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Making a Living 
in Disability Arts 
with Shay Erlich
Learning Toolkit

IMAGE DESCRIPTION: Shay grins. They are in their 30s and present as non-binary trans-masc. They have short brown hair cut close on the 
sides and longer on top. They have silver piercings in their eyebrow and nostril. They are seated in their rigid-frame manual wheelchair in front 
of an orange backdrop. The wheels have green spokes that match Shay’s polo shirt. 



The artsUNITE Leadership Masterclass Series brings artists from 
across disciplines to provide training and thought leadership on 
arts mentoring in Canada. The artsUNITE Leadership Masterclass 
Series is a virtual event series curated around trends that speak  
to a larger artist audience, with Canadian arts leaders and  
celebrities discussing emergent topics in Canadian arts. With 
courses offered annually across three years, the Leadership 
Masterclass Series will not only be a live streamed, hybrid event, 
but a consolidated library of knowledge that is free, evergreen 
and accessible. Ultimately, the Series aims to bring the appeal of 
a TED talk together with the value of a Masterclass, creating as it 
goes many digital assets, including a video for future learning, a 
podcast series, and a digital toolkit. The masterclasses aim to be 
training not just for emerging artists, but applicable to any artist at 
any stage of their career.

Throughout this Toolkit you will find information and resources that 
will assist you with your career goals, covering various approaches 
to the creative process, where to begin your artistic practice and 
how to develop your professional skills within the industry. 

2

What is the 
artsUNITE 
Masterclass 
Series?

Table of 
Contents

What is the artsUNITE Masterclass Series? 2

Meet our Masterclass artist: Shay Erlich 3

What is Disability Arts? Why is it important? 4

          1. What is “Disability Arts?” 4

          2. Why is Disability Arts important? 4

          3. How to create change as an artist or advocate 5

How to get started as an artist in Disability Arts 6

          1. Build a Resume 6

          2. Networking and Mentorship 6

Advice from Shay: Applying for Projects and Grants 7

          1. Applying for Grants: What to ask for and how 7

          2. Planning a Project, and Self-Advocacy 7

          3. Balancing Benefits and Income 8

LOVE and Boundaries 10

Additional Resources 11

Click here to check out
all our Masterclasses!

Learning Toolkit: Making a Living in Disability Arts with Shay ErlichartsUNITE / UNITÉ des arts LEADERSHIP MASTERCL ASS SERIES

IMAGE DESCRIPTION: Shay with their hands tucked under their chin is shown in the viewer of a camera. The camera is clear and the rest of 
the image, including Shay and the camera operator’s head is blurred. 

https://www.artscape.ca/artsunite-masterclass/


Meet our 
Masterclass 
Artist: 
Shay Erlich

Shay Erlich (they/them) is a disability justice world builder living in 
Tkaranto. Their work both creatively and professionally reimagines 
a disability-centered world where disabled people are empowered 
to love themselves and live free from stigma, shame, and ableism. 
Shay holds both a BA and MA in Child and Youth Care from Toronto 
Metropolitan University, and is an accomplished scholar on disability 
justice and Child and Youth Care practice. 

To read more about Shay, click here.

“In my own experience as 
an artist, I find myself really 
drawn to telling stories of 
an imagined near-future 
where disabled people get 
to make the rules of their 
own societies. Fully exploring 
what it would mean to be a 
disabled person in control  
of all of the policies and  
procedures, and the ways 
that the world works.  
Thinking about how would 
our world be different and 
how would we approach 
problem solving differently  
in this world”
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IMAGE DESCRIPTION: Shay, seated in their wheelchair, 
smiles broadly against a white background. Their hands 
grip their rims like they’re about to wheel backwards. 

https://www.artscape.ca/artsunite-masterclass/shay-erlich/


Disability arts is an artistic genre across all artistic disciplines that is led by disabled artists who are  
centering disabled people as the audience. One of its defining features is that access features are seen 
as an extension of the artistic experience and they are also a site of creative expression.

“It’s just this incredible world where all of these new futures are possible ...We really have the option of 
telling our stories for ourselves for some of the very first time.”

“It’s such a new and emerging discipline in art - there are so many stories of 
disability and it’s so new to give disabled artists the power to tell their own 
stories as opposed to the stories that other people imagine about disability. 
It’s a really powerful way of changing our understanding about what it means 
to be disabled in today’s world. What’s really important is finding the right 
medium to tell the story how it will have the greatest impact.”

