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The Platform A member organizations are grateful to all the artists 
who take risks with us, tell us what they need, and create incredibly 
inspiring work that fuels our collaboration. Many thanks to the 
Toronto Arts Council for its strategic funding and partnership.
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Introduction

Toronto offers festivals, arts institutions, vibrant mid-sized arts 
organizations and a robust growing field of smaller, emerging arts 
organizations and projects that combine with energetic community 
arts or socially-engaged arts practices, to establish the city as an 
internationally respected arts centre.  Many of the practices initiated 
and supported in Toronto are tested, refined, and become points of 
influence for the growth of the arts in urban and rural communities 
across the province and the country. 

2009
Toronto Arts Council’s  
Visioning Document 
highlighted new trends in 
the arts sector:

• 49% of Toronto residents 
are visible minorities; 
funding allocations do not 
reflect this change
• Growing financial disparity 
between the inner suburbs 
and downtown has led 
to underserved artists, 
neighbourhoods, and 
audiences 
• Growth of community 
engaged arts and the 
number of artists working in 
this developing art form 
• Growing overall recognition 
that artists make a positive 
contribution to community 
building 

2013
Toronto City Council 
approved $4 million 
increase to TAC’s Grants 
Program as the first step 
towards increasing the 
city’s per capita arts funding 
to $25 - confirmed with the 
doubling of TAC’s grants 
budget in 2016. 

The work has stimulated the imaginations of Toronto 
residents and visitors to share their stories, create 
cohesive communities, and strengthen identity, skills 
and opportunities through the arts. 
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In 2013 the Toronto Arts Council (TAC) prioritized the development of 
innovative partnerships to respond to exceptional opportunities and 
incubate new ideas, projects and initiatives in the cultural sector. To 
this end, Platform A is one of TAC’s strategic initiatives. This Platform 
provides funding, mentorship and connections needed by emerging 
artists in all of Toronto’s wards, with a focus on communities outside of 
the downtown core. As a result the city has seen tremendous growth in 
arts and culture participation, while enjoying the social impacts of living 
in more engaged and art-FULL communities. The work has stimulated 
the imaginations of Toronto residents and visitors to share their stories, 
create cohesive communities, and strengthen identity, skills and 
opportunities through the arts. 

3 Funding
Priorities
Established
• Increase support to Toronto’s 
artists and arts organizations 
through TAC’s established grants 
programs 

• Enhance support for 
community-engaged arts 
initiatives with a focus on new 
generation artists and expanded 
audience access 

• Develop new and innovative 
funding programs and 
partnerships to respond to 
exceptional opportunities and 
incubate new ideas, projects and 
initiatives

2013
TAC invests in 3-year strategic 
initiative Platform A - a multi-
organization collaboration 
to design and implement a 
coordinated platform to support 
diverse artists to advance their 
artistic practices and engage 
with their communities.
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Collaborators
Platform A partners have been stridently and joyfully learning 
and creating in communities across Toronto and beyond for 25 
years, as independent organizations and in multiple cross-sector 
partnerships. All stemming from grassroots community arts 
projects, these organizations have grown to engage thousands 
of children, young people and adults annually, setting a bar for 
excellence in arts engagement, prioritizing access and inclusion 
in all productions, programs, and processes. 

The relationships and resources needed to support the 
acceleration of new artwork being created in Toronto communities 
provoked partner organizations to develop accessible structures 
for mentorship and support. Practices are now being shared; 
mentorships, training and tracking systems have been developed 
and are being refined; and governance platforms have been 
created to put ‘scaffolding’ underneath this creative emergence 
to ensure its accessibility, vibrancy and sustainability.

To illuminate a larger shared vision of high-caliber community arts 
practice, Platform A designed a 3-prong approach through:

FUNDING
Micro-Grants supporting new community-engaged and individual 
arts projects

MENTORING
Solidifying our work as organizational platforms for emerging 
artists, newcomer artists and community arts initiatives, primarily 
with those experiencing marginalization 

BRIDGING
Facilitating connections between community-engaged arts and 
established arts companies and institutions.

