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Introduction 

International students contribute substantially to Canada’s economy, labour market, and 

cultural fabric. Recent federal immigration policy changes have introduced caps and 

restrictions that will have major impacts on international students and graduates, as well as 

postsecondary institutions as a whole. 

The Canadian Alliance of Student Associations (CASA) calls on the federal government to 

adopt measures that better support international students in their education and in their 

opportunities to contribute to Canada’s innovation, productivity, and competitiveness. The 

recommendations presented in this brief address issues such as the impact of the sporadic 

recent announcements on students and institutions, predatory recruitment practices, 

misalignment of post-graduate immigration programs with labor market needs, and 

increasing opportunities for Francophone students. These proposals aim to ensure that 

Canada remains a leader in attracting and retaining global talent while ensuring the success 

of post-secondary education in Canada at large. 

Summary of Recommendations 

1. Ensure that any further changes to international student regulations are 

communicated in a streamlined and direct manner, and that the IRCC keeps an 

up-to-date public webpage that consolidates and explains all changes to the system, 

whom they affect, and when they take effect. 

2. Enforce stricter regulations on Designated Learning Institutions (DLIs) and immigration 

consultants to ensure they provide transparent information about immigration 

pathways and realistic permanent residency outcomes related to studying in Canada, 

to further curb bad actors from misinforming potential applicants about study, work 

and immigration in Canada. 

3. Double the Express Entry Program immigration points in Part D of the Comprehensive 

Ranking System to 60 points for a three or more year Canadian post-secondary 

credential, or 30 points for a one or two year Canadian post-secondary credential, to 

retain those most likely to economically succeed in Canada. 

4. Work closely with colleges and provinces to ensure that the field of study requirements 

for PGWP-eligible college programs actually align with local labour market needs. 

5. Lift the restrictions around spousal work permits for study permit holders who are 

undergraduate students or masters students completing programs under 16 months, 
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so that all study permit holders with spouses do not experience unfair barriers to 

coming to the country. Further, we urge IRCC to not impose further restrictions on 

spousal work permits in PhD and other graduate programs. 

6. Count any in-Canada employment hours a PhD student works during their degree 

towards Canadian experience for Canadian Experience Class PR stream, to ensure we 

retain top-tier talent in the country. 

7. Cut down on processing times for study permit renewals and post-graduate work 

permits to ensure that a student’s continued enrollment in educational programs or a 

graduate’s participation in the workforce is not impeded. 

8. Increase the pool of in-Canada trained Francophone graduates eligible for 

permanent residency by mandating that 5% of study permits issued by provinces 

outside of Quebec are for French speakers. 

9. Modify the conditions for study permits to allow international students to participate in 

co-op terms and internships that are essential to their program of study without the 

need to obtain a separate work permit. 

 

CASA’s Recommendations for the Federal Government 

Recommendation 1 

Ensure that any further changes to international student regulations are 

communicated in a streamlined and direct manner, and that the IRCC keeps an 

up-to-date public webpage that consolidates and explains all changes to the system, 

whom they affect, and when they take effect. 

 

To begin with a matter of urgency: we wish to emphasize the significant impact recent 

immigration policy announcements have had on the mental health of international students. 

The sporadic release and implementation of new regulations, coupled with a lack of clarity 

regarding who is affected (e.g., current versus incoming students, college versus university 

students), when changes will take effect, and when announcements about changes to the 

system will be complete has created substantial uncertainty. International students–who 

already contend with considerable economic and social challenges in Canada–are left 

anxious about the possibility of further restrictions, limiting their ability to adapt and plan for 

the future. Postsecondary institutions are also struggling to provide their current and 

incoming students with accurate information on these changes due to the nature of the 

announcements. We thus strongly encourage IRCC to consolidate and streamline future 
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announcements, ensuring they are communicated with greater clarity, precision and with 

adequate time for students and institutions to react. 

 

Recommendation 2 

Enforce stricter regulations on Designated Learning Institutions (DLIs) and immigration 

consultants to ensure they provide transparent information about immigration 

pathways and realistic PR outcomes related to studying in Canada, to further curb 

bad actors from misinforming potential applicants about study, work and immigration 

in Canada. 

 

CASA stands firmly against institutions and consultants who prey on those with aspirations to 

settle permanently in Canada by selling a false picture of the pathways from study permits to 

permanent residency.1 We believe that international students should come to Canada with a 

realistic understanding of this process, so that their decision to leave their homes and invest 

significant money to study in Canada is not misdirected. We encourage further attention as 

to how the federal government can curb these kinds of practices and ensure that 

international students are properly supported, informed, and empowered. 

