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MESSAGE FROM THE PRESIDENT

What a season it has been - my first 
season in the role of board president 
following Alfiya Battalova’s outstanding 
leadership.

The pandemic caused a major shift to 
happen within RW. But work continued 
- the board successfully recruited and 
hired a new Artistic Director, Tomas 
Mureika, who joined us in March. His 
transition has been fast and furious 
as he jumped right in to get to know 
the organization, the staff and the 
community. Welcome Tomas! 

I also want to take a moment to 
acknowledge and thank Rena Cohen, 
the outgoing AD, for her dedication and 
contributions to RW and her ongoing 
allyship with the disability community.
Many thanks also to our MD, Cadence 
Konopaki, who has had to pivot 
quickly during time to find new ways 
of budgeting, offering programing and working with our great staff to move RW 
forward and plan for the future. 

Big thanks to the board. We welcomed in three new members for a solid eight, four 
of which live with disability. 

With pride, I share some season highlights: 

The online creation of GIMPY: A New Musical written by Kirsten Kirsch, our 
Playwright-in-Residence, was a nine month journey of script development. 
Originally created for stage, the pivot to an online musical was a great success!

Wheel Voices: Tune In! was another successful online showcase that was streamed 
after the original was cancelled. There was a total of four online showings, two for 
the ACCESS Festival. 

Image description: A black and white photo of 
Amy Amantea smiling at the camera. 

•

•
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Respectfully Submitted,
Amy Amantea,
Realwheels Board President 

Disability Tour Bus – a site specific is still in the script development process – but is 
moving forward. 

Playwriting Circle – also transitioned online with 10 playwrights over 10 sessions, 
culminating in a public sharing performed by three professional actors. 

The Realwheels Academy, a three-year acting program for PwD’s had staff 
members Michele and Ava taking the reigns to spread the word to the community 
through an open house and a national media campaign – but all this hard work 
paid off! 

The launch recently took place at the BMO Theatre – where the academy will 
be using space for their learning (Thank you to Bard on the Beach for providing 
space). Under the facilitation of fantastic teaching artists, our 11 students will learn 
the skills and tools that are essential to every actor. 

I have been so excited to share in this work! We have been a busy organization, 
navigating through tough times in our industry and finding unique ways to remain 
creative and chase our goals. This work could not have been done without the 
teamwork that exists within Realwheels and the commitment to what we do and why 
we do it. 

Thank you to the staff, board and the community for your patience, hard work, 
understanding and willingness to roll with the punches as we all learned together 
how best to survive the global pandemic and remain connected as a community. As 
we embark on a post COVID-19 world, I look forward to seeing how Realwheels can 
take what we have learned and move forward with increased accessibility and the 
possibility of a hybrid approach to our programming.

MESSAGE FROM THE PRESIDENT

•

•

•
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MESSAGE FROM THE ARTISTIC DIRECTOR

Serving as an incoming Artistic Director 
of a theatre company is very much 
like navigating a delicate tightrope 
balancing act. You have the challenges 
of building on the works of those who 
have come before while seamlessly 
transitioning into evolving the collectiive 
in new and excitingly bold directions.

This task is made much easier when you 
find you have in fact been invited into a 
family – a company of caring, talented 
and passionate artists dedicated to 
their craft and to our community. This 
is what Realwheels is – one of the most 
generous, gifted and giving collections 
of people I have ever been fortunate 
enough to encounter. There is a reason 
the company has been thriving for nearly 
20 years now. 

Realwheels is in a state of growth 
and transition right now, one largely 
reflected by our change in artistic 
leadership, with our esteemed Board 
of Directors conducting an intensive and comprehensive search for a new Artistic 
Director with a fresh vision to shepherd this truly unique theatre company through its 
current evolution and expansion. 