Platform A 
founding 
partners 
prioritize 
access, 
equity and 
intentional 
reduction 
of systemic 
barriers

ART STARTS   JUMBLIES THEATRE    VIBE ARTS   SKETCH   CUE  
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49% of 
Torontonians 
identify as a 
person of colour

• almost half of 
Torontonians reside in low-
income neighbourhoods, 
two-thirds of which 
identify as a person of 
colour 
• racialized, newcomer, and 
Indigenous peoples are 
disproportionately affected 
by poverty
• income inequality in 
Toronto is growing at twice 
the rate of the national 
average
• Canada’s top one-percent 
of income earners are 80% 
male and 90% white

The arts sector is well positioned, and 
holds responsibility, to address these 
systemic inequalities by investing in the 
capacity and artistic development of 
underrepresented groups.
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Some of the most 
relevant and 
innovative art 
throughout the 
centuries has been 
produced by those 
living and working 
on the margins. In 
a world of growing 
inequalities and 
injustices, art from 
these communities 
becomes an 
increasingly 
necessary part 
of our cultural 
narrative.
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Funding
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Many important emerging artists and arts collectives face 
barriers to obtaining funding and support for their work. 
Mental health issues, diverse physical and developmental 
abilities, involvement in the criminal justice system, 
precarious housing and homelessness, barriers to education 
and employment, literacy capacity, and chronic poverty and 
overall displacement, can preclude talented artists from 
developing their practices and contributing to the broader 
cultural narrative. This adversity is often compounded by 
stigmatizations associated with racialization, immigration, 
and Indigenous and/or LGBTQ. identities.

Artists in TAC consultations reported that even small amounts of 
funding can have large impacts:  to buy materials, to use community 
spaces for meetings, rehearsals, production, to document and 
finish work for sale, exhibition or presentation, and to acknowledge 
their time and efforts involved in developing new work. For these 
often first-time, experimental projects, current arts council granting 
streams are, for the most part, inaccessible, and many times, not 
even applicable. Systems and processes employed by arts funders 
can often exclude marginalized and minority communities and 
artists in the early stages of their careers. In response, Platform 
A has developed a funding model to ensure that more artists get 
a fair opportunity to develop their work through highly accessible 
application processes and mentorship. Platform A’s funding model 
enables artists to be more prepared to apply for funding from arts 
councils, as well as make other important steps in developing their 
practice and careers.

Funding 
through 
Micro-Grants 
2013-2016
390 project applications
$155,000*+ high-access art 
project grants distributed 
(up to $1000 each)

185 community-engaged 
and individual arts projects 
in multiple disciplines

1500+ community members 
in workshops and artistic 
processes 

3000+ hours of mentorship 

Approximately 90% of Platform A 
Micro-Grant recipients in this period 
were new-generation artists (under 
30 years old)

*Includes additional project grant 
funds from other sources.

Funding
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What Worked
GRASSROOTS OUTREACH
• Direct partnership with marginalized communities across Toronto 
• Connections with dozens of organizations
• Employment of past grant recipients for outreach and adjudication
• Information sessions and drop-in mentorship sessions in diverse 
neighbourhoods across the city 
• Focus on low-income communities and those outside of the 
downtown core
• Accessible application process and grant-writing mentorship 
• Up to $1000 to create community-engaged or individual arts 
projects in any discipline
• Simplified grant applications and flexible submission formats 
(translation services made available, and option for verbal 
application process)
• Intensive tailored mentorship to each applicant in planning and 
proposing projects
 
PEER-LEADERS
• Team leaders and mentors are a part of the same communities 
supported 
• Past grant recipients engaged in paid leadership roles building 
professional experience in the arts 

PRODUCTION SUPPORT AND MENTORSHIP 
• 3-month production timeline
• Organizational and administrative support, space, community 
connections, and training and professional development 
opportunities
• Discipline-specific skill building programs, residencies, 
internships, independent studio time, professional mentorship 
opportunities, and connections with senior artists 
• Connections with artistic supports and opportunities through 
dozens of other local arts organizations 
• Connections with basic-needs supports such as housing, legal aid, 
mental health services, etc. through citywide network of partners

CUE Stats
Similar across Platform A
Organizations

Artists Connected to Grant 
Cycle 
Year 1 80
Year 2 137
Year 3 180

Applications Submitted
Year 1 49
Year 2 44
Year 3 77

Grants Approved
Year 1 24
Year 2 19
Year 3 44

Red indicates disbursement 
of Platform A project funding 
and activities (representing 
185 community-engaged 
and individual arts projects) 
throughout Toronto’s wards.
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What Worked
POST-PROJECT SUPPORT
• Ongoing access to mentorship platforms
• Access to studio space
• Consultation in writing grants 
• Strategic development of future projects
• Connections with exhibitions
• Employment in the arts sector, and within our own organizations 
• Maintaining direct relationships with artists

