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What you need to know

What is this research about?

International students in post-secondary
education typically cope with challenges
independently, or by using supports
available through the educational
institutions where they are enrolled. These
challenges may include limited awareness
of the resources and services available to
them, and limited rights to access services
outside of their educational institutions;
among others. International student
experiences in Canada are gendered, as
women are more likely to have family
responsibilities. Necessary support
services should to be made accessible for
these women and their families.

International students face many challenges as they adapt to
studying in Canada. A student’s ability to persevere with their
studies through these challenges demonstrates resilience.
We examined the strategies, resources, and networks that
international students access to overcome challenges
through interviews and focus groups with international
students attending Conestoga College, Wilfrid Laurier
University, and University of Waterloo. We focused on how
international students become aware of service providers
and supports in the places where they study.

How was the research carried out?
Using key informant networks and snowball recruitment 39 international students with various levels of education, ages,
and disciplinary backgrounds were recruited for this research. Using semi-structured interviews and focus groups
respondents were asked to identify the main challenges they faced as in their daily life, and their experiences accessing
different kinds of support. 25 participants identified as female, 14 as male, 95% of sample came from the countries in
Africa or Asia, and they were between the ages of 19 to 40 years of age.
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What have we learned from the research?

How can you use this research?

1) Most international students were not aware of the
resources and services available in Waterloo Region.
Others had learned they were not eligible for support
from immigrant-serving agencies. Although many
international students relied on international student
offices for support, one in six in this study never
accessed the international student offices at their
institutions.
2) Delayed responses from international student offices
sometimes inhibited international students’ access to
funding and co-op opportunities, and even threatened
their compliance with immigration visa application
deadlines.
3) International students’ needs are diverse, and this is
clearly evidenced in terms of distinct personal and family
situations. International students with children had
trouble making ends meet, juggling school and domestic
responsibilities, accessing transportation with children,
and accessing and paying for childcare and children's
programming. ‘Trailing spouses' often had trouble
securing consistent employment which exacerbated
stress in the family. Some gender-related challenges
arose for female international students, such as stress
from male spouses having to take on greater care and
work at home, and women experiencing a ‘double-day’
coping with the work of school and home.
4) International students experience discrimination due
to cultural barriers, religious symbolism and cultural
insensitivity. Some students mentioned that outward
religious symbols (such as hijabs) were commented on
often, and it was tiring answering repetitive and at times
offensive questions from community members. Despite
these challenges students also said that most people
were kind, and well-meaning. While experiences of
cultural insensitivity and racism were mentioned, many
students claimed to find support from some professors
and other international students, and student-led
organizations such as International Students
Overcoming War (ISOW).

1) Educational institutions should create an online
resource portal for international students. This should
include links to funding opportunities, programs, relevant
courses, and service provider websites.
2) IRCC should review the funding available for
international students who arrive with their families, and
make their children eligible for the Canada Child-Tax
Benefit (CCTB) immediately upon arrival, rather than
requiring them to be in the country for 18 months first.
3) Educational institutions should review their funding for
small, for-credit classes that integrate cross-cultural
discussion-based learning. These classes allow
students to build trust and group cohesion in a safe
learning environment.

Who is leading this research?
The research is part of the BMRC-IRMU research
project ‘Engendering Resilient Pathway Communities’
undertaken by Dr. Jenna Hennebry, Dr. Margaret
Walton-Roberts, Kanchan Ladhar, Cassandra Bangay,
and Allison Petrozziello.

Learn more
This research is part of the Building Migrant Resilience in
Canadian Cities project funded by SSHRC, led by Dr.
Valerie Preston at York University. To learn more about
the research visit the website in the following.
https://bmrc-irmu.info.yorku.ca/
https://researchcentres.wlu.ca/international-migration-re
search-centre/pillars/migration/index.html
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