The Board felt it important for Realwheels’ growth and for its mandate for the 
company to have artistic leadership from someone who not only had the experience 
and knowledge required to serve as Artistic Director, but also to be someone who 
understood the lived experience of disability on a daily basis. I find myself honored 
to have been chosen for this fantastic opportunity, having had my four decades 
of eclectically diverse work in the theatre, film and music industries unexpectedly 
altered by an early-onset Parkinson’s diagnosis eight years ago. Though I did not 
know it at the time, this life-changing paradigm shift in my personal and artistic 
journeys has actually proven itself ultimately to be a genuinely invaluable calling, 
steering me to the extremely rewarding chance to guide this unparalleled company, 
building on its historic past, nurturing its unique present and leading to our bold and 
unforgettable future.

Image description: A black and white photo of 
Tomas Mureika smiling at the camera.
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MESSAGE FROM THE ARTISTIC DIRECTOR

In keeping with our philosophy of total integration and diversity (creating an artistic 
world both on- and off-stage that reflects and accurately represents the one in 
which we all live), Realwheels is now led by an A.D. living with disability and a 
Managing Director, Cadence Konopaki, who is able-bodied. Cadence and I work 
very synergistically and have already put together an ambitious three-season plan 
for the company that reflects our goals for the growth and equity-seeking radical 
acceptance and inclusion that we foresee in our forward-thinking artistic journeys 
and brave new directions yet to come.

Our vision for Realwheels is to continue to break down barriers for our community 
and for expectations of what Realwheels Theatre is capable of imagining and 
producing – to be unforgettable and ultimately considered in a class by itself… 
Breaking down societal, systemic and artistic barriers, as my being named A.D. for 
this wonderfully one-of-a-kind company broke down my own personal perceived 
limitations from my own disability. Ambitious…? Certainly! Achievable…? Absolutely! 
Without doubt… and with unlimited belief!

I am grateful to have been so warmly welcomed into the Realwheels family and 
promise to do my best to serve, grow and empower our community and our 
programming in ways that make you think, make you laugh, make you cry, make you 
think, make you feel… long after the lights have faded to black. 
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MESSAGE FROM THE MANAGING DIRECTOR

Over the past year, Realwheels has 
found itself discovering new solutions 
to unique and unexpected challenges, 
persevering through a global pandemic, 
and adapting on the fly.  We are 
fortunate to be in ‘growth mode’ and 
we continue to make strides in areas 
of fundraising, human resources, 
administrative and fiscal management.

We are grateful to our funders for 
their continued support. Realwheels 
continues to have  strong relationships 
with  them and appreciate their flexibility 
as outcomes and projects change from 
conception to execution due to the 
pandemic.

By bringing onboard more staff support, 
we were able to put more time and 
effort into fundraising. Consequently, 
Realwheels received new donations 
from private family foundations. We also 
had a successful private donor campaign 
in December 2020, receiving over $4040 
in support due to the generous contribution of a matching donor. We look forward to 
continuing to focus on this area as an important part of our growth.

With the oversight of the Board of Directors,  Realwheels  has been developing more 
policies and procedures as we continue to expand our programming. This past year, 
we implemented an Anti-Harassment Policy and Procedure and also worked with 
legal advice and assistance to restructure our contracts for staff and freelancers.

Image description: A black and white photo of 
Cadence Konopaki wearing glasses and smiling at 
the camera. 
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MESSAGE FROM THE MANAGING DIRECTOR

Amongst the many projects we had over the last year, the preparation for the launch 
of the Acting Academy in September 2021 was operationally the largest. From a 
national marketing campaign, to building partnerships within the community, to 
supporting students in their application process, to having professional Canadian 
actors living with disability inform and advise on each piece of the project; the 
creation of a brand new, ground-breaking professional actor training program for 
individuals living with disability is no small feat. We are so grateful to have had 
Michele Fontana as our Acting Academy Manager to oversee this work; we could not 
have done it without him.

We also welcomed Connie Laalo to the team as our Assistant Arts Administrator and 
were excited to receive funding from Canada Summer Jobs placements to hire Ava 
Lanoway as our Program Assistant for the Academy. Both of these individuals brought 
a wealth of talent to their roles and added so much to Realwheels.

