
University of Toronto Women in House 2017 Reflections – 

 Political Science Cohort 

 

 

Name: Lorraine Amaya-Velez  

Program: Political Science 

Year: Second year 

Name of your Parliamentary Host: Karina Gould 

(Burlington) 

 

When I received the email that stated that I had been 

chosen out of thousands of applicants to represent the 

University of Toronto for this year’s Fall Women in 

House, I could not believe my eyes. I knew that the 

opportunity to shadow and network with prominent 

politicians in Ottawa would be unbelievable yet, I could 

not have anticipated how eye-opening and empowering 

my experience with U of T’s Women in House program 

would be.  

 

As soon as we arrived in Ottawa, we quickly rushed to 

the Supreme Court of Canada. We had the opportunity 

to speak with Justice Andromache Karakatsanis, Supreme Court's first Greek-Canadian judge. She was a source 

of endless wisdom and who I related to as a child of immigrant parents. I personally related to when she spoke 

about life trajectories; how we should always investigate the doors that open, regardless of how strange those 

doors may be. It reminded about my own life path and how a lot of my best experiences have come from trying 

new things, like applying to U of T’s Women in House program!  

 

While on Parliament Hill, I had the honour of shadowing MP Karina Gould, Liberal member of Parliament for 

the riding of Burlington and Minister of Democratic Institutions. She was so incredibly welcoming, passionate 

and open when talking about the daily life of being an MP and the journey she undertook to be a member of 

parliament. Unfortunately, we could not follow her around the whole day, but her staff were incredibly 

accommodating and made us feel so involved. I am still astounded by the amount of work that goes behind 

being an MP and thoroughly impressed by how she and her staff manages it all!  

 

In conclusion, I would like the thank everyone involved for truly making this a trip of a lifetime! The 

mentorship and education I received was unparalleled in seeing that I did not choose the wrong career path; the 

workload might be overwhelming but seems to be enriching and rewarding in the long run. A program like this 

in invaluable to helping women realize that we are equally capable and welcomed to participate in positions of 

power and influence.  
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Name: Danna Aranda 

Program: Political Science Specialist 
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Name of Parliamentary Host: MP Julie Dzerowicz (Davenport) 

 

Having been granted the opportunity to take part in the Women in 

House program was a defining moment in my studies at the University 

of Toronto. Upon arriving to the Supreme Court on our first day in 

Ottawa, we had the opportunity to speak with Justice Karakatsanis, 

whose stories on the process of decision making in contentious legal 

and social cases made me even more excited to pursue a career in law. 

Additionally, Justice Karakatsanis was great at answering the all 

questions the women had; my favourite being about her finding a love 

for law after attending law school, when she began working more 

intimately with people and realizing the real impact she had in lives. 

Following our talk with Justice Karakatsanis, we had the privilege of 

networking with other prominent women and men in Canadian 

Politics, including Elizabeth May and the Honourable Carolyn 

Bennett! 

 

The following day, I had the wonderful opportunity to shadow MP Dzerowicz, who had brought to light a lot of 

the hard work it takes to be involved in politics, especially as a woman. We had discussed issues on engagement 

of women in politics, and the ways in which one could be  

involved in running even when the odds for success do not seem to be with you. She was  

especially persistent in suggesting that the involvement of women in the political process could not be as 

successful as it is here in Canada, without the help of a government which purports  

initiatives of gender equity.  MP Dzerowicz highlighted that for this reason, she feels especially fortunate in 

being able to work with the current government of Prime Minister Trudeau. It is true that women cannot fight 

gender-based barriers without the help of men whose motives do not forget and discount the amazing 

capabilities of women in making a difference. 

 

Another exciting experience I had in my visit was getting to witness Question Period at the House of Commons. 

I was privileged to witness our current Prime Minister and other MP’s  

address issues on Tax Reform, Immigration, and more. Moreover, what made the experience more enthralling, 

was the Liberals’ act of walking-out after the Conservatives picked an  

anti-abortion MP for the chair position in the status of women committee. I found this protest very timely with 

all the discussion that happened over our few days in Parliament!  

