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Kate’s Top 10 Secrets: How to Succeed in Canada! 

There are many unwritten rules in Canada that newcomers and their families need to 

know to succeed. Drawing on a lifetime of experience in Canada as a mother, and as a 

worker in education, banking, computers, and employment counselling, here are the 

10 most important secrets I’ve learned for succeeding socially, as well as in Canadian 

schools and workplaces: 

Keep in mind that these are MY OPINIONS about the most important ‘secrets’! I have 

started each secret on a new page so you can print one secret at a time if you want 

to use it as a reading exercise. There is a hyperlink to each of the secrets in the list 

below. 

1. CHILDREN & SCHOOL: Why doing everything the teacher ASKS and doing it RIGHT 

on an assignment DOESN’T get a 4/4. 

2. CHILDREN & SCHOOL: How to understand educational jargon on report cards. 

3. CHILDREN & SCHOOL: HOMEWORK - Parents are teachers, too! (& some resources 

to help them) 

4. WORKPLACE CULTURE: Why should everyone volunteer?  

5. WORKPLACE CULTURE: Small talk is important – but know WHEN to use it! 

6. WORKPLACE CULTURE:  Email: how to sound friendly but professional. 

7. WORKPLACE & SOCIAL CULTURE: Social rules for dealing with bosses and 

coworkers. 

8. SOCIAL CULTURE: How to break the ice & make friends with your neighbours & 

others. 

9. SOCIAL CULTURE: How to respond to invitations (accepting, declining & expressing 

uncertainty). 

10.SOCIAL CULTURE: What to bring (and NOT to bring!) when invited to a Canadian 

social event. 
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Kate’s Top Secrets: How to Succeed in Canada! 

Secret #1: CHILDREN & SCHOOL: Why doing everything the teacher ASKS and doing it 
RIGHT on an assignment DOESN’T get a 4/4: the first secret is the unspoken expectation that 
we will all do MORE than we are asked to do. It comes from the serious work ethic that most 
Canadians have (This applies at work, too! See Secret #4). 

Sample Assignment Rubric (out of 4)  

x Exceptional Work = at least 25% MORE than required! + All of w 

Examples of ways to get a 4/4:  

¶ Even in kindergarten, my kids made a cover page, which included their name, the teacher’s 

name, the title of the assignment and the date, for all assignments. When they were younger, 

they often drew a picture on the cover page. All assignments were handed in inside a plastic 

report cover (from the dollar store). 

¶ If kids are supposed to research 3 sources, research 4 sources (not Wikipedia after about 

Grade 4); remember, do at least 25% extra! 

¶ Kids who relate the topic to their own or their family’s experiences, or compare Canada to 

their home country will usually get extra points. 

¶ DON’T COPY & PASTE from the internet! Even in the lower grades, children who write in their 

own words get extra points. 

¶ Parents can & should help with all assignments! Check your child’s homework after he or she 

is finished. Teachers here expect children to be self-correcting, but kids need to learn how to 

do this from us, rather than from the teacher. 

 w Must be complete (= 60 to 100% of what was required) 

¶ Neat and easy to read  

¶ Must have date and name 

¶ Must be on time 

 v Incomplete (directions not followed) (= 50 to 60% of what was required) 

¶ Difficult to read  

¶ Has name, missing the date 

¶ May be on time 

u Incomplete (= less than 50% of what was required) 

¶  Difficult to read 

¶ May be missing name, date 

¶ Late or not handed in 
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Kate’s Top Secrets: How to Succeed in Canada! 