One of the largest changes of the  past year was the change in artistic leadership. I’m 
grateful  to have worked with Rena, who provided me with a firm foundation within 
Realwheels; she has truly left behind a legacy. Likewise, I look forward to continuing 
to work with Tomas and am excited to see the artistic projects we will produce 
through his vision.

The past two years have not been easy for anyone. I’m grateful to work in a sector and 
with individuals who’ve embraced uncertainty, creativity and innovation. 

“Life beats down and crushes the soul, and art reminds you that you have one.” 
- Stella Adler

Onwards!
Cadence Konopaki
Managing Director
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DISABILITY TOUR BUS

We are developing a new project entitled Disability Tour Bus, inspired by the stories 
shared by artists in our community about their experiences navigating the city as 
persons with disabilities.  

Our intention is for Disability Tour Bus to be immersive and site-specific, revealing 
the culturally able-ist urban infrastructure - both physical and attitudinal - 
encountered daily by persons with disabilities.  Society has a general tendency to 
repress the embodiment of difference; this project will celebrate difference, and 
advocate for it!

A team of five collaborators are working on a combination of live monologues, 
scenes, recorded stories, direct interaction with the urban environment, 
performances on location, and a measure of ‘intentional serendipity’. Throughout 
2020/21 they continued to meet regularly online to develop the research, begin 
writing scenes, as well as record several podcasts to be used in the final iteration of 
the project (scheduled for our 2022/23 season). 

Writer/Co-Creator: Amy Amantea 

Writer/Co-Creator: Emily Grace Brook 

Writer/Co-Creator: Rena Cohen 

Writer/Co-Creator: Andrew Laurenson 

Writer/Co-Creator: Caspar Ryan 

Academic Dramaturgy: Alfiya Battalova 

Sound & Podcast Tech: Kimit Sekhon 

CREATIVE & PRODUCTION TEAM
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PLAYWRITING CIRCLE

The first Playwriting Circle project arose in 2019 from our experiences creating 
and producing professional and community-based theatre based on the disability 
experience. We know first hand that playwrights have the capacity to drill into 
the depths of human emotion – into the poetry, authenticity and raw truth of life, 
and so doing can capture our imaginations, entertain us, and change perceptions 
of disability. Unfortunately, the voices of playwrights with disabilities are mostly 
absent from our cultural platforms. Our Playwriting Circle develops these voices by 
nurturing the skill set and creativity of emerging writers with disabilities.

In 2020 we moved the third iteration of this project online due to the pandemic. This 
allowed for us to welcome participants from across Canada and, facilitated by Liesl 
Lafferty, nine emerging playwrights met for 10 weeks to develop their scripts and 
improve their understanding of playwriting. This culminated with approximately 50 
virtual audience members joining us for readings of selected portions of each scripts.

Facilitator/Dramaturge: Liesl Lafferty

Volunteer: Sunny Rothschild

STAFF

Emily Brook

Sivert Das

Monica Gartner

Kristy Kassie

Laura Mackenrot

Seely Quest

Caspar Ryan

Robyn Vivian

W’Ren

PLAYWRIGHTS

Prince Amponsah

Krystle Dos Santos

Debbie Patterson

READERS
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GIMPY: A NEW MUSICAL

In late 2019 Realwheels launched a nine-month Playwright-in-Residence program, 
made available to emerging to mid-career playwrights with disabilities. We invited 
submissions from across Canada for theatre-based projects at various stages of 
development. We received 11 submissions, and upon establishing a matrix of criteria 
and blindly vetting each one, our integrated Selection Committee (PWD and able-
bodied) chose Toronto-based, first-time playwright Kirsten Kirsch. We awarded 
Kirsten a $7000 cash prize and customized dramaturgical support to develop her 
play, GIMPY: A New Musical.  We also granted Encouragement Awards to two 
finalists, Yousef Kadoura and Mugabi Byenkya, awarding them $250 each.

