
2019 U of T Women in The House Reflection 

 

• Name: Laura Orsini 
• Program: Political Science 

• Year: First Year 

• Parliamentary Host: Senator Stan Kutcher 

 
      The U of T Women in The House Program offers a 

unique opportunity to experience the inner workings 

of some of the highest positions held in Canadian 

government. Although I was officially scheduled to 

shadow only one senator, I was able to meet several. 

Overall, the experience was memorable and made a 

great impression on my life. Hearing Justice Abella 

speak was perhaps the highlight of my trip, but every 

moment was special in its own distinct way. 

       The day-to-day activates of political life usually 
go unseen by the public, but this is perhaps where 
politics becomes most interesting. I began the 
shadowing day at 6am, which wasn’t ideal, but was 
certainly an easy sacrifice for what was ahead. The 
first item on our agenda was a committee meeting 
on agriculture and forestry.  

 

The purpose of this meeting was informational, and not geared toward any specific policy 

initiatives. Topics discussed included vertical farming, food affordability, daigou personal shoppers. The 

next meeting was on a specific, contentious policy proposal. The Committee discussed Bill S-252, and the 

possibility of compensating blood platelet donners for their donations. It seems that this bill will not be 

passed, given the general attitude of the senators on the committee.  

 Next, we visited a group of high school students who also came to see Senator Kutcher. Public 

relations seems to be one of Senator Kutcher’s specialties, as the meeting went smoothly and the students 

enjoyed themselves. This is not the only thing about the senator which surprised me. Not only is he a 

politician, but he is also a medical professional, who can speak on a variety of intellectual subjects ranging 

from the Luddites to Paulo Freire. Senator Kutcher spent the remainder of his day in the chamber with 

other senators, which I viewed from the gallery.  Some senators spoke about issues such as SNC Lavalin 

and celebrating black history month all year round. The debate in the Senate chamber was far less heated 

than the House of Commons. Shouting, heckling and dysfunctional listening equipment made the House 

exciting. One Member claimed to have not heard the speaker of the house and believed that he should 

re-read and take a new vote on the budget. This proposal was not received well by the opposition. 

The First Day was more inspirational. Justice Abela's meeting was relatively brief, but she left us 

with nuggets of wisdom which many of us will always carry with us. Her progressive judgments came at a 

time of great sexism and antisemitism, but she acknowledged the existence of new challenges and 

encouraged us to peruse them with vigor and unrelenting self-confidence. The Honorable Carolyn Bennett 

was equally as against “the boys club” as Justice Abela.  Bennett’s rise in politics was inspired by a passion 

for justice and reconciliation, which she encouraged us to peruse in the future as well. 



2019 U of T Women in House Reflection 
 

 
 

• Name: Liz Phillips 
• Program: PhD Student, Earth Sciences   
• Year: 2  
• Parliamentary host: Rachel Blaney 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This program was a great opportunity to get exposure to what a career in Canadian politics entails and to 
speak to women in politics about their perspective on the current status of female leadership in Canada. Our 
group got the chance to see what was going on behind the scenes during the voting on the recent budget and to 
speak to people who are directly involved about their thoughts and experiences. 

 
 Learning about Supreme Court and Federal Court of Appeal on our tour was very interesting, 
particularly as a student in a discipline unrelated to law. I also really enjoyed the Q&A session with Justice 
Abella; I appreciated the fact that she addressed many of the questions she knew we would have in her opening 
talk, including balancing a career and a family. Having the chance to meet someone who has had such a 
successful career and to hear them reflect on it was so valuable and prompted me to think about what I want out 
of my career and what I need to do to achieve it.  
  
 Although we didn’t get to spend that much time with the MPs because of the budget voting, this was a 
glimpse into some of the more demanding aspects of the job. It was an exciting time to be in the House of 
Commons and see what was happening in real time. Although the MP I was shadowing was very busy, she 
made time to come and talk to me about her experience throughout the voting and show us around the West 
Block. The staff working in her office showed us around the Parliament building and took us to a Senate 
committee meeting. All and all I appreciated the experience and enjoyed learning more about careers in 
Canadian politics and getting to know the other participants.  
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• Name: Mira Pijselman 
• Program: Peace, Conflict & Justice and Ethics, Society & Law 
• Year: Fourth Year 
• Parliamentary host: Julie Dzerowicz 

 
 
This term’s installment of the Women in House Program 
was most definitely accompanied by an unprecedented 
level of unusual Parliamentary activity! While the marathon 
voting period that was triggered on the evening of our 
arrival sadly left me unable to meet with Julie Dzerowicz 
(my assigned MP) during the trip, I was thankful to be able 
to spend two days with such an amazing, intelligent, and 
driven group of young women. The conversations that I 
had with my PCJ cohort (pictured) and other participants 
over the course of the Women in House program have left 
me intellectually inspired and confident that the future of 
Canadian politics, business, law, and beyond will be in 
very capable hands. 
 
