinese students reporting a greater level of loneliness also per-
ceive lower self-efficacy. Considering most international students from 
Asia come from non-English speaking countries, the language barrier ex-
acerbates social isolation in and outside of the classroom (Lee and Casti-
ello-Gutiérrez 2019). Therefore, social integration is a persistent issue for 
international students from Asia as they consistently report lower levels of 
social satisfaction and more loneliness than their domestic counterparts 
(Van Horne et al. 2018; Zhou and Cole 2017).

Cultural Integration

International student populations generally face a dichotomy of cultural 
integration on campus. To successfully integrate on campus, international 
students must realign their values and identities to conform to the 
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dominant culture and norms of Western campuses (Tierney 1999). How-
ever, the view of successful is biased because it means asking international 
students to conform to an institutional environment that does not always 
provide what they need, exposing the power inequalities between interna-
tional students from Asia and domestic students. Because international 
students’ cultures of origin and previously socialized cultural norms do not 
always align with those in the new environments, they end up in the di-
lemma of either maintaining their “cultural integrity” or committing “cul-
tural suicide” (Tierney 1999, 82). International students from Asia can feel 
marginalized on campus into their own cultural enclave, voluntarily and 
involuntarily (Peacock and Harrison 2009; Sato and Hodge 2009). Unfor-
tunately, many international students choose to form their own cultural 
enclave consisting of those from similar sociocultural roots because they 
often do not feel that they are interacting on an equal basis with domestic 
students (Schweisfurth and Gu 2009).

Conclusion and Future Directions

This chapter revises Astin’s reputable I-E-O model as a way to understand 
how the broad population of international students from Asia may experi-
ence higher education in Canada. While the model has been applied to in-
ternational students, in the US context mainly, it rarely considers 
international students from Asia in Canada. We highlighted problematic 
experiences related to being an international student from Asia, then briefly 
explained the original model, our critiques, and the rationales for revision. 
We argue that inputs by international students from Asia and the responses 
from environments (campus in particular) within the host country are con-
ducive to each other. Specifically, campuses induce and socialize new 
meanings for this population based on their input characteristics. Like-
wise, certain inputs international students from Asia carry initiate various 
challenges for integration, mediating the types and extents of the environ-
ments available to them. Understanding the intricate interaction between 
inputs and environments helps scholars and administrators to deliver more 
satisfying support services for this population.

While we utilize a broad view and definition of international students 
from Asia, we acknowledge the diversity among this population and en-
courage scholars to examine integration challenges associated with their 
diverse origins from national and sociocultural to ethnic. Specifically, our 
focus on this broader population risks overlooking the diversity such as 
the distinction between East and Southeast Asian populations, washing 
out the nuances related to those inputs. We also acknowledge variations in 
environments, and consider how international students from Asia navi-
gate different environments to derive different integration experiences. 
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Therefore, we encourage scholars to highlight geographical origin because 
our revision of the I-E-O model relies on recognizing the diverse input 
characteristics—the national and cultural landscapes of specific Asian 
countries—among international students from Asia, which shape how they 
navigate campus environments and obtain education outcomes.

While international recruitment efforts continue to surge, we encour-
age campus executives to understand areas that support international 
populations on campus and their specific needs. Executive leadership can 
address this by understanding the needs of different student populations 
by hearing from those who should have this expertise (e.g., international 
student services leadership, senior student affairs officer). Having these 
leaders participate in executive decision-making can better inform insti-
tutional planning, enrollment, and student-facing areas. Furthermore, 
assessing how student affairs and international student support services 
are resourced can determine if these areas have adequate resources to 
meet diverse student needs. To meet the needs of international students 
from Asia, we encourage researchers, campus leadership, and practitio-
ners to better address nuances from inputs (e.g., diverse student charac-
teristics from a wide origin background within the broader categorization 
of international students from Asia) and environments (e.g., physical, 
political, social, cultural, academic, and demographics) on Canadian 
campuses.
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Introduction

Over the past few decades, Canadian universities have significantly increased 
international student recruitment, with the stated goals of providing stu-
dents with a more culturally diverse learning environment and supplement-
ing stagnant provincial budgets with international student fees (McCartney 
2021; Smith 2016; see also Montsion and Caneo). Today, over half of all 
international students in Canada come from only two countries: China and 
India (Buckner et al. 2020), and at the university level, most international 
students come from China (Leary et al. 2016; Smith 2016).

Both internal and external stakeholders have recognized and criticized a 
contradiction between the stated goals of internationalization as increasing 
diversity and the reality of an international student body that is over-
whelmingly Chinese (Gertler 2015b; Singh 2017; Stein and de Andreotti 
2016; University of Toronto 2008; Wu et al. 2021; see also Das Gupta and 
Gomez). These concerns place pressure on Canadian universities to appear 
as diverse as possible, especially when diversity is used as a recruitment 
tool to attract academically elite international students (Ford and Patter-
son 2019; Leary et al. 2016; McCartney 2021). Similar concerns exist in 
American post-secondary institutions. American scholars have coined the 
term “cosmetic diversity” to describe this phenomenon of exaggerating 
certain student demographics over others to strategically portray a specific 
kind of diversity (Ford and Patterson 2019).

When borrowing this idea of cosmetic diversity and applying it to the 
Canadian higher education context, the specifics of Canadian student demo-
graphics must be taken into consideration. Students’ ethno-racial back-
grounds and international students’ presence in Canada differ somewhat 
from the American context (Buckner et al. 2021). In Canada, the high pro-
portion of Asian students, both domestic and international, has been 
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criticized in popular media, often with racist undertones (Guo and Guo 
2017; Scott et al. 2015; Wu et al. 2021). To understand how prior work on 
diversity representations (Ford and Patterson 2019; Miller-Idriss et al. 2019; 
Omi and Winant 2014) maps to the Canadian context, a closer examination 
of how Canadian universities portray their Asian international student pop-
ulation to the public is warranted.

In this chapter, we examine the extent to which Canada’s largest univer-
sity – The University of Toronto (UofT) – engages in cosmetic diversity to 
manage perceptions of its Chinese international students in particular. Spe-
cifically, we examine how UofT portrays its international student body in 
the “most favourable light” (Ford and Patterson 2019, 102) by examining 
who is highlighted and who is downplayed. We do this through content 
analysis and close reading of the UT Magazine, a magazine published twice 
annually by the University of Toronto Communications and freely distrib-
uted to tens of thousands of alumni.

Diversity Representations as an Institutional Racial Project

To understand how UT Magazine discusses international students to its 
varied internal and external audiences, we draw on prior studies that exam-
ine representations of diversity in higher education. Our study begins with 
the concept of institutional racism, which is distinguished from individual-
level attitudes and prejudice. In contrast to individual-level bias, institu-
tional racism occurs when societies and their institutions, policies, and 
practices systematically privilege individuals from certain races. Scholars 
explain that to understand how racism works in practice, we must pay 
attention to “the ways in which both social structures and everyday experi-
ences are racially organized” (Omi and Winant, 2014, 125). In Canadian 
higher education, universities are predominantly white institutions that 
operate according to white middle-class norms, yet in recent decades have 
also sought to portray themselves as highly diverse. In this context, repre-
senting diversity constitutes an organizational project for the institution, 
with universities actively and strategically managing representations of 
their student bodies (Ford and Patterson 2019; Omi and Winant 2014). We 
conceptualize this organizational project as a racial project, where the uni-
versity seeks to reap the benefits associated with being highly diverse with-
out fear of or attention to any consequences. The institutionalization of 
organizational and racial projects by universities has been corroborated by 
prior research, which shows that universities engage in strategic representa-
tions on their outward-facing documents and websites (Miller-Idriss et al. 
2019). Universities seek to highlight the racial, cultural, and religious diver-
sity of their students, often in ways that exaggerate this diversity beyond 
the demographic reality (Buckner et al. 2021; Ford and Patterson 2019).
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In their work, Ford and Patterson (2019) identify three ways that uni-
versities employ cosmetic diversity on their public websites. These are 
omission, aggregation, and addition. For the purposes of this chapter, we 
will focus on the first two strategies. Omission refers specifically to the 
omission of white students from race data (Ford and Patterson 2019). 
Omission assumes that the reader understands there is a white presence on 
campus and therefore, does not need to know or care to know what that 
presence is, so the institution does not report this prevalence when present-
ing their student body’s racial composition. Omission reinforces the con-
ceptualization of whiteness as an unraced norm to which all non-whites 
are compared, constituting a racialized “Other.” Another institutional 
strategy for cosmetic diversity is aggregation, which occurs when an insti-
tution collapses all non-white racial groups into a single “minority” or 
“ethnic” presence (Ford and Patterson 2019). In doing so, aggregation 
perpetuates the fallacy of a white/non-white binary defining diversity in 
ways that do not recognize differences among non-white students. As with 
omission, aggregation reifies the idea of a white norm and provides little 
information about the actual prevalence of different races and ethnicities 
on campus.

This strategic portrayal of diversity on university campuses is concern-
ing for several reasons. Simplistic messages about celebrating diversity may 
create unrealistic expectations of campus life and may make it more diffi-
cult to address experiences of racism (Ahmed 2006). Additionally, cos-
metic diversity contributes to perpetuating “diversity mixed messages” 
(Windscheid et al. 2016, as cited by Ford and Patterson 2019). This is a 
phenomenon born out of a dissonance between the public image of diver-
sity and the experiences of racialized students, leading to negative out-
comes for these students, such as psychological distress and attrition. In 
the next section, we describe the international student presence at UofT to 
then be able to connect American literature to the Canadian reality of cos-
metic diversity.

International Students at the University of Toronto

In Canada, Ontario hosts the highest number of international students 
(Leary et al. 2016) and UofT, located in Ontario, is Canada’s largest uni-
versity. This is based on both total student enrollments and international 
student enrollments across the three campuses: St. George (UTSG); Missis-
sauga (UTM); Scarborough (UTSC), of which UTM and UTSC are pre-
dominantly undergraduate institutions. International students at UofT are 
charged much higher tuition fees than their domestic counterparts, paying 
anywhere from five to nine times more tuition per annum. This is evi-
denced by the 2021–2022 fee schedule which shows $6,100 for domestic 
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students versus $58,160 for international students in the Arts and Science 
programs and $14,180 versus $62,250 in the Applied Science and Engi-
neering programs (University of Toronto 2022).

In addition to choosing UofT as the subject of this chapter for its high 
international student enrollments, we note that we are based at UofT and 
as internal stakeholders to the institution’s policies, we not only have a 
personal stake in its policies and practices but are the specific audience 
targeted by the UT Magazine. In part, this research project stems from our 
own reading of the UT Magazine articles that seem increasingly inconsis-
tent with other discussions about international student recruitment within 
the university.

Not only does UofT house the largest number of international students 
in Canada, but this percentage has been consistently increasing since 2003 
(University of Toronto 2008). In 2017, UofT enrolled international stu-
dents from 162 countries, and in the 2020–2021 academic year, interna-
tional students represented 29 percent of undergraduate students and 21 
percent of graduate student populations. This increase in international stu-
dent enrollments largely includes students from India, the United States, 
South Korea, and, most notably, China (University of Toronto 2022). Chi-
nese international students now comprise roughly 65 percent of UofT 
undergraduate international students and 43 percent of graduate interna-
tional student populations (University of Toronto 2021). Having laid out 
the actual demographics of UofT’s international students, we now present 
our data and analysis of the UT Magazine for its strategic use of cosmetic 
diversity.

Data and Analysis

To understand strategic self-representations, we focus on the UT Maga-
zine, a flagship publication issued twice annually by the University of 
Toronto Communications that targets all UofT alumni, faculty, staff, and 
students. UofT alumni and alumnae are automatically registered to receive 
the magazine in print and through email, while other members of the com-
munity can easily subscribe to receive a copy. Back issues of UT Magazine 
from 2003 onwards are available online, allowing us to explore a substan-
tial collection of articles that, while written for a more general audience, 
also articulate what UofT is and how the institution views itself in the 
world.

For our analysis, we used the keyword “international students,” to 
search UofT archives for all articles addressing international students. This 
yielded a total of 46 articles from 2003 to 2022. After confirming that each 
article actually discussed international students, we then coded the full text 
for key themes, including the reasons for international student recruitment; 
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awards and scholarships; funding and tuition; supports for international 
students; global connections; multiculturalism; and the university’s reputa-
tion. We also coded the countries or nationalities mentioned in the articles 
and whether the article included visual images. We then synthesized these 
key themes to identify the overarching messages that UT Magazine sends 
about its international students.

Findings

We found that UofT tells a very particular story about its international 
students through UT Magazine, portraying its recruitment efforts in ways 
that will garner support from the institution’s many stakeholders. This 
story is that UofT recruiting highly qualified and extremely diverse inter-
national students from all over the world and that this improves the aca-
demic quality of the university. Below, we deconstruct this overarching 
message into two main topics: top-tier talent and demographic diversity.

International Students as a Source of Diversity and Top-Tier Talent

UT Magazine telegraphs a story of recruiting highly qualified, top-tier 
international students from diverse backgrounds. In part, this narrative 
redirects conversations away from viewing international students as a 
source of revenue and instead emphasizes how international students con-
tribute to UofT’s goal of being a top global university. Since UofT is a 
provincially supported university, the institution needs to justify to the 
public its reason for recruiting and enrolling this large proportion of inter-
national students. Over the years, the magazine has included many debates 
over how many international students to recruit towards this goal of high 
global ranking.

Examining the articles chronologically, we found a shift in the discus-
sion of international student recruitment from a “should we” question in 
the early 2000s, to a “we should because” stance from 2009 onwards. For 
example, in a 2007 article titled, “Towards 2030: How will we preserve 
excellence at the University of Toronto?” then-president David Naylor 
wrote:

Our proportion of international students sits at around 10 per cent. 
Should we recruit more international students to the university? If so, 
how many students and from where?

(Naylor 2007)

Subsequently, President Naylor began to advocate for more active recruit-
ment of international students by articulating their contribution to 
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globalizing the UofT campus in a 2009 article titled, “Going Global: We 
must prepare U of T for a borderless world.” In this article, President Nay-
lor stated:

U of T’s growing internationalism is a great strength. More than any 
previous generation, today’s students will be global citizens. … And 
while U of T is already one of Canada’s most diverse universities, we 
must boost international student recruitment to attract the finest young 
minds from around the world. … By increasing the international oppor-
tunities available to students and faculty, U of T aims to enhance Cana-
da’s capacity to thrive in a world that’s more interconnected than ever.

(Naylor 2009)

In this article, President Naylor connects increases in international student 
recruitment with larger institutional goals through developing interna-
tional and global perspectives in UofT students and connecting students 
with each other and with diverse faculty.

Over the years, UT Magazine continuously emphasizes the benefits of 
increased international student recruitment for both current international 
and domestic students. In an article titled, “Meeting Global Challenges: U 
of T is teaching future leaders to think creatively across disciplines,” pub-
lished on June 14, 2011, President Naylor added that an increased number 
of international students and faculty contribute to a “more direct interac-
tion among students and faculty and more informal inter-disciplinary and 
cross-cultural exchanges” (Naylor 2011). UofT’s current Vice-President, 
International, Joseph Wong, commented in an interview with UT Maga-
zine that “Canadian students learn side-by-side with peers who often have 
direct knowledge of a topic… It’s an entirely different learning experience 
when you can talk to – and learn from – your peers who are from these 
regions” (Ndikubwayezu et al. 2021). Vice-President Wong emphasized 
the unique perspectives and experiences that international students bring 
to globalize the learning of all students in the classroom.

In addition to international students contributing to a global learning 
environment, many articles in UT Magazine discuss international student 
scholarships and profile recipients. These scholarships include the Jon S. 
Dellandrea Award for International Students which is awarded to one stu-
dent annually for exceptional academic achievement and extracurricular 
leadership (Easton 2006), the Lester B. Pearson scholarships for academic 
achievements and creativity (Easton 2019; Gertler 2021; Staff 2016; Toller 
2017), and the MasterCard Foundation Scholars Program which supports 
financially disadvantaged students from Africa (Aschaiek 2013). In 2017, 
the story of a Syrian graduate student who was admitted to UofT on a full 
scholarship after complications arose with his U.S. visa was also highlighted 
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(Kaye 2017). These articles mask the previously noted disparity between 
international and domestic student fees. International students are pre-
sented as top-tier talents who receive prestigious scholarships, rather than 
the reality that most international students still pay full tuition fees, which 
international students note is their least favorite part of their life at UofT 
(Chang 2011).

In terms of graduate students, in a 2015 article titled, “A Global Talent 
Destination: U of T’s ability to attract international graduate students is 
important to our – and Ontario’s – long-term success,” President Gertler 
wrote:

[I]nternational graduate students are making substantial contributions 
– a fact that deserves greater attention, especially as we celebrate the 
university’s ability to attract top talent and its role in driving the Toronto 
region’s culture of innovation. … International graduate students – and 
indeed faculty, staff and students at every level from abroad – enrich 
and internationalize the university experience for our entire academic 
community. … those who return to their countries of origin also make 
a great impact for the better, while heightening the reputation of U of T 
– and the Toronto region – as a global talent destination.

(Gertler 2015a)

Recruiting talented international students, therefore, is framed as benefiting 
not only the immediate university environment and its international reputa-
tion but also the region of Toronto more broadly, upon their graduation. In 
fact, in contrast to the 2007 Naylor article, by 2021, President Gertler cel-
ebrated the idea that “at U of T the number of talented international stu-
dents grew to comprise one-quarter of our student body” (Gertler 2021).