The nine-month residency began February 2020 when we flew Kirsten to Vancouver 
to launch a week of intensive play development sessions with two play development 
consultants and Realwheels’ AD Rena Cohen. We gained much value (especially 
in retrospect) from gathering in person around a table to explore fundamentals 
questions about the script.

With the onset of the pandemic in March 2020, we shifted to Zoom (online) play 
development sessions every 2-3 weeks. We devoted the next nine months to 
coaching and dramaturgical support from three different Canadian playwrights. 
Script work continued to a deadline of Nov 1, 2020.  

In November we launched rehearsals for a virtual reading, collaborating with musical 
director Caitriona Murphy, and sound designer/technical director Kimit Sekhon. We 
undertook an intensive recording and video editing process, and on November 25, 
2020, we hosted a live introduction, presented the pre-recorded play, and held a 
lively Q & A, all with ASL interpretation. Attendees tuned in from across Canada as 
well as from the US, totalling 79.  In February 2021 GIMPY: A New Musical was also 
presented by Vocal Eye with audio-description to an audience of blind and low-
sighted individuals from across North America.

Image description: A blue background with an illustrator of a light sign with the text “Gimy a new musical” 
and a circular photo of Kirsten Kirsch holding a microphone.
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GIMPY: A NEW MUSICAL

Kirsten Kirsch (Soren) 

Matt Ramer (Matthew) 

Krystle Dos Santos (Kirby) 

Mason Temple (Presley)

PERFORMERS

Book, Lyrics and Co-Composer: Kirsten Kirsch

Co-Composer & Musician: Darin Meilleur

Additional Lyrics & Co-Composer: Katie Berger

Director: Rena Cohen

Musical Director: Caitriona Murphy

Dramaturges: Rena Cohen, Liesl Lafferty 

Play Development: Susinn McFarlen, Lynna Goldhar Smith

Technical Director: Kimit Sekhon

Stage Manager: Michael Saunders

ASL Interpretation: ASL Inc.

CREATIVE & PRODUCTION TEAM

Image descriptions (from top to bottom): Black and white headshots 
of Kirsten Kirsch, Matt Ramer, Krystle Dos Santo, and Mason Temple.
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WHEEL VOICES: TUNE IN! 

Wheel Voices: Tune In! (WVTI) was the newest project under the Wheel Voices 
programming banner. Originally scheduled for production in May 2020, but 
postponed due to the pandemic, the show was a culmination of online rehearsals, 
innovation, and tenacity. The show was streamed online to over 150 people on May 
5 and 14th, 2021 with accessibility components including ASL, captioning and audio-
description from VocalEye. WVTI was also streamed as part of the ACCESS Festival in 
June 2021.

WVTI was a mashup of original scenes, rap, spoken word, and choral pieces. 
Featuring a cast of 14 Vancouver-based community artists, this virtual performance 
wove personal stories rooted in the disability experience with passionate anthemic 
scenes, and one hilarious comedic take on revenge fantasy. 

Music is a common language; it dissolves barriers and strengthens bonds between 
people from many walks of life. Realwheels performers came together in an online 
collaboration, demonstrating a range of talents across genres. WVTI was edgy, 
poignant, funny as hell, and full of heart. Audiences loved it and we’ve included some 
of the feedback we received during the show.

Image descriptions (from left to right, top to bottom): Image 1 - screencap of live show comments. 
Image 2 - Screencap of 4 performers with ASL interpreter. Image 3 - Illustration of an old box TV with show 
title in the centre. Image 4 - Screencap of entire cast. Image 5 - Screencap of live show comments. 
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WHEEL VOICES: TUNE IN! 

