
2017 U of T Women in House Reflection 

• Name: Michelle Hayman  
• Program: Law (JD/MSW)  
• Year: 4th  
• Name of your parliamentary host:  

Minister Carolyn Bennett 

Reflections:

Participating in the U of T Women in House program was a valuable 
opportunity for me to be able to gain insight into the everyday 
workings of our political system. I was paired with my MP 
(Toronto-St Paul), Carolyn Bennett, who is also the Minister for 
Indigenous and Northern Affairs. One of the most interesting 
aspects of the experience was seeing how the minister balances her 
role as a member of the executive (as a member of Cabinet) and as a 
member of the legislature. Minister Bennett must represent the 
interests of her constituency and act as part of the government of 
Canada, particularly in regards to her responsibilities as Minister of 
Indigenous and Northern Affairs (INAC).  

Throughout the day, I had an opportunity to sit-in on meetings at 
INAC, preparatory meetings, question period and votes in the House of Commons, and a meeting with a 
constituent. Despite her busy schedule, I had many opportunities to ask Minister Bennett questions and talk with 
her one on one. It is clear that Minister Bennett is passionate about the cause of supporting more women to 
become involved in politics and to run for office. She spoke about the significance of bringing Indigenous and 
feminist philosophies into politics, such as the principle of “no decisions about us without us.”  

One of the other highlights of my experience was a tour given to me of the House of Commons by Minister 
Bennett’s Parliamentary aide, while she was in a closed cabinet meeting. I was able to learn a lot more about the 
history and traditions of Parliament. While we were touring the House of Commons, we ran into MP Elizabeth 
May, who gave me a fascinating tour of the opposition lobby and spoke about some of the changes that had 
occurred over various governments.  

Further, as a law student, I greatly appreciated the opportunity to tour the Supreme Court building and to listen 
to Justice Rosalie Abella speak. She was an inspiring speaker who talked a great deal about her experiences as 
one of the first female judges at the Supreme Court. At the end of the trip, I was able to further reflect on the 
differences between the responsibilities of the judiciary, legislature and executive, having witnessed elements of 
each branch of government throughout the trip. Overall, I would recommend participating in the Women in 
House program to any female student who is interested in politics and government.  



2017 U of T Women in House Reflection 

• Name:   Tali Chernin 
• Program:  Law 
• Year:   1st  
• Name of your parliamentary host:  

Maryam Monsef 

Reflections:

I have always been interested in public service, but working in 
politics has always been a terrifying prospect for me. I chose to 
participate in the program for three reasons. First, I wanted to 
learn what drove them to seek public office. I also wanted to learn 
about the practical aspects of running a campaign, transitioning to 
public office, and what a day in the life of an MP looks like. 
Finally, I also wanted to understand how they balanced a personal 
life, and the often gendered ways in which they navigate political 
spaces both on the Hill and in the media. 

During my time on the Hill I was fortunate enough to spend time with a number of exceptional women. We 
began our time with a tour of the Supreme Court and a private session with the incomparable Justice Abella. As 
a law student, the opportunity to have so much time for a frank discussion with such a trailblazer was a deep 
honour. Beyond anything else, I will treasure the optimism she spoke with even as she discussed the immense 
anti-Semitism and sexism she has experienced in her life. Indeed, it is a lesson many of the women I met 
shared, which was to find common ground wherever possible, it may often come from unanticipated places. 

After our time at the Supreme Court, we were greeted by several MPs for a reception who all spoke warmly and 
honestly about their life in public service. The Honourable Carolyn Bennet spoke about the changes she had 
seen in Parliament as more women have been elected, and the need for even more women to effectively 
represent Canadians. MP Celina Caesar-Chavannes reiterated the need for more women, but especially for 
advocates of Canadians who live with intersectional identities which are still underserved.  

The next day I was scheduled to shadow Minister Monsef. As the budget had come out the day before, she spent 
the day defending spending decisions made for women and girls. First, we sat on the Committee on the Status 
of Women, where I witnessed a spirited debate about ways to improve the lives of women and its impact on the 
economy. Throughout the day, the Minister repeated many times her personal story and the obstacles she and 
her family had to overcome. When we spoke, she told me “what gets me out of bed every morning is my 
community but what keeps me coming back is the work.”   

