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For over a decade The Old Vic has developed and 
delivered dynamic, relevant and responsive education 
and community projects that provide stimulating and 
bespoke opportunities for people from a diverse range 
of backgrounds.

Our renowned projects support schools, teachers and 
young people, offering high quality theatre and enrichment 
experiences. We do this through free theatre tickets  
to Old Vic productions, tailored learning experiences  
at the theatre, in the classroom and online, and innovative 
employability and training programmes.

Our social mission is woven into the fabric of The Old Vic 
and what we do. We champion creative approaches to social 
mobility, education and engagement, seeking to support 
people to be the best they can be.
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Curtain Up offers community groups in London the 
opportunity to see a main stage show at The Old Vic  
and take part in a pre-show workshop.

Curtain Up supports equality of access to the arts by working  
with groups of people who have never been to The Old Vic before,  
or who have never been to the theatre before. Through Curtain Up 
we are committed to removing barriers which may ordinarily exclude 
people from accessing theatre. This project is open to everyone  
aged eight and up. This year 364 people took part in Curtain Up,  
with participants ranging in age from 8–79 years old. At The Old Vic, 
we are motivated by the belief that engaging with the arts can enrich 
lives and expand horizons, and that encounters with theatre can  
act as a gateway into the arts for people from all backgrounds.  
 
The following organisations took part in Curtain Up in January 2020: 
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ARC Hounslow Drug  
and Alcohol Service 
Works with adults recovering  
from addiction, supporting them  
to move on in a positive direction.

Cambridge House 
Creative art-based opportunities 
for teenagers and young adults 
with moderate-to-severe learning 
disabilities, supporting them  
to engage with their peers and 
express themselves as artists.

Claremont Project 
Supports isolated older people 
aged 65–90 with opportunities  
to learn, experience and connect 
with others.

Code1 Community Group  
A new community group  
based in Tottenham comprised  
of parents and children from 
disadvantaged backgrounds.

Compass/Drive Forward 
Foundation  
A brand-new pilot project aimed  
at 13–14 year old children in care 
designed to expose participants  
to a range of opportunities, 
experiences and industries.

Eagle Recovery Project 
A volunteer peer support group for 
adults recovering from addiction.

Mosaic Clubhouse 
A charity which supports people 
who are living with a mental health 
condition in the London Borough 
of Lambeth through volunteering 
opportunities, access to education 
and employment.

North London SOBS  
(Survivors of Bereavement 
Through Suicide): A charitable 
organisation that exists to meet the 
needs and overcome the isolation 
experienced by people who have 
been bereaved by suicide.

Roots & Shoots 
Offers vocational training for 16–24 
year olds with mild-moderate 
special educational needs.

West London Welcome  
A free drop-in centre for refugees, 
asylum seekers, and migrants 
who have settled in the London 
Borough of Hammersmith.

5
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01            To reach community 
groups who face social 
or economic barriers  
to accessing cultural 
opportunities 

02            To provide a free, 
accessible and  
inclusive workshop  
for participants  
to develop their 
creativity, confidence 
and communication 
skills 

03            To provide participants 
with free and fully 
supported access  
to the theatre to attend  
a performance  
of A Christmas Carol
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01 TO REACH COMMUNITY GROUPS  
WHO FACE SOCIAL OR ECONOMIC 
BARRIERS TO ACCESSING CULTURAL 
OPPORTUNITIES

Curtain Up worked with community groups 
who would otherwise be unable to attend  
a production at The Old Vic due to social, 
economic or logistical barriers.

Applications to take part in the project  
were made through a simple online form 
available through our website. An email 
address and phone number was provided  
to offer assistance with the application 
process if required. 

Our aim through Curtain Up was to reach out 
to groups who had never visited The Old Vic  
or taken part in one of our projects before. 
94% of participants had never taken part  
in an Old Vic Education & Community project 
before. 75% of participants had never visited 
The Old Vic before and 15% had never 
experienced any theatre prior to taking part  
in the project.

