


Academic Culture in Canada: 
Undergraduate Students

Presented by: Helen Martin, PhD candidate, T-PULSE fellow

On behalf of International Student Services in collaboration with T-PULSE

September 2020



AGENDA

Help? Info?

Readings & written assignments

Working with classmates

Connecting with professors & Teaching Assistants (TAs)

What is “academic culture”?



Quick survey
Microsoft Form

https://forms.office.com/Pages/ResponsePage.aspx?id=
cZYxzedSaEqvqfz4-
J8J6u10n6GdekREhbyYz2wMjKhUNEpHUVAwU1NYV
1ROUDUzVUIxWlg4WDRZNi4u



1. What is “academic culture”? 

Source: Google images



Participating 
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submitting 
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Actions and 
Interactions

in and outside 
the classroom



2. Connecting with Professors & TAs
What is a “TA”?
• TA = Teaching Assistant

• Often a graduate student (Masters/PhD)

• Helps with instruction and evaluation

• Acts as a resource for students (holds office hours, etc.)
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“North-American people know how to present themselves, their research interests, and to 
make it sound very interesting.
You will have to present yourself a the beginning of most courses, in a roundtable fashion.
So prepare a short presentation of yourself with:
• Your first name
• Your academic background
• The field of study you are interested in”

Claire Godard-Sebillotte, MD, MSc. PhD student. Family Medicine.
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How does culture influence teaching and learning?

Power-Distance

Low

• Professor and student = equal footing
• Disagreement acceptable
• Negotiation of meaning
• Democratic decision-making

High

• Professor = authority
• Disagreement discouraged
• Respect = acceptance
• Decisions made by professor 

Hofstede’s (2001) Cultural Dimensions



Individualism

• Autonomy
• Independence
• Freedom to choose
• Personal responsibility
• Self-care

Collectivism

• Relatedness
• Group loyalty
• Conformity of thinking
• Responsibility for others
• Cared for by the group

Hofstede’s (2001) Cultural Dimensions
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Low

• Ambiguity acceptable
• Not knowing = allowable
• Importance of process 
• Flexibility, adaptability of 

structures and rules 
Hofstede’s (2001) Cultural Dimensions

Uncertainty Avoidance

High

• Avoid uncertainty
• Not knowing = uncomfortable
• Importance of result
• Clear and established structures 

and rules

Source: Google images



• Professor = facilitator / guide

• Active participation is expected

• Articulate your opinions freely

• Critical thinking is encouraged

• Disagreement is accepted

In the classroom
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• Professor or TA = use first name if 
invited to do so

• Pro-actively seek assistance

• Share an assignment in progress

• You are not expected to have all 
the answers

• Take responsibility for your work

Outside the classroom
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“I believe that our students can take advantage of 
the great willingness of faculty and other fellow 
students to act as mentors; relationships which are 
crucial for a student’s solid academic 
development.”

Alice D. Cherestes, Ph.D.
Director, Freshman Program (interim)

Faculty Lecturer / Freshman Advisor
Faculty of Agricultural and Environmental Science

McGill University, Macdonald Campus 



3. Working with classmates

80 DAY 
DEADLINE TO 

APPLY

Cultural variation in communication styles

Low context High context

Direct Indirect

Self-Enhancement Self-Effacement

Silence avoidance Silence embraced

Ting-Toomey, S. (1999). Communicating Across Cultures. New York, NY: The Guildford 
Press



Low context vs. High context

LOW CONTEXT HIGH CONTEXT

Would you like to walk over 
to a restaurant patio for a 
beer?

Let’s head to a terrasse for a 
cold one – whaddaya say?
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Direct vs. Indirect

DIRECT INDIRECT

We need graphics in our 
presentation.

I would suggest that we 
consider including graphics in 
our presentation; what do 
you think?

Source: Google images



Self-enhancement vs. Self-effacement

SELF-ENHANCEMENT SELF-EFFACEMENT

I’m really good at doing 
presentations, I am happy to 
present…

Thank you for the 
compliment, but I’m not the 
best presenter… I am sure 
you are better than me.

Source: Google images



Silence avoidance vs. Silence embraced

SILENCE AVOIDANCE SILENCE EMBRACED

If you’re not sure, we can talk 
it over, discuss the details, 
figure it out…

I understand…
(waits to let others add their 
own comment when they’re 
ready)

Source: Google images



4. Readings and written assignments

Course syllabus

• Guide to everything you need to know about the course requirements 
(including exams, office hours, etc.)



