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About AFS Canada 
 

AFS Interculture Canada was founded in 

1978; our office is based in Montreal, Quebec 

with 12 staff members who coordinate all 

sending and hosting in Canada. AFS 

Interculture Canada operates through an 

extensive volunteer network.  

 

Most of our year and semester students are 

placed in small towns or rural communities, 

but our short program students are currently 

placed in three major cities – Halifax, Ottawa, 

and Montreal. 
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Destinations in brief 
 
 

HALIFAX, Nova Scotia 
 
The city of Halifax is the capital of the province of Nova Scotia, Canada, and the 

largest urban area in Atlantic Canada. Halifax was founded in 1749 but was 

incorporated as a city in 1841. The city is known for its harbour and beautiful 

location on the Atlantic coast. For many Canadians, Halifax is the ideal mid-sized 

city – large enough to boast cultural attractions and modern amenities, but still 

small enough that it carries a small-town charm and friendly vibe. The city’s 

energetic atmosphere is undoubtedly influenced by the fact that it is home to six 

universities!  

 
         
 
        

 
  

Population: 424,931 

Language: English 

IP programs: English 
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OTTAWA, Ontario 
 
Ottawa is the capital city of Canada. It’s located on the south bank of the Ottawa 

River in the eastern portion of southern Ontario. It was founded in 1826 but was 

incorporated as a city in 1855. Its original name was Baytown. The city name 

"Ottawa" was chosen in reference to the Ottawa River derived from the Algonquin 

“Odawa”, meaning "to trade". Ottawa has the most educated population among 

Canadian cities, and one of the highest proportions of bilingual people (French-

English) outside Quebec. The city is known for its cleanliness, well cared for 

amenities, and respectful people. Ottawa is a heaven for city people who love the 

outdoors, as it is surrounded by the “green belt”, a 20.000 hectare green space that 

includes forest, farms, and wet lands. On weekends locals take pride in enjoying 

the 150 km of trails open to the public for hiking, cycling, and much more. 

 
  
 
 
 
 

  

Population: 1.1 M  
Language: English 
IP programs offered: English 



 

6 
 

MONTREAL, Quebec 
 
Montreal is a cosmopolitan and dynamic city. The French Canadian culture 

inspires the music, theater, films and circus arts that the city is known for. Montreal 

residents appreciate the variety of activities avail- able to them during the summer 

(and even in the winter!). Indeed, many festivals and events take place all over the 

city. It is not uncommon for families to gather in parks and public places to attend 

concerts or shows after work, enjoying the mild and sunny weather and the 

exciting atmosphere of their city. In addition, each neighborhood has something to 

offer; restaurants, architecture, special activities (theater or film screenings in the 

parks), museums or cultural events that are all available to residents. 

Transportation is very accessible in Montreal. Many people use bicycles or walk in 

order to commute to work. There is an extensive Metro system and efficient bus 

services. Montreal is considered a safe city and it is not an issue to walk or use 

public transportation in most neighborhoods, even at night. 

 
 
  
 
 
 
 

Population: 1 650 000 more or less 

Language: 53% of the population is French 

speaking, 13% English and 34% allophone. 

IP programs offered: French and English 
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The Basics 
 

Arrival orientation 
Shortly after your arrival in Canada, you will have an Arrival Orientation with AFS 

staff. Its purpose is to outline various important elements of your stay. Since the 

orientation takes place with others hosted students, it gives you the opportunity 

to meet people from various countries. 

 

End-of-stay orientation 

It takes place a couple of days prior to your departure in your home country. 

Endings are always painful and the purpose of this orientation is to help prepare 

you to leave your host family, the friends you’ve made during your stay and your 

new city. This orientation is compulsory for all students. It may be your last chance 

to say goodbye to your AFS friends. 
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OFFICE HOURS & EMERGENCY CALLS 
Our office is open from Monday to Friday, 8:30 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. Our telephone 

number is (514) 288-3282 and our toll-free number: 1-800-361-7248. Staff are 

available 24 hours a day, by phone, to respond to an emergency if one arises.  

 
 
 

 

  

What constitutes an 
emergency? 
A serious and unforeseen situation that 

requires immediate action. Ex.: Accident, 

serious illness, hospitalization, death.  
 

In case of an emergency during non-

working hours, please call: 

(514) 575-5084 or 1 800 361-7248 (toll-

free), dial 5 for emergency.  
 