How to make arts and spaces more accessible: 

• Write a play, design an exhibition, or create a performance that incor-
porates accessibility features as core elements to the experience for 
EVERYONE. Let the access features be a tool for storytelling! 

• Consider all the senses in anything you create and make sure there is 
an integral element that is geared toward each one, so that everyone 
can have a meaningful experience. 

• Observe and evaluate the spaces where you live, work, play, and create. 
Is it accessible to everyone? If not, what can be done to make  
meaningful change? It starts with YOU! 

• Get involved! Connect with others. Have open conversations. Be flexible, 
and be creative! 

What is Disability Arts? Why is it important?

1. What is “Disability Arts?”   

2. Why is Disability Arts important?  
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Shay explains the world of disability arts and how it impacts us all.

“As a human, 
what’s really 
important to 
me is finding 
the right  
medium to tell 
the story in 
the way that it 
is going to be 
seen and have 
the greatest 
impact”
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IMAGE DESCRIPTION: Shay is seated on the tan floor of a 
studio. They are wearing yellow bottoms and a taupe top. They 
are bent over their wheelchair, inspecting the axle. One wheel 
with purple spokes, detached from the chair, rests in their lap. 
The wheel remaining on the chair has bright green spokes. 



3. How to create change as an artist or advocate 
Art can be a really powerful tool to show people, because the 
juxtaposition is just so much stronger sometimes than it can 
be just through the written word alone, or through attempting 
to make changes on a policy or political level.

• Research! Be aware and active in disability benefits  
reform in your own city, province, and country. 

• Encourage and engage more artists with disabilities into 
opportunities, occupations, education, and projects. 
Make sure no one is being pushed out of an opportunity. 

• Always be considerate, adaptable, and an advocate for 
yourself and others. 

• Have conversations! Even when it’s tricky, ask and inform 
people about what is needed and you might be surprised 
at how willing people are to accommodate! 

“The social consciousness 
of what it means to be  
disabled has to change. 
We don’t see changes in 
policy without changing 
our social consciousness 
about who is disabled.” 
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IMAGE DESCRIPTION: Shay, wearing their green polo shirt looks off into the distance, laughing. Their hands rest on their wheelchair 
rims and to their right is a bright photography light. 



How to get started as an 
artist in Disability Arts 

“The biggest things about networking is 
being curious. People really respond well to 
curiosity. People are almost always willing 
to tell you something that they’re passionate 
about. And so if you approach it like that,  
you are going to learn so much. And you  
can really do a lot with just like a little bit  
of information.” 

1. Build a Resume 
 
A great way to see yourself as more professional, is to start  
building your resume! You likely have more experience than 
you realize. Shay says, “chances are good that you have  
probably already done a whole bunch of things that count!” 
So, what kinds of things can you include in your resume?

• Videos or images you’ve posted on social media like  
TikTok, Instagram, and Youtube 

• Volunteer experience 
• Community projects or performances 
• School projects and activities 
• Anything you’ve planned, performed, or participated in  

either solo or as part of a group 

And remember! An artists’ resume is different than a regular  
resume. So don’t worry about unrelated work experience, 
having a long work history, or any gaps.

2. Networking and Mentorship  
 
Networking and Mentorship can so intimidating! But, have 
no fear! Networking is really about being curious, asking 
questions, and sparking relationships with others.  
 
And mentorship can be individual or in a group situation!  
This is really about getting involved, starting conversations, 
learning, and sharing with others. 

Resume building, Networking, and Mentorship 
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IMAGE DESCRIPTION: Shay is fitting their wheel 
back onto their wheelchair axle. The bright 
purple of the wheel’s rims is in focus and Shay, 
seated behind the wheel is blurred.

IMAGE DESCRIPTION: Shay sits casually on the 
studio floor in their yellow leggings and taupe 
top. Their wheels with green spokes are clasped 
in their outstretched right hand. 

IMAGE DESCRIPTION: Shay has black straps 
across their thighs connecting them to their 
wheelchair for dance. They reach their left arm 
out straight in front of them and their right arm 
flares above and behind their head as they stare 
intensely to the right. 
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Advice from Shay: Applying 
for Projects and Grants 
Applying for a grant or planning your own project can put an artist in 
a real power position - it’s an opportunity to learn the ins and outs 
of the system from budgeting to implementation. Shay gives advice 
about important things to consider when taking on these projects 
and applications. 

1. Applying for Grants: What to ask for and how  
 
When applying for a grant, all artists need to keep a few important 
things in mind: 

• Create a realistic and all-encompassing budget and timeline. 