Secret #2: CHILDREN & SCHOOL: How to understand educational jargon on report cards: 

These are a sampling of actual report card comments with the names removed and meant as a 

starting point for sharing and discussion.* 

READING:  

4 = EXCELLENT 

What teachers WANT 

3 = GOOD (but 
NOT ENOUGH) 

2 = BARELY 
ACCEPTABLE 

1 = FAILING 

able to read 
independently 

able to read a 
passage of text 

is able to read a passage 
of text but  

tends to avoid reading ... 
requires assistance in 

order to read 

provides answers in 
depth and detail 

provides answers 
in some depth and 

detail 

experiences some 
difficulty in providing 
answers in depth and 

detail 

experiences significant 
difficulty in providing 

written answers in depth 
and detail  

good understanding 
of what he has read 

good 
understanding of 

the main 
elements  

needs to pause when 
unsure... may re-read to 

improve his understanding 

frequently needs to 
pause ... lacks 
confidence ... 

is able to summarize 
is able to 

summarize 
is learning to summarize 

is beginning to 
summarize 

is consistently able to 
provide evidence 

is able to provide 
evidence 

... is learning to provide 
evidence 

has a limited 
understanding ... is 
learning to provide 

evidence 

is able to read 

independently é 

is able to read for 
information and 
understanding 

is learning to read for 
information and 
understanding  

is beginning to read for 
information and 
understanding 

independently able to 
formulate questions, 

locate information, etc. 

is able to 
formulate 

questions, etc. 

With some assistance, 
is able to formulate 

questions, etc. 

with direct assistance, is 
able to formulate 
questions, etc. 

is able to 
independently select 

the materials he needs 

is able to select 
the materials she 

needs 

need some assistance 
to select the materials he 

needs 

requires individual 
assistance and 

guidance  to select the 

materials 

is independently able 
to decide on a specific 

purpose 

is able to decide 
on a specific 

purpose 

is learning to decide on 
a specific purpose 

requires individual 
assistance and guidance 

to decide é  

clearly communicate 
his essential 

understandings both 

verbally and in writing 

is able to 
communicate her 

understandings 
both verbally and 

in writing 

With guidance ... is able 
to communicate some of 

what he has read both 

verbally and in writing 

With direct guidance is 
able to communicate 

some of what she has 

read verbally 
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WRITING: 

4 (=80-100%) 3  (=60-80%) 2  (=40-60%) 1  (=0-40%) 

is able to apply all of the 
elements of writing 

is able to apply most 
of the elements of 

writing 

is able to apply some of 
the elements of writing 

With direct assistance 
student is able to apply 

some of the elements of 

writing 

consistently well edited generally well edited 
writing is improving but 

requires much more 
careful editing 

continues to require 1 to 1 
assistance in editing 

successfully applies 
spelling strategies to 

learn new words 

 applies spelling 
strategies to learn 

new words 

 sometimes remembers 
to apply spelling 

strategies to learn new 
words 

lacks confidence in her 
ability to spell and write 

words 

is able to effectively 
convey thoughts, 

feelings and emotions 

is able to convey 
thoughts, feelings 

and emotions 

is sometimes able to 
convey thoughts, feelings 

and emotions 

Often he under-estimates 
his own abilities 

is able to consistently 
apply the basic 

conventions of spelling, 
punctuation and 

grammar 

is able to apply the 
basic conventions of 
spelling, punctuation 

and grammar 

With assistance, 
Student is able to apply 

some of the basic 

conventions of spelling ... 

continues to require 1 to 1 
assistance in the editing 

process in order to apply the 
basic conventions of spelling 

... 

ORAL & VISUAL COMMUNICATION:  

4 3 2 1 

expresses her feelings and 
ideas with great 

confidence and clarity. 

expresses his feelings 
and ideas with 

confidence and 

clarity. 

expresses her feelings 
and ideas with 

increasing confidence 

and clarity. 

with support, expresses 
his feelings and ideas 
with some confidence 

and clarity. 

