
2017 U of T Women in House Reflection 
 
 

• Name: Angela Hou  
• Program: Law  
• Year: 1L 
• Name of your parliamentary host:  

Mobina Jaffer 
 
 
Reflections: 
 
Before meeting Senator Jaffer on the second day of the 
program, all the participating women attended a Q&A 
with Supreme Court of Canada Justice Andromache 
Karakatsanis. It was an honour for the Justice to take 
an hour out of her day to share her experience as a 
woman in both the Executive and Judicial branches of 
government. In particular, one of her responses struck 
me the most. It was a question on how to make the most 
of law school, and Justice Karakatsanis recounted her 
time at a legal aid clinic in Parkdale. She said it was 
one of the most eye-opening and fulfilling experiences 
of her legal career. For a Justice of the Supreme Court to 
say that, it must have been truly life-changing. Ultimately, I 
would also like to work in public interest law. While my path there after law school may not be direct, 
hearing how moved Justice Karakatsanis was even in just recounting her experience affirmed my decision on 
where I want to end up. From her inspiring speech at the beginning, to her thoughtful answers to each of our 
questions, she confirmed my decision to study law with each word.  
 
The next day, I set out to meet Sen. Jaffer, and to spend the day shadowing her work as a Senator. It turns out that 
I was about to meet the busiest person in the Senate. Sen. Jaffer’s assistant informed me that while most senators 
sit on one or two committees, Sen. Jaffer sits on eight. It necessarily follows that her team of staffers are also the 
busiest in the Senate, and yet were wonderfully accommodating throughout the day.  
 
At 9:30 am, Sen. Jaffer was already busy in a committee meeting in Centre Block. Walking into the middle of a 
Senate Committee meeting was nerve-wracking, but Sen. Jaffer was welcoming and I joined her staffer in 
listening in.  
 
Unfortunately, after the first meeting, Sen. Jaffer was in in camera or otherwise private meetings all day, where 
I was unable to shadow. Despite this, I learned so much about Sen. Jaffer’s role as an advocate for human rights 
and progressive change in the Senate from her staffers. They walked me through the reports that her office has 
produced, and explained to me the integral role the Senate plays in researching various aspects of Bills sent up 
from the House of Commons. As her staffers listed through the reports that they are working on with Sen. Jaffer, 
it is clear that she is a power-house who fights for what she believes in.  
 
Finally, I met up with Sen. Jaffer again in the afternoon as she was able to take time out right after a vote in the 
Senate. Although she regrets that I was not able to join her in some of her meetings, I hope she knows that I still 
learned so much from my experience with her office on the Hill. 

 
 



2017 U of T Women in House Reflection 
 
 

• Name: Leslie Walker 
• Program: Law 
• Year: 3L 
• Name of your parliamentary host:  

Cheryl Hardcastle 
 
 
Reflections: 
 
One of my roles in my job this  
summer was assisting in the drafting of a  
Private Member’s Bill. This experience  
piqued my interest in the House of  
Commons and its lawmaking function.  
Taking part in U of T Women in House  
allowed me to learn more about the  
legislative process and the day-to-day  
operations of the House.   

 
In addition to my day on Parliament Hill, our trip included a visit to the Supreme Court of Canada. As a law 
student, it was an honour to hear from Justice Andromache Karakatsanis and ask her a question during our 
group Q&A. 

 
My day shadowing MP (Windsor – Tecumseh) Cheryl Hardcastle started at 9:15 a.m. at her new office in 
Confederation Building next to Parliament. Before she arrived, her assistant gave me an overview of her 
schedule, which immediately demonstrated her passion for her job. To balance work and family life and stay 
connected to her constituents 750 km away, she splits her time between Ottawa and Windsor each week. She 
spends Monday through Thursday on the Hill, and Friday through Sunday back home. Her Fridays and 
Saturdays are spent meeting with constituents in her Windsor office, and attending local events.  