Amy Amantea

Mark Ash

Emily Grace Brook

Amelia Cooper

Kristy Kassie

Greg “Spokes” Labine

Sharon Liu

Laura Mackenrot

Caspar Ryan

Kristina Shelden

Dave Symington

Andrew Vallance

Brandon Wilkinson

*Jochen (Joe) Biertumpel

*James Brown 

*Contributed to earlier phase of WVTI

PERFORMERS

Facilitator: Shawn Macdonald 

Artistic Director: Rena Cohen 

Music Director: Caitriona Murphy 

Music Composition & Performance: Mark Ash 

Rap Composition & Performance: Greg Labine 

Lyric-Writing & Performance: Kristina Shelden 

Percussion (drums) & Performance: Dave Symington 

Stage Management & Technical Coordinator: Xin Xuan Song 

Video Editor & Sound Designer: Kimit Sekhon 

Production Assistant: Amanda Parafina 

Online Producer: Nathan Skillen 

Land Acknowledgement: Stephen Lytton 

ASL Interpretation: ASL Inc. 

Audio Description: VocalEye 

CREATIVE & PRODUCTION TEAM

Image description: headshots of entire cast with the 
show title and Realwheels logo in the bottom right.

Image description: Screencap of 9 performers 
during the show.

Image description: Screencap of interview after the 
show with performers and creative team members.
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ACTING ACADEMY

In 2020/21, Realwheels prepared for the launch of our Acting Academy, a unique 
professional training program that is specifically tailored to anybody that self-
identifies with the disability community. 

This program revolutionizes the approach to acting training, putting individuals 
unique skills and creativity centre stage. Our key value is “Radical Acceptance”, the 
idea that students are welcome for exactly who they are, and they can callenge and 
grow as an artist and human being through a customized curriculum.

The program runs over three years, with three core training modules offered 
each year: acting, voice, and movement. Participants will progressively explore 
and hone their skills, learning in a supportive and creative environment. A fourth 
module will be offered during the first two years, where participants will practice 
specific techniques (for example: storytelling or improvisation). During the summer, 
discussion panels will present key topics for the professional growth of the students 
(for example: casting, finding and selecting an agent). The last year will include an 
option to conclude training with a showcase presentation.

Image descriptions (from left to right, top to bottom): Image 1 - Students at orientation greeting instructor 
Shawn Macdonald. Image 2 - A promotional graphic with illustrations representing theatre and disability 
along with the text “Theatre for everybody Realwheels Acting Academy”. Image 3 - A bag of button pins with 
the same illustrations and text from image 2. Image 3 - Acting Academy Manager Michele Fontana speaking 
in front of students. Image 5 - A group of students sitting with their backs to the camera during orientation.
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ACTING ACADEMY

This completely free program reflects the needs, abilities, and range of experiences 
of our students. They will acquire creative, technical, and lifelong learning skills that 
will foster both professional and personal growth. The Realwheels Acting Academy 
will continue to evaluate our procedures, curriculum, and practices to best support 
the learning of our students. 

In the past year our instructors began exploring a curriculum in acting, voice, and 
movement designed in collaboration with PWD to train our students. With the 
support of partners like the National Theatre School of Canada, Touchstone Theatre, 
Ignite Talent Agency, and Bard on the Beach, our instructors will train our students 
professionally in an accessible environment. 

We also conducted a national marketing campaign to reach as many candidates as 
possible. Over 50 people responded to our (virtual) Open House and at the end of 
the day, following a jurying process by a combination of artists and PWD, 11 students 
representing a range of ages, disabilities, gender-expressions, and racial identities 
were accepted into the Academy for launch in September 2021.

An important aspect of the Realwheels Acting Academy is the evaluation process 
to be completed by Carolyn Camman who began their work with us immediately. 
Their evaluation of the program’s effectiveness and changes of the sector’s 
perceptions and practices will help inform future arts training and the trajectory of 
the Realwheels Acting Academy. The knowledge gained from this program will be 
shared throughout and at the program’s end with hopes that the Realwheels Acting 
Academy will help break down systemic barriers in the performing arts sector.