Despite not meeting Julie, I did get the opportunity to 
speak with one of her staffers, Brian, who gave myself and 
another Women in House participant an insider’s 
perspective on topics ranging from the Liberal party’s 
preparation for the next election, environmental action 
and the trans-Canada pipeline, cybersecurity, and, most 
topically, how the SNC-Lavalin affair is impacting the 
Liberals. Being able to connect concepts and theories examined in my classes to the real-world 
political process was an eye-opening and valuable experience that has added depth to my learning 
as I round out the final few weeks of my undergraduate career.  
 
Lastly, I was thrilled to have had the opportunity to listen and learn from Supreme Court Justice 
Rosalie Abella, whose story has become a source of tremendous personal inspiration. Her words of 
strength, courage, and perseverance in the face of adversity stand as a reminder to women at a 
variety of intersections that we must never be afraid to be leaders, stand up for what is important, 
and demand uncompromising equality of our institutions and fellow Canadians. I plan to incorporate 
the lessons learned throughout the Women in House Program into my future academic, professional, 
and personal pursuits and am humbled to have been included in this term’s cohort of young women 
from the Peace, Conflict, and Justice program. 

Left to Right: Moyukh Syeed, Monica Yao, 
Mira Pijselman, Annie Ding 
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Name: Simran Sawhney 
Program: Double Major in Political Science and International Relations, 
Minor in Contemporary Asian Studies 
College: Woodsworth  
Year: Third 
Parliamentary host: Senator Donna Dasko 
 
When I first applied for the Women in House program, I did not know what to 
expect. All I knew was that I wanted to learn from and be inspired by the MPs 
and Senators I would meet, as well as my fellow peers participating in the 
program. What I got was much more than I could ever expect. During our two 
days in Ottawa, we toured the Supreme Court of Canada, met with and asked 
questions to Justice Rosalie Abella, heard from MP Carolyn Bennett—one of 
the co-founders of the Women in House Program—attended a reception with 
Senators and MPs, and shadowed the parliamentarian we were paired with. While there were a few hiccups due 
to a spontaneous voting marathon in the House of Commons on the 2019 Budget, our experience on Parliament 
Hill was ultimately one of the best and most unique.  
 
I, along with my two peers, Ashley and Paulina, shadowed Senator Donna Dasko, a member of the Independent 
Senators Group, who was recently appointed to the Senate in June 2018. We started off the day by meeting the 
Senator’s assistant, Emily Horonowitsch, where we asked her candid questions about her path to where she is 
today, her experiences on Parliament Hill, technical questions about the workings of the Hill, and of course 
touched on the most recent scandal on SNC Lavalin. As a non-Canadian, this hour was crucial to my 
understanding of Canadian politics, and I am grateful to Emily for having the patience to explain ideas that may 
seem obvious to regular Canadians. We then proceeded to sit in on a meeting for the Standing Senate 
Committee on Social Affairs, Science and Technology, a committee that our host Senator is a member of, where 
they discussed Bill S-252, the Voluntary Blood Donations Act. It was interesting to watch real-time discussions 
on an extremely pertinent bill for the health of Canadians, and witness the inner workings of the approval (or 
rejection) of a bill. Afterwards, we attended a discussion on Bill C-48, the Oil Tanker Moratorium Act, which 
plans to ban oil tankers along the cost of BC. We heard members of an indigenous community from inland 
Northern BC speak against this bill, where they spoke about the potential impacts this bill could have on 
reducing economic opportunities in their community. It was fascinating to hear diverse opinions on a 
controversial topic, especially regarding the trade-offs between environmental sustainability and economic 
prosperity. Towards the end of this discussion, my peers headed out for lunch with Senator Dasko and Emily, 
where we discussed what we had participated in today, and heard about Senator Dasko’s experiences prior to 
the Senate. We particularly focused on her workings with Equal Voice, a multi-partisan organization dedicated 
to electing more women to all levels of political office in Canada, and GreenPac, a multi-partisan organization 
dedicating to electing more environmentalists in a similar manner. Both organizations touch on issues dear to 
me, as I understand and advocate for the connection between women empowerment in the economy and politics 
and environmental sustainability. I was inspired by Senator Dasko’s work with both of these organizations, 
especially seeing an empowered woman working towards empowering other women. After Senator Dasko left 
for the day, Emily and our small group visited the House of Commons during a crucial moment in the budget 
voting marathon, where the Liberals were close to losing a vote on an item in the budget, which could have led 
to a loss of confidence by the House in the Liberals. It was thrilling to watch the heated debate between MPs.  
 