 
There was a lot of activity in the morning: a special Canada 150 thank-you delivery, workers popping in to help 
out with finishing touches in office, and visits from colleagues. Even though there was an emergency debate on 
the Rohingya crisis scheduled for that evening that had been announced the day before, in quiet moments, 
Cheryl took the time to discuss her roles as Critic for Sport and Persons with Disabilities, and vice-chair for the 
Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs and International Development’s Subcommittee on International 
Human Rights. 
 
For lunch, we stopped in briefly at an outdoor barbeque on the Hill hosted by the Canadian Cattlemen’s 
Association before rushing off to Cheryl’s Subcommittee on International Human Rights meeting. Immediately 
after that was Question Period in the House. Her intern and I hoped to sit in, but unfortunately the gallery was 
full. Instead, we visited the Senate galleries and she took me on a self-guided tour around Parliament, stopping 
in at the Library and Memorial Chamber, and going to the top of the Peace Tower. 

 
By the time I left in the late afternoon – the end of the workday for most – I had already abandoned my heels for 
flats, and was looking forward to a nap on the bus ride back to Toronto. However, being scheduled to speak at 
10 p.m. in the emergency debate, the day was only halfway through for Cheryl.  

 
 

 



 

2017 U of T Women in House Reflection 
 
 

• Name: Alisa McMaster 
• Program: Law  
• Year: 3L 
• Name of your parliamentary host:  

Nathaniel Erskine-Smith 
 
 
 
Reflections: 
The U of T Women in House Program gave me the unparalleled  
opportunity to experience the ‘day in the life’ of a Member of 
Parliament. 
 
I was paired with Nathaniel Erskine-Smith, the MP for East York-
Beaches, who is also a lawyer. Being paired with 
MP Erskine-Smith was particularly valuable for me to see how a 
practicing lawyer can also serve his community and country. I 
enjoyed listening to MP Erskine-Smith’s phone calls with 
constituentsand other government stakeholders. I was impressed by how MP Erskine-Smith was able to 
effectively synthesize complex proposed government policies to allow constituents to understand how their 
lives are actually being impacted.  
 
Throughout the day, I had the opportunity to be involved in the every-day workings of an MPs office. I was able 
to attend a lunch held on the Hill by a prominent lobbying group and be involved in the preparation of MP 
Erskine-Smith’s speech for an emergency debate later that night.  Despite MP Erskine-Smith’s busy schedule, 
he took the time to answer my questions and speak with me one on one. I was amazed by the passion and 
energy that MP Erskine-Smith brought to each task throughout the day—whether it was answering constituent 
questions, researching issues brought up by constituents, or preparing for question period.  
 
Further, MP Erskine-Smith took the time to give me a tour of the House of Commons. The highlight of the tour 
was visiting the Parliamentary Library, where I was able to learn more about the research processes and 
resources that are available to MPs and their staff while on the Hill. I was also able to learn more about the 
history of the House of Commons, knowledge that made me even prouder to be Canadian.  
 
Equally as amazing was our question and answer period with Justice Karakatsanis in the Supreme Court of 
Canada. I had the opportunity to ask Justice Karakatsanis what her favorite memory of law school is, and she 
shared a powerful story about her time volunteering at Parkdale Community Legal Clinic. As a female law 
student, it was empowering to hear Justice Karakatsanis recount the struggles and triumphs she experienced 
during the course of her legal career. Four out of the nine justices on the Supreme Court are currently female, it 
will be very important to ensure that in the future female representation on Canada’s highest Court does not 
falter.  
 
After my experience with the Women in House Program, I have a greater understanding and appreciation for 
the type of work that goes into ensuring that constituents’ voices are heard and our democratic processes 
function effectively. This Program will certainly remain one of the highlights of my law school career.  
 
 

\ 



 

2017 U of T Women in House Reflection 
 
 

• Name: Chloe Magee 
• Program: Law (JD) 
• Year: 2L 
• Name of your parliamentary host: Anita Vandenbeld 

 
 
 
Reflection:  
After participating in the Women in House Program, I feel more 
inspired than ever to pursue a career in politics one day. Each 
woman I met, whether participating in the program or working 
on the Hill, was actively improving the future of Canada in her 
own unique way. It was energizing to be around such optimism 
and drive.  

