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Access Connections Day (ACD) 2025: 
Lifting as We Climb 

May 7, 2025  
 
Post-Event Summary 

 

 

7 
Breakout Sessions 

15  
Exhibitors 

110 
Attendees 
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Opening Remarks 

Sandy Welsh, Vice-Provost, Students and Wes Hall, 
Chancellor welcomed attendees. 

 

Vice-Provost, Students, Sandy Welsh, celebrated the University of Toronto’s expanding access 

initiatives, emphasizing the power of collective support and inclusive partnerships to remove 

barriers and uplift underrepresented students in higher education. Watch the video.   

                                               

 

“Lifting as We Climb is the 

embodiment of support and 

creating a virtual safety net 

so that we all reach our 

intended destination with 

our goals, boosting one 

another as we go.” 

 

 

In a heartfelt and empowering address, Chancellor Wes Hall shared his journey from poverty in 

rural Jamaica to leadership in Canada, urging us to dismantle systemic barriers, and commit to 

lifting others as we climb toward collective success. Watch the video.      

 

 

“As difficult as it is climbing 

that ladder, if you see 

someone behind you 

struggling…you’ve got to lift 

them up and help them along 

and bring them along as you 

climb that ladder as well.” 

 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ut8vgt0pbQ0&t=354s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ut8vgt0pbQ0&t=799s
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Keynote  

Nation Cheong delivered an impactful keynote speech. 
 

In a powerful address, Nation Cheong, Vice President of Community Impact and Mobilization at 

United Way Greater Toronto, challenged the myth of meritocracy in education and called for a 

bold, justice-driven approach to access. He emphasized the need to recognize systemic 

inequities and insisted that true success is measured not by how far we climb alone, but by how 

many we bring with us. Watch the video.                                                     

 

“Lifting as We Climb can’t just be 

a slogan. It must be a principle, an 

ethos. It means you don’t see 

success as a solo climb but as a 

collective effort. It means you 

recognize that some of us have 

always had a steeper hill to climb.” 

 

Panel Discussion 

A thought-provoking panel discussion took center stage on 
the event’s theme “Lifting as We Climb.”  

 

Moderated by Susannah Bunce, 

(Associate Professor in the 

Department of Human Geography 

and Special Advisor, Access at 

UTSC) the panel featured faculty, 

staff, student and a community 

partner who shared personal stories 

and insights on equity, access, and 

community engagement in higher 

education. Watch the video. 

 

https://www.aspo.utoronto.ca/access-connections-day-2025/acd2025-keynote-nation-cheong/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ut8vgt0pbQ0&t=1957s
https://www.utsc.utoronto.ca/vpdean/person/susannah-bunce
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ut8vgt0pbQ0&t=3168s
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Dr. Andrew Campbell (Dr. ABC), a faculty member, emphasized the importance of self-care in 

doing equity work, stating: 

 

“All of us who are doing the 

lifting, are also still climbing. 

So, we must take care of 

ourselves so that we can 

continue to do the lifting.” 

 

 

 

Reshma Dhrodia, a staff member, highlighted the importance of collective success: 

“There’s no personal achievement without community 

achievement. I’m here because so many others made space 

for me, trusted me, taught me and shared opportunities.” 

 

Devo Moosewaypayo, an undergraduate student, reminded the audience of the power of 

community: 

 

“There’s not a single time I’ve 

done something alone. 

Whether it was professors, 

TAs, students, or community. 

Everything I’ve achieved has 

been with the support of 

others.” 

 

Alica Hall, Executive Director of NIA Centre for the Arts, reflected on the long-term impact of 

mentorship and visibility: 

“I’m still so moved to see young women from our early 

programs come up to me and say, ‘Alica, those experiences 

changed my life.’ That’s my legacy and I think you have 

such an important role to create legacy not only personally 

but, in your communities, our city and our country.” 

The panel concluded with a call to build accessible academic pathways and reciprocal, caring 

relationships between universities and the communities they serve. 

 

https://www.aspo.utoronto.ca/access-connections-day-2025/andrew-campbell/
https://www.aspo.utoronto.ca/access-connections-day-2025/reshma-dhrodia/
https://www.aspo.utoronto.ca/access-connections-day-2025/devo-moosewaypayo/
https://www.aspo.utoronto.ca/access-connections-day-2025/alica-hall/
https://niacentre.org/
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Breakout Sessions 

Colleagues from across the tri-campus facilitated seven engaging 
Breakout Sessions. 

