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1. Executive Summary 
 
Beginning in 2014, the Ontario Association of Art Galleries (OAAG) began a unique 
mentorship program that focused on building the capacities of emerging leaders in visual 
arts around the issues of human resource management and cultural pluralism.  A three 
year initiative, this project recruited six mentorees and six mentors for a total of twelve 
project participants.  The project was  intiated by OAAG’s Executive Director and 
Program Manager and enlisted support from two external consultants experienced in 
and knowledgeable of the project’s focus. 
 
Throughout the course of this project, participants had several opportunities to share 
what they were learning and how this was having an impact on their goals, objectives 
and future plans to put their learning into practice.  These sharings took place in the 
various workshops as well as in interviews with the project participants.   
 
This OAAG project had quite an ambitious objective that was concerned with both 
providing the one-on-one education typical of mentorships while, at the same time, 
seeking to have an impact on the gallery work of mentors/mentorees and, through this, 
the public art gallery as a sector.  The traditional approach was quite successful as the 
exchanges between mentors and mentorees were reported as beneficial to both sides.  
 
The project participants engaged deeply in their efforts and learned very much from 
each other and had some opportunities to share their learnings with the full group.  
However, there were several challenges noted about having an impact regarding 
pluralism on specific galleries and the public art gallery sector.  Some of these concerns 
are: 
 

ü Addressing barriers in the public art gallery sector to the works of Indigenous and 
culturally diverse artists and art forms; 

ü Looking at how such a project might lead toward systemic change in the public 
art gallery sector; 

ü Establishing an ongoing relationship between project participants and setting up 
another project to enlist others and enlarge the group; 

ü Having OAAG take a leadership role in the sector by more directly 
communicating this project’s goals and outcomes and engaging its members in 
discussions on this project. 

 
Given the potential of this project and the concerns expressed immediately above, 
OAAG may wish to consider the following steps to support this group of project 
participants and to plan for another such project.  This includes having OAAG: 
 

ü Support project participants for their ongoing development and setting up a 
networking process so that participants can stay in contact with each other; 

ü Promote to its membership on an ongoing basis the traditions, histories, values 
and standards of excellence in Indigenous and culturally diverse arts 
communities; 

ü Establish this as an ongoing program to bring about change over time in the 
public art gallery sector; and  

ü Connect any new mentors/mentorees with those who have completed this first 
project. 
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Clearly, this was a very significant project whose ambitions were to advance cultural 
pluralism in the public art gallery sector and to do so by empowering a select group of 
individuals to engage in specific projects and to share their learning with each other.   
 
The most significant element of this project was that it moved beyond traditional notions 
of mentorship – i.e., one-on-one professional development – to a focus on sectoral 
change; however, as noted above, this was not a major component of the project’s 
communications, outreach and engagement of the public art galleries in Ontario who 
belong to OAAG. 
 
OAAG has begun something that is vital to the sector and would be best followed up on.   
 

2. Introduction: 
 
In 2014, OAAG announced a new mentorship program that set out to support 
Indigenous and culturally diverse arts professionals accelerate their transition into 
leadership positions, particularly that of gallery director, in the in public art gallery sector 
across Ontario.  
 
Funded by the Ontario Trillium Foundation and the Toronto Arts Council, this project 
matched one Indigenous and five culturally diverse arts professionals with senior arts 
leaders in public art galleries across Ontario. These mentorees designed their own 
mentoring relationships, consisting of regular meetings and activities to focus on building 
skills and knowledge to be a leader or director in the public art gallery sector.  
 
It was anticipated that the individuals and organizations participating in this project will 
have benefitted in many ways, including: 
 

ü Engaging Indigenous and culturally diverse values and principles in operations, 
planning, audience development, marketing, programming and decision-making 
processes in public art galleries; 

ü Developing governance, leadership and change management skills, particularly 
related to Indigenous and culturally diverse engagement; 

ü Developing methods, techniques and practices in managing a public art gallery, 
including partnership development, human resource management and financial 
administration; 

ü Developing relations and communications with Board of Directors and/or city 
council; 

ü Developing strategic planning in the context of cultural pluralism; 
ü Enhancing self-reflection and intrapersonal skills; and 
ü Building networks and contacts. 

