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Introduction & Method

The International Prospective Student Study (IPSS) was designed to help Canadian postsecondary 
institutions better understand their prospective international students’ situations, concerns, and plans 
for the Fall. The IPSS was designed by Academica Group in partnership with Maple Assist. 

• The first wave of the IPSS was conducted in April 2020 with 25 postsecondary institutions across 
Canada (13 colleges and polytechnics and 12 universities). A total of 16,649 international 
prospective students from 180 countries completed the survey during this time frame. 

• The second wave of the IPSS was conducted in May 2020. A total of 2,952 students from the first 
wave participated. 

We will be continuing to survey these international prospective students throughout the spring and 
summer of 2020. 



Respondent Profile



Demographic Profile
GENDER AGE

50% of respondents 
were Women and 

49% Men. 

Most of the students 
who participated were 

24 years old or 
younger (59%)

WAVE 1

WAVE 2

51% of respondents 
were Men and 47% 

Women.

Over half were 24 
years old or 

younger (54%)



Demographic Profile
INSTITUTION TYPE STATUS

69% had been admitted to a 
university, while 31% had 

been admitted to a college. 

53% of students had already paid 
their fees. 13% had obtained their 
study permit, while 39% were in 

the process of applying. 

WAVE 1

WAVE 2

57% had been admitted to a 
university, while 43% had been 

admitted to a college. 

Students had typically already paid 
their fees (51%) and either had 
(22%) or were in the process of 

applying for (33%) a study permit. 



Key Findings



Please indicate your level of agreement with the following; 
Wave1, n=16,649; Wave 2, n=2,952; 

Students are worried about 
getting to Canada and 

documentation. Concerns 
about travel restrictions and 
visa, study, or work permits 
have intensified between 

Waves 1 and 2.

Top Concerns – COVID-19 and PSE

Wave 1 
Agreed or Strongly Agreed

Wave 2
Agreed or Strongly Agreed

83% 87%

79% 86%

77% 77%

76% 72%

58% 69%

FUTURE AIR TRAVEL 
RESTRICTIONS

OBTAINING A 
WORK PERMIT

DELAY IN VISA OR 
STUDY PERMIT

IRREGULAR START 
TO THE SEMESTER

PERSONAL HEALTH 
AND WELLBEING



Planned start date; Wave1, n=16,649; 
At this time, are you planning to enroll in college or university in 
September? Wave 2, n=2,952; 
Why are you unsure? Wave 2, n=377; 
Why are you no longer planning to attend? Wave 2, n=284

Plans for Fall 2020

The majority are still planning 
to attend PSE in the fall. The 

main reason for not attending 
or being uncertain is travel 

restrictions. However, 
uncertainty around the 

delivery model for the Fall is 
also causing students to 

hesitate. 

55%

47%

38%

37%

33%

Travel restrictions

Uncertainty about
whether classes will be

online or in-person

Study permit difficulties

Health concerns related
to the coronavirus

Financial reasons

83% HAD PLANNED TO START 
CLASSES SEPTEMBER 2020

78% STILL PLAN TO ENROL 
IN PSE IN THE FALL

10%
ARE NO LONGER 
PLANNING TO ENROL IN 
THE FALL

13% NEED MORE TIME TO 
DECIDE

REASONS



What are your top three concerns about studying abroad?
Wave 2, n=2,862

When it comes to travelling 
abroad to study, most 

students are concerned about 
whether they will be able to 
obtain a study permit, their 
finances, and the mode of 

delivery they will study 
through.

Top Concerns about Studying Abroad

55%

36%

31%

30%

26%

26%

24%

24%

15%

5%

3%

3%

Obtaining a study permit

Finances (paying for school)

Mode of delivery (in-person vs. online)

Health & safety in Canada

Quarantine for international visitors to Canada

Receiving an admission decision from…

Air travel

Clarification of work-permit/immigration rules

Obtaining student housing

Health & safety in my home country

Other

I have no concerns



If in-person classes are not 
available when they are 

supposed to start studying, 
most students would prefer to 

remain registered, but are 
divided between delaying 

starting their classes or 
beginning them online. 53%

42%

3% 1%

Keep registration and defer
until in-person possible
Keep registration and begin
classes online
Cancel registration for a
refund
Other

52%

44%
2%2%

Wave 1

Wave 2

If in-person classes are not possible when you are supposed to 
start studying in Canada, which of the following options would 
you most prefer?; Wave1, n=16,649; Wave 2, n=2,952

Preferred Alternative to In-Person Classes



When first asked, one-fifth of 
students were not willing to 

take online classes (19%). 
Since then, the number of 
students unwilling to take 

classes online has increased 
(23%). 

Would you be willing to take classes online if in-person classes 
were not possible?; Wave 1, n=16,649 Wave 2, n=2,952

Willingness to take Online Classes

18%

19%

63%

Don't know

No

Yes

Wave 1

17%

23%

61%

Don't know

No

Yes

Wave 2



When you start your studies, if schools are offering the option of 
attending in-person with social distancing measures or attending 
online which would you prefer? Wave 2, n=2,881

Preference if Social Distancing Measures Implemented

If social distancing measures 
are implemented, the 

majority of students would 
prefer to attend in-person 

classes. 

77%
WOULD 

ATTEND IN-
PERSON 
CLASSES

16% 
WOULD 
ATTEND 
ONLINE

7% 
UNSURE



Please indicate whether you own or have access to each of the 
following: Wave 2, n=2,881

Access to Technology

While international students 
have access to most 

technology necessary for 
online learning, one-third do 
not have a reliable internet 

connection. 

