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Transferring to a new school is one 
of the most stressful changes of child-
hood. 

But when Erin Lee switched to a new 
elementary school, she was changing 
her life. 

Six years ago, Erin’s parents decided 
she, her brother, and mother would 
move to Canada from South Korea 
so the children could study in B.C. 
schools, learn English, and secure 
their educational futures. 

For four years the family lived an 
ocean apart so her father could work 
in Korea while Erin completed Grades 
4 to 7 at Vancouver’s Queen Mary  
Elementary. 

“We were actually going to stay,” 
recalled Erin, who now is in Grade 9 
at the Seoul offshore B.C. Collegiate 
Canada, “but it was really hard to live 
away from my dad.”

She is one of the 14,000 internation-
al students who enrol in B.C.’s K-12 
schools each year, infusing public 
and private school budgets with more 
than $168 million in funding. The vast 
majority are enrolled in one of nine 
of the Lower Mainland’s largest dis-
tricts, contributing $139 million prov-

incewide to bolster the cash-strapped 
public system.

B.C.’s international education strat-
egy aims to boost the numbers of K-12 
foreign students by another 6,000 by 
2015-16. Ministry of Education fig-
ures show enrolments so far have ris-
en by 2,200 students, up from 11,918 
in 2010-11 to 14,135 in 2013-14. But 
several factors — new B.C. offshore 
schools that reduce the need for fam-
ily separations, as well as economic 
and capacity issues — could stem the 
flow in future. 

B.C.’s K-12 schools first reached out 
to foreign students in the 1990s as a 
revenue solution to shrinking enrol-
ment and budgets. 

Barbara Onstad, who’s served as the 
Vancouver School Board’s manager of 
international education for 16 years, 
said in the early days the district wel-
comed a scant 100 to 200 such stu-
dents a year. Today, it has one of B.C.’s 
largest programs, enrolling 1,290 
international students in 2013-14 — 
most from China, Korea, and Hong 
Kong — and charging each $13,000. 
“Parents believe this will make their 
child completely bilingual, which it 
does,” she said. “The goal for parents 
is to broaden opportunities for these 
students to go to post-secondary in 
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Barbara Onstad, manager of 
international education for the 
VSB, says learning English is a 
goal for foreign students. 



Canada, the U.S. or English-speak-
ing countries.”

The benefits to B.C. schools aren’t 
just financial. Onstad said domes-
tic students experience cross-cultur-
al exchange while foreign students 
often promote Canada once they 
return home and help forge lasting 
international links.

Coquitlam is another big player in 
B.C.’s foreign student market, with 
1,150 students in 2013-14. 

Patricia Gartland, Coquitlam’s 
assistant superintendent of interna-
tional education, said South Korea 
was once the dominant market, but 
demographics have shifted.

“Korea really opened up around 
1999 in allowing students to study 
overseas,” Gartland explained. 
“There was just an explosion of their 
international students studying all 
over the world.”

But demand fell off during the 2008 
financial crisis, the country boost-
ed its own public school English 
options, and B.C. offshore schools 
began to open. Now 42 per cent of 
the district’s foreign students are 
Chinese, 38 per cent Korean.

Across Canada, there are 100  
districts with K-12 international  
programs in 10 provinces, represent-
ed by the Canadian Association of 
Public Schools with International 
Programs (CAPS-I). At least 40,000 
students join these boards each year 
for a semester or year; 18,000 more 
come for shorter stays.

These students are essential not 
only financially but inter-cultural-
ly, said CAPS-I executive director 
Bonnie McKie. 

“They bring diversity to places 
where you don’t have that immi-
grant population, to raise the global 
awareness of Canadian students in 
their schools.”

McKie said that despite the rise of 
offshore schools, she believes some 
K-12 internationals will always pre-
fer to visit Canada for the unique 
homestay experience.

Yet other students, like Erin Lee, 
who formerly studied — and strug-
gled — in B.C., can now learn the 
B.C. curriculum in their home coun-
tries with their families. 

And more of them are doing so. 
Aaron Sagong, for example, spent 

three years living with his mother 

and studying at Abbotsford’s Clay-
burn Middle School after suffer-
ing bullying in his Korean primary 
school. At first, being a foreign stu-
dent was even tougher.

“I was really terrible at speaking 
English,” he recalled. “I couldn’t 
understand what the teacher was 
saying for about three months.”

Eventually Aaron made progress, 
but pined for his extended fami-
ly. In the interim, the B.C. offshore 
school CBIS opened in Seoul, and 
his parents enrolled him in Grade 7 
there last year. On his first day, he 
was handed the same social stud-
ies handout he’d worked on in Can-
ada, making the curriculum adjust-
ment seamless. Now, Aaron said, “I 
am close to my family and learning 
the exact same thing.”