Your call will be transferred to the duty 
officer. 
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AFS Canada Rules 
 
There are a few rules which you must respect. The legal responsibility for your 

actions falls on AFS which has endorsed your stay in this country. The following are 

four rules that are strictly enforced. Violation of these rules will result in you being 

sent home immediately.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Students will be sent home for breaking these rules. Unacceptable behavior is also 

grounds for an early return. Any of the following will definitely be considered as 

reasons for an early return: 

 

 Breaking Canadian laws 

 Eating disorders (endangers the student’s life and creates great stress for 

the host family) 

 Irregular attendance at school 

 Disregard for AFS Interculture Canada’s policies regarding independent 

travel or family visits 

 

No driving rule 
AFS insurance does not cover medical care if you have an accident while driving. 

No driving means you are forbidden to drive cars, trucks, motorcycles, motor 

scooters, or powered bicycles. The no-driving rule applies to every student, at all 

times, regardless of whether liability or other insurance has been purchased. If a 

student wishes to operate any kind of motor vehicle not mentioned here (for 

example, a snowmobile, a go-kart or a motorboat) or participate in any unusual 

activity that depends on a motor carrier (e.g. gliding) the student will require 

written permission from their natural parents. 

 

  

NO DRIVING | NO HITCHHIKING | NO DRUNGS | NO WORK 
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A note about hitchhiking 
The world has changed and what was once fairly safe is no longer - not 

even in Canada. Please, for your sake as well as for everyone who cares about you - 

don’t hitchhike. There are much safer methods to get where you want to go... in 

one piece! 

 

A note about drinking & drugs 
The legal age for buying alcoholic beverages and drinking in public is 18 years old in 

some provinces and 19 in others. Be careful with alcohol. As an AFS student, you 

represent your country and people will judge your behavior as representative of 

your culture. You are, therefore, expected to obey the law and have the maturity 

to behave appropriately. Drugs are strictly forbidden. Not only will taking non-

prescription drugs get you sent home but it may land you and your natural family in 

legal problems. And AFS can’t help you. 

 

A note about working 
Foreign students cannot work in Canada according to the requirements of 

Immigration Canada (visa). Students are not permitted to obtain work permits or 

social security card in order to take a job. Violation of this legal requirement could 

mean your expulsion from the country. 
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Medical Expenses and Reimbursements 

AFS Canada is financially responsible for any necessary and emergency medical 

care.  

 

Insurance coverage 
AFS Canada provides its participants with medical insurance of up to $1,005,000 

(U.S.) and will cover all medical expenses up to that amount that arise due to 

illnesses and accidents that occur during the program and which are unrelated to 

pre-existing conditions. 

 

Medication 
AFS will cover the cost of prescription medication for participants for illnesses or 

accidents that occur during the program and that are unrelated to pre-existing 

conditions. 

  

Dental Care 
Not included in your insurance. 
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What You’ll Need 
 

 

 
Students are financially responsible for 

clothing, personal items and cosmetics 

as well as for any trips they may take. 

Students should arrive with an 

allowance for the month for the 

purchase of clothes, toiletries and 

personal expenses such as 

entertainment. 

 

 
 

Clothes 
You can bring the clothes you usually wear at home; teenage fashion is similar all 

over the world. Do not bring too much, as you will be the one carrying your 

suitcase around until you arrive. 

 

Check your welcome kit for a description of the city where you’ll be staying and 

its climate. For the winter program, winter clothes like heavy coats, sweaters, 

boots, hats, gloves and scarves are necessary for all parts of Canada. In summer 

rain gear is also essential as is light summer clothing. 

 

If you need to buy new clothes or if it is difficult for you to get warm clothes in your 

country, it may be wise to wait and buy them here. It may even be possible for you 

to borrow some clothes from your host family. Please make sure to bring enough 

money for these purchases. You can ask your family about the amount that you 

may have to spend. 
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Money 
Bank card: you can easily find automated banking machines anywhere. Just make 

sure you can use your card in Canada. 

 

Traveler’s cheques: you can bring your pocket money in traveler’s cheques, which 

you can exchange in any bank upon presentation of your passport. 

   

Credit cards: these can be very convenient. Visa, MasterCard and American 

Express are widely accepted in Canada, but we do not recommend credit cards. It is 

extremely easy to spend too much without being aware of it. Few people your age 

will be using credit cards. 