 
Upon arrival in Ottawa, we visited the Supreme Court of Canada for a Q&A session with Justice Andromache 
Karakatsanis. 
Despite having spent almost two years prior to law school, as well as this past summer, working at the Supreme 
Court as an editor, this time was different. The awe that I had felt on my first day of work returned. Rather than 
walking up the front steps as an employee, I was there as a law student who has read hundreds of cases penned 
by Canada’s top legal minds in that building, including by the woman with whom we were about to speak. 
Justice Karakatsanis answered our questions candidly, eloquently, and at times, humorously. She was 
admiringly honest about the professional and personal challenges that were part and parcel of her position, 
including having to leave her friends, family, and career in Toronto behind. Her passion for the law was 
palpable. She provided quick yet thoughtful responses to trickier questions like “What does justice mean to 
you?” She stressed the importance of diversity on the bench. 
 
That evening, we attended a welcome reception at the Metropolitain Brasserie, a restaurant located just a few 
steps away from Parliament. In attendance were various Members of Parliament, Senators, and their staff. We 
shook hands, exchanged stories. Several of the politicians – including Elizabeth May, the leader of the Green 
Party of Canada – gave speeches. Like Justice Karakatsanis, they emphasized the importance of and the need 
for increased diversity in politics. 
 
I spent the next day shadowing MP Anita Vandenbeld, an expert on democracy and human rights. Anita and I 
immediately bonded over our shared interest in international affairs. She has extensive experience in the field, 
having travelled around the world as a senior advisor for the United Nations focusing on parliamentary 
development and women’s participation in politics. She was awarded the Canadian Peacekeeping Service 
Medal for her work in Kosovo. Despite having this worldly experience and impressive resume, Anita is 
incredibly down-to-earth and committed to serving her constituents. She hosts weekly coffee chats in her 
community, during which local citizens from all walks of life come to speak with her about anything and 
everything. In addition to this work, she also aims to reform the internal operation of Parliament by making it 
more inclusive. 
 



Throughout the day, I attended meetings, observed the Question Period, and witnessed our Prime Minister 
Justin Trudeau announce the appointment of Canada’s new Chief Science Advisor, Dr. Mona Neber. In between 
all this excitement, Anita and I discussed her road to politics and the challenges she faced along the way. She 
told me of how, while canvassing door-to-door during her campaign, she would often hear the concern that she 
was “too nice” to win the election against MP John Baird, a well-known politician. Comments such as these 
reveal that women continue to face hidden bias and stereotypes, in addition to the outwardly sexist and 
misogynistic comments that have not completely disappeared. 

 
Overall, my time at Parliament Hill was an eye-opening, informative, and motivational experience. Although it 
was clear that a significant amount of work lies ahead of us in order to achieve true gender equity in Canadian 
politics, I now feel confident that we are on the right track. Programs like Women in House that provide women 
with meaningful opportunities for networking and mentorship will accelerate the process. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

2017 U of T Women in House Reflection 
 
 

• Name: Rachel Chan  
• Program: Faculty of Law 
• Year: 2L 
• Name of your parliamentary host:  

MP Sean Fraser  
 
 
 
Reflections: 
My experience at Women in House exceeded my 
expectations.  
 
The first part of the trip consisted of a Question and 
Answer period with Justice Karakatsanis, where she 
recounted stories from her impressive career and 
provided words of encouragement. It was an honour 
to sit in the room where so many precedents have 
been set and milestones reached.  
 
On the second day, we shadowed Members of 
Parliament in their daily activities at the House of 
Commons. My mentor, MP Sean Fraser and his 
Parliamentary staffers Annie and Lauren were warm 
and welcoming.  
 
A day of shadowing proved to be an incredible learning opportunity. MP Sean Fraser answered my numerous 
questions on topics ranging from immigration policy to electoral reform thoughtfully and informatively. He also 
provided interesting insights about the difference in needs between urban and rural settings, like his own 
constituency in Nova Scotia.  
 
