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2014 U of T Women In House Reflection 
Julia Salzmann, BHS (Spec. Hons.) 
MPP 2015 Candidate  
School of Public Policy & Governance 
University of Toronto 

1) What did you find most 
interesting/inspiring in your experience of 
shadowing a day in the life of a 
parliamentarian? 
The most inspiring experience that I will take 
away from these two days is the stamina and 
determination to make a difference that Dr. 
Carolyn Bennett exhibits during every minute 
of the day. From 8:30am until after my 
shadowing experience was over, Dr. Bennett 
was constantly strengthening relationships 
with colleagues and her constituents and working towards making her riding, the 
province and the country a better place. Dr. Bennett is a power-house and her 
vivaciousness is infectious and makes me want to do more and do more better every day 
of my life.   
 

2) Were there any challenges that you noticed in the day to day life of a female 
parliamentarian on the Hill? 
I noticed that during question period, the females who raised questions for the opposition 
were heckled much more extensively than their male counterparts. Elizabeth May who 
raised a question was not even listened to and all opposition members left the chamber 
altogether.  
 

3) Has this program changed your perspective on Canadian politics in any way?  
This program has shown me that Canadian politics is a profession that crosses various 
ideologies, values and ways of implementation. However, it is also a profession that 
crosses gender lines and speaks to the gender inequality that still exists in even the most 
developed of societies. 
 

4) What kind of 'personal impact' has this program had on your studies at U of T? or 
your future career aspirations? 
Not only has this program inspired me to become involved in local politics but it has also 
provided me with a network of strong-willed and intelligent women to whom I can 
connect with for support and encouragement. 
 

5) Is there anything you wish to share with future participants of this program? 
The Women in House program is for any woman who wants to explore their options as a 
future parliamentarian but also to explore what the issues any woman faces in a 
leadership role. 
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2014 U of T Women in House Reflection 
 
 

• Name: Monique Mallari 
• Program: SPPG 
• Year: 1 
• Name of your parliamentary host: 

Hélène LeBlanc 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The U of T Women in the House program was truly an amazing experience, most 
especially for women who are passionate about politics and who are driven to make a 
change in their community. I definitely enjoyed meeting inspiring MPs and Senators who 
aspire to transform Canadian politics. These women, such as Milène Freeman and Kirsty 
Duncan, have such passion and drive, equipped with strength and finesse, it is no wonder 
they are powerful women in politics.  
 
I enjoyed shadowing NDP MP, Ms. Hélène LeBlanc, as we both shared similar interests 
in agriculture and food issues in Canada, as well as the love for historical architecture. 
She gave me a tour around Parliament Hill, and shared her experience with me by 
inviting me to meetings with her party members and constituents, and to watch Question 
Period. She is truly an inspiring, enthusiastic, and positive woman, I could not have asked 
for anybody else. One conversation that stood out to me was when I asked her about why 
she decided to join politics. She replied with one word, “Change.” She saw what she 
liked and didn’t like about her community and took action to make that change.  
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2014 U of T Women in House 
Reflection 

• Name: Atifat Ashraf 
• Program: SPPG Masters of Public 

Policy 
• Year: 2 
• Name of your parliamentary host:  

NDP MP Irene Mathyssen 
 
When applying to this program, I 

thought about what I wanted out of it. As 
a student studying Public Policy, I wanted 
to know how our women parliamentarians are able to balance objective policy with 
politics and how they make decisions. I was also curious to see the challenges they faced 
and how they tackled the gender barriers that are ever present in our society.  

The program was beyond my expectations.  I was inspired by my interactions 
with the women who work at Parliament Hill and admire their confidence. Talking to 
Kristie Duncan during the reception, I was surprised at how comfortable she made us feel 
and energized by what she had to say. It moved me to want to do more, and strive to be a 
strong leader in my career. I felt a similar vibe and unbelievable confidence in Mylene 
Freeman, as she spoke about overcoming challenges as a young woman in Parliament.  

Spending Tuesday with NDP MP Mathyssen introduced me to the hectic schedule 
of a parliamentarian. I was amazed at the patience and care she demonstrated at a meeting 
with a health organization who had come in to see her. Instead of attending to the 
numerous other tasks she had to do, she spent a great deal of time with them and listened 
to their stories. Furthermore, the passion with which she told us about her work at various 
committees, especially the Special Committee on Violence Against Indigenous Women, 
really showed her commitment to the work that she is doing. It renewed my confidence in 
the role that our female MPs play, and their fight for Canadian women everywhere.  