The emphasis on international students as top-tier talent seems to rebut 
any concerns that international students are recruited primarily for reve-
nue generation (see Beck; Montsion and Caneo). In fact, the idea that 
international students generate revenue for the university is almost entirely 
absent, paralleling the omission strategy for cosmetic diversity. Rather 
than emphasize, or even openly acknowledge, the substantial revenue 
international students bring to the university, UT Magazine instead empha-
sizes its international students as contributing to its larger academic goals. 
This strategically pulls the focus to a more palatable area for stakeholders 
and society at large.

A Diverse International Student Population

In addition to top-tier talent, the UT Magazine also sends the message that 
international students come to UofT from extremely diverse backgrounds. 
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For example, then Vice-President, International, Ted Sargent, noted in an 
interview with the Magazine that international students are attracted to 
UofT as they “want to be part of an institution that values diversity and is 
interested in creating a global classroom that’s inclusive of people from 
around the world” (Aschaiek 2017). UTSC’s Principal Kidd added in a dif-
ferent interview, “No matter who you are, you will see yourself reflected in 
the student body here. There’s a strong sense of, ‘we’re in this together’” 
(Webb 2015). Similarly, in a 2017 article titled, “U of T: Still Defying 
Gravity: President Meric Gertler Looks Ahead to His Second Term,” Presi-
dent Gertler writes: “Half of the people in Toronto were born outside of 
Canada. We can’t tell the difference between a domestic student and an 
international student at U of T – and that’s wonderful. It’s one of the things 
that makes our international students feel so welcome here” (Lanthier 
2017).

These statements imply that UofT classrooms welcome such global per-
spectives from international students and that they contribute to increasing 
the diversity of the UofT campus environment from both domestic and 
international students. Therefore, a narrative is constructed of a reciprocal 
and mutually beneficial relationship between international and domestic 
students who learn together in a global and inclusive campus environment. 
However, this narrative contradicts decades of scholarship that find inter-
national students are often clearly distinguished in classroom environ-
ments by their accents, writing norms, or unfamiliarity with domestic 
curricula (Guo and Guo 2017; Heng 2019; Zhang and Zhou 2010; see 
also de Oliveira Soares et al., and Luo and Wilkinson). Furthermore, a 
significant body of research suggests that international students often feel 
isolated or excluded even on diverse university campuses (Houshmand 
et al. 2014; Zhou and Zhang 2014).

International student diversity is measured by national origin and the 
large number of countries represented among the student body is cele-
brated. For example, articles include statements such as, “Some 137 for-
eign countries are represented at U of T, with the largest number of students 
coming from China, the United States and South Korea” (Faught 2003), 
and “UTSC is more diverse than most Canadian universities. … 17 percent 
are international students, with each incoming class representing some 80 
countries” (Webb 2015). By emphasizing the total number of nationalities 
represented on campus as one large group of “diverse countries” UT Mag-
azine is engaging in “aggregation,” emphasizing the number of countries 
represented and eliding discussion of their proportional representation.

UT Magazine also engages in omission regarding international students 
from China. For example, the 2019 article, “The Things They Carried: Stu-
dents far from home show us the keepsakes that comfort them,” profiles 
students from Zimbabwe, Ukraine, Ecuador, India, Malaysia, and Germany. 
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While it is unclear how these students were selected to share their stories, 
it is clear that students from China and South Korea, two of the most 
prominent sending countries of international students to UofT, were omit-
ted from this article.

Similar to the emphasis on top-tier talent, this skewed representation of 
the UofT’s international student body also appears in UT Magazine arti-
cles relating to prestigious international student scholarships. In 2006, an 
international student from Panama was celebrated for receiving the Jon S. 
Dellandrea Award for International Students, and in 2017 a student from 
India for the Pearson scholarship. Another article from that same year 
profiled Pearson scholarship recipients from the United States, Trinidad 
and Tobago, Armenia, South Korea, and Nigeria (Easton 2006; Gertler 
2021; Toller 2017). The complete absence of students from China is strik-
ing and constitutes an example of omission, again for Chinese students 
who constitute more than 60% of all international students at UofT. This 
practice of omission differs from the kind found by Ford and Patterson 
(2019), whose use of omission referred to white students in the US. This 
variance seems to reflect differences in the national context and our par-
ticular focus on international students.

Celebrating Diversity, Downplaying Demographics

In this study, we deconstructed how UofT portrays its international stu-
dents to its diverse internal and external stakeholders through a close read-
ing of its flagship publication, UT Magazine. We argued that UT Magazine 
is a tool through which UofT engages in a racial institutional project of 
cosmetic diversity, specifically through the use of aggregation and omis-
sion in its portrayals of its international student body. By shifting the nar-
rative from international students as financial resources to international 
students as a highly diverse source of top-tier talent, UofT aims to make its 
increased recruitment of international students more palatable to internal 
and external stakeholders. In a similar vein, through aggregation and omis-
sion, UofT aims to assuage stakeholder concerns that Canadian universi-
ties are “too Asian” (Wu et al. 2021). Despite the reality of UofT’s 
international student body being two-thirds Chinese, UT Magazine consis-
tently downplays the presence of its Chinese international students. This is 
done either by aggregating all international students into one “diversity” 
category or by omitting Chinese students entirely from articles that specifi-
cally highlight the diversity of the university’s international students.

Our primary concern with the current practice of celebrating diversity 
but downplaying actual demographics is that, in doing so, UofT is side-
stepping many important conversations about its international students 
and their experiences on campus. Ahmed (2006) explains that when an 
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institution celebrates its image as a highly diverse and inclusive space, it 
can actually make it more difficult for internal stakeholders, including stu-
dents, staff, and faculty, to acknowledge racism and to have their lived 
experiences of racism and micro-aggressions acknowledged by the institu-
tion (Guo and Guo 2017; Heng 2019; Zhang and Zhou 2010; Zhou and 
Zhang 2014). Given the prevalence of anti-Asian discrimination in Can-
ada, cosmetic diversity is perpetuating a serious issue by simultaneously 
minimizing the most prominent international student demographic and 
maximizing false expectations about campus diversity. Research should 
continue to hold institutions accountable for the use and presentation of 
demographic information so that the consequences for international stu-
dents are considered and addressed, therefore minimizing the impact of 
racial projects.
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Introduction: Canada’s Ocean Playground?

A hundred years ago, the Bluenose Schooner was launched in Nova Scotia. 
Today its image adorns provincial license plates with the slogan, “Canada’s 
Ocean Playground.” Global perceptions of Canada, in general, and the 
east coast city of Halifax, in particular, tend to emphasize rugged coasts, 
thick wool toques, and foot stomping sea shanties paired with the welcom-
ing roar of “sociables” as pub dwellers down their India Pale Ales and 
iconic rum and cokes. This social experience awaits any tourist “on the 
Halifax pier,” but once the season is over, it is the international students 
clustered around, what Kwak et al. in this volume describe as, the “intel-
lectual periphery” of Halifax’s five universities that mainly comprise the 
“come from aways”. As winter descends, students begin to see that beneath 
the shanties, rum, and “India” pale ales lurks uncomfortable imperial nos-
talgia that works to undermine public engagement with the legacies of race 
inherited through a web of empire that constitutes Halifax.

Established in 1818, Dalhousie University has been present for most of 
the settler-colonial period. Now in its third century, the university is taking 
steps to try to reconcile its role in supporting the enslavement of Africans 
and the theft and genocide of Mi’kmaw land and people. At the same time, 
building the complement of international students is a priority for Dalhou-
sie, and while there is no ostensible connection between the two, diversifi-
cation and decolonization are related tasks in the Canadian academe. In 
this chapter, we focus on Dalhousie’s third-century efforts to “internation-
alize” as a core part of the university’s strategic priorities with close atten-
tion to the last decade. We situate the institutional plan amidst the evolving 
politics of race in Halifax. In section one, we discuss efforts to expand the 
university’s ability to attract and retain international students. In section 
two, we describe the politics of race in Halifax to better understand the 
campus as an embedded part of the city. In section three, we discuss some 
of our findings based on interviews with Chinese and Indian international 
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students to privilege the voice and experiences of those “come from aways” 
studying in Halifax. We conclude with some early observations about how 
student experiences speak to some measured success but also a need for 
greater institutional calibration of services with respect to the rapidly 
changing urban environment.

International Students by the Numbers

In 2013, international students comprised 14.5% of the student popula-
tion at Dalhousie. This increased to 18.6% in 2016 and 21% in 2019 
(International Opportunities With Countries Of Focus 2018 and Dalhou-
sie University’s International Strategy 2017, 8). According to the latest 
2021–2026 Strategic Plan, international enrolment at Dalhousie has grown 
by more than 300% over the last decade, with students coming to Dalhou-
sie from more than 120 countries (Canada's International Education Strat-
egy (2019–2024) 2020).

The majority of international students come from China and India. For 
example, in September 2019, of the 1531 new international students 
enrolled at Dalhousie, 518 were from China and 310 were from India 
(Dalhousie University’s International Strategy 2017). Notably, this domi-
nance of Indian and Chinese international students reflects larger Canada-
wide enrollment trends. When examining recent data released by 
Immigration, Refugees, and Citizenship Canada (IRCC), 621,565 study 
visas for international students were issued in 2021. Of this 621,565 total 
students, Indian students accounted for 217,410 of the study visas issued, 
with Chinese students at 105,265 (ICEF 2022). This is over half of all the 
study visas issued for international students from two source countries 
alone.

Finally, of the 4,200 international students that came to Dalhousie in 
2019, 70% came to study as undergraduate students and 30% came for 
graduate studies (International Opportunities With Countries Of Focus 
2018). The majority of international students are coming to Dalhousie to 
join the Faculties of Science, Management, Engineering, and Computer 
Science, although as discussed below, Dalhousie’s strategic planners have 
repeatedly emphasized the need to diversify the source countries and pro-
grams that international students are enrolling in (Internationalization and 
global engagement at Dalhousie 2020, 11).

Budget and International Student Tuition Fees

In 2008, 54% of Dalhousie’s revenue came from predominantly govern-
ment sources, with only 34% coming from tuition and fees. In the most 
recent 2022 budget, 44.3 percent of Dalhousie’s day-to-day operating 
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funds are set to come from the provincial government, with 45.7 percent 
coming from tuition fees (Balser and Nason 2019). Nova Scotia committed 
to increasing its financial contribution to Dalhousie’s (and other institu-
tions’) operational budget annually by 1% between 2019 – 2024 in 
exchange for an agreement to cap annual tuition increases at 3% per year 
for Nova Scotian students. This agreement does not apply to international 
students, however, and while the increase in public investment is welcome, 
it needs to be understood in the context of a 10% decrease in public fund-
ing relative to other funding over the last decade (Laroche 2019). Interna-
tional undergraduate students beginning studies in September 2021 were 
required to pay an additional $8,430 per term, on top of their regular 
tuition fees (which range from $5,393-$12,955 per term). For Masters 
students (non-thesis based), this fee was $16,860 per year on top of their 
regular tuition fees (which vary from $8,300-$28,000 for full-time studies) 
(International and Exchange students – International tuition fees 2022). 
As of Sept. 2019, doctoral students are no longer charged differential fees, 
so they pay what domestic students do, making the financial situation of 
international students quite varied by level of study.

Since at least 2013, but likely for much longer, these differential fees for 
international students have been controversial in the Dalhousie commu-
nity. In the December 2013 100 Days of Listening Report (2013), the 
committee noted that “the differential fee for international graduate stu-
dents is compromising Dalhousie’s competitiveness in attracting top grad-
uate students, posing a hardship for students and for researchers”. The 
Report noted that the university “has had to rely to a great extent on 
increasing enrolment to balance the budget as a result of declining govern-
ment support and constrained tuition increases” (100 days of Listening 
final report – Dalhousie University 2013, 126). Dalhousie has used this 
same justification for a decade – that the tuition fees of international stu-
dents are required to be so high to offload the cost of running the university 
and government cuts.

This controversy became more public in 2019 when Dalhousie’s Budget 
Advisory Committee (BAC) recommended dramatic increases in interna-
tional tuition fees. These increases included an additional $1,473 per year 
over four years for international students in undergraduate and non-thesis 
master’s programs. For 2019–2020, this amounted to an average increase 
of 8.1% (Balser and Nason 2019). In response to this increase, Dalhousie 
International Students’ Association (DISA) hosted a rally in April 2019 
outside the university’s Halifax campus and delivered a petition calling for 
an end to the high tuition fees paid by international students. This petition 
was signed by more than 1,000 students (Gillis 2019). In response to this 
outcry, the BAC argued that tuition fees were “the only avenue available to 
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the university to increase revenue and ensure our programs, our people, 
and our supports and services can receive sustainable funding” (Balser and 
Nason 2019). The BAC continues that although international students add 
greatly to the diversity and richness of the campus, they put a larger strain 
on university support and teaching systems than domestic students do.

“Internationalization” at Dalhousie

This dramatic expansion of Dalhousie’s international student population 
over the past decade, and the tuition revenue that comes with it, is not 
accidental. In fact, it represents a well-documented and concerted effort 
on the part of Dalhousie’s decision-makers to attract and retain more 
international students in recent years. As Beck notes in this volume, inter-
nationalization is an “ideological frame” in Canadian universities, and we 
can see this develop institutionally in strategic plans published over the 
last decade.

In his first 100 working days in office, former Dalhousie President Rich-
ard Florizone undertook a structured program of meetings, consultations, 
and data gathering with stakeholders and the general public to determine 
the strategic direction of the university. Overall, thousands of people con-
nected with Florizone in more than 40 large group consultations, 500 
smaller meetings, and over 700 online submissions. The 100 Days of Lis-
tening Report from December 2013 was the final report from these consul-
tations, and it serves as a helpful first source to better understand subsequent 
strategic planning since 2013 (McNutt 2014).

International students featured heavily in the Report, particularly the 
issue of retention between first and second year, where Dalhousie was 
about 7% below comparator universities. According to the Report, “this 
is a major indicator from students that the university needs to provide 
more support for international students to assist their transition to Halifax 
and Canada and to support their academic success while at Dalhousie” 
(100 days of Listening final report – Dalhousie University 2013, 62–68). 
Moreover, the report noted that success in the future relies on helping 
“students integrate into the Dalhousie community well and achieve aca-
demic success” (100 days of Listening final report – Dalhousie University 
2013, 53). The Report noted that in the next 3–5 years, Dalhousie Student 
Services plans to focus on student academic success supports, particularly 
strengthening and integrating career counselling and planning with advis-
ing and access services for all students, and “paying particular attention to 
improving academic supports to improve successful persistence of interna-
tional students” (100 days of Listening final report – Dalhousie University 
2013, 66). No recent data has been released by Dalhousie related to how 
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successful these efforts at improving retention have been, however, in its 
most recent strategy (published April 2021 and discussed below), Dalhou-
sie continues to emphasize the need to “strengthen and maximize reten-
tion” (Exceptional student experience 2022).

The 100 Days of Listening Report also referenced Dalhousie’s broader 
international strategy, which was first approved by the Dalhousie Board of 
Governors on December 19, 2013, and later revised and re-published in 
April 2017. Dalhousie’s International Strategy (2017–2020) is titled “From 
A National University to An International University: Building on Interna-
tional Opportunities That Inspire” (Dalhousie University’s International 
Strategy 2017). Dalhousie has yet to publish an updated version of its 
international strategy.

In brief, Dalhousie’s international strategy from 2013 until now has 
focused on international recruitment, international mobility, internation-
alization of academic programs, support to and retention of international 
students, international research and development and the engagement of 
international alumni. The primary focus of this chapter is on international 
student support and retention, although international recruitment (primar-
ily the recruitment of students from Asia) and the internationalization of 
academic programs (the introduction of global perspectives in programs 
and the development of intercultural competence) are also relevant.

In terms of institutional student supports, Dalhousie recognizes that 
“much needs to be done beyond language training, for example, to sup-
port international students so they can succeed in academic, social, cul-
tural and economic contexts” (Dalhousie University’s International 
Strategy 2017, 10–11). Existing supports for international students are 
spread across several units as well as within the individual Faculties. For 
example, the Writing Centre, College of Continuing Education, and Advis-
ing and Accommodation Services all support international students in dif-
ferent ways at Dalhousie, particularly through language and academic 
supports. This matches similar strategies as other Canadian institutions, 
although it does not go as far as some in terms of orienting students to the 
settler-colonial context and urban environment beyond the university (see 
Luo and Wilkinson; Oliveira Soares et. al.). In addition, the Dalhousie 
International Centre in Halifax, Nova Scotia, exists to “support interna-
tional students throughout their time at Dalhousie University” and to offer 
“services and programs designed to ease their transition to life in Canada 
and at Dal, to help our students succeed academically, and prepare for 
graduation and beyond” (About the International Centre 2022). Finally, 
on-campus student-run organizations such as the Dalhousie International 
Students’ Association, the Dalhousie Student Union, the Dalhousie Black, 
Indigenous, and People of Colour Caucus (BIPOCUS), Department-spe-
cific groups (such as the Computer Science Society, Engineering Societies, 
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Management Society, etc.) and Geographical/Religious/Cultural groups 
(such as the Dalhousie Chinese Society, Indian Subcontinental Students 
Association) offer additional, peer-based supports to students. Interna-
tional students have also told us that much of the networking – both social 
and academic – takes place on social media platforms, so international 
students are self-organizing to support themselves, especially in the con-
text of the COVID-19 pandemic.

In addition to the 100 Days Report and the International Strategy, there 
have been two strategic directions since 2013. The first was approved by 
the Dalhousie Board of Governors on 24 June 2014 and was based in part 
on the findings published in the 100 Days Report. What came forth was 
Inspiration and Impact: Dalhousie Strategic Direction 2014–2018. Annual 
progress reports from the strategic plan reveal a heavy focus on interna-
tional student retention, and to a lesser extent, student supports. Much of 
what was captured in this first Strategic Direction was captured in the six 
key areas of the international strategy.