  

Lastly, I would like to highlight the great opportunity I had in being surrounded by other women from UofT, 

who are all dedicated in serving the public and making real impact in Canada and  

internationally. I was fortunate enough to be paired with Spence Colburn on shadowing day, who is a first-year 

student at UofT Law. She has helped to my experience in Parliament more enjoyable and memorable. 
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Name of Parliamentary Host: MP Steven MacKinnon 
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The Fall 2017 U of T Women in House program kicked off when 

we arrived in Ottawa at the Supreme Court of Canada on 

Monday. We attended a special Q&A with the Honourable 

Justice Andromache Karakatsanis. It was a privilege to hear her 

discuss her extraordinary career and the challenges she has faced. 

I was particularly moved when she spoke about how her 

experience as a woman and as a child of immigrants enriched her 

perspective and how that is beneficial to her role as a Supreme 

Court Justice. She was candid and thoughtful in discussing her 

decisions, career choices, and how justice is exercised in Canada.  

 

Later in the evening, we attended a welcome reception with some of the participating Members of Parliament, 

Senators and their staff. It was such an encouraging and welcoming atmosphere, with the room buzzing as 

everyone networked. Some of the hosts gave speeches emphasizing the importance of female representation in 

our government. They galvanized us to organize, take action in our communities and never give up on the fight 

for equality.  

 

On Tuesday, Rachelle and I met with our host, MP Steven MacKinnon and his staff members, Anson and 

Frédérik. They began with introductions and by outlining the schedule for the day and answering our questions 

about general operations. After that, the day went into high gear, a pace maintained throughout and likely went 

on well after we left for Toronto.  

 

We began by observing a meeting with a company from the riding. I was impressed by how knowledgeable MP 

MacKinnon and his team were on a variety of topics concerning the Gatineau continuants. MP MacKinnon 

brought a high level of preparedness and concern for their issues. He seamlessly balanced constituency work 

with his parliamentary duties.  

 

Parliament Hill has an ineffable quality. It simultaneously commands reverence but there is an energy pulsing 

throughout it.  It was immediately clear that almost everyone there held serving his or her country in the highest 

regard. We attended a finance committee meeting, Question Period, and a BBQ hosted by the Canadian 

Cattleman’s Association. It was interesting to see democracy at work on several levels. Back at the office, Mr. 

MacKinnon took the time to answer our questions, discuss how he became involved in politics, and why 

programs like Women in House are so important. Gender equality and equal representation can only be 

achieved when we support each other and work together.  

 

I would like to thank Tina Park and the Honorable Carolyn Bennett for organizing the U of T Women in House 

program. It has been an invaluable experience that exceeded all my expectations. I am so grateful for what I was 

able to observe and for everyone I met, from my host to my fellow participants.  
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American Studies  

Year: Second year 

Name of Parliamentary Host: MP Eva Nassif (Vimy) 

 

 

My day spent on Parliament Hill with MP Eva Nassif 

of Laval was an incredible, one-of-a-kind experience. 

Beginning the day with her Legislative Assistant, 

James, I was shown around the inner workings of an 

MP’s office – emailing constituents, scheduling 

meetings and event appearances, and preparing work 

for committees. I had the privilege of attending two 

with MP Nassif later that day; the Committee on the 

Status of Women and the Committee on Agriculture 

and Agri-Food.  

 

During the Committee on the Status of Women, I had the opportunity to witness political theatrics in action – 

with the Liberal and NDP MPs staging a walk out to protest the Conservative pick for Committee Chair, 

preventing the meeting from continuing. It was fascinating to watch the response of the MPs, but also watching 

the story develop throughout the day in the media. I also got the chance to watch the regular proceedings of a 

Parliamentary Committee during the Agriculture meeting. I got to see experts in the field present their findings 

to the MPs while they questioned them on how to better improve policy. It was a great way to see how policy is 

affected by experts in the public and private sectors.  