I also had the pleasure of sitting in on MP Sean Fraser’s committee meetings. At the Status of Women 
Committee, the Liberal Members of Parliament walked out of the meeting in response to the nomination of a 
Chair who they did not believe represented the best interests of women in Canada. Regardless of partisan 
differences in opinion, it was remarkable to watch politics in action and news being made in the name of gender 
equality.  
 
Transport Committee discussed Bill S-2 to amend the Motor Vehicle Safety Act. The bill seeks to ameliorate 
public safety by providing new guidelines for the recall of defective vehicles. The Ministers also discussed how 
Canada should align itself with rapidly developing driverless vehicle innovation. It was enlightening to watch 
how bills are examined and developed, knowing they will have implications for millions of lives. I was able to 
witness the dialogue between the judiciary and Parliament first hand, as legal concepts like constitutionality and 
liability fueled the discussion 
 
I also had lunch in the beautiful Parliamentary Restaurant, watched a characteristically animated Question 
Period from the gallery, and had tour of the Parliament Building. It was an action packed day and I was 
impressed by the level of energy and positivity that everyone maintained.  

 
 



2017 U of T Women in House Reflection 
 
 

• Name: Maddy Torrie 
• Program: Law (JD) 
• Year: 1L 
• Name of your parliamentary host: Honourable Dr. Hedy Fry 

 
 
I hadn’t been to Ottawa since high school when I applied to Women in House, so I was excited to have the 
opportunity to explore the capital and learn about the day to day lives of MPs and political staffers. We arrived 
in Ottawa on a beautiful and unseasonably warm September day, and our first stop was a Q and A period with 
Justice Andromache Karakatsanis. I was interested to hear about how her passion for law led her to become a 
Supreme Court Justice, and about some of the challenges she faced on the way, particularly as a woman. We 
quickly got changed for our next stop at the Metropolitan, where many MPs were invited. I am not someone 
who feels entirely comfortable networking, but I found it easier to talk to the parliamentarians as I got more 
practice. A highlight from the event was meeting the MP from my local riding in Nanaimo, and listening to 
Elizabeth May. 
 
The next day we shadowed the MP who we were matched with by the program, (this also happened to be my 
twenty second birthday!) I was assigned to shadow the Honourable Dr. Hedy Fry, who represents Vancouver 
Center. She is the longest serving female MP in Canada, and she works on a variety of initiatives involving 
diversity and women’s rights. I was greeted by her team of staffers and we went over the itinerary of the day. 
We were invited to a Liberal planning session before the standing Committee on Canadian Heritage, which Dr. 
Fry chairs. While the meeting proved to be too sensitive for shadows to attend, we had the opportunity to sit on 
the Finance Committee which was discussing the new tax policy for small businesses, which from a legal 
perspective was fascinating.  
 
Afterwards, I ran to grab lunch, and made it back through security in time for question period. The last time I 
attended question period, the conservatives were the majority, and the liberals were only a third party. Now the 
Liberals, in a majority government, were on the defensive, justifying a variety of initiatives from NAFTA 
negotiations to tax reform. I then rushed from question period to meet with Hedy Fry when she was on duty. 
She suggested we go see the media scrum, where Prime Minister Justin Trudeau announced Mona Nemer as the 
new top scientist. This was my first time seeing the Prime Minister, and it was an amazing way to conclude my 
busy two days in Ottawa and my birthday. At that point, it was time to head to the bus, but Dr. Fry’s day was 
hardly over yet, with an evening still booked with meetings and committees. I left Ottawa with a better 
understanding of Canada’s judicial and legal systems, and was grateful for the opportunity to meet so many 
inspiring women, from a supreme court justice and an MP to the incredible women who joined me on this trip. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



2017 U of T Women in House Reflection 
 
 

• Name: Sarah Chouinard 
• Program: Law 
• Year: 2L 
• Name of your parliamentary host:  

Karen Ludwig 
 
Reflections: 
 
The most memorable part of my time shadowing Ms. Ludwig was being able to observe Question Period. It was 
very interesting to see Ministers and MPs engage with one another on pertinent issues and proposed budget 
changes. I particularly enjoyed listening to the MPs switch back and forth between French and English as they 
debated the issues and responded to one another’s remarks.  
 
