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Access Connections Day (ACD) 2026:  
 

Reciprocity in Action: Strengthening 
Partnerships to Foster Belonging 
 
April 30, 2026  
 
Post-Event Summary 

 

 

6 
Breakout Sessions 

10  
Exhibitors 

84 
Attendees (in person & online) 
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Opening Remarks 

Helen Tewolde, Director, ASPO welcomed attendees and 
introduced the event theme. 
 
Helen Tewolde opened the day by acknowledging the significance of meeting in the 
Maanjiwe Nendamowinan building which in Anishinaabemowin means “gathering of 
minds.” Tewolde then provided an overview of ASPO’s Thematic Focus on Access to 
Post-secondary for Indigenous Learners, highlighting the contributions and support of 
the faculty and staff who have informed the work. In introducing the event theme of 
reciprocity and belonging, Tewolde noted that partnership requires relationship building.          

 
“Real partnership is about  

being in right relation with one 
another, about listening closely 

enough to understand what is being 
asked and responding in ways that are 
guided by those voices, not our own 

assumptions" 

 
 

Panel Discussion 

The panelists engaged in a rich 
discussion around the theme of 
Reciprocity in Action.  
 
The panel featured faculty and staff who 
reflected on personal experiences in post-
secondary education and shared insights into 
fostering reciprocal relationships and 
supporting the success of Indigenous students.  
 

 
 

https://www.aspo.utoronto.ca/access-connections-day-2026/panelists/
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Trina Moyan of the nēhiyawak nation, and the Advisor and Educator, First Peoples 
Advisory Office in the John Daniels Faculty of Architecture, Landscape & Design 
(DFALD), highlighted the importance of being fully educated about Canadian history for 
fostering reciprocal relationships with Indigenous communities.

 
 

"When I say Canadian history, the 
reminder there is always: Canada is an 

Indigenous word, and it means the village. 
So, when you're saying Canadian, you're 
talking about Indigenous history. If you 

don't know the true history of this country 
that you're living in, working in, laughing 
in, loving in you can't fully reciprocate." 

 
 
 

Andrea Johns, a member of the Kanien’kehá:ka/Mohawk Nation from Six Nations of 
the Grand River and the Program Manager, Indigenous Initiatives at the Jackman 
Faculty of Law, described her approach to supporting incoming Indigenous students by 
connecting with them months ahead of the start of their studies, and by recognizing that 
Indigenous identity and connection looks different for every student. 
 

"Reciprocity from an Indigenous 
worldview is about relationships, but 

how they flow both ways. How are we 
accountable to [students]? How are 

we accountable to their communities? 
[…] Reciprocity and belonging isn't 

just being present in a space, it's 
feeling like you don't have to leave 

parts of yourself at the door to belong 
there, which can happen in large 

colonial institutions." 
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Jennifer Sylvester, a member of Beausoleil First Nation, PhD Student in Social Justice 
Education at OISE, and Instructor in the Transitional Year Programme, reflected on her 
teaching style, how she leads with the Seven Grandfather Teachings and how sharing 
her personal lived experiences helps her to connect with students. 

 
“Getting to hear from other 

Indigenous students who say, I 
appreciate that you were there, 
because I finally saw myself 

reflected, and I felt comfortable in 
the classroom, I enjoy coming to 
class. Being that joy, that tie that 
brings people to come [to class]? 

That's huge for me." 
 
 
 

Jason Bazylak, a Métis (Duck Lake) Professional Engineer and Professor in the 
Faculty of Applied Science and Engineering, and Dean’s Advisor on Indigenous 
Initiatives noted that reciprocity requires moving away from a deficiency lens that aims 
to solve problems towards one that recognizes the resilience of Indigenous communities 
and the value that Indigenous people bring to Engineering and all other professions. 

 
“My favourite piece of wisdom is 
the100 cups of tea. The idea that 
before you get down to business, 

before you start the collaboration and 
whatever it is that needs to get done, 
you have 100 cups of tea. Because at 
the end of that100 cups of tea, you'll 
know a little bit about them, they'll 
know a little bit about you, and then 

you can move forward.” 
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Keynote  

Heather Watts closed the day with insightful and reflective 
stories in her keynote speech. 
 
Heather Watts, Mohawk, Six Nations 
of the Grand River Territory, and 
Principal & Partner at First Peoples 
Group, and PhD Candidate, Social 
Justice Education, OISE, delivered an 
impactful keynote speech about what 
reciprocity and belonging look like in a 
university. Watts noted that when 
access work is not done well, it can 
position the student as the recipient of 
the institution’s generosity. By 
contrast, real belonging is structural 
and reflected in decision-making, 
curricula, hiring, physical spaces and 
how time and knowledge are 
organized.  