Managing your course load

• Each hour of class = +/- 3 hours of course work
• Reading vs. skimming (be selective)
• Consider doing 4 courses instead of 5 in the 1st term
• Find a “study buddy” or form a study group

“15 credits or 5 courses sounds pretty standard (and it is, if you’re used to it) and it also looks 
like it won’t eat up a lot of time (judging from all the empty spaces on the weekly schedule). 
However, each course requires a lot of extra work (reading and keeping up with each lecture) 
and it’s easy to underestimate the amount of time you need to spend on each course at 
first.”

Chris Hedge, B.Sc. Pharmacology ‘16
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REVIEW

LEARNING METHODS

https://www.mcgill.ca/tls/students/remote-learning-resources/strategies-inventory

https://www.mcgill.ca/tls/students/remote-learning-resources/strategies-inventory


Academic Integrity

Academic integrity is the moral code or ethical policy of academia. This includes 
values such as avoidance of cheating or plagiarism; maintenance of academic 
standards; honesty and rigor in research and academic publishing.

Kirk, A. (1996). Learning and the Marketplace.
Carbondale, IL: Southern Illinois University Press

www.mcgill.ca/student/srr



5. Help? Info?
Reach out if you are overwhelmed!

• Academic Advisors
• Office Hours (Professors and TAs)
• McGill Writing Centre
• Libraries
• Faculty/Department tutors
• Counselling Services
• MyAccess
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“You are not alone… most students face difficulties at 
some point during their studies.

It’s important to be pro-active: advisors, TAs, and 
professors are there to help, but we can’t unless students 
seek out help.”

Ines Scharnweber
Faculty Advisor

Arts OASIS



Resources 
Financial support - https://www.mcgill.ca/studentaid/

Job vacancies - https://mcgill.wd3.myworkdayjobs.com/mcgill_careers

McGill student and summer jobs - https://www.mcgill.ca/caps/students/job/summer

McGill writing center - https://www.mcgill.ca/mwc/courses/undergraduate-courses

Counselling/health services - https://www.mcgill.ca/wellness-hub/

15 websites for McGill students - https://reporter.mcgill.ca/top-15-websites-for-mcgill-students-
4/?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=wn_Aug26_eng&utm_source=whatsnewstaff&utm_ter
m=Preparing-for-the-fall-semeste

Tutoring services - https://involvement.mcgill.ca/organization/tutoring/events

https://www.mcgill.ca/studentaid/
https://mcgill.wd3.myworkdayjobs.com/mcgill_careers
https://www.mcgill.ca/caps/students/job/summer
https://www.mcgill.ca/mwc/courses/undergraduate-courses
https://www.mcgill.ca/wellness-hub/
https://reporter.mcgill.ca/top-15-websites-for-mcgill-students-4/?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=wn_Aug26_eng&utm_source=whatsnewstaff&utm_term=Preparing-for-the-fall-semeste
https://involvement.mcgill.ca/organization/tutoring/events


Questions?

1. With regards to accessing the syllabus, is it always uploaded in MyCourse?
Yes, 95% of the time. If you don’t receive it then you can email the professor 1 week prior to the beginning class. 

2. Can you share the link for study partner, any resources for study routine and how to manage study load?
https://mcgill.ca/osd/student-resources/peer-peer-supports/mentoring
https://www.mcgill.ca/tls/students/resources

3. What kind of Plagiarism Detection software does McGill use? VeriGuide? Turnitin? Any guidelines/advice on that?
Please refer to the below link 
https://www.mcgill.ca/students/srr/academicrights/integrity/cheating
https://www.mcgill.ca/students/srr/honest/staff/papers

4. How do we reach out to academic advisors and tutors?
Identify the email address of your respective supervisor or professor through https://www.mcgill.ca/gps/staff
Or visit your faculty/department page to obtain their contact details information 

5. Is it possible to work on campus remotely while studying online?
Please refer to the link - https://www.mcgill.ca/internationalstudents/work

https://mcgill.ca/osd/student-resources/peer-peer-supports/mentoring
https://www.mcgill.ca/tls/students/resources
https://www.mcgill.ca/students/srr/academicrights/integrity/cheating
https://www.mcgill.ca/students/srr/honest/staff/papers
https://www.mcgill.ca/gps/staff
https://www.mcgill.ca/internationalstudents/work


Questions?
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