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2017 U of T Women in House Reflection 

• Name: Kelsey Wiseman 
• Program: Trinity College 
• Year: Third 
• Name of your parliamentary host: 
      MP Julie Dabrusin 

             
 Participating in the Women in House program for the second 
time was a treat that I will not soon forget. I am grateful to Tina 
Park, the Hon. Carolyn Bennett, Trinity College, and, of course, MP 
Julie Dabrusin for this wonderful opportunity.  
 I was inspired to participate in this program for several 
reasons. As the Assistant Coordinator of Women in House, Tina offered me the chance to not only join the trip 
to assist her, but also to shadow an MP. I thoroughly enjoyed my time on the Hill last year with MP Anita 
Vandenbeld; and as an aspiring lawyer, and someone who is interested in pursuing a political carer, it seemed a 
natural “yes” to me. The program last year afforded me insight into the world of a new female MP, and, over 
one year after the election, I simply could not turn down the opportunity to again see at firsthand the ways in 
which female MPs experience life on the Hill. 
 My interactions with MP Dabrusin were memorable, indeed. She and I are from the same town in 
Montreal; thus, from the get-go, we had much to discuss. More substantively, MP Dabrusin practiced as a 
lawyer prior to assuming her role as the MP for Toronto-Danforth. As mentioned, I, too, would like to be a 
lawyer. As such, I had many questions for her relating to the transition from law to politics, the role of women 
in the law, and the way in which her law degree helped (and helps) her in her current role as MP.  
 Of all such conversations, most memorable was my talk with MP Dabrusin about the survivability of the 
French language in Canada. As a native Anglophone Montrealer, my relationship with the French language has 
been capricious. There were times as a child that I resented having to take so many French classes, and there 
were others—mostly later in life—wherein I mentally thanked the Quebec Government for being so stringent 
about its language laws. As a young person seeking internships and the like, I am now more often grateful for 
my bilingualism, for it has given me opportunities to which I might otherwise be denied. MP Dabrusin and I 
discussed these matters, and we agreed that more emphasis needs to be brought to the benefits of the French 
language in Canada generally. I am grateful for her work in this endeavour. 
 Women in House, the second time around, has changed the way in which I see the issue of gender 
equality in Canadian politics. Of course, the Hill is a testosterone-filled environment. There were times (viz.  
during Question Period when politicians were speaking of their hypothetical grandchildren using only male 
names and pronouns) when I felt that women were marginalized. At the same time, though, many of the female 
MPs to whom I spoke are optimistic about the question of gender equality. They argue that women fare just as 
well in elections as do men, and that the biggest bar to female participation in politics is themselves. To be sure, 
there are internal barriers such as the desire to have children and the like. What has become clear to me during 
this Women in House trip, though, is that if your drive is strong enough, and your support system sufficient, you 
can make it work. MP Darbusin, as but one case, has two young teenage girls. The necessary step to gender 
equality on the Hill is, thus, simple enough: run more women. If women run, they will win; and if they win, we 
will have a more representative, and better, government.  



 Once again, I am grateful to all of those who made this program and my experience a possibility. I am 
now more optimistic both about my own chances in politics, as well as the chances of women like me.
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• Name: Pia Hansen
• Program: Political Science
                     Ethics, Society & Law
• Year: Third
• Name of Your Parliamentary Host:

Anita Vanderbeld
 
 
 
 
 
Reflections:

My trip to Ottawa with “U of T’s Women in House” was one of the most enlightening and motivating
experiences I have had at University thus far. During my time in Ottawa I had the privilege of touring the
Supreme Court of Canada and the distinct honour of spending over an hour with the Honourable Justice Abella.
I never thought I would sit in the gallery of the Supreme Court having a casual conversation with a truly
inspirational Supreme Court Justice who has broken the glass ceiling time and again, being one of only two
female lawyers in her graduating Law Class, having to work twice as hard to receive half the recognition she
would have as a man back when she was starting her career. Justice Abella paved the way for women
everywhere, especially those who thought they could not have careers and families – something Justice Abella
managed to do. Appointed judge by the extremely young and impressive age of 29, Justice Abella still ensured
she made it home for dinner every night and was there to tuck in her children. After she had spent time with her
family, she returned to the office and continued working into the night. Our time with Justice Abella inspired me
to follow my dreams regardless of my gender, it motivated me to break the glass ceiling just like she did for
every woman who followed her, and left me extremely thankful for women like Justice Abella who are proud to
be a woman.
 