 

Overall, shadowing MP Nassif was an amazing experience. She was such a kind, welcoming host that seemed 

more like a maternal than political figure. Shortly after meeting her, I could already see her tenacity, ambition, 

and compassion for the people she represents. What really impressed me was the attention she paid to her 

constituents. Often, politicians may gain the reputation for becoming disinterested in their riding once they 

reach Ottawa, but MP Nassif displayed the complete opposite. One thing was clear to me: MPs like Eva Nassif 

work incredibly hard, more than we often give them credit for. Their dedication to their work is extremely 

admirable, and she is easily one of the most dedicated people I have ever met.  

 

After returning from this trip, it is unclear whether I will enter politics in the future, but it has motivated me to 

get involved with political groups in my locality to further explore politics as a career option. Women in House 

was a fantastic opportunity that has opened my eyes to new opportunities and has increased my respect for our 

MPs and politicians tenfold. I would highly recommend this opportunity to anyone wanting to participate.  
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Name: Rachel Cohen  

Program: Political Science 

Year: Second year 

Name of Parliamentary Host: Georgina Jolibois (Desnethé) 

 

Growing up in Ottawa, it’s impossible to not feel at least a little 

blasé about this capital city. When people ask me where I’m from, 

I often hesitate before I say “Ottawa,” because although it’s 

beautiful and interesting, to a native Outaouain, it’s a bit of a 

sleepy place. Saying this, embarking on the UofT Women in House 

trip gave me a new perspective on this buzzing metropolis I call 

home. From the minute we walked on the bus at 8am Monday 

morning, I felt the energy from 99 other women who were just as 

excited and passionate about politics and social justice as I was. 

Speaking to some of them on the way there, I realized that it was 

most of these girls’ first time visiting Canada’s capital! As the two 

days unfolded, I saw Ottawa through a different lens, one of 

political enthusiasm, dynamic conversation and governmental ‘zest’! 

 

I enjoyed our visit to the supreme court on the first day! I was drawn to the ceremonial aspects of the court and 

the stunning architecture of the building. Hearing from Justice Andromache in a Q&A format was quite eye-

opening. The questions from the girls and (more notably) the law students on the trip were poignant and well 

posed. They forced the justice to really think about her answers and at some points, she was not able to answer 

the questions due to the court formalities. One question that resonated with me was “Can you define justice?” 

This made a lot of us to ponder the query ourselves, and it lead to some interesting discussions with the girls 

later on that evening at the reception.   

  

On Tuesday, my day began I walked through the doors of the Confederation Building. I spent most of the 

morning with Ms. Jolibois’ staffer, Nina.  The staffer and I discussed Ms. Jolibois’ riding of Desnethé 

Missinippi Churchill River, Saskatchewan and the challenges her constituents face. Because the riding is 70% 

aboriginal, and she was the mayor of LaLoche for 12 years (One of the riding’s main cities), Ms. Jolibois is 

heavily involved in indigenous rights and the fight to find the murdered and missing indigenous women. This 

was a large topic of my research on the MP prior to the trip, so as I sat in Nina’s office, it was interesting to see 

the topics the staffer was discussing broadcasted on the bright TV sitting on her desk. Most recently Ms. 

Jolibois has been in the news for the horrible mass shooting at a high school in her native town of LaLoche last 

year, and her work in the next few months to make National Aboriginal Day a federal holiday. When Ms. 

Jolibois came in the office later that afternoon, I discussed these issues with her and enjoyed hearing her 

personal reflections. As I boarded the bus to question period with Ms. Jolibois we ran into other politicians she 

knew.  

 

After the question period ended, I was adopted by MP Gregg Fergus, who brought me to his financial 

committee where different methods of improving Canada’s economy were proposed. I was particularly 

interested in the ‘witness’, Mr. Rothschild who discussed the success of Israel’s economy and the methods 

behind their technological innovation. After that, Mr. Fergus brought us to an event called “The Prime 

Minister’s Science Fair,” where different elementary and high school students showcased their science projects. 