The project was advertised on The Old Vic 
website, social media channels and through 
the theatre’s e-newsletter. Alongside this 
The Old Vic’s Education & Community team 
conducted targeted outreach to ensure 
that a wide number of groups heard about 
the opportunity. 60% of participants heard 
about the project as a result of direct 
communication from The Old Vic.

The Education & Community team targeted 
outreach at community groups working with 
refugees, young people in care, SEN groups, 
those recovering from drug and alcohol 
addiction, those recovering from mental 
health issues and organisations who work 
with isolated older people.  

These groups were identified because they 
all face a high proportion of social isolation 
and loneliness and would benefit most from 
taking part in this project.  
 
Loneliness is one of the UK’s biggest public 
health concerns. It has been shown to impact 
mental and physical health, impact mortality 
and has links to drug and alcohol addiction. 
According to research by the British Red 
Cross and the Co-op there are nine million 
adults in the UK who feel lonely on a regular 
basis. Action for Children have reported that 
43% of the children who use their service 
have experienced loneliness and research 
by Sense has found that 50% of disabled 
people experience loneliness daily.  
 
One in five care leavers feel lonely all or most 
of the time. Refugees and migrant workers 
face high levels of isolation and loneliness 
with an inability to speak English as one  
of the primary causes. 

The community groups we chose to work 
with face economic barriers to taking part  
in cultural activity. For example members  
of West London Welcome, a free drop-in 
centre for refugees, are either receiving 
benefits or have no financial support at all. 
42% of all project participants identified  
as being unemployed.

 
 ‘You are doing an amazing job opening up 
these experiences to people who would 
otherwise never have access to anything 
like this and it was very much appreciated’ 
Group Leader, ARC Hounslow
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Each group received a two-hour pre-show 
workshop before their visit to The Old Vic. 
The workshop was designed to be inclusive 
and accessible in response to the range  
of abilities and access requirements  
of the participating groups. The aims  
of the workshop were:

1. Have fun and work as an ensemble 
2.  To introduce the story, themes  

and characters of A Christmas Carol
3.  To retell the story of A Christmas Carol 

using basic drama techniques

Groups could choose to have the workshop 
either at their own venue or at The Old Vic 
Workrooms. Five groups opted to have their 
workshop at the Workrooms as they felt  
it would be beneficial for their members  
to travel to a new location and interact with 
new people. Although some of the groups 
who took part in the project were well 
established, participants did not know each 
other prior to taking part in the workshop. 
A primary focus was building relationships 
through ensemble working and fun drama 
games. 87% of participants agreed that 
taking part in the workshop had connected 
them with other people. Members of North 
London Survivors of Bereavement Through 
Suicide reported that they appreciated having 
the opportunity to socialise with each other 
outside of their main reason for meeting. 
 
 ‘It was really good to participate  
in this with a group of people that  
I know in a really different context  
— i.e. bereavement support’ 
Participant, North London Survivors  
of Bereavement through Suicide

02 TO PROVIDE A FREE, ACCESSIBLE 
AND INCLUSIVE WORKSHOP FOR 
PARTICIPANTS TO DEVELOP THEIR 
CREATIVITY, CONFIDENCE AND 
COMMUNICATION SKILLS
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For example with West London Welcome  
we worked with an Arabic translator  
and a Farsi translator.  
 
They received the workshop plan in advance 
and supported the facilitators to ensure that 
everyone was able to follow the exercises. 
The workshop was tailored to appeal  
to different types of learners with visual 
aids provided alongside verbal instructions. 
Facilitators modelled exercises so that those 
with no experience of drama could see what 
was required of them.

 ‘The communication between members  
of the group through mime, words  
[and] imaginative play was amazing’ 
Group Leader, West London Welcome

The workshop encouraged participants  
to develop and explore their creativity.  
Each exercise explored a different drama  
skill — physicality, vocal skills, character 
building and working as an ensemble.  
The workshop culminated with participants 
retelling the story of A Christmas Carol  
using the skills they had acquired throughout 
the workshop. This encouraged participants  
to take ownership of their own creative 
choices and boosted their confidence.  
The Great British Creativity Test reported  
that creativity has a powerful effect  
on wellbeing with creative activity  
reducing stress, aiding contemplation  
and building self-esteem and confidence.  
95% of participants felt that taking  
part in the workshop had a positive  
impact on their wellbeing. 94% of group 
leaders saw an increase in confidence  
in their group as a result of taking part  
in the workshop. 
 
