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Abstract

This study explores how cooperative education (co-op) influences international students’
decisions to immigrate to Canada. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 25
former international students who graduated from the University of Waterloo’s co-op pro-
gram between 2014 and 2022. Through a thematic analysis of transcripts, we identified
co-op’s impact on immigration through school-to-work transitions. Participation in co-op
enhanced skill development, clarified career preferences and pathways, and strength-
ened professional networks, resulting in early post-graduation employment, sometimes
with a previous co-op employer. Most participants reported that their Canadian employ-
ment motivated their application for permanent residency, with some altering their initial
plans to return to their home countries. However, immigration intentions were moderated
by perceived barriers in Canada’s immigration system, sociocultural factors, and aspira-
tions for opportunities abroad. These findings highlight the pivotal role of co-op in sup-
porting Canada’s talent import strategy.

Keywords: cooperative education, international students, immigration, school-to-work
transition, Canada

Résumé

La présente étude examine comment I'enseignement coopératif influence la décision
d’anciens étudiants internationaux d’immigrer au Canada. Des entretiens semi-structurés
ont été menés aupres de 25 anciens étudiants internationaux, diplémés du programme
d’enseignement coopératif de I’'Université de Waterloo entre 2014 et 2022. Une analyse
thématique des transcriptions a mis en évidence que I'enseignement coopératif influe

sur la décision d’immigrer en agissant sur la transition études-travail. La participation a

ce programme a favorisé le développement de compétences, clarifié les préférences de
carriere ainsi que les trajectoires professionnelles, et renforcé les réseaux professionnels,
favorisant ainsi une insertion professionnelle rapide apres I'obtention du dipléme, parfois
aupres d’un ancien employeur de stage coopératif. La plupart des participants ont indiqué
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que 'emploi obtenu au Canada a motivé leur demande de résidence permanente,
certains ayant méme revu leur intention initiale de retourner dans leur pays d’origine.
Toutefois, les intentions d’immigration ont été nuancées par la perception d’obstacles
dans le systeme d’immigration canadien, par des facteurs socioculturels et par des
aspirations pour des débouchés a I'étranger. Ces résultats mettent en lumiere le réle pivot
de I'enseignement coopératif pour soutenir la stratégie du Canada visant a attirer des

talents internationaux.

Mots-clés : enseignement coopératif, étudiants internationaux, immigration, transition

études-travail, Canada

INTRODUCTION

Like many developed nations, Canada has a
skills shortage problem. Employers report that
they cannot find people with the right skills to
meet their needs (Gabler & Gormley, 2022). This
problem is expected to worsen because of a rap-
idly aging population (Immigration, Refugees
and Citizenship Canada [IRCC], 2021) and a low
birthrate (Statistics Canada, 2024), providing
fewer workers to replace retiring ones. Canada
has relied on international talent for many years
to address this problem. Canada’s Internation-
al Education Strategy (2019-2024) set out to
draw talent from around the world to communi-
ties across Canada. International students were
to be trained, transitioned into Canada’s labour
market, secure good jobs, and stay to contribute
to the economy.

However, the success of this strategy has
been limited by the outmigration of former in-
ternational students. Only three out of every
10 international students who came to Canada
in 2000 or later became permanent residents
within 10 years of their arrival (Crossman et al.,
2022), and most current international students
intend to leave Canada after their studies con-
clude (Canadian Bureau for International Edu-
cation, 2022). Moreover, among immigrants to
Canada, those who arrived as international stu-
dents have the highest outmigration rate within
their first five years of landing (Blit et al., 2024,
Monteiro et al., 2024).

Recent research, however, indicates that
participation in cooperative education (co-op)
programs may influence the immigration in-
tentions of international students. In one study

using student records, immigration data, and in-
come tax returns data, Blit et al. (2024) showed
that international students who graduated from
a co-op program at the University of Waterloo
were more likely to be permanent residents eight
years after their enrolment than those who grad-
uated from a non-co-op program at the univer-
sity. Co-op is a form of work-integrated learning
(WIL) that alternates academic study periods
with paid, relevant work experience (Co-oper-
ative Education and Work-Integrated Learning
Canada [CEWIL Canada], 2021). While Blit et
al.’s (2024) findings establish an association
between co-op participation and internation-
al students’ likelihood of remaining in Canada,
less is known about how co-op experiences
shape students’ immigration decision-making
processes.