Our second day in Ottawa was the day we shadowed the Member’s of Parliament who had been
assigned to us: it was a day full of learning, excitement and of course, inspiration. I shadowed Anita
Vanderbeld, the MP for a riding called “Nepean” which was only 15 minutes away. We seemed to cover so
much in only one day, so I will reflect on my favourite experiences. I think my favourite thing I did with Ms.
Vanderbeld was sitting with the press and watching the ‘Standing Committee on Status of Women’. Women’s
Rights have always been a topic I care greatly about, and sitting with a room of MP’s who felt the same way
and were able to come together – beyond partisan lines – and discuss Women’s Issues was something really
remarkable to witness. As it was the day after the Federal Budget was released, the Minister of the Status of
Women was there to answer questions different MPs had about the budget (which was a win for Women’s
Rights!). They were allotted over 100 million dollars, far more than in previous years. For example, in the last
Federal Budget the word ‘woman’ was used less than 50 times, in this budget it is used 275 times! Hearing
where the money will be going was really exciting, in that room I felt very proud to be a Canadian Woman.
Afterwards I was able to speak to Ms. Vanderbeld about her role as the head of the Women’s Caucus. She told
me that each week she gets exactly three minutes to go before Prime Minister Trudeau and express the Caucus’
concerns or needs, and how impressed she was by Trudeau’s follow through each time. Sitting in the House of
Commons was one of my other favourite moments – watching them vote one by one had this distinct feeling
that we were amongst great power.

 
It is important to note that I was extremely proud to stand beside the other strong, free-thinking women

who had been selected for this year’s cohort of U of T’s “Women in House”, lead by a true inspiration herself,
Tina Park.
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• Name: Allison Bonnell 
• Program: Trinity College 
• Year: Second 
• Name of your parliamentary host: 
      Mrs. Cathay Wagantall 

             
It was an honour to participate in the U of T Women in  
House program. Our trip to Ottawa began on Wednesday,  
when we were given the opportunity to tour the Supreme  
Court of Canada and meet Supreme Court Justice Rosalie 
Abella. Justice Abella was kind enough to spend more than 
an hour with our group, discussing her early years as a  
student at U of T, her passion for law, and the challenges  
she faced as a woman in a traditionally male profession.  
Justice Abella provided us with honest, straight-forward  
advice, reminding us to remain true to ourselves and to 
pursue the things we are most passionate about. Our trip to 
the Supreme Court was truly amazing. It was incredibly  
humbling to hear from Justice Abella, and her words 
inspired and encouraged me greatly. 
 
On Wednesday evening, we were invited to a reception in 
the Parliamentary Dining Room, where many of us first  
met the MPs that we would be shadowing. Later in the  
evening, we heard speeches from women in positions of 
political leadership, such as Minister Carolyn Bennett and 
Elizabeth May, the leader of the Green Party of Canada. This was such an engaging and inspiring event. It was 
amazing to learn from women who had accomplished so much through their community and political work. Our 
group was encouraged to become active in politics, and to support other women who are making their voices 
heard and representing their communities.  
 