I was a particularly interesting day to sit in for Question Period, because earlier in the day, the members of the 
Liberal Party and the New Democratic Party who sit on the Committee on the Status of Women walked out of 
the committee meeting in protest of the candidate put forth by the Conservative Party to chair the committee, 
Rachel Harder. Harder is known for holding pro-life views, which many feel makes her unfit to chair the 
committee. The result was to suspend the vote, leaving the committee without a chairperson. Many of the 
Conservative Party MPs, including Harder, felt that this displayed intolerance of different viewpoints, and made 
this known throughout Question Period. The struggle for the leadership of committee is something I look 
forward to seeing unravel in the weeks to come, and I am honoured to have been able to watch some of it 
firsthand. 
 
Further, I had the opportunity to have lunch with Ms. Ludwig where we discussed numerous matters of interest 
to me, including the proposed tax changes and the implementation of training for judges who will hear sexual 
assault matters. This led us to a discussion of tax policy and the implications on both rural and urban 
communities, and eventually to a discussion of prevention of sexual assault on university campuses. As a 
current post-secondary student, I was thrilled to know that MPs are fighting for the safety of students on 
campus, and pursuing justice for sexual assault victims across Canada.  
 
The most unexpected part of my day ended up being one of the highlights of my time in Ottawa. Ms. Ludwig’s 
Legislative Assistant, Andrew Ikeman gave me a tour of the Centre Block and arranged for me to meet the 
Usher of the Black Rod for the Senate, Superintendent J. Greg Peters. During this meeting, I learned a lot about 
the history of the office, as well as how the role has evolved in recent years. I was fortunate enough to hear 
about the first woman to hold this role, and I was also able to pose for a picture with the black rod, which will 
serve as a wonderful souvenir for the trip. I didn’t expect to have any interaction with the senate, let alone to 
have a once in a lifetime opportunity to meet with the Usher of the Black Rod, while shadowing an MP, but I 
was thrilled that Mr. Peters took the time to meet with me.  
 
Overall, I had an excellent experience with Ms. Ludwig, and Mr. Ikeman, both of whom went above and 
beyond to ensure that I learned as much as possible and enjoyed my time on the Hill. Their efforts were greatly 
appreciated, and I am thrilled to know that such caring people play such a prominent role in Canadian politics.  
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

2017 U of T Women in House Reflection 
 
  
 

• Name: Sukhmani Virdi 
• Program: Faculty of Law 
• Year: 1L 
• Name of your parliamentary host:  

MP Ali Ehsassi 
 
Reflection: 
My experience with the Women in House program was one that I will 
definitely not forget anytime soon. The most meaningful moment  
of the day was when my host, MP Ali Ehsassi of Willowdale,  
took an hour of his very busy schedule to sit with me and fellow 
participant, Sarah Millman, to have a candid and open conversation.  
He let us ask us anything, and in return, picked our brains and 
 challenged us to develop our arguments.  He asked what were the 
immediate challenges we were facing as young adults in our twenties, 
 and what we thought the long-term issues were on the horizon. 
 He answered questions and painted a nuanced picture of what life 
 in politics was like, and the effects it had on his personal relationships. 
 Personally, the transparency he used was truly refreshing. 
 
I was also given the opportunity to sit in on two meetings with different groups. The first was the Sentinel 
Project, an NGO for the prevention of genocide, that was seeking parliamentary assistance in securing visas for 
international members of the organization, as well as creating a network of contacts that would able to raise 
funding for current and future projects. The second group was VOW, an organization that opposes nuclear 
weapons and energy, that was focused on establishing peace on the Korean Peninsula. I had previously learned 
about VOW, as they are a Canadian group that was founded in the 1960s in opposition to nuclear warfare, and 
believes that women from all sides of conflict can come together to negotiate peaceful results. Being able to sit 
in, and hear a brief sample of the types of stakeholders who come to parliamentarians for assistance was 
revealing of the incredibly wide range of interests that politicians need to consider, and how my host took the 
time to make sure they were heard. 
 
