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Despite spending a childhood surrounded by politics and various politicians, my interest within the field 

was not piqued until much later. It was near the end of elementary school, after realizing medical and teaching 

were not the professions for me, did I accept that the experiences that shaped my childhood were the ones I 

wanted to continue to follow.  

 

One of the first political leaders I met was the former leader of the New Democratic Party (NDP) Jack 

Layton, and his wife Olivia Chow. Layton’s passion for his party and his goals for an energy conserving Canada 

were motivational and to me became the embodiment of a true leader – one that is willing to take a stand for his 

or her beliefs, despite the difficulties they may encounter.  

 

The U of T Women in House program allowed me to expand on my definition to include the word 

inspirational. Although many women and a few present men on the hill may not have been trying to be, their 

actions and their hopes to achieve more female prominent voice and presence on the hill were inspiring and 

unforgettable. 

 

When applying to this program, I had really wanted to learn about how women made an impact on the 

modern-day political sphere and what initiatives they were currently pursuing. Being on the hill allowed me to 

experience a relatively normal day of an MP, something that I had previously only heard or learned about in 

class. Shadowing MP Sonia Sidhu and spending time with her executive assistant taught me that despite the 

differing political affiliations, the people in parliament were one big family – outside of question period that is. 

Not only that, but it opened my eyes to the difficulties of drafting legislation on the federal level without 

imposing too many restrictions on the provincial – the current bill being discussed was Bill C-45, the 

legalization of marijuana. It was an honour to be able to give my personal input on the issue at hand and have 

the ability discuss other initiatives that Canada should be pursuing in the upcoming future.  

 

My favourite part of the whole experience was getting a personal tour of the House of Commons and 

learning all the insider details about what goes on in the building. One of my favourite rooms in the whole 

building was the library, it was so grand and held every word ever spoken in Congress, a fact that floored me. 

Other parts of the building my inner history buff adored were the paintings of former Prime Ministers – can’t 

wait to see females up there -  and of historical events that made Canada what it is today like the Charlottetown 

conference. 
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 Seated in the room that houses Canada’s highest court, we made up an unusual audience.  I wondered at 

how rarely this courtroom had held a group like ours – a group of one hundred young women, each of us 

listening eagerly to the Honourable Andromache Karakatsanis as she spoke of the experiences that made up her 

path to the Supreme Court. 

 “I’ve found that the opportunities that influenced me most,” she said, “were the ones I couldn’t expect or 

plan for.” 

 Her words resonated with me.  As a first-year undergraduate only a few weeks into my time at the 

University of Toronto, I could not have anticipated the opportunities that U of T’s Women in House program 

would offer me.  During my two days in Ottawa, I was able to learn about and humanize the legislative process, 

make meaningful connections with leaders I truly respect, and build my confidence in a political environment.  I 

witnessed the truth that seeking out diverse viewpoints strengthens our own perspectives, our relationships and 

our society as a whole. 

 Shortly after our session with Justice Karakatsanis, we attended a reception where we listened to and 

mingled with successful parliamentarians.  As the MPs introduced themselves to our group, praising the 

Women in House program, I was struck by the common thread between the messages of the female leaders who 

spoke.  They told us that being a woman in politics was more than a challenge to them: it was, in fact, a strength, 

a source of the nuance and determination in their perspectives.  One MP said boldly that our journey would not 

be finished until not only half but 51 percent of the House of Commons consisted of women.  I felt empowered 

by their energy, their sincerity and their willingness to confront the status quo.  When I had the chance to 

approach and talk to these leaders, I soon found my sense of intimidation replaced by a new confidence.  I 

spoke with women of influence and character like the Honourable Carolyn Bennet and Bardish Chagger, 

walking away both starstruck and inspired. 

 I was also able to meet Sarah Brown, the staffer of MP Bev Shipley, who I had the opportunity to 

shadow the following day.  I was grateful to learn from Sarah’s experiences and to hear the story of how she 

came to work for Mr. Shipley, which echoed and reinforced Justice Karakatsanis’ remarks on unexpected 

opportunities. 

 The following day, I was thrilled to meet Mr. Shipley himself at his office.  I felt surprised by how 

naturally our conversation flowed – like I actually belonged here, discussing politics with an MP – and 

appreciated Mr. Shipley’s eloquent, insightful responses to each of my questions.  While I’d initially felt unsure 

of how I’d engage with his background and interests as a farmer and advocate for agriculture, I found that Mr. 

Shipley’s perspective gave me a unique awareness of some of the day’s most pressing policy issues.  The 

government’s proposed tax reform, which would greatly affect agricultural communities, made up the bulk of 

the debate during question period.  Mr. Shipley’s impressive knowledge of this issue exposed me to viewpoints 

and discussion to which I otherwise would not have had access.  And, beyond policy, I found Mr. Shipley’s 

guidance on contributing to my community, taking decisive stances and keeping an open mind to be invaluable. 