CROSS-ORGANIZATIONAL REFERRALS
• Assessments of projects often led to one organization referring an 
applicant to another
• Guaranteed best fit for project mentorship and support

“I was able to execute (my dream) to teach art to youth 
in my neighbourhood… Being able to accomplish this 
goal reassured me that anything is possible despite 
where I come from and despite the stigmas attached 
to youth from communities such as my own. I never 
thought that being an artist and being paid to do what 
I love was possible as a youth, and now I serve as an 
example of that reality.  What is most fulfilling is that 
youth in my community were able to see me overcome 
these barriers as well, giving them hope for any 
aspirations they may have. ”
     2015 Micro-Grant recipient

“Platform A has played a big part in providing a path for 
me, to move further in seeing how making art can bring 
people together from different backgrounds, especially 
fellow newcomers, to create memories and gain new 
knowledge about the land we currently stand on.”
     2016 Micro-Grant recipient 
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What We Learned
INVESTMENT IN THE ARTS
Small amounts of funding produce powerful results. 
The actual dollar value of these grants pales in comparison to 
the larger value of the bolstered confidence, morale, community 
connection, and self-actualization that comes with receiving a 
Platform A grant. While current trends of investment in the arts-
-from both government and the private sector--is encouraging, 
it is necessary to ensure that resources are allocated in ways 
that are inclusive to all artists so that marginalized people can 
engage in the arts as individual practitioners, community leaders, 
professionals in the sector, and as audience members. 

RELATIONSHIP BUILDING 
& PEER LEADERSHIP
Peer-mentorship and relationship building is central to any 
initiative that aims to put funding in the hands of marginalized 
people. Peer-to-peer relationships provide accessible and 
invigorating ways to develop projects, ensures responsiveness to 
needs and opportunities as they arise, and strengthens reciprocal 
accountability. 

HIGH-ACCESS GRANT APPLICATIONS
Minimal restrictions and flexible guidelines for proposals are 
necessary to facilitate the development of arts projects in 
marginalized communities. Artists responded positively to a larger 
number of pointed questions rather than fewer broad questions. 
Loose restrictions on word limits and formatting allow artists 
to articulate their visions in a comfortable way that promotes 
creative expression, but also provides the funder with a deepened 
understanding of the project and the applicant.

SUSTAINABLE INFRASTRUCTURE
Short-term investments have demonstrated powerful impacts, 
but there remains a lack of systems and resources to support 
these evolving practices in the long term. There is a need to foster 
longer-term development by way of concerted investment in art 
from marginalized communities. More investment in a continuum 
of infrastructure, both to organizations and to artists themselves, 
will enable sustainable progressions for artists in professional 
career development, employment, and entrepreneurial 
opportunities in the arts.
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A Show
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An unintended result of the Platform A collaboration was the 
development of an annual group arts showcase called A Show. 
This co-produced event has come to represent the culmination of 
projects by Platform A Micro-Grant recipients, a networking event, 
and a chance for the broader public to connect with a diverse 
range of artwork and practices that are rarely represented in art 
galleries and concert halls. 

The first two A Show exhibitions (2014 and 2015) presented 74 
projects in a variety of disciplines (visual art, music, theatre, 
dance, literary, multimedia, and craft), the majority of which were 
community-engaged. We have attracted a total audience of over 
350 attending opening events, and are anticipating growing 
audience for our 2016 A Show exhibition. Rappers and belly 
dancers, poets and painters, quilts and choirs, sculptures, puppets, 
videos and video games, amongst a wide diversity of mediums, A 
Show brings together these artists to celebrate under one roof. 

2014-2015
74 projects
350 guests
7 disciplines

“(Platform A) organizes a 
show that allows you to 
showcase your talent on 
a stage in front of people 
who live and love art.”
     
2015 A Show performer

“[On their experience in Toronto’s arts community] 
Very white, male dominated. I’d love to see more 
diversity in museum presence and publications.” 
    2016 Micro-Grant recipient 

Annual Showcase
of new work
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What We Learned
EXHIBITING WORK
Artists need to exhibit and showcase their work. 
The A Show is an important opportunity for Micro-Grant recipients 
to gain much needed exposure for their work (i.e. numerous 
Platform A artists were featured on CBC Radio), to build their CVs, 
and to connect with other artists. Developing a local network 
of venues for artists to showcase and perform their work is an 
identified area of development. 