very involved in class 
discussions 

is involved in class 
discussions 

is becoming more 
actively involved in class 

discussions 

is learning to become 
involved in class 

discussions 

frequently contributes 
insightful questions and 

comments 

contributes 
insightful questions 

and comments 

contributes questions 
and comments 

is shy to contribute 
questions and comments 

excellent oral 

presentation skills 

good oral 

presentation skills 

improving oral 

presentation skills 

is learning oral 

presentation skills 

is able to provide strong 
evidence to support her 

opinion 

is able to provide 
sound evidence to 

support his opinion 

is able to provide some 
evidence to support her 

opinion 

is sometimes able to 
provide evidence to 

support his opinion 

speaks with confidence 
and clarity 

speaks with 
increased confidence 

and clarity 

is learning to speak with 
greater confidence 

is shy to speak 

 
Condensed by Kate Maven from http://schools.tdsb.on.ca/asit/standards/btstart/4Comment.pdf 

  

http://schools.tdsb.on.ca/asit/standards/btstart/4Comment.pdf
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Kate’s Top Secrets: How to Succeed in Canada! 

Secret # 3: CHILDREN & SCHOOL: HOMEWORK - Parents are teachers, too! (& some resources to 

help them) 

Caveat: In Ontario, Canada, in 2016, “homework” is becoming a bad word (see this National 

Post article). However, speaking as a mother whose children did regular, supervised 

homework, I think reviewing basic skills daily makes a huge difference in the child’s overall 

academic success (I’m going to brag: my first son has an M.B.A.; my second son has a Ph.D., 

and my third son is currently enrolled in a double-major of Zoology & Marine Biology.)  

How MUCH should PARENTS do? In Canada, we usually help our kids with their 

homework, assignments, projects, presentations, and essays. Teachers expect parents to 

assist in the teaching process. If your child’s report card says, “The student needs to take 

more care in reviewing homework/assignments before submitting them”, what the teacher 

meant was, “Parents should have checked it over before the child brought it back to school.” 

HOMEWORK: How much homework should A CHILD do? 

10-15 minutes per night per grade year - i.e., Grade 10 = 100 ï 150 minutes per night! 

Therefore: 

¶ Pre-K, Kindergarten: 5 - 10 minutes or as assigned  

¶ Grade 1: 10 - 15 minutes  

¶ Grade 2: 20 - 30 minutes  

¶ Grade 3: 30 - 45 minutes  

¶ Grade 4: 40 minutes to 1 hour  

¶ Grades 5 to 8: 50 minutes to 1 1/2  hours  

SOURCE: http://www.educationworld.com/a_admin/admin/admin432.shtml  

Teacher doesnôt assign homework? Try one or ALL of the ñSmartò workbooks (which 
are based entirely on the Ontario Curriculum (Available at Costco, Chapters, Mastermind 
Toys, Amazon.ca & Amazon.com, Scholar's Choice Canada,  and other suppliers of 
education materials). 

  

http://news.nationalpost.com/news/canada/no-more-homework-growing-movement-especially-early-on-to-ban-after-school-assignments
http://news.nationalpost.com/news/canada/no-more-homework-growing-movement-especially-early-on-to-ban-after-school-assignments
http://www.educationworld.com/a_admin/admin/admin432.shtml
http://www.scholarschoice.ca/catalogsearch/result/?q=Complete+Canadian+curriculum+smart+grade+1
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Kate’s Top Secrets: How to Succeed in Canada! 

Secret #4: WORKPLACE CULTURE: Why should newcomers & all job-seekers 

volunteer? 

¸ƻǳΩǾŜ ƘŜŀǊŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΥ employers require candidates to have “Canadian 

ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜέΣ but if no one will hire them, how can they get it? Volunteering! 

Volunteering will give you the most-valuable job-search tool – a good REFERENCE! 

But WHY do employers demand Canadian experience? They’re looking for reassurance 

that candidates have 3 important Canadian workplace culture habits: 

1. Being PUNCTUAL – in Canada, “on time” actually means 10-15 minutes EARLY. 

Some employers allow employees to work ‘flex time’ (start and finish at times 

different from the usual 9 to 5), but MOST employers in Canada expect employees 

to arrive at work early. This gives you time to go to the bathroom, say hello to co-

workers (see #3) and get ready to work (get a coffee or boot up your computer, for 

example). For many companies in Canada and the U.S., being late 3 times means 

you are FIRED. 