Additionally, of note in this strategic plan was the identification of inclu-
sion and diversity as one of the university’s critical priorities under Charter 
5.2. In early January 2015, President Richard Florizone accelerated and 
intensified the work under Charter 5.2. This included input from faculty, 
staff, and students from diverse communities across the university, and the 
outcome of this work was the publication of the “Belong: Supporting an 
Inclusive and Diverse University” report in March 2015. The report asked: 
“What would Dalhousie look like if all of us felt we truly belonged?” 
According to the report:

Our meetings confirmed pervasive, and often extreme, experiences of 
isolation and marginality. Many students, faculty, and staff reported 
profound levels of disrespect… The challenges of exclusion due to hier-
archies and bureaucracy are too often compounded by systemic misog-
yny, sexism, racism, ethnocentrism, heterosexism, colonialism, 
socioeconomic disadvantage, ableism, ageism, sexualized violence, 
harassment, and discrimination. In many cases, exclusion and margin-
alization are unintentional – a matter of unquestioned assumptions, 
lack of knowledge, or inadequate skill. While that may make it a chal-
lenge to recognize the barriers to inclusion, the effects of exclusion are 
profound, even when not intentional.

(6–7)

From here, the approach taken by the Report was one that focused “not 
only on the institutional mechanisms required to support an inclusive and 
diverse university, but also on the ways in which each of us must take 
responsibility for supporting inclusion and diversity” (Belong 2015: 7). 
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The committee called for everyone – from members of the senior 
administration to members of student social clubs – to build an under-
standing of how we (intentionally and unintentionally) include and exclude 
members of our community; to take steps to bridge and respect differences; 
and to hold ourselves accountable for change. A new Vice-Provost position 
was established in 2019 and named for Equity and Inclusion, and new 
institutional measures across the university have been underway since. 
Much of the emphasis and purpose of these initiatives were domestic in 
nature, specifically in terms of developing better ways of serving the Indig-
enous and African Nova Scotian students who have been historically 
harmed and underserved by the university over its history. As Das Gupta 
and Gomez in this volume argue, however, using international students as 
a marker of equity, diversity, and inclusion (EDI) is rife with problems as 
their integration into the university comes on fundamentally inequitable 
terms due to the enormous differences in tuition.

Finally, in April 2021, Dalhousie’s Board of Governors approved Dal-
housie’s 2021–2026 Strategic Plan, titled “Our Third Century Promise”, 
or “Si’st Kasqimtlnaqnipunqekl Teli L’wi’tmasimk” in Mi’kmaw. This 
recent strategic direction echoes many of the same themes as the previous 
strategic plan: delivering “excellent student support programs and services 
that increase student retention by reflecting evolving student needs and 
identities”, and “expanded recruitment, retention, and academic success of 
international students” (Exceptional student experience 2022). Moreover, 
the most recent strategic plan emphasizes the work of Dalhousie’s Diver-
sity and Inclusiveness Strategy and prioritizes “actions that reflect Dalhou-
sie’s commitment to an anti-racist culture” (Inclusive excellence 2022). 
Dalhousie is currently planning for the implementation of these goals, 
which when published will offer further insight into how Dalhousie plans 
to increase retention, offer international students additional support, and 
commit to an “anti-racist culture” in practice.

Racial Politics in Halifax

The politics of race in Halifax has a long and evolving history, though anti-
Black and anti-Indigenous racism, have shaped its long-term dynamics. The 
destruction of Africville, a historic and independent community of people of 
African ancestry in the 1960s, overlapped with the rise of the civil rights 
movement in Nova Scotia and the Black radical tradition embodied by com-
munity leaders like siblings Burnley Allen “Rocky” Jones and Lynn Jones. 
Collaboration between the African Nova Scotian community and Mi’kmaw 
community has led to important programs like the Indigenous Blacks and 
Mi’kmaq Initiative housed in the Dalhousie Law School, and the Transition 
Year Program housed in the College of Continuing Education.
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Although there have been important institutional wins over the last sev-
eral decades, this is more testimony to the organizational and political 
acumen of community leaders that have worked to carve out this institu-
tional space and protect it over decades. Racial politics in Halifax has been 
historically hostile to confronting structural white supremacy within insti-
tutions and the city, even when very modest attempts were made by people 
like Mi’kmaw historian Dan Paul to consider name changes and statue 
removals of colonial officials like Edward Cornwallis who is responsible 
for scalping proclamations paying different levels of reward for the scalps 
of Mi’kmaq men, women, and children (Paul 2006). Despite being a hub 
of imperial trade relations connecting the Caribbean, Africa, Britain, and 
Canada, white Nova Scotians have been both fragile and hostile in con-
fronting any contemporary implications of these historical imbrications 
(Parasram 2019).

In the last decade, key flashpoints in the politics of race include the 
increased presence and visibility of international students and new immi-
grants, many of whom are non-white. Movements against settler-colonial 
“development” projects that do not respect treaty obligations with 
Mi’kmaq people in their design and scope like the failed Alton Gas project 
have been lightning rod issues, simultaneously drawing ire from some set-
tlers and inspiring solidarity building across racial lines as well (Pictou 
2021). Recently the question of sovereignty with respect to Mi’kmaq fish-
eries came to a boil, with white settler fishers violently attacking Mi’kmaq 
fishing boats and lobster storage facilities, all with little intervention from 
provincial and federal governments and police forces (Parasram, forth-
coming 2023). The movement for Black Lives, with leaders such as the 
poet and professor El Jones, has been leading public discussion about the 
need to defund the police and refund society, considering extreme racial 
discrimination in policing that continues to this day (Ajadi, et al. 2022). 
Since 2015 Nova Scotians have been coming to terms with the findings of 
the Truth and Reconciliation Commission report, which has put a spot-
light on what Indigenous survivors have always known: Canadian institu-
tions ostensibly built to “educate” were instead genocidal regimes designed 
to either assimilate or destroy Indigenous people and culture.

The surface-level representation of Halifax as a fun and friendly party 
town speaks to what scholars have described in other geographical con-
texts as one of “ignorance, ambivalence, and acknowledgement” as well as 
“settler-insecurity” (Reid-Hresko and Warren 2022; Midzain-Gobin 
2021). Into this slow cooker of racial politics, international students have 
been arriving in increasingly larger numbers and increasingly from places 
that were also connected to the web of the British Empire, most notably 
India and China. This broad society-level context does not tell the full 
story of racial politics, as there are many everyday expressions of racial 
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tension in the city stemming from microaggressions to violent attacks 
against people of color and Indigenous people.

Student Experiences

We conducted semi-structured interviews with 10 international students at 
Dalhousie who come from China (2) and India (8). Of the 10, two identify 
as female and eight identify as male. One identifies as bisexual, and the rest 
are heterosexual. Nine come from middle-class backgrounds in their 
respective countries, while one is working class. All students come from 
STEM disciplines. One student was based at Dalhousie’s Agricultural cam-
pus in the nearby town of Truro, and thus is not living in the Halifax area. 
The observations of our interviewees speak to the human experience of 
race and racialization amidst the university’s developing internationaliza-
tion strategies. Importantly, while most students were well informed about 
the many avenues Dalhousie offers to support students, aside from a few 
positive experiences with the writing center and International Student Cen-
tre, most students noted they would be more inclined to turn to their fami-
lies back home and immediate friend circle for help long before consulting 
the university.

Interestingly, most students said they have not experienced any signifi-
cant racism, though during the interview, they would often go on to outline 
everyday examples of racism. These everyday examples include instances 
in public spaces, such as the grocery store, where people might imply that 
they do not belong due to linguistic or cultural difference from the white 
majority population. Most students say they did not experience racism in 
the classroom and on campus, though during the interviews they noted 
challenging power dynamics in navigating relationships with professors 
and other students. The more overt racism they experienced came in public 
places off campus, including transportation, hospitals, and places of work. 
One student explained that he experienced a great deal of micromanage-
ment and aggression from a white supervisor at the grocery store that he 
worked at, ultimately leading him to resign and instead work at a small 
grocery store catering to Asian clientele and managed by a person from 
their hometown. When asked what made the new job comfortable, he 
recounted that his boss trusted him to get his work done as he saw fit, that 
it was understood that he could study while working and communicate 
with family and friends back home so long as customers were always given 
priority.

All students agree that the Canada that they had imagined was different 
from the Canada they experienced, though not in uniform ways. For 
example, some students were surprised to find how poorly organized pub-
lic transportation was in the cities of Halifax and Truro, while others 
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experienced moving through the city with relative ease. This is partially 
due to the urban geography of the city itself, with students living near cam-
pus more likely to have positive experiences with transit. In one instance, 
“Davendra” described the overt racism he and another international stu-
dent experienced in a taxi, where the driver told him, “Canadians do not 
want international students, they only want their money.”

Finding housing was difficult for many. One student, “Rajesh,” living 
off-campus, told us that he had to stay for two months in an Airbnb 
because of a shortage in housing. Moreover, he also felt that Canadian 
students were being favored over international students for placement in 
residences, all while international students face extra hurdles to find 
employment. Rajesh made offers on 20 apartments before finally finding 
one, suggesting that it is not only housing supply but also the preference of 
landlords for “Canadians” that plays a role in the housing instability faced 
by international students. Rajesh’s experience of Dalhousie’s apathetic atti-
tude towards its international students reminded one author (Amaan) of 
his first few days of coming to terms with invisibility in Kjipuktuk. Inter-
national students had been advised to arrive a few days before Canadian 
students for “international orientation” and, even though they had bought 
meal plans, no provision was made for their meals during those days.

Another student, “Lin,” who was able to find housing noted that she 
lived with six other people and had to schedule times to access common 
facilities, especially due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Interestingly, this stu-
dent’s perception of Canada was radically different from all others inter-
viewed in part because rather than spending most of her time with other 
international students or domestic Canadian students, she ended up devel-
oping friendships with Indigenous students. Lin learned about Mi’kmaw 
culture early on, as she attended the annual Mawio’mi early in her studies 
at Dalhousie. A Mawio’mi in Mi’kmaw culture refers to a gathering of 
spiritual and cultural significance. Indigenous students at Dalhousie started 
the tradition of hosting a Mawio’mi for the first time in 2010, and it has 
been an annual event ever since, aside for during the early stages of the 
COVID-19 pandemic when gatherings were not permitted (Benwah 2005; 
Reeder 2018). After attending the Mawio’mi, Lin visited the Indigenous 
Students’ Centre and took an interest in the Mi’kmaw language. As a 
Mandarin speaker, she understands and values specificity in language and 
found similarities between Mandarin and Mi’kmaw without needing to 
sieve either through English or French. Lin reported feeling much more 
welcome and accepted when at the Indigenous Student Centre as com-
pared with the International Centre and on campus more generally.

Aside from Lin’s experience, most international students we spoke with 
found that the culture on campus was not very diverse, but in fact very 
siloed and cliquey. As Rajesh described it to us, “[I]t’s so silent here,” 
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compared with “back home.” As he explains, “[M]ost of the talk is trans-
actional … people don’t have time here for anything besides their work.” 
The experience of eating in the dining hall was described as one in which 
you stuck to people from your country of origin. Moreover, despite efforts 
to develop friendships with Canadian students, most international stu-
dents found it much easier to develop relationships with other interna-
tional students. For example one Chinese student, “Jing,” told us, she 
experienced her first Indian meal after being invited to the home of a class-
mate from India: “It was a new experience for me because she [the Indian 
friend] used [her] hands to take the food … she gave me a spoon and it was 
the first time I ate Indian food, it is really, really good [and] nice.” It was 
clear that for most students, they equated “Canadian” with “white” 
although noted that the “Canadian” students regardless of their racial 
background tended to stay away from international students for one rea-
son or another.

The students noted that the COVID-19 pandemic introduced specific 
kinds of challenges due to online learning. Students were split on their 
views about online, hybrid, and in-person teaching, though most admitted 
that there was less isolation when the option for in-person learning 
returned. They relied mostly on social media forums to get information 
from within their national diaspora groups, and most suggested that inter-
acting with the formal university spaces set up for them like the Interna-
tional Centre or Writing Centre was not very practically useful. One 
student, Akash, was very enthusiastic about these spaces, however. For 
many students, Dalhousie was not the number one choice of institution, 
but the open racism in the United States since 2016 was an important part 
of many students’ decision to come to Canada. While many students 
expressed a desire to stay in Canada, most indicated they would seek their 
next degree or strive to make a permanent home outside of Nova Scotia.

Conclusions

While the institutional efforts aimed at internationalization and, to a lesser 
extent, decolonization, have played an important role in the growth of 
international students at Dalhousie, the degree to which students are well 
prepared to navigate life in a settler-colonial city that is struggling to come 
to terms with its colonial past and present is suspect. International students 
were largely unaware of Canada’s ongoing colonial project until arriving 
in Canada and interacting with Indigenous students, as Lin explained to us 
and as Luo and Wilkinson explain in this volume. Retention and student 
satisfaction with life in Halifax and nearby areas remains an important 
challenge linking the politics of race more generally to the ideological 
frame of internationalization at the university (see Beck) With respect to 
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existing services and spaces serving international students at Dalhousie, 
there appears to be some important work needed to calibrate these services 
in a way that is more linked to the urban politics (i.e., housing, race, inte-
gration opportunities) to ensure that core material concerns such as safe 
and sustainable housing on the one hand, and interpersonal concerns such 
as bridging cultural divides between multicultural domestic students and 
international students can be fostered. To be clear, these kinds of relation-
ships are developing on their own, especially within student-led spaces 
such as the Mawio’io, intramural sports, or peer-driven social media, but 
to some extent the existing institutional spaces do not appear to be the 
go-to hubs for information, help, and opportunities. it is not the case that 
these relationships are not being formed. By contrasting the institutional 
developments of the last decades with the lived experiences of interna-
tional students from India and China, it is clear that the presence of some 
institutional support at the university is not adequately calibrated to help-
ing students navigate the racial politics of the city of Halifax. The struggles 
to include domestic students in international social networks were noted 
by many, and students speculated that the economic pressures faced by 
both domestic and international students tended to keep everyone too busy 
to meaningfully get to know one another. It is clear that institutional mea-
sures cannot be treated separately from the broader political and economic 
milieu the university is based in. While international students from Asia 
rarely reported instances of racism on campus and did not often use uni-
versity services, some degree of preparation for the racial politics of Hali-
fax would surely help them navigate the city.
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Introduction

Although it is not wrong to regard universities as the place for communi-
cating information, ideas, and ideologies, it is unrealistic and naïve to 
assume that post-secondary institutions are welcoming to all. Interna-
tional research has demonstrated the marginalization experienced by ra-
cial minorities and international students (Dovchin 2020). Students from 
racialized backgrounds report having experienced racism of various kinds 
and on various levels from being verbally abused to being physically at-
tacked and being side-lined for programs and services to being differenti-
ated by rules and regulations (Brown and Jones 2011). International 
students are confronted by obstacles ranging from language and cultural 
differences and pedagogical disparities to a lack of social and financial 
support for adaptation, but the sufficiency of institutional policies is sel-
dom critically considered as a reason for these challenges (Lee 2015; also 
see Pang and Smith and de Oliveira Soares et al.). The lack of appropriate 
international student services and complex federal regulations, coupled 
with racism and marginalization, increases the burden for international 
students to navigate their way through their university career.

In order to understand the context of international student integration 
at the University of Manitoba, we need to understand the history of the 
land which our institution sits. In this chapter, we describe the traditional 
land context and discuss various initiatives that are meant to educate the 
campus community about Indigenous peoples. We then examine the strate-
gies and facilities for equity, diversity, and inclusion at the University of 
Manitoba and consider how they influence Indigenous and international 
student experiences in this community. We end the chapter by discussing 
racism on campus and how the University has responded. Using this con-
text, we can better understand the experiences of international students 
from Asia on the University of Manitoba campus.

14	 International Students from 
Asia in a Mid-sized Canadian 
University
A University of Manitoba Case 
Study

Yazhi Luo and Lori Wilkinson
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We Live and Use Traditional Lands

As the University of Manitoba and the City of Winnipeg are situated on 
Treaty 1 territory, understanding the history and the guardianship of our 
land has an important influence on our understanding of the experiences 
of international students on campus. While land acknowledgements have 
been used by universities and other legal entities in Canada for over a de-
cade, as they have become more commonplace, their influence on our way 
of thinking has started to wane, and certainly, these treaty acknowledge-
ments have done nothing to reduce the inequality that Indigenous peoples 
face in 21st-century Canada (Hergesheimer 2016). The University of Man-
itoba has instituted a land acknowledgement for several years and the in-
stitution is now actively striving to develop policy and programming, along 
with changes to the institutional structure, to better recognize the very 
important contributions that Indigenous peoples have made to the univer-
sity, city, province, and country.

The University of Manitoba, established in 1877, is the first university in 
Western Canada and is located in Winnipeg, the capital city of Manitoba. 
It is located on the original lands of Anishinaabe, Cree, Oji-Cree, Dakota, 
and Dene Peoples, and is located on the homeland of the Métis Nation. 
Drinking water is sourced from Shoal Lake 40 First Nation, an Ojibwa 
community straddling the provincial borders of Manitoba and Ontario. 
Shoal Lake has provided clean drinking water, without charge, to the City 
of Winnipeg since the construction of an aqueduct was completed in 1919 
(City of Winnipeg 2022; Shoal Lake First Nation 2019). The aqueduct was 
built over a traditional burial ground, and the original village was forcibly 
resettled to make way for the construction, leaving the First Nation virtu-
ally isolated for over 100 years until the construction of the “Freedom 
Road” was completed in 2019 and provided a four-season road to connect 
the community (Indigenous Services Canada 2019). Despite living on the 
shores of a body of safe and drinkable water, Shoal Lake band members 
had to rely on water imported from Kenora to have safe drinking water 
due to a boil water advisory that lasted 24 years (City of Winnipeg 2022) 
until the construction of a new water treatment plant was completed in 
September 2021.