NETWORKING FOR ARTISTS
Artists need to network.
The artists identified benefits to coming together to exhibit their 
work, and in sharing processes and networking for potential 
collaborations. Developing more opportunities throughout the 
production period where artists can gather for artist talks, etc. is 
part of future planning.

WELCOMING DIVERSE AUDIENCES
The public needs to see new work in their communities, especially 
by artists that reflect those communities.
It is essential that the broader public have more opportunities 
to interact with these artists and their works. It becomes a point 
of strength in communities, builds connections, and offers new 
visions of how we can create a more connected, understanding, 
and engaged society. 

CO-PRODUCING ARTS EXHIBITIONS
Co-productions facilitate efficiencies and greater impact.
Platform A partners deepened collaborative processes, shared 
spaces and resources, and leveraged collective marketing, 
communication and outreach channels to make these events a 
success.
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Mentoring
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As a natural progression, Platform A partners have separately 
developed mentorship programs with youth, newcomer, Indigenous, 
and marginalized emerging artists. Additionally, each organization 
partners with colleges and universities to provide hands-on 
placements to artists and students in intersecting fields involved in 
community arts. 

Platform A partners realized they could benefit artists by developing 
a coordinated mentorship continuum among organizations offering 
arts-based training, support, employment and networking. This 
coordination involved cross-promotion of each other’s programs, co-
development of training activities and resources, and the sharing of 
methodologies to develop common practices. This led the partners 
to prototype a “mentorship map” representing interconnected 

opportunities to support artists in progressive learning. The first 
three years involved experiments in this area and represents great 
opportunity for further development. (eg. VIBE Arts and SKETCH co-
hosting a summer intensive, etc.)

A critical growth area of mentorship for community engaged arts is 
through the establishment of “Shared Platforms” (or organizational 
mentorship platforms) where emerging unincorporated initiatives 
share charitable governance with partners’ established 
organizations, collaborate on project development, grant-seeking 
and grants management, and share organizational resources such 
as insurance, tracking systems and templates for organizational, 
project and financial management. Shared Platforms also includes 

2013-2016
203 emerging artists 
mentored

60+ community arts projects 
developed 

24 community arts 
organizations with 
funds developing on 
organizational platforms 

4000+ mentorship hours

130 interactive professional 
development workshops and 
trainings

825+ Torontonians engaged 
in the arts through Platform 
A mentored activities

Each organization partners with colleges and 
universities to provide hands-on placements to 
artists and students in intersecting fields involved in 
community arts. 

Mentoring
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organizations sharing space, materials, policies and administrative 
systems. Often artists began a project with a Micro-Grant and grew 
that project into one that required a Shared Platform to acquire 
funds and to increase impact in communities. 

Throughout this initiative, partner organizations have all enhanced 
their capacity as mentors supporting a new generation of leaders 
in the field. The overall wide range of mentorship programming 
developed by Platform A has fostered individual growth and 
generated income for artists, improved sector cohesiveness 
and capacity, and ultimately provided skills and stability for the 

development of a new generation of community-engaged arts 
activities. These efforts resulted in emerging artists flourishing: 
getting subsequent employment, pursuing further education, taking 
on leadership roles, securing project funding, and receiving awards, 
while having dramatic impact in their communities by increasing 
participation in arts based activities for Toronto residents.

Platform A partners are passionate about ensuring quality work in 
the field as well as accessible and equitable opportunities to create 
an inclusive city. As such, partners are committed to developing 
capacity and resources, to co-create professional trajectories for 
emerging artists, effectively building a coordinated and collaborative 
“scaffold” to support their growth, and the growth of the community-
engaged arts field.