Overall, this program truly inspired and motivated me towards pursuing change on a larger scale, and I am 
grateful that I had the opportunity to participate in Women in House. Thank you to both the many 
parliamentarians who took time out of their busy schedules to welcome UofT students, and to Dr Tina Park and 
MP Carolyn Bennett for founding such an amazing program.  
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Name: Medha Sharma 

Program: PhD in Cell and Systems Biology 

Year: 3rd year PhD 

Name of your parliamentary host: MP Raj Saini 

 

Coming from country with the largest democracy in 
the world, I was yet unaware of how system works to 
make things run seamlessly. Since I have always been 
a science person, areas like law and political science 
were alien to me. This trip actually worked as a real 
eye opener.  Experiencing the running of democratic 
system so closely was phenomenal. I met minister 
who had been doctor and senator who had been 
neuroscientist.  The key thing in the whole process 
was people’s zeal to fight for a cause they believe in. I 
experienced how they apply their scientific learning 
and critical analysis to deal with the inherently messy 
system, called as democracy, as put by one of the 
senators.  
Further seeing women who have experienced tough times in personal life and have climbed up their own 
circumstances, only to now have the earnest desire to improve the country and solve for good, the problems 
that have been close to their hearts. It teaches how people could change the world by healing their own pain 
and use it to understand the pain of others. Meeting Hon. Justice Abella, on the first day of the tour was the 
perfect start of the motivational two days journey. She is a perfect example of how your family values can help 
you carve a clear goal in life and shape your personality full of optimism to solve world’s problem and become 
a role model for everyone around you.  
 
This trip was a true blend of motivation, optimism, and a bird eye view of politics in action. Even though I could 
not get time to shadow MP Raj Saini, since he was busy with the parliament voting in house of commons and 
could come out only for a few minutes to meet with me, I realized how unpredictable and hard the life of a 
professional at the parliament hill can be. MP Raj’s staff members, however, nicely made up my day by showing 
me around various functional building and heritage sites. We saw the running House of Commons and the 
Senate of Canada as well, along with the grand procession which marks the opening of the Upper House of the 
Parliament of Canada. This was truly a very exciting moment for me since we generally see these meetings only 
on TV, of course. In deep discussions with Brendan and David (staff members of MP Raj Saini), I learned a great 
deal about the running of the democratic system, the political issues, and heritage sites. I am very thankful to 
everyone involved in making this event possible as it was a once in a life time experience to observe the running 
Parliament and meeting such amazing and inspirational men and women.  



Name: Emma Grace St.John 
Program: Undecided 
Year: 1st 
 
After participating in the U of T Women in House Program during 
March 20th and 21st 2019, I have come away not only with a new 
appreciation of the federal Canadian government, but as well as a 
renewed sense of female empowerment. After arriving from Toronto 
via our Greyhound bus, I was delighted when we were escorted to and 
given a tour of the Supreme Court of Canada. Here we were able to 
participate in a mock trial, as well as have an amazing conversation 
with The Honourable Supreme Court Justice Rosalie Abella. Every 
question that we had brought her as a group was met with an 
incredible response, blowing my mind with her humbleness and 
intellect. The biggest lessons I took away from the trip was when 
Supreme Abella explained how she was a living example of the positive effects of hard work and 
diligence, and how you need to find work that gives you contentment and a sense of purpose. Another 
highlight of the trip was visiting and meeting Minister of Crown- Indigenous Relations and Northern 
Affairs, who allowed our group to come into her office despite an extremely busy schedule with the 
new federal budget being voted upon. She explained to our group that politics came down to fighting 
for a cause you believe in, and that having the ability to compromise for group decisions is the most 
important skill to have as a leader. Other focal points in the day included walking around Parliament 
Hill and the reception on Wednesday evening that allowed for many networking opportunities 
between the different government members and the U of T students.  Throughout the trip, I found it 
challenging to come up with an intelligent question to ask Supreme Abella, as I was very honoured to 
even be in her presence. Funnily enough, I thought of a perfect question to ask her as we were taking 
the Greyhound bus back to Toronto that Thursday night, which turned out to be: “How can I empower 
my community as a young person  to become interested in exercising their right to vote whenever the 
occasion should arise?”  I had an unreal time participating in the U of T Women in House program, 
and would do it over again in a heartbeat. I highly recommend applying for this program, as the 
experience is once in a lifetime. Thank you so much Tina and Julia for a wonderful time.  
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Name: Kelly Sung 
Program: Political Science and Criminology  
Year: 2  
Parliamentary host: MP Ali Ehsassi 
 
On March 20-21st, I had the privilege of participating in an immensely rewarding experience of a lifetime at 
the Parliamentary precinct of Canada. It was an inspiring and empowering experience to observe so many 
hard-working politicians that serve our society.  
 