 

We are also concerned by the rise in “bad actor” immigration consultants and unauthorized 

practitioners in this space, who prey on international students, including by creating 

fraudulent letters of acceptance. Along with other stakeholders in the space, we agree that 

an expert taskforce on this matter must be put together with a mandate to provide 

recommendations on how this issue can be addressed.2 With this task force and any others 

planned to address issues related to international students, we see it paramount that student 

representative organisations are included around the table. 

 

Recommendation 3 

Double the Express Entry Program immigration points in Part D of the Comprehensive 

Ranking System to 60 points for a three or more year Canadian post-secondary 

credential, or 30 points for a one or two year Canadian post-secondary credential, to 

retain those most likely to economically succeed in Canada. 

 

As permanent residency spots become increasingly scarce, the remaining spots become 
 

1 Matthew Halliday. “The murky world of unregulated international student recruiters”. University Affairs, November 2, 

2022. https://universityaffairs.ca/features/the-murky-world-of-unregulated-international-student-recruiters/ 

2 Canadian Immigration Lawyers Association. “RE: College of Citizenship and Immigration Consultants.” November 20, 

2024. https://cila.co/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/CILA-Letter-to-Minister-Miller-on-CICC.pdf 

https://universityaffairs.ca/features/the-murky-world-of-unregulated-international-student-recruiters/
https://cila.co/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/CILA-Letter-to-Minister-Miller-on-CICC.pdf
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more and more competitive. The current Comprehensive Ranking System (CRS) awards only 

15 to 30 additional points for Canadian post-secondary credentials, representing just 2.5% of 

the total maximum CRS score. This marginal benefit fails to sufficiently distinguish 

Canadian-educated international graduates from other applicants in an increasingly 

competitive PR system, resulting in a potential loss of highly skilled talent. 

Within the context of a limited number of permanent immigration spots, it is important those 

spots go to those most primed to succeed. Frequently, individuals with in-Canada work and 

study experience have been shown to have the most long-term success in the country, 

contributing highly to Canada’s workforce and economy at a level above their draw on public 

services. Doubling CRS points for Canadian post-secondary credentials—30 points for one- or 

two-year programs and 60 points for three-year or longer programs—gives those with 

proven educational and work experience in Canada the assistance to succeed. Recognizing 

and rewarding the contributions of international graduates is essential for maintaining 

Canada’s reputation as a welcoming destination for top talent and securing the consequent 

long-term economic and social benefits. 

Recommendation 4 

Work closely with colleges and provinces to ensure that the field of study requirements 

for PGWP-eligible college programs actually align with local labour market needs. 

 

We are concerned by issues raised by our college member organizations and other 

stakeholders that there was not sufficient consideration of local labour market needs in 

regards to IRCC’s field of study requirements for Post-Graduate Work Permits (PGWPs). For 

instance, Colleges Ontario note more than 4,500 international students are enrolled in early 

childhood education programs at Ontario colleges3. Under the new restrictions, graduates 

from these programs would not be eligible for PGWPs, despite Ontario facing labour 

shortages in this area. We therefore urge the federal government to undertake thorough 

consultations with provinces, institutions, businesses, and chambers of commerce to identify 

province-specific labour market needs, and to adjust field-of-study requirements 

province-by-province accordingly. 

 

Recommendation 5 

Lift the restrictions around spousal work permits for study permit holders who are 

undergraduate students or masters students completing programs under 16 months, 
 

3 Colleges Ontario. “Open Letter to Minister Marc Miller.” September 27, 2024. 

https://www.collegesontario.org/en/news/open-letter-to-minister-marc-miller 

https://www.collegesontario.org/en/news/open-letter-to-minister-marc-miller
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so that all study permit holders with spouses do not experience unfair barriers to 

coming to the country. Further, we urge the federal government to not impose further 

restrictions on spousal work permits in PhD and other graduate programs. 

 

The restrictions on spousal work permits for study permit holders will create significant 

challenges for international students and their families. These limitations undermine 

Canada’s commitment to family unification, and will force students to choose between 

pursuing education in Canada and keeping their families together. 

 

In 2016, approximately 18% of newly approved study permits were issued to students aged 25 

and older. By early 2021, this proportion had increased to over 23%, so a 5% gain.4 These 

students are more likely to have spouses and dependent children. However, the proportion of 

study permit holders who received spousal work permits in this time only increased from 3.4% 

to 5.6%—a 2.2% increase.5’6 This suggests that there isn’t an increasing use of foul play in this 

system, or people using study permits with spousal work permits as a ‘backdoor’ into 

Canada. As such, it is unclear why spousal work permits for study permit holders are being 

targeted in the new immigration levels plans, as we expect spousal work permits to fall 

naturally along with the study permits issued. 