2. Being DEPENDABLE – in Canada, it is very important to keep our promises. Even 

with a volunteer position, if you’re going to be absent for any reason, you have to 

let them know ahead of time that you won’t be coming in, and why (with a 

reasonable excuse – NOT “My grandmother died again.”). If you SAY you will have 

a report done for Monday, DO it. We have a strong work ethic here – chatting 

rather than working may lead to being fired. If you have no work to do, seek out a 

manager or supervisor and request some work to do. Be willing to do ANY work 

you’re asked to do. Being dependable also includes not drinking alcohol at lunch 

time. In many countries, it may be normal to have a glass of wine or beer with 

lunch. But in Canada, most companies will say, as one company did during our 

orientation session for new employment counsellors, “Go ahead – have a drink 

with lunch. But then don’t return to work – EVER.” 
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3. Being FRIENDLY – “friendliness” is the #1 quality that employers in Canada are 

looking for. This includes being friendly with co-workers as well as customers or 

clients. People in Canada tend to avoid arguments or even disagreements as 

much as possible. However, sitting silently in a staff meeting is not good, either! In 

many countries, employees in a staff meeting are expected to sit and listen to the 

boss and only speak when requested to speak. In Canada, though, if you don’t 

make suggestions, if you don’t at least occasionally express your opinion, you will 

probably never get a promotion. Canadian companies are looking for leadership! 

It’s important to engage in a small amount of small-talk with your co-workers 

every day (in the 15 minutes BEFORE you start work!). Find out their 

husband/wife’s name, about their kids if they have any, and even about their 

pets!  

Resource on volunteering: https://prezi.com/p5pjufkz_np5/preb-ontario/  

Video: http://www.prepareforcanada.com/working/success-strategies/how-can-
newcomers-benefit-from-volunteering/  

https://prezi.com/p5pjufkz_np5/preb-ontario/
http://www.prepareforcanada.com/working/success-strategies/how-can-newcomers-benefit-from-volunteering/
http://www.prepareforcanada.com/working/success-strategies/how-can-newcomers-benefit-from-volunteering/
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Kate’s Top Secrets: How to Succeed in Canada! 

Secret #5: WORKPLACE CULTURE: Small talk is important – but know WHEN to use it! 

There are GREAT resources on the internet (see below for a link) for understanding 

and teaching small-talk. However, here are the ‘quick and dirty’ rules: 

a) WHEN – before work; during scheduled breaks – NOT when you are free but the 

other person is working on something; during lunch; while waiting for a meeting to 

start; and after work for a SHORT time (Canadians tend to want to rush home after 

work). 

b) WHERE – in a lunchroom; at either person’s desk (if it’s a common break time, 

lunch time, before or after work); standing outside in the parking lot before or after 

work; on the phone (for a very limited time, as a way to start a phone 

conversation); at the END of an email, after you’ve concluded the business portion 

of the email. 

c) WHY & with WHOM – It’s part of being friendly. This is especially important with 

co-workers, regular clients, customers or other business contacts. We have a 

saying in English, άWe do business with our friendsΦέ Small-talk topics are safe 

subjects to talk about to break the ice, either the first time you meet someone, or 

when wanting to start a conversation with someone who is not yet a friend. 

GREAT lesson on small-talk: https://www.englishclub.com/speaking/small-talk.htm 

https://www.englishclub.com/speaking/small-talk.htm
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Kate’s Top Secrets: How to Succeed in Canada! 

Secret #6: WORKPLACE CULTURE:  Email: how to sound friendly but professional: 

One of the main differences between Canadian/American business communication 

(verbal or written) and business communication in other countries is that we expect 

you to get right to the point.  