 
OAAG provided support and training to assist each mentoring team to get the most of 
the experience, including: 
 

ü Convening plenaries and workshops; 
ü Developing and sharing training materials; 
ü Providing access to the OAAG Secretariat, an Executive Coaching/Human 

Resource Consultant, a Cultural Pluralism Consultant and a Change 
Management Consultant; and  

ü Supporting and encouraging significant networking opportunities. 
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3. Methodology: 
 
Given the range of activities associated with this project, there were several methods 
used to guide its development, implementation and final assessment.  Based on these, 
as the consultant engaged to support the ‘pluralism/diversity’ component of this project, I 
was able to then prepare this final report exploring the role and impact of pluralism on 
this project and its participants. 
 
The methods used were: 
  

ü A Review of Project Materials.  This involved reviewing and contributing 
to materials prepared by OAAG staff for the implementation and 
assessment of this project and included: membership forms and 
applications. 
 

ü  Selection of project participants.  This consisted of reviewing all 
applications and working with a selection committee to assess and select 
the participants. 
 

ü The Design Web Presence.  This included contributing material to and 
commenting on the web presence developed for this program 
(http://www.ontarioartsleadership.com/). 

 
ü Design and Participation in Workshops.  This included the review of all 

Consultation on Workplan and Outcomes.  This consisted of meetings 
with OAAG staff to review the project and to provide input on those items 
related to pluralism.  This was done over three face-to-face meetings 
between February and March 2014 and various email exchanges. 

 
ü Design of workshop materials and presentation in specific workshops, 

e.g., the March 31, 2014 and December 2, 2014 workshops followed by 
successive workshops in 2016.  It also consisted of meetings to discuss 
the format for these sessions, including agenda development and 
facilitation strategy.  There were a number of emails to support and refine 
this approach.  

 
ü Research on Public Art Galleries.  This consisted of the consultant 

looking at some public art galleries in Ontario and in other jurisdictions to 
assess potential relevance to this project.  

 
ü Review of mentor/mentoree goals and objectives.  This consisted of 

reviewing the intentions of all project participants, how they would support 
each other as mentor/mentoree, what they hoped to learn and how.  This 
also included review of project participant progress and final reports on 
their projects. 

 
ü Interviews with mentors/mentorees. This consisted of interviews with 

each mentor/mentoree (excepting one mentoree) and was aimed at 
gaining insight into what was working and challenges each may have 
been facing.  It also gained insight into the thoughts of project participants 
into how such a project might be improved if it were to be offered again. 
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4. Findings: 
 
There were a number of findings related to pluralism that were evident as a result of the 
implementation of the methodologies noted above.  These were: 

 
4.1 What participants offered/learned: 

 
Throughout the course of this project, participants had several opportunities to share 
what they were learning and how this was having an impact on their goals, objectives 
and future plans to put their learning into practice.  These sharings took place in the 
various workshops as well as in interviews with the project participants.   
 
At the project’s start, participants set several goals for themselves related to pluralism. 
Many of these goals were not changed through the project.  The following comments 
represent some of the common participants thoughts and a sharing of some specific 
projects participants were engaged in: 
 

a. Cultural pluralism brings engagement of various communities rather than a 
single homogenized group. Individuals from different cultural backgrounds share 
their perspectives, making others aware of their realities. At the opening 
workshop, (we spoke) about respect for different cultures, and at the same time 
questions how difference is compared, and based on what standards. I believe 
cultural pluralism challenges the standards and is necessary in order for societies 
to progress. 

 A program such as this is positive encouragement, and it is an immense 
opportunity to be able to explore my identity as well as my leadership skills. 
However I hope that one-day programs that have to meet cultural gaps in leaders 
will not be needed and that there are strong leaders from various cultural 
backgrounds represented in the gallery and museum sector. 

b. My outlook has changed slightly. Although I still view cultural pluralism as an 
engagement of various communities and defies the single homogenized group, I 
also understand that these engagements represent a multitude of viewpoints 
within the cultures. The word pluralism is defined as multi-viewpoints and one 
must see all aspects of a culture in order to understand that culture.  