1. Brick by Brick: Building (Y)our Access Story 

Facilitator: Andrew Situ  

Description: This creative LEGO-based workshop explored meaningful partnerships in 

access work through storytelling, reflection, and collaborative visioning. 

Highlights 

▪ Participants’ experiences revealed 

common goals and challenges in equity 

work. 

▪ Emphasized collaborative partnerships 

built on trust, representation, and mutual 

support. 

▪ Encouraged future-focused thinking 

about where access work should go in the 

next decade. 

▪ Used LEGO activities as a creative tool to 

reflect on building inclusive, student-

centered systems. 

2. Evaluating with Intention: Relationship-Centered Approaches to Program 

Assessment 

Facilitators: Alphonse Daniel & Danielle Dinunzio 

Description: This hands-on workshop focused on relationship-centered approaches to 

design, evaluate, and improve community-focused programs. 

Highlights  

▪ Relationships first: Trust and care are 

central to meaningful evaluation. 

▪ Flexible design: Evaluations should be co-

created, culturally responsive, and 

adaptable. 

▪ Beyond compliance: Evaluation as a tool 

for growth, not just reporting. 

▪ Examples of relevant tools: Asana, 

Microsoft Forms, Logic Models, templates. 

https://www.aspo.utoronto.ca/2025/04/13/acd-2025-2/
https://www.aspo.utoronto.ca/2025/04/14/acd-2025/
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3. A Grassroots Approach to Access through Outreach: “Linking Laboratories to 

Curriculum in STEM” (LinC STEM) 

Presenter: Luciana Baruffaldi 

Description: This interactive session showcased LinC STEM, a grassroots outreach 

program connecting diverse scientist-mentors with underserved high school students to 

foster STEM engagement through hands-on, curriculum-linked experiences. 

Highlights  

▪ STEM access is unequal: Black, 

Indigenous, queer, low-income, and 

immigrant students face systemic barriers 

and underrepresentation. 

▪ Outreach is often disconnected: One-off 

events need curriculum ties and sustained 

impact. 

▪ LinC bridges gaps: Connects students with 

diverse scientists through hands-on, 

curriculum-linked labs. 

▪ Broad impact: Builds student confidence, 

enriches teaching, and strengthens 

community ties. 

4. Indigenous Access Days – Combining Traditional Knowledge and Western 

Education 

Facilitator: Delaney Thomas  

Description: This session offered an overview of Indigenous Access Days at UTM, 

highlighting how blending traditional Indigenous knowledge with Western education 

empowers students and reimagines postsecondary learning through a decolonial, strength-

based lens.  

Highlights 

▪ Foster belonging: Access Days events ease 

student concerns and highlight supports.  

▪ Blend knowledge systems: Connect Western 

education with Indigenous traditions.  

▪ Creative reflection: Activities like vision boards 

help students express aspirations.  

▪ Mentorship & impact: The initiative builds 

long-term relationships, scaffolds mentorship, 

and responds to the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission’s Calls to Action. 

https://www.aspo.utoronto.ca/2025/04/12/acd-2025-3/
https://www.aspo.utoronto.ca/2025/04/09/acd-2025-6/
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5. Rooted in Relationships: Building A Strong Foundation for Partnerships  

Facilitators: Celeste Ceres & Thevya Balendran  

Description: This interactive session introduced U of T Scarborough’s Partnership & 

Engagement Framework, exploring how trust-based, evolving relationships can strengthen 

access and foster inclusive, sustainable community partnerships. 

Highlights 

▪ Partnerships need trust: The Framework, 

which is rooted in Toronto’s East end and 

honours Indigenous and African Knowledge 

systems, started to be developed in 2011.  

▪ Iterative process: The 8-step model, 

represented by the infinity symbol, adapts to 

people and context.  

▪ Acknowledge power: U of T must engage with 

humility, openness, and a commitment to 

community learning and shared leadership. 

▪ Just Transitions in Action: A series of climate 

focused workshops showing the framework in 

action. 