If more foreign families choose 
offshores in future, it could impede 
B.C. K-12 student recruitment goals. 
But some stakeholders don’t think 
that’s a bad thing. 

Participants in a series of 2013 K-12 
International Education Region-

al Roundtables advised the prov-
ince to scale back its 2015-16 tar-
gets due to fears of straining capaci-
ty. They cited concerns about class-
room space and English Language 
Learner resources and questioned 
their ability to find enough local 
homestays. 

“It’s nice to speak of growth in 
international student programs, 
but we need also need to beef up 
infrastructure,” Onstad said. “Do 
we have enough materials translat-
ed, do we have people to assist them, 
what support do we have once they 
are here?”

Rural districts that have yet to max-
imize foreign programs may be bet-
ter able to handle an influx. 

Saanich school district,  for 
instance, which enrols 300 mostly 
Chinese foreign students each year, 
has been courting new markets — 
from Norway to Japan and Vietnam 
to Cambodia — to ensure the sus-
tainability of its program. 

Steve Ziolkowski, international 
program agent liaison for Saanich, 

was blunt about the impact.
“It keeps schools from closing. 

Without the program, Parkland 
Secondary would be closed. And 
it allows schools to have a greater 
diversity of programming,” he said.

Ironically, Ziolkowski’s found 
Saanich’s relative lack of demo-
graphic diversity makes it attractive 
to Korea and other nations.

“Bizarrely, one of our key market-
ing strategies is that Saanich doesn’t 
have many Korean students. It 
makes it a more attractive destina-
tion, because they don’t want to just 
come and be part of a Korean expat 
community. They want an authen-
tic Canadian experience.”
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Aaron Sagong, left, spent three years at Abbotsford’s Clayburn Middle School. Here he poses with Ted 
Kim, Isabel Jung and Sunny Lee at the B.C. o!shore school CBIS in Seoul.   ELAINE O’CONNOR/PNG
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China:   22,700 students
South Korea:  15,200 students
Japan:   11,500 students
Brazil:   8,500 students
Saudi 
Arabia:   7,600 students
Mexico:   4,200 students
India:   3,700 students
Taiwan:   3,200 students
U.S.:   2,800 students
Switzerland:  2,200 students

Source: 2012 data from Update on 
the Economic Impact of International 
Education in B.C.,  BCCIE 2013 
report, Roslyn Kunin and Associates

Foreign student sources
International education 
is a huge industry in B.C., 
contributing $2.3 billion to the 
provincial economy in 2013 alone 
— almost as much as our forestry 
industry.
B.C. attracted 112,800 
international students from 160 
countries in 2012-13, according 
to the latest Ministry of Education 
statistics, the majority — some 70 
per cent — coming from Asia. 
B.C.’s current International 
Education Strategy aims to boost 
these numbers by 50 per cent by 
2015-16 to generate even greater 
economic benefits and create a 
“social gateway” between B.C. 
and the Asia Pacific.
Until recently, most of our foreign 
students were Korean: 17,900 
studied in B.C. in 2011 alone. Two 
years ago, China eclipsed Korea, 
yet Korea remains a “country of 
focus” for B.C. and still its No. 2 
source of students. Some 15,200 
Korean students attended our 
facilities in 2012, spending $223 
million. Of these, 9,300 Koreans 
attended B.C. language schools, 
spending $65.6 million, 3,300 
attended K-12 schools, spending 
$77.5 million, 2,200 attended 
public post-secondaries, 
spending $66.5 million and 400 
went to private post-secondaries, 
spending $13.6 million. 
International students don’t just 
spend money, they create jobs 
and pay taxes: Foreign students 
generated 23,400 education 
jobs in B.C. in 2011-12 and $75 
million in government revenue, 
according to a 2013 report by 
the B.C. Council for International 
Education. No wonder B.C. aims 
to boost their numbers.
Education ministry officials stress 
the province is “on track to meet 
its commitment” of drawing 
47,000 more international 
students to B.C. by 2015-16. 
The goal is to add 6,000 foreign 
students to the K-12 sector, 
14,000 to the public post-
secondary sector, 5,500 to the 
private post- secondary sector 
and 21,500 to language schools.
To date, B.C. has seen a 
2,000-student increase in K-12 
since 2010-11, a 7,600-student 
increase in public post-secondary 
since 2009-10, a 4,000-student 
increase in private post-
secondary since 2009-10, and 
a 6,200-student increase in 
language schools since 2009-10.
Overall, there’s been a 20-per-
cent increase in foreign students 
in B.C. and 28-per-cent increase in 
their spending since 2009-2010.
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In Part 3 of our 3-part series on 
B.C.’s international education 
economy, we examine why 
Canada and B.C. lag in sending our 
own students abroad to pursue 
international education.

Next up

For more information on this story, go to theprovince.comMore on the web


