
 

 

2015 U of T Women in House Reflection  

 

Name: Vassilia Julia Al Akaila 

Program: Political Science Specialists & European Union 

Studies Minor 

Year: Third 

Name of Parliamentarian Host: MP Peggy Nash for Parkdale 

- High Park, Ontario (NDP) 

 

By participating in the 2015 U of T Women in House Program, 

I was given the opportunity to shadow the distinguished Peggy 

Nash; Member of Parliament known for her active fight for 

female equality particularly in the political spectrum. Ms. Nash 

is a founding member of Equal Voice, an organization which 

advocates for the election of more women in Canada; her 

record of involvement though extends far beyond her years in 

Parliament: her career as a labour official at the Canadian Auto Workers union (CAW) definitely 

deemed her a “fighter” which became evident as we followed her steps throughout the day at the 

Hill.  

 

Upon arriving at the office, Ms. Sheila Matthen - Ms. Nash’s legislative assistant - greeted me 

and made sure I was prepared for a day full of experience that was ahead of us. Ms. Matthen 

made sure to answer any questions I had about Canadian politics in the making as well as Ms. 

Nash’s everyday schedule; she was kind enough to share her experiences as Ms. Nash’s right 

hand as well as her own learning while working in the public sector which was quite insightful.  

 

When Ms. Matthen shared the program we would be following, I was quite excited to see we 

would be getting “a taste of everything” - both committee work done behind the scenes but also 

question and in parliament time. Our day began by attending a prep caucus of the Standing 

Committee on Industry, Science and Technology; Ms. Nash holds the Vice-chair seat. During the 

preparation we were able to witness, Ms. Nash’s eloquence and poise which stood out to me 

because I felt that it allowed for every member of the committee to speak their mind respectfully 

while recognizing each individuals specialization on the matters at stake. The preparation that 

took place during the caucus meeting was soon layed out in front of us; a few hours later we 

attended the meeting on Bill S-4. It was inspiring to be able to listen into Ms. Nash’s team which 

addressed the issue of personal information protection and electronic documents in hope of a 

consequential amendment; primarily because privacy protection is a constitutional right highly 

valued - the violation of which could infringe upon many civilians everyday lives. This was 

indeed politics in the making. Unfortunately, I discovered that despite the efforts and advocacy 

of different parties, there are always individuals who will be unwilling to reach a consensus.  

 

The most valuable part of my experience at the Hill were the few minutes we were given to 

speak one-on-one with Ms. Nash. This allowed me to raise some of my own concerns about the 

practice of politics in Canada today which Ms. Nash addressed in full length and was 

exceptionally kind so as to explain the bureaucratic and campaign procedures that are involved in  

achieving all that she has. I found Ms. Nash’s perspective on the multicultural features of 



 

 

Toronto inspiring as she explained her own way of engaging with numerous communities she 

represents and advising youth, like myself to get involved.  

 

Following our one-on-one conversation, I got the chance to attend a rally which was taking place 

right outside the House of Commons for “Free Tibet” where Ms. Nash expressed her sincere 

sympathy and understanding for the people of Tibet and their history in Canada. After a speech 

filled with words of wisdom, she shared with me her recent and ever growing appreciation of the 

Tibetan people that make such a big part of her community in Parkdale High. To witness an 

MP’s words of sincere and utterly true appreciation and recognition of the people they “stand 

for” was indeed the highlight of my day because it drew a very different image of politics than 

the spectator view we are used to. After being given a brief tour of the Hill by Ms. Matthen, I 

enjoyed the passionate question period which reminded me a lot of high school debates. This 

reinforced the importance of eloquence but more importantly confidence in ones own beliefs 

particularly when standing not only for yourself but also for other civilians.  

 

My exposure to Canadian politics is not abundant; my exposure to Canadian politicians even 

less, but I can say with ease that Ms. Nash exemplifies the features of strong, ethically driven 

females setting an example for anyone who wishes to look at leadership in the Canadian public 

service. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Name: Elizabeth Tudor-Beziés 

Program: Political Science & European Studies 
Year of Study: 3  
Name of Parliamentary Host: Mme. Élaine Michaud  
 
I had the honour of shadow Mme. Élaine Michaud, who is the Deputy Critic of National 
Defence, and is a Member of Parliament from the NDP party.  
 
Unfortunately, I was not able to shadow Mme. Michaud the entire day, since she was on 
House duty and could not leave the House of Commons all day, but her assistants were 
wonderful and they showed me a lot in Parliament. They also gave me a lot of information 
about the current environment in the Canadian Parliament and the position of the NDPs in 
the Harper government. 
 
I had the opportunity to sit in on the Standing Committee on Public Safety and National 
Security. It was the most interesting committee I saw throughout the day because it was 
debating Bill C-51, also known as the Anti-Terrorism Bill. It was very interesting because 
the language used to justify the bill was shocking. Some prominent politicians speaking 
defending the bill were using links such as the Holocaust, and throwing out words like 
genocide.  
 
