
2020 U of T Women in House Reflection 
 

 
 

• Name: Justine Vorvis 
• Program: Double Major in Psychology and 

Neuroscience 
• Year: 2 
• Parliamentary host: Senator Stan Kutcher 

 
As a student studying Psychology and Neuroscience, it was 

incredibly inspiring to shadow Senator Stan Kutcher, a 
psychiatrist who became involved in government after 
pursuing a medical career.  Perhaps the piece of advice that most resonated with me throughout this experience 
was Senator Kutcher’s message to first become an expert in your chosen field and then become involved in 
policy-making, once you have gained the insight and experience to offer an informed perspective.  I decided to 
apply to the Women in House program upon realizing that politics addresses issues pertaining to all domains of 
the human experience and is thus for everyone; Senator Kutcher’s mentorship, along with that of the many other 
MPs and senators who shared their diverse educational and vocational backgrounds, affirmed my belief in the 
power and possibility of interdisciplinary conversations in Canadian government.   

 
I also appreciated the way that Senator Kutcher challenged my co-mentee, Sophia, and I to think critically 

and to question current practices in his work; I walked into his office prepared to soak up all of the wisdom and 
expertise he had to share, but his emphasis on dialogue and engaged thought was both empowering and a 
catalyst for learning!  One of the discussions that I found most valuable concerned inequalities in the lobbying 
process; Senator Kutcher drew our attention to the fact that barriers such as funding and proximity to Ottawa 
bias the persuasive forces that reach decision-makers, an issue that we must address in order to ensure that the 
diversity of Canadian perspectives is not diluted by circumstance.   

 
The Senate Question Period provided the opportunity for a particularly interesting discussion of the 

somewhat counterproductive nature of the process.  While I appreciated the underlying principles of 
accountability and challenging of ideas, what we observed was far from a flourishing, healthy discussion; the 
exchange was marked by accusations and defences rather than open consideration of varying viewpoints – it 
was a battle, not a conversation.  It seems that we must explore ways to tackle this impediment to progress, 
learning to replace predetermined stances with mutual readiness to listen and work towards new solutions.     

 
One of the most inspiring moments of the trip was listening to Governor General Julie Payette speak in the 

Tent Room at Rideau Hall; it was absolute magic hearing the former astronaut speak about her daily work and 
the ways in which it is infiltrated and supported by science.  Her palpable warmth and authenticity, combined 
with a tribute to the power of discipline in promoting growth, was galvanizing.   

 
I am so grateful for the insights and friendships that I have gained through this experience, and am 

determined to keep all that I have learned in sight as I continue to grow alongside my peers at the University of 
Toronto.  I hope to amplify the call for a multidisciplinary team of decision-makers, emboldening others to 
share their unique perspectives and specialized skills by becoming involved in political conversations – because 
ultimately, any and every field is political if it affects the lives of Canadian citizens. 

 
 
 
 

 

 



2020 U of T Women in House Reflection 
 

 
 

• Name: Linda Wang 
• Program: PhD in Economics 
• Parliamentary host: MP Yvan Baker 

 
The trip to Ottawa through the Women in House Program is a wonderful and 
unforgettable experience. Before the trip, I learned that in the first day, we were 
scheduled to visit the Supreme Court and Rideau Hall, ending by a reception; and 
that in the second day, we would shadow a Member of Parliament (MP) or a 
Senator. After the trip, I must say that what I got was much more than I could ever 
expect. In the first day, we toured the Supreme Court of Canada and met with 
Justice Malcolm Rowe. We learned the different legal systems in Britain and France, and how they influenced 
the Canadian legal system. When we visited Rideau Hall, we were very lucky to meet the Governor General of 
Canada, Julie Payette, who is also the fourth woman to hold the post. She gave us a brilliant speech, sharing her 
experience as a science student (in McGill and the University of Toronto) and an astronaut in the Canadian 
Space Agency. It was a big surprise. In the evening reception, we met and listened to the inspiring words from 
several MPs and Senators, including MP Carolyn Bennett, one of the co-founders of the Women in House 
Program, MP Elizabeth May, former leader of the Green Party, and MP Kirsty Duncan, Minister of Science and 
Sport. Visiting the Parliament Hill through the Women in House Program on the first Monday (March 9) after 
the international Women’s Day made the trip one of the best and most unique. 
 