94% HAVE A DESKTOP COMPUTER OR 
LAPTOP

82% HAVE A WEBCAM

75% HAVE A PLACE TO WORK 
UNINTERRUPTED

66% HAVE A RELIABLE INTERNET 
CONNECTION

81% HAVE A MICROPHONE



How comfortable are you with using technology for online 
learning (e.g., uploading documents, viewing video, using a 
microphone, using a webcam)? Wave 2, n=2,881

Comfort Level with Technology

52%
VERY OR EXTREMELY 

COMFORTABLE

43%
SLIGHTLY OR MODERATELY 

COMFORTABLE
NOT AT ALL 

COMFORTABLE

5%
About half of the surveyed 

students said that they were 
very or extremely comfortable 

with using technology for 
online learning.



Which of the following would help you prepare for 
college/university? Wave 2, n=2,881

Helpful Resources for PSE

Online information sessions 
and an explanation of 

available supports for online 
learning were named as the 
two most helpful resources 
for international students 

preparing for PSE.

53%

47%

38%

38%

38%

35%

31%

30%

30%

30%

Online information session about the
school/program

Explanation of supports available to me to
support online learning

Live chat with other students planning to
enroll this Fall

Video that demonstrates online learning

Observe an online class

Live chat with professors

Video about student life

Virtual campus tour

Live chat with current students

Live chat with recruitment staff



Are you receiving adequate information from Canadian 
institutions about how the coronavirus may affect your 
enrolment? Wave 2,  n=2,881 Generally speaking, how satisfied 
are you with the following aspects of Canadian schools’ response 
to the coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic? Wave 1, n=16,649

Communication from Canadian Institutions

Just over half of students felt 
that they were receiving 

adequate information from 
their institution about how 

COVID-19 would impact their 
enrolment. Students were 

particularly satisfied with the 
number of communications 

received. Yes, 53%

No, 47%

ADEQUATE 
INFORMATION 

FROM CANADIAN 
INSTITUTIONS

57%

48%

45%

Number of
communications

received

Clarity of instructions
on what to do next

Supports offered to
students in light of the

pandemic

SATISFACTION WITH 
COMMUNICATION
Satisfied or very satisfied



How could communications related to COVID-19 be improved?  
Wave 2, n=2,881

Improvements to Communication

Communications could be 
improved with greater clarity 
about how learning will take 
place and next steps in the 

admissions process.  

73%

62%

47%

47%

33%

2%

2%

3%

Greater clarity about how learning will
take place in September

Greater clarity about next steps in
admission process

More frequent communication

More information about how students'
health and safety will be protected

Centralized platform/channel with all
updates

Less frequent communication

Other

No improvement needed



Due to the coronavirus (COVID-19), do you expect financial 
support from the college / university that you attend?
What type of financial support would you most prefer? 
Wave 2, n=2,862

Financial Support Expectations

Half of international students 
are expecting financial 

support from their institution. 
The most preferred form of 
support is a tuition discount.  

67%

20%

10%

2%

2%

Tuition fee discount

Increased scholarship amount

Housing support

Ancillary fee discount

Other

53%
ARE EXPECTING 

FINANCIAL SUPPORT 
FROM THEIR 
INSTITUTION

PREFERRED SUPPORT



Research 
Implications



GETTING TO CANADA IS TOP-OF-MIND 

There is a risk of losing a substantive part of the 
international cohort for the Fall semester if concerns and 
uncertainties are not addressed, but this is not due to 
reduced interest in Canada. 

Students are concerned about travel restrictions and their 
ability to obtain visas, study, and work permits. The 
majority want to hold their registration until in-person 
classes begin, or participate if social distancing is 
implemented. 

As a result, effective tactics should be focused on 
identifying ways to mitigate concerns about delivery 
models, travel, and permit acquisition. 



INSTITUTIONS NEED AN INTERNATIONAL-
SPECIFIC STRATEGY FOR ANY ONLINE 
DELIVERY 

Those who will be studying from locations in other 
countries will face additional, unique barriers that must be 
addressed. The most notable barriers include access to 
reliable internet, availability of a workspace, and 
significant time zone differences that add an extra layer of 
complexity to synchronous learning.



FOR FULLY ONLINE EDUCATION, 
INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS EXPECT TO SEE 
A CHANGE TO TUITION AND FEES 

About one-fifth do not want to study online, and many will 
only do so if tuition is significantly reduced. Many 
international students explained that they are willing to 
pay higher costs for the Canadian experience, and 
additionally expressed concerns that online learning 
would not be equal in quality to an in-person education. 

As a result of this perceived difference in value, many 
students expect to see a reduction to their tuition and 
fees.  



COMMUNICATION IS PARAMOUNT

Even without a global pandemic, the international student 
journey is a daunting one, so the need for clear 
communications is particularly critical now. 

Students felt that there was room for improvement in 
several areas of their institutions’ communications, and 
encouraged more detail around the admissions process 
and the plan for September. 



131 Wharncliffe Rd S
London ON
N6J 2K4
e. info@academica.ca

This report was published by Academica Group. 

Maple Assist Inc.
Suite 600
10 Dundas Street East,
Toronto, Ontario
M5B2G9
e. hello@mapleassist.com

The study was conducted in partnership with Maple Assist. 
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