 I would like to thank MP Bev Shipley and Sarah for the time and effort they spent to welcome me and to 

share their knowledge and experiences with me.  I would also like to thank Tina Park for all she has done to run 

this program and promote gender equity in the political arena.  I’ve emerged from the Women in House 

program with a deeper understanding of government affairs and my own interests in public policy, a fortified 

confidence, and a strengthened desire to create change as a woman passionate about policy and the public good. 
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I will never forget how I felt the first afternoon upon arrival in Ottawa, when a hundred of us women sat in the 

Supreme Court, speaking to Justice Andromache Karakatsanis. I had an overwhelming sense of pride and of 

hope, and for the first time, felt an amazing, welcoming presence at Parliament. I had been to Parliament Hill 

before, but at the time, it felt so distant. It felt so untouchable. But in the presence of these women and the 

Honourable Andromache Karakatsanis, there seemed to be a ringing repetition of the phrase: “Anything is 

possible,” in my head. It was a phrase that was repeated several times throughout the two days we were in 

Ottawa.  

 

Later that night, we all had a Welcome Reception where I not only had the chance to meet MP Brigitte 

Sansoucy, the member of Parliament I would be shadowing, but other MPs that I had admired as well, such as 

MP Bardish Chagger and MP Elizabeth May. At the reception, it was said that women are only representative 

Whilst speaking to MP Bardish Chagger, she told me and others how her mother had prayed for her about two 

things: the first, that she would get married and the second, that she would stay out of politics. I laughed, and 

was incredibly amazed at how she’d gotten so far in her career with those expectations put upon her.  

 

As a woman (albeit a young one), I had always had thoughts about raising a family and if that would interfere 

with my future career. But here, I was presented with several women MPs who manage to raise children as well. 

The next morning at breakfast, when I asked MP Brigitte Sansoucy on how she found a balance raising children 

and being an MP and if that was difficult, she said that having a governmental job is a family decision and that 

“it is necessary that it should be possible.” This is something I found insightful. In the past, many women were 

forced to choose between a career and a family. That day, it became apparent to me that I would no longer have 

to be concerned about having to make that choice. I also had the chance to speak to her about working in public 

service, especially working with Les Auberges du Coeur which helps build houses for impoverished youth in 

Quebec. This fascinated me as poverty is an issue that is very close to my heart. From MP Brigitte Sansoucy 

and her staffers, I learned that career paths are often non-linear and that I should be open to new opportunities 

even when they are out of my comfort zone.  

 

During the second day being in Ottawa, I also had the chance to attend a question period in the House of 

Commons. I was enthralled by the animated speeches and the heated debates that arose from it, the topics 

discussed ranging from indigenous peoples to tax breaks. Later that day, I also had the chance to witness 

meetings with MP Hélène Laverdière about landmines and the disarmament treaty. Seeing plans being made 

firsthand during these meetings really opened my eyes to the passion and hard work the MPs put into their job. 

 

I will never forget my time in Parliament and hope to come back in the future. I am truly humbled by the work 

these women have done for our country and was left with more hope for the future of women than ever before. I 

am endlessly grateful to have had this experience. 
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 The University of Toronto 2017 Women in House program I feel was an extremely important 

experience for me to be a part of. Over this trip, the girls who participated had two full days of activities. We 

spent the first of these days together, with a Q&A with Supreme Court Justice Andromache Karakatsanis and a 

lovely reception where we got to meet many influential individuals. The second day for me consisted of sitting 

in on a meeting my host, MP Mona Fortier, had discussing the importance of removing active land mines, a 

lunch in the Parliamentary restaurant (which was a particular highlight for me, as I got to do some people-

watching of important politicians), a tour of Centre Block, and watching Question Period in the House of 

Commons. 

I went into this trip not knowing a whole lot about politics or how a day on the Hill is spent, and luckily 

I was able to learn quite a bit about these things! I learned that the MPs staffers are very important and that it is 

a good idea to develop close relationships with them in order to build connections. I was also somewhat 

surprised to learn that the pace of the day of an MP is lightning fast – there are always people to meet with, 

relationships to form, meetings to prepare for or receptions to make an appearance at. Also, in my informal tour 

of Centre Block (and specifically the Senate foyer) I got to learn quite a bit about some of the history behind the 

architecture and features of the building, such as how the portrait of Queen Victoria was cut out of its frame by 

staff in order to be saved from fire in 1916. I was not expecting this history lesson, which made it a really 

pleasant surprise! 