On Thursday, I headed to the office of the MP I would be shadowing: Mrs. Cathay Wagantall, Member of 
Parliament for Yorkton-Melville. I was graciously welcomed by Mrs. Wagantall’s wonderful staff, who briefed 
me on her most recent work and described the typical schedule of an MP. Her staffers expressed how much they 
loved coming to work every day, as they felt they were making a difference – not just in Mrs. Wagantall’s 
Saskatchewan riding, but all across Canada. When Mrs. Wagantall arrived, she graciously welcomed me and we 
chatted as we walked to Parliament. She shared how she became involved in politics, and how she dealt with 
challenges, failure, and adversity. I was extremely fortunate to have a lengthy discussion with Mrs. Wagantall 
before she had to attend a meeting. During this time, she arranged for me to tour Parliament, which was an 
amazing experience! Following my tour, we ate lunch together and discussed the challenges associated with the 
slow-moving bureaucracy of politics. Later, I had the opportunity to interview Mrs. Wagantall for a television 
program! It was an amazing experience – I asked her questions about Veterans Affairs, and I had the chance to 
see another side of the work MPs do daily. Afterwards, we attended Question Period and I was able to observe a 
vote in the House of Commons. Overall, I had a once-in-a-lifetime experience with Women in House. Getting 
to connect with my MP on a personal level, learn from her accomplishments, and discuss my ambitions and 
goals was exciting, inspiring, and empowering. Perhaps one of the most transformative aspects of the 
experience was observing just how many women are in Parliament, working every day to shape and direct our 
country. I would highly recommend the Women in House program to all.  
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• Name: Erin Gaudette 
• Program: Neuroscience/Bioethics 
• Year: 3 
• Name of your parliamentary host:  

Cheryl Hardcastle 
___________________ 

Reflections: 

My morning with Cheryl Hardcastle began by meeting with a veterans’ advocate regarding the VA’s use of 
medical marijuana. As a researcher who studies cannabis and its medical indications and policy implications, 
these types of discussions are timely with impending cannabis legalization, and it was interesting to hear what 
veteran advocacy groups recommended. After this, we attended a meeting with officials from the Philippines 
regarding the country’s human rights situation. Shortly thereafter, I was briefed with background information 
regarding South Sudan’s internal conflict before attending the Subcommittee on International Human Rights, 
which discussed the human rights violations occurring in South Sudan. The members of the committee heard 
testimony from the CEO of Unicef and an analyst from Human Rights Watch, who gave nuanced accounts of 
their research and insight into human rights violations in South Sudan. It was heartbreaking to hear tales of 
child soldiers and mass rape, but both witnesses did an excellent job of contextualizing the situation into the 
broader political context of the country.  This meeting gave me greater insight into how humanitarian NGOs 
collaborate with government officials. After this meeting, Cheryl headed home to her riding of Windsor-
Tecumseh to meet with constituents over the weekend. I then proceeded to the gallery to watch Question Period, 
which is always lively and full of interesting discourse, especially after release of the budget. Overall, Ms. 
Hardcastle demonstrated to me important qualities in politics: the capacity and willingness to listen and the 
ability to thoughtfully critique policy. She encouraged me to become involved in government, and I felt 
heartened to do so after my day spent with her. The trip with UofT Women in House emphasized strong female 
leaders without regard to partisanship, with an uplifting solidarity binding and inspiring all of us. 
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Name:	Emily	Shaw	

Program:	Trinity	College-	Political	Science	
and	Environmental	Studies		

Year:	Third	
Name	of	your	parliamentary	host:	MP	

Elizabeth	May-	Saanich-Gulf	Islands		

	

	 UofT	Women	in	House	was	an	

empowering	and	inspiring	program	that	

gave	me	the	amazing	opportunity	to	

shadow	MP	Elizabeth	May,	meet	and	

listen	to	the	experiences	of	Justice	Rosalie	

Abella,	and	learn	about	the	daily	life	of	

female	MPs	in	Canadian	politics.		

	 I	found	the	first	day	to	be	

particularly	inspiring,	especially	listening	

to	the	advice	and	life	story	of	Justice	Abella.	Her	stories	about	being	a	female	lawyer	and	a	mother	were	

insightful	and	engaging.	I	felt	like	I	could	listen	to	her	talk	for	hours	and	loved	her	message	about	perseverance	

and	being	true	to	yourself.	She	made	me	believe	that	becoming	a	lawyer	is	possible	and	emphasized	the	fact	

that	previous	generations	have	faced	much	more	adversity	in	making	politics,	post-secondary	education,	and	

our	society	a	more	inclusive	space	for	women.		