In the following day, I had the honour of shadowing MP Yvan Baker of Etobicoke Centre. In the morning, I 
attended the environment Committee meeting, where MP Baker was in the committee. The meeting began with 
a briefing on the work of the University of Saskatchewan’s Global Institute for Water Security. Professors from 
the University of Saskatchewan, the University of Waterloo and Dalhousie University presented their research 
on Canadian water security, with a focus on how global warming would impact the water in Canada and how 
countries across the world could work together to deal with global warming. The brief was followed by a 
briefing by the commissioner of the Environment and Sustainable Development, and the committee meeting 
was ended by a briefing on the Parliamentary Financial Cycle. Being a PhD student in public economics, I was 
enlightened to see how the important work was done behind the scenes. After the committee meeting, MP Yvan 
Baker and his Parliamentary Assistant, Stan Granic, offered me a tour of the West Block. They were very 
approachable, friendly and knowledgeable. I was very impressed by the tour, where I saw the portraits of 
premier ministers (including the first and only female premier minister), the portraits of speakers, and the House 
of Commons Chamber. I gained a better understanding of how the house of commons work. During the 
lunchtime, I met with MP Baker’s legislative assistant, Matthew Samulewski, who shared his experience in the 
Canadian government. He told me that working in the Hill could be very busy and tense (typically, they worked 
late in the night the day before as they hold events for MP Baker’s committee), but their work did make a 
difference on all 37 million Canadians. In the afternoon, we had a chance to witness a Question Period at the 
Hill. Though Question Period is regularly showed in the television, the first-hand experience is much more 
impressive. For the very first time, I got to watch politicians discuss and debate about on-going issues 
(especially in this time of the year, there are so many critical topics, such as oil price, novel coronavirus, 
economic growth) in real life. The day was ended by a wrap up meeting with MP Baker, where he chatted about 
his education in business school, early career in consulting industry, experience in the provincial government, 
and how he chooses his battles. I will always remember that he said that “when I worked in the consulting 
firms, I helped people; and the best way to help many people in Canada is through the government”.  
 
My experience on the Hill was one I will never forget. I had a chance to meet Canadian leaders and I gained a 
precious insight on the functioning of Parliament. I am grateful to MP Baker, his staff and this program. 



2020 Spring - U of T Women in House Reflection 

Name: Tiffany Woo  

Program: Criminology and Ethics, Society, & Law    

Year: 3 

Parliamentary host: MP Kyle Seeback  

Participating in the UofT Women-in-House Program was such an insightful and inspiring 

experience from beginning to end.  Our journey began in the early morning hours of March. 9th as 

a group of exceptional women boarded buses headed towards Parliament Hill.  Right from the 

start, I saw the diversity, passion, and intelligence amongst my fellow WIH participants.  The 

interactions and bonds that I formed with some of these girls made this experience even more 

special and empowering.  

Upon our arrival in Ottawa, we took a tour of the Supreme Court of Canada, the highest 

court in the country.  There, we had a meeting with Malcolm Rowe, one of the nine supreme court 

justices.  When discussing the strains of his work, particularly in ensuring that justice is upheld, 

he stressed that power (in all its forms) must be exercised responsibly. Justice Rowe also 

emphasized that the path to justice is not always clear.  However, one cannot be paralyzed by 

indecision when faced with issues of great importance.  Even when the stakes are high, the best 

he, or anyone, can do is to exercise his best judgement and be guided by the established legal 

principles.  

After touring the SCC, we took a special tour of Rideau Hall, the official residence and 

workplace of the governor general, Julie Payette.  In the middle of the tour, it was announced that 

we had a surprise visit from a very special guest – it was Julie Payette herself!  She spoke of her 

distinguished career as an astronaut, engineer, and governor general, all the while remaining 

humble and ever graceful.  Speaking to her was such an honour, especially because her incredible 

accomplishments and career trajectory proves that there is nothing that a woman cannot do when 

she sets her mind to it.  More importantly, Julie Payette attests to the idea that women do not have 

to conform to one role – rather, women can adopt numerous roles and ambitions and excel at each 

one.  Further, when asked about the favourite part of her role as governor general, she stated that 

she enjoyed welcoming and bestowing honours upon members from other countries.  She told us 

that excellence should be celebrated in all its forms and that excellency transcends state/cultural 



boundaries. In her eyes, the WIH program continues to extend society’s limited notions of 

excellence by promoting greater female representation in politics.  