The reason that I wanted to go on this University of Toronto Women in House trip to Ottawa was in part 

because I wanted to learn more about Canadian politics, which as I just mentioned, I was able to do. However, 

my principle motive for going on this trip is that I wanted to see the work that Canadian female leaders were 

doing and try to model myself after their behaviour so that one day I could be a leader like them, in Canada or 

on the global stage. I would have to say that I definitely was able to do this. From Justice Andromache 

Karakatsanis, to the Honourable Karina Gould, to my gracious host MP Mona Fortier, I was able to witness the 

incredibility of so many astounding women, and I was able to truly believe that I could grow into a woman with 

much the same drive, skills, and credibility as them. Specifically, from our Q&A with Justice Karakatsanis 

(which was another highlight of my trip), I was able to listen to her talk about how my gender identification as a 

woman does not only mean that I will sometimes be subjected to sexism, but how it also means that this 

position can be an asset for me in the fact that my perception and my reality is different from that of men, and 

that I can use this in a particular way to further my career. From conversation with the Honourable Karina 

Gould, I was able to learn that it is natural to feel like sometimes I am not doing enough to get where I want to 

be or help those who I want to help, but that this does not mean that I will not end up as extraordinary as her. 

From MP Mona Fortier, I was able to understand that my life might not always go exactly as I am planning it 

now, but that I can always end up in a place that I love if I embrace what I am doing. I am so grateful that I was 

able to learn from not just these amazing women but others as well on this trip. 

MP Fortier also said something over our lunch that seems to have stuck with me. When I asked her 

about how she got to volunteering to be a host for the University of Toronto Women in House program, she said 

that she has always found it extremely important to participate in events such as this one in order to inspire 

younger adults. I think that this is a very good philosophy – one that, when I become accomplished in my field 

further down the line, I would like to adopt. I find myself completely agreeing with the fact that younger people, 

such as my current self, need experiences that will show them what they can do. I will forever be thankful to 

MP Fortier, UofT Women in House coordinator Tina Park, and this wonderful program itself for allowing me 

the opportunity to do just that. 
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 Going into the program, I was nervous. As a first year surrounded by brilliant upper year and graduate 

students, it was nerve-wracking to think that I would be networking alongside these incredible women. That 

fear immediately disappeared when I went to the first briefing. Everyone there was so welcoming that I couldn’t 

help but be inspired. This inspiration was only heightened when I found out that I would be shadowing Terry 

Duguid for the day with Lydia Ocharo, an upper year student. As Secretary for the Committee on the Status of 

Women, his work deals directly with important issues such as gender-based violence and economic security. In 

addition, his background in infectious disease was perfect for me, someone who is interested in the intersection 

of gender and health.  

 Shadowing MP Terry Duguid was a genuinely transformative experience. We began the day with 

attending a meeting for the Committee on the Status of Women, where the Liberal members immediately 

walked out in protest of the Conservative nomination of an anti-abortion candidate to chair the committee. I had 

the opportunity to see the ensuing media scrum up close, which gave an in-depth look into the parliamentary 

process and the variety of methods politicians use to express their desires. Even more interesting was listening 

in on the Conservative conversation afterwards and to hear the beginnings of their response strategy. MP 

Duguid filled us in on the moral opposition the Liberals felt regarding the nomination. In a time where cynicism 

is high regarding the political system, it was important to see politicians using language based in morality and 

not political expediency.  

 Following that dramatic meeting, we moved to an industry meeting regarding anti-spam and malware 

legislation. The meeting was completely bilingual, so my French got a good practising! While I didn’t have all 

of the background on the legislation, it was still really interesting to see how the parliamentary process worked 

and the bipartisan committee work together on information gathering to create a study.  

 After a delicious lunch provided by the Canadian Cattlemen’s Association, Emerson and Denys took us 

to Question Period. Emerson is MP Duguid’s legislative assistant, who very patiently escorted us everywhere 

and waited for us to get through security each time. Denys is from Ukraine, here on a joint Ukranian-Canadian 

parliamentary internship program. Question Period was much rowdier than I thought it would be, complete with 

loud heckling. A wide range of issues were discussed, from farm taxation to cultural protection. Seeing my 

parliamentary heroes such as Chrystia Freeland and Carolyn Bennett respond in-person to questions was so 

inspiring. They were calm and collected under pressure and spoke with poise. One can only dream to reach that 

level of articulation.  

 The final meeting of the day was a stakeholder meeting to Inspiring Women in STEM. Essentially, four 

people were pitching to MP Duguid for his approval and to possibly receive funding from the Committee on the 

Status of Women. It was so interesting to see how people approach a meeting with a parliamentarian and the 

way they try to receive funding. It was a combination of a business pitch and an advice session; MP Duguid was 

genuinely giving advice as to how to navigate the funding system for initiatives that have yet to come to fruition.  

 This experience was inspiring on two levels. Firstly, being surrounded by intelligent and ambitious 

women has made me want to work that much harder to match the wonderful UofT community I have found. 

Secondly, seeing men like MP Duguid pledge to use an intersectional lens and meaningfully work to rectify 

gender equality has underscored the importance of partnership to fix societal problems. I want to thank MP 

Duguid, Emerson and Denys, and Ms. Park for putting all of this together. It has shown me that being in politics 

is possible, and that all of the tools are there for me to achieve that goal. 