As he continued his daily tasks, Mr. Ehsassi gave me the chance to literally shadow him as he gave me a behind 
the scenes tour of the House of Commons and Parliament building. I was able to see the Senate chambers, and 
the Parliamentary Library, an incredible sight especially since this was my first time on the Hill. I also managed 
to sit on Question Period, and was surprised to see that the House was not always full with MPs, and was 
confused to see the House Speaker on his phone during an active Question Period. There were also some 
logistical challenges, including the number of times I got held up going through security as we moved back and 
forth between buildings, and limitations on where I could go, but by all means, both Mr. Ehsassi and his team 
and staffers took every step they could to make it a smooth and engaging experience.  
 
On a more general note, I personally enjoyed the experience of being in the company of over a hundred young, 
brilliant, and ambitious women. Being inspired by accomplished women well established in their careers was 
perhaps the objective of this trip, but I found that my colleagues and classmates brought both incredibly diverse 
interests and background to the trip, and through our interactions, I was similarly in awe of what they were 
doing now, and what they planned on doing in the future. Lastly, Tina Park, organizer of the program, was 
absolutely amazing in her dedication to making the trip a success, and her hard work was not unnoticed by 
participants. It was a great opportunity to see how the status of women can be advanced not just through the 



female politicians that pioneer the paths, but also through the support of feminist male politicians that work 
concurrently with us, and programs like this that allow us to see ourselves in House. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



2017 U of T Women in House Reflection 
 
 

• Name: Spence Colburn  
• Program: Law 
• Year: IL 
• Name of your parliamentary host:  MP Julie Dzerowicz   

 
Reflections: 
 
This program was an extremely eye-opening foray into the world of federal politics. I learned that it is a hectic 
one, filled with meetings, frustration and overworked assistants. But it is also a worthwhile struggle, and a quiet 
nobility can be seen underneath the tired and rumpled exterior of those who work on Parliament Hill. The most 
eye-opening and challenging part of my experience was undoubtedly Question Period, which I had never seen 
before. As I overheard two women say as they waited in line, “they are bullies in there.” This was an 
understatement – bullies are people, whereas members of the opposition behave more like animals, beating 
desks instead of chests, and emitting indecipherable shrieks while the majority has the floor. It was a spectacle, 
to be sure, although not one I found enjoyable to watch. 
 
While I believe that politics is a pursuit that is rooted in noble intentions, it is difficult to imagine how this 
element of the culture on Parliament Hill does not work to dampen spirits and impede democracy. On a few 
occasions, a languishing Speaker of the House rose at the behest of those trying to speak, raising a hand and 
meekly reminding members that we must respect the views of those who oppose us in a democratic society. His 
requests fell on ears that were deaf, either by choice or as a result of the din. 
 
Despite the challenges of federal politics, I experienced many inspiring moments as well. During our visit, the 
Liberal party organized a walk-out of a meeting of the Committee on the Status of Women to protest the 
nomination of a candidate who was anti-choice and did not believe in same sex marriage. I felt privileged to be 
in Parliament to witness this, and proud that we have a governing party that stands up for equality and the 
autonomy of women. 
 
Additionally, our Q&A at the Supreme Court was another notable experience. Justice Andromache 
Karakatsanis was warm and considered every question carefully before answering. The building itself is 
beautiful, and one feels a sense of purpose and importance simply sitting in front of the half-circle of nine 
empty high-backed chairs. As a law student, it was particularly meaningful. Finally, I sat with a number of 
intelligent and accomplished young women. Making their acquaintance enriched the trip greatly. Overall, the 
Women in House program was enlightening and I would recommend it to any young woman with an interest in 
leadership and politics.  
 
 