On the first day of the trip, Justice Abella gave an inspiring account of the personal struggles that she 
experienced in her journey to becoming a Supreme Court judge. Her story made me realize the extent of 
Canada’s progressive changes that occurred through time, as well as the changes that need to occur in the 
future as well to ensure female representation in Canadian legal systems. It also made apparent the 
significance of female empowerment and encouragement for adequate representation, such as the Women in 
House program. The reception event that followed was also very eye-opening in learning about various 
reasons that fueled the devotions of Canadian senators and their involvement in Canadian politics—whether it 
was personal experiences or external influence, it was clear that these politicians are very dedicated to their 
work and serving the people of Canada.  
 
The shadowing day was particularly interesting to experience as I had the privilege of observing the dedicated 
politicians at work during this especially busy time of budget management. As I spoke with MP Ali Ehsassi 
about his experiences in both his electoral riding and his position in the House of Commons, his commitment 
to representing the people of Canada was very apparent. He explained that the personal connections that he 
made with his fellow community residents, was a big factor that fueled his continuous involvement in 
Canadian politics; I thought this was very inspiring and reassuring to see a politician so contently dedicated to 
his job. I also had the chance to learn about his unique works in human rights committees in Canada, as well 
as his past experiences in the legal field. With his staffer Peter, I was able to tour the parliamentary precinct 
and observe numerous politicians in their natural work environments. 
 
Although I wasn’t able to experience the full capacity of the program due to the unexpected budget voting, I 
was able to personally observe the life of a Canadian politician and their duties as a leader of Canada. I was 
also able to recognize the significance of procedural justice in the functioning of Canadian democracy that 
took place—in ensuring that everyone’s voice was heard and striving for equal representation. In addition, I 
was able to observe the Parliamentary precinct, as well as integral community of Ottawa that supported the 
governmental functioning environment.  
 
In all, I was so grateful for this wonderful experience to observe the unpredictable and complex nature of 
Canadian politics. I hope to continue my involvement in Canadian politics in my future career endeavors. I am 
very grateful for this opportunity to closely observe and learn from those in my intended career field, and will 
cherish this trip a very long time.  
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• Name: Moyukh Syeed 
• Program: Peace, Conflict, and Justice Studies; 

Drama and Performance Studies  
• Year: 2nd Year 
• Parliamentary host: MP Marwan Tabbara  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Women in House program provided me, along with 50 other female students from the University of 
Toronto, the opportunity to experience a day in the life in Canada’s government; and it was definitely as hectic 
as one might think! Our trip collided with a complicated time at the Parliament, which had many of the MPs, 
including Mr. Marwan Tabbara, preoccupied in a voting session within the House of Commons. Therefore, I 
was unable to shadow Mr. Tabbara. However, I was delighted when his staffer, Peter Maloney offered to step in 
and guide me through an itinerary of exciting events taking place throughout the Parliament.  

 
I met Mr. Maloney early in the morning, and we spent some time in Mr. Tabbara’s office discussing the 

many tasks that Mr. Tabarra is situated with as MP. I was inspired by his work as a member of the International 
Committee on Human Rights, where he has worked on proposals to help relieve the Israeli-Palestinian crisis 
and is currently working on an investigation into the Rohingya crisis. Even within Canada, he continues to work 
extensively to help refugees within his constituency in Kitchener. I was moved by the amount of work he does 
to support refugees and immigrants in their integration into safe, and welcoming environments. It brings me 
great faith in our government knowing that certain members are diligent in their effort to deescalate crises and 
provide support for our global citizens in need.  

 
Mr. Maloney also took me to visit the Supreme Court of Canada where we saw a trial in action! I 

witnessed all nine of the Supreme court justices tackle a police violence case. The previous evening, we had 
been in conversation with Hon. Justice Rosalie Abella. Her resilience as a judge, and as a woman reminded me 
that every barrier can be overcome by standing with humanity and equality; she is the living example. During 
the trial, I witnessed this incredible woman put her words in action, using her long-time expertise to promote the 
justice within law and question its implications.  