 

Spousal work permit restrictions will have economic ramifications. For those international 

students who, following these restrictions, might choose to still study in Canada but bring 

their spouses as visitors, their spouses’ inability to work will prevent them from contributing to 

Canada’s economy and filling in critical labour gaps. Additionally, those who will be 

separated from their families by these policies may be forced to send a portion of their 

income abroad or spend less of their savings in Canada, reducing the overall economic 

benefit Canada could otherwise gain from international students. 

 

With new caps on study permits heightening competition, it is essential that the international 

students selected for these limited spaces come to the country based on their talent and 

potential to contribute to Canadian society, rather than their family circumstances. 
 

4 ApplyBoard. “ApplyInsights: Applicant Age a Major Factor in Canadian Student Visa Approval.” August 18, 2021. 

https://www.applyboard.com/blog/applyinsights-applicant-age-a-major-factor-in-canadian-student-visa-appro   

val 

5 Statista. “Number of study permit holders with a valid permit in Canada from 2000 to 2022.” July 2023. 

https://statista.com/statistics/555117/number-of-international-students-at-years-end-canada-2000-2014/ 

6 Yuqian Lu and Feng Hou. “Foreign workers in Canada: Changing composition and employment incidences of work 

permit holders.” Statistics Canada, October 25, 2023. 

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/36-28-0001/2023010/article/00004-eng.htm 

https://www.applyboard.com/blog/applyinsights-applicant-age-a-major-factor-in-canadian-student-visa-approval
https://www.applyboard.com/blog/applyinsights-applicant-age-a-major-factor-in-canadian-student-visa-approval
https://statista.com/statistics/555117/number-of-international-students-at-years-end-canada-2000-2014/
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/36-28-0001/2023010/article/00004-eng.htm
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Burdening them with unnecessary barriers such as spousal work restrictions could deter the 

most qualified applicants and introduce additional mental health, economic, and logistical 

difficulties for international mature students. By reinstating spousal work permits for all study 

permit holders, Canada can better align its policies with its values, enhance its global 

competitiveness, and maximize the economic and social benefits of international education. 

 

Recommendation 6 

Count any in-Canada employment hours a PhD student works during their degree 

towards Canadian experience for Canadian Experience Class PR stream, to ensure we 

retain top-tier talent in the country. 

 

Currently, hours worked by international students during their enrollment at Canadian 

post-secondary institutions do not count toward the work experience requirements for the 

Canadian Experience Class (CEC) Express Entry stream for Permanent Residency. While we do 

not wish to encourage students to prioritize excessive work over their studies, PhD students 

represent a unique case. Unlike typical post-secondary learners, PhD students are scholars 

who contribute significantly through research, lab management, teaching, and mentoring. 

Many of these activities, such as teaching and research assistantships, are undertaken under 

formal employment contracts and align with the skilled work typically recognized under the 

CEC stream, but currently do not qualify for CEC eligibility. 

Under current policies, international PhD graduates must accrue an additional year of work 

experience outside their studies before becoming eligible for CEC Permanent Residency. This 

creates unnecessary barriers and delays for these highly qualified individuals, potentially 

discouraging them from pursuing permanent settlement in Canada and applying their 

expertise here. By allowing hours worked in formal employment during their studies to count 

toward the CEC requirements, Canada can better support the retention of top-tier talent and 

foster long-term contributions from international PhD graduates. 

Recommendation 7 

Cut down on processing times for study permit renewals and post-graduate work 

permits to ensure that a student’s continued enrollment in educational programs or a 

graduate’s participation in the workforce is not impeded. 

Efficient processing times for study permit renewals and post-graduate work permits are 

critical to supporting international students’ success. Delays in these processes can cause 

significant disruptions, forcing students to pause their studies and creating uncertainty for 
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graduates seeking to transition into the workforce. Such delays not only impact individuals 

but also undermine Canada’s ability to fully benefit from the contributions of international 

students and graduates. 

We are particularly concerned about the implications of the recent cancellation of expedited 

processing streams like the Student Direct Stream and Nigeria Student Express. As applicants 

from high-volume countries such as India and China are redirected to the regular study 

permit processing stream, there is a significant risk of straining existing resources and 

causing extensive delays. Without adequate preparation and resource allocation, this shift 

could create a substantial backlog, further prolonging processing times for all applicants. 

