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2017 U of T Women in House Reflection 

 

 

• Name: Raafia Shahid 

• Program: Peace, Conflict and Justice                          

• Year: 2nd 

• Name of your parliamentary host: Salma Zahid 

 

As part of the Women in House program, I was paired 

with Scarborough Centre MP, Ms. Salma Zahid, who is an 

amazingly strong and inspirational woman. Ms. Zahid, like 

myself, is originally from Pakistan and so we were able to 

converse about the radically different political culture back 

home and the traditional barriers Pakistani women face in 

different spheres of social life. Ms. Zahid described how 

she overcame her own feelings of doubt and nervousness 

when she went to study in the United Kingdom. As a 

student who is also living far from home, this was deeply 

motivating to hear.  

 

After I had expressed my interest in international affairs, Ms. Zahid and her staffer, Jeff, arranged for my 

colleague, Sharika, and I to attend a foreign affairs subcommittee meeting. The committee was discussing the 

Ukrainian war in Donbass. It was exciting to hear this real-world problem being discussed and a welcome change 

from the dense political theory studied in class. It was also amusing to hear high ranking foreign policy experts 

joke about Trump and the complications his bizarre kinship with Putin would have.  

 

Ms. Zahid then took us to lunch and gave us a tour of the parliament building before heading to question 

period in the House of Commons. Question period was a very lively and entertaining session as MPs heckled over 

the 2017 budget that had been approved just the previous day. The House also passed the controversial M-103 

motion condemning Islamophobia. As a Muslim myself, I was proud to be present in the House as Canada took 

another progressive step towards preserving the rights of its citizens. 

 

The trip also allowed us to interact with many successful women. MP Celina gave a powerful speech about 

the double challenge of being a woman and a person of colour. Judge Rosie Abella dismissed the myth of ‘work-

life balance’ and narrated her own family’s immigrant experience that motivated her to pursue her dreams. Overall, 

it was immensely inspiring to hear the stories of all these accomplished women, and I have come away enthused 

and ready to give life my one hundred percent. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



2017 U of T Women in House Reflection 

 

 

• Name: Nicole Demirov 

• Program: Peace, Conflict and Justice Studies 

• Year: 2 

• Name of your parliamentary host:  

Eva Nassif 

 

U of T’s Women in House program was, without doubt, the most 

empowering experience I had this year. Upon arriving at the Supreme 

Court on the first day we met Justice Abella – the first Jewish female to 

be appointed to the court. There, we had the honour of listening to her 

speak to us about her life and her experiences as a judge. What stood 

out most to me about Justice Abella was her determination. She talked 

about how she was one of only four or five other girls at her law school 

during her time of study in the late 1960s and early 1970s. When we 

were given time to ask questions, I asked her how she had the 

confidence to pursue a career in a male dominated field. She replied that she didn’t believe it was “confidence” 

that allowed her to become a lawyer – she simply had a goal that she needed to achieve. I found this attitude and 

commitment incredibly inspiring. 

 

After going to the Supreme Court, we visited parliament. There, we got to meet and hear from some female 

MPs. One MP, Anita Vandenbeld, described to me how the lack of female representation in government often 

causes women to compete with one another. However, in order to encourage female representation in government, 

women must learn to support one another instead. Another inspiring thing I learned that day was from the 

Honourable Carolyn Benett. She described the differences between men and women when offered positions of 

leadership, and that men will often gladly accept the job while women will believe themselves to not be qualified 

enough. This explanation resonated deeply with me, as I often find myself feeling more insecure and unconfident 

in myself than my male counterparts. Hearing this made me upset that the socially constructed gender differences 

between men and women can prevent women from achieving leadership and government positions. 

 

The next day I met my MP, Eva Nassif, and we attended a meeting for Status of Women. This meeting 

was extremely interesting, as we got to hear many different opinions on how the government is attempting to help 

Canadian women. It was refreshing to see that this committee was mostly women, with only two or three men. 

After this committee ended, a new committee for transportation entered the room, and I was shocked by their lack 

of female representation. In sharp contrast to the previous committee, this one only had two or three women – the 

rest were white men. I then realized that most of parliament and leadership positions probably have a similar 

demographic, and, though we consider Canada to be fair and democratic, we continue to lack female 

representation. A little while later, we went to the Liberal Party’s lounge and I had the chance to meet other MPs. 