Platform A has fostered individual growth and 
generated income for artists, improved sector 
cohesiveness and capacity, and ultimately provided 
skills and stability for the development of a new 
generation of community-engaged arts activities. 
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What Worked
ACCESSIBLE ENTRY POINTS 
•Intake through interviews and relationship building
•Range of opportunities: mentorship, professional development 
workshops, paid internships, field placements for artists and 
students, peer leadership, and trainings exploring aspects of 
community engaged arts in theory and practice

ONE-ON-ONE MENTORSHIP
•Knowledge and experience offered in a diversity of areas shared 
in one-to-one connections between established and emerging 
artists
•Consistent practices across organizations
•Areas shared: artistic direction, project development 
and evaluation, grant-writing, human resources, financial 
management, organizational development, governance, 
community engagement, public relations, report-writing, event 
coordination, and marketing and communications

SHARED PLATFORMS FOR ORGANIZATIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT
•Policies and practices to mentor and support emerging projects 
•Board of Directors and Management trained and confirmed to 
manage risk

• Charitable compliance
• Flexible insurance policies
• Regular check-ins to review project budgets and plans, and to problem solve
• Clear templates for budgets, evaluation and work-plans
• Simple collaborative agreements outlining the roles and expectations of the organization and the 
platformed initiative 
• Check in and evaluation of the relationship at regular intervals

SCAFFOLDED LEARNING AND TRAINING OPPORTUNITIES
• Assessment with participating artists: individual skills, experience, aspirations, and interests 
• Assessment of opportunities throughout member organizations and support for artists to move from 
one opportunity to another throughout partner organizations 
• Training for artists to become instructors/facilitators 
• Artists working alongside senior practitioners to deliver programming with diverse participants of 
all ages in a variety of settings: in organizations, schools, social service agencies, community health 
centres, hostels, and public housing
• Ongoing professional development, mentorship and support as artists develop their practices, and 
establish new companies or artist collectives
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What We Learned
ACCESSIBILITY
Flexibility is key.
A range of flexible entry points is crucial to ensuring the artists 
can access support.

ACCESS TO NETWORKS
Connecting artists to organizational networks bolsters the 
development of their work. 
The collective networks of all the Platform A partners expands 
opportunities for mentees. 

LEADERSHIP SUCCESSION
Mentorship with Senior Leaders.
Most emerging projects and organizations, especially those that 
are able to secure funding, require focused time from the Directors 
and Managers of organizations. As a result, there is greater 
transparency of leadership and management processes that can 
support succession. 

INVESTMENT IN MENTORSHIP INFRASTRUCTURE
Resources for staff time and coordination are needed.
Investing in a coordinated mentorship infrastructure ensures that 
each organization has the capacity to allocate staff resources 
to carry out mentorship activities as well as connect mentees 
to activities of partner organizations, thus offering progressive 
learning opportunities. 

KNOWLEDGE EXCHANGE AND SKILLS TRANSFER
Mentorship is mutually beneficial.
The mentorship relationship is a mechanism for shared learning 
for all parties involved, not just the mentees. Directors and 
Managers of partner organizations gain valuable insights and 
learn from mentees’ strategies, approaches, and methodologies, 
which in turn ensures their own direction remains relevant to new 
generations. Organizational leadership becomes more relevant 
when put to test working in direct mentorship.

INTEGRATING A CULTURE OF MENTORSHIP
As a group of mature organizations who each developed from the 
grassroots project level, Platform A partners are each committed 
to, and realize the benefits of, developing an organizational 
culture of mentorship that fosters experimentation and growth of 
all artists and practices—emerging or more experienced.

Coordinating 
Mentorship and
Opportunities
A young craft artist 
received a grant through 
Platform A via Art Starts, 
to engage LGBTQ youth 
in craft making. A second 
Platform A grant via CUE, 
enabled them to produce 
a series of jewellery art. 
Pieces were exhibited and 
sold as part of CUE’s 2013 
Margin of Eras exhibition. 
They continued to develop 
a community arts collective 
further developing their 
engagement of LGBTQ 
youth in the benefits of 
craft making. They also 
became a placement/
intern at SKETCH 
supporting them to later 
secure a substantial 
project grant from the 
Ontario Trillium Foundation 
(OTF) Youth Opportunities 
Fund to pilot a full roster of 
engagement programming 
for LGBTQ youth at SKETCH 
and in Mississauga, 
on SKETCH’s shared 
mentorship platform. 



PLATFORM A 2013 - 2016 Funding, Mentoring, and Bridging—a New Generation in the Arts 
ART STARTS   JUMBLIES THEATRE    VIBE ARTS   SKETCH   CUE  25

Bridging
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Bridging
Platform A is in effect a bridge for artists with the creative industries 
and with broader culture. Platform A organizations have, over 
the years, developed longstanding partnerships and community 
collaborations with various professional arts organizations and 
institutions. These collaborations create bridges between the worlds 
of professional arts and community arts. Working in partnership 
increases diversity in audiences and artists who often experience 
exclusions to participating and connecting with established arts 
institutions.