 

In any case, please bring approximately $50 CDN to cover your small expenses the 

first days, as you will not be able to change traveler’s cheques at the orientation 

site, and you will probably want to buy a juice, stamps, etc. Save $10 to $20 for the 

trip home at the end of your exchange when you may want to pay for food, drinks, 

phone calls, etc. at the airport. 

 

Visa / Passport 
Some AFS students need a student visa to enter Canada. The AFS office in your 

country will let you know how to proceed. 

 

Souvenirs  
Bring things that will help you tell Canadians about your home, country and 

culture. Here are a few ideas: 

 Photographs of your home & family 

 A map of your country 

 A national costume 

 Recipes 

 Pamphlets, posters and picture books 

 Music 

 

Lastly, bring this booklet with you. You’ll be using it during orientation and it will 

be useful to refer to during your stay. 
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You’ve arrived, now what?? 
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Starting a relationship with your host family 
As soon as you have your host family information, write to them or send them an 

e-mail. You will get to know them better and they can give you first-hand tips 

about clothing or any other questions you may have. 

 

If your host family writes to you, please answer as soon as possible. They are very 

excited about having you and they would think that you are not interested if you 

don’t write back. 

 

Your host family will appreciate it if you bring a small present for them - book 

about your country, something typical of your community, representative of your 

natural family and your way of life, or even something you made yourself. It doesn’t 

need to be expensive, nor do you have to bring something for each member of the 

family, just something which shows that you care. Start learning the language and 

become informed about Canada—this is the best compliment you can pay your 

hosts and a great way to start off on the right foot. 

 

Your relationship with host siblings 
You may or may not have host brothers and sisters in your home. If you do, you 

should not rely on them for company all the time. It may be that you do not have 

the same likes and interests and you may not get along well enough to become best 

friends. This is natural and should not upset you. Remember that real brothers and 

sisters are often not the best pals. In any case, you should be considerate and 

include your host siblings in some of your activities, such as going for walks, or 

inviting them to go to the cinema with you. Try to keep a good relationship. At first 

they will probably show you around, but it won’t take you long to get around on 

your own. 

 

You may be the centre of attention in the community because of your background. 

Your host siblings may feel like you are taking away the attention they used to get 

from their friends, teachers, parents, etc. It is not uncommon that problems of 

jealousy arise. A new sibling has arrived (you) and parents may be spending more 

time with you and paying more attention to you than to their own kids. This is 

reasonable, as you have not made friends or perhaps do not know the language 

well.  
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Nevertheless, understand the change that this implies for your brother and/or 

sister and be sensitive to their feelings. This can be talked about. If 

misunderstandings are solved as soon as they arise, they won’t pile up. 

Communication is the key to avoiding problems. 

 

Family Life 
Canadian families come in all shapes and sizes. Some host families have single 

parents, some have young children and some don’t. In many Canadian households, 

both parents work outside of the home and everyone pitches in to take care of the 

daily chores and meals. Many Canadian families are also quite diverse, so you may 

be living with multiple cultures under one roof! 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

MEALS TIME 
Breakfast - 7:00/8:00 

Often consists of coffee, milk, tea or juice, 

and toast or cereal. A cooked breakfast is 

usually reserved for weekends since most 

people work and don’t have time to 

prepare an elaborate breakfast during the 

week. 

 

Lunch - 11:30/13:00 

This is a meal that most of you will have at 

school after class on weekdays. It often 

consists of sandwiches or leftovers of the 

previous dinner. You will probably have a 

fruit as dessert. 

 

Supper (or dinner) - 17:00/19:00 

This is the main meal of the day. In many 

families this is the time for the family to get 

together before each goes on to individual 

evening activities. 
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Housework 
In most families each member is expected to share in the housework. Some 

common jobs you may be required to do are: 

 

 Helping prepare supper 

 Washing and drying the dishes 

 Taking out the garbage 

 Washing your own clothes 

 Keeping your room tidy and making your bed each morning 

 Helping with the weekly house cleaning 

 

If you are unsure about how to do any household tasks, please ask. You should 

leave any room you have used such as the kitchen or the bathroom tidy when you 

leave. 

 

Bathing 

As most members of the Canadian family have the same schedule, it is hard for 

everyone to take a shower in the morning. We suggest you ask your family about 

the best time for you to take your shower or bath and try to work out a schedule. 