This study examines how co-op in Canadian
higher education can enhance the retention of
international students. It uses qualitative inquiry
to explore international students’ experiences,
clarifying the link between their participation in
co-op and immigration decisions. The study fo-
cuses on the University of Waterloo, well known
for its co-op programs and for producing top
talent in academic programs in STEM fields.
Through a thematic analysis of interviews with
international students, this study shows that co-
op is linked with immigration decisions because
it supports international students’ school-to-
work transitions. Participation in co-op facilitat-
ed the development of key competencies and
professional networks, enhancing employabil-
ity and, in turn, encouraging plans to stay in
Canada. The analysis further shows that this
relationship is shaped by external factors, in-
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cluding the appeal of employment opportunities
outside Canada, frustrations with the Canadian
permanent resident application process, and
sociocultural ties within Canada and abroad.
The study advances the higher education
literature by showing that co-op programs can
influence international students’ immigration
intentions, bolstering our understanding of how
Canada’s post-secondary ecosystem can sup-
port Canada’s talent strategy. Specifically, it
identifies the importance of successful school-
to-work transitions in influencing international
students’ immigration intentions. The study also
contributes to the literature on international stu-
dents’ mobility by highlighting participationin co-
op as a factor that drives intentions to immigrate
to a host country. Further, the study provides
valuable insights for policy makers in the Cana-
dian higher education and immigration fields.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Canada’s International Students
Strategy

Canada has long relied on attracting interna-
tional students as a talent strategy. McCartney
(2021) provides a detailed history of Canada’s
international student policies from 1970 to 2020,
highlighting four distinct periods. Before 1985,
international students were not a central focus
of policy discussions. The main policy changes
during this time were the classification of inter-
national students as migrants and the introduc-
tion of differential tuition fees across provinces.
From 1985 to 2001, the internationalization of
Canadian education was championed. Due to
provincial funding cuts, post-secondary insti-
tutions (PSIs) were encouraged to recruit more
international students to make up for the loss in
funding, taking advantage of the differential fees
policy (McCartney, 2021).

After 2001, Canada’s post-secondary edu-
cation system was promoted as a global export,
with the federal governmentintroducing policies
that significantly increased international stu-
dent enrolment (Blit et al., 2024). A key policy
change was the introduction of the Post-Gradu-
ate Work Permit (PGWP) in 2005, which was lat-
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er expanded in 2008 to offer graduates an open
work permit for up to three years, depending on
the length of the student’s program. During this
period, immigration policies favoured interna-
tional students with work experience (Lu et al.,
2009). The Canadian Experience Class (CEC)
program was introduced in 2008 to provide in-
ternational students a pathway to permanent
residency, further attracting more foreign stu-
dents to Canada (Blit et al., 2024).

The final period, from 2014 to 2020, marked
the end of the consensus on Canada’s inter-
national student policy. Initially, the idea of
post-secondary education as an export contin-
ued, with the government unveiling the Interna-
tional Education Strategy in 2014 to boost enrol-
ment. When the new Express Entry system for
permanent residency was introduced in 2015,
and it became evident that it was not favourable
to international students, the government re-
sponded by revising the Comprehensive Rank-
ing System (CRS), the evaluation system for
Express Entry candidates, to give more points
to international students (Blit et al., 2024). How-
ever, the rapid growth of international studentsin
Canada during this period threatened the integ-
rity of Canada’s international student program.
Some educational institutions relied on interna-
tional students as a means of revenue genera-
tion, leading to some abuse of the system, and
putting pressure on housing, health care, and
other services in Canada (IRCC, 2024). This
began to reverse the consensus about the posi-
tive effect of immigration in Canada.

In response to these negative impacts, the
federal government implemented some sets
of policies between 2023 and 2024 to reduce
the number of international students in Cana-
da. These included: (1) requiring designated
learning institutions to confirm student accep-
tance letters with the Immigration, Refugees
and Citizenship Canada; (2) raising the financial
requirements for study permit applicants; (3)
limiting which international students and their
spouses can qualify for post-graduate work per-
mits, based on specific institutions, study lev-
els, and programs; and (4) reducing the number
of study permits issued and allocating pro-rated
caps to the provinces. These changes were in-
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tended to manage the rapid increase in interna-
tional students, ensure the program’s integrity,
and address the pressures it has created.

However, given Canada’s talent and skills
shortages and the high outmigration rate of in-
ternational students, it remains crucial to pri-
oritize retaining talented students. Apart from
addressing skills shortages, international talent
offers several well-documented benefits to Can-
ada during and upon completion their academic
programs. For instance, in 2022, expenditures
related to international students contributed ap-
proximately $37.3 billion to Canada’s economic
activity, representing 1.2% of the national GDP,
over 20% of service exports, and supporting
more than 360,000 jobs (Roslyn Kunin & As-
sociates, Inc., 2023). Furthermore, Canadian
businesses led by immigrants are more likely
to export to non-U.S. markets, thereby contrib-
uting to the diversification of Canada’s exports
(Sui & Morgan, 2014). Immigrants are also sig-
nificantly more likely than Canadian-born indi-
viduals to start businesses or own enterprises
in knowledge- and technology-based industries
(Picot & Ostrovsky, 2021). These findings sug-
gest that recent restrictive policies should be
carefully evaluated to ensure they do not under-
mine Canada’s broader strategy of attracting
and retaining top global talent, especially giv-
en the strong economic contributions of immi-
grant-led businesses.