Platform A focused efforts during this 3-year initiative to foster 
connections with mainstream arts and cultural institutions, through 
a variety of projects and initiatives that took place across Toronto, 
both inside and outside of the downtown core. 

This also acts as a bridge for audiences and mainstream 
organizations to connect to communities through emerging local 
artists, and builds greater awareness of the impacts of community 
arts engagement. Traditional cultural spaces such as galleries and 
museums were vibrantly activated in new ways with the infusion of 
community arts, and Toronto residents with limited access to arts 
and cultural offerings in their own neighbourhoods were able to 
engage with major arts institutions. Bridging created exposure to 
new ways of working and also supported emerging artists to imagine 
different ways of developing their careers.

This work is critical in generating new partnerships and audiences, 
enabling a sharing of practices, vocabularies, protocols, and 
ultimately in sharing outcomes in neighbourhoods and communities 
across Toronto. This in turn creates a collaborative, accessible and 
accountable arts and culture ecosystem. 

2013-2016
54 
bridging initiatives 

8000 - 10,000 
audience engaged in 
bridging initiatives

Working in partnership increases diversity in audiences 
and artists who often experience exclusions to 
participating and connecting with established arts 
institutions.

SKETCH and Art Starts 
collaborated with the Art 
Gallery of York University, 
artist Marlon Griffith, the 
Mississaugas of the New 
Credit First Nation, Equal 
Grounds, Picasso Pro, 
Capoeira Angôla,  and The 
Malvern S.P.O.T. to run a 
series of mask-making and 
costume-making visual 
art workshops (called 
Mas Camp) engaging 
hundreds of Torontonians 
on the creation of Griffith’s 
large-scale parade & 
performance (Ring of Fire) 
opening the Para Pan 
Am Games and with the 
costumes later exhibited 
at the Art Gallery of York 
University (Symbols of 
Endurance).
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What Worked
BUILDING PARTNERSHIPS FOR INNOVATIVE 
PROGRAMMING
•Shared commitment to goals and values for collaborations
•Clear expectations and communication processes established 
early on 
•Clear limitations and identification of where there might be 
collisions of organizational practice
•Willingness to embrace a certain amount of risk and work with 
difference
•Flexibility and adaptive creative agility
•Agreements about managing conflict

SHARED COMMITMENT TO DEVELOPING 
DIVERSE AUDIENCES AND INCREASING 
COMMUNITY ACCESS
•Clear audience demographic targets 
•Shared knowledge of substantive considerations for target 
demographics (i.e. not all community members deal with the same 
exclusions and barriers to participation) 
•Reviewing current areas of inaccessibility together
•Hosting collaborative trainings to ensure all parties share 
an engagement practice that reflects a commitment to anti-
oppression
•Involving new generation and newcomer artists into project design 
processes early

EMPLOYMENT AND MENTORSHIP 
•Employing emerging and professional artists for bridging projects
•Making transportation and other support elements available for 
artists involved

•Mentoring artists in building respectful and reciprocal relationships, in skills to navigate institutional 
culture, and in working within contrasting contexts

EXCHANGE KNOWLEDGE OF SUCCESSFUL PRACTICES
• Bridging creates opportunities for co-learning, to create or increase access, exchange expertise 
between institutions, community arts organizations and community members (e.g. curators working in 
tandem with community artists as facilitators)

Platform A 
partners developed 
Bridging initiatives 
with: 
DanceWorks, Koffler Gallery, 
The Textile Museum, Art 
Gallery of Ontario (AGO), 
OCAD University, Guild of 
Weavers and Spinners, 
Evergreen Brick Works, 
Canadian Roots Exchange, 
Aboriginal Education 
Centre, Soulpepper Theatre, 
Sheridan College School 
of Art and Design, Toronto 
International Film Festival 
(TIFF), Toronto Animated 
Images Society, (TAIS), 
Gallery 44, Harbourfront 
Centre, Cirque de Soleil, 
Tarragon Theatre, Artscape, 
Art Gallery of York University, 
Royal Ontario Museum 
(ROM), The Canadian Music 
Centre, Musica Reflecta, 
Continuum Contemporary 
Music, Tapestry Opera,  
Soundstreams, Historic Fort 
York, Bata Shoe Museum 
and The Gardiner Museum of 
Ceramic Arts 
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What We Learned
MUTUALLY BENEFICIAL RELATIONSHIPS
Each can learn from the other.
Increased understanding was developed of the ways in which 
partnerships between community arts organizations and major 
arts institutions can function and how processes for sharing 
different approaches and expertise can be beneficial to both 
parties. 

