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What are the main immigration routes available for international students looking to work in 

the UK? 

The main routes are the Graduate route (from 1st July 2021) and the Skilled Worker route. The 

Graduate route allows you to stay and work or look for work in the UK for two years (three years 

if you have a PhD). You have to apply for it, but it is an unsponsored route so you don’t need 

to have found a job to apply. Under the Skilled Worker route, you are sponsored by an 

employer to do a job that has to meet certain salary and skills requirements (see Which 

employers are most likely to sponsor me?), and after 5 years you can apply to settle in the UK. 

You can apply for a sponsored job from within the UK - “switching” from your student visa or 

from the Graduate route - or you can apply from your home country. 

 

Should I look for a sponsored job or just use the Graduate route? 

It depends on your goals. If you want to work in the UK for a relatively short period, to gain 

valuable experience before returning to your home country or moving to a third country, you 

may not need to look at sponsored jobs as the Graduate route would give you enough time. 

Simply apply to the Graduate route and explain to employers that you are eligible to work in 

the UK for the relevant period.   

 

You can also apply for a job that an employer is offering sponsorship for, even if at this stage 

you are not intending to stay in the UK long term, as your plans may evolve. It is always prudent 

however to emphasise to employers your commitment to a role so that you “leave the door 

open” for longer-term opportunities.  

If you want to work in the UK for longer tha

https://www.ukcisa.org.uk/information--advice/working/working-after-studies#layer-6809
https://www.gov.uk/start-up-visa
https://www.gov.uk/start-up-visa
https://www.gov.uk/innovator-visa
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to do this and need to return to your home country, remember you can still apply for sponsored 

jobs under the Skilled Worker route from outside the UK and in certain circumstances you may 

still be eligible for the new entrant discount (see UKCISA’s Eligible jobs and salaries, “new 

entrants”).  

Another option may be applying for a Temporary Worker - Government Authorised 

Exchange visa (T5), which allows you to carry out work experience in the UK for 12 months 

(sometimes extendable to 24 months).  You will need to find an employer willing to offer you 

a suitable supernumerary role before you can apply for a certificate of sponsorship from one 

of the overarching bodies that have been licensed to run these schemes – with this type of 

https://www.ukcisa.org.uk/Information--Advice/Working/Working-after-studies#layer-6784
https://www.ukcisa.org.uk/Information--Advice/Working/Working-after-studies#layer-6784
https://www.gov.uk/government-authorised-exchange
https://www.gov.uk/government-authorised-exchange
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/immigration-rules/immigration-rules-appendix-n-authorised-exchange-schemes
https://www.accesstier5.com/
https://www.accesstier5.com/
https://tier5intern.com/about-the-scheme
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/immigration-rules/immigration-rules-appendix-skilled-occupations
https://www.ukcisa.org.uk/Information--Advice/Working/Working-after-studies#layer-6784
https://www.ukcisa.org.uk/Information--Advice/Working/Working-after-studies#layer-6784
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/register-of-licensed-sponsors-workers
http://www.studentcircus.com/
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“I am eligible to work in the UK for a two-year period (insert three years if you are a PhD student) 

once my studies end if I apply to the Graduate visa, which does not require employer 

sponsorship. I am also eligible to apply for permission to work under the Skilled Worker visa upon 

receipt of a qualifying job offer from a sponsoring employer. You can access government 

guidance on these routes here. Recruiting International Graduates: A Guide for Employers, 

endorsed by the Institute of Student Employers and the CBI, is also useful”.  

Note that this employer guide, which AGCAS wrote in conjunction with the ISE, CBI and others, 

advises employers:  

It is illegal for employers to discriminate against international students: whilst the law requires 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-points-based-immigration-system-employer-information/the-uks-points-based-immigration-system-an-introduction-for-employers
https://www.ukcisa.org.uk/Research--Policy/Policy-and-lobbying/International-Student-Employability-Group
https://www.bailii.org/uk/cases/UKEAT/2009/0305_08_0902.html
https://www.gov.uk/settled-status-eu-citizens-families/applying-for-settled-status?utm_campaign=EU_SettlementScheme(apply)&utm_medium=PaidSearch&utm_source=GoogleBing&utm_content=ExpandedLink&gclsrc=aw.ds&&gclid=Cj0KCQjwl9GCBhDvARIsAFunhsng1anV0XkBnykWNzQOFx44OppssSYscH4qGERAVhGgqYijLDho1BkaAhpREALw_wcB
https://www.gov.uk/settled-status-eu-citizens-families/applying-for-settled-status?utm_campaign=EU_SettlementScheme(apply)&utm_medium=PaidSearch&utm_source=GoogleBing&utm_content=ExpandedLink&gclsrc=aw.ds&&gclid=Cj0KCQjwl9GCBhDvARIsAFunhsng1anV0XkBnykWNzQOFx44OppssSYscH4qGERAVhGgqYijLDho1BkaAhpREALw_wcB
http://www.ukcisa.org.uk/