Factors Influencing International
Students’ Immigration Intentions

Social and employment factors influence wheth-
er international students remain in their host
country after graduation (Netierman et al., 2022;
Wu & Wilkes, 2017). First, several studies have
established that social networks and connec-
tions influence immigration intentions. Attach-
ments to friends and family in host countries and
countries of origin significantly influence inter-
national students’ post-graduation destinations.
Stronger connections to friends and family in a
country of origin are associated with a higher
likelihood of returning to that country, and stron-
ger social connections in the host country en-
hance immigration intentions to that country (Lu
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et al., 2009; Netierman et al., 2022; Trilokekar et
al., 2016). Similarly, feeling homesick for one’s
country of origin—a feeling tied to social relation-
ships—often results in a desire to return home,
while perceiving the host country as home leads
toimmigration intentions (Lu et al., 2009; Netier-
man et al., 2022; Trilokekar et al., 2016; Wu &
Wilkes, 2017). Factors such as family wealth (Lu
et al., 2009) and perceived ability to adapt to a
host country’s social context also explain immi-
gration intentions (Wu & Wilkes, 2017).

Further, several employment factors are re-
lated to international students’ immigration in-
tentions. For example, research shows that the
perception of the host country as a good work
environment enhances immigration intentions
(Arthur & Flynn, 2013), and the perception of
one’s country of origin as a favourable employ-
ment setting results in a return home (Lu et al.,
2009; Soon, 2012). Perceiving a destination as
a preferred labour market can influence plans to
remain even when actual employment has not
been secured (Arthur & Flynn, 2013). Beyond
perceptions of employment conditions, actual
employment status also matters. Employment
in the host country after graduation enhanc-
es immigration intentions to that country (Ne-
tierman et al., 2022; Trilokekar et al., 2016).
Although the U.S. and Canadian immigration
systems differ, evidence from the United States
suggests that employment can play a similar
role in shaping students’ migration decisions.
McGill (2013) found that securing post-gradu-
ation employment is so influential that it “may
trump their original intention to leave” (p. 176).
Taken together, these findings suggest that
both perceived and actual employment oppor-
tunities play a central role in shaping interna-
tional students’ decisions to remain in or leave
a host country.

International Students’ School-to-
Work Transitions

School-to-work transitions are patrticularly im-
portant to understanding international students’
mobility and destinations (e.g., Arthur & Flynn,
2013; Luetal., 2009; Netierman et al., 2022; Ng-
hia, 2019; Soon, 2012; Trilokekar et al., 2016).
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For the purpose of this study, successful school-
to-work transitions involve a seamless move
from education into employment that aligns
with students’ skills, interests, and career goals.
When they secure good jobs (e.g., meaningful
work and decent pay), international students are
likely to remain in their host country (Netierman
et al., 2022). The chance to work after gradua-
tion and, in turn, to become a Canadian perma-
nent resident, is a driving factor behind interna-
tional students’ decisions to study in Canada
(Blitet al., 2024; Esses et al., 2018).

Historically, international students have
struggled through school-to-work transitions
(Canadian Bureau for International Education,
2022; Scott et al., 2015). Research suggests
that a lack of Canadian labour market experi-
ence explains this struggle (Crossman & Hou,
2022; Dauwer, 2018; El Masri & Khan, 2022). In-
ternational students have less experience work-
ing in Canada than their domestic peers (Cross-
man & Hou, 2022). Consequently, they are likely
to have weaker professional networks and a
limited understanding of how to secure a job in
Canada (Dauwer, 2018; El Masri & Khan, 2022;
Trilokekar et al., 2016). As a result, upon gradu-
ation, international students have fewer job-rel-
evant competencies and social relationships to
leverage for jobs (Arthur & Flynn, 2013; Triloko-
karetal., 2016). Failing to find employment, they
often leave Canada (Monteiro et al., 2024).

The Role of Cooperative
Education

Co-op is an educational model and form of
work-integrated learning (WIL) in which stu-
dents alternate between academic study and
meaningful, often paid, work experience within
a workplace of practice setting (CEWIL Canada,
2021; Fannon, 2023). Co-op work experiences
are typically full-time and supervised, with over-
sight from both the employer and the education-
al institution (CEWIL Canada, 2021).