SHARED VISION AND VALUES
Assessing alignment is key.
Establishing ways to discern and assess organizational values 
and philosophies between bridging partners needs to happen 
early. Ways to resolve conflicts will be needed. Differences may 
arise, for example, particularly in equity, anti-oppression, and 
inclusion praxis. 

PARTNERSHIP DEVELOPMENT
Partnership agreements ground the projects.
Time spent to develop partnership agreements that outline 
roles and responsibilities are useful and necessary to ensure 
accountability and anchor the collaboration in shared goals.

SUSTAINABILITY
New funding and resources can be leveraged. 
Developing bridging initiatives resulted in the extension and/or 
enrichment of programmatic activity (i.e. some Platform A bridging 
programs received funding from large institutions to conduct 
these projects). Partnerships and expertise gained can support 
future programming efforts, develop more resources and can lead 
to establishing sustainability for community-engaged arts.

INCREASED AWARENESS
Sharing the impact of community arts. 
Partnerships with larger cultural institutions resulted in increased 
organizational profiles and extensive program promotion including 
shared marketing platforms. In turn those institutions learned 
from the ways in which community arts organizations create 
meaningful relationships with communities that lack access to 
cultural infrastructure. 

Jumblies Theatre

Jumblies Theatre 
collaborated on musical 
explorations with 
Continuum, Soundstreams, 
Tapestry Opera, Canadian 
Music Centre, and Musica 
Reflecta to produce:

·3 “Composing Community” 
workshops for composers 
to learn about community 
arts and community artists 
to learn about working with 
composers
· 4 new compositions 
developed through 
community-engaged 
processes with 3 
mainstream music 
companies 

VIBE Arts collaborated with 
the Royal Ontario Museum 
and Bata Shoe Museum to 
offer artist-in-residence 
programs for emerging 
artists. These paid multi-
week residences enabled 
artists to advance their 
practices by creating art 
live in pop-up studios set 
up in exhibition and gallery 
spaces  creating dialogue 
with audiences
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Organizational
Collaboration
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“...Non-profits that 
pursue their missions 
through networks 
of long-term, trust-
based partnerships 
consistently achieve 
more sustainable 
mission impact with 
fewer resources 
than do monolithic 
organizations that try 
to do everything by 
themselves.”
The Networked 
Nonprofit by Jane Wei-
Skillern and Sonia 
Marciano, Stanford 
Social Innovation 

This 3-year strategic collaboration engaged Platform A 
organizations to strengthen their work both as separate entities 
and as one combined initiative. This was achieved by developing 
and operationalizing a shared vision and outcomes as equal 
and connected partners. The ultimate impact is that hundreds 
of new practitioners are now connected to a coordinated multi-
organizational platform. From this they draw support, mentorship 
and connections to larger networks in community-engaged arts and 
to broader arts and culture. They are also networked with countless 
cross-sector partners in communities that provide space, outreach 
and support for Platform A artists to execute new projects, gain 
employment, and further their arts careers. 

The impacts on each of our organizations is demonstrated in 
increased organizational capacity and enhanced infrastructure to 
support the growing demand for this kind of access to the arts. As a 
whole, we increased our collective capacity to work collaboratively 
in the sector and built a combined rigour for a high quality standard 
of practice. We raised our individual and collective profile in the 
city, and expanded networks and connections to organizations and 
artists that we could not have working alone. 

Organizational
Collaboration
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What Worked

INFRASTRUCTURE TO DEVELOP AND NURTURE THE 
COLLABORATION
• Bi-monthly meetings with organizational representatives  
• Teams to build common infrastructure for each of the 3 areas: 
Micro-Grants, Mentorship, and Bridging 
• Sharing leadership roles and ensuring that decision-making 
power was not exclusive to executive leads or managers. Multiple 
staff members were engaged in artistic and program direction

CLEAR AND CONSISTENT COMMUNICATION 
• Identifying where it is beneficial to mirror each other’s practices, 
and where it’s best to remain distinct
• Commitment to clear communication in print, virtually and in-
person (for this pilot phase, Platform A did not have resources for 
a dedicated coordinator) 