It was inspiring to see such youngsters presenting incredible and creative ideas. We almost met Prime Minister 

Trudeau, though we had to rush to the bus! Overall, I had a great time on the Women in House trip, due to the 

visit to the supreme court, and networking with other young women who, with me, brought us one step closer to 

achieving equality in government.  
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Name: Arielle Mantes  

Program: Political Science, Diaspora and Transnational 

Studies 

Year: Third year 

Name of Parliamentary Host: MP Pamela Goldsmith-Jones 

(West Vancouver) 

 

I’d like to start by expressing my gratitude for being given 

the opportunity to represent the Department of Political 

Science and participate in the Women in House Fall 2017 

Cohort. Tina Park and Hon. Carolyn Bennett have founded an 

amazing program to help encourage females to get involved 

in politics. I had a great time visiting the Supreme Court for a 

Q&A with Justice Andromache Karakatsanis, shadowing MP 

Pamela Goldsmith-Jones throughout the day and getting an 

insider glimpse at a typical, yet very hectic day at Parliament 

Hill. Furthermore, thank you to Morgan, MP Goldsmith-

Jones’ parliamentary assistant for being an awesome guide on 

the Hill. 

 

For any MP, Tuesday was an ordinary, jam-packed day at Parliament Hill; I got to spend my time at the Hill 

sitting in on the meetings of MP Goldsmith-Jones. As parliamentary secretary to the Minister of International 

trade, many of the meetings held regarded subjects of Aquaculture (wild salmon), Agriculture and Fisheries 

while also touching on the importance of building relationships with other countries through international trade. 

These successful relationships can be made possible through writing new legislation to drive the Canadian 

economy while also ensuring that the aims are meant to make the Canadian infrastructure stronger.  

 

In between meetings, I had the opportunity to discuss with MP Goldsmith-Jones about her educational paths 

and how that helped her to get to where she currently holds a seat in the House of Commons. At one point, 

halfway through our conversation, all present members in the government lobby rushed into the House of 

Commons for a vote – it was fast paced and drew true to the need to constantly be on your toes. When she 

returned, we both shared on our similar interests in politics (of course) and history and got the chance to dive 

into a conversation regarding Indigenous issues. A few years ago, MP Goldsmith-Jones completed an MBA in 

Aboriginal Business and Leadership. She stressed the importance of learning about topics from a different 

framework outside of what we are usually exposed to, in order to open minds, not close them.  

 

Overall, the program helped to stress the importance of why having women in parliament is necessary and 

reiterates the need for equal representation. After hearing speeches from many incredible MPs and Senators, I 

left Ottawa inspired and empowered to continue to use my own agency to challenge barriers many women face. 

I hope the program continues to run in order to continue giving young females insight to life in politics, all 

while encouraging them to participate in the political sphere despite it being a space where they remain the 

minority. With only about twenty-seven percent of seats in the House of Commons belonging to women, we 

must continue to keep supporting the initiative to attain gender equity and to strive to change the status quo to 

better politics and political life.  
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Name: Harper Stewart 

Program: Political Science 

Year: Second year 

Name of your Parliamentary Host: Senator Marilou McPhedran 

 

 

I found this trip to be a constant cycle of discovery and changing 

perceptions. As a political science student, I spend a lot of time in 

classrooms talking about how government works but to see the 

operation for myself was eye opening. I found myself in awe of all 

the amazing work being done by everybody I met throughout the 

trip, and the level of compassion and selflessness they all possessed.  

 

Our first stop was at the Supreme Court of Canada, where we had a 

question and answer period with Justice Andromache Karakatsanis. 

One of the things that stuck with me was when she was talking 

about her decisions and stated that she often feels prouder of her 

dissents. It also struck me how human Justice Karakatsanis was; she 

was humble, funny, sweet and seemed thrilled to have her position 

on the Supreme Court.  