 ‘Never done any acting. It made me very 
confident to try and I didn’t apologise  
for not being very good — I just did it’ 
Participant, Claremont Project

Although A Christmas Carol is a well-known 
and popular story not all participants had 
encountered it before. The Old Vic’s version 
featured complex dialogue which could have 
been a barrier for some younger participants 
or those who spoke English as a second 
language. The workshop introduced key 
characters and story beats to ensure that  
all participants would be able to follow  
the action.

  ‘They give me great idea about the story  
and I change my mind after the workshop.  
I want to meet Scrooge’ 
Participant, West London Welcome

Through the use of Forum Theatre  
techniques participants were able to explore 
the character of Scrooge and try to analyse 
his motivations. Many of the participants 
could relate to Scrooge’s struggle to connect 
with humanity and his traumatic childhood. 
The workshop provided a safe and supported 
environment to discuss these issues and 
explore how Scrooge could change  
his behaviour to create a more positive 
outcome for himself and others.

 ‘I was eavesdropping on a conversation 
where Scrooge was being analysed as 
being an addict (money), suffering from 
childhood trauma (neglect, physical abuse 
and emotional abuse) and was protecting 
himself by shutting others out and repelling 
people to protect himself from further 
emotional pain and feeling unworthy of 
love. The group made links to their own 
using and the behaviours they displayed. 
The facilitators did a fantastic job and really 
planted some seeds for thought’ 
Group Leader, ARC Hounslow

To ensure the workshop was accessible  
to all the Education & Community team 
worked closely with group leaders  
to tailor the workshop content to the  
access requirements of each group.  
 



1514

03 TO PROVIDE PARTICIPANTS WITH FREE 
AND FULLY SUPPORTED ACCESS TO THE 
THEATRE TO ATTEND A PERFORMANCE  
OF A CHRISTMAS CAROL

To ensure that the project was accessible  
to everyone weekday and weekend 
performances were offered. This included 
three access performances — audio 
described, captioned and a relaxed 
performance. West London Welcome 
attended the captioned performance  
as the majority of their members spoke  
English as a second language and they 
benefitted from being able to follow the  
text alongside the action. 

Compass/Drive Forward Foundation  
and Cambridge House attended the relaxed 
performance. Relaxed performances are 
specially designed for people that have  
an Autism Spectrum Condition, anxiety 
disorder, learning disability or for those 
who would benefit from a more informal 
environment. The audience is able to enter 
and exit as required, sound levels are reduced, 
and the lights are kept on in the auditorium, 
so it doesn’t get too dark. A visual story 
was created to run alongside the relaxed 
performance. This free booklet explained 
where everything could be found within  
the theatre and what would happen during  
the performance to alleviate any stress 
that might be felt before attending the 
performance. This resource was shared  
with all Curtain Up groups. 
 
 ‘I must say — I’m very impressed with  
the visual story’ ARC Hounslow

A travel bursary was offered to all participants 
to remove the economic or logistical barrier  
of attending the theatre. For example members 
of West London Welcome would not have 
been able to afford the cost of travel without 
this support.  

6% of participants had a physical impairment 
which meant that they were unable to use 
public transport and required a taxi service  
to take them to theatre and back home again.  
 
The Old Vic has recently undergone 
renovations improving physical access into 
the building and making the theatre’s foyer 
accessible for the first time in the theatre’s 
history. In addition the number of wheelchair 
accessible seats has grown from two  
to a maximum of 10, allowing more people  
to access the theatre. Eagle Recovery Project, 
Claremont Project, Mosaic Clubhouse and 
North London Survivors of Bereavement 
Through Suicide all had members with physical 
access requirements and benefited from  
the improvements made to the theatre.