 

 
“The land has been in relationship longer than any institution. 
It knows what reciprocity looks like in cycles, in seasons, and 

in return. And what we are being asked to do is not 
complicated. Rather, it is hard. It is hard because it asks 
institutions to be accountable to people that they have 

historically had power over. Hard because relationship is 
slower than programs. [...] Hard because belonging requires 

change, and not just welcome. [...].  
We don't have to get this perfect. But we have to stay in the 

relationship long enough to get it right." 
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Breakout Sessions 

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

1. Co-Creating Community Spaces Through Afrocentric Mentorship: A 
Conversation with Staff and Students 
 
Facilitator(s): Adrian Leckie & 
Daniella Djaigbe with Tajudeen 
Onigbanjo & Aiyana Walker 
 
Description: This interactive 50-
minute session invited participants 
into a living exhibit 
and facilitated roundtable 
experience featuring Black staff, 
undergraduates, and a high school 
mentee.  
 

2. Decolonizing Partnerships: Overview of the Ohahi:yoh Summer Mentorship 
Program 
 

Facilitator(s): Delaney Thomas & 
Stephanie Turenko with Indica, Sasha, 
Abdu & Megan 
 
Description: In this session, 
participants heard from Peel District 
School Board students who completed 
the Ohahi:yoh Summer Mentorship 
Program, designed to offer high 
school students a chance to explore 
life as a university student at UTM.  

https://www.aspo.utoronto.ca/access-connections-day-2026/breakout-sessions/
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3. Reimagining the University: Inclusion, Belonging, and Lifelong Learning 
 
Facilitator(s): Raza Mirza, PhD, 
Michelle Brownrigg & Muhammad 
Ansar 
 
Description: This interactive 
session explored how universities 
can better support mature and 
non-traditional students who return 
to education after careers, 
caregiving, or major life transitions. 
 
 
 

4. An Open Circle: Co Creating Indigenous Health Learning for Summer 
Programs 

 
Facilitator(s): Dionne Banton, 
Lindy Kinoshameg & Mark Dennis 
 
Description: Centering 
Indigenous ways of knowing, 
being, and doing, the 
session demonstrates how 
Indigenous health learning 
is co-created and implemented 
within summer programs at 
the Temerty Faculty of Medicine.  
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5. Science in Motion: Empowering Scarborough Youth Through the LinC STEM 
Program 
 

Facilitator(s): Dr. Luciana Baruffaldi, 
Chris Armstrong & Dr. Rishi 
Krishnamoorthy 
 
Description: In this session, 
participants engaged with developed 
materials and participated in a hands-
on lab workshop that simulates the 
transformative experiences students 
encounter in the LinC STEM program. 

 
 
 
 

6. Designing with Intention: Niyyah and the Architecture of Equity and Belonging 
 
Facilitator(s): Dr. Mariam Aslam 
 
Description: 
This facilitated session examined 
how niyyah (Arabic word for 
intentionality) can serve as a 
relational and equity-centered 
framework for supporting 
students navigating institutions 
not originally designed with their 
belonging in mind. 
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Access Expo 
 
 
10 exhibitors 
representing access-
related programs and 
services across the tri-
campus highlighted  
their work. 

 
1. Student Recruitment & Admissions, University of Toronto Mississauga 
2. Equity and Social Accountability, Office of Access and Outreach, Temerty 

Faculty of Medicine 
3. Centre for Student Engagement, University of Toronto Mississauga 
4. Law in Action within Schools (LAWS), Jackman Faculty of Law 
5. UTM Black Youth Mentorship Program in Medicinal Chemistry, Chemical 

and Physical Science Department, University of Toronto Mississauga 
6. Access Programs and Registrarial Services, Faculty of Arts & Science and 

Woodworth College 
7. Institute for Life Course and Aging, Factor-Inwentash Faculty of Social Work 

and Translational Research Program, Department of Laboratory Medicine & 
Pathobiology, Temerty Faculty of Medicine 

8. Accessibility Services, University of Toronto Mississauga 
9. Faculty of Kinesiology & Physical Education 
10. Linking Labs to Curriculum in STEM (LinC STEM), University of Toronto 
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Thank You 
 

ACD 2026 Planning Committee (Eleonora Dimitrova, Natasha Jesenak, Lauren Akbar, Delaney 
Thomas, Marisa Silver and Leah Robertson), breakout session facilitators, speakers, panelists, 
exhibitors, online and in-person attendees, and event volunteers (Giovanni Ustanny, Keziah 
Europe, Sruthi Mulpur, Ruqaiya Binte Rahman, Kenneth Gamueda, Safa Ahsen Khan). 
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