Having some knowledge of territorial acknowledgement allows a dis-
cussion of the University of Manitoba in relation to international students 
and their experiences on campus. In 2021, 2,614 students self-declared an 
Indigenous status, including First Nations, Métis, Inuit or other heritage 
(Office of Institutional Analysis 2021b), which makes up 8.4% of the stu-
dent body, making the University of Manitoba one of the universities with 
the largest enrolment of Indigenous students in Canada. Among self-de-
clared students, 56% identify as Métis, 41% as First Nations, and 1% as 
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Inuit (Office of Institutional Analysis 2021b). Students who self-identify 
with an Indigenous heritage make up 8.9% of undergraduate and 6.1% of 
graduate students at the University. Enrolment among Indigenous students 
is slowly growing, increasing from 8.3% of students in 2020 to 8.4% in 
2021 (Office of Institutional Analysis 2021c). Sadly, however, Indigenous 
students remain well under-represented in terms of their actual proportion 
of the population. The 2021 Census shows that Indigenous people make 
up 18% of Manitoba’s total population and Winnipeg is the census metro-
politan area with the largest Indigenous population in Canada with 
12.45% of its population having an Indigenous ancestry (Statistics Can-
ada, 2022).

International Students at the University of Manitoba

Currently, the University is home to 31,037 undergraduate and graduate 
students, with international students representing 115 countries and mak-
ing up 20.5% of undergraduate students, 35.6% of graduate students, and 
22.1% of the overall student population (Office of Institutional Analysis 
2021d). Compared to 2020, international student enrolment increased by 
7% in 2021, making this the fastest growing segment of the student popu-
lation. The newest report for the citizenship of students in November 2020 
showed that the majority of international students (86.5%) come from 
Asia (59.5%) and Africa (27%), with China, Nigeria, and India being the 
top three countries of origin (Office of Institutional Analysis 2021a).

Table 14.1 shows that in 2021, the top five academic programs attracted 
87.9% of international undergraduate student enrolment, a slight increase 
from 2019. The Faculty of Arts and Faculty of Science remain consistent 
as the top two most popular programs of enrolment for international stu-
dents. “University 1” is a unique program at the University of Manitoba 
meant to introduce “undecided” first-year students to different faculties, 
programs, and majors during their first year without having to “commit” 

Table 14.1  �Programs with the highest proportions of international undergraduate 
students, University of Manitoba, 2019–2021

Undergraduate Faculty/Program 2021 (%) 2020 (%) 2019 (%)

Science 35.7 34.8 33.0
Arts 27.2 25.0 24.2
University 1 10.8 12.7 14.1
Asper School of Business 8.0 9.1 9.6
Price Faculty of Engineering 6.2 5.7 5.6

Source: Office of Institutional Analysis (2019, 2020, 2021e).
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to a faculty. At the start of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, more stu-
dents joined University 1 for their first year in university, while enrolment 
for science, arts, and engineering decreased. This is a change to recent 
trends. The proportion of international students entering arts and science 
programs has been consistently increasing, whereas fewer freshmen are 
choosing to enrol in University 1, a trend also seen among domestic 
students.

Table 14.2 shows the international student distribution across the top 
five graduate programs of admission. In 2021, these five programs enrolled 
64.6% of all international graduate students, compared to 66.7% in 2020 
and 66.9% in 2019. Like most universities, the largest number of interna-
tional graduate students choose to study science-related programs. Com-
paring 2019 to 2021, the enrolment percentages for these five programs 
remain fairly stable, with little fluctuation in the distribution of interna-
tional students.

Table 14.3 shows that students from Asia are the largest number of stu-
dents, making up 13% of the total student body. The largest number come 
from China (1,135) followed by India (1,104). Another 716 are from Ban-
gladesh. The next largest group, however, is much smaller, numbering 336 
students from Vietnam. Other notable countries include Pakistan (201) 
and Sri Lanka (121).

This table, however, gives an incomplete impression of the ethnic and 
cultural identities of the University of Manitoba. Other than age and gen-
der, no other demographic characteristics are collected and published by 
the University and the results of the survey are inconclusive given the ex-
tremely low response rate from students, faculty, and staff. A newly cre-
ated Equity Diversity and Inclusion (EDI) Committee, established in 2019, 
commissioned a survey in the Fall of 2020, and its first recommendation 
involved the significant absence of visible and invisible minorities (their 
language) among campus faculty, staff, and administration (President’s 
Taskforce 2020). Although the University is hiring more Indigenous 

Table 14.2  �Programs with the highest proportion of international graduate 
students, University of Manitoba, 2019–2021

Graduate Faculty/Program 2021 (%) 2020 (%) 2019 (%)

Price Faculty of Engineering 19.9 23.3 23.2
Science 16.5 16.2 16.6
Asper School of Business 10.1 8.3 9.5
Max Rady College of Medicine 9.2 9.1 8.2
Arts 9.0 9.8 9.4

Source: Office of Institutional Analysis (2019, 2020, 2021e)
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peoples and racialized faculty and staff, many are hired and subsequently 
leave the institution, usually due to better working conditions and pay. 
The committee also observed that the service commitments for Indigenous 
peoples and racialized faculty and staff were significantly larger than ex-
pected for white faculty and staff members. For racialized students in par-
ticular, the lack of staff and faculty in positions of authority or in teaching 
positions has meant very little space for interaction and learning from non-
white faculty members.

Another interesting finding of the EDI Taskforce (2020: 49) was that a 
small proportion of staff and faculty wished that all University community 

Table 14.3  �International Students by Country of Origin (Asia only), University of 
Manitoba, 20211

Country or Region Full-Time Part-Time Total

Bangladesh 664 52 716
China 991 144 1,135
Hong Kong 78 7 85
India 1,054 50 1,104
Indonesia 37 3 40
Japan 19 1 20
Kazakhstan 21 3 24
Korea, South 99 14 113
Kyrgyzstan 6 0 6
Malaysia 40 3 43
Mongolia 3 0 3
Myanmar 5 1 6
Nepal 17 0 17
Pakistan 186 15 201
Philippines 16 1 17
Singapore 4 0 4
Sri Lanka 119 2 121
Taiwan 17 4 21
Thailand 4 0 4
Vietnam 310 26 336
Other Asian Countries or Regions2 4 1 5
Total Asian International Students 3,694 327 4,021
Other International Students 2,478 289 2,767
Total International Students 6,172 616 6,788
Total Canadian Students 19,707 4,462 24,169

Source: Office of Institutional Analysis University of Manitoba (2021a).

Notes:
1	 Includes graduate and undergraduate students, Joint Master’s students from both the Uni-

versity of Manitoba and the University of Winnipeg, and Distance Education students. 
Also includes all Post-Graduate Medical Education (PGME) students; therefore, the total 
may vary from other reports. Excludes B.Sc. (Dentistry) and B.Sc. (Medicine) students. 
Names of countries may have changed since data were collected.

2	 Includes countries with fewer than three students.
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members “assimilate to the language and culture of Manitoba in order to 
remain a part of the university community and even wanted to see an ‘Eng-
lish only’ rule instituted on campus”. The recommendations outlined in 
this report also indicate a major shortfall in academic and writing supports 
for English as an additional language for international students. They also 
note the lack of assistance in completing visa and permanent resident forms 
and that the University is well behind in providing this type of service com-
pared with other institutions.

Services for International Students

The University of Manitoba has a variety of services to assist international 
students in their transition to life and studies in Canada. When interna-
tional students first arrive on campus, the International Centre hosts orien-
tation sessions specifically designed for them to navigate life at the 
university and in Canada. These orientations include information on 
course selection and registration, academic integrity, living on campus, 
sexual violence awareness, financial preparedness and so on. Later on, they 
provide immigration services including legal advice on transitioning from 
a study visa to permanent residency. Orientation sessions also provide an 
environment for new international students to connect with one another 
and to meet Canadian students.

In terms of academic services, the University of Manitoba has several 
programs dedicated to international students, the most popular being the 
international student advisors. They can aid with personal or academic 
matters, as well as provide information regarding student visas and immi-
gration processes. Other academic services include the Academic Learning 
Centre and the English Language Centre, but other than the “Homestay” 
program provided by the English Language Centre – which offers an op-
portunity for international students to live with a local Canadian family 
and to explore and experience local activities and Canadian culture – they 
do not cater to international students specifically. This has caused prob-
lems, particularly when language difficulties create issues with academic 
integrity.

In terms of financial support, international students are eligible for 
some scholarships and bursaries, but the selection is limited (see Das 
Gupta and Gomez). Overall, international students are not eligible for 
most of the scholarships and bursaries that are offered to Canadian 
students since the conditions under which scholarships and bursaries  
are awarded often specify that only permanent residents and Canadian 
citizens are eligible. There are two notable exceptions. Upon entry to  
the University of Manitoba, both undergraduate and graduate interna-
tional students are eligible for entrance scholarships and subsequent 
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scholarships after completing certain requirements. International gradu-
ate students are eligible for the University of Manitoba Graduate Fellow-
ship. The University of Manitoba Bursary is also available for international 
student applications, and many departments within the university have 
internal awards for students based on academic merit. Other than these 
subsidies, many other scholarships have citizenship restrictions which 
prevent international students from applying.

The university also has an emergency loan program that provides short-
term assistance to students who are experiencing unexpected financial dif-
ficulties, and international students are eligible to apply for this type of 
assistance. We do not have information on the number of international 
students who rely on the emergency loan program. During the COVID-19 
pandemic when the University and other places of businesses were closed 
for long periods of time, the COVID-19 emergency loans program was 
available to international students who were hit extraordinarily hard given 
that a primary source of income for them, off- and on-campus work, had 
closed. They were, however, ineligible for the Canada Emergency Student 
Benefit (CESB) which was offered to Canadian citizens and permanent resi-
dents who were enrolled in post-secondary institutions in 2020 (Canada 
Revenue Agency 2022). Given that many international students depend 
upon the income they receive from working part-time jobs, the exclusion 
from this benefit had a significant influence on their ability to remain in 
Canada and many returned home as a result. At the time of writing, it is 
unknown how many students were forced to abandon their studies in 
Canada due to financial hardship during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Other than services provided by the University, international students 
have created their own organizations on campus as ways to provide help 
and connection. The University of Manitoba International Student Orga-
nization, founded on March 30, 2018, was created by a group of interna-
tional students who wanted to use their experiences to help other 
international students integrate into the University and Winnipeg com-
munity. Some of their goals include promoting activism to strengthen and 
help members of the international community, promoting diversity and 
awareness of diversity, responding to the needs of international students 
to ensure their wellbeing, and working closely with the International Cen-
tre to help international students to the best of their abilities. Interna-
tional students from different countries have also organized their own 
associations.

Indigenous Students and International Students: Connecting

In the summer of 2015, the National Centre for Truth and Reconciliation 
(NCTR) opened its doors at the University of Manitoba (NCTR 2015). 
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Its purpose is to provide a safe and accessible archive of the statements and 
evidence gathered during the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of 
Canada which released its report in 1995 and to share the stories of the 
residential school survivors. Many international students have never heard 
about the atrocities committed against Indigenous peoples until they have 
arrived in Canada (see Parasram et al.). One of the observations made by 
a co-author of this chapter is that although students who have experienced 
the secondary education in system seem to know a bit about residential 
schools, overall, both Canadian-born and international students are still 
largely unexposed to this violent history. Locating the NCTR at the Uni-
versity of Manitoba provides all our students with important opportunities 
to learn and study from our past. This is one small but necessary step in 
addressing racism that is institutionally and systemically embedded within 
our practices.

What other efforts have been made by the University to introduce inter-
national students to the culture and history of Indigenous peoples in Mani-
toba? During International Orientation week, one session on Indigenous 
history and reconciliation is offered. Over a one-hour block, students are 
presented with a brief history of Indigenous peoples. It is not known how 
many students take advantage of this learning opportunity. Having this 
course made available throughout the year might encourage more interna-
tional students to learn about our Indigenous peoples.

The University has also instituted a new graduation requirement for 
students in most faculties. Starting in Fall 2021, all new students are 
required to pass a three-credit hour course in Indigenous studies (Uni-
versity of Manitoba News 2021). In addition to providing a much-
needed educational resource for all students, the intention of the policy 
is also to address the National Truth and Reconciliation’s Call to Action 
#57 (NTRC 2022). The classes are offered in several departments and 
faculties.

Migizii Agamik, also known as Bald Eagle Lodge, is the home of the 
Indigenous Students’ Centre. The University’s official website describes 
it as a “home away from home” for Indigenous students (University of 
Manitoba 2022). Designed by Prairie architects, Migizii Agamik empha-
sizes the traditional teachings of Indigenous peoples, and is home to the 
Indigenous Student Centre, the University of Manitoba Indigenous Stu-
dents’ Association, the Office of Indigenous Engagement, and Access 
and Aboriginal Focus Programs. It houses a Circle Room that is a sa-
cred, collaborative space for ceremonies, meetings, classes, and other 
traditions.

Given that the University of Manitoba is home to more than 2,600 In-
digenous students, Migizii Agamik plays an important role in helping edu-
cate all students about Indigenous peoples and their history. As part of 
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their team, Migizii Agamik has an Indigenous recruitment team to help 
Indigenous peoples become students and succeed in their degrees, and the 
Indigenous Student Centre is focused on welcoming and supporting Indig-
enous students, providing academic and social guidance, advocating for 
Indigenous needs, and creating a safe space for the community. The Indig-
enous Student Centre also offers students opportunity to learn about First 
Nations, Inuit and Métis culture by providing cultural support programs 
such as the annual Traditional Graduation PowWow and the Full Moon 
Ceremonies.

There are few opportunities for Indigenous students to meet and get 
to know international students in a formalized, university-sanctioned 
manner (see Parasram et al.). Because international student services and 
Indigenous student services are housed in different institutional depart-
ments, there is little interaction between the two. While students can 
and do intermingle and meet one another outside of university-sanc-
tioned events, the administration does very little to provide opportuni-
ties for the two units to work together and bring their students together. 
This is a fundamental flaw in the institutional structure of the university 
and this separated structure also affects international students.

Racism on Campus

The University is not immune to racism within its community at all levels 
– from student to staff to faculty to administration (see Pang and Smith;  
Das Gupta and Gomez). The President’s Taskforce on EDI (2020) provides 
evidence and individual reports regarding racism and colonialism on cam-
pus. In addition to overt acts of racism (examples discussed below), the 
committee observed that the experience of racism is particularly pro-
nounced for first year international students (President’s Taskforce 2020). 
One student commented that “white supremacy and lowkey racism is still 
very much a part of my every day experience” on campus. Racialized stu-
dents and faculty also have been “carded” by Campus Security. Carding is 
the act of being asked for identification to prove that an individual rightly 
belongs on campus. Incidents of carding have occurred during “normal 
aspects of campus life or work like going to the office, using a photocopier, 
or looking for your keys to open an office door” (President’s Taskforce 
2020: 46; see also Das Gupta and Gomez).

In Fall 2018, the campus community awoke to find posters stating “It’s 
OK to be white” plastered on campus (Markusa 2018). The slogan “it’s ok 
to be white” is a common “dog whistle” used by white supremacist and 
alt-right groups to troll anti-racist institutions and the media. Disguised as 
an innocuous message, the statement is used by modern racial supremacist 
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groups as a way of asserting their authority. The posters have appeared at 
other Canadian and American universities, including the University of Re-
gina and the University of Waterloo (Markusa 2018). It is the place where 
these posters were located on campus that reinforces their racist intent. At 
the University of Manitoba, the posters appeared outside the Department 
of Native Studies, Migizii Agamik and the Gender Studies Program. The 
placement of these posters in these locations specifically undermines the 
supposedly innocuous nature of the message “it’s okay to be white”. It is a 
subtle message to these departments and institutions that their presence is 
not welcome. For many international students, this message underscores 
the unwelcome reception that many of them experience when they come to 
Canada.

These posters are just one of thousands of racist acts that happen ev-
ery day. Some are reported to authorities, but most are not. Outside the 
Universities, police reported a 37% increase in hate crimes reported in 
2021, the highest number since reporting began in 2009 (Moreau 2022). 
For hate crimes directed towards East and Southeast Asians, the number 
of crimes reported to police increased 301% in a single year. Crimes 
against Indigenous peoples increased by 152% and crimes against Black 
Canadians increased by 92% (Moreau 2022). While speculation is that 
the increase in police reported hate crime is correlated with the pan-
demic and its related social restrictions, evidence suggests that racially 
motivated hate crime has been on the rise for over a decade and that 
there are other institutional and systemic causes of racism that also influ-
ence the higher reporting rates we see off-and on-campus. At this time 
the University of Manitoba does not collect or report incidents of racism 
on campus.

University Response to Racism

Like other post-secondary institutions in Canada, racism rears its ugly 
head at the University of Manitoba. And, like other institutions, it was 
incredibly slow to fully undertake anything more than just lip service to 
addressing the fundamental issues that sustain racism on our campus. The 
lack of sufficient financial support for international students, the lack of 
international- and Indigenous-student-oriented services, and the tendency 
of regarding international enrolment as fulfilment of the EDI agenda speak 
volume to the slow response the institution has made towards discrimina-
tion and racism (see Das Gupta and Gomez). There have, however, been 
some positive initiatives.