We don’t usually use flowery or overly formal language. Here’s an example from a 

real email written by one of my former students (an Information Technology 

professional, working for a Canadian company in an I.T. support role). He was 

responding to a customer complaint about an issue with his company’s software:  

> Good morning, Mr. Runta. I would like to inform you that I have received your 

inquiry regarding the ƛǎǎǳŜ ȅƻǳ ŀǇǇŜŀǊ ǘƻ ōŜ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǳǊ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ ǎƻŦǘǿŀǊŜ 

backup program. I will investigate this issue at my earliest possible convenience, 

and will report my findings to you no later than Friday, Nov. 1, 2002.   

>Thank you for your patience while we endeavour to discover the cause of the 

backup issue. 

IŜǊŜΩs my plain-English version (I told the writer that his version sounded like his 

company’s lawyer had written the above email in order to avoid responsibility for 

the problem): 

>Hi, Joe. WeΩƭƭ** ƭƻƻƪ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƛǎǎǳŜ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƎŜǘ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ȅƻǳ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ 

the week. Thanks for your patience! 

** We use “we” rather than “I” to imply that we are speaking on behalf of the whole 
team or company, rather than as an individual. 

If you want to add friendly small-talk to an email, add it at the end, as part of your sign-

off; for example:  

>Hope you’re having a great week, 

>Have a great weekend! (on a Friday) 

>Say Hi to John/your wife/etc. for me. 

>Let’s have lunch soon! / Hope to see you soon, 

– and make sure to type your name, even if your name appears in an automatic 
signature: 

> Kate 
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Kate’s Top Secrets: How to Succeed in Canada! 

Secret # 7: WORKPLACE & SOCIAL CULTURE: Social rules for dealing with bosses and 
coworkers: 

Arrive about 10 minutes early for any business meeting or appointment – at work, at 

the doctor or dentist’s office, with the government or a lawyer, etc. 

NOTE: do NOT arrive early for a social function (dinner, party, BBQ, etc.)! Canadians 

are often still getting ready up to the last minute before the event is scheduled to 

begin. Arrive about 10-20 minutes late (but NOT 2 hours late!) for social gatherings. 

a) Most Canadians are polite but friendly. For example, in my company, I call my 

supervisor by her first name, our program manager by her first name, and even our 

CAO by her first name. (It’s part of our very strong value of equality – even though I 

am not, of course, an equal to any of the people above me.) I say “Good morning”, 

“Please”, “Thanks” and “You’re welcome” to everyone, from the Program Assistant 

(receptionist) to the CAO. (I say please and thanks to people in stores & businesses, 

and to everyone at home, too – unless I’m angry!) 

b) Canadians tend to keep our work relationships impersonal. Even though we’re 

friendly, we often don’t make real friends with co-workers (or it might take years to 

happen).  

c) Canadians tend to avoid being negative and avoid confronting others, even when 

there are real problems. I will make small-talk with my co-workers, but they do not 

usually want or expect to hear about my problems, at least until we know each 

other quite well. We say, “Leave your problems at the door.” This is why Canadian 

workplaces seem so cheerful and optimistic – it’s not that we are always happy, but 

rather that we don’t usually speak negatively. 
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d) Canadians are expected to solve their interpersonal problems in the workplace 

themselves, rather than complaining to management. If one of my co-workers is 

giving me a hard time, I am expected to try to solve the disagreement directly with 

that person. If I try 3 times to do so, and the person refuses to change his or her 

behaviour, I can then bring the problem to a supervisor or manager. Remember to 

document the details! If you have the dates and times of the conflicts, as well as 

proof of your attempts to solve the problem yourself, you are more likely to be 

believed and helped. 

e) We don’t usually invite our boss to any social event in our lives. (We may invite co-

workers if we have become friends with them.) In other countries, it may be normal 