• Don’t be afraid to ask for the time and money you need! Grant 
review committees know how much a project can cost and how 
long it can take, so be sure to value your worth and your time. 

• Apply for grants, big AND small. As long as your project suits 
the grant, it is valid and worth applying for! 

• When applying for a small grant, Shay says, “Be realistic about 
what you can accomplish with small grants.” If your project 
can really be done with a small amount of funding and without 
unnecessary sacrifices, then go for it! Otherwise, adjust your 
project or apply for a bigger grant. 

• Utilize the resources available to you. For example, many arts 
councils offer “application support” to assist applicants who 
might have difficulty with the application process due to their 
disability.

• Ask questions! Reach out to the grant program officer for 
insight, both before applying and after if your proposal wasn’t 
accepted. This can help with any future applications.  

• Finally, be patient. If you don’t have success at first, continue 
to apply. Every grant, every year, and every committee can be 
different, so don’t give up! 

2. Planning a Project, and Self-Advocacy  
 
Whether planning a project that you are running yourself, or in  
collaboration with another artist or organization, or planning a project 
for grant application – while every project is different, there are some 
helpful tips for every scenario.  

Learning Toolkit: Making a Living in Disability Arts with Shay ErlichartsUNITE / UNITÉ des arts LEADERSHIP MASTERCL ASS SERIES

IMAGE DESCRIPTION: Shay is seated on the 
tan floor of a studio. They are wearing yellow 
bottoms and a taupe top. They are bent over 
their wheelchair, inspecting the axle. 

IMAGE DESCRIPTION: Shay is strapped into 
their wheelchair. They look to the right. Their 
right arm is extended in front of them at 
eye-level. Their left arm is bent, framing their 
head. Both hands are flexed, palms facing 
forward as if gently pushing something away. 
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“It puts you in a much 
stronger position when 
you are ready to start  
running your own  
programs and to start 
applying for your own 
funding, because you 
actually have a sense of 
how the system of funding 
works and what can be 
accomplished on certain 
amounts of money.”

IMPORTANT THINGS TO REMEMBER: 

1. Always pay yourself! Remember to include this in any 
project budget or application. 

2. Adapt your timeline, your budget, your needs, etc. to 
each project to ensure you are taking care of yourself 
and all involved. Remember that no two projects are the 
same, and what works for one situation might not work 
for another. So be sure to treat each project individually, 
and give the attention and care you need for yourself 
and any artists involved, and for the work.

3. Plan with precision. Utilize a work plan or work-back  
plan to keep your time, budget, and team members 
organized. 

4. Have patience with yourself and the processes. Every 
experience is a learning opportunity. 

3. Balancing Benefits and Income  

For an artist with a disability, there is often a unique challenge that requires paying attention to how much 
income you are earning or what type of funding you are receiving, and making sure that it doesn’t interfere 
with government benefits. 

To this, Shay offers the following advice: continued on next page >
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IMAGE DESCRIPTION: Shay is in their wheelchair, curved to the side, reaching for the bottom of their wheel. On Shay’s right and in the foreground a 
blurry camera viewer shows Shay’s image. 
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“A lot of disabled artists have in the back  
of their heads that they are relying on  
disability benefits to survive, and that  
shapes what kinds of opportunities they can 
or can’t say yes to, particularly early on in 
their artistic careers. Because it can actually 
be problematic for disabled artists to earn 
too much money right at the beginning. 

And so at the beginning of your career,  
especially when you know that you might 
not be able to earn enough money to survive 
off of the income that you’re generating, but 
that you might generate more income than 
it’s safe for you to earn off of your benefits 
without impacting them, it might be a really, 
really important thing to move more towards 
the opportunities that are honoraria based 
or that are less-paid opportunities, because 
they will allow you to have a solid foundation 
to move off of benefits in a safer way in the 
future. 

If that’s your goal, or if that’s never your goal, 
you may never be interested in doing things 
that have significant commercial appeal, 
because you know that that won’t be sus-
tainable for you. And that it is safer to have 
little bits of income here and there rather 
than something that is constant and steady 
and that you can live off of. So, every disabled 
person needs to know what the thresholds 
are on their own individual financial situation 
and make decisions based off of that.”   

< continued from previous page
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IMAGE DESCRIPTION: Shay in the studio. They’re leaning to one 
side, one hand raised to shoulder height in a snap, the other 
tucked close to their ribs, a look of satisfaction on their face. 