When I had the opportunity to meet with Mme. Michaud, I got to meet her in the MP Lobby, 
which is restricted for MP access only. I also had the chance to watch Mme. Michaud 
prepare for her question during Question Period in the Opposition Room. I then had the 
great opportunity to watch Question Period and see all of Canada’s most prominent 
politicians debating on various issues, including the recent death of a Canadian soldier.  
 
My day ended with viewing a press conference regarding a family’s battle to uncover the 
answers about their son’s suicide while serving in the military, which was just discussed in 
Question Period. It was very emotional to watch it, since the family was clearly distressed 
by the situation and the government’s lack of response to their requests.  
 
Overall, I found the day to be a very enriching and rewarding experience. I had a great day 
learning more about Canadian politics, and everyone was extremely helpful and kind. I 
would like to thank Mme. Michaud and her team for allowing me to shadow her and for 
taking the time to show me around Parliament. I would like to thank the U of T Women in 
House for giving me this amazing opportunity to shadow such an inspiring Member of 
Parliament.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 Name: Delila Bikic 

 Program: Political Science 

 Year: Fourth 

 Name of your parliamentary host:  

MP Dr. Hedy Fry, Vancouver Centre  

(Liberal) 

 

As a participant of the U of T Women in House Program 2015, I 

had the privilege of shadowing the Honourable Dr. Hedy Fry, a 

distinguished Member of Parliament known to many as the first 

“rookie to defeat a sitting Prime Minister.” As I became more 

acquainted with her personal and professional background, I 

realized that Dr. Fry’s record of achievement went far more 

beyond this. Dr. Fry is not only known to her Canadian audience as the first immigrant 

woman to run for the leadership of the Liberal Party, but also as a difference maker and 

leader in medical politics, social policy, gender rights, and same-sex benefits, among 

others. Prior to even meeting her in person, I became interested in Dr. Fry’s diversity of 

expertise and looked forward to learning about what inspired her to pursue a political 

career. 

 

Upon arriving at the office, my colleague and I were immediately greeted by Sara 

Korajian and Ryan Cotter, Dr. Fry’s two Parliamentary Assistants. Sharing in our 

excitement, both Sara and Ryan made us feel welcome and ensured we got most out of 

our day on the Hill. My day with Dr. Fry involved sitting in on meetings with the Foreign 

Affairs Committee, which was discussing Canada’s involvement in two current issues of 

concern: global health in light of the Ebola crisis and the political and civil unrest 

surrounding the ongoing Hong Kong protests. It was interesting to witness 

parliamentarians engaging in dialogue with various experts and representatives regarding 

prospective solutions and what Canada can do to help.  

 

Later in the day, I had the opportunity to attend a Health Committee meeting, featuring 

Dr. Fry as the Vice-Chair and Federal Liberal Health Critic. Despite being one of only 

two women in the room, all other members looked to Dr. Fry as a long-standing, 

experienced medical professional to share her valuable insight on the ways in which the 

federal government can show leadership in shaping the scope of health services offered in 

Canada.  I was very appreciative of the ways in which Dr. Fry responded with eloquence, 

confidence, and poise, asking critical questions that encouraged everyone to probe deeper 

and consider the issue from a multitude of perspectives, which they may or may not 

necessarily agree with.   

 

Perhaps the most valuable part of my experience was speaking one-on-one with Dr. Fry 

while she ate her breakfast and reviewed her briefings in preparation for the day’s 

responsibilities on the Hill. Sitting in the traditionally furnished Opposition Party Room, 

Dr. Fry shared with me some of the challenges she encountered transitioning from the 

medical profession to the world of politics. She told me that what surprised her most was 

the change in the value placed on meritocracy in politics compared to the medical field. 



 

 

By entering politics, Dr. Fry had the sense that she 

was leaving the world of meritocracy all together. 

Realizing that she could not directly compete with 

those who had personal connections, Dr. Fry 

understood that she had to take full initiative in 

proving why she was deserving of a place as a 

representative of the Canadian people at the federal 

level of government. Her subsequent advice that one 

can achieve anything through hard work resonated 

with me, reinforcing my belief that success is a 

journey that is achievable only when you put your full heart, mind, and soul into every 

step along the way.  

 

In conclusion, Dr. Fry is an inspiring example of what it means to be a service-minded 

leader. Her experience reminds us that politicians and parliamentarians are in service of 

the people. Additionally, she has taught me that no matter your background, the passion 

and drive to make a difference are traits that are transferrable in any context. As I move 

on to the next chapter in my life, I will remember this experience as a moment when duty 

to public service was reaffirmed for me as an important goal worth striving for in my 

future personal, professional, and academic pursuits. 