Think of others in the family and don’t spend a long time in the bathroom when 

others are waiting for their turn. Most Canadians take either a bath or a shower 

once a day for approximately 5-10 minutes; do not to take too much hot water 

because of the cost of heating and consideration for the others who will wash after 

you. 

 

Phone and internet privileges 
Ask your host parents about the rules for using the land line (if present) and the 

computer. Don’t spend an enormous amount of time on the telephone or the 

internet as the other family members might need to use it also. You should also 

inquire about long distance phone calls; whether or not you can call home with 

their land line and how and when you can pay for your calls. 
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Getting Around & Getting in Touch 
 

Telephone 

Unlike some other countries, there is no charge for local phone calls. However, we 

strongly recommend that you NOT spend too long on the landline in your home as 

it might bother the other members of the family. In fact, this is often a subject of 

discussion between the host family and the hosted student. 

 

Long distance calls outside the country are very costly. Remember that you’ll 

have to reimburse your host family for all long distance calls that you make on their 

phones. Always ask your host family before making a long distance call, and 

consider using Skype to call your parents. Our policy stresses the importance of 

NOT calling home too often. We also recommend that you do NOT call home when 

an emergency occurs. It takes quite long to explain everything to your parents; it 

makes them worry over something that they can do nothing about. Remember in 

those moments that it is always better to call your local AFS contact who is there 

to help both you and your host family. You can speak with your parents once the 

emergency is under control. 

  

Transportation 

As you already know, you are not allowed to drive any motorized vehicle, even if 

you have a driving permit. The way to get around in Canada varies depending on 

where you live. It might be by bus, by car or by bicycle. You, your family and 

friends will have to organize a way of managing your transportation that’s best for 

everyone. Most placements will be easily accessible by public transportation. 
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Communication between students and 
natural parents 
Your son or daughter is going to study and have a family life experience in Canada. 

It may seem that this program is only for students and host families, but the natural 

family also plays an important part in it. Although this booklet is mainly addressed 

to your son/ daughter, please take a few minutes to read it. Your support can be a 

tremendous help! 

 

It is our hope that your son/daughter will not only profit from what he/she learns 

here, but will also make lasting friendships which can be extended to you as 

parents. Your son or daughter will need your support and at the same time, will 

need some freedom, especially at the beginning, to find his or her own place in a 

new family. 

 

Phone calls 
Phone calls, while they are done with the best of intentions, can interfere with a 

student’s adjustment. They are sometime too direct and may bring many tears, 

homesickness and misunderstandings. It’s alright to call your child, but not too 

often. Emails are more beneficial and besides, it can be kept and reread over the 

years evoking memories which would otherwise be forgotten. 

 

Understanding that your child will be far away from home, we want you to have 

every confidence that our main concern is his or her well-being. If you feel that 

your son or daughter is unhappy in some way, please encourage him/her to 

contact his/her local AFS contact for guidance or support. If you are aware of a 

problem, please contact the AFS office in your country and they will promptly 

contact us. 
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Visits from natural parents, relatives, and 
friends 
AFS Interculture Canada discourages visits by natural parents, relatives or friends 

during the program. They are quite disruptive to the adaptation process and can 

be an inconvenience for the host family. The host families agreed to welcome a 

student, not his/her entire family! They may feel uncomfortable to refuse the visit. 

Any visit must be approved by AFS Interculture Canada. AFS Canada can refuse a 

visit if we feel it’s in the best interest of the student. Please review AFS Interculture 

Canada’s travel policy. 

 

Travel & your child 
AFS Canada will give students permission to travel under specific conditions 

spelled out in AFS Interculture Canada travel policy. We encourage you to read it 

and make sure that your son or daughter understands it. Even though these rules 

may appear strict, they avoid many risks and problems for the students, families, 

volunteers and staff. 
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Currency, 
Prices and 
Shopping 
 

 
Currency 
Canadian currency comes in paper money and coins. The different bills are easy to 

identify since each is of a different colour. 