I even got to have a conversation with one MP over the environmental concerns I have with the Keystone Pipeline. 

I also explained how I believe we should be investing in a more sustainable source of energy. This was amazing, 

as actually talking to an MP in person made me feel that my concerns were being heard. 

 

Overall, the most striking thing about this experience was how it humanized MPs. Seeing them walking 

around and speaking to them made them more relatable to me. Realizing that people so similar to me were working 

in government and in the supreme court gave me confidence to pursue this type of career. 

 

 

 

 



 

2017 U of T Women in House 

 

 

• Name: Katie Cohen 

• Program: Peace, Conflict and Justice Studies 

• Year: 2 

• Name of your parliamentary host:  

             Candice Bergen  

 

 

I started off the day getting very lost trying to find a building 

that did not exist, in the frigid Ottawa weather. When I finally found 

my MPs office I met with her two of her staff members who staffers 

who work for her constituency office. As Leader of the Opposition in 

the House of Commons, Ms. Bergen has two fully staffed offices. 

While in her constituency office, I learned about her riding 

specifically; from the Mexican Mennonite population, to the rival’s 

towns and geography. Ms. Bergen flies home every weekend, and 

seems to work 24/7. From there we made our way to the hill.  

        

Walking up to the hill and putting on a pass while following a 

staffer was an incredibly odd experience, I felt completely overwhelmed and in awe, but most of all out of 

place. The entire day no one questioned me as to why I was there, it was accepted I was supposed to be in 

parliament, which was very surreal.  

 

Throughout the day I had lovely conversations with politicians that I adamantly disagree with. Perhaps 

the most interesting part aspect of this experience was discovering that politicians are simply human beings. 

When you read about these people day in and day out you see their failures and successes, their PR vetted, 

edited, and constructed media presence and it is very easy to dehumanize them. It is similar to how we feel 

about celebrities but with politicians it is socially acceptable to be very angry with them. From teaching a few 

politicians how to scan snapcodes on snapchat, to guarding someone’s tea while they went in to vote on 

something it became apparent that these really are just people with jobs. There jobs just so happen to make them 

more accountable to Canadians than your average person.  

 

When my MP had private meetings, I sat in with her chief of staff, John. I happily grilled him about 

party politics, how much his job was like the West Wing, and his experience on the hill. He talked about how in 

awe he was everyday that he got to come to parliament and work. This was comforting to hear because 

throughout the day I had such an intense feeling of being within the walls of history.  

 

I cannot thank Ms. Bergen and her team enough for welcoming me into their day. From going over 

questions for question period, to hearing about media strategies and being brought in on a filibuster she was 

passionately supporting on the floor. Ms. Bergen introduced me to every person we ran into, and was incredible 

to talk to about how she became involved in politics, and how it all really works and the life of an MP.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



2017 U of T Women in House 

• Name: Natalie 

• Program: Peace, Conflict, and Justice, and Political Science 

• Year: 2nd Year 

• Name of your parliamentary host: Leona Alleslev  

 

 

While I understood that the opportunity to shadow and network 

with prominent female politicians in Ottawa would be an amazing 

opportunity, I could not have anticipated how eye-opening and 

empowering my experience with the Women in House Program would 

be. I had the honour of shadowing MP Leona Alleslev, a graduate of 

the Royal Military College and retired Air Force Officer. It was 

amazing to see that despite the challenges that she and her staffer Keira 

faced as women in their positions, how passionate they were about 

serving their constituents in Ottawa. Similarly, listening to the 

experiences of Dr. Carolyn Bennett, Elizabeth May, and Celina Caesar-

Chavannes was an insightful look into the challenges and opportunities 

that come with being a woman in politics.   

 

Our Women in House cohort were also able to speak to the 

Honourable Rosalie Abella, the first female Jewish Supreme Court 

Justice in Canada. She mentioned something that I thought was very powerful: that while she was attending law 

school, the idea of becoming a Supreme Court Justice as a woman was unimaginable. It was like dreaming of 

being the first female Prime Minister. Yet, Justice Abella has served on the Supreme Court for thirteen years 

and has obtained thirty-seven honorary degrees. She was frank and honest about her experiences as a trailblazer 

for women in law and told us all the story of her first case on the court, the reference case on gay marriage. It 

was a truly awe-inspiring experience.  