For example, in reference to my project "Past Stories, Present Sense", the Asian 
identity and its history in Canada are explored in various narratives. Even the 
perspective of the Chinese railroad worker during the building of the Canadian 
Pacific Railway and its effects on the culture are different as explored in the work 
by David Cheung and Morris Lum. The single homogenized group is self-serving 
meaning it only defines and benefits one group. That can also be said when one 
sees a culture in one homogenized perspective rather than in multiple viewpoints.  

I feel confident that I can accelerate cultural pluralism. I have included this in my 
programming and have strongly advised my organization Open Studio to include 
it in their programming. It resulted in a number of exhibitions and programs in 
2015 that included artists of diverse backgrounds and to deconstruct the implicit 
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structures of power in art institutions around race, class, gender, religion, sexual 
orientation which keeps people in certain subject position out of certain 
professional activities. 

d. The programmatic schedule is still in development but the broad topics 
covered will be the geography of learning, the state of education, and art and 
pedagogy. I will be able to learn more about other organizations and individuals 
in the global context and how they engage with accessibility and diversity and I 
now think differently and in a diverse manner about life under Western European 
society. It means recognizing that Western Europe is not the natural or obvious 
paradigm for human life. 

f. Cultural pluralism for me is inclusivity, a space/ culture where multiple identities, 
histories and subjectivities are respected and acknowledged. Where we 
understand the importance of Indigenous knowledge systems and the ongoing 
colonial structures we navigate and function in on an ongoing basis. Cultural 
pluralism is initiating a process of cultural decolonization for me. The strategies 
and cultures are always changing and shifting and is context specific. Therefore 
there can never be one model that fits all. 

 That said, lately, I have been trying to think through very carefully, the embedded 
structures of discrimination that reside within museums. Dismantling and de- 
colonizing deep routed hierarchies will take concerted and coordinated efforts, 
patience and endurance. We need to build solidarity among culturally diverse, 
Indigenous and settler practitioners in order to mobilize this process. 

I have had to work very hard and overcome many barriers in my gallery to 
develop my program and consistently integrate culturally diverse and Indigenous 
subjectivities into the museum. The barriers have been multiple and diverse: First, 
I am the first culturally diverse employee at the gallery in a curatorial position, 
and my colleagues weren’t used to seeing a person like me in this role. Being a 
young woman of colour, various staff, audience members folks in and outside of 
the arts community have challenged my skills and abilities. Of course there have 
been wonderful supporters within the institution in which I work and outside in the 
community. These folks understood the ethos of my work and encouraged me to 
continue. While the support of the Director is crucial in making changes, so is the 
support of the Board of Directors. Education Department is a key area, as it is at 
the heart of the systemic hierarchies that exist in art museums. Challenging these 
pre-exisintg paradigms requires institutional support and understanding at all 
levels. I am confident that I can make these changes, if I am given the 
opportunity and authority to do so. 

f. Cultural pluralism means including multiple identities and voices in every aspect 
of gallery operations, be it hiring, programming, or planning.  This special activity 
introduced me to scholars working on South Asian art history and Islamic art 
history. 