 

· 5 cents or a nickel 

· 10 cents or a dime 

· 25 cents or a quarter 

· 1 dollar or a loonie (bronze) 

· 2 dollars or a toonie (silver and 

bronze) 

· 5 dollars (blue) 

· 10 dollar (purple) 

· 20 dollar (green) 

· 50 dollar (red) 

· 100 dollar (brown) 

 

Stamps can be bought at the Post Office, some corner stores, variety stores or 

drug stores. At most variety stores or drug stores you will also be able to get 

envelopes and postcards. Normal correspondence can be mailed from post boxes 

that you will find on street corners (they are bright red; you can’t miss them). You 

really don’t need a Post Office except when you want to send a registered letter or 

a package. 

  

If you are sending a letter with pictures or information that must not get lost, 

register it. If it has any value, insure it; the fee is very small. You only have to go to 

the Post Office, fill in a form and pay a small extra fee. 

 

STAMP prices for a standard envelope letter (prices do not include taxes): 

Canada: $1, 00 | U.S.A.: $1, 20 | Europe: $2.50 
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Cost of Living and Visiting 
Living in Canada is not cheap. Going out for dinner, to a movie, a concert, etc. is 

expensive. Since you will have to pay for your personal expenses, we will give you 

some prices to help you plan your budget. All the prices are approximated and vary 

from one province to another and between urban and rural areas. However, you 

can get bargains even with entertainment. For example, some movie theatres offer 

cheaper prices on Tuesdays. Instead of paying $11.00, you’ll pay $8.00 or 

sometimes less. Many cities have cinemas where second runs of popular movies 

are played for as little as $2.00. Here’s a sample of what you can expect: 

 

· Theatre: $8.00 - $20.00 (Some Universities or Amateur Theatre groups put on 

plays that are free to the public) 

· Concerts: $20 – $70.00 (You may find amateur productions or special “Sunday” 

packages in some communities) 

· Eating out (pizza, burgers): $8.00 +   

 

NOTE: Student I. D. often allows you discounts on the above. Be sure to inquire. 

  

 
Shopping 
Canadians love to shop even though we are taxed for everything. Provincial & 

Federal Sales Taxes on items run from 5 to 15 per cent. So make sure that you 

take this into consideration when you’re making purchases or you’ll be in for a little 

surprised! Malls are very popular here as they are in many other countries. Stores 

are usually open from 9 a.m. to 7 or 8 p.m, Monday to Wednesday and Saturday, 

until 9 p.m. on Thursdays and Fridays. Many provinces have open hours on Sundays 

as well. 

 

Clothes can be expensive. Don’t forget that in many parts of Canada, the winters 

are very cold and you’ll need the appropriate clothing if coming in the winter 

months. Many places have second hand stores that have become very popular or 

your host family may be able to lend you some of what you need for your one 

winter here. Write to them before arriving and find out. 
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Social Norms and Common Issues 
  

Greetings 
Canadians have many different ways of greeting each other. The easiest is a 

handshake, although you might also get a kiss on the cheek (or two, if you are in 

Quebec) or a big hug. 

  

Dating  
Interaction between men and women in Canada is based on a firm belief in 

equality of the sexes. Social relations between them are quite informal; for some 

newcomers who are unfamiliar with such customs, it might mean a slow and careful 

evaluation of this new freedom. When two people enjoy each other’s company, one 

of them will often suggest that they go out socially. They do this in order to get to 

know each other better by discussing their interests and opinions. The event may 

be a very casual one, such as going out for coffee, meeting after class, or seeing a 

movie or it may be a school dance or play. Treat any such invitation gracefully, since 

others’ feelings are sometimes easily hurt. However, it’s also important that you 

be comfortable, and you shouldn’t feel that you must respond to pressure. 

 

Sexuality 
Sometimes relationships become serious and some young people choose to 

become sexually active. Attitudes towards this vary greatly from one Canadian to 

the next, from one community to another. A visiting student should always 

consider his or her personal values and safety first and foremost. Self-respect, 

mutual consent, and protection must all be considered as well as the impact on 

relationships the student may have with their host family and within the 

community. Some host families may not approve of their student having a serious 

dating relationship. It is important to speak to your family about their expectations, 

it is essential to have open communication between you and them. Students should 

also keep in mind the spirit and purpose of an AFS exchange. 
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What to do if… 
 

You are ill 
  

If you are sick, consult your family and go to the doctor. In case of serious illness or 

accident you should inform AFS Canada immediately. You can go to any doctor 

your family recommends. Always carry your AFS issued ID card with you and when 

you visit a doctor don’t forget the letter explaining the program (see attached). 