Blit et al. (2024) found a link between inter-
national students’ participation in co-op and
immigration decisions. The authors looked at
permanent resident status among former inter-
national students from the University of Water-
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loo and found that 63 percent who graduated
from the co-op program achieved permanent
resident status compared to 52 percent who
graduated without co-op. This suggests a link
between co-op and immigration among inter-
national students. However, Blit et al. (2024)
did not explain the link between participation in
co-op and international students’ immigration
decisions, nor did they identify how the co-op
program influenced the students’ decisions, a
gap addressed by this study. We believe that a
qualitative inquiry can complement their find-
ings and clarify the link.

The present study focuses on the role of
school-to-work transitions in influencing the
immigration intentions of international co-op
students. The WIL literature suggests that par-
ticipation in authentic placement-based work
experiences, such as co-op, helps students to
find employment earlier upon graduation, of-
ten with higher pay, and a positive perceived
fit and overall satisfaction with the job (Jack-
son & Cook, 2023). Related research shows
that forms of WIL, such as co-op, are helpful to
post-graduation employment among equity-de-
serving students, including international stu-
dents (Arthur & Flynn, 2013; Woodend & Arthur,
2018). Other studies suggest that international
students perceive co-op as helpful to develop-
ing competencies and professional networks
for transition to work (Chatoor et al., 2024; Scott
et al., 2015; Trilokokar et al., 2016). Coupled
with Blit et al.’s (2024) findings, this body of
evidence suggests participation in co-op may
encourage international students to immigrate
because of their successful integration into the
labour market.

METHODOLOGY

Participant Recruitment

We invited individuals who were international
students while enrolled in the University of Wa-
terloo’s co-op program and who graduated be-
tween 2014 and 2022to participate in semi-struc-
tured interviews about their co-op experiences,
post-graduation employment, and immigration
decisions. We sent information letters to poten-
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tial participants through their university email.
Although 115 individuals expressed interest,
25 were randomly selected, as this sample size
was sufficient to reach thematic saturation and
support in-depth qualitative analysis. Table 1
displays participants’ faculty, gender, graduation
year, and resident status. Table Al in the Appen-
dix provides detailed information about each
participant. Interviews were conducted in June
2024 and lasted about one hour each. The study
was approved by the University of Waterloo Re-
search Ethics Board (project #44393).

Table 1
Frequency Distribution of Participants’
Characteristics

Characteristics Frequency (%)
Faculty
Arts 3(12%)
Engineering 7 (28%)
Environment 2(8%)
Health 1(4%)
Math 8(32%)
Science 4 (16%)
Gender
Man 13 (52%)
Woman 12 (48%)
Graduation year
201410 2016 5(20%)
2017 to 2019 4 (16%)
2020 to 2022 16 (64%)
Resident status
In Canada 22 (88%)
Elsewhere 3(12%)
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Interviews

Interviews followed an interview guide with
questions about participants’ work experiences
during their education, including WIL experienc-
es and part-time employment, and post-grad-
uation job search experiences and outcomes,
including employment status at the time of the
interview. The interview guide also explored
participants’ immigration decisions and inten-
tions, and the links between work experiences,
labour market integration, and immigration. All
interviews were conducted in English, and par-
ticipants received a $30 Amazon e-gift card for
their time.

Data Analysis

We analyzed interview transcripts in NVivo fol-
lowing Braun and Clarke’s (2006) framework for
thematic analysis. First, we immersed ourselves
in the data by reading and re-reading the tran-
scripts, noting initial ideas and patterns. Sec-
ond, the first two authors independently coded
the first six interviews and then discussed their
codes. This discussion generated an initial set of
codes, which we applied to the remaining tran-
scripts. Third, as codes were applied, they were
adjusted and organized into broader themes
representing patterns and relationships be-
tween codes. Finally, themes were reviewed and
finalized to establish a structure encapsulating
participants’ accounts of how co-op impacted
their labour market transition and immigration
decisions.

FINDINGS

Our thematic analysis revealed international
students’ perspectives on how their participa-
tion in co-op contributed to their transitions into
the Canadian labour market and immigration
decisions. Key themes included direct employ-
ment opportunities stemming from co-op as well
as the role of skill development, career clarity,
network development, and an improved under-
standing of Canadian work culture.
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Co-op Helped International
Students Transition into the
Canadian Labour Market