1414 1515

Due to a small surplus we were also able  
to offer tickets to the performance to two 
groups who had applied to take part in the 
project but were unsuccessful in securing  
a place. This enabled 15 members of Carers’ 
Hub and 33 members of Lambeth Autism 
Group to watch A Christmas Carol.

 ‘Huge thank you for the free tickets  
to A Christmas Carol. All of the Lambeth 
Autism Group families who went had  
an absolute blast. The front of house  
support was also lovely and welcoming’
Group Leader, Lambeth Autism Group

 ‘I don’t know  
how to begin  
to thank you for 
enabling me to see  
A Christmas Carol 
yesterday.  
It was brilliant’ 
Participant, Claremont Project
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GENDER364 
people took part  
in Curtain Up

AGE

 1%  
Chinese 

 1%  
Indian  

4%  
Afro-Caribbean

 12%  
African

5%  
Caribbean

 1%  
Asian/White 

 

2%  
Black African/White

 10%  
Black Caribbean/White  

 

4%  
European  

 

3 1%  
English/Welsh/ 
Scottish/ Northern Irish 

4%  
Irish   

 

 14%  
Arab

 1%  
Latin American 

 

6%  
None of the above 

4%  
Prefer not to say 

94% 
had not taken part in 
an Old VicEducation  
& Community  
project before

55% 
identified as female

43%  
identified as male

 1%  
identified as non-binary   

 1%  
preferred not to say

 14%  
16–25  

4% 
0–8 

 13%  
9–15  

56%  
26–59   

 13%  
60–79   

ETHNICITY

DISABILITY

23%  
did not have  
a disability

30%  
of participants 

identified 
as a D/deaf 
or disabled 

person 

 19%  
participants 
had a learning 
difficulty

8%  
of participants 
had a mental 
health 
condition 

6%  
of participants 
had hearing 
loss 

2%  
of participants 

had another 
type of 

disability

6%  
of participants 
had a long 
term health 
condition 

6%  
of participants 
had a physical 
impairment

16
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BOROUGH

 18%  
Southwark

 17%  
Lambeth   

 1%  
Barking & Dagenham 

 5%  
Barnet 

3%  
Bromley

 1%  
Camden 

 1%  
Croydon  

 1%  
Ealing  

 

2%  
Enfield  

 

 15%  
Hammersmith & Fulham  

5%  
Haringey 

 1%  
Havering  

 

4%  
Hounslow  

6%  
Islington 

 1%  
Kensington & Chelsea  

 

3%  
Lewisham

 1%  
Tower Hamlets 

4%  
Waltham Forest 

8%  
Wandsworth  

 
 1%  
Westminster 

 

2%  
Not based in London 

EMPLOYMENT

EDUCATION

42%  
of participants 

were 
unemployed

 15%  
of participants 
were 
employed

24%  
of participants 

were in  
education or 

training

4%  
preferred  
not to say

6%  
of participants 
were  
self-employed

9%  
of participants 
were retired42+24+15+9+6+4A

33%  
of participants 

had a further 
or higher 

education

27%  
of participants  

had a 
postgraduate 

degree

 21%  
of participants 
had a secondary 
education

6%  
preferred  
not to say

13%  
of participants  
had another  
type  
of qualification33+27+21+13+6A3+97A 7+93A 19+81A

3%  
of participants 
identified as  
a migrant worker

7%  
of participants 
identified as an 
asylum seeker

 19%  
of participants 
identified  
as a refugee
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 100% 
of group leaders rated  
the workshop content  
as ‘Very Good’ to ‘Excellent’

WORKSHOP FIVE WAYS TO WELLBEING

87%  
of participants agreed 
that taking part in the 
workshop had connected 
them with other people

86% 

of participants agreed  
that they felt valued  
and appreciated during 
the workshop

84%  

of participants agreed 
that taking part in the 
workshop had taught 
them something new

82% 

of participants  
agreed that taking part  
in the workshop had 
made them more active