g. I feel that the mentoree-mentorship partnership between I was engaged in 
developed very positively over the year given the projects we had the opportunity 
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to develop and see through to fruition. As I stated from my initial objectives, I am 
interested in building on critical discourse for culturally diverse artists in Canada. 
I worked with the mentoree’s organization to curate an exhibition of Toronto-
based portrait photographers for an annual program to support emerging 
practitioners of African/Caribbean heritage. The show presented the work of six 
artists at Project Gallery in Toronto during February/March 2015. We produced a 
36-page catalogue that featured interpretive essays by myself and my mentoree 
with an independent curator and noted academic. The development of the 
exhibition in a professional gallery space was helpful to the artists (who learned 
about professional framing their pieces, broadening their networks, how to price 
works, marketing, installation) as well as the gallery’s team (administration, 
designers, Board) which helped to clarify the goals of the program. We also had 
a chance to review the jurying process and evaluations as well as thematics for 
the upcoming year. Recognizing the importance of encouraging this mentorship 
process, I will be continuing to work with the gallery, as a mentor with next year's 
curator for this program. We will encourage further professional development for 
the curator, designers and artists in this program to encourage leadership skill 
building. My mentoree and I both attended the Venice Biennale (which featured 
an unprecedented number of African artists) and was organized by Executive 
Director Okwui Enwezor whose work is focused on building presence for African 
artists internationally, so our presence at the Biennale was significant as it 
provided a powerful example of artists, institutions and curators working together 
to present innovative and socially-engaged work on a global scale. It gave us the 
opportunity to meet and network with international artists and curators as well as 
view and discuss contemporary art works that are in line with our curatorial and 
directorial objectives, aesthetically and content-wise. Our attendance at the Black 
Portraitures conference in Florence, Italy in May was highly successful. One of 
the artists who were in the exhibition I noted earlier presented her work as part of 
one of the panels that dealt with the Black female body in Canada. After the 
presentations, we were able to have an international exchange with conference 
participants on issues related to art and Black portraiture in Canada. The four-
day conference organized by New York University brought leaders in the field of 
art and academia related to the Black image in contemporary and historical art.. 
We are positive that our connections in Italy will lead to further projects for Nia as 
well as for Third Space Art Projects.  

h. The focus of my curatorial practice has been on collaborative multi-disciplinary 
art projects that explore the impact of African and African diasporic cultures on 
the evolving geography of global contemporary art. I am particularly interested in 
the cultural production of artists who explore the language of Modernism as a 
tool to explore and assert their identities. I am also interested in the ways that 
globalisation and movement (migration, exile and diaspora) affect contemporary 
cultures in local contexts. For me, pluralism allows for cultural and ethnic groups 
to define representations on their own terms within the larger mainstream. 
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i. Being inclusive and respectful of the importance and relevance of recognizing 
each different culture, what the art conveyed means to them and the identity of 
their respective nations and how best in art gallery management to be inclusive 
and culturally diversive in engaging these artists."Have your outlook on this term 
change? 

j. The Pipestone carving project is a very important Traditional Knowledge based 
Skill that has not only a direct effect on the youth and teacher sharing and 
exchanging knowledge, it is also upholding a ceremonial way for life for the 
indigneous cultures. The pipe is considered a sacred item used in the healing of 
our people and used extensively in ceremony. We have identified it as an art 
form, as it is a stunning piece of craftmanship, however it is just so much more 
than art.  

Our original plan was that we would bring Pipestone youth to this area during the 
Pan Am games, Planet Indigneous and try to incorporate the teachings not only 
for the mentorship program and Woodlands Cultural Centre but they would also 
have access to local Native communities and partake in larger cultural events 
around the region. Participants would have an opportunity to learn the teachings 
and techniques of "How to carve your pipestone" and would be given Teachings 
of the Sacred Chanupa the Pipe, Our role and responsibilities, the drum and 
ceremony. We also coordinated with several community organizations that were 
interested in hosting this group in their community.  

I arranged with BlackWolf Hart and Leo Gunner Baker to be the facilitators and 
they would bring Native youth to accompany them, bring some actual pipestone 
and their Big drum and visit area youth groups partnering the Native pipestone 
carvers from Pipestone, South Dakota and Pine Ridge to this tradtional territory 
and both area youth and the carvers would meet, participate in the workshops 
and in turn lead to the transfer of knowledge.  

We scheduled these workshops to take place in the first two weeks of May 
however due to planning and coordination effort, they came for 2nd week in July.  

As a result we hosted a two day workshop during the PAN AM Games in which 
Native youth had an interactive opportunity to sit at the drum, carve Soapstone 
(We did not have enough PIPESTONE to cover all youth) and listen to two 
pipestone carvers and watch them as they began sawing, shaping and sanding 
the beautiful pipestone pieces with area youth, both male and female. Each 
youth also carved a replica peice of stone and began learning the healing art of 
carving their own pipe.  