Many participants (P1, P2, P12, P18, P19, P20,
P23, P25) claimed co-op helped them transition
into full-time employment. They told us that their
current employment was linked to their partici-
pation in co-op. One reason that emerged from
the data was that co-op helped international
students secure early post-graduation employ-
ment, and that employment led to further suc-
cesses. One-third of participants (P3, P4, P5,
P6, P13, P15, P16, P17, P20, P23, P24) received
job offers from former co-op employers. For ex-
ample, P13, a mathematics graduate, said, “af-
ter graduation, | just found a job with one of my
co-op employers. So, it was during the pandem-
ic, so it kind of worked out for the best because
it was really hard to find jobs at that time.” Sim-
ilarly, P16, a psychology graduate, explained
that their last co-op employer “was able to keep
me on after my co-op term ended. And so, even
though | graduated in April, | was working part-
time with them while | was also searching for a
full-time role.” Further, some participants (P3,
P4, P5) reported receiving job offers from pre-
vious co-op employers before graduation, while
stillin school. These participants articulated how
co-op helped with early employment. For exam-
ple, P3, a computer science graduate, said:

| was about to start some job searching
before my graduation, but at that time
my current employer contacted me, and
they were like, | know you are gonna
graduate soon and we have a spotin the
team still, so we can get you a return of-
fer, are you interested?

Whenwe asked participantsto explainhow co-op
helped them secure employment (with a former
employer or a new one) three factors emerged.
First, participants (P3, P4, P6, P12, P13, P15,
P16, P17, P21, P22, P24, P25) shared that co-
op helped them gain skills and competencies
that made them desirable to employers. Specif-
ically, they told us that the skills they used in the
jobs were the same ones they developed during
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co-0p, and this, in part, explained their employ-
ability. As one clear example, P24, a chemical
engineering graduate, said her first major task
at work was “to build an executive-level report,
and because | have experience building reports
during my co-op term, | kind of understood what
the requirements were, and | understood these
are the tools that would be available for me.”
Likewise, P22, a software engineering graduate,
linked co-op skill development to employment,
saying, “lI have some background in language
processing and then | also have some back-
ground in mobile development,” which directly
“led me to my first post-graduate employer.”

Second, participants (P1, P3, P4, P11, P12,
P18, P20, P24, P25) explained that co-op helped
them clarify their career preferences and paths.
They learned not just what they wanted to do
post-graduation but also the steps they would
need to take to achieve their career goals. For
example, P12 credited co-op with helping him
discover his preferred area of specialization
within his professional field of engineering. P1
mentioned that co-op allowed her to experience
Canada’s private and public sectors, helping
her understand what to expect from each. P20,
who studied computational mathematics, said
that co-op helped him change career plans, al-
lowing him “to try out the different positions in
the finance industry,” which helped him realize
he would “literally struggle” to work in finance.
Instead, he discovered a passion for machine
learning, declaring, “I'm a developer, and | really
love my job.” These participants discovered their
career goals and developed planstoreach those.

Third, participants (P1, P2, P5, P8, P10,
P11, P12, P13) shared that co-op helped them
build professional networks. P1 said that co-op
helped her learn “how to network” and helped
herrealize “the importance of talking to people,”
suchthat “when the time came that | was looking
forajob, lalreadyfeltconfidentenoughto search
and reach out to people.” Some participants
(P2, P5, P10, P13) leveraged their networking
skills and networks to secure post-graduation
employment. For example, P13, a mathematics
graduate, explained that:

one of the reasons | went back to this place
was | made a lot of friends while | was on co-op
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there, and one of them, my main mentor, I'm still
working with him, and we still have conversa-
tions about stuff.... He was really helpful, and he
always wanted me to come back.

One aspect of this social dynamic that
seemed especially salient for participants was
the opportunity to learn about cultural differenc-
es. Given that they grew up outside of Canada,
several participants reported that exposure to
cultural norms in the workplace helped them
access post-graduation employment. Six par-
ticipants (P1, P6, P7, P10, P13, P21) mentioned
that co-op allowed them to experience working
within and outside Canada, revealing cultural
norms and insights into working in Canada. As
one clear example, P18, an actuarial science
graduate, noted:

because | am an international student,
there can be cultural differences. So,
when | started my first or second co-op,
| was a bit quiet, but during the experi-
ence, | learned that | need to speak more
and not be afraid to express my feelings
or my opinion. So, that helped me, like
when | graduated and started a new job.
So, people appreciated that and were
impressed that | started doing that at the
early stages.