(or even required) to invite your boss to the wedding of your son or daughter, but 

it’s not appropriate to do that here. It actually puts your boss or co-worker in an 

awkward position – they probably don’t want to attend an event where the only 

person they know is you, but since you’ve invited them, they at least need to send 

along a wedding gift (usually $150-$250). On the other hand, it’s fairly common for 

the boss to invite his or her employees to some social function (often a barbeque or 

picnic in the summer) once a year, and if you’re invited, you’re expected to attend 

and to praise his or her home, spouse, and children. Send a thank-you email 

afterward, too. Here’s an example thank-you note: 

Dear Ms. Jones, 

Thank you very much for inviting me and my family to your lovely home for the staff barbeque 

last Saturday.  You and your husband made us feel very welcome, and your children were very 

courteous and helpful, such as when my son Brian scraped his knee and needed a Band-Aid!  It was 

a small injury, but we really appreciated how quickly Sonia rushed to take care of him. 

Again, thanks for your kind hospitality. We all enjoyed it very much! 

Kate 
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Kate’s Top Secrets: How to Succeed in Canada! 

Secret #8: SOCIAL CULTURE: How to break the ice & make friends with your 

neighbours & others: 

By now, you should know about the importance of small-talk, but here are 4 more 

secrets: 

1) SMILE!  If you smile at your neighbour or co-worker every day, they will feel 

friendlier toward you.  This may seem weird at first, but it works! (Tell your children 

to smile, as well – it’s an important first step in making new friends in Canada.) 

2) You must be the FIRST to invite a neighbour or your child’s classmate’s parent 

over to your house!  Canadians are quite reserved (especially Ontarians, who have 

inherited British culture, as opposed to Quebecers who have inherited French 

culture). Even if you smile and say, “Good morning!” to your neighbour every day 

for years, they may never invite you to their house.  

Invite them for coffee or tea at 2 p.m. on a Saturday or Sunday. It’s not a meal, so 

not a big social obligation. They will probably stay about 1-2 hours. (The longer they 

stay, the more they like you!) If you discover you have a lot in common with them, 

they should reciprocate the invitation.  

We usually take turns hosting our friends. If I go to your home once, I expect you 

to come to my home the next time. If this gets out of balance, most Canadians feel 

resentful. However, it’s rude to say “No” directly to an invitation, so we might say, 

“I’m sorry, but I’m tied up this weekend.”  I will invite a new acquaintance 3 times, 

and if they make excuses 3 times, I feel like that person really doesn’t want to be 

my friend. If someone invites me and I do really like him or her, but I am truly not 

available this weekend, I would usually say, “I’m sorry, but I’m tied up this 
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weekend. Can I get a rain check?” or “Maybe another time?” (This means, “Please 

invite me again.”) 

NOTE: If your child goes to another person’s house for a play-date, a meal, or a 

sleepover, the other child’s parent will expect you to invite their child to your house 

the next time. Because we are super-polite, they may never complain if you don’t 

do this, but they’ll probably be resentful, and may stop inviting your child to play 

with theirs. 

3) In Canada (particularly among the older generation), we do not invite someone 

without his or her partner. If you invite me, but do not include my husband or 

partner, it’s awkward for me. It means leaving my spouse home alone while I go 

socialize. An exception to this is “Girls Night Out” or “Guys Night Out”, where it’s 

pre-arranged for a group of female friends or male friends to do an activity together 

without their partners. 

4) Last but not least, GET A PUPPY! Now, I realize that having a dog is a lot of 

responsibility, and that some cultures actively reject having a pet in the house, but 

a puppy is probably the BEST ICE-BREAKER you can have. One of my students 

bought a puppy this summer, and when he brought it home, he was VERY surprised 

that many of his neighbours, who had been only distantly friendly to him up to that 

point, were suddenly very friendly and inviting him and his dog to visit them 

(particularly if the other family has kids).  
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Kate’s Top Secrets: How to Succeed in Canada! 