To wrap up an eventful first day, we had a welcome reception where we met and networked 

with numerous parliamentarians, cabinet ministers, and party leaders. I was lucky enough to speak 

with Elizabeth May, Carolyn Bennett, and Kirsty Duncan, all of whom were wonderfully 

approachable.  Kirsty Duncan repeatedly told us that we were the best thing to happen at the Hill! 

It was touching to see so many important political figures show up in support of the WIH program.  

Early the next morning, I began shadowing my host, Kyle Seeback (MP for Dufferin-

Caledon) throughout his busy day of committee and stakeholder meetings.  During his committee 

meeting on citizenship and immigration, I learned that MP’s have very limited time to inquire 

about issues on behalf of their constituents.  Later on, he told me he faces numerous constraints 

when trying to voice the interests and concerns of his constituents.  However, his lifelong desire 

to make a difference in people’s lives pushes him to work tirelessly to represent his riding.  I was 

also able to sit in on two of Mr. Seeback’s stakeholder meetings, both of which were led by 

hardworking and innovative women.  At one point, a stakeholder stated that her work is more her 

vocation than her career, which was inspiring to hear.  I also spent a great deal of the day running 

through administrative work with Mr. Seeback’s staffer, Walter.  I realized that behind every 

successful MP is a team of hardworking and dedicated staff like Walter. After lunch at the 

Parliamentary restaurant, I witnessed the Question Period during which the prime minister was in 

attendance. The QP was both hectic, tense, and exciting, all characteristics which describes a 

political career quite well.  

Overall, my short experience at the Hill has made the complex world of politics more 

accessible to me.  Through shadowing my host, I saw glimpses of the strains and rewards of civil 

service. I would like to thank Mr. Kyle Seeback and his staffer, Walter, for their time and for 

generously agreeing to guide me through a day at the Hill. I would also like to direct my 

appreciation towards Tina Park and Carolyn Bennett for founding and running this wonderful 

program. As a woman and as someone who is genuinely interested in politics, I am eternally 

grateful to have partaken in this rare experience.  WIH has made me optimistic about the future of 

women in politics. I look forward to seeing how women will continue to shape politics and 

Parliament.  Maybe one day I can join their ranks.  



2020 U of T Women in House Reflection 
 

 
 

• Name: Emily Yu 
• Program: Political Science and Economics 
• Year: 2 
• Parliamentary host: MP Tim Louis 

 
For two days in March, I had the unique opportunity of 
visiting Ottawa and witnessing firsthand the day-to-day 
workings of our government. The experience was unlike 
anything that I could have imagined—it highlighted the 
connections between constituents and their 
representatives in the House of Commons, as well as the 
work of staffers and assistants that are integral to the 
functioning of the Hill behind the scenes.  
 
On Monday, we arrived in Ottawa and made our way to 
the Supreme Court for a tour and questionnaire with 
Justice Malcolm Rowe. It was clear that Justice Rowe’s 
knowledge of the role of the Supreme Court was vast and 
he acknowledged the burden he carried as a sitting 
member of Canada’s highest court.  
 
Following our time at the Supreme Court, we were able to attend a banquet where I had the privilege of meeting 
MP Carolyn Bennett, MP Elizabeth May, MP Kirsty Duncan, and a number of other stellar individuals who 
conversed with us and freely gave advice about their careers, representation, and breaking the barriers in 
government while considering the rights of women, visible minorities, people with disabilities, and Indigenous 
groups. 
 
The next day, I spent the day at the office of my host, Tim Louis, MP for Kitchener-Conestoga. Tim was 
wonderfully approachable and passionate about the Women in House Program. Most importantly, I could see 
his sincerity in representing his constituency and doing the best he could in his newfound role. Because Tim 
was on House Duty, which meant that he was mandated to be at the House of Commons for a majority of the 
day to meet quorum, I was assisted throughout the day by Colleen Knight, his Parliamentary Assistant. She 
boasts over 30 years of experience in the public sector and was incredibly knowledgeable about everyone and 
everything on the Hill. She advised me to look beyond the partisan nature of politics and no matter the job, 
appreciate every individual working in the industry. Throughout my experience, I was able to see and learn how 
Tim, a newly elected MP, adjusts to his job on the Hill, by joining him in meetings and in the government lobby. 
It was intriguing to hear about how his prior experiences and work in his constituency translated into politics. 
 
In addition, we were given the opportunity to sit in on a Question Period at the House of Commons, during 
which I witnessed the sitting government and opposition engage in heated debate. They discussed subjects 
ranging from the effects of COVID-19 on Canadians to accusing the Bloc Quebecois of being in cahoots with 
the Liberals.  
 