	 The	reception	on	the	first	meeting	was	empowering	as	many	female	MPs	shared	their	experiences	in	

politics	and	opinions	about	female	leadership.	However,	while	we	were	talking	about	feminism,	the	

conversation	was	remarkably	gendered	and	I	am	still	uncertain	how	I	feel	about	it.	I	believe	it	is	important	to	

recognize	that	women	are	adversely	impacted	in	male-dominated	politics,	but	discussions	about	female	

leadership	seem	to	always	focus	on	biological-gender	identifying	factors,	such	as	more	estrogen	in	the	House	

of	Commons.	This	bothered	me	in	the	sense	that	not	all	women	produce	estrogen,	nor	do	all	women	have	

periods	or	vaginas.	It	was	said	that	one	of	the	important	points	of	the	U	of	T	Women	in	House	program	was	to	

make	politics	more	inclusive	to	all	women,	but	the	female	MPs	at	the	reception	were	excluding	women	those	

who	do	not	produce	estrogen.	At	the	same	time,	I	understand	how	women	can	often	identify	and	share	strong	

emotional	connections	with	their	vaginas,	estrogen,	and	periods.	Overall,	I	am	very	divided	on	this	issue.	

Nonetheless,	I	do	think	it	will	be	an	important	political	question	for	feminists	and	women	in	politics,	especially	

as	we	expand	our	definition	“women”	and	what	that	means	for	our	discussions	about	female	leadership.		

	 The	day	shadowing	MP	Elizabeth	May	was	inspiring,	engaging	and	interesting.	As	the	only	MP	for	the	

Green	Party	and	popular	politician,	she	was	extremely	busy	with	proceedings	in	the	House	and	with	other	

activities	and	meetings.	In	the	morning,	we	met	with	PhD	students	from	Trent	University	and	Carlton	

University	to	discuss	their	research	on	indigenous	relations,	went	to	the	Forum	for	Young	Canadians,	and	sat	

in	on	the	Standing	Committee	Filibuster	on	the	changes	to	the	Parliamentary	proceedings.	In	between	each	of	

these	activities,	we	also	had	to	run	back	to	the	House	of	Commons	for	votes.	The	afternoon	was	somewhat	

slower	paced,	but	nevertheless	entertaining,	as	I	attended	a	Question	Period	focused	on	the	Budget	and	

changes	to	the	parliamentary	proceedings.	After	Question	Period,	I	shadowed	Ms.	May	in	a	meeting	with	Chief	

Dr.	Ronald	E.	Ignace,	from	the	Skeetchestn	Indian	Band	in	the	interior	of	British	Columbia,	about	the	

development	of	the	Ajax	Mine	Project	on	his	band’s	land.	Then	we	returned	to	the	Forum	for	Young	Canadians,	

where	many	young	teenagers	were	very	interested	in	meeting	and	talking	with	Ms.	May.	Lastly,	I	attended	a	

meeting	with	the	Minister	of	Fisheries,	Oceans	and	the	Canadian	Coast	Guard,	Dominic	LeBlanc,	to	discuss	



concerns	over	fish	farming	along	the	BC	coast	line.	Overall,	the	day	was	busy	and	very	empowering.	Ms.	May	
was	inspiring	to	watch,	as	she	was	constantly	thoughtful	and	well-versed	in	the	vast	array	of	different	issues.		
	
I	would	like	to	thank	Ms.	May	for	hosting	me,	as	well	as	her	amazing	staff	for	answering	all	my	questions	and	
being	so	accommodating.	I	would	also	like	to	thank	Tina	Park	and	the	Honorable	Caroline	Bennet	for	starting	
and	coordinating	this	wonderful	program!		