Secret #9: SOCIAL CULTURE: How to respond to invitations (accepting, declining & 

expressing uncertainty): 

NOTE: What time to arrive: if you’re invited to come at 6:00 p.m., you should arrive 

between 6:00 and 6:15 p.m.  Don’t come early (we’re probably not ready for guests)! If 

you’re going to be more than 15 minutes late, you should call or text your host to let 

them know because they will be waiting for you. If it’s an “Open House” party with 

hours stated as “2:00 p.m. to 10:00 p.m.”, we would typically not arrive until after 3:00 

p.m. and should not stay later than 10:00 p.m., even if the host says, “Please stay.” 

(We are socially obligated to say this, but don’t usually mean it.) If someone invites you 

to come over “after dinner”, that means you should arrive around 7:30 and not stay 

later than 11:00. (If the person turns off the music and turns on the lights, yawns, or 

looks at their watch and says, “Gosh! Look at the time!”, it’s a hint to go home! LOL!) 

On the other hand, older teens may start a part at 10:00 or 11:00 p.m. and party until 

3:00 a.m. – so don’t panic if your teen stays out this late at a party. 

Example Invitation: “Would you like to come over for dinner this Saturday?” 

BE CAREFUL: If you know the person is married, make sure you say, “Would you and 

your husband/wife/partner like to come over for dinner?” (If someone invites ME, I 

can’t assume that invitation extends to my husband and/or children. Some dinner 

parties n Canada are ‘adults only’, and you’ll be expected to find a babysitter for your 

kids.)   

If you are the one inviting, and you know the person has kids, say, “Would you and 

your family like to come over for dinner?” 

Accepting: “Sure, thanks! That sounds lovely! What can I bring?” 
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 (The inviter will probably say, “Nothing. Just your lovely self/selves,” but they will 

still expect you to bring something – see SOCIAL CULTURE: What to bring). 

Declining: “Oh, thanks, but unfortunately, we already have plans for this weekend. 

Maybe another time?” 

 (If someone refuses you this way, suggest an alternative day – “How about the 

following Saturday?” Other than around Christmas, we don’t often have plans for 

every weekend, so if the person refuses again, maybe they don’t want to become 

friendlier with you.) 

Unsure: If you might have to work, you can tell them: “Oh, thanks, but I can’t. I’m on 

call this weekend, and might have to work.” (They may say, “Well, can you let me 

know when you’re sure?” and then it’s okay to accept – but please give them as 

much prior notice as you can about whether or not you can come.) 

 If you want to check with your significant other, it’s okay to say: “I’d love to, but I 

need to check with my husband/wife/partner. Can I let you know tomorrow?”  (If 

the person invited you, and you aren’t sure if they are inviting your family, you could 

say, “Oh, thanks, I’d love to, but I’m not sure if I can find a babysitter for Saturday 

night.” If they didn’t know you had kids, and are okay with the kids coming, they’ll 

respond something like, “Oh! Bring your kids! The more the merrier!” If they don’t 

want you to bring your kids, they’ll respond something like, “Okay, can you check 

with your babysitter and let me know as soon as you can? Thanks.” 
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Kate’s Top Secrets: How to Succeed in Canada! 

Secret #10: SOCIAL CULTURE: What to bring (and NOT to bring!) when invited to a 

Canadian social event: 

a) Most parties are BYOB – Bring Your Own Beverage – alcoholic or not. If you drink 

wine, bring 2 bottles of a kind you like (we always bring more than we ourselves will 

drink, so that we are contributing to the party); if you drink beer, bring a 6-pack, 

even if you’ll only have 1 or 2 yourself. If you don’t drink alcohol, you can bring juice 

or pop (since the host may not have these available).  

b) Dinner invitation: traditionally, we bring wine (if we know the person drinks wine), 

flowers (if we know the person isn’t allergic to flowers), or a dessert (Something 

chocolate is usually welcome!) – but nothing with nuts because of potential nut 

allergies.  

c) Housewarming Party (people may invite you to see their new home): we usually 

bring a greeting card congratulating them on their new home, and houseplant or a 

small gift-card ($25 or so) to a store that sells items for the home. We don’t bring 

paper products or gifts such as tea/coffee cup sets unless we know the person 

needs and wants this. We usually also bring wine or beer (not usually hard liquor). 