I am honoured to have been part of the 2020 U of T Women in House cohort and especially grateful to MP Tim 
Louis, Colleen Knight, and Mallory Ament for accompanying me throughout the entirety of Tuesday. 
Throughout this entire experience, I felt inspired and encouraged and am sincerely appreciative of all the 
unforgettable memories created along the way.  

 

 



2020 U of T Women in House Reflection 
 

Name: Clara Zacharko 
Program: MA in Economics 
Parliamentary host: Minister Marc 
Garneau 

 
 It was an honour to meet so 

many of the inspiring and hard-working 
leaders serving in government on behalf 
of Canadians during my trip to Ottawa 
are part of the Women in the House 
program. As a Master’s student at UofT 
studying economics, I’ve been focussed 
on understanding the theory and 
research that informs policy. Being able 
to observe and learn from the day-to-day 
operations of government and decision 
making was a refreshing and unique complement to my academic studies.  
 

I had the opportunity to shadow Minister Marc Garneau, who had a career as an astronaut 
before entering politics. The day before shadowing, we also had a surprise visit from another 
former astronaut, Governor General Julie Payette, while on a tour of her residence, Rideau Hall. 
Her graceful nature and motivating speech was imbued with the passion and pride she feels 
representing Canada in her role. I can only imagine the unique perspective that seeing our home 
planet and nation amidst the expanse of the cosmos must bring to their political work. I enjoyed 
hearing from Minister Garneau how his time in orbit has shifted his political priorities towards 
environmental care and protection, as well as providing him with the intention and wish that people 
of all backgrounds and nations are better able to cooperate. Julie Payette also acquired unique 
perspectives that stemmed from her earlier career. This was evident as she told us how her 
approach to life and work is motivated by the rigour of the scientific method. She also shared her 
love and passion for incorporating physical fitness outdoors into her daily life, and encourages 
such activities in the lives of Canadians. 
 

Apart from working in orbit, it was interesting to learn about the diverse career and 
educational backgrounds of other members of parliament working in government. At an evening 
reception we heard from many of these individuals. Their positivity and passion for their role in 
the Canadian government was inspiring, as was their support and encouragement of us students? 
to believe in ourselves and that we play an integral role in shaping the future. After meeting the 
members of parliament, it was exciting to see them in action the next day, debating and raising 
concerns in the house of commons during the question period. I left Ottawa feeling charged with 
the belief that through continued hard work, positivity, and connections with like-minded 
individuals, the future holds endless possibilities. This mindset is perhaps best summarized by 
Governor General Julie Payette’s motto “dare to dream!” 



2020 U of T Women in House Reflection 

• Name: Lina María Zuluaga 
• Program: Political Science, Critical Development Studies, 

Public Law 
• Year: 3rd  
• Parliamentary host: MP Nathaniel Erskine (initially); MP Julie 