I was joined by another Women in House participant from Carleton University. 
Talking to her, and reflecting back on MP Freeman’s speech from Monday night, I was 
amazed by the depth and reach of the Women in House program, and felt proud of the all 
the current woman students who were interested and preparing for a future career in 
politics and the public service. I was also inspired deeply by all the great work my fellow 
Women in House participants themselves were doing. They are all involved in great 
initiatives, conducting research and hosting conferences are just a few of the examples, 
and will make great role models themselves. 

I’m not sure if this trip answered my original queries. But I do know that it was an 
amazing learning experience. I was inspired and left with the feeling of optimism and 
determination. I would urge future participants to be open-minded and just go into the 
program with intent to discover what you don’t yet know. We come with an expectation 
to learn about challenges a female parliamentarian on the Hill faces, but it is more 
important to focus on the great work they are doing to blaze a path for the rest of us.  
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2014 U of T Women in House Reflection 
 
 

• Name: Sydney Raeburn-Bell 
• Program: Public Policy 
• Year: 1 
• Name of your parliamentary host:  

Mylène Freeman 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I was so inspired and impressed by Mylène Freeman, the 24 year old NDP Member of 
Parliament from Argenteuil-Papineau-Mirabel in Quebec. Her passion, whit and 
intelligence are undeniable and contagious. Mylène spearheads issues for women in 
politics and as a young person, brings fresh eyes to such an important issue. The work I 
do in gender equity and policy at the School of Public Policy and Governance is 
important but can create an academic bubble that sometimes needs to be popped with a 
dose of reality. What I found most interesting shadowing Mylène for a day on the hill 
was her realistic experience and perception. Although I am an optimist and believe the 
opportunities for women in leadership positions have generally increased, the gender gap 
appears to exist more in the political world than in the circles in which I move. Aside 
from the fact that female representation in the house is much lower than then for men, 
female MP’s are heckled noticeably more than men during question period. Mylène 
spoke to these and other barriers women face in politics on a regular basis. As the newly 
elected chair of Women’s Caucus, Mylène and her colleagues work together to encourage 
female MP interest in running for different positions, to be a chair of a committee for 
example. Although the women are are extremely qualified, they often turn down the 
opportunity down when Mylène approaches them. The reason for this is twofold. Firstly, 
they indicate their family commitments are constraining. Secondly, they feel unqualified. 
Childcare is an issue Mylène and I share an interest in championing to allow women the 
opportunity to support their families and also pursue their careers. This second issue for 
women in leadership can be attributed to an embedded cultural perception of gender 
roles. Mylène explains some of the experiences women face in politics as a product of the 
parliamentary system that was designed at a time when Canada was led by men, and that 
change in this system is limited by the way the institution was created only to reflect back 
on itself not to look forward. This needs transformation. What I found most inspiring 
about the trip was seeing this possibility in such a young and ambitious women. We need 
more MP’s like Mylène, who are young, creative and relatable, who ask questions of the 
system they are very much apart of and which define Canada’s democratic system. We 
need more women MPs who can represent people. We need more MPs willing to 
challenge the roles of women in house.  
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2014 U of T Women in House Reflection 
 
 

• Name: Andrea Bracaglia 
• Program: Master of Public Policy 
• Year: 1 
• Name of your parliamentary host:  

Senator JoAnne L. Buth 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The U of T Women in House program offered an insight into Canadian politics that I 
didn’t think was possible. The opportunity to be an observer was invaluable, as I believe 
that looking and listening are some of the greatest ways to learn. I noticed that there 
weren’t a lot of female parliamentarians on the hill, but a large majority of political staff 
were female. I’m not sure what describes that circumstance, but it was interesting to note.  
 
Despite having a positive experience shadowing Senator Buth, as she was very involved 
and willing to share her stories about being a relatively new face in politics, my time in 
Question Period really changed my perspective on the state of our democracy. 
Unfortunately, witnessing elected officials behave in a juvenile and unprofessional 
manner for half an hour was uninspiring but also the sad reality. It reaffirmed my 
decision to study public policy, as I believe that civil servants and policy experts do have 
the capacity to make change, and not just the politicians alone.  
 