In September 2020, the Rady Faculty of Health Sciences passed the Dis-
ruption of all forms of Racism Policy (UM Today 2020), partly in response 
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to the findings of the President’s Taskforce (2020). It was the first institu-
tional anti-racism policy passed by a post-secondary institution in Canada 
(Wilson 2022). In this report, racialized and Indigenous students reported 
that racism was a particular problem in the Rady Health Faculty. This is 
not surprising, given that Winnipeg has a history of ignoring the health 
needs of its Indigenous peoples. For example, in 2008, Brian Sinclair died 
after spending 34 hours waiting for care in the Emergency Room at the 
Health Sciences Centre. He was suffering from a treatable urinary tract 
infection (CBC 2013). Staff believed he was intoxicated and ignored him. 
In 2017, the Brian Sinclair Working Group produced a report and recom-
mendations regarding the treatment of Indigenous peoples in Manitoba 
Health Care settings.

The introduction of the Disruption of Racism Policy on the Rady cam-
pus has spurred other initiatives to combat racism on campus. In March 
2022, the University introduced the anti-racism taskforce to work on iden-
tifying, addressing, and eliminating all forms of racism on campus. As part 
of this initiative, two new executive positions were announced—the Exec-
utive Lead for Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion and a new Vice President 
for Indigenous Affairs.

Students have also led the charge against racism. The University of Man-
itoba Bisons joined other post-secondary institutions in the province to 
create a video and statement against racism that is featured prominently on 
the University’s website (Wesmen Athletics, Bison Sports, Bobcats Sports 
2020). Researchers in the Faculty of Kinesiology and Recreation Studies, 
along with the Faculty of Arts and Immigration Partnerships of Winnipeg, 
are partnering to provide research and programming to prevent racism in 
sport. Their campaign, “Sport is not an equal playing field” (Anti-Racism 
in Sport 2022) includes a report, events, templates for sporting bodies, and 
training to assist players, parents, coaches, officials, and board members to 
identify, address, and prevent racism from within and outside the sporting 
ranks.

Conclusion

It is clear from this discussion that racism is alive and well at the University 
of Manitoba, as it is at other Canadian institutions. The University has 
responded in several ways to identify and address racism. Although they 
have made some progress in addressing the problem, there is clearly a long 
way to go.

Regarding the experiences of Asian students specifically, this chapter re-
veals that in addition to addressing racism, this group of students has expe-
rienced inequality in terms of access to services and bursaries scholarships. 
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Its own internal reporting (President’s Task Force 2020) indicates that in-
ternational students, especially those having English as an additional lan-
guage, require additional writing and academic supports which are 
currently not available or under-resourced. Additional investment into this 
infrastructure would greatly improve the outcomes for these students. 
What is markedly absent from the public documents and discussion is the 
unequal access to bursaries and scholarships for international students. A 
majority of international students are ineligible for these awards simply 
because the donors have required that recipients be Canadian citizens or 
permanent residents. This practice continues today with new scholarships 
and bursaries excluding international students for no apparent rationale. 
We suggest that the University decline such donations and educate would-
be donors about the cultural and international diversity of the student 
body. It would be beneficial if the Tri-Council (the main funding body for 
academics in Canada) also followed suit as these awards are prestigious 
and unfairly disadvantage otherwise qualified international students. 
Given that international students pay tuition that is twice or three times 
what Canadian citizens pay and that 73% of international students remain 
in Canada upon graduation (Crossman et al. 2022), the inequity in services 
and access to scholarships and bursaries needs to be addressed in order to 
smoothen the transition from international student to Canadian citizen.

Universities also need to do more to educate international students about 
Indigenous peoples and their histories. Without this knowledge, society is 
doomed to maintain the status quo in terms of the maltreatment of our 
Indigenous brothers and sisters. Universities can do more than just offer 
required courses in Indigenous studies. They can strive to provide events 
and spaces that bring international and Indigenous students together so 
that they may learn from one another and make genuine connections and 
friendships. As participants in the National Truth and Reconciliation re-
port, the University of Manitoba in particular should lead the way in mak-
ing these opportunities available to all students.
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Introduction

Anti-Asian racism has been exacerbated since the COVID-19 pandemic, 
affecting the Asian community, particularly Asians of Chinese descent in 
Canada (Guo and Guo 2021). Against this background, media coverage 
in China on anti-Asian racism in top English-speaking destination coun-
tries has ramped up (Romann 2021), which potentially heightens Chinese 
students’ awareness of anti-Asian racism in major international student 
destination countries, such as Canada. Oliveira Soares et al. in this vol-
ume note that racism is one of the principal challenges Chinese interna-
tional students face in Canada. This is echoed by research that highlights 
the experience of exclusion that Chinese international students experi-
ence (see Tavares). Moreover, the rising anti-Asian sentiments in major 
Western countries are also influenced by the growing tensions between 
China and the US, which also affected China’s relations with Canada. 
Against this background, emerging research focuses on the racism faced 
by Chinese international students currently in destination countries 
(Chen 2021 and Zhanga, Bowb, and Bowc 2020). Moreover, there have 
been concerns on whether the rising tensions in international relations 
and racism would deter Chinese international students (Allen and Ye 
2021), yet little empirical research has been conducted to understand 
how exacerbated anti-Asian racism and increasing awareness partly 
facilitated by increased media coverage affect the perceptions of potential 
international students in China and their study abroad considerations.

Chinese international students have been consistently one of the largest 
groups of international students in Canada (Canadian Bureau of Interna-
tional Education 2022). According to the sample from the survey by the 
Canadian Bureau of International Education (CBIE), Chinese interna-
tional students consist of around 25% of the total international students 
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in Canada (see Kim, Abdulkarim, and Payne). Moreover, Canada has 
been competing intensely with other destination countries such as the US, 
the UK, and Australia for Chinese international students. Therefore, it is 
important to investigate how potential Chinese international students are 
affected by increasing reports of unfriendly treatments in Canada. Through 
a survey and semi-structured interviews of Chinese university students, 
this study aims at understanding how potential international students in 
China, the top exporting country for international students, perceive anti-
Asian racism in Canada, one of the top international student destination 
countries, and whether and how anti-Asian racism affects their study 
abroad plans.

Our findings suggest that students are increasingly aware of anti-Asian 
racism in Canada and are bothered by the occurrence of the incidents. In 
addition, students report much more negative impression of Canada. 
Moreover, students report that anti-Asian racism is among the factors that 
students consider but does not serve as the determinant of students’ 
choice. Yet students’ concern of anti-Asian racism is closely linked with 
safety, meaning that students tend to think that anti-Asian racism may 
threaten their safety. Moreover, Chinese students tend to think that the 
anti-Asian racism experienced by Chinese international students is related 
to their country of origin, namely China, which has been experiencing 
worsening relations with Western countries such as the US and Canada 
recently. Based on our findings, we argue that the rising occurrence of 
neo-racism towards Asians, particularly Chinese students, coupled with 
neo-nationalism, might eventually affect the recruitment of Chinese inter-
national students, which remains one of the largest groups of interna-
tional students in Canada. This study has implications for other major 
destinations countries.

Conceptual Framework

We employ the notions of ‘neo-racism’ and ‘neo-nationalism’ as our con-
ceptual framework for this study. Neo-racism refers to a “new racism” 
based on negative perceptions about an individual’s culture of origin, in 
addition to their race (Lee, Jon, and Byun 2017, 141). This discrimination 
is based on cultural order and stereotypes in that people from certain cul-
tures are discriminated against because they are from countries that are 
perceived as inferior to Western countries. In essence, “good” or “better” 
cultures become the basis of discrimination and racism (see Tavares). In 
this study, neo-racism might be manifest as certain stereotypes are associ-
ated with Chinese international students, such as working in high-tech 
industry and thus taking jobs from local people or performing well in sci-
ence. We apply this concept in this study to see if future Chinese 
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international students’ understanding of anti-Asian racism corresponds 
with the notion of neo-racism, or discrimination based on the cultural ste-
reotypes associated with national identity, how cultural stereotypes are 
manifested in the context of the pandemic, and how students’ study abroad 
plans to Canada are affected.

We also draw on “neo-nationalism”. As Lee, Jon, and Byun (2017) 
note, with the influence of increased internationalization, “national iden-
tity is being reproduced and reconceptualized as a form of global compe-
tition” (142). This global competition relates to global hierarchies in 
economic and political power. The new version of nationalism encom-
passes a sense of national distinctiveness and power. Societal boundaries 
are reinforced by negative attitudes against those who are perceived to be 
lower in power or those who are rivalries in the global hierarchy (Lee, 
Jon, and Byun 2017). The COVID-19 pandemic has heightened the dras-
tic changes in geo-political tensions and impacted on intrastate and inter-
state shifts. Canada’s foreign policy aligning with the US government’s 
position against China created political tensions between Canada and 
China. This is partly manifested in the incidents of Meng Wanzhou and 
“two Michaels”.1 As such, we draw neo-nationalism to understand how 
potential Chinese international students perceive the exacerbated anti-
Asian racism in Canada in the context of the pandemic and rising political 
tensions.

Overall, since there is rising violence against the Asian population and 
this has been portrayed in the media, we hypothesize that prospective Chi-
nese students might link the violence with the neo-racism and neo-nation-
alism associated with their Chinese identity, which might affect their sense 
of safety if they study in Canada.

Literature Review

Canada continues to attract international students and remain as one of 
the top study abroad destinations. Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
according to the Statistics Canada (2020), international students accounted 
for all the growth in post-secondary enrolments in Canada during the 
2018/2019 academic year. In 2022, Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship 
Canada (IRCC) reported that Canada saw nearly 450,000 new study per-
mits take effect last year, the figure broke the highest number set in 2019. 
However, discrimination against international students is prevalent across 
major Western countries, including Canada (Guo and Guo 2021 and Stein 
and de Andreotti 2016).

In Canada, racism and discrimination are concealed by a multicultural 
harmony on the surface, but racism is deeply rooted in Canadian history 
(Cui 2019). Racism and discrimination are inhibiting factors affecting 
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international student experiences in Canadian universities (see Luo and 
Wilkinson; Kim et al.). According to Smith (2016), international students, 
faculty and service providers all identified racism and discrimination as 
emerging concerns. His study reviews anecdotal reports on the observa-
tions of discrimination in class or incidents of racism and discrimination 
around the university campus. Moreover, Lee and Rice (2007) found that 
while racism and discrimination are not significant issues for international 
students from Europe, it is a concern for most international students, or 
international students as a whole. A study conducted in South Korea by 
Jon (2012) found that English proficiency has strong implications for 
potential power differentials and discrimination between international stu-
dents and domestic students. In Canada, this native speakerism perpetu-
ates the marginalization of international students whose first language is 
not English (see Tavares) or French in Francophone universities in Canada 
(see Olivera Soares et al.). Furthermore, a university’s emphasis on the 
international students having to “adapt” or “adjust” is a deficit perspec-
tive, and may effectively involve placing all the responsibility for change on 
international students, and none on the university (see Montsion and 
Caneo).

Existing literature emphasizes the need for raised awareness of potential 
discrimination by the university community and the institution. Lee and 
Rice (2007) suggest that institutions become more aware that discrimina-
tion based on nation of origin exists in many forms. There seems to be no 
shortage of literature on international student experiences; however, there 
is a lack of research on how prospective international students perceive 
racism and whether and how it affects their study abroad decisions. This 
study is particularly important in a time of rising political tensions between 
China and major Western countries.

Methods and Data

We use the mixed method approach, combining a survey and follow-up 
interviews to understand how anti-Asian racism affects potential Chinese 
international students’ study abroad plans. The combination of surveys 
and interviews allows us to gain a comprehensive understanding of the 
topic. First, the survey with potential Chinese international students gives 
us a broad picture of the extent to which students are aware of anti-Asian 
racism and the extent of its impact on students’ impression of major desti-
nation countries, including Canada. The survey was designed to under-
stand students’ current plans regarding studying abroad, the destination of 
choice, important factors that motivate them to study abroad, and 
questions related to their awareness of anti-Asian racism. We used the 
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convenient sampling method to administer the online survey to Chinese 
students currently in China and studying overseas through our personal 
connections. Convenient sampling is not the optimal method as it does not 
ensure sampling representativeness. This is the limitation of the study. 
However, we received a significant number of completed surveys (N=173) 
from Chinese students in 58 universities, including 33 Chinese universities 
and 25 universities in the US, UK, Canada, Japan, Singapore, France, and 
Australia.

Among the 173 students, 130 or 75% of them are currently in China and 
43 or 25% of them are currently studying abroad. In addition, among the 
130 students, 42 or 32% of them are planning to study abroad in the near 
future. It is important to note that this percentage is higher than China’s 
outbound mobility rate, which stood at 2.26% (UNESCO Institute for Sta-
tistics 2019). This means that this survey is over-represented by students 
who intend to study abroad. However, this also enables us to reach our 
target population of students planning to study abroad, which will illumi-
nate the purpose of the study on how anti-Asian racism affects students’ 
study abroad plans. We used descriptive analysis of the survey data to 
understand students’ awareness of anti-Asian racism and the impression of 
Canada in the context of being aware of anti-Asian racism.

While the survey gives a general understanding of the extent to which 
Chinese students are aware of anti-Asian racism and its potential impact 
on students’ impressions of Canada, it does not provide insights on how 
Chinese students understand anti-Asian racism and how anti-Asian rac-
ism affects their study abroad plans. This is important as most Chinese 
students may not have extensive lived experience in Western countries; it 
is not clear how they understand anti-Asian racism while being far from 
where it happens. Moreover, the survey also does not shed light on 
whether and how anti-Asian racism affects students’ study abroad deci-
sions. Do students choose not to study abroad solely because of the ram-
pant anti-Asian racist incidents? How does anti-Asian racism affect 
students’ plans, in consideration of many other factors such as reputation 
and travel restrictions posed by the COVID-19 pandemic? As such, we 
conducted semi-structured follow-up interviews with ten Chinese students 
who have or had plans to study abroad for degree programs to under-
stand their perspective of anti-Asian racism and how it affects their study 
abroad plans.

The interviews were conducted online and recorded with partici-
pants’ consent. The recordings were transcribed and uploaded to Nvivo 
for coding. We used the emergent coding method (Charmaz 2006) to 
identify patterns and themes with particular attention to factors 
that  students consider regarding their destination choice, students’ 
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understanding of anti-Asian racism, and how anti-Asian racism affects 
students’ study abroad plans.

Survey Findings

In the survey, we asked students the extent of their awareness of anti-Asian 
racism in major English-speaking destination countries, which country has 
received the most media coverage of anti-Asian racism incidents, how stu-
dents feel about the occurrence of anti-Asian racism, and how the occur-
rence of anti-Asian racism affects their impression of major destination 
countries.

In terms of students’ preferred destination countries to study abroad, 
our survey suggests that Chinese students prefer to study in English-speak-
ing countries or neighboring countries/regions. As Table 15.1 suggests, the 
US, the UK, and Hong Kong2 are the top three destination countries/ 
regions. Other popular destinations are Canada, Europe, Australia, which 
are major Western countries or regions that receive international students. 
In addition, Chinese students also reported being interested in neighboring 
countries such as Japan, Singapore, and South Korea. These countries all 
have significant ties with China and are geographically close. Particularly, 
Singapore is an English-speaking neighboring country, which particularly 
attracts Chinese students.

In terms of students’ awareness of anti-Asian racism, we find that among 
the 173 students, 92% of the students (N=159) reported that they are 
aware of anti-Asian racism in the US, compared to 72% about Australia, 

Table 15.1  �Top destinations for study abroad

Countries Percent (%) Number

United States 27.92 55
United Kingdom 24.87 49
China (Hong Kong) 12.69 25
Canada 11.68 23
Europe 6.09 12
Australia 6.09 12
Japan 5.08 10
Singapore 4.06 8
South Korea 1.52 3
Total 100.00 197*

Note
* �This is a multiple-choice question. Students are asked to choose 

three preferred destinations, therefore the total number (N = 
199) surpasses the total number of students who completed the 
survey (N = 173).
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60% about the UK, and 55% about Canada (see Table 15.2). Although 
awareness of Canada’s anti-Asian racism is the lowest, with 55% of the 
students being aware, it still surpasses half of the respondents. Among the 
96 students that reported having awareness of anti-Asian racism in Can-
ada, 74% of them are university students in China. Namely, they are not 
living abroad and are unlikely to gain this knowledge from personal expe-
rience but from the media, friends or family living overseas, or personal 
experience if they had lived in Canada before.

In addition, most students reported being emotionally affected by these 
anti-Asian racism incidents. For example, a total of 118 students (or 
around 68% of the students) reported being slightly bothered (around 
34%) or very bothered (around 35%) by anti-Asian racism in Canada, 
compared to around 22% of the students who reported that they were not 
affected, or around 3% reported that they think the incidents may be over-
stated. Among these students, around 79% of them are living in China, 
suggesting that the occurrence of anti-Asian incidents emotionally affects 
students even when they are not currently in Canada or the country where 
the anti-Asian incidents occurred.

In addition to the awareness and emotional impact of anti-Asian racism, 
we are also interested in the extent to which a country’s image will be affected 
by the occurrence of anti-Asian racism in this country. A country’s image is 
important, particularly for potential international students, as many of the 
students’ decision to study abroad is also affected by how well-received the 
country is among students (Ghazarian 2016). According to the survey, not 
surprisingly, 68 students reported that Canada’s image is slightly more nega-
tive and 51 students reported that Canada’s image is much more negative. In 
other words, 119 students or around 69% of the students reported a nega-
tive impression of Canada caused by anti-Asian racism incidents.