 

You feel homesick 
There will be times when you feel homesick: for your parents, for foods that you 

miss, for a tight hug from your best friend... This is only natural; the strange thing 

would be not to miss anything. 

 

Unfortunately, there is no magic pill that cures home-sickness; you have to stick it 

out. One thing that helps is to go to someone you are close to and tell them, ask for 

a hug, and talk about your feelings. You are not expected to be superhuman and 

everybody needs a shoulder to cry on now and then. 

 

 

 

Another good idea is to keep yourself occupied and involved with your new 

surroundings. If you have many things to do you won’t have time left to brood 

about what you miss; if all the things around you become familiar you will have a 

sense of being “part of the scene” and won’t miss home too much. 
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You feel unhappy 
If for some reason you feel uncomfortable, if there is something very important or 

pressing on your mind, talk about it. The first people you should turn to are your 

host parents, brothers and sisters. They want you to be happy and want to help 

you. 

 

When you have problems or misunderstandings with your family, feel free to talk 

to them about your feelings; many minor difficulties can be solved with openness, 

tact and willingness to give it another chance. 

 

Sometimes you may require help from people outside who can give you a different 

perspective on the situation. You should then reach out to your AFS contact in the 

area or your school coordinator; they are always willing to listen and to help you. 

Of course, at the AFS office there are people who care and can help, so do not 

hesitate to reach out if you need to. 

 

An emergency arises 
Whenever something major happens, you are lost, your passport has been stolen or 

lost, let us know right away. Remember to always carry office and home phone 

numbers and addresses with you. 
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Ask your host parents before taking 

food or drinks out of the fridge. 

 

Say where you are going, and when 

you will be back before you leave the 

house. Ask for permission if this is 

necessary. 

 

Obey the house rules even though 

some may seem restrictive. 

 

Say goodnight before going to bed. 

 

Don’t have long conversations on 

the phone. 

 

Don’t stay in the bathroom longer 

than your share of the time. 

 

Don’t stay alone in your room for 

long periods of time instead of in the 

living room with the rest of the family. 

 

Don’t take your host family for 

granted. They don’t expect you to 

compliment them and thank them at 

every turn, but they do expect you to 

say thank you when it’s appropriate. 

The words “please”, “thank you” and 

“I’m sorry” can go a long way towards 

establishing and maintaining a warm 

relationship with your family. 

 

Punctuality is an important 

concept to most Canadians. If you 

must be late for an appointment or 

even a meal, be sure to call and let the 

person know. 

 

We know from experience that 

families get upset about these things. 

If you are not sure whether the family 

gets annoyed by something, talk 

about it! 

 

Helpful things 
to keep in 

mind 

ONLY THOSE WHO COMMUNICATE CAN BE HELPED!! 
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SAFETY 
 

During an exchange, students encounter many 

new and different situations and if left to their 

own devices, consequences could at times be 

distressing or even dangerous. With this in 

mind, AFS has devised the system of “program 

support” for all participants, providing a wide 

range of supportive activities and services. The 

purpose is to provide a “safety net”, a 

consistently supportive environment in which 

participants can ask questions, obtain advice 

and help. This is done through the counselor 

system, guidebooks and manuals and through 

pre-departure and arrival orientations. 
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Safety  

 

AFS cannot supply all the possible answers, but through our support systems, we 

can help guide participants towards asking appropriate questions and acquiring 

the skills they need to cope with complex situations. 

 

In recent years, there has been increasing concern about how we prepare students 

on matters pertaining to their individual safety. The purpose of this section is to 

provide useful information that will help address concerns of students and natural 

parents. However, it is important to remember that just as parents cannot totally 

protect their children from all harm, neither can AFS guarantee total safety; nor 

can AFS provide a manual or information booklet with advice for every possible 

situation that a student might encounter. 

 

Generally speaking, Canadians believe that Canada is a safe country. As Canada is 

such a large and varied country with many different communities ranging from 

large urban centres to small rural villages, it is not possible to give a set of common 

sense rules to our new AFS students. Instead, AFS recommends talking with the 

host family, AFS staff and college staff soon after the student arrives. 