International Students’
Transitions into the Canadian
Labour Market Enhanced Their
Immigration Decisions

The majority of participants (22 of 25) had ei-
ther applied for permanent residency or were
already permanent residents before participat-
ing in this study. Of those, half (P1, P4, P5, P6,
P8, P10, P15, P18, P19, P22, P24) stated that
their successful transitions into the Canadian
labour market following co-op influenced their
decisions to remain in Canada. Participants
reported that the jobs they secured soon after
graduation increased the likelihood of a suc-
cessful permanent resident application, and
this increased their motivation to apply to re-
main in Canada. P22, a software engineering
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graduate, noted that a successful permanent
resident application “requires you to graduate
from a post-secondary school and then you
need to work for more than a year.” When we
probed on this topic further, most participants
pointed to co-op as a catalyst for their immigra-
tion plans. As one clear example, P1, a political
science graduate, explained:

| don’t know how my story would have
been without [co-op], but | definitely think
that the co-op program and the opportu-
nity to get ajob influenced me into decid-
ing to stay in Canada and subsequently
deciding to go through the immigration
process as well.

Importantly, a few participants (P5, P6, P8)
told us that their successful transition into the
Canadian labour market changed their plans to
move away from Canada. These participants
said they had intended to move back to their
home countries upon graduation, but securing
a good post-graduation job in Canada encour-
aged them to remain. For example, P5, a com-
puter science graduate, said:

When | first came to Canada, | wanted
to go back to China after getting a broad
academic experience, but throughout
my co-op program, | realized the indus-
try experience is quite critical as well,
and therefore | decided to probably stay.
I was hoping to finally land a full-time job
working for two to three years, then go
backto China.

Despite planning to remain in Canada for only
two to three years after her graduation, P5 in-
formed us during the interview that she had re-
mained in Canada for 10 years. This suggests
that co-op has the potential to reverse interna-
tional students’ plans to return to their home
countries because it helps them transition suc-
cessfully into the labour market.

Canadian Journal of Higher Education | Revue canadienne d’enseignement supérieur

56:1 (2026)


http://journals.sfu.ca/cjhe/index.php/cjhe

Cooperative Education and International Students

I. Ademuyiwa, D. Drewery, A.-M., Fannon

Moderating Factors

While the data suggest links between co-op,
labour market success, and immigration in-
tentions, they also suggest several factors that
moderate this chain of relationships. The first
is the appeal of working in Canada versus else-
where. Some participants perceived more fa-
vourable working conditions outside Canada.
For example, P7, a financial analysis and risk
management graduate who lived in Indonesia,
said, “I believe in Asia, especially Indonesia,
there are definitely more opportunities just be-
cause it’s a developing country.” Several par-
ticipants (P3, P5, P7, P8, P13, P17, P20, P25)
viewed the United States as an attractive des-
tination. Indeed, one-third of participants said
they planned to move to the United States at
some point, and two-thirds told us they were fa-
miliar with the requirements for securing a U.S.
work permit. As P25, a male computer engineer-
ing graduate, said, “I am always looking for op-
portunities to work in America. | think there are
more opportunities compared to the Canadian
market.” He later added, “I have tons of like, col-
leagues in America, we do the same thing, but
you know, compensation-wise it is just unjustifi-
ably unequal.”

Second, participants’ perceived inability to
meet Canada’s immigration system require-
ments affected their intentions to remain in Can-
ada. While some participants (P1, P8, P18, P19,
P23) stated that the Canadian immigration appli-
cation process is straightforward, several more
(P3, P4, P5, P9, P10, P12, P17, P19), including
those who were already PRs, were concerned
that Canadian education and work experience
were no longer sufficient to satisfy PR application
requirements. The sentiment was one of frustra-
tion: despite having a Canadian undergraduate
education, work experience, stable current em-
ployment, and strong English proficiency test
scores, some participants reported that they still
did not meet the required PR application scores.
P3, a computer science master’s program grad-
uate, reminded us that “the ranking scores are
very high right now, like very competitive.” P17,
an accounting and finance graduate, expressed
frustration with the scores:
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| think students who have finished their
program, they’ve tried hard to study, and
they have work experience, they have
met the language requirement for En-
glish, they look at the [permanent res-
idency application] score, they will be
like, oh [expletive], I'm still 50 points from
getting selected. People want to stay,
but then the system itself doesn’t look
like it wants people to stay, you know, the
score is just way too high.

Third, sociocultural factors moderated par-
ticipants’ immigration intentions. P23, an envi-
ronmental engineering graduate, summarized
this factor when they told us their intention to
remain depended on their analysis of the kind of
life they would have at in Canada compared to
their home country. For some participants, the
results of this analysis encouraged immigration.
For example, P22, a software engineering grad-
uate, told us that he chose to remain in Canada
“essentially because of cultural differences.” He
added that political uncertainties in his home
country rendered life in Canada more appealing,
resulting in a decision to remain. Other partici-
pants said they felt connected to Canadian cul-
ture, encouraging their immigration intentions.
Forinstance, P24, a chemical engineering grad-
uate, said, “Canadians are very nice and chill,”
and wanted to live and work among them.