I learned a few practical aspects of what MPs do, the complexities of being both an MP and a Minister, and saw 
the ways in which democracy both functions and fails to. However, what I will take away most of all was the 
powerful message of the need of women to take up space in Parliament and find common ground to effect 
change at a pace unlike anywhere else. It was a privilege to meet with so many remarkable, brave women, who 
inspired me with their passion for making Canada a better, more inclusive place. 
  



2017 U of T Women in House Reflection

• Name: Morag McGreevey
• Program: Law
• Year: 1L
• Name of your parliamentary host: Alexandra 

Mendez
___________________

Reflections:

Last week, I had the pleasure of shadowing MP Alexandra 
Mendez during her workday on Parliament Hill. I 
anticipated that the day would be filled with unexpected 
adventures, learning opportunities, and moments of 
personal growth, but these expectations were far exceeded 
by my actual experience.

I started my day at 9:30am sharp – just as though I were 
actually working on the Hill for a day. My morning was 
spent exploring the office, getting briefed for the day, and 
meeting Ms. Mendez for the first time. I was struck by her 
warmth, openness, and genuine enthusiasm for her work. In a world where so many of us are just surviving the 
nine to five grind, Ms. Mendez’s belief in the importance of her role, her ability to help her constituency, and 
her broader commitment in the fundamental values underlying public service were inspiring. Indeed, that was 
my impression of Parliament as a whole: it is a place populated by men and women driven by genuine belief in 
the work that they do and the change that they can effect.

And yet, it is easy to divorce our politicians from the people we interact with in everyday life – they become 
distant caricatures of themselves in the media and popular opinion, and we lose sight of the humanity behind 
their public selves. For me, the most moving aspect of my experience was getting to know Ms. Mendez as a 
person, not just an MP. I learned about the professional experiences which prepared her for political life, her 
family back home in Quebec (especially her new three-week old grandson who, according to his older brother, 
sleeps too much to be a fun playmate!), and the passions which are near and dear to her heart. Learning about 
her personal interests and history made Ms. Mendez incredibly relatable: politicians aren’t born into the role, 
they are created and shaped by the rich personal experiences and passions which inform their lives. For me, this 
was an incredibly open and inclusive message – any one of us participating in the program last week could go 
on to occupy important positions in public office one day. And, if my experience on the Hill taught me anything, 
that’s exactly what we need in Parliament: smart, dedicated, and driven women (and men) who are committed 
to making a difference in people’s lives. That’s when democracy works best, after all.



2017 U of T Women in House Reflection 

 
• Name: Sally Wong 
• Program: Law/Massey 
• Year: 3L 
• Name of your parliamentary host:  

Pamela Goldsmith-Jones  

Reflections: 

 At this year’s U of T Women In House, I had the privilege 
of shadowing Ms. Pamela Goldsmith-Jones, Liberal MP of the 
West Vancouver – Sunshine Coast – Sea to Sky Country 
constituency. Ms. Goldsmith-Jones had also been the mayor of 
West Vancouver from 2005-2011. Having grown up in Vancouver, 
I knew her constituency quite well. One of the most interesting 
meetings I shadowed was between Pam and the Department of 
Fisheries and Oceans (DFO). The DFO wanted to build a new 
Science Enterprise Centre in West Vancouver, and Pam gave her 
feedback on how it would best suit her constituents. I loved how I 
was privy to a meeting that would have such concrete and real 
impacts on the West Vancouver community.  

 The first thing that struck me about Pam was how personable and confident she was, and how she made 
every person she met with feel like someone special. It was clear that Pam really cared. After her years as 
mayor, Pam had taken some time off to do an MBA and run a consulting business. She told me that the reason 
she decided to run for MP was because of Stephen Harper, and how she wanted to stand up for values that she 
believed in. When I started talking to other MPs, it was clear that they also really cared about doing what was 
best for Canada. Being an MP is an extremely tough job, as I witnessed first hand. Pam was running around the 
entire day without any time to eat, her schedule subject to change at any moment. I found it remarkable that at 
any given moment, she (and any other MP) might have to leave whatever meeting they were at if a vote was 
called in the House of Commons. The first vote that happened on March 23 seemed like a relatively 
unproductive vote (ie a motion for a member to be heard). It seemed strange that such a trivial vote should have 
such a disruptive impact on every MP’s day. At the same time, these are entrenched parliamentary procedures 
and the backbone of our democratic system as we know it.  