Image description (from left to right): Image 1 - A student in a wheelchair speaking with Program Assistant 
Ava Lonaway at Academy launch event. Image 2 - Past and present artistic directors Rena Cohen, Tomas 
Mureika, and James Sander in front of an Academy poster. Image 3 - Stephen Lytton speaking at Academy 
launch event. 
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FINANCIALS

Realwheels has maintained a strong financial position despite the challenges of 
COVID-19. We are grateful to have ended 2020/21 with a small surplus following a 
slight deficit in 2019/20. The majority of our expenses continue to go towards artistic 
and production costs. Accessibility costs are a rising expense as we look at all areas 
of our work and assess it for access barriers. We are working hard to diversify our 
revenue sources and continue to make strides in that area by outreach to private 
foundations and donors.

Administration
(utilities, rent, 

insurance) 
12%

Programming 
and Production

Expenses
16%

Fundraising
2%

Marketing
9%

Access Support
(personal care workers, 

ASL interpreters)
1%

Administration 
Salaries and Fees

20%

Artistic Salaries 
and Fees

31%

EXPENSES

Municipal Grants 
6%

Provincial Grants 
31%

Federal Grants 
33%

In Kind 
2%

Private 
Foundations 

18%

Sponsorships 
5%

Individual Donations 
3%

Box Office and Investments 
2%

Municipal Grants 6%

Provincial Grants 31%

Federal Grants 33%

In Kind 2%

Private Foundations 17%

Sponsorships 5%

Individual Donations 3%

Box O�ce and Investments 2%

REVENUE



18

STAFF, BOARD & CONSULTANTS

Artistic Directors: Rena Cohen (to May 2021), Tomas Mureika (from May 2021)

Managing Director: Cadence Konopaki

Assistant Arts Administrator: Connie Laalo

Acting Academy Manager: Michele Fontana

Program Assistant - Education: Ava Lanoway

President : Amy Amantea

Treasurer: Isaac Wolfe 

Vice President: Leena Chen

Director: Amelia Copper

Director: Henriette Koning

Director: Maya Pankalla

Director: Patrick Pennefather

Director: Martin Thomson  

ASL Interpreting: Wavefront Centre 

Bookkeeper / Accountant: Quantum Accounting 

Copywriting/Editing: Anglia Redding 

Film Technology Advice: Anthony Lee 

Filmmaking & Editing: Violet Myles 

Graphic Design: Darby Arens 

Graphic Design: Helen Eady Creative 

Graphic Design: Tina Yi 

Legal Advice: David Kandestin 

Marketing Consultant: Lindsey Adams 

Marketing Consultants: The Social Agency

Publicist: Teresa Trovato

REALWHEELS STAFF

BOARD OF DIRECTORS

ADDITONAL CONSULTANTS / CONTRACTORS
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FUNDERS & SPONSORS 

DONORS

Patti Allan 

Amy Amantea 

Alfiya Battalova 

Halldor Bjarnason  

Ingeborg Brown  

Rena Cohen

Valerie Duma  

Mr. Ian Farthing 

Borja Fisher-Brown 

Monica Gartner 

Margo Kane 

Lisz Keallen 

Henriette Koning 

Greg Labine 

Shawn Macdonald 

Doug Mackenrot 

Laura Mackenrot 

Glenda Mindlin 

Meghan O’Neill 

Rick Parnell

Donations made in honour of 

Leslie Brown in honour of James Brown 

Peggi Cohen Rabinovitch in honour of Rena Cohen 

Sharon Kahn in honour of Rena Cohen 

Harold Kirsch in honour of Kirsten Kirsch 

Catherine Lee in honour of John McKerchar

Catherine Lee in honour of Linda Evans 

David Roche 

Alvin Schrader 

Dave Symington 

Terri Anne Taylor 

Keir Vallance 

Peeranut Visetsuth 

Dr. Elizabeth Vreede 

Jerry Wasserman 

Isaac Wolfe 

Realwheels would like to acknowledge those who made our journey in the process 
from creation to ‘live on stage’ attainable. 



Realwheels Society
780 SW Marine Drive

Vancouver, BC V6P 5Y7

realwheels.ca

https://www.instagram.com/realwheelstheatre/
https://twitter.com/Realwheels
https://www.facebook.com/RealwheelsTheatre
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCBug-M7MZ0PGNLuuV5g90UA