For others, life elsewhere seemed more ap-
pealing. Some participants (P1, P2, P7) had al-
ready returned to their home country before the
present study, including P7, a financial analysis
and risk management graduate, who said, “I
have family and more friends here [in theirhome
country]. So, this is where | see myself right
now.” This perspective was echoed by several
participants (P3, P5, P6, P15, P18, P20) whose
relationships outside Canada discouraged im-
migration. They expressed a desire to stay in
Canada but emphasized the responsibility to
care for their family, especially their parents,
which required them to leave. For example, P3,
a computer science graduate, said they intend-
ed to remain in Canada but would leave imme-
diately if their parents in China needed them to
do so.
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DISCUSSION

Retaining talented international students in the
country is key to Canada’s talent import strate-
gy, yet data show many international students
leave upon graduation. Blit et al.’s (2024) anal-
ysis showed that co-op may increase the reten-
tion of talented international graduates, but did
not explore this deeply. Our qualitative explora-
tion supported Blit et al.’s (2024) findings and
explained how co-op may influence internation-
al students’ immigration to Canada. Most of the
participants in our study remained in Canada
upon graduation, found stable and rewarding
work, and applied for PR status. This suggests
co-op may be a previously overlooked catalyst
for international students’ plans to remain in
Canada. Our analyses reveal that school-to-
work transitions are central to the link between
co-op and immigration.

Co-op and School-to-Work
Transitions

Participants noted that participation in co-op
made their school-to-work transitions success-
ful, thus helping them remain in the country
upon graduation. Co-op helped them develop
work-ready skills, provided clarity about career
goals, and assisted in professional network de-
velopment. International students leveraged
these to secure employment. Some partici-
pants even received offers of employment from
co-op employers, which significantly reduced
the efforts required to find a relevant and mean-
ingful post-graduation job. These positive out-
comes tied back to co-op are remarkable be-
cause newcomers to Canada usually struggle
to transition into decent work (Arthur & Flynn,
2013). Most participants in this study were gain-
fully employed and identified co-op as part of
their success.

These findings are consistent with robust
evidence in WIL literature. Studies show that
co-op helps students to develop graduate capi-
tals (Jackson & Cook, 2023). Graduate capitals
are the knowledge, skills, abilities, and charac-
teristics that help graduates secure meaningful
employment (Tomlinson, 2017). Engaging in
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co-op develops employability skills and social
capital that graduates can leverage for employ-
ment. Participants also highlighted the impact
of co-op on their professional networks, which
is consistent with earlier research (El Masri &
Khan, 2022; Trilokekar et al., 2014). Thus, our
findings reinforce previous research, empha-
sizing the importance of graduate capitals and
networks for international students.

Several participants further added that their
school-to-work transitions were seamless.
Many found work before graduation or soon af-
ter. This is consistent with evidence that place-
ment-based WIL experiences such as co-op
expedite post-graduation employment (Pizarro
Milan et al., 2021; Walters & Zarifa, 2008;
Wyonch & Seward, 2023). Participating in co-
op helps graduates find jobs earlier than their
peers. This is especially critical for international
students who need to find work to remain in the
country. Because these students found work so
early, they could focus on their long-term plans
of staying in Canada rather than leaving.

School-to-Work Transitions and
Immigration

At the time of the interviews, most participants
were still in Canada and planned to remain in
Canada permanently. Their post-graduation
employment was central to their immigration
intentions. Once they secured a job, they be-
gan to see Canada as their new home. This is
consistent with the international student mo-
bility and immigration literature that suggests
employment is a key factor driving internation-
al students’ intentions to remain in their host
country (Arthur & Flynn, 2013; Lu et al., 2009;
Netierman et al., 2022; Soon, 2012; Trilokekar
et al., 2016). Canada has been a destination of
choice for millions of international students be-
cause, historically, employment opportunities
have been ample (Chen & Skuterud, 2018; Ess-
es et al., 2018; Netierman et al., 2022). Further,
some participants who had planned to leave
Canada but found work reversed their plans,
deciding instead to remain in Canada instead
of returning home. This echoes McGill’'s (2013)
observation that employment may trump inten-
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tions to leave as a determinant of decisions to
remain in a host country.

We also found several factors that strength-
ened or limited participants’ plans to remain in
Canada. Several participants perceived better
working conditions outside Canada, particularly
in the United States, and some left Canada to
pursue those. Additionally, several participants
reported that challenges with navigating Cana-
da’s immigration system further limited their in-
tentions to stay. Some were surprised that their
Canadian education and years of work experi-
ence gained through co-op were insufficient to
meet the required permanent residency appli-
cation scores. One participant noted that she
met the required scores only because of the
additional points she got for having a master’s
degree. These barriers suggest an opportunity
to review immigration policies to retain more
talented international graduates. Sociocultural
factors, such as the appeal of the Canadian so-
cial context and lifestyle and social obligations
in other places, also affected plans to remain in
the country.