As an artist and as a human, boundaries are so important to how 
we take care of ourselves, others, and any creative work. And while 
we live in a world that really wants a “yes” from us so much of the 
time, Shay reminds us that it is okay to say “no” in order to honor 
your own boundaries. It is important that you feel good in the space 
you are in and in the work you are doing. 
 
By saying NO to something that isn’t right for you, you are saying 
YES to yourself, and showing yourself that you have value, and a 
right to feel good and to be happy. And when it comes down to it, 
our lives, our work, and our relationships are really about love. And 
first in that, is taking the time and care to love yourself.

So where do we go from here?  
 
Shay poses a great question, “How do I build a world where the only thing that I know about disability is 
love? Love for my body. Love for others, love for where everyone else is coming from. Love for being able to 
meet my needs and the needs of the folks around me. And how can we form relationships and communities 
that are grounded in true care and love and respect?”

 
Shay answers this question, and leaves with prompt to stay curious and start conversing: 

“We have to ask a lot of questions and we have to have a conversation and we have to 
remind people why it’s a conversation. And it can be really tricky and challenging to 
do, but I just encourage folks to not be afraid of that. If we approach it and come to the 
conversation with the understanding that everyone is there to be professional and that 
everyone is there to do their best, then we can usually find ways, human to human, to 
work together.” 

“I understand saying 
no to something as an 
act of love for myself, 
to say ‘I love my work 
when it’s done in an 
environment that is 
supportive to me. I feel 
great, I feel wonderful.” 
Why would I want to 
say yes to something 
that’s not going to be 
that?” 
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LOVE and Boundaries 
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IMAGE DESCRIPTION: Shay in their green polo shirt, looking off to the left. The pads of their fingers are pressed together in their lap and their 
mouth is open as if they are starting to answer a question. 



11

Language Guide / Terms to Know: 

Ableism: a system of assigning value to people’s bodies and minds based 
on societally constructed ideas of normalcy, productivity, desirability,  
intelligence, excellence and fitness. These constructed ideas are deeply 
rooted in eugenics, anti-Blackness, misogyny, colonialism, imperialism and 
capitalism. (Definition attributed to Talila a. Lewis)

Accessibility fund: provides supplementary funds – specific to the arts – to 
help remove barriers to accessibility

Application Support: funds to cover accessibility accommodations for  
applying for arts grants. They are used to cover services such as grant- 
writers, ASL interpreters, scribes etc.

Disability Arts: artistic practices and processes created by people with  
disabilities or with mental illness 

Honourarium: a token payment made to bestow recognition to an individual 
for services they perform, for which payment is not required 

Horizontal Mentorship: mentorship between individuals at the same level  
of training or experience that implicitly avoids a power dynamic, recognizing  
that regardless of training or experience both people bring something  
important to the dynamic, and that both are simultaneously mentored  
and mentoring.

PSW (Professional Support Worker): a professional who cares for people 
who are ill, elderly or need help with daily tasks

Work(back) plan: a formal road map for a project that clearly articulates the 
required steps to achieve a stated goal by setting demonstrable objectives 
and measurable deliverables that can be transformed into concrete actions

Additional 
Resources

”Ask yourself 
every day, what 
does it mean 
to love myself 
a little bit 
differently or a 
little bit more 
than I did the 
day before? 
See where 
that answer 
takes you.”

Resources & Helpful Info 
 
If you are in Toronto and you see an accessibility issue in a public space  
(i.e. a damaged curb that is disrupting accessibility crossing an intersection)  
Call 311 or visit toronto.ca/home/311-toronto-at-your-service

Canada Council / Canada Council for the Arts - canadacouncil.ca

Ontario Arts Council - arts.on.ca

British Columbia Arts Council - bcartscouncil.ca

Arts Nova Scotia - artsns.ca

Manitoba Arts Council - https://council.mb.ca

Newfoundland & Labrador Arts Council - artsnl.ca

CADA - cadaontario.wildapricot.org and cadawest.org

CARFAC (visual arts) - carfac.ca

ODSP - ontario.ca/page/ontario-disability-support-program

Shay Erlich
shayerlich.com
shayerlichconsulting.as.me/schedule.php
linktr.ee/ShayErlich

Twitter: @Shay_Erlich
Instagram: @shay.erlich
TikTok: @shay.erlich

artUNITE Leadership Masterclass Series
artscape.ca/artsunite-masterclass

Artscape
artscape.ca
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