In summary, the survey findings suggest that Chinese students’ preferred 
destinations for study abroad have not gone through significant changes. 
They still prefer Western countries, particularly English-speaking countries. 
However, there are strong regional contenders for Chinese international 

Table 15.2  �Number and percentage of Chinese students aware of anti-
Asian racism

Country Awareness of Anti-Asian 
Racism

Total Percent (%)

Australia 124 173 72
Canada 96 173 55
USA 159 173 92
UK 103 173 60
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students such as Singapore, Hong Kong, Japan, and South Korea. In terms 
of Canada, it is still the fourth popular destination country, although still 
lagging behind the US, the UK, and Hong Kong. Moreover, over half of the 
respondents are aware of anti-Asian racism incidents in Canada and 69% 
of the students reported a negative impression of Canada due to anti-Asian 
racism incidents. This suggests that Canada is not necessarily in an optimis-
tic position in attracting international students, since it is still less popular 
compared to the US and the UK and it faces regional competitors such as 
Hong Kong and Singapore. Particularly, regional competitors may be in a 
favorable position during COVID-19 since students may prefer destina-
tions that are close to their homes.

Interview Findings

The survey provided us a general understanding of Chinese students’ 
awareness of anti-Asian racism and its impacts on students’ emotions and 
their impression of Canada as a destination country. Based on this general 
understanding, in the interviews, we further asked the potential interna-
tional students in China how they understand anti-Asian racism, including 
the causes for anti-Asian racism, what they mainly consider in choosing 
destination countries, and how anti-Asian racism has affected their study 
abroad plans.

Chinese students spell out four reasons why Chinese international stu-
dents face racism in Western countries. First, the students believed that 
Chinese people historically immigrated “illegally” to Western countries 
such as Canada and the US and did low-status labor work. Second, stu-
dents believe that there has been a prevalent perception in Western coun-
tries that the COVID-19 disease originated from China and Chinese 
people, including Chinese international students, have brought the virus to 
other countries. This perception fueled racist incidents against Chinese 
people. Students believe that these two reasons are in effect about Western 
countries’ negative impressions on China based on their stereotypes of 
Chinese people and can be considered as causes of racism. Thirdly, stu-
dents believe that the rise of China in the global economy may have threat-
ened the Western world’s traditional superior status in the world. As one 
participant mentioned, “China has become stronger, probably they (West-
ern countries) think that (Chinese people) will take their jobs and may even 
pose threats to their development, and they want to stop countries like 
China from growing, I think.” Fourthly, on the contrary, some partici-
pants attributed Chinese international students’ encounter with racism 
and/or discrimination to the current economic gaps between China and 
developed Western countries. One participant said “Such discrimination 
against Japanese students is relatively less, right? I think the fundamental 
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reason is the overall national strength, e.g., international influence of the 
country. We (China) have a much smaller average GDP than Western 
countries”. Chinese students believe that Chinese international students 
are discriminated against because China’s economic rise may harm the 
interests of Western countries and China’s current average GDP still posi-
tions China inferiorly in the global hierarchy.

Regarding Canada as a potential destination country, our findings sug-
gest that Canada was a less popular choice for studying abroad compared 
with other English-speaking countries such as the US and UK. This was 
even more obvious when Canada is considered to have the same disadvan-
tages with other English-speaking countries. For example, one student 
reported that since the long distance from China was a negative factor for 
both the US and Canada, he would rather choose the US than Canada. The 
perceived lower academic prestige of Canadian universities was referred to 
as the most important reason. In effect, many interviewees lacked a basic 
understanding of Canadian higher education landscapes. One participant 
reported that “in my impression, the academic research of scholars in Can-
ada is not as strong, of course, this might be because I don’t know Canada 
very much, therefore, when I consider choosing academic advisors, I first 
think about scholars in the UK and the US”. In addition, the deteriorating 
international relations between China and Canada in the past few years 
has also been a concern for those potential international students in China. 
The Meng Wanzhou incident (CBC News 2021) was referred to as one 
reason for not considering Canada as a good study abroad choice.

Finally, although the COVID-19 pandemic has heightened the aware-
ness of potential international students in China about the rising anti-Asian 
racism in Western countries, including Canada, anti-Asian racism was not 
a deciding factor for them when they selected the destination country. They 
considered more about academic quality and reputation, safety, and dis-
tance. They believed that racism is a widespread issue existing not just in 
Western countries but also in Asian countries, including China. Moreover, 
they believed that anti-Asian racism or even racism in general has been a 
long-standing issue in Western countries and would not be resolved within 
a short time. Thus, they, to some extent, accepted anti-Asian racism as an 
existing reality in Western countries. That said, those students did perceive 
anti-Asian racism as an influencing factor as they associated anti-Asian rac-
ism with personal safety. As explicitly pointed by one participant, “I think 
(my parents’) concern about anti-Asian racism is in effect the concern about 
my personal safety”. Once they felt immediate threat to their safety, anti-
Asian racism could significantly influence their selection of the destination 
country. When they learned or even felt that incidents associated with anti-
Asian racism happened much in a country or city, they chose to avoid such 
countries and cities while selecting their study abroad destinations. 
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Moreover, to stay safe, many students reported that they would prefer to 
stay within their own ethnic or cultural communities despite their desire to 
communicate with local students and experience local cultures.

Discussion and Conclusion

This study intends to understand the impact of anti-Asian racism on inter-
national student mobility in Canada. Particularly, it is interested in how 
future Chinese international students, one of the largest groups of interna-
tional students, understand anti-Asian racism in Western countries, and 
whether anti-Asian racism affects their study abroad plans, and if so, how.

We found that the participating students’ understanding of why Chinese 
students are targeted for racism and discriminated against, especially dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic aligned with the intertwined notions of neo-
racism and neo-nationalism. This finding is corroborated by other chapters 
in this volume (see Kim et al. and Tavares). Both neo-racism and neo-
nationalism emphasize one’s country of origin or national identity as an 
important cause for encountering discrimination. All the reasons partici-
pants identified were related to Chinese students’ national identity. For 
example, Chinese students believed that Chinese people are targeted due to 
long-standing cultural stereotypes about the inferiority of Chinese people. 
The cultural stereotypes of Chinese people are reinforced by the pandemic, 
which is thought to originate in China and spread to the world. In addi-
tion, participants spoke about both China’s rise and challenge to Western 
countries and the economic gap between China and the Western countries. 
These two seemingly contradictory reasons point to the sense of neo-
nationalism, which essentially derives from intense economic and political 
competition in the global economy. This suggests that neo-nationalism 
plays a role in Chinese students’ perception of destination countries, anti-
Asian racism, and their study abroad considerations. Moreover, our 
research participants associated the violent incidences, stemming from 
neo-racism and neo-nationalism, with their own sense of safety, worrying 
that their lives might be endangered in Canada.

As such, our findings point to the potential adverse effects of anti-Asian 
racism on international student recruitment in Canada, despite the seem-
ingly bright picture of the rising number of international students in Canada. 
Compared to other Anglophone destination countries, Canada has some 
advantages in attracting international students such as its safety and friendly 
immigration policy (Zhang, O'Shea, and Mou 2021). However, our findings 
suggest that even though they are still in China, most Chinese students 
reported that they are aware of anti-Asian racism in Canada and are emo-
tionally bothered by the occurrence of these incidents. They also reported 
a negative impression of Canada because of anti-Asian racist  incidents. 
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This finding suggests that future Chinese international students, with the 
help of social media and the Internet, have the capacity to do research on 
the social environments of destinations countries, and potentially make 
decisions based on their research. Moreover, their social network plays a 
role in their awareness. Students are likely to have knowledge of anti-Asian 
racism from their family members, friends and even acquaintances, whose 
accounts may emotionally affect them. In a nutshell, students’ awareness 
of anti-Asian racism in Canada serves as a negative factor in bringing 
down Canada’s reputation as a friendly destination country for interna-
tional students.

In addition, we find that students’ sense of safety is closely linked to anti-
Asian racism. We argue that the occurrence of anti-Asian racism and its 
relations with students’ sense of safety jeopardizes Canada’s advantage as 
a safe country in attracting international students. Moreover, students’ 
changing perception of Canada as a safe country may affect their percep-
tions of Canadian higher education institutions, where they study and 
interact with the local communities. As such, we argue that it is imperative 
for Canadian institutions to ensure international students that their safety 
and combating anti-Asian racism are priorities for institutions. In addition, 
these efforts should not stay on the surface but should be reflected in tan-
gible initiatives. For example, we recommend institutions ensure that 
offices for international students provide necessary platforms for interna-
tional students to express their concerns, take steps to prevent anti-Asian 
racism on and even beyond campus, and have feasible plans to protect 
students when racist incidents happen. Moreover, international students 
are not included in Canadian universities’ equity, diversity and inclusion 
(EDI) efforts (Tamtik and Guenter 2019). Yet, our research shows that rac-
ism affects Chinese international students. Therefore, it is important for 
Canadian universities to effectively incorporate international students into 
their EDI efforts.

Our findings also raise concerns about internationalization at home. As 
students are concerned about their safety and well-being given rising anti-
Asian racism, some students indicated that they would prefer to stay in 
their familiar social and cultural groups even if they study abroad. On the 
one hand, this may not be beneficial for international students’ own expe-
rience as part of their educational experience should include interacting 
with students from other racial and cultural backgrounds. On the other 
hand, international students staying among their own group will not ben-
efit domestic students, who can benefit from learning with and socializing 
with international students.

Our study only focuses on potential Chinese international students. 
Future research could extend the inquiry towards other Asian international 
students, such as in South Korea, Japan and Southeast Asian countries, to 
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understand if their perception of anti-Asian racism is different from Chi-
nese international students. Moreover, future research could focus on insti-
tutional initiatives in the intersection of anti-Asian racism and international 
student experience, to understand whether these initiatives are present and 
how they support building a friendly environment. Future research could 
also include examining the impact of neo-racism on the Chinese interna-
tional students’ experience in their destination country in the era of rein-
forced nationalism during and post COVID-19 pandemic.

Notes

	 1	 Meng Wanzhou, the chief financial officer of Huawei Technologies, was accused 
of committing fraud to circumvent US sanctions against Iran. Canadian police 
arrested Meng at the behest of a US extradition request on December 1 of 
2018. On Dec. 10, 2018, former Canadian diplomat Michael Kovrig and entre-
preneur Michael Spavor, known as the “two Michaels” were detained on espio-
nage charges in China, nine days after Meng was arrested in Canada.

	 2	 Although Hong Kong is a special administrative region of People's Republic of 
China, in this study, we focused on prospective international students from 
mainland China. First, Hong Kong's social, economic, political, and cultural 
environment including its education system is visibly different than that of 
mainland China, and thus we suppose that Hong Kong students' perceptions 
and study abroad considerations might differ from students from mainland 
China. In addition, for students from mainland China, Hong Kong has been 
considered as a popular study "abroad" destination aside from Western coun-
tries such as the US, UK, and Canada due to its internationalized educational 
system.
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Introduction

The SARS-CoV-2/COVID-19 pandemic spurred a historic rise in blatant 
anti-Asian violence and aggressions rooted in a dominant ideology of 
whiteness. The dismantling of White privilege is all the more critical in 
light of persistent anti-Black and anti-Indigenous racism. Recent media 
exposure and coverage as well as the stories shared here demonstrate that 
international postsecondary students are not sheltered from abuse and vio-
lence; perpetrators do not distinguish the immigration status of victims. 
However, the students’ position as temporary residents and their status 
within universities may highlight some important differences in how they 
perceive and deal with racialized encounters. In this chapter, we focus on 
international students from South Korea, who may not have had signifi-
cant racial experiences prior to their studies abroad, to provide an impor-
tant perspective for understanding the meaning and impact of racialized 
encounters. We examine their descriptions of anti-Asian incidents and 
interactions during the pandemic using data from focus groups in four cit-
ies: Toronto, Saskatoon, Halifax, and Albany. In our analysis of interna-
tional students’ stories, we draw comparisons across sites and we consider 
the implications of anti-Asian racism for postsecondary institutions.

Anti-Asian Racism

This chapter combines Asian Critical Race Theory, or AsianCrit (Iftikar 
and Museus 2018; Yoo, Gabriel, and Okazaki 2022), and Bowser’s theory 
of racism (2017) that elaborates on three components of enduring racism: 
cultural, institutional, and individual to understand the ways in which the 
interplay of the perpetual foreigner stereotype (Tuan 1999) is explicit in 
the rise of anti-Asian racism during the COVID-19 pandemic (Li and 
Nicholson 2020). Asian Critical Race Theory “is a conceptual lens for 
understanding the unique ways in which race and racism shape the lives 
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and identities of Asian Americans in society” (Yoo et al. 2022, 565). It 
expands on Critical Race Theory in education by focusing on Asian his-
tory, context, and diversity, and how structural, institutional, and cultural 
anti-Asian racism supports White supremacy (Yoo et al. 2022).

The historical insertion of diverse Asian groups in an enduring matrix of 
Black–White racism solidifies White supremacy and Black inferiority. This 
cultural and ideological matrix informs institutional racism which pro-
duces and maintains a racial hierarchy and therefore justifies racial beliefs 
and actions at the individual level (Bowser 2017, 582). The series of laws 
against Asian people, rooted in an ideology of the Yellow Peril, such as 
banning most immigration from Asia to Canada and the US until the mid-
1900s and the denial of voting rights, as well as the riots and murders dur-
ing and since that period, exemplifies the historical implication of cultural 
attitudes in institutional and individual racism.

The enduring narratives of the Yellow Peril (e.g., Asian people, culture, 
and objects are diseased and to be feared), the alien, and the meek have 
homogenized all who appear to be “from China” as a target for discrimi-
nation and scapegoating during the current pandemic (Li and Nicholson 
2020). The current racial climate vis-à-vis Asians in North America, and 
the precarious and temporary status of international students, make Asian 
international students increasingly vulnerable to racial microaggression, 
institutional racism, and racial violence. Studies show that the psychologi-
cal well-being, feelings of isolation/loneliness, and safety of international 
students from Asia are impacted by racial and ethnic stereotypes, gender, 
acculturative stress, as well as racial microaggressions and discrimination 
(Green and Kim 2005; Houshmand, Spanierman, and Tafarodi 2014; Lee, 
Koeske, and Sales 2004; Liu, Wong, and Tsai 2016; Park 2020).

For international students, racialized experiences are inextricably linked 
to colonialism, whiteness, and English language proficiency (see Parasram 
et al.; Park 2020; Yeo, Mendenhall, Harwood, and Huntt 2019). The act 
of going to Canada, the US, or another Western country to study and 
acquire English linguistic and cultural capital is itself reflective of the desir-
ability to acculturate and connect with White and Western people. Once 
there, Korean and Asian international students further internalize existing 
race relations and often directly experience social isolation and marginal-
ization (Park 2020). More specifically, forms of microaggression included 
social exclusion and avoidance, linguicism (ridiculing accents), and render-
ing invisible among others (Houshmand et al. 2014). Dealing with gender 
and racial stereotypes was also a common experience among students 
(Green and Kim 2005; Houshmand et al. 2014).

In an interesting study that explored racism against Asian students, Yeo 
et al. (2019) surveyed Asian domestic students who were mistaken for 
international students and, like Houshmand et al. (2014), found similar 
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experiences of xenophobia and microaggressions related to race, national-
ity, accents, and language proficiency. These shared experiences among 
international students and non-international students illustrate the deep 
entrenchment of the perpetual foreigner stereotype. In other words, Asian 
students’ experiences are tied to ideologies of being non-White, non-Eng-
lish speaking, and migrant.

The COVID-19 pandemic has underscored this reality and the endur-
ance of anti-Asian racism. A recent survey of US students showed higher 
perceived discrimination compared to students who were surveyed prior to 
the pandemic (Haft and Zhou 2021). Another study suggests that anti-
Asian racism may be more widespread than realized (Hahm et al. 2021). 
Finally, recent media articles about the virus and anti-Asian racism revealed 
the indestructibility of the Yellow Peril and forever foreigner stereotypes 
(Yang, Nhan, and Tung 2021). While exposing the structural, cultural, and 
individual basis of anti-Asian racism, these studies also show that racial 
discrimination and aggression in its many forms lead to loneliness and 
decreased life satisfaction (Liu et al. 2016) as well as acculturative stress 
and psychological distress (Lee et al. 2004; Yang et al. 2021).

In the current North American context, where race and racism are 
widely discussed themes, the perspectives of international students from 
Asia become increasingly vital, as they “often have different ways of under-
standing the concepts of race, ethnicity and identity, and how these con-
cepts apply to them” (Lee 2017). The application of an AsianCrit lens 
becomes an important tool to understand the intersection of the perpetual 
foreigner and model minority stereotypes in the racialized experiences of 
international students from Asia before and during the pandemic.

Methods and sample

This chapter highlights the experiences of seven international students, 
four in Canada and three in the US, who participated in virtual semi-struc-
tured focus group discussions in January and February of 2021, about a 
year after the start of the COVID-19 pandemic. These seven participants 
are part of a larger study of 28 subjects across eight focus groups; two 
groups in each of the four sites: Albany in the US, and Halifax, Saskatoon, 
and Toronto in Canada. Most of the participants – who were undergradu-
ate students or recently graduated – were not on student visas but we focus 
this chapter on the seven international students from Korea to illustrate the 
intersection of nationality, race, English language ability, and gender.