 

Next on the agenda was the reception/banquet which consisted of us mixing and mingling with a variety of 

amazing MPs and Senators who volunteered to participate in the Women in House program. Again, I found this 

to be incredibly humanizing and gave me even more respect for MPs, Senators and their staff. A very powerful 

moment during the banquet were the speeches given by MPs and Senators regarding the importance of gender 

equality in government. It was amazing to see both men and women from all political affiliations advocating 

fiercely for the advancement of women from all walks of life.  

 

The next morning was our shadowing day, Geneviève Jessiman-Perreault and I were shadowing Senator 

Marilou McPhedran. We started the day off by going to a committee which focused on Aboriginal rights. One 

of the Senator’s staff, Daniel, later told us that this was an unusual committee because all the senators were in 

agreement on the issues at stake.  

 

Overall, I was overwhelmed with the amount of work each individual puts in and the level of thought and 

preparation that is required for every seemingly small task. I greatly enjoyed my experience and I would 

recommend it to anybody looking for a hands on and unfiltered look at government procedures.  
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Name: Marium Nur Vahed 

Program: Political Science, Munk One 

Year: First year 

Name of your Parliamentary Host: Senator Salma Ataullahjan 

 

Senator Salma Ataullahjan did not doubt that she would end up in 

politics, being surrounded and encouraged by a political family all her 

life. She understood that this life would be all-consuming, would 

necessitate hard work, and sacrifice. And as a Muslim woman, being in 

politics meant she must face two-pronged critique, which is 

unfortunately a part of our patriarchal, xenophobic society. She chose to 

enter this life regardless: it was her determination in the face of the 

challenges presented by political life that was my biggest takeaway from 

my time spent in Ottawa.  

 

I am ecstatic to have seen this same perspective reflected in every female 

politician I met from the reception onwards. The reception introduced a 

plethora of strong, dedicated, passionate women, all of who are very 

willing to let us stand on the shoulders of their success to further gender 

equality and the feminist movement. Several highlights were meeting Karina Gould – currently the youngest 

female minister – who surpasses all the ageism that exists towards young people in politics and conversing with 

a young woman who bluntly told me the reality of why I’m so often told to wait until I’m middle aged to run: 

that the people around us don’t want us to get hurt (and getting hurt is an inevitably in a job as public as 

politics). She encouraged me to go for it regardless – emphasizing our capacity to be resilient, and the 

importance of following our passions.  

 

However, easily my favourite part of U of T Women in House was conversing with Senator Ataullahjan in her 

office, amidst her very own paintings, and tokens from her world travels. Throughout this experience, I found 

myself respecting Senator Ataullahjan a great deal: she never once strayed from her matter-of-fact, passionate 

attitude, clearly conveyed her penchant for asking and seeking answers to the important questions, and 

consistently was open to questions posed by myself and Farhana, her other mentee. She proceeded to break a lot 

of my misconceptions, and echo chambers that I’d unknowingly subscribed to – in a way, conveying the same 

“sober second thought” mentality that is oft used to describe the Senate itself. Despite being constantly 

interrupted to sort out scheduling and discuss her committee work, she continued conversation, picking right 

where we left off every time. While editing the statement about the Rohingya Muslims she would be presenting 

later that day, she could cite statistics off the top of her head – demonstrating to me how to turn outrage at the 

status quo into driving awareness and positive change for the greater public – a lesson that is vital for my own 

political aspirations, and to apply in my everyday life. 

 

I was most struck by the rationality of Senator Ataullahjan’s perspective towards international travel for her 

committee work, voicing; “We represent Canada as a whole the minute we leave the country. Party affiliations 

no longer matter.” She conveyed that at the end of the day, we must look past the petty politics and the party 

affiliations – what matters most is that we do the best we can for our country, and for our world. I hope that I 

can hold myself to the same standard, as I one day run for office and seek to make my own positive impact in 

this world.  