If I had to offer advice to future Women in House participants, I would say first and 
foremost to keep an open mind about who your host is. They may be a member of a 
different political party than you, and have different professional interests, but at the end 
of it all the one thing that they will have in common is their passion for Canada and its 
people. It’s hard not to get swept up in the “politics” of parliament hill, but it is beneficial 
to keep an open mind and to engage in conversation with individuals who believe in 
different ideologies than you. For this reason alone, I would encourage any female that is 
interested in civic engagement and political change to apply and participate in the 
program. 
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2014 U of T Women in House 
Reflection 
• Name: Claudia Wong 
• Program: MPP (SPPG) 
• Name of your parliamentary host:  
• Dr. Carolyn Bennett 
 
My experience with Women in House 
was very insightful into both the world 
of federal politics and the way women 
are viewed. In public policy, we are 
taught the ways and inner workings of 
the public service. When we discuss 
politics or politicians, it is only as it 
directly relates to the roll-out of new 
policy platforms, strategies or budgets. 
We do not learn about the political realm itself except for its impact on policy decisions. 
 
In this way, the day I spent with Dr. Carolyn Bennett was incredibly revealing. Our day 
began with a meeting with a lobby group (Coalition of Rare Diseases, or CORD)  
– in which it was made clear to me that groups which have a clear mandate and well-
organized presentation are more likely to make an impact when speaking with MPs.  
Moving on, Dr. Bennett arranged for a quick meeting with her staff after our next 
appointment. My partner Julia and I had the sense that our day would be incredibly full, 
and incredibly fast-paced.  
 
We attended next the All-Party Women’s Caucus meeting, where we encountered a  
few of our Women in House colleagues. I was disappointed that there weren’t more  
MPs present at the time – I had hoped to see a lively representation of women from  
Parliament, but instead there were two senators and three MPs in attendance.  
 
After the vote on a motion of some kind, we were lucky enough to lunch with Nora  
Spinks from the Vanier Institute for nearly two hours. It was amazing to sit and chat  
with such accomplished women about the challenges they faced as women in positions of 
power, as women in work environments typically filled with men – and how they dealt 
with these challenges. Afterwards, we attended Question Period, which was truly 
revealing in terms of how women in Parliament are treated – women were noticeably 
heckled longer, and more often, than men were at all. 
 
All in all, this was a great experience and I would recommend any of my peers from the 
School of Public Policy and Governance to take part if given the chance. Although the 
trip itself was not quite what was promised (we thought we would be taking the train, less 
people to a room, etc), I was very happy with the day we spent in Parliament and the 
opportunity to interact with such inspiring women. 
 
 



	   8	  

2014 U of T Women in House Reflection 
 
 

• Name: Sopana Selvachandran 
• Program: Master of Public Policy 
• Year: 1 
• Name of your parliamentary host:  

Senator Ataullahjan  
 
 
The day in the life of a female senator in  
parliament is like no other. Shadowing Senator 
Ataullahjan was truly a gift, because I received  
the opportunity to get to know the ins and outs   
of a typical day of a hard-working, dedicated  
and extremely intelligent woman. 
 
It was truly inspiring to work with a woman in house, from a minority background who 
has been so influential in bringing to light pressing issues that need action right away, 
such as the Anti-Cyber Bullying Bill. I was exposed to the fact that often females from 
ethnic minority backgrounds in parliament have a difficult time trying to prove that they 
are just as capable of doing their jobs, mainly due to their historical stigmatization. 
Senator Ataullahjan addressed some of the issues and challenges she had to overcome as 
a Pakistani woman in house. Senator Ataullahjan has, however, proven time and time 
again that she has gone above and beyond her duties and made a path for herself, one 
which many other young females look up to.  
 
One thing that I learned from my experience is that a female parliamentarian’s workday 
never ends. She is always working, even when she is not in parliament, often attending 
caucus meetings, chairing or participating on various committees, attending to 
conferences or phone calls from domestic and international government officials or 
attending community events. When senators are not doing any of the above, they are 
often responding to public inquiries or redirecting concerns from the general public. 
Senators are very busy people but they are more than willing to help the general public 
who may look to them for advice and help. Among many interesting things that I have 
learned from this experience, I have also learned that the first priority for a senator is the 
general public, which is prioritized before their personal lives. Senators are an 
inspirational reminder that entering public life as a senator is about advocating for 
Canadians.  
 