All of the international students in the sample participated in the first-
generation focus group in each site although three of those groups (Hali-
fax, Saskatoon, Toronto) included domestic students as well. Segmented 
by generational status due to the potentially different ways in which they 
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experienced and understood racial incidents, the first-generation focus 
groups were composed of participants who arrived at the age of 13 years 
or older. The second focus group comprised current and recently gradu-
ated university students who were either born in Canada or the US or 
arrived under the age of 13 years. Given the mix of participant back-
grounds in terms of their length of stay in Canada or the US, participants 
were encouraged to speak in the language with which they felt most com-
fortable (i.e., English or Korean). All transcripts were translated fully into 
English.

Respondents’ length of time living in Canada or the US ranged from as 
little as five months to approximately nine years. We provide a brief profile 
of each of the international students with a pseudonym:

	(1)	 Kibeom is a 23-year-old male undergraduate student living in a dor-
mitory in Albany.

(2)	 Chanjong is a 26-year-old male undergraduate student living in 
Albany.

	(3)	 Jaeyeon is a 22-year-old female recent graduate living in Albany with 
friends.

	(4)	 Chulwoo is a 21-year-old male undergraduate student living in a dor-
mitory in Halifax.

	(5)	 Hyejin is a 19-year-old female undergraduate student living in a 
homestay in Halifax.

	(6)	 Sukyung is a 24-year-old female undergraduate student residing in 
Saskatoon.

	(7)	 Yeonseo is a 23-year-old female undergraduate student living in Lon-
don (Canada) and participated in the Toronto group.

Shared experiences and context-dependent descriptions

A small number of participants experienced direct and explicit anti-Asian 
violence and discrimination during the first year of the pandemic (January 
2020 to January 2021), although most students acknowledged that they 
experienced racism prior to the pandemic and shared at least one account. 
The absence of an increase can be attributed to previous experiences dur-
ing the initial years of study in Canada and the US, prior to the pandemic. 
The majority of the Korean international students reported that they 
moved from smaller-sized cities or rural towns of initial settlement to big-
ger cities where their universities are located.

An international student in Saskatoon echoed that “racism gets worse in 
smaller cities” (Sukyung, Saskatoon) and she wondered if it is due to “the 
lack of opportunities to be exposed to diversity.” While she was studying 
in a high school located in a small city in Manitoba, someone threw a rock 
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at her and broke her phone, and at another time, garbage was thrown at 
her while she was eating lunch in the school cafeteria. She noticed these 
incidents happened when she was with other Asian students, which to her 
meant they were clearly targeted racist acts. Jaeyeon, an international stu-
dent in Albany, also shared her experience of overt racialization on a local 
bus:

And on the bus, some high school students sprayed these sprays that 
smell like fart and pointed at me and my roommates, yelling that we did 
it, saying “That Chinese” or “Those Chinese people” did it. Eventually, 
the bus driver said that until they are quiet, the bus is not moving and 
other people on the bus along with the driver made them stop but even 
that was a little … it felt as though they wanted to screw us over by 
spraying their spray and blaming it on us. And honestly, these are small 
incidents and if these are the only incidents in 7 years, that’s a pretty 
small number … so I don’t particularly live with some discontent, but 
sometimes I realize that I am a [minority] in this country.

(Jaeyeon, Albany)

Students in the US and Canada commented that racism was more overt 
and severe in rural towns/smaller cities with fewer Koreans as these places 
are also less diverse generally than more populous cities.

Participants also recollected more subtle and covert forms of racializa-
tion while living and studying in Canada and the US. In these cases, many 
were confused and wondered whether these incidents could be considered 
racial discrimination. Sue et al. (2007) describe racial microaggressions as 
verbal/nonverbal and intentional/unintentional acts which can take place 
in the form of environmental slights, insults, jokes, and snubs. Usually, 
these derogatory and hostile communications leave targeted persons feel-
ing isolated and puzzled as they were victimized solely based on their mem-
bership with racial minority groups. Sue et al. (2007) categorized racial 
microaggressions into four different forms: microassaults, microinsults, 
microinvalidation, and environmental microaggressions. Environmental 
microaggressions occur at the institutional level where in which a certain 
group of students is recruited and admitted via institution-specific policies 
and programs. Microassaults are the most explicit form of microaggres-
sions in which individuals intentionally express and act out based on 
biased viewpoints. Another experience of racialization shared by Jaeyeon 
in Albany exemplifies a typical form of microassault acted out by a TA 
(Teaching Assistant):

There is this one TA who is notorious as a racist. One time, we did a 
presentation, and all four group members were People of Colour -- it 
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was me, one Pakistani member, another Black student, and I don’t 
remember the [identity of the] last member… but the TA asked us more 
questions and began fighting with one of our team members during the 
presentation. But the TA is well known as someone that you shouldn’t 
get caught with in the program.

(Jaeyeon, Albany)

Microinsults are often expressed as positive statements and compliments 
while hiding insensitivity, slights, and rudeness towards the target group 
with bias. The real issue with microinsults is that people express or act out 
this form of racialization without consciousness or guilt. The targeted indi-
viduals often try to dismiss such incidents as daily happenings even if they 
are clearly feeling uncomfortable. For example, Sukyung, in Saskatoon, 
stated, “[A]fter I arrived in Saskatoon, I tried a few part-time jobs at first, 
and during then, there were a lot of people greeting me with “Ni-hao or 
putting their hands together and bowing their heads. Like that. But there 
was so much of that, and I think it’s not something that I can label as racial 
discrimination. That was more of a daily occurrence.” Furthermore, the 
racial microinvalidations even nullify the psychological feelings and beliefs 
of those racial minority persons who faced exclusion and mistreatment. 
Chanjong, an international student in Albany, shared his experience of 
assisting his friend at a local coffee shop.

My friend was ordering coffee there [at a local coffee shop] and although 
she had clearly ordered a Caramel Macchiato, they kept giving her an 
Americano. And so, my friend tried telling them that she had clearly 
ordered a Caramel Macchiato and that this was the wrong order, 
politely, and even so, they responded to her as if saying, “You just take 
whatever we give you and go.” So, I went to talk to them, and my Eng-
lish isn’t great but I did stay here for a little longer so I can speak a little 
more comfortably. When I talked to them, they said that they were 
sorry and that it was because they couldn’t understand what she was 
saying.

(Chanjong, Albany)

Due to experiences like these, which were common, participants may not 
have noticed any major shift or increase since the start of the pandemic. 
Moreover, at the time of the interview, three of the four international stu-
dents in Canada, and one of the three students in the US, were moving 
back and forth from Korea due to the pandemic and subsequent transition 
to the virtual delivery of university classes. As a result, they did not have 
“many experiences on campus” during the pandemic (Chulwoo, Halifax). 
One of these three students stayed in Canada for about a year since the 
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pandemic started before returning to Korea, but she said she “stayed at 
home” most of the time during this period. The other student moved to 
another city due to the temporary closure of campus.

Yet, several international students explicitly described racial incidents 
and interactions during the pandemic and their impact on them. For stu-
dents in both Canada and the US, most of these racialized encounters 
occurred in public spaces. For example, one respondent (Hyejin, Halifax), 
who, like Sukyung from Saskatoon, also experienced “really bad” racism 
during her high school years in a rural town in Eastern Canada prior to the 
pandemic, felt “as though racism started all over again” during the pan-
demic. She heard, “Hey Corona,” and, “There’s Corona,” on the street, 
and felt “as though a wall has appeared.” Another respondent, Yeonseo, 
from Toronto, commented that she “felt scared and felt a sense of risk” 
when going outside alone due to media reports on attacks on Asians, even 
though she “didn’t actually experience any discrimination.” This respon-
dent stated her sense of “difference between me and White people” 
expanded further during the pandemic.

As for international students in the US, two students reported incidents 
of racism in public spaces (a bus stop and a mall). One respondent was 
waiting for a bus when a group of youths looked at her and remarked 
about catching the virus from the crosswalk button (Jaeyeon, Albany). A 
male respondent also felt victimized when a group of youth at a mall 
pointed at him and made it clear they were keeping their distance (Chan-
jong, Albany). These public acts of exclusion and aggression were similar 
among respondents in Canada and the US. The main difference in their 
description of racial incidents and interactions during the pandemic was 
the US students’ naming of Black youth as the perpetrators of the racism 
against them (both examples in the US involved Black youth). It is impor-
tant to highlight that, at no point during the discussion, did we ask about 
the perpetrator’s race so it is notable when respondents offered this infor-
mation. There were no additional comments about race related to those 
incidents. The respondents in Canada did not identify the race of their 
aggressors.

Claire J. Kim (2020), in a conversation about a forthcoming book, Asian 
Americans in an Anti-Black World, points out that Asian people have his-
torically understood their racial position in relation to White people. While 
this is important, she argues that it omits a critical part of the structure that 
constructs Blackness as undesirable. We know perpetrators of hate tend to 
be White (Wong 2021), but we assume, with globalized processes of colo-
nialism and the hegemony of White supremacist ideology, perpetrators 
come from all backgrounds. There are at least two ways to explain why 
international students in the US identified the race of perpetrators in con-
trast to their counterparts in Canada. First, there are systemic and 
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individual differences between the two countries. It may be the case that 
there is heightened race awareness in the US relative to Canada, particu-
larly where there are entrenched assumptions of the proclivities of crime 
attributed to certain racial groups as well as the violent history of Black–
Korean race relations. Specifically, might there be less race-based stratified 
thinking and a greater awareness of race-bias and self-reflection among the 
students in Canada due to a more tolerant and accepting society? Or 
related to this is that self-selection may be operating, where students with 
more progressive values are attracted to Canada versus the US. As Michael 
Adams (2022), from the polling firm Environics Institute, observes through 
recent polls, the US is more diverged than Canada on how they value 
diversity.

A second, and perhaps a more plausible, explanation is that perpetrators 
in Canada were White but students did not feel the need to identify their 
race because whiteness carries an invisible and universal quality. In other 
words, participants subconsciously or consciously assumed we would 
know they meant White perpetrators, hence they did not name them, 
which, in effect, renders White perpetrators as unknown, invisible, unla-
belled, and free from shame and condemnation. While none of the Korean 
international students who experienced hate encounters in Canada identi-
fied their perpetrator’s race, one participant above felt an increasing dis-
tance with White people after hearing and reading about anti-Asian 
violence in the media. This speaks volumes about the impact on race 
dynamics even where a person indirectly suffers from acts of hate.

It is clear that international students’ experiences of racism and racial-
ization were similar across Canada and the US during the pandemic. Many 
racial encounters occurred in public spaces, with comments and behaviors 
that illustrate the enduring trope of fear and disease. We also found the 
racial context within places matters as students recalled incidents in differ-
ent ways, shaped by race relations, race ideology, and race discourse.

The place of institutions

In terms of students’ sense of belonging, none of the three US students 
reported that they feel a sense of belonging to the US, similar to interna-
tional students in Canada. Many students, however, commented that they 
felt more comfortable on campus than off campus: “I do have some sense 
of belonging to my school but because the US is such a big country, I don’t 
yet have a sense of belonging to the country itself” (Kibeom, Albany). This 
respondent also remarked how he feels like a foreigner off campus and 
worries that he will face another hate incident.

International student participants were mixed in their views regarding 
the level of responsibility of universities in dealing with racial 
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microaggressions. The prior experience of participants seems to greatly 
influence their perceptions about the role universities can play. For exam-
ple, Jaeyeon in Albany, who had a hard time entering the US during the 
pandemic, found no help from her university and stated, “…in a circum-
stance like that, if the schools can simply declare that these people are our 
students and they must enter, I think even that would be good.” She felt the 
university should take stronger measures to “protect their students” and to 
provide international students with supportive resources such as places 
(e.g., an international student office) or people (e.g., international student 
officers). She believed an international student officer would work better 
than anti-racism education as she was uncertain that education about 
racial discrimination would work, since it was doubtful people would lis-
ten. This was echoed by other students, both international and domestic.

In general, however, international students were more likely than domes-
tic students to feel there is little the university does or can do. For example, 
Sukyung in Saskatoon did not see anything for universities to do given her 
overall positive experiences on campus. Yeonseo in Toronto perceived that 
universities cannot provide much help to change attitudes and behaviors 
more broadly. She continued, “Universities are also large organization[s] 
and even if lots of people attend university, there are bound to be people 
who are isolated, so I don’t think universities can be of big help.”

In contrast, domestic students were more likely to call for regulations 
and protections within universities such as penalties for offensive remarks 
or acts against Asian American students and they tended to be in the US. 
One male participant, a domestic student in Albany, argued for govern-
mental policies to protect Koreans or other Asians so that they can receive 
“proper protection.” A female domestic student, also in Albany, felt the 
need to hire more minority faculty members.

In summary, international students from Korea felt universities were 
places of safety given the hostile environment off-campus during the pan-
demic. Yet, several felt they had a role to play that had less to do with 
public education and more to do with direct support services to interna-
tional students.

Discussion

The status of international students is a key feature of the experience of 
racism among Korean postsecondary students in Canada and the United 
States. It is a legal status that many Korean domestic students once held 
and, as such, it seems somewhat arbitrary to demarcate students by legal 
status to understand racialization. However, when asked about their iden-
tity, some focus group participants made clear that the acquisition of per-
manent residency/citizenship status influenced their sense of belonging. 



The racial experiences of students from Korea during the pandemic  239

One of the female domestic students, in Toronto, who arrived as an inter-
national student explained:

When I first arrived, because I came on a student visa, in terms of my 
sense of belonging, I identified myself as fully Korean. I thought of 
myself as a Korean foreign student who just came here to learn English. 
Since this was my self-identity, when I met White people or people of 
diverse races, it felt new and I felt a sense of distance because of the dif-
ferences in ethnic cultures. Then, I really enjoyed living in Canada and 
began feeling that I want to live here. So, my family and I applied for 
permanent residency and obtained it, and I started to feel as though my 
identity is shifting from being Korean to Canadian.

Considering the ways in which international students dealt with experi-
ences of racialization, the lack of language proficiency is not the single 
most important factor that prevents them from reacting more assertively to 
discrimination (see de Oliveira Soares et al.). It is also linked to acquiring 
a sense of belonging to the host society and recognizing themselves to be 
full members of the community with associated rights. As noted earlier in 
this chapter, immigration status does not provide shelter or immunity from 
experiencing direct and explicit anti-Asian violence or more subtle and 
covert forms of racial discrimination.

Universities in Canada and the United States, along with national and 
subnational governments, actively recruit international students, including 
those from East Asia. Prior to the start of the pandemic in 2019, more than 
6.1 million postsecondary students around the world crossed a border to 
study, more than twice the number just a dozen years earlier (OECD 2021, 
215) and Asian students accounted for more than half of all international 
students. The United States, Canada, Australia, and the United Kingdom 
are the top destinations for international students, in part due to the desir-
ability of studying in English. In addition to offering instruction in English, 
an important attraction for potential students and their parents is the per-
ceived openness and liberalism of the societies (Klassen and Menges 2020). 
Surveys of international students in Canada find that one of the major 
reasons for choosing to study in the country is that it “offers a society that 
(generally) is tolerant and not discriminatory” (CBIE 2021).

Thus, the institutions that directly benefit and interact with international 
students bear a responsibility to them and to foster an open and accepting 
institution and society (see Das Gupta and Gomez). However, the findings 
from the focus group discussions illustrate that international students have 
borne a particular burden during the pandemic – a burden tied to legal 
status and language ability that intersects with race. While our findings do 
not allow us to determine whether the extent of anti-Asian or anti-Korean 
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discrimination increased during the pandemic, it is clear that international 
students from Korea in Canada and the US have been the targets of direct 
and explicit anti-Asian violence and more covert forms of racial discrimi-
nation. And although students in the focus groups wished that their insti-
tutions would take a larger role in combating racism, most felt resigned 
that this would not occur.

The experiences shared in this chapter demonstrate the ongoing racializa-
tion of Asian people as tied to migration histories, language and accent dis-
crimination, and location, consistent with the AsianCrit perspective that 
argues for understanding anti-Asian racism as unique to history and context. 
While incidents occurred among individuals, typically off-campus, and were 
similar across the two countries, we discern the cultural and institutional 
underpinnings in taunts of difference and disease in line with Bowser (2017). 
Culturally, students themselves pointed to changes in moving from smaller 
(perceived to be more homogenous) to larger, and arguably more diverse, 
cities, where they felt to be less of a target. Institutionally, by neglect; univer-
sities were not seen as helpful to students or equipped to promote equity 
awareness and education and thus, social change. Moreover, the ways in 
which participants described perpetrators appear to reflect race-biased ideol-
ogy as White perpetrators seemed to remain unnamed, unlabeled, and evade 
reproach. These results demonstrate the need for the active engagement of 
universities in anti-racism work more generally, and in offering support to 
international students for experiences that occur both on- and off-campus.
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Introduction

The Government of Canada’s 2019–2024 Building on Success: Interna-
tional Education Strategy was led by three federal departments: Interna-
tional Trade Diversification; Employment, Workforce Development and 
Labour; and Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship. The Minister of 
International Trade Diversification frames this strategy and its benefits as 
follows:

International education is an essential pillar of Canada’s long-term com-
petitiveness. Canadians who study abroad gain exposure to new cul-
tures and ideas, stimulating innovation and developing important 
cross-cultural competencies. Students from abroad who study in Canada 
bring the same benefits to our shores. If they choose to immigrate to 
Canada, they contribute to Canada’s economic success. Those who 
choose to return to their countries become life-long ambassadors for 
Canada and for Canadian values.