d) Barbeque: barbeques are often a kind of Pot Luck. You should offer to bring a salad 

of some kind – garden salad, Caesar salad, potato salad, rice salad or pasta salad (if 

you don’t know how to make these, most supermarkets sell them by the kilogram 

ready-made, but be warned: they are VERY expensive!), or else a dessert (again, 

something chocolate, or else something unique to your home country).  

e) Bridal Shower: this is a party for brides (and grooms – some showers are “Jack & 

Jill” which means men and women both) before the wedding, which often includes 

https://www.pinterest.com/jeannieguzman1/what-would-you-bring-to-a-potluck/
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people, such as co-workers and/or neighbours, who may not be invited to the 

wedding. We usually bring a greeting card congratulating the bride and groom on 

their upcoming wedding. It’s traditional to give the bride gifts for her new home –

these days, many brides register in several gift/home decor stores for items they 

want. You can ask the bride where she is registered (if the invitation doesn’t tell 

you). If she isn’t registered anywhere, we will often give cash or a gift card ($30 - 

$100 depending on how close we are to the bride – the closer our relationship, the 

more we are expected to spend!). We might also bring a bottle of wine. 

f) Baby Shower: These are traditionally women only, but today may also include men. 

A baby shower is similar to a wedding shower – bring a gift or gifts for the baby, or 

a gift card ($30 - $100 depending on how close we are to the mother-to-be; again, 

the closer our relationship to the expectant mother, the more we are expected to 

spend).  

g) Wedding: The bride and groom may have registered for wedding gifts as well (and 

yes, if you’re invited, you’re expected to buy both shower- and wedding gifts!), but 

if they haven’t registered anywhere, you should give them something they need (if 

you know what that is), or a gift card worth about $50-$250 (or even more 

depending on how close you are to the bride & groom – the closer our relationship, 

the more we are expected to spend). Don’t bring rice or confetti to a wedding – 

most wedding places don’t allow it. In 2008, when my son got married, we gave 

them $2,500 to pay for their honeymoon (and we are NOT wealthy!). 

h) Funeral: in Canada, we send flowers to the funeral home or church unless the 

person requests donations to charity in lieu of flowers. We do NOT give cash to the 

family at a funeral (If we need help paying for a funeral, our family will help us). 
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Kate’s Top Secrets: How to Succeed in Canada! 

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES: 

 ̧ The Ontario Curriculum Expectations Parent Guides (JK – Gr. 8) 

 ̧ How parents can help their children succeed at school  

 ̧ Supporting the Transition to High School  

 ̧ Ontario Secondary School Curriculum  

 ̧ SMART books! 

 ̧ Welcome to Canada - What You Should Know - Gov't 

 ̧ Volunteer Certificates 

 ̧ GREAT lesson on Small Talk 

 ̧ 10-Tips-for-Adapting-to-Canadian-Workplace-Culture.pdf 

 ̧ Hockey rules explained 

 

 

 

 

http://ddsb.ca/Parents/HelpingYourChildSucceed/OntarioCurr.Expectations/Pages/Default.aspx
http://www.peopleforeducation.ca/wp-content/uploads/2011/09/People-for-Education-Doing-What-Matters-Most-how-parents-can-help-their-children-succeed-at-school-20111.pdf
http://www.rrdsb.com/sites/www.rrdsb.com/files/sss/speced/Transitions%20with%20IEPs.pdf
http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/curriculum/secondary/
http://www.scholarschoice.ca/catalogsearch/result/?q=Complete+Canadian+curriculum+smart+grade+1
http://www.cic.gc.ca/english/resources/publications/welcome/
http://www.preb-prog.ca/
https://www.englishclub.com/speaking/small-talk.htm
https://lifestrategies.ca/docs/10-Tips-for-Adapting-to-Canadian-Workplace-Culture.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y5z-lRvfXUA