K. My mentorship has been really productive. My mentor gave me coaching as I 
was preparing for the interview at my organization. I have volunteered on their 
public procession: Ring of Fire as part of the Toronto 2015 Para-Pan Am games 
opening ceremony. This led to the exhibition of Marlon Griffiths: Symbols of 
Endurance, which revolutionized the gallery's installation practices, considering 
the diverse perspectives of accessibility needs and requirements. These are new 
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standards by the gallery and I was able to be a part of that conversation during 
one of the installation days. I have been meeting with my mentor and her 
gallery’s staff and artists at least monthly to discuss the conceptualism of the 
Winter 2016 Centre for Incidental Activisms exhibition, which has taught me a lot 
about working together and negotiating complex relationships with artists, the 
gallery, and the academic institution.  

4.2 Systemic Issues 
 

This OAAG project had quite an ambitious objective that was concerned with both 
providing the one-on-one education typical of mentorships while, at the same time, 
seeking to have an impact on the gallery work of mentors/mentorees and, through this, 
the public art gallery as a sector.  The traditional approach was quite successful as the 
exchanges between mentors and mentorees were reported as beneficial to both sides.  
 
However, there were several challenges noted about having an impact regarding 
pluralism on specific galleries and the public art gallery sector.  These concerns were: 
 

ü As someone who has recently made the switch to pursue an independent 
practice, I've struggled with keeping motivated and focused and the mentorship 
has played a large role in helping me stay connected. I still struggle to take 
charge of it, but it's really an incredible opportunity to carve a meaningful space 
to reflect and grow as a cultural producer and to have support.  

ü My concern or outlook has changed as to the viablity of inclusion when the 
majority of institutions are dependant upon a Eurocentric model of funding 
perameters, and not full understanding of the IMPORTANCE of the oppressed 
cultures. WE HAVE TO TELL OUR OWN STORIES!!!! 

ü With a larger budget and opportunity to showcase this workshop as a visiting art 
program, we really see the potential to engage and include Traditional art forms 
into mainstream institutions. This breaks down barriers and possible 
understanding of the importance and significance of Native culture and the need 
to present it in its authenticity and cultural knowledge base, not simply an artifact 
or object to be shown without the proper knowledge or history of each item. One 
of the biggest outcomes as well was the HEALING that happened within the 
youth who participated and even the youth that didn’t attend. They know that the 
work they do has value and we look forward to continuing this program and are 
currently seeking funding to support the initiative. 

ü One of the main obstacles to this program was youth suicide. The Pine ridge 
youth had a starting class of 36 kids in the school system. By Grade 12 
graduation they had lost 19 youth to suicide. The two main youth I was 
coordinating with, under the guidance of Black wolf and Leo, were struggling with 
the loss of so many of their colleagues. Due to family issues, and the trauma, 
they had endured, we felt it better to do some healing work within the community 
and perhaps, try to coordinate on a larger scale at a later time. Unfortunately all 
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the youth expected did not travel to share knowledge, and we did have 
approximately ten youth attend for the two days.  

ü Culture is a difficult word to define. For me, it is the accumulation of lived 
experience, blood memory, inherited social and spatial histories of an individual. 
These aspects can be informed by intersecting attributes such as, gender 
identities, ability, body, sexual orientation, racialization, socioeconomic status, 
politics and religious/spiritual affiliation. Thus, cultural pluralism is the critical 
inclusion of these intersectional identities, in a practice that address structural 
inequalities and power asymmetries with the objective of critiquing 
institutionalized discrimination and to restore equity. I feel there is some 
incongruence with my comfort in engaging with cultural pluralism personally and 
the work experience needed to help people at different points of their journey in 
understanding cultural pluralism also become invested.  

ü The time was limited and systemic and sectoral change requires more to be 
successful.  While this project was a start in that direction, it is only that as the 
project would be better if there were more opportunities for networking with other 
mentors/mentorees would have been helpful for sharing information and 
strategizing on systemic and sectoral change; 

ü The funding for mentor/mentoree initiatives was very limited and made choosing 
shared projects a real challenge.  Also, the concept of pluralism seems to be 
ever-expanding in order to provide a truly inclusive approach to such projects.  It 
also challenges us to consider such issues as decolonization and the degree of 
oppression that is not the same for various groups.  We need more time to 
understand this and to have some ideas about strategies to address this; 