The Women in House program really encourages young females to understand and shape 
whom public service is delivered to, which is everybody. By exposing young, motivated 
women to the life of politics, I have increased and broadened my awareness of the role I 
can take to shape politics in the near future. There is a wealth of knowledge and 
experience from a diversity of women from different backgrounds, and hence fostering 
and promoting that passion will help create new, inspirational leaders of Canada. 

21
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2014 U of T Women in House Reflection 
• Name: Deanna Veltri 
• Program: School of Public Policy and 

Governance (Master’s Candidate) 
• Year: 2015 
• Name of your parliamentary host: Ms. 

Helene LeBlanc 
As a policy student, I encounter and study difficult 
socio-political issues on a daily basis, and I knew 
that working alongside Ms. Helene LeBlanc was the chance for me to take these issues 
out of the classroom. That is, I was ready to see how the country’s most powerful women 
stand alongside, and above their male counterparts. My time with M.P. LeBlanc began 
with an elegant lunch at the Parliamentary restaurant, where we rubbed shoulders with 
nearby tables that saw Mr. Jim Flaherty and Mr. John Baird. After a quick after-lunch 
tour of the Peace Tower and Parliamentary Library, Ms. LeBlanc’s doting assistant led us 
to the viewing area in the House, I made a conscious effort to keep my eyes on female 
Members, regardless of their political leanings. It was refreshing to see so many women 
ask, and answer, the difficult questions posed to the Prime Minister and his Cabinet. 
Question Period has a reputation for being a battlefield of ideas and loud voices that was 
proven undeniably true during this particular meeting. Helene seemed worn out in the 
moments directly following Question Period, which is not a surprise given how lively the 
discussion was. Our final hours were spent with Helene in her office as she met with 
various stakeholders and interest groups who plead for her political support behind their 
respective causes. The day came to a close as dinner-hour approached, even though Ms. 
Leblanc showed no signs of closing her doors after we departed. Ms. LeBlanc was the 
perfect guide through Canada’s complex political climate. She navigated the ‘Old Boys 
Club’ with knowledge and grace, genuinely conversing with every person she ran-in to in 
the elevator or hallway, be it a Senior Cabinet Minister or Parliamentary Page. She 
happily reached out to me on Facebook in the days following our meeting, which was a 
logical extension of the kindness and approachability she displayed during the program.  

The one question that kept me from dozing off during the long bus ride from 
Ottawa to Toronto actually pestered me during my entire Women in the House 
experience. I was stuck on the idea of conflicting loyalties that female M.P.’s are 
particularly prone to: how are these women able to stand together as a ‘sisterhood’ in the 
face of the partisanship that defines Canadian politics? I remember that during Question 
Period earlier in the day, when any woman had the opportunity to ask a question of the 
incumbents, their female colleagues and competitors listened more intently than they 
might as the men in the House hash out their own political grievances. Instead of 
participating the hyper-visible political game in play on the Floor, think: loud whispering, 
heckling, and disrespect for others’ positions, the women took a step back, and provided 
a level of unspoken respect. Without the Women in the House program, I would have 
never had the opportunity to grapple with such questions so tangibly.  Not only did the 
program reignite my interest in partisan politics, it has given me new insight into the 
power of gender in the formation of policy. I came back to my policy studies with a new 
sense of drive, as I remind myself of the hard work being done by the few women who 
have broken down the gender barriers surrounding federal Canadian politics. 
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2014 U of T Women in House Reflection 
• Name: Julie Jo 
• Program: Master of Public Policy 
• Year: Class of 2015 (First Year)  
• Name of your parliamentary host: Senator 

Yonah Martin 
 I think I was just in aw the whole time 
during my visit about the fact that I was let into a 
Senator’s office and saw a politician’s office for 
the first time and that I was there as a guest. 
Interacting with the assistants and policy advisors 
for the Senator Martin was really interesting. I was able to witness what they do in their 
office on the daily basis that I would not have before. Senator Martin took my partner and 
me into the Senate Chamber that was not open to the public, let us sit in the Senate seats, 
and take pictures, and talked us through about how she became a Senator from her 
modest upbringing. Her genuineness and modesty in the way she carried and expressed 
herself really impressed me, and her advice was very powerfully stated and inspirational.   