 

A special thanks to Tina Park and Rachel Gunn for their tireless work in organizing the 

2015 U of T Women in House Program. As well, thank you to all the participants who are 

empowering role models in their own right. I am beyond grateful for the inspiration!  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
      



 

 

Name: Alicia Robinson 

Program: Political Science 

Year: Fourth 

Host: Elizabeth May (Green Party) 

 

 I had the incredible opportunity to participate in the U of T Women in House 

program this past week. My host, Elizabeth May, exemplified the level of dedication it 

takes to be both an MP as well as a party leader. As I learned, she juggles a full 

schedule, which involves much running around from one meeting to the next throughout 

the course of the day. However, she does so with a positive upbeat attitude, and it is 

clear that she has a strong passion for her work. 

 

 My day began first thing in the morning to attend a committee meeting for bill c-

51. Following this, I attended a rally outside for Free Tibet, where encouraging speeches 

were given to those gathered at the front of parliament. Shortly after, I attended Question 

Period, and afterwards, a tour of the MP's office. The day was a fast-paced. It ended 

before I knew it, and much sooner than I would have liked it to. However, even in those 

brief hours spent on the hill, I learned a great deal about the implications of being a 

politician at the federal level. 

 

 Elizabeth May's office assistants were exceptionally kind. For much of the day, 

they guided me through parliament, explaining key architectural and historical elements 

of the building, while also answering every question I had about the processes on 

parliament hill. Furthermore, both Executive Assistant Jaymini Bhikha and Chief of Staff 

Debra Eindiguer took time to discuss what areas of politics I am interested in, and 

possible next steps for after I graduate in spring. This, to me, was going above and 

beyond the line of duty, and I was extremely touched by their altruism. 

 

 There were several important lessons I learned from my day, and not all of which 

were pleasant. For example, it became clear to me that committees will not always 

engage in cooperation with those attending committee meetings. They can, and will, 

refuse valid questions that they would rather not address. I found this behaviour petty, 

and a stark reminder that the people working for government are just that: people. They 

will not always have the best interests of the Canadian population in mind, but will utilize 

tactics that benefits themselves or their party. On the other hand, I am left with a lesson 

that has been reiterated to me by several of Ms. May's assistants: this is a job for those 

who love people, and want, more than anything, to help others. I witnessed this first 

hand throughout the day, both at the Free Tibet rally, where members of all parties 

showed their support for the people of Tibet, and during Question Period, where the 

opposition raised important questions to hold the government accountable to Canadians. 

 

 Although I only spent one day in Parliament, this program will have a lasting 

imprint on my life, one which reminds me that I can strive for more, and pursue dreams 



 

 

that once seemed out of reach.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 Name: Sydney Howe 

 Program: Political Science & History   

   

 Year: 4th 

 Name of your parliamentary host:  

Dr. Carolyn Bennett  

 

 

Reflections: 

(Think about the highlights of your day, lessons learned, any 

surprises, quotes from your host, what you found most 

interesting/challenging, etc)  

 

Overall, my day on Parliament Hill was one filled with education, engagement, 

and inspiration. The morning allowed me a glimpse into the fast-paced nature of an MP’s 

job, as we accompanied Dr. Bennett from building to building for several different 

meetings, including the meeting of the Aboriginal Affairs & Northern Development 

Committee, where we were able to observe discussion around the importance of budget 

planning and relationship building in regards to a research visit to the Yukon for the 

upcoming Bill S-6 to amend the territory’s Environmental and Socio-economic 

Assessment Act. In the afternoon, observing question period offered a unique, first-hand 

insight into the dramatic dynamic that federal politics often takes on and the strategies 

through which the opposing parties attempt to hold the government accountable and draw 

attention to pressing issues concerning their constituents.  

 The most memorable moments of the day, however, were those in which Dr. 

Bennett and I were able to engage in more informal discussion. From coffee in her office 

while chatting about the implications of UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 

Peoples in Canada, to lunch in the Parliamentary restaurant reflecting on the Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission and beyond, Dr. Bennett proved to be both passionate and 

knowledgeable about Aboriginal affairs, while also extremely receptive and attentive to 

my own thoughts and questions. Through hearing her perspective on countless issues and 

her experiences as a woman in politics, I found myself inspired by her confidence not 



 

 

only in herself and her beliefs, but also the confidence she seemed to have in us as young 

women.  

 The three lessons that have resonated the most with me are as follows: From the 

day itself, I learned that although a career in politics may sometimes be frustrating and 

exhausting, especially when your party is not in power, each day remains different, 

exciting, and meaningful in its own right. From Dr. Bennett, I learned the importance of 

building relationships, no matter whom you are working with and what you are trying to 

accomplish, for these are the backbone of successful politics. And finally, in her words, 

the importance of “knowing what you don’t know” – even after her many years of 

involvement, she remains humble and always willing to learn, and this is a value I hope I 

can carry with me throughout wherever my future in the public service takes me.   

   

 