 
Furthermore, Mr. Maloney took me to visit the House of Commons where we witnessed the voting 

session that the MPs were taking part in. To my surprise, Mr. Tabbara even took a moment to come out and 
greet me during his break. He introduced me to some of the other MPs in the break room. I witnessed the 
kinship within the House of Commons that does not get publicized. Regardless of their political standings, these 
individuals are coworkers, and as such, communicate and collaborate in a manner that is not as cutthroat as the 
media makes them out to be! As Mr. Maloney put it, when they are all together, it’s just like a classroom; 
yelling, joking, and laughing with each other. This trip removed the distance I felt from the leaders of our 
country. I realized not only that these individuals are just like us, but that we have all the power to be just like 
them. The government is a part of our community at its core; developing and supporting the wellbeing of its 
citizens. They not only represent us but are influenced by us. We therefore have just as much of a responsibility 
to make sure our concerns are heard, and that we are aware of the actions our fellow Canadians within the 
government are taking to strengthen our community within, and outside of Canada. 
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Name: Kyria 
Program: Linguistics 
Year: Third 
Parliamentary Host: (Julie Dzerowicz) 
 

I chose to attend Women in House to learn how to better challenge the existing systems 
that are in place. I am interested in policy, more than politics. In order to change something, you 
have to understand it, and I wanted to be able to ask challenging questions to those who are in 
power. I wanted to observe how things operate, and to question how they could be done better.  

Unfortunately, that was not my experience. There were extenuating circumstances, of 
course, due to the budget voting, which meant that none of the MPs were available for 
shadowing. I felt that while I was allowed to ask some questions to certain politicians that we 
met, the types of questions I was allowed to ask was limited. From the questions I did ask, it was 
ultimately difficult to get clear answers, although that was due to my MP being busy, which was 
understandable given the circumstances. I learned a bit about the plans regarding environmental 
goals, and I also learned that MPs often disagree with their leaders. And that is part of what 
deters me from being directly involved with politics–inevitably you won’t agree with everything 
your leader does, but actually provoking change from what is supposed to be a position of power 
seems difficult, and voicing public dissent as an MP doesn’t usually happen. It can happen, and it 
does, but it’s not very effective; an MP might lose credibility. There are other ways to be 
political, without being bound by the confines of a political position, and especially after going 
to Ottawa, that is where I feel more change can happen. I did meet some interesting politicians 
who operated independently, and hearing their point of view was useful.  

What I heard very frequently throughout the trip was that no, our government is not 
perfect, but it’s not the worst either, and that should be enough. I disagree. Complacency is 
dangerous. Why should we allow these problems in our system to go ignored? The reason is 
ultimately because the people who are in charge, who have the final say, don’t care–it doesn’t 
affect them personally, so they don’t care. And although I knew this going into it, it’s 
disappointing to see that even when you are there, in person, it’s really hard to get answers to 
your questions. The system stays the same regardless of who is in power, but I don’t think it has 
to be that way. The upcoming election is worrisome, and seeing what is happening in Ottawa 
does not make the situation seem any better.  
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Name: Rachel Tidlund 
Program: MA in Medieval Studies 
Year: 1st 
Parliamentary Host: Salma Zahid 
 
I am so grateful to have been able to 
participate in the U of T Women in 
House program. It was an amazing 
opportunity to not only learn more about 
Canadian politics and the Parliament, 
but also to be able to connect and learn 
from strong, diverse female leaders. I 
was able to shadow MP Salma Zahid 
from Scarborough Centre, who despite 
the time constraints of the recently 
tabled 2019 budget, worked with her staff to allow me to have a day that was educational and 
inspirational. I would like to firstly thank Salma and especially her astounding staff Jeff and James 
for their time. They all worked around the clock to not only support the budget and party in the 
House, but also make sure that we had an enjoyable day. They were more than happy to teach me 
more about the staffer role and perspective of life on Parliament Hill.  
On the first day of our trip, we had a tour of the Supreme Court, including a mock trial in the 
Federal Court of Appeals. We had the honour to meet Supreme Court Justice Rosalie Abella, who 
delivered such an inspirational speech to us about her life as a woman and how she became the 
first Jewish woman to sit on the Canadian Supreme Court bench. She not only talked about where 
she had come from but what she hoped for the future, and how young women were the champions 
of that future. Afterwards, we had the opportunity to meet PC MP Carolyn Bennett, the Minister 
of Crown-Indigenous Relations and Northern Affairs. She spoke about her experience, her life, 
and how she continued to fight for what mattered to her. She also briefly spoke about the 2019 
Federal Budget and her hopes for more cultural funding. She also gave us wonderful advice on 
surrounding yourself with people who love and support you. After the voting period began, we 
went to an evening reception, so that we could meet some senators and MPs, as well as mingle 
with staffers and other women in the program. We had the opportunity to hear from Margaret 
Dawn Anderson, ISG Senator – Northwest Territories, and Stan Kutcher, ISG Senator – Nova 
Scotia. On the second day, we met up with MP Salma Zahid’s staffers, Jeff and James. We spent 
the morning discussing their role as staffers, how they became staffers, and what the career was 
like. They were able to give us some career tips and share their personal stories. They spoke about 
Salma and their support for her work, both in her constituency and in her office in Ottawa. We 
were given a tour of the offices and stopped into view a canoe that was painted by some GTA high 
school students, which they gifted to as a symbol of reconciliation. It was wonderful to see such 
stunning art from young students. We were then given a tour of West Block, including the Room 
of Remembrance, committee rooms, and the press rooms. Next, we were able to go to the gallery 
of the interim House of Commons Chamber to watch the budget voting in action. Finally, we met 
MP Salma Zahid at a voting break after a lunch break, graciously offered by her office, and were 
able to briefly meet the Prime Minister, Justin Trudeau.  