These findings closely mirror previous re-
search in international student mobility litera-
ture. International students weigh the appeal of
their host country’s labour market against other
markets and prefer the most favourable one (El
Masri & Khan, 2022; Netierman et al., 2022; Wu
& Wilkes, 2017). Further, friendships and famil-
ial obligations domestically and abroad, as well
as feelings of home associated with host na-
tions and countries of origin, often influence the
decision to remain or return (Netierman et al.,
2022; Nghia, 2019; Trilokekar et al., 2016). This
suggests that whether co-op influences inter-
national students to remain in Canada depends
on various social influences from within Canada
and beyond.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE
RESEARCH

This study was limited by its small convenience
sample. Participants were recruited from only
one Canadian university, known for having a
highly regarded co-op program. Also, only a
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few participants were residing outside Canada
at the time of the interviews, skewing the sam-
ple to graduates who had decided to stay in the
country. Future research should explore the im-
pacts of co-op programs on immigration inten-
tions of international learners at other post-sec-
ondary institutions, in different locations across
Canada, and from colleges and polytechnics,
to generalize our findings. The analysis should
include more students who have left Canada to
better understand how and why co-op might not
influence immigration intentions. Also, our study
includes only international students who patrtici-
pated in co-op, excluding international students
who did not participate in co-op. A future study
could explore the experiences of co-op and
non-co-op international graduates to untangle
the impacts of co-op from academic experienc-
es in general. Further, though participants in our
study were diverse, we did not analyze the im-
pact of cultural background or region of origin
on their experiences. Future research could ex-
plore the role of factors such as language pro-
ficiency and ethnicity in the link between co-op
and immigration.

CONCLUSION

Our study enhances our understanding of how
co-op influences international students’ immi-
gration intentions in Canada. Participants re-
vealed that co-op helped them develop their
skills, career preferences, and professional net-
works, facilitating school-to-work transitions.
These findings bolster existing WIL literature on
the benefits of WIL for students and demonstrate
that these benefits are salient for international
students. Further, the study shows that school-
to-work transitions are critical to immigration
decisions because they establish a foundation
for applying for permanent residency in Canada.
This suggests that co-op can be an important
catalyst for retaining talented workers in Canada
and addressing labour market needs with inter-
national students’ immigration. This extends the
international student mobility literature by high-
lighting co-op influences on graduates’ immigra-
tion decisions. However, stringent immigration
requirements and sociocultural influences, such
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as personal obligations in participants’ home
countries, can temper these intentions. Collec-
tively, the findings highlight the need for greater
access to WIL programs among internation-
al students and the role of co-op in supporting
Canada’s talent import strategy.
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APPENDIX

Appendix 1

Interview Participants’ Characteristics

# Faculty Program Year of Gender InCanada? PR/Citizen

Graduation

1 Arts Political Science/Fine Arts 2018 Woman No Yes

2 Mathematics Statistics 2022 Woman No Yes

3 Mathematics Computer Science 2022 Woman Yes Applied
4 Environment Geography & Environmental Management 2014 Man Yes Yes

5 Mathematics Computer Science 2014 Woman Yes Yes

6 Health Health Sciences 2022 Woman Yes Applied
7 Mathematics Financial Analysis & Risk Management 2020 Man No No

8 Engineering  Mechatronics Engineering 2020 Man Yes Yes

9 Arts Arts & Business 2021 Woman Yes Applied
10 Mathematics Computer Science 2021 Man Yes Applied
11  Environment Environment & Business 2014 Woman No No
12 Engineering  Civil Engineering 2021 Man Yes Yes
13 Mathematics Mathematics 2020 Woman Yes Yes
14  Science Mathematical Physics 2019 Man Yes Yes
15 Engineering  Mechanical Engineering 2021 Man Yes Yes
16 Science Psychology 2022 Woman Yes No
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# Faculty Program Year of Gender InCanada? PR/Citizen
Graduation

17 Arts Accounting 2020 Man Yes Yes

18 Mathematics Actuarial Science 2018 Man Yes Yes

19 Science Biology 2021 Woman Yes Applied

20 Mathematics Computational Math 2019 Man Yes Yes

21 Science Earth Sciences 2021 Woman Yes Yes

22 Engineering  Software Engineering 2013 Man Yes Yes

23 Engineering  Environmental Engineering 2016 Man Yes Yes

24 Engineering  Chemical Engineering 2020 Woman Yes Applied

25 Engineering  Computer Engineering 2020 Man Yes Yes
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