CROSS PROMOTION AND SHARING OF RESOURCES
• Ensuring each partner organization’s teams were aware of 
Platform A and the activities offered by each
• Using marketing platforms to promote each other’s opportunities
• Sharing resources (ie. spaces, administration, human resources, 
policies, etc.)
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What We Learned
COLLABORATION CAN LEVERAGE FUNDING
In addition to over $1 million leveraged by emerging arts initiatives 
mentored on our shared platforms, 4  funding proposals were co-
developed to continue and expand the reach and effectiveness 
of Platform A. New multi-year funding approved by the Ontario 
Trillium Foundation will enable the Platform A initiative to grow. 
The power of a catalyzing funder (TAC) to secure ongoing revenue 
proved significant. 

PEER-TO-PEER SUPPORT IS BENEFICIAL
A new culture of peer-to-peer support was cultivated amongst 
organizations resulting in increased sharing of resources such as 
policies, procedures, sample contracts, Accessibility for Ontarians 
with Disabilities Act training, and Human Resources support. 
Working together also meant increased accountability. 

ADMINISTRATIVE AND ORGANIZATIONAL 
EFFICIENCIES
A review of “back office” systems and practices revealed greater 
efficiencies could be gained by joining in a larger partnership, 
such as shared health benefits and organizational policy, and in 
sharing in materials and supplies purchasing. It is worth noting 
that because of this new culture of sharing efficiencies three 
of the four partner organizations now share a health benefits 
platform. Two of those organizations had not previously been able 
to attain health benefits for their staff.

COMMUNITY ARTS ADVOCACY
Platform A organizations have often unified their voices for the 
community arts sector at several key tables exploring shared 
platforms, arts policy and in city budget deputations. Partners 
have contributed to research, tool guides and infrastructure 
creation with the Ontario Nonprofit Network, TAC, Ontario Arts 
Council, the Metcalf Foundation, and Canadian Heritage.
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Next Steps
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Platform A will enhance and further develop its work with goals to increase 
mentorship and accessible project funding over the next three years, to increase the 
capacity, diversity, and quality of the arts in communities across the city. 

INCREASE AND ENHANCE MENTORSHIP AND 
HIGH-ACCESS GRANTS
More grants tailored to diverse artists who experience systemic 
barriers that prevent them from developing their practices, and 
engaging in the arts.

DEVELOP COORDINATED MENTORSHIP 
CONTINUUM
Refine, implement and evaluate an integrated framework and 
infrastructure to jointly offer more pathways, entry points and 
opportunities for youth, newcomer and emerging artists to develop 
and implement their own project ideas and work collaboratively 
with established artists.

WIDEN THE CIRCLE OF PARTNERSHIP
Broaden organizational membership to include groups that 
specifically represent racialized and disabled artists, to more 
deeply reflect Toronto’s diverse community and to develop 
inclusive and relevant organizational leadership needed in the 
sector to take us into the future. 

CENTRALIZE PARTNERSHIP COORDINATION
Central coordination will be developed as a strategy to streamline 
processes, communication and create efficiencies.

SHARE THE COLLABORATIVE MODEL
The Platform A model can inform work conducted both inside and 
outside the arts. Fundamental structures of this collaboration can 
be applied to the benefit of other organizations, particularly in the 
not-for-profit sector.

Next Steps
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Initiatives such as Platform A are becoming increasingly 
relevant and necessary to ensure that artists from 
excluded communities have support systems to build 
their artistic careers over the long term to contribute to 
the cultural narrative of the city. 

Platform A partner organizations are compelled by their first three 
years of development to pursue further investment in this important 
collaborative initiative, to further the development of inclusive and 
impactful community arts in Toronto. Initiatives such as Platform A 
are becoming increasingly relevant and necessary to ensure that 
artists from excluded communities have support systems to build 
their artistic careers over the long term and to contribute to the 
cultural narrative of the city. All Torontonians benefit from having a 
greater understanding of and participation in the diverse histories, 
nuances and realities of the place in which they live. 

The arts clearly offer ways to make that happen. For the arts sector 
to grow in a creative, inclusive and responsible way it is important 
to make a deeper investment now. We must build this kind of 
infrastructure for artistic growth with integrity so we can all enjoy 
an inspiring, sustainable, diverse, and equitable arts ecosystem in 
Toronto. That is of utmost priority to our initiative. 