 

In the sections which follow, we will outline the basic areas that host parents and 

students should discuss. Students are encouraged to raise these issues with their 

host families. In some situations, these questions may seem obvious or trivial. In 

others, host parents may feel uncomfortable discussing the topic or may not really 

know how teenagers should act in these situations. In such cases, we hope that 

students may turn to their AFS coordinator or school personnel to assist them. 
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Personal Safety Concerns in and Around the Home 
Safety practices vary considerably from one country to another, from one 

community to another, even from one family to another. Be prepared to discuss 

how your family copes with these issues: 

 

1. Do you keep the doors of the house 

locked at all times? If not, when 

should the doors be locked? 

 

2. If a stranger comes to the door, is it 

safe to open the door? What 

should I do if I am alone in the 

house? 

 
3. Will I have my own house key? If I 

misplace a key or arrive home 

unexpectedly to a locked house, 

where should I go? 

 
4. If there is a problem while I am 

alone at home, who should I 

contact? 

 
5. Where are emergency phone 

numbers listed? 

 
6. What should I do in case of a fire? 

 
7. Does the family have first aid 

equipment and a fire extinguisher? 

Where are they? 

 
8. What should I say when answering 

the phone? 

 
9. How much information can I give 

on the phone? What should I not 

give? 

 
10.  Are there any appliances or 

mechanical things in the home that 

might cause problems and of which 

I should be aware? (E.g. gas stove 

furnace, etc.) 
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Personal Safety Concerns Outside the Home 
You should always ask your host family about any situations in which you feel 

uncertain or frightened. When you leave home for a party or to go on an outing 

with friends, you should let your host parents know where you are going, with 

whom and at what time you will be back. If possible, you should leave the phone 

number of the home you will be visiting. In addition to these basic guidelines, you 

and your host family should discuss the following questions: 

 

1. Is it safe to walk around this 

neighborhood after dark? 

 

2. How can I keep myself safe 

when alone, especially at night? 

 
3. Is it appropriate and safe to 

wear jewelry and/or “expensive” 

designer clothes in this 

neighborhood and to school? 

 
4. Is it safe to ride the city bus at all 

times of the day? If not, when is 

it safe? 

 
5. Is it safe to use public toilet 

facilities? If not, what safe 

facilities are available? 

 
6. Are there areas in the 

community or city where it is 

not safe for young people to be? 

At night? During the daytime? 

 
7. What should I do if I get lost or 

separated from my friends? 

Whom can I ask for help? Where 

can I find a public phone? 

 
 

8. What are the laws (and 

practices) about crossing 

streets? Is it safe to cross 

anywhere or should I only cross 

at corners? 

 
9. What kind of identification 

should I carry with me? 

 
10.  Is it generally safe to carry 

money with me? Are there 

certain precautions I should 

take about how much or in what 

way I carry it? 

 
11.  Is it appropriate for a boy and 

girl to go out alone or is it 

customary that they be 

accompanied by an adult or 

another young person? 

 
12.  What should I do if approached 

by someone I don’t know in a 

mall or shopping centre? How 

should I reply in a firm manner 

without hurting someone or 

causing a bad reaction? 
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13.  What should I do or where can I 

turn if I do not feel safe? (Is it 

appropriate to take a ride from a 

friend if I am not comfortable at 

a party, for example?) 

 
14.  Is it generally safe to accept 

rides from friends and school 

acquaintances in their cars? 

 
 
 

15.  If the family lives near an armed 

forces base, is it acceptable for 

high school students to date 

forces personnel? In some 

communities this may not be 

acceptable. 

 

 

 

 

Illegal Drugs / Alcohol Abuse 
When you receive an invitation to a party or other social events, you may not be 

sure if it’s safe to go. In such cases, you are advised to find out as much as you can 

about the event, including where it is being held and who will be there. Friends, 

host siblings, host parents or school teachers may be able to provide this 

information. It is the prerogative of host parents to decide if their student should or 

not attend an event, even if other students are attending. If you feel your parents 

are being unreasonable, you might ask them to speak to the parents of other 

students who will be attending or try to find more information which will respond 

to their concerns and worries. You can also contact your coordinator or AFS staff if 

you feel the need to. 
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Although you may not be of legal drinking age, you may well find yourself in 

situations where other youth are drinking or are using drugs. If you use drugs while 

in Canada, you will be sent home immediately. Although drinking of alcohol is not 

specifically against AFS rules, practices and sanctions differ greatly from one 

community to another and from one family to another. Drinking in a private home 

may not be an offence, but if underage students are caught in a bar or public place 

drinking they may be arrested by the police. Students using false ID to get into the 

bar or club may be in serious trouble. Abuse of alcohol is cause for an early return. 