Dabrusin 

 Someone once said, a woman created every powerful man 
on Earth and every powerful man that has ever lived, was first 
carried by a woman’s body. One would think that history would 
have been kinder to women but we know that even the present 
isn’t often as kind. On March 8, we celebrate women 
internationally every year. We celebrate our moms, our sisters, our fellow colleagues. We celebrate us. On 
March 9th, I boarded a bus at the break of dawn ready to embark on an adventure that for over eight years now, 
has celebrated young women by allowing them to have a taste of the world they are capable of being part of. 
Two buses, five hours, one hundred female students. One hundred female students coming from different 
backgrounds interests and brought together by their passion, enthusiasm, and leadership. One hundred females 
led by two fierce women. It was a girl trip and what a trip, if I must say.  
 We arrived around two in the afternoon to Ottawa. The moment we got off the bus, we knew we were 
part of something bigger. We were in the heart of the beautiful Canadian capital and the excitement emanating 
from every participant in the group was almost tangible in the air. The moments after flew by. We checked-in, 
we did a change of clothes and we boarded the bus again. Our first stop was the Supreme Court of Canada. The 
word “supreme” seems quite fitting for our first stop and for the entire trip. On arrival, we were escorted to the 
main chamber were Justice Malcolm Rowe welcomed us. He delivered a fascinating speech and later answered 
every question we asked. We toured the building and later once again we boarded our bus and headed to another 
exciting site. By then, it has started drizzling and the temperature had started to drop yet upon arrival to Rideau 
Hall the personnel were very sweet and accommodating. If I must choose a favourite from all the sites, I must 
say it was this visit. Rideau Hall was not part of the original itinerary but a few days before the trip Dr. Tina 
Park announced that we had been lucky enough to secure a tour. Our luck actually went beyond just securing a 
tour. Halfway through our visit, our tours got interrupted and we were asked to head into a room. Once again, 
you could feel the excitement in the air but no one wanted to voice their thoughts out loud in fear that they 
would run our luck dry. And then, the Governor General Julie Payette made her way in. An engineer, an 
astronaut, and the Governor General of Canada, and a woman. As I said, it was the highlight of my trip to 
Ottawa. But our adventure was not done there, from Rideau Hall we headed to a reception organised for us. A 
number of MPs and Senators attended the reception and each made sure we felt welcome. After the reception, 
our first day in Ottawa was done and I could have not been more delighted with my time there.  
 The following morning started pretty early for me. By 7:45 I was in ready to shadow MP Nathaniel 
Erskine. Unfortunately, MP Erskine had an emergency in Toronto and had to fly back. Nonetheless, his 
executive assistant was amazing and asked MP Julie Dabrusin if I could shadow her instead. She said yes and 
that is how my morning started. Together with a fellow participant, we joined MP Dabrusin in different 
meetings throughout the day. Our day concluded by having lunch with her. Conversation was easy, MP 
Dabrusin not only is a very sweet person but also a very interesting one. Like Ottawa day one, Ottawa day two 
was delightful. By four in the afternoon, however, it was time to head back to reality. Interestingly enough, 
reality changed pretty quickly a few days following this trip. Looking back, I remember this trip as my last one 
before the world stop. Years from now, I know I will continue to cherish this experience as the most 
empowering girl trip I ever did.  
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• Name: Jona Zyfi 

• Program: PhD in Criminology 

• Year: 2nd  

• Parliamentary host: MP Julie Dabrusin 

 

 
Providing a unique chance to observe the daily life of a 

female politician in the federal government, the Women in 

House program at the University of Toronto takes place over 

two days in Ottawa. Fittingly, it is held during International 

Women’s Week at the beginning of March. The trip began 

bright and early on Monday morning when we boarded the 

bus on campus. I started chatting with the fellow graduate 

student sitting next to me. We soon realized that we had a lot 

in common. A new friend was an early bonus on this trip!   

 

Upon our arrival in Ottawa, our itinerary began with a 

visit to the Supreme Court of Canada where we heard the 

Honourable Justice Malcolm Rowe speak on the history and 

structure of the Canadian judiciary. He also highlighted the important role the Supreme Court of Canada plays in 

Canadian law and in the Charter of Rights and Freedoms. Our second stop for the afternoon was Rideau Hall, the 

official residence of the Governor General of Canada. 

 

The visit to Rideau Hall was perhaps the most memorable moment of this trip for me. The exhibit showcased 

throughout the hall leading to the Tent Room was an incredibly inspiring space. It not only displayed astonishing 

photographs of the Canadian provinces and territories taken from space, but it also highlighted the remarkable 

career of our current Governor General, Julie Payette, as an astronaut. We even had the pleasant surprise of 

meeting her and asking questions about her experiences as a woman in both of her impressive careers.  

 

The following day, I was scheduled to shadow Liberal MP, Julie Dabrusin who represents me in my Danforth 

riding. It turned out to be an atypical day for Ms. Dabrusin since she was sitting in a committee meeting on behalf 

of a colleague. Nevertheless, the meetings I had the chance to attend offered a fascinating window into the day-

to-day inner workings of national politics. It was also satisfying to hear critical discussions on pressing matters, 

such as climate change—that we often hear about in the media. Next, we had the opportunity to observe Question 

Period. This was an exciting part of the proceedings that brought the MPs together for quite the performance. 

There was cheering, loud applause, and the occasional accusation from the Opposition. My day on Parliament 

Hill came to an end after a lovely meal with Julie. I had the opportunity to learn more about some of the work 

that she is currently focused on regarding Canadian heritage, national security, and vaping regulations. We also 

discussed various issues concerning the environment and immigration.  

 

Albeit brief, the Women in House program is an exceptional initiative that showcases female role models in 

Canadian politics, inspires change, and promotes the empowerment of young women. It also provides a practical 

glimpse into the daily activities of a politician. I feel grateful that I had the opportunity to participate in this 

worthwhile program, and I look forward to seeing the program grow.  
 

  


