Title of paper
The Credential Trap and the Community Response: Rethinking International Student Employability Support in Higher Education
Abstract
Introduction
New Zealand has one of the highest proportions of international students globally (Universities New Zealand, 2025b), with postgraduate students comprising 45% of international enrolments (Universities New Zealand, 2025a). At Victoria University of Wellington (VUW), international enrolments have increased notably, particularly in professional postgraduate programmes with clearly defined immigration pathways such as accounting, health, and teaching (VUW, 2026). While in‑study and post‑study work rights are central to international education recruitment strategies (Education New Zealand, 2025), international student employability outcomes in New Zealand remain under‑researched. Many students pursue higher education as part of an education–migration (edugration) trajectory, a phenomenon examined across migration studies, sociology, career development, and international education (Brunner, 2022; Brunner et al., 2024; King et al., 2024; Page & Ho, 2025; Udayanga, 2024). Brunner (2022) cautions against an oversimplified two‑step narrative of study to permanent residency, highlighting an under‑examined middle stage characterised by uncertainty between study, employment, visa transitions, and residency outcomes (Brunner et al., 2024).
Objective
This paper offers a reflective career‑practitioner analysis of the design and delivery of the pilot International Student Employability Programme at VUW in 2026. Consistent with Schön’s (1983) conception of reflective practice, professional action in complex and uncertain contexts is treated as a site of knowledge generation. The paper examines: (1) how the concepts of employability capital and the credential trap explain international student employability challenges; (2) how employability support for mature, career‑changer international students differs from domestic student provision; and (3) how sustainable employability support can be fostered through institutional collaboration and industry and community partnerships.
Theoretical Basis
The analysis is framed by the Employability Capital Growth Model (Donald, 2025), which identifies nine interrelated forms of capital, including scholastic, market‑value, career identity, social, and cultural capital. Reflecting on programme design and delivery, a recurring imbalance was evident among mature international students on edugration pathways: strong scholastic and market‑value capital contrasted with limited social and cultural capital relevant to the New Zealand labour market. Many students demonstrated a persistent belief that local qualifications alone would secure employment. However, research shows that foreign credentials are frequently devalued in destination labour markets (Han et al., 2022; Zikic & Klehe, 2021) and that New Zealand’s skills‑focused, relationship‑driven labour market places greater emphasis on local networks, cultural familiarity, and trust (Pham et al., 2024). This mismatch is conceptualised here as the credential trap.
Results
Drawing on reflection‑on‑action (Schön, 1983), analysis of programme interactions indicated that traditional university career support models which often focus on exploratory career development are insufficient for mature, career‑changer international students facing significant financial, familial, and immigration pressures. Effective employability support required proactive, culturally responsive career planning, including reality‑checking and recalibration of expectations (Zikic & Klehe, 2021). Students consistently underestimated the role of social and cultural capital, such as relationship‑building, unwritten workplace norms, and New Zealand‑specific communication styles (ISANA NZ, n.d.-b; Jackson, 2017). Opportunities to build these capitals emerged most strongly through engagement in volunteering, student networks, and community‑based activities (ISANA NZ, n.d.-a; Soltani & Donald, 2024), as well as structured alumni and employer networking initiatives.
Conclusion
International student employability outcomes cannot be delivered through career services alone. In alignment with Schön’s (1983) view of professional practice as situated and relational, employability capital is built primarily through participation in local communities, supported by institutions that actively broker access to employers, alumni, and inclusive community organisations. In the New Zealand context, sustainable international student employability support requires shared institutional responsibility and collaboration across higher education, industry, and community sectors.
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