 

I also had the opportunity to attend a live questions period in Parliament the day after the 2017 budget 

was released. It was incredible to see the level of tension across the aisles, especially between leader of the 

opposition Candice Bergen and Minister of Finance Joe Oliver. The timing of our program could not have been 

better since such a huge array of topics were debated in house, including health care, Indigenous affairs, natural 

resources and decarbonisation, and how to strengthen the middle class and encourage innovation.  

Finally, I ended the program sitting in on the Standing Committee on National Defence and being able to speak 

with both the committee’s clerk and one of the analysts who prepares research to inform Members of 

Parliament. It was fascinating to watch the process of motions being passed but also to see the variety of 

important roles that the public does not consider when thinking about Canadian politics, including the 

translators and reporters.  

 

Leona was an accommodating and kind host who gave honest advice about working as a woman in 

traditionally unconventional sectors. Her work on young women’s empowerment was very inspiring and my 

colleague Abby and I hope to stay in touch and involved with the work she does.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



2017 U of T Women in House Reflection 

 

• Name: Abigail Lendvai 

• Program: Double Majoring in Peace, Conflict, and Justice Studies and 

Political Science  

• Year: 2nd Year 

• Name of your parliamentary host: MP Leona Alleslev  

 

 Travelling to Ottawa with the UofT Women in House program has 

left me feeling empowered, inspired, and grateful to be a woman in Canada. 

On the first day of the program we had the privilege of spending time with 

the Honourable Justice Abella. A revolutionary in her field and the first 

Jewish woman appointed to the Supreme Court. Her work has been 

incredibly important and she was the sole Commissioner of the 1984 federal 

Royal Commission on Equality in Employment, creating the term and 

concept of "employment equity". With kindness and humour Justice Abella 

answered questions about the triumphs and the challenges of her impressive career. When asked why she had 

become a lawyer she told us that her father, a Holocaust survivor, had inspired her. It was incredibly powerful 

to listen to Justice Abella discuss her families’ history not only as a woman but also as the grand-daughter of a 

Holocaust survivor. With eloquence and warmth Justice Abella encouraged us to pursue our goals and not to 

worry so much about a work life balance. Instead, she suggested that a strong support system is more important 

to helping women reach their goals. 

 

Following our meeting with Justice Abella we travelled to Parliament Hill to attend a reception with 

many of the host members of Parliament. Yet again, I felt incredibly moved and empowered as the MPs gave 

speeches and answered questions. Later in the evening, I had the pleasure of asking the MPs how they deal with 

the day to day casual sexism of the House of Commons. Elizabeth May and Dr. Caroline Bennet were quick to 

answer my question, with both commenting that they often use humour to convey their disapproval and will 

simply tell their colleagues and peers that their behavior is inappropriate.   

 

The next day my colleague Natalie and I were up bright and early to meet Liberal MP Leona Alleslev at 

her offices. Spending the day with MP Alleslev and her staffer Keira Macdonald was an experience that will 

inspire and vindicate me for years to come. Leona, a retired Air Force Officer, is a fierce advocate for women in 

leadership and her passion for mentoring women and helping them break the glass ceiling is infectious. Leona 

invited Elizabeth Kingston, the clerk of the Standing Committee on National Defence, to join us for an 

insightful conversation about women in leadership. Elizabeth, a fellow graduate of Trinity College, encouraged 

us to continue seeking out mentorship opportunities. A few hours later we joined Leona for lunch in the 

parliamentary dining room. During lunch, we discussed the research Natalie and I are pursuing at the Munk 

School, the underrepresentation of women in Canadian politics, Canada’s role in NATO, and so much more. It 

was so incredible to be in conversation with Leona, Keira, and Natalie and share in the intelligence of so many 

interesting women. After lunch we attended a lively, post budget announcement, question period.  

 

Leona is incredibly accomplished as the President of the Canadian NATO Association, and a member of 

the Standing Committee on National Defence. Natalie and I had the privilege of sitting in on a National Defence 

Committee meeting and were able to witness MP Alleslev’s motion pass unanimously. Natalie, Keira, and I all 

celebrated silently. As a graduate of the Royal Military College, a retired member of the Air Force, and the only 

female MP on the Standing Committee on National Defence, Leona has been and continues to be trailblazer. 

After spending the day with Leona, I felt proud to be a woman in a country that recognized the strength and 

intelligence of women and allowed them to flourish. Leona made both Natalie and I feel so welcome and 

valued. It is evident that she truly wants to help other women to succeed.  

 