(Government of Canada 2019, i)

In this view, international students, no matter their nationality or back-
ground, can contribute economically to Canada, either indirectly or 
directly. In line with this rationale, the Minister of Employment, Work-
force Development and Labour specifies how “skills training [i.e., 
adaptability, problem-solving, resilience and intercultural competen-
cies] will strengthen Canada’s workforce and create the conditions to 
compete successfully in global markets” (Government of Canada 2019, 
ii). And as a matter of student migration, the Minister of Immigration, 
Refugees and Citizenship adds that this “strategy builds on the attributes 
that have made Canada a destination of choice for international students” 
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(Government of Canada 2019, iii). Put together, this framing of Canada’s 
second international education strategy clearly articulates the federal gov-
ernment’s interest in recruiting international students – or what we refer 
to as the federalization of education migration. At the same time, it shows 
significant silences in how such an experience is understood, with concrete 
ramifications on how official support is designed and delivered (Tamtik, 
Trilokekar and Jones 2020).

Of note, this federal strategy combines a focus on Canadian students 
studying abroad and on international students to Canada. In both cases, 
intercultural exposure and global competencies are presented in ways that 
center Canadian students and how Canada can, through exposing them to 
outside contexts, benefit from other ideas, cultures, and peoples. Such a 
perspective reifies a conservative norm and a false interpretation of who 
Canadian students are and what Canadian society is, even if, in practice, it 
has been shaped by successive waves of immigration, notably from Asia, 
since the 1970s (Wong and Guo 2015). In this view, the nationality and 
cultural background of international students are filtered through an eco-
nomic and extractive mindset, reducing cultures and intercultural 
experiences to skills and competencies that will benefit.

Canadian students, companies, and the society at large. And yet, these 
intercultural advantages do not appear to be supported by the data (see 
Kim, Abdulkarim, and Payne). Although helpful to give some visibility to 
international students in national conversations about international educa-
tion, such an emphasis denaturalizes how cultural contact and change 
occur and limits how the contributions of international students are per-
ceived, especially during their studies (Belkhodja 2013; Kymlicka 2014). 
This can be explained by a focus away from what international students 
can bring on their own terms and closer to how they will fit in and benefit 
mainstream Canadian society.

One key absence in the framing of this strategy and in its objectives is the 
recognition of some of the key challenges experienced by international stu-
dents in Canada. Implying that cross-cultural learning and inter-cultural 
encounters are simple, linear, and smooth processes, this revised federal 
strategy does not put front and center the several obstacles to academic 
success international students face, notably off-campus realities. Whether 
it is finding adequate and affordable housing, coping with an increasing 
cost of living, or experiencing everyday racism, the challenges that face 
international students to Canadian universities are plenty, and acknowl-
edging them explicitly by federal departments and agencies can provide an 
honest look into this reality, while rendering possible public discussions on 
improving such living conditions (Scott et al. 2015). One of the key issues 
here for a federal approach to international education is the necessity of 
not representing Canada as a monolith. With a message that all of Canada 
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will benefit from recruiting and retaining international students, how these 
benefits are lived differently across the country, where and for whom ten-
sions and problems arise, and how to address these inequities are all 
important aspects to investigate further. By not centering postsecondary 
education institutions and their primary role in supporting student integra-
tion, Building on Success disregards the importance of the myriad struggles 
students face and the institutional challenges Canadian universities con-
front in supporting them.

In this concluding chapter, we reflect on how a national conversation 
about international education cannot be a top-down process and indica-
tors of success must account for institutional and student experiences. 
Despite significant similarities across Canada and the structuring effect of 
national policies, notably in immigration, a conversation starting from the 
plural and diverse experiences of international students from Asia in Cana-
dian universities will lead to a more realistic, albeit more complex, state of 
affairs on current institutional challenges. While understanding the prime 
structuring role of Canada’s diverse local and provincial contexts is key to 
foreground institutional improvements, Canadian universities must also be 
seen as microcosms of larger Canadian trends and social realities, hence 
making their adaptions to increasing numbers of international students 
from Asia not only a concern of the postsecondary education sector, but of 
all tiers of governments and of Canadian society as a whole. Building on 
these realizations, we can shed new light on some of the most immediate 
institutional challenges to Canadian universities in better supporting and 
including international students from Asia. While none of these are easy 
tasks, thinking through how to bridge internationalization and related 
strategic priorities, like anti-racism and strengths-oriented support ser-
vices, may lead to new, more inclusive ways. In this view, a future research 
agenda will necessarily focus on how to understand the different local stu-
dent experiences across Canada, most notably amid a turn to virtual learn-
ing as experienced during the COVID-19 pandemic, to bridge more 
systematically academic studies of migration, racialization, and educa-
tional journeys and to situate such institutional challenges and student 
experiences within a study of the political economy of international educa-
tion in Canada.

Local Contexts and the National Experience

The structuring role of local and provincial policies and frameworks in 
shaping the experiences of international students from Asia is key in a 
critical study of the institutional challenges faced by Canadian universi-
ties. As local actors, these institutions are necessarily integrated into par-
ticular historical configurations and public discussions on how to address 
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issues emerging from increased local diversity (Narh and Buzzelli 2022). 
Questions of inclusion and exclusion, notably stemming from racializa-
tion processes and equity concerns, are lived and deployed differently 
across Canada, hence making Canadian university sites where these local 
formations are experienced. Whereas some of the chapters in the first sec-
tion of the collection demonstrate that there are national pressures and 
similar concerns for universities across Canada, when it comes to interna-
tionalization, equity and anti-racism, transfer credits, as well as research 
partnerships, such pressures and concerns are lived differently, based on a 
distinct, local texturing (see Buckner, Knight-Grofe and Eden; Chan and 
Matsushita; Montsion and Caneo). As Kwak, Lo, Pang and Wang show, 
locations in Canada will not only provide distinct experiences based on 
their integration of global knowledge networks but they will also attract 
different profiles of international students from Asia. Whether it is related 
to academic and societal transitions to life in Canada or questions of navi-
gating local ethnic politics, the structuring impact of local contexts is 
found in daily life encounters as well as in media coverage and university 
communication campaigns. As chapters in the final section exemplify, the 
social realities of international students from Asia intersect and are incor-
porated into local configurations of power in unique ways across Canada, 
highlighting for instance how their integration cannot be isolated from 
questions of equity for Indigenous students in Winnipeg (see Luo and 
Wilkinson), of the politics of race as evolving locally in Halifax (see 
Parasram, Gateman and Kazmi), and of the politics of language as experi-
enced in Montréal (see De Oliveira Soares, Magnan, Liu and Melo 
Araneda). While having some resonance across Canada, such local assem-
blages of power relations provide a basis on which differential experiences 
can be understood, along with the ways in which the institutional chal-
lenges of Canadian universities are framed.

However, such a realization does not mean that the experiences of inter-
national students from Asia in specific locales, and in particular institu-
tions, cannot be understood as part of broader trends and social realities 
of Canadian society. Rather than being conceived of as bubbles within and 
separate from society, or as “ivory towers,” postsecondary education insti-
tutions can be framed as mirrors or microcosms of Canadian society. Soci-
etal questions related to immigration and settlement and key challenges 
such as housing, cost of life, and employment, echo in the experiences of 
international students from Asia in Canadian universities, along with their 
encounters with racism, linguistic differences, and instances of exclusion 
and marginalization (see Yu; Pang and Smith; Tavares). Similarly, Cana-
da’s historical configuration in terms of structures of oppression (i.e., 
sexism, racism, neo-racism, classism, homophobia, and ableism) is shaping 
student experiences and perceptions in distinct manners, often reflective of 
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the ways in which such structures are integrated to the local context they 
inhabit (see Kim, Abdulkarim and Payne; Zhang, Yuan and Kang). For 
example, anti-Asian racism lived on campuses cannot be assessed sepa-
rately from the rise of anti-Asian racist incidents since the beginning of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, building notably on mainstream racist and xeno-
phobic reactions to the number of students of Asian descent in universities 
(Guo and Guo 2021). It is no surprise that, as in Canadian society, in 
general, international students from Asia face such challenging experiences 
by relying on particular social networks, including some that are culturally 
and linguistically more familiar. Often misunderstood, participation in 
such support networks has been sometimes opposed to the integration 
strategies of Canadian universities for such students (Montsion 2018). 
Such reactions to the ways in which international students from Asia self-
organize reflect a broader societal critique towards the ways in which 
migrants to Canada have self-isolated from Canadian mainstream society, 
which echoes xenophobic tropes often found in public debates throughout 
Canadian history and society.

Challenges and Opportunities for Universities

One key goal of many contributors in this collection is to document, exam-
ine, and assess how the increasing focus on internationalization in Cana-
dian universities since the late 1990s has unfolded and impacted other 
dimensions of these institutions and of Canadian academic life (see Beck; 
Das Gupta and Gomez; Buckner, Knight-Grofe and Eden; Buckner, Kim 
and Vlahos; Luo and Wilkinson). Many factors have been presented with 
respect to the context in which internationalization strategies were struc-
tured, including the financial constraints imposed by provincial govern-
ments and the need for Canadian postsecondary institutions to integrate 
the global knowledge economy and to compete globally for students (De 
Wit 2011; Jones 2004). A significant impact of internationalization as a 
strategy has been the concrete consequences on the everyday life of these 
institutions, notably as incoming international students and research part-
nerships have accumulated. Whereas, during the same period of time, 
Canadian universities have made progress in addressing questions of 
equity, diversity, and inclusion (EDI), anti-racism, and decolonization, it is 
of note that several potential connections that could be made with interna-
tionalization have yet to be established, from integrating the perspectives 
of international students from Asia into these discussions to creating 
opportunities and spaces that are designed to be more inclusive and wel-
coming for them. With increasingly internationalized student bodies, clear 
connections to equity and anti-racist requests to universities can be found, 
like developing less-Eurocentric curricula (see Yu). The  challenge and 
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related opportunity for postsecondary education institutions is to bridge 
key priorities of their internationalization strategies to other strategic 
goals, as such connections would improve the integration of international 
students from Asia, notably as it relates to EDI, anti-racism, and 
decolonization.

Bridging internationalization to other branches of the university might 
also influence how the integration and support of international students is 
conceived, away from a deficit-focused mindset. Deficit-thinking has been 
the historical norm in Canadian universities and continues to underpin 
many institutions’ approach to student support services. It starts with iden-
tifying the areas in which students lack abilities in order to achieve institu-
tional standards. Support services are then designed from the standpoint of 
the obstacles specific groups face in succeeding academically. In this view, 
students are seen as having shortcomings that targeted services will be able 
to address, if said students put the work into improving themselves (Shields 
et al. 2005). No matter the intent behind this approach, it raises many 
concerns. It reifies an abstract and unspoken norm of the “mainstream 
student,” that is a White, middle-class, Canadian, full-time student, who is 
also young, able-bodied, and non-accented in the institution’s language of 
instruction. Implicitly, it views any deviation from the norm as an obstacle 
that may affect the students’ likelihood of success. More importantly, such 
a mindset restricts the ways in which students can contribute to their insti-
tutions. For instance, the several dominant languages spoken by students, 
international or domestic, are often conceived as an obstacle to mastering 
English or French, the main languages of instruction in Canadian universi-
ties. However, most of these institutions have yet to adopt a plurilingual 
approach to language training like it exists in Europe (Council of Europe 
2001). Within such a framework, students are not conceived of as lacking 
abilities in English or French. Their linguistic backgrounds are rather 
mobilized and incorporated to language acquisition services, utilizing plu-
rilingualism to integrate rather than isolate students (Pennycook 2010). 
The challenge and opportunity of Canadian universities, as presented in 
some of the chapters in this collection, is therefore to rethink support ser-
vices beyond deficit-thinking (see Montsion and Caneo; De Oliveira Soares, 
Magnan, Liu, and Melo Araneda). Whereas redesigned services might 
involve many similar activities, the ways in which they are conceived and 
presented could de-emphasize instilling dominant Eurocentric norms, to 
understand students’ wide-ranging knowledges, diverse worldviews, life 
experiences, and multi-national communities and support networks as 
critical factors in their success.

Absent in many of these institutional discussions about international 
students, as highlighted directly and indirectly in many of the chapters, is 
how the status of international student makes students vulnerable to 
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various forms of discrimination and further marginalization (see Kim, 
Abdulkarim and Payne; Yu; Tavares; Kim, Chung, Jeon, Klassen, Kwak, 
Shin and Trudel). When focusing on the intersectionalities of the racial, 
gender, and class experiences, among others, in understanding student 
experiences (Belle 2020), the status of a visitor on Canadian ground is 
often forgotten as a key category of analysis. Concretely, Canadian insti-
tutions have regulations that restrict international students from access-
ing opportunities offered to all other students (see Luo and Wilkinson). 
Along with the high (and unregulated) tuition fees international students 
pay to study in Canada, their lack of citizenship or permanent residency 
status is an added, but often unacknowledged, structure of oppression. In 
light of the Combahee River Collective and legacy in examining and 
understanding social inequalities (Hill Collins 2000; Smith 1978), we 
consider international student status as an interlocking oppression, along 
with sexism, racism, classism, homophobia, and ableism, in shaping the 
experiences of international students from Asia. Highlighting the inner 
workings of interlocking oppressions helps connect how systems of 
oppression, globally defined, are experienced in daily life, including the 
status of international student which emerges from the xenophobic tenets 
of nation-state citizenship regimes and results in a clear demarcation 
between who can or cannot apply for specific scholarships or work 
opportunities, regardless of the academic merit of the candidate (Hulko 
2009). A study of interlocking oppressions brings visibility to social 
markers that are commonly conceived of as unproblematic and only 
additive to other conditions, whereas the status of international student 
is a lived category and social marker that does not simply add to one’s 
experience but rather shapes how they are integrated in society as a 
whole (Belle 2020).

Future Research Agenda

Some avenues for future research in support of improving the experiences 
of international students from Asia in universities across Canada have been 
identified throughout this collection. Given the transformative impact of 
the COVID-19 pandemic on the daily operations of the postsecondary edu-
cation sector, the increasing presence and use of virtual learning has and 
will necessarily impact these experiences. E-learning has been on the rise 
over the last 20 years, but its connection to the internationalization strate-
gies of universities, even before the pandemic, could be studied more explic-
itly. While the COVID-19 pandemic has led to an increasing number of 
anti-Asian racist incidents in the country, the ways in which e-learning 
intersects with and is shaped by varying local contexts across Canada 
requires further examination (Guo and Guo 2021). Requiring international 
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students to adjust to virtual classes, academic, and social events has led 
these institutions to develop complex solutions to reconciling in-person and 
virtual activities and reconfiguring the university experience. The pandemic 
forced connections between online pedagogical practices, public health 
restrictions, and the living, working, and studying conditions of interna-
tional students, well beyond the walls of the university. It exacerbated iniq-
uities for international students to Canada, including some that have even 
experienced their studies from their home country while paying exorbitant 
tuition, and others have faced particular difficulties while in Canada, nota-
bly being excluded from many federal relief programs (Firang and Mensah 
2022). More scholarship is needed to document and assess such iniquities, 
by combining studies of virtual learning to internationalization, of virtual 
learning to student migrations, and the structuring aspects of local and 
provincial contexts on student experiences.

Similarly, the complex and plural combinations by which migration and 
racialization intersect with the educational journeys of international stu-
dents from Asia can be examined more systematically. International stu-
dents are often depicted as an exception to immigration discussions due to 
their purposeful and temporary status, even if they are solely dependent on 
immigration policies and guidelines. Similarly, their economic contribu-
tion is often portrayed as conditional to finding employment after gradua-
tion, even if they contribute and work during their studies. Their experiences 
of racialization and racism are often diluted as either part of broader racial 
configurations or conflated with the experiences of Canadian citizens and 
permanent residents. While the field of international student migration to 
Canada is growing, such studies either follow a specific group of students 
with the same nationality or cultural background or provide national over-
views of all students, with no real incorporation of such background in the 
analysis (Narh and Buzzelli 2022; Sondhi 2017; Walton-Roberts 2015). 
More studies are needed to bridge the gap between country-specific and 
national overview analyses, focusing specifically on how the social pro-
cesses at play (i.e., migration, racialization, and education) intersect, inter-
lock, and support each other. Aside from studies documenting the 
challenges, obstacles, and iniquities lived by students (Belkhodja 2013; 
Firang and Mensah 2022; Scott et al. 2015), a better grasp of how the 
combination of social processes further marginalize international students 
from Asia, and overlook their presence, contribution, and lived experi-
ences, would allow us to address directly the ways in which changes and 
improvements can be made.

Coming back to the current phase of the federalization of education 
migration, it seems appropriate, as a final point, to suggest a more system-
atic examination of the political economy of international education. Stu-
dent experiences and institutional challenges can be better understood by 
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contextualizing their importance and role within the sector of international 
education, including what they mean for several stakeholders involved and 
how they relate to new directions of universities in designing their next 
internationalization strategies (Tamtik, Trilokekar and Jones 2020). As 
with adult education in universities more broadly, in Canada and abroad 
(Sumner 2008; Torres and Schugurensky 2002; Woolley 2018), research 
on international students can highlight the connections between the state 
(including all levels of government), the private sector, universities, and 
other institutionalized groups benefiting from the mobility of international 
students coming to Canada, as well as individuals, such as students them-
selves, their friends, networks, and communities, in shaping the ecosystem 
by which the business of international education thrives. It would also 
provide some system-wide explanations for the treatment of international 
students, some of the discriminatory regulations they encounter, and some 
of the reasons why changes to improve their experiences, including through 
the migration process, are difficult to implement. More importantly, under-
standing the contours of a political economy of international education 
will lead to a better understanding of how the realities of international 
students from Asia mesh with local social realities, societal perceptions of 
this student group, and everyday interactions. As Building Success is reduc-
tively geared towards how this country benefits from the business of inter-
national education, the narrative and indicators of success must be 
pluralized to include improved living conditions, institutional treatment, 
and overall integration of students in Canadian universities and into Cana-
dian society.
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