ü It will be difficult in some cases to take the learning from this project into the 
galleries some are working in.  Since the application process was focused on 
individuals, most participants did not inform their organizations about it nor did 
they invite their organizations to support the desired outcomes of engaging in 
pluralistic activities; 

ü Some galleries have a focus in place on pluralism as a day-to-day practice and 
some do not. This project might have been improved with more sharing from 
galleries that are doing work in this area and how the individuals doing this work 
have done so; 

ü There is such a broad terrain in terms of pluralism and aesthetic criteria.  So 
many artists who can be considered as working in this vein are very different and 
you cannot apply the same lens to such diverse work.  This is a challenge and 
we need to discuss more the challenges of homogeneity and heterogeneity, 
particularly within specific communities.  For example, Asians and Blacks come 
from all around the world and are influenced by many different cultures so it’s not 
possible to state that there is a uniform essentialist aesthetic in these and other 
communities; 
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ü Clear benchmarks would be helpful to set at the project’s outset regarding 
pluralism and what participants might do to support this in the project.  Also, 
some of the mentors have been doing extensive work to engage pluralism in their 
galleries; however, this project did not provide sufficient time to share how this 
work was done, the challenges and successes these individuals have made, and 
how these might be adapted to other settings; and 

ü It would be helpful to have more time to focus on bridging the roles of curator and 
institutional values around pluralism in order to see how to be successful in 
connecting the curatorial and artists roles to bring about systemic and sectoral 
change. 

 
4.3  Possibilities for the Sector 

 
Given the potential of this project and the concerns expressed immediately above, 
OAAG may wish to consider the following steps to support this group of project 
participants and to plan for another such project. 
 

1. Is there a networking future here?  Most project participants were interested in 
learning from each other both to broaden their knowledge and to establish 
connections to like-minded individuals. These two concerns are critical to 
maintaining momentum to this project’s outcomes and to having a potential 
impact on the public gallery sector.  However, to address this, OAAG would 
either need to seek more funding to develop and sustain such a network which 
would mean bringing these individuals together a number of times during the 
year. 
 

2. How might this advance Indigenous and culturally diverse forms of 
expression?  Since this project was aimed at advancing pluralism in the public 
art sector, most project participants were engaged in projects that highlighted 
Indigenous and culturally diverse arts practices, standards and histories.  These 
interests were done in full knowledge of the direct challenge to the current 
predominantly Eurocentric frameworks of public art galleries and, while each 
project participant was interested/engaged in promoting pluralism, the sector 
might be better engaged with OAAG leadership articulating/advocating these 
concerns to its public art gallery membership and to teaching institutions. 
 

3. Engaging public art galleries.  Some project participants expressed feeling 
isolated in their work and wondered how this project would be communicated 
across the public art gallery sector, especially to boards of participating 
individuals/organizations.  It was noted that real change happens when 
organizations begin to take up the concerns of Indigenous and culturally diverse 
artists and curators.  As such, it may make sense for OAAG to provide 
communications, workshops, roundtables, forums, exhibits that engage public art 
gallery decision-makers that support the goals of pluralism and, through this, 
empower project participants to engage these galleries in advancing this issue. 

 
4. Establishing another cohort.  While it is realized that this project is time limited, 

it may be useful for OAAG to establish this as an ongoing program so that new 
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cohorts can be engaged and, thereby, increase the number of 
mentors/mentorees that would expand the network and provide an ongoing 
forum to engage the sector in this important change work. 

 
5. Conclusions 

 
Clearly, this was a very significant project whose ambitions were to advance cultural 
pluralism in the public art gallery sector and to do so by empowering a select group of 
individuals to engage in specific projects and to share their learning with each other.  
The commitment, energy, challenges, successes and insights gained through this 
project by its participants, OAAG staff and the two consultants were immeasurable and 
are a great harbinger for growth. 
 
Aside from providing support to project participants as they move on, OAAG has begun 
something that is vital to the sector and would be best followed up on as noted in the 
section immediately above.  The most significant element of this project was that it 
moved beyond traditional notions of mentorship – i.e., one-on-one professional 
development – to a focus on sectoral change; however, as noted above, this was not a 
major component of the project’s communications, outreach and engagement of the 
public art galleries in Ontario who belong to OAAG. 
 
   
 
 