 

 

UofT 2019 Women in the House Reflection 
Name: Isaure Vorstman 
Program: History Major, Political Science Minor,  
Creative Expressions and Society Minor 
Year: 2 
Parliamentary host: Karen McCrimmon 
 
I was thrilled to receive an invitation to the Women in 
the House 2019 cohort: I had heard many great stories 
from friends who had participated to the program in 
previous years, and their enthusiastic anecdotes made me 
excited to apply to the program myself. 
 
Upon our arrival in Ottawa, we were immediately led to 
the Supreme Court of Canada where, after a tour of the 
building, we had the opportunity to listen to Justice 
Rosie Abella. A memorable anecdote from our 
conversation would, in my opinion, be her answer to 
those who, throughout her lifetime, asked her “however 
in the world do you manage to balance work and private 
life?” In her response, she essentially criticized the very 
notion of considering having family to be an impediment 
to her career: indeed, she explained how important spending time with her family was to help her 
succeed in her work at the Ontario Family Court.  

 
Throughout history, a lot of constraints have been put to the dreams and ambitions of women: 
Justice Abella’s message to us was that we should not let ourselves be limited by these 
conceptions of what women should, or shouldn’t do. Hearing this encouraging message from one 
of Canada’s Supreme Court Justices was, to be certain, a memorable experience. 
 
Our visit to parliament was equally memorable. Because of the voting marathon at the House of 
Commons, which had been announced at the very last minute, our schedules had been turned 
pretty much upside-down. After our original appointment with our MP had been unfortunately 
cancelled at the last moment, fellow participant Tiffany Kwok and I ended up spending the day 
with MP Karen McCrimmon’s assistant, Claire Robbins. Claire had participated to Women in 
the House herself a couple of years ago, during which she shadowed Ms. McCrimmon: about 
year later, she became a member of Ms. McCrimmon’s staff. Needless to say, Claire’s career 
experience, as well as her experience with Women in the House, proved incredibly inspiring to 
both Tiffany and I.  
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• Name: Hanyong Xu 

• Program: Double Major in Economics 

and Architecture 

• Year: 4th Year Undergrad  

• Parliamentary host: Senator Rosemary 

Moodie 

 

 

The U of T Women in House is a wonderful 

experience to meet the MPs and the Senators and 

to get to know more about the life on the hill. It 

was my honour to have such an opportunity to 

participate in this program and I have learned so 

much regarding the Canadian Justice system, 

politics, and legislative process. 

 

On the first day of our trip, we first visited the Supreme Court of Canada. We learned about the trial procedures 

through a mock trial inside the Federal Court. After that, we met the Honourable Madam Justice Rosalie Abella. 

She talked about her experience growing up as an immigrant and how her goal to be a lawyer had led her to 

where she is now. I was impressed by her wisdom on many issues. She encouraged us to become strong inside 

so that we can be always ready for challenges. She also told us that for gender equity or racial equity issues, we 

should not set specific ratios to each gender or race at the workplace, rather, we should focus on the growth of 

the minorities to avoid those ratios become the ceiling. After the visit to the Supreme Court, we had a reception. 

Although due to the new budget for the 2019 fiscal year, a lot of MPs went on votes, so they were not present, 

we still get to meet a few Senators and MPs. Senator Kutcher’s speech on critical thinking and Senator 

Anderson’s speech on indigenous culture really touched me.  