6. SEE @ UTM - Support, Engage, Experience 

Facilitators: Jessica Silver, Dr. Sheliza Ibrahim, and Smyrna Wright  

Description: This session introduced SEE UTM, a collaborative access program that 

partners with schools and university units to support underrepresented Peel Region 

students through a semester-long university experience. 

Highlights 

▪ Focus on Access vs. access: Big “A” access 

is about actually changing someone’s ability to 

access post-secondary education 

▪ Bridges access and belonging: Supports 

Peel students through university credit courses, 

co-ops, and mentorship. 

▪ Inclusive pedagogy: Courses blend STEM 

with identity and social justice. 

▪ Community focus: Emphasizes collective 

responsibility (Ujima) and long-term support 

https://www.aspo.utoronto.ca/2025/04/10/rooted-in-relationships-building-a-strong-foundation-for-partnerships/
https://www.aspo.utoronto.ca/2025/04/11/acd-2025-4/
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7. Supporting Neurodivergent Students in Postsecondary Institutions: Creating 

Opportunities for Community, Skill Development, and Access  

Facilitators: Brittany van Beilen & Sabrina Paglia 

Description: This session explored how Accessibility Services supports neurodivergent 

students in building community, developing skills, and accessing accommodations to foster 

belonging in postsecondary environments. 

Highlights  

▪ Coordinated support: Accessibility 

Advisors, Learning Strategists, Peer 

Mentors & Advisors, and Career 

Educators guide students. 

▪ Data from 2022-2023: Mental Health 

and ADHD are the top two reasons 

students register with Accessibility 

services. 

▪ Individualized and skill-building 

focus: Helps with learning strategies 

and transitions. 

▪ Career and future planning: Supports 

disclosure and accommodation in the 

workplace. 

 

Closing Remarks 

ASPO Director, Helen Tewolde’s closing remarks concluded 
an energizing day.  

 

 

Helen Tewolde thanked all the in-person and online 

attendees for participating in ACD 2025 and invited 

them to share their feedback in the post-event 

evaluation. She also thanked all of those who made 

ACD 2025 possible: the ACD 2025 planning team, 

volunteers, facilitators, and exhibitors. Tewolde 

concluded by announcing that ASPO’s Year in 

Review will be released in June 2025 along with the 

theme for ACD 2026.   

https://www.aspo.utoronto.ca/2025/04/08/acd-2025-5/
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Access Expo 
 
15 exhibitors 
representing 
access-related 
programs and 
services across the 
tri-campus 
highlighted their 
work. 

 
1. Accessibility Services, Student Life 

2. Arts & Science Student Success Programs, Faculty of Arts & Science 

3. Black Future Lawyers (BFL), Faculty of Law 

4. Community Partnerships & Engagement (CPE), University of Toronto Scarborough 

5. Discovery, Faculty of Applied Science and Engineering 

6. Law in Action Within Schools (LAWS), Faculty of Law 

7. Office of Access & Outreach, Temerty Faculty of Medicine 

8. Ontario Institute for Studies in Education (OISE), Ontario Institute for Studies in Education 

9. Physics, Faculty of Arts & Science, Physics Department 

10. Student Life, Accessibility Services for Indigenous Students, Student Life 

11. Student Recruitment & Admissions, UTM Office of the Registrar, University of Toronto 

Mississauga 

12. Summer Psychology Research Initiative (SPRINT), Faculty of Arts & Science, Department of 

Psychology 

13. Support, Engage, Experience (SEE) UTSC, University of Toronto Scarborough 

14. Transitional Year Programme (TYP), Office of the Vice-Provost, Students 

15. Woodsworth College, Faculty of Arts & Science, Woodsworth College 
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Thank You 
ACD 2025 Planning Committee (Nancy Bakker, Scott Clarke, Eleonora Dimitrova, Natasha 

Jesenak, Lance McCready, Chinelle Mcdonald, Sean Park, Helen Tewolde, Delaney Thomas, 

Brenda Wastasecoot), facilitators, speakers, panelists, exhibitors, online and in-person 

attendees, and event volunteers (Kenneth Gamueda, Bell Corapcioglu, Leah Manz, Alisha 

Shaik and Keziah Europe). 