My perspective on Canadian politics did change from participating in this 
program. I used to have a preconceived idea that politicians had a particular personality 
that is mostly portrayed in the media involving aggressiveness, harsh comments, and 
fighting and tension among the party members. But what I learned is the fact that 
politicians are doing their best to do their job well according to the culture and 
conventions of politics, and they are professionals and do not take things personally. I 
also learned that it is a political “act” they put on to bring in meaningful discussions 
about important issues in Canada. Politicians are incredibly busy, but they manage to 
remain very careful, calm and charismatic. They, as well as their assistants, are 
professionals who are/are required to be prepared for any situation. There is a lot of 
“backstage” work that is involved in the office by assistants to prepare the politicians for 
their jobs. I couldn’t how much they are under pressure in terms of time and making their 
parties and stakeholders happy. 

As a public policy master’s candidate, I could really see how my experience and 
education can fit in the context of government and politics, and how I can contribute to 
doing something meaningful working for public servants/politicians/policy makers. I was 
able to witness and imagine myself carrying on the small but important tasks of the 
Executive assistants and policy advisors, working closely with a senior politician to 
prepare him/her.  

“Make every moment count. When you encounter an opportunity for something, it 
must mean something. There must be a reason why you guys (my partner and I) and I 
(Senator Martin) met and are here together right now, and it must mean something, and 
we can all learn something from this. I never planned to become a politician. I was an 
elementary school teacher, and my volunteering in my community in BC led me to 
opportunities leading to where I am. I just kept being my genuine self and worked 
towards a purpose and things unfolded the way it did as if a path was somehow perfectly 
planned out for me to get to where I am. If you do small things consistently and keep 
working towards your vision, you will get to where you are meant to be eventually.”  

 -Senator Yonah Martin- 
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Women in House Reflection  
Adrienne Dimech: School of Public Policy and Governance 
Name of the Parliamentary Host: MP Judy Sgro 

‘Definitely not’ would have been my answer to the question if I ever wanted to 
enter Canadian politics prior to my Women in House experience.   Before my trip to 
Ottawa, I thought that one had to have a calling or an innate, deeply rooted, long standing 
dream and passion for politics to be a political representative.  My most significant take-
away from my experience with this program is that the only pre-request for a political 
career is a cause or what for change. 
 Before exploring in greater depth my final conclusion, it is important to provide 
some contextual details.  I had the privilege, after being selected to participate in this 
program, to shadow Judy Sgro, Liberal Member of Parliament for York West.  
Honourable Sgro has been involved in Canadian politics since 1987 after being elected as 
a municipal councillor.  Since then, Honourable Sgro has transitioned to federal politics 
while keeping an eye on local affairs.  One of her first achievements as a MP was to bring 
forward her report on the needs and future wants of municipalities titled ‘Canada’s Urban 
Strategy – A Vision for the 21st Century’.  As Honourable Sgro described to me, this was 
a ground-breaking report as the word ‘cities’ or ‘municipalities’ could not be mentioned 
in the House.  As one can easily conclude, her report was forward-thinking recognizing 
the importance of and key-stone role of municipalities as hubs and focal points in 
Canadian life.   

Her passion and belief in the power and prominence of municipalities spoke to 
my municipal sensibilities and experiences from my seven years of municipal 
professional experience working for the City of Ottawa.   My hope for participating in 
this program was that I would have the ability to gain insight on how to transition my 
career from the municipal level to the provincial or federal platform; and my experience 
with Honour Sgro did just that.  As noted above, when I asked Honourable Sgro how she 
became involved – most notably at the federal level – she replied that she had a cause that 
she needed to fight for.  Her mission has led her to a successful career representing not 
only mothers fighting for their children’s cause, but also a woman breaking Canadian 
political ground. 

Although I had an overall very positive and worthwhile experience, there were 
some limitations.  I was extremely disappointed by the attitude and tone of the program 
organizer (note: not SPPG representatives).  Her disposition and attitude towards the 
group made me feel belittled, bossed-around, and marshalled.  In my opinion, no one in a 
leadership role should behave in this unnecessary and unprofessional fashion.  In 
addition, it was disappointing to be promised ‘better conditions than last year’ but be 
force to take the bus (with no WiFi) and stay 4 participants per room.  These should be 
made clear should they be next year’s parameters as well. 

In summation, my experience with the Women in House was phenomenal.  My 
day on Parliament Hill was face-paced, energetic, and re-invigorating.  My experience 
reminded me of my former professional career, and reinforced my want to return to non-
representative, or perhaps representative, politics.  I am thrilled to have participated in 
this program and I encourage the School of Public Policy and Governance to partake next 
year. 