 

On the second day, I was shadowing Senator Moodie. Senator Moodie’s day was packed with meetings. In the 

morning, I galleried two committee meetings, the Agriculture and Forestry Committee and the Social Affairs, 

Science and Technology Committee. I learned about the process of how Senators on each committee discuss 

issues with the information provided by the witnesses, and I heard some interesting discussions regarding 

technology use in farming and blood donation. After that, I went to a tech brief meeting on a bill with Senator 

Moodie’s staffer Dylan. Dylan told me the legislation process and showed me his role as a legal advisor. 

Normally he would have to prepare documents involving the bills they are working on and make suggestions to 

the bills for the Senator. We also discussed his experience growing up wanted to work in the public service and 

how he made his way to this sector. In the afternoon, I galleried the Senate Chamber meetings and the House of 

Commons votes on the new budget.  

 

Overall, I had a great experience at the Women in House Program. I met lots of aspiring people working on the 

hill. I also met lots of bright girls from our school. I learned a lot about the typical workflow as a Senator and as 

a legal advisor. I also really appreciate Senator Moodie’s care for the public health sector. Her involvement in 

pediatrics, education, and politics really inspire me to be a more socially conscious person. This experience has 

changed my perception of politics. I realized that politics can be much more meaningful and interesting than I 

thought they would be. 
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As a graduate student studying Sustainability 
Management, I understand the importance that 
policy plays in shaping a more sustainable future. 
There are certain issues such as climate change 
that can greatly impact the future of our country or 
even of the world which require support from 
various levels of government in order to elicit 
change. In addition, gender equity also plays a key 
role in sustainability. Providing women and girls with quality education and giving them equal opportunities in 
the workforce will not only ensure that a country can maximize its economic and social growth, but also 
mobilize the force for positive change that we need in our world today. 
 
The U of T Women in House program offered me a once-in-a-lifetime chance visit Parliament Hill and to hear 
directly from female leaders in Ottawa as they shared their insight on Canadian politics as well as their unique 
perspectives as fellow females. We came during a very unique time on Parliament Hill - With the release of the 
2019 Federal Budget the day before and the voting marathon over the SNC-Lavalin scandal that started at 
5:30pm on our first day there and continued throughout the entire second day that we were in Ottawa, there 
were some adjustments that had to be made throughout the trip. Nonetheless, it was a very memorable 
experience. The highlight of the first day was meeting Justice Rosalie Abella, an appointed judge to the 
Supreme Court of Canada. She shared her experience on how she became a Supreme Court judge and that she 
did not get there by having the goal of reaching the top in mind, but rather by saying “yes” to every opportunity 
that came her way in order to grow and learn everything that she can about law. This is aligned with my own 
belief that opportunities come to those who are prepared, and to see this belief reflected in Justice Abella’s 
personal actions inspires me to continue to do what I do. The evening concluded with a welcome reception in 
Wellington Building, where I met with MPs and Senators and engaged in conversations on topics such as the 
importance of critical thinking. 
 
On the second day, MP Karen Ludwig’s staffer Sean took me and Arshdeep on a grand tour around various 
buildings in Parliament Hill. We visited the House of Commons in the morning, in the West Wing of Parliament 
Hill, and saw the voting marathon between the Liberal and Conservative MPs take place in real time. We also 
chatted with Sophie, the social media representative for the Speaker of the House, and learned about her day-to-
day role in creating social media posts. In the afternoon, we went down to the Senate of Canada, formerly the 
Ottawa Union Station, and watched the Senators deliberate on an issue in the House of Senate. I feel like I could 
spend months in the classroom learning about Canada’s political system and still not have learned as much as I 
did from the tour with Sean, where he patiently answered any and all questions Arshdeep and I had for him. 
Finally, we wrapped up the day by conversing with MP Ludwig over the phone, during one of her breaks in 
between the votes. She spoke about the important role that women play within a family not only as a mother 
and a wife, but also being the voice that has the ability to influence major decisions in the household. Although 
I regret not being able to meet MP Ludwig in person, I am still grateful for our brief chat over the phone and for 
the opportunity to speak with such a compassionate and genuine female leader. It was an unforgettable trip and 
I remain hopeful that the future of Canada is bright under the guidance and leadership of the amazing women 
who work hard to make positive change happen. 
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 I would like to start off by thanking the amazing people 
who made this program possible. Although this trip was 
seemingly more hectic than past trips, it was still an 
enlightening experience thanks to Tina Park, Julia Orsini, and 
the MPs/Senators who took the time out of their busy schedules 
to meet with us. I think that this program was very motivating in 
the sense of giving us women the opportunity to see successful 
women do their jobs for our country, and I thank the founder 
and coordinators of WiH for empowering young UofT students each year. Tina did a great job of 
ensuring everything was running accordingly despite the crazy turn of events. There was a last 
minute voting that needed to take place to discuss the bill being pushed for budget cuts across 
Canada, and this caused a lot of commotion within Parliament Hill. A lot of the MPs had to 
cancel on our students because they were voting in the House of Commons for almost two days 
straight. Although they were not able to shadow them, I am still grateful that the MPs intended to 
participate in the program. T 
 
