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Purpose 
1. This paper:

• explains the differences between student visa numbers and international student
enrolment numbers, highlights certain issues with the data collected, and discusses
why student visa numbers are used as a lead indicator for international student
enrolment numbers

• summarises the provisional international student enrolment numbers for the
calendar year to 31 August 20171 and the January 2018 student visa numbers.

Background 
2. International student enrolment numbers, and the sectors in which they study, are often

used to assess the state of the international education industry. International student
enrolment numbers are also important for industry planning, and for government policy
makers. As the lead government agency for international education, Education New
Zealand (ENZ) reports student visa and international student enrolment numbers to
industry and government.

3. ENZ defines an international student as a non-resident who has expressly entered New
Zealand with the intention of studying here or has enrolled with a New Zealander provider
offshore. Included in this definition are international PhD students, exchange students,
NZ Aid students, foreign research postgraduate students and full fee-paying international
students. Those not counted as international students include Australian citizens and
residents, work visa holders, dependents or partners of migrants working in New Zealand
and dependents of foreign diplomats or military personnel.

International student enrolment numbers 
4. International student enrolment numbers are provided to ENZ by the Ministry of

Education (MoE). The numbers are obtained from two sources:
• the single data return (SDR), completed each trimester by all institutions that receive

government student funding2

• a manual system to capture the balance of international students from unfunded
English language schools (ELS) and private training establishment (PTE) providers.

5. Sometimes providers submit their data late to the MoE, and the MoE needs to extract
and cleanse the submitted data from a number of systems. Combined, these factors can
delay the international student enrolment numbers being provided to ENZ.

1 The number of international student enrolments are provisional until the full year international student 
enrolment numbers are available. 
2 These institutions include schools, intermediates, secondary schools, institutes of technology and 
polytechnics, universities, some English language schools and some private training establishments. 
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Provisional international student enrolment numbers 
6. A summary of the provisional international student enrolments for the calendar year to 31 

August 2017 is attached. This information has not yet been released by ENZ and will be 
made available on 7 March 2018. 

 
7. There were 106,021 international students enrolled with New Zealand providers in the 

calendar year to 31 August 2017, a 7% decrease compared to the same period in 2016. 
ENZ estimates that international education will contribute $4.4 billion to the New Zealand 
economy, slightly down from $4.5 billion in 2016.3 

 
8. The overall decrease in international student enrolments was driven by a 30% decrease 

in the unfunded PTE sector, partially offset by a 7% increase in the university sector. In 
January to August 2017 there were more international university students enrolled than in 
the full 2016 year. 

 
9. The decrease in the unfunded PTE sector also drove the 10% decrease in international 

students studying in Auckland, while growth in the university sector supported the 
increased international student enrolments in Canterbury, Manawatu-Whanganui and the 
Waikato. 

 
10. Due to the lag in the availability of the international student enrolment numbers, ENZ 

uses the student visa numbers as a lead indicator.  
 

Student visa numbers 
11. Non-New Zealand residents wishing to study here generally require a visa to enter New 

Zealand. However, people from visa waiver countries who enter New Zealand on a visitor 
visa are able to study on courses of three months duration or less without requiring a 
student visa 4. This predominantly affects the ELS sector and means international student 
enrolment numbers are greater than the number of student visas issued.  

 
12. International students transitioning from unfunded to funded education providers can be 

double counted in international student enrolment numbers due to the reduced 
information collection requirements for unfunded providers. This is because students at 
unfunded PTEs and ELS do not receive the National Student Number which normally 
prevents double counting when students change providers. 

 
13. An idiosyncrasy of the system is that total student visas are calculated by adding the total 

of first time student visas and returning student visas together. The second and any 
subsequent student visas issued to a person are counted as returning student visas, 
regardless of when those visas are issued. As a result, total student visa numbers can be 
artificially inflated, as shown below. 

 

                                                
 
3 ENZ is currently undertaking a full economic value analysis of the industry for 2017 which includes 
surveying international students to find out how much they spend while studying in New Zealand. 
4 There are approximately 60 visa waiver countries whose citizens can be granted visitors visas on 
arrival for stays of three months or less. Some visa waiver countries are major student markets such 
as Korea and Japan. 
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 Ralph is an international student arriving from a non-visa waiver country 
and intends to study at a New Zealand university. To improve his 
English, he first enrols with an ELS for a short course and his first time 
student visa is issued.  

After completing the course, Ralph enters university. The visa gets 
reissued to reflect the change in provider. Now Ralph has had a first time 
student visa plus a returning student visa. The total student visa numbers 
have now been inflated by one. Paying for his tuition a semester at a time 
or changing providers will result in additional returning student visas 
being issued and inflate total student visa numbers, while the physical 
student count remains as one. 

 
14. Due to this issue, ENZ focuses on first time student visas to indicate the number of new 

international students being attracted to New Zealand and valid student visas as a lead 
indicator for international student enrolment numbers. 

 
15. Valid student visas are the number of people holding a student visa at the beginning of 

each month. Comparing valid student visas month on month, or month to month (for 
different years), can provide a more accurate measure of international student enrolment 
numbers than total student visas. ENZ still uses total student visas for some analysis as 
the valid student visa data does not contain some of the information contained in the total 
valid student visa data, such as whether the students are exchange students, vocational 
trainees, or dependants of migrants.  

 
16. The graph below shows the difference between international student enrolment, total 

student visa5 and valid student visa numbers. It identifies the artificial inflation in visa 
numbers between total student visas and valid student visas, along with the disparity 
between international student enrolment numbers and visas. The disparity is due to 
international students studying in New Zealand on non-student visas, such as visitor or 
work visas. 

 

 
                                                
 
5 The uncharacteristic ‘dipping’ in total student visas between 2015 and 2017 is likely to be due to the 
decrease in Indian students who had previously paid for their study on a trimester basis. 
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January 2018 student visa numbers 
17. The attached January 2018 student visa numbers are the most recent student visa 

numbers available and were published by ENZ on 22 February 2018. 
 
18. The number of first time student visas approved in January 2018 was 7% higher than in 

January 2017. As the peak processing time for student visas is February to March, this 
increase may be due to the ‘front-load effect’ when more international students apply for 
visas early, enabling Immigration New Zealand to process the visas ahead of the normal 
peak processing months. 

 
19. The increase in first time student visa numbers was driven by India, Japan and Germany 

and was partly offset by decreases from China, the United States and Latin America. 
Notably, January 2018 saw a continuation of the trend in first time Chinese student visa 
numbers being below the first time student visa numbers from the same month in the 
previous year – this trend started in May 2017. 

 
20. At 1 February 2018 there were 77,756 valid student visas, a 4% increase compared to 1 

February 2017. The PTE sector, down 12%, was the only sector to see a decrease in 
valid student visas. The university sector had the largest increase in valid student visas 
with the rebalancing towards high-level qualifications continuing.  

 

Next steps 
21. On 7 March 2018, ENZ will release the international student enrolment numbers for the 

calendar year to 31 August 2017. 
 
22. ENZ expects to receive the 2017 full year international student enrolment data from the 

MoE in the next few weeks. This will be one major input into ENZ’s biennial economic 
valuation analysis of international education, which is currently underway. 