Even if you do not use drugs or drink alcohol, you may find yourself at a party 

where others are drinking and you may feel uncomfortable. If you decide to stay at 

the party, you may find that the person who is supposed to provide you with a 

drive home has been drinking and should not be driving. Before you go to parties 

or social events, you should discuss these questions with your parents. 

 

1. How should I respond if other young people are pressuring me to have a 

drink or take drugs and I do not want to? 

 

2. If I am uncomfortable at a party and want to leave early, but do not want to 

act like a prude, what should I do? What excuses should I give? 

 
3. If I want to leave a party early, will you agree to come and pick me up? Can I 

take public transport? Can I call a taxi? 

 

Sexual Harassment 
AFS Interculture Canada has a zero tolerance policy regarding sexual 

harassment. The term “sexual harassment” should be understood to include all 

circumstances that include inappropriate actions of a sexual nature, including 

those actions where an AFS participant seems to have consented. 

 

Most of the participants are minors, and to include them in inappropriate sexual 

relations would be considered a criminal act subject to a police investigation. 

 

In fact, what is construed as consent on the part of the AFS participant can create 

confusion. AFS participants are in a vulnerable position throughout their 

intercultural experience since the majority of their cultural standards and 

benchmarks, if not all, no longer apply in their new surroundings. 
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Host parents, employees and volunteers are in a position of authority, control and 

influence and therefore should never act in such a way that suggests sexual 

connotations towards a participant. 

 

Without any hesitation, local coordinators or participants themselves must 

immediately transmit to the Program Director or the Executive Director of AFS 

Interculture Canada, any allegation or confirmation of inappropriate sexual 

behaviour. 

 

Examples of behavior that would be considered sexual harassment: 

 Vulgar or suggestive verbal conduct 

 

Non-verbal conduct which may include but is not limited to:  

 Exhibitionism or exposure to suggestive objects such as: obscene gestures, 

pornographic material, Websites, posters, pictures, written material, 

cartoons or drawings. 

 

 Physical conduct that is inappropriate and undesired. This may also include, 

but is not limited to: Touching, pinching, kissing, hugging without consent, 

intentional invasion of one’s private life and all sexual activities using force 

or intimidation. 

 

 A consensual relationship which is inappropriate between a participant and 

a person in a position of authority to them. Among others, all sexual 

relations with a member of the host family, a volunteer or an AFS employee 

are considered inappropriate. 
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Emergencies 

The role of the military or police authorities may vary from country to country. In 

most countries, adolescent boys are more likely than girls to find themselves being 

questioned by the police, and the same is true in Canada. AFS students are advised 

to show respect and cooperation with authorities, even though they may be 

innocent of any crime and may think they are being unfairly treated. 

 

In such situations, you may not understand what is being said by the authority 

figure. Generally, the best advice is for you to say that you do not understand and 

to show your AFS identification card. This is also important if you are involved in an 

accident or are the victim of a crime. 

 

Discuss the following questions with your host family: 

 

1. In an emergency, who should be called first? (The host family, the local 

coordinator, the AFS office?) Make sure that you always have the numbers 

of these people readily available. Keep them near the phone in your home. If 

you did not receive these numbers at your arrival orientation, contact your 

local AFS contact or the National Office to get them. 

 

2. Is the 911 number used in your community? If not, is there another 

emergency number you may use? How and when should this number be 

used? 
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In Conclusion… 
 

The best general advices AFS can recommend regarding issues of personal safety 

are: 

 Get to know the host culture well through questions, dialogue and 

discussion with your host family, peers, and your local AFS contacts. 

 Take any concerns seriously that your host family and school have 

expressed and follow their advice. 

 Do not ignore your own “instinct” in any given situation or feel you have to 

compromise your own personal behavior, values or beliefs. These are 

valuable resources in making decisions about what to do. 

 Always carry your AFS card with you. 

 Do not hesitate to get advice from your local volunteer or AFS staff. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

So much information, too 

many things to remember! It 

may look like this now, but 

soon you will integrate into 

the Canadian way of living, 

and these things will seem 

perfectly natural. In the 

meantime, we would like to 

tell you that a warm 

welcome awaits you in 

Canada. We look forward to 

having you here and, 

remember, there is always an 

AFS Interculture Canada 

person there for you. 
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