 I had the honour of shadowing Karen Vecchio, MP of Elgin — Middlesex — London. 
She was a pleasure to talk to and be around, her endless energy made the whole experience really 
engaging. Ms. Vecchio’s staffer, Bandy Scott, was also a delight to be around. She was supposed 
to be voting as well, but she took the time to take us around the House of Commons. I was 
extremely appreciative of the fact that she sat with us on the viewing balcony and explained to us 
what was going on before she went downstairs to go vote. This gave us a chance to comprehend 
what was going on, as well as see her in action. Overall, this was my favourite part of the trip. 
After Ms. Vecchio left, we went to meet up with The Honourable Robert Black, a newly 
appointed senator. I could see that he really loved his job, although it seemed very tiring. He led 
us to the Senate to watch a sitting, and that was a good opportunity for me to see what the 
independent senators were like in action. 
 
 What really stood out to me was how eager and willing everyone at Parliament Hill was 
to guide us and teach us how their jobs worked. This meant even more knowing that they were 
extra busy on the very few days we were there. I was actually very thankful that I got to see this 
side of Parliament, with the hectic media and voting going on. I think that it was very eye 
opening, because it taught me that not everything goes smoothly and accordingly as an MP. 
Normally, it would be a day of shadowing their consistent day to day businesses, but for us, we 
really got to see the reality of working there. I am not sure if I could handle the instability of 
working as an MP, and part of the reason why I attended WiH was too see if I would be fit for a 
job like this. Overall, I learned many new things about myself and about being a woman in 
Canadian politics.  
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 Although the U of T Women in House trip to Parliament Hill did not go according to plan, it could not 
have been a more enriching and worthwhile experience. I was honoured to be one of forty female students to 
partake in this excursion. We departed from Toronto early in the morning on Wednesday, March 21. We arrived 
in Ottawa in the early afternoon and immediately began our tour of the Supreme Court of Canada. After a 
scintillating mock trial, we met and hosted a Q&A session with Supreme Court Justice Rosalie Abella. It was 
fascinating to learn her experience and wisdom as a child of Holocaust survivors, an immigrant, a wife and 
mother, a lawyer, a family court judge, and a Supreme Court justice. After the discussion, we met Carolyn 
Bennett, Minister of Indigenous Affairs. It was at this time that we learned about the Federal Budget voting 
process. A majority of the MPs had entered the House of Commons at 5:00 pm. It was unlikely that they would 
be available to shadow us on Thursday. Sure enough, many of the student delegates received phone calls and 
emails informing us that we would be shadowing the MPs’ staffers instead. Whether we would even meet the 
politicians we were assigned was to be determined. We ended the evening with an underwhelming reception 
and feelings of uncertainty and dread at what was to unfold.   
 
 I arranged to meet MP Rudd’s staffer, Erika Langbrook Knutson, at the Valour Building at 9:00 AM. 
Erika was an exuberant and eloquent young woman. Only twenty-five years old, she had worked with three 
different MPs in Ottawa over three years. Before her career on the Hill, she helped out with Liberal campaigns 
around the country. I was astounded to meet someone only five years older who had already accomplished so 
much. Erika and I became good friends straight away. She took me to West Block where we met one of her 
good friends, a PPS guard named Janet. Janet allowed us to sit in during the voting process in the House of 
Commons so long as we turned in our bags and phones. It was an extraordinary privilege. Afterwards, Erika 
informed me about the importance of treating all positions at Parliament with the same degrees of respect and 
gratitude. The mail staff, security guards, caretakers, and catering staff work just as hard as members of 
parliament, senators, and staffers to keep our nation’s federal government afloat. I ended up meeting my MP 
who was a kind and assured politician. Kim introduced me to a number of MPs and ministers including Chrystia 
Freeland, Minister of Foreign Affairs. Erika and I ended our day with a three course meal at the parliamentary 
dining room where we discussed bipartisanship and the importance of listening to opinions that do not 
necessarily align with our own. We exchanged phone numbers and made plans to visit each other in Ottawa and 
Toronto respectively this summer. I thoroughly enjoyed my time in Ottawa. I am extremely grateful for the hard 
work of Dr. Park, Minister Bennett, and Julia Orsini. I highly recommend the Women in House program to any 
young woman at U of T who is interested in making changes in her local community and country.  
 
   

  