 Another aspect that struck me was the atmosphere of the House during Question Period. I had seen 
videos of QP before online, where there is a lot of shouting and general derision. But it was indeed like a 
schoolyard, with people interrupting, squabbling, and banging their tables around. I understand that this is the 
nature of the parliamentary process, but I couldn’t help but think that if the majority of MPs there were women, 
the atmosphere would be very different. Nonetheless, it was really inspiring to see that at least in the front row 
where the Liberal cabinet ministers sat, that it was half women. Seeing women in house really brought home to 
me how important it is to have more women involved in politics. One final point – one of the best moments was 
attending the Ottawa’s Women Ambassadors and High Commissioners luncheon, where Pam delivered the 
keynote address. Looking around the room, I saw strong, confident female leaders from 25 different countries. 
In her keynote, Pam said that sometimes the problem is not so much a glass ceiling, but a sticky floor. We as 
women must believe in ourselves and not ask for permission or need validation to reach for what we want. 



Justice Abella echoed a bit of this as well, how she just went for it, without caring what others thought. While I 
do believe that there is as much of a glass ceiling as a sticky floor, Women In House made the floor a lot less 
sticky for me, and I am very grateful for that.  



2017 U of T Women in House Reflection 

• Name: Catherine Dunmore 
• Program: LLM 
• Year: Graduate 
• Name of your parliamentary host: Anju Dhillon 

Reflections: 

Our first stop during the University of Toronto Women in House trip was 
a personal highlight, receiving not only a tour of the Supreme Court but 
the opportunity to meet with the Honourable Rosalie Silberman Abella. 
She spoke first of her post-war childhood in a Displaced Person's Camp 
in Stuttgart, and detailed her first memory at age 4 of Canada denying her 
father the right to be a lawyer. This memory motivated her desire to 
pursue legal studies at the University of Toronto, drawing interesting 
comparisons between her experiences as one of few female students, and 
the situation of students like myself today. After outlining her early legal career, including her appointment to 
the Ontario Family Court as the youngest and first pregnant person appointed to the Canadian judiciary, she 
spoke about the challenges and rewards of her work as the first Jewish woman appointed to the Supreme Court 
and how she balanced this commitment with raising two sons, and now caring for grandchildren. As a lawyer, it 
was a fascinating and rare opportunity to participate in such an open, frank and positive conversation with a 
female Supreme Court Justice. 

The first day was rounded off in Parliament, with a reception giving students and MPs the chance to mingle and 
share life experiences. The Honourable Carolyn Bennett and Elizabeth May spoke to the shifts in House 
dynamics as more women enter politics, but also the absolute need for more than the current 26% female 
politicians to better represent Canadian society. MP Celina Caesar-Chavannes discussed intersectionality in a 
political context, and her desire to address the rights of all minority figures, not just those who are women. She 
also spoke to her personal battle with mental health issues, and sympathised with the daily struggles of minority 
female students.  

My second day was spent shadowing MP Anju Dhillon, a fellow lawyer who was the first Canadian Sikh to 
practice law in Quebec courts. We began the day in preparatory meetings, before I sat in on a meeting of the 
Standing Committee on Human Resources, Skills and Social Development and the Status of Persons with 
Disabilities, which was discussing the extension of maternity benefits, particularly for women working in 
underrepresented areas such as trades and non-traditional occupations, and the implications of the 2017 Budget 
announced the day before. I experienced the hectic nature of a politician’s day, as thirty-minute bells sounded 
for call to vote and we dashed over to Parliament. When seeing members standing to cast their vote I learnt a 
key difference to my home Parliament of the United Kingdom’s voting system where voice votes and, if 
necessary, the division process of walking through the lobbies is used. Later, I sat with parliamentary staffers 
during Question Period, watching as they hurriedly passed notes and advice into the House for their respective 
politicians. 

Women in House provided a unique opportunity to learn first-hand the challenges of being a woman in the 
Supreme Court and Parliament. I was pleased to see numerous areas in which these careers are progressively 



becoming more accessible to females, who are striving through their work to prioritise women’s rights. I hope 
that the trip inspired us to make politics and the law increasingly diverse and intersectional domains. 