To address this, we urge IRCC to implement robust contingency plans to accommodate the 

increased volume of applications in the regular stream. Investments in staffing and 

streamlined processing systems are essential to preventing bottlenecks. 

Recommendation 8 

Increase the pool of in-Canada trained Francophone graduates eligible for 

permanent residency by mandating that 5% of study permits issued by provinces 

outside of Quebec are for French speakers. 

 

To meet the federal government’s ambitious targets for increasing Francophone immigration 

outside Quebec, CASA recommends mandating that 5% of study permits issued by provinces 

outside Quebec be allocated to French-speaking students. This policy would contribute 

significantly to building a competitive pool of in-Canada-trained Francophone graduates 

eligible for permanent residency, directly supporting Canada’s goals for Francophone 

immigration and integration. 

 

With the government prioritizing permanent residency pathways for in-Canada applicants, 

leveraging study permit allocations to attract Francophone students offers a practical 

mechanism for establishing a qualified pool for Francophone immigration outside Quebec. By 

setting this minimum threshold, provinces and institutions will be incentivized to actively 

recruit French-speaking students, fostering the growth of Francophone communities across 

Canada. This approach aligns with existing initiatives to support Francophone institutions, 

such as the Francophone Minority Communities Student Pilot, while also expanding 

opportunities to bilingual students attending Anglophone institutions. 
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Although 5% of study permits represents a modest proportion of total admissions, it provides 

a vital starting point for a strategy that encourages provinces and institutions to consider 

language diversity in their selection processes. This measure would ensure the development 

of a substantial, competitive pool of Francophone graduates who are well-equipped to 

contribute to Canada’s social, cultural, and economic fabric, furthering national goals for 

bilingualism and multiculturalism. 

 

Recommendation 9 

Modify the conditions for study permits to allow international students to participate in 

co-op terms and internships that are essential to their program of study without the 

need to obtain a separate work permit. 

 

Co-op opportunities and internship programs are an integral part of the learning experience 

for post-secondary students, allowing them to gain practical skills, put their classroom 

knowledge into action, and improve their future employability. This is an increasingly popular 

component of Canadian post-secondary education: in 2024, 55% of graduating students 

reported to have engaged in some kind of Work-Integrated Learning experience.7 Currently, 

however, international students who are required to undertake a co-op, internship, or other 

form of Work-Integrated Learning as part of their studies in Canada are required to obtain a 

separate work permit to do so.8 This requirement imposes unnecessary costs, administrative 

burdens, and potential delays on international students, all of which can hinder their ability to 

complete essential program requirements. 

 

CASA recommends that international students with study permits be allowed to participate in 

mandatory Work-Integrated Learning without needing a separate work permit, aligning this 

policy with the existing exemption on maximum weekly work hours for study permit holders 

employed on-campus. This change would reduce bureaucratic obstacles and support 

international students in fully engaging with their academic programs. 

 

The opportunity to engage in work-integrated learning is vital to the international student 

experience, allowing them to succeed in their programs and to bring specialized knowledge 

and diversity to Canadian employers as part of their studies. 

7 Canadian University Survey Consortium. 2024 Graduating Student Survey Master Report. June 2024. 

https://cusc-ccreu.ca/wordpress/?page_id=32&lang=en p. 9. 

8 Government of Canada. “Guide 5580 - Applying for a Work Permit - Student Guide - online application.” Accessed 

December 5, 2024. 

https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/application/application-forms-guides/guid   

e-5580-applying-work-permit-student-guide.html 

https://cusc-ccreu.ca/wordpress/?page_id=32&lang=en
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/application/application-forms-guides/guide-5580-applying-work-permit-student-guide.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/application/application-forms-guides/guide-5580-applying-work-permit-student-guide.html


9 

 

 

 

If you have any questions about these recommendations, please contact policy@casa.ca. 

 

About CASA 

The Canadian Alliance of Student Associations (CASA) is a non-partisan, not-for-profit 

advocacy organization representing students at 26 student associations across the country 

Through our partnership with the Quebec Student Union/Union étudiante du Québec (UEQ), 

CASA represents 395,000 students across Canada. CASA advocates for accessible, 

affordable, innovative, and high quality post-secondary education in Canada. For over 25 

years, CASA has done so successfully through policy and research development, awareness 

campaigns, government relations efforts, and partnerships with other stakeholders in the 

post secondary education sector. Part of this work is ensuring that conversations surrounding 

post-secondary education are undertaken with the most up-to-date information and with 

direct feedback from students and other leading advocacy stakeholders across the country. 

mailto:policy@casa.ca