 



Morag McGreevey 

Q and A with Justice Abella 

 Walking into the Supreme Court of Canada for the first time is an impressive experience for any 
Canadian. Walking through those doors knowing that Justice Rosalie Abella is waiting on the other side, 
ready to answer your questions about careers, politics, feminism and the tricky balancing act of 
modern life, turns that already impressive experience into a downright intimidating one. And yet, 
Justice Abella has a knack for putting people at ease. Over the next hour, Justice Abella spoke candidly 
with the participants of the 2017 Women in House Program about her personal history, most memorable 
career moments, and her top advice for women setting out on their own trailblazing paths today. 

 Justice Abella benefited from the clarity of knowing that she always wanted to be a lawyer. 
While some naysayers doubted her ability to succeed – in 1970, when she graduated from the University 
of Toronto Faculty of Law, out of 150 students only five were women – she persevered in her chosen 
field. “For me, going to law school was the most natural thing in the world,” said Justice Abella. During 
a time when feminist movements were just beginning to hold sway, law school presented the last merit 
system in which Justice Abella could excel. “I thought there was no reason in the world why I shouldn’t 
be there,” she remarked. Largely shielded from the politics of real life, hard work and clear natural 
aptitude allowed Justice Abella to shine in the academic arena. Granted, she noted that “it was easier 
for me to be there when there were so few women in the law school. We’re not scary when there are 
only a few of us, we become scary when we’re there in numbers.” Speaking to a group of 50 female 
university students, all of us passionate advocates for greater female participation in public life, these 
words resonated deeply. 

 It was after leaving the University of Toronto that Justice Abella felt the significance of her 
gender most acutely. Rather than final semester grades, she was judged on the basis of “who do you 
get along with? How do they view you?” The merit system had been replaced by an old boy’s network 
that couldn’t quite figure out how women fit into their changing profession. Justice Abella humorously 
recalled being called to the bar in 1972 and dressing the way any young woman would in the 1970s – 
hot pants and all. Adding to the oddity, Justice Abella was balancing new motherhood with her 
burgeoning legal career. When she first became a judge in Family Court, she was pregnant with her 
second child. “There was no judge in the world was appointed while she was pregnant,” Abella 
remembers. Indeed, she “didn’t know a single lawyer who was also a mother.” 

 And yet, in many ways the sheer novelty of her position was liberating. “It was very easy 
because I wasn’t stuck with role models. For me, there was no sense that ‘this is the way we do it 
when we’re female.’” With no path to follow, “I had to create my own path.” For Justice Abella, this 
meant ducking out of work at 6 p.m. every evening to spend time with her children. “Maybe they 
didn’t care, but I needed to see them. My batteries were recharged by spending time together.” Of 
course, she didn’t become a Supreme Court judge by leaving work on time every day: “I would go back 
to work after my kids went to bed. First it was 8 p.m., then it was 9 p.m., then it was 10 p.m. There 
was no question about me doing this. I couldn’t go into work the next day and say ‘Sorry I couldn’t do 
the work; I’ve got kids at home.” But at the end of the day, “my soul needed my children.” Even today, 
her personal life is built around her children and grandchildren. “What’s central to who you are as a 
person always remains central,” said Justice Abella. 

 Ultimately, Justice Abella’s advice was the classic anti-advice: don’t listen to what other 
people think you ought to do. “I spent my life doing the things that I wanted to do,” she said. “Do what 
you feel like doing, not what other people tell you to do. Don’t think about where you need to end up – 
there’s no point in worrying about having an endgame.” She also critiqued the myth of work-life 
balance: “there isn’t one! You will be working all the time if you decide to work. You will be doing 
unpaid work all the time if you decide to stay at home. Taking care of your children is full time, your 
parents will be full time, your friends will be full time. You’ll only make yourself crazy if you spend 
your life worry about this elusive idea of balance.” 

 All in all, Justice Abella’s message was both simple and powerful: “forget about all of the 
myths out there, and focus on what will make you happy. This is an era of prescriptions and nostrums 



and playbooks. As someone who never had to worry about any of these things, it was a lot easier.” It’s 
more important to remember what you want to do rather than what you should be doing: “if you are 
happy, the people in your life who care about you will be happy as well.” 