80% 

of participants agreed 
that taking part in the 
workshop had made 
them more interested  

96+4A 95+5A
96%  
of participants  
rated the workshop 
 leaders as ‘Good’  
to ‘Excellent’

95%  
of participants felt  
that taking part in the 
workshop had a positive 
impact on their wellbeing

94+6A 92+8A
94%  
of participants agreed that 
they had enjoyed taking 
part in the workshop

92%  
of participants  
rated the workshop 
‘Good’ to ‘Excellent’

91% 
of participants 
agreed that they  
had contributed  
in the workshop
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SKILLS

91% 
of participants  
said they would like  
to take part in future 
Old Vic projects

74%  
of participants developed 
three or more of the above 
skills by taking part  
in the workshop

 61%  
of participants felt they  
had increased their 
confidence by taking  
part in the workshop 

74+26A 61+39A

44+56A 43+57A
44%  
of participants felt they 
had increased their team 
leading skills by taking  
part in the workshop

43%  
of participants felt they  
had increased their 
listening skills by taking 
part in the workshop

58+42A
58%  
of participants felt they 
had increased their 
communication skills by 
taking part in the workshop

26+74A
26%  
of participants felt they had 
increased their problem 
solving skills by taking part 
in the workshop

THE PERFORMANCE

FUTURE

94% 
of group leaders saw  
an increase in confidence  
in their group as a result  
of taking part in the workshop

75% 
of participants  
had never visited  
The Old Vic before

 15% 
of participants  
had never visited  
The Old Vic before

22 23
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Curtain Up offered a positive, inclusive and accessible 
experience for a wide variety of people who would  
otherwise be unable to access cultural activity. 

Developing New Audiences 
All participants of Curtain Up have been invited to sign up to the  
Join In network, a monthly newsletter exclusively for people who have 
taken part in a project with The Old Vic’s Education & Community 
team. By signing up participants receive a discount at the theatre’s 
café and access to exclusive free workshops and opportunities.  
The monthly newsletter contains information on upcoming projects, 
free tickets and ticket offers for Old Vic productions, opportunities 
from other organisations and a chance to stay connected with  
the Education & Community team. In addition, each participating  
group has been added to The Old Vic’s Marketing team database 
which is used to offer free tickets to press nights and exclusive  
ticket offers. 

Participants were asked how likely they would be to recommend  
the project to others on a scale of 0 (not likely at all) to 10 (extremely 
likely). The net promoter score for the project was 9, indicating that 
participants are loyal enthusiasts who will keep engaged with  
The Old Vic and refer others.

Access 
Access and inclusion were at the heart of Curtain Up.  
30% of participants identified as a D/deaf or disabled person.  
We worked with Cambridge House and Roots & Shoots who 
specialise in working with young people with learning disabilities.  
We also worked with Mosaic Clubhouse who support adults with 
mental health conditions. Access requirements were discussed  
in advance with group leaders and the workshop plan was adjusted 
to ensure that everyone was able to take part. By offering a range 
of access performances (audio described, captioned and a relaxed 
performance) we were able to break down barriers which may have 
prevented certain groups from being able to attend a live performance.  

24
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Five Ways to Wellbeing 
Curtain Up was built around the five ways to wellbeing —  
Connect, Be Active, Keep Learning, Give, and Take Notice.  
The project scored highly with participants across all five areas.  
In addition, participants and group leaders reported an improvement 
in confidence and communication skills. 95% of participants  
felt that taking part in the workshop had a positive impact  
on their wellbeing.

The project aimed to tackle isolation and loneliness and the 
workshop focused on group work, encouraging collaboration and 
connection. The final exercise involved the entire group retelling the 
story of A Christmas Carol as one ensemble. 87% of participants 
agreed that taking part in the workshop had connected them with 
other people.

 ‘We would love to be involved  
in any more workshops like 
this. We loved it’ 
Group Leader, Cambridge House

 ‘It really was inclusive  
and loads of fun! The group 
leaders did amazingly  
well to gauge the group’s 
capabilities and struck  
a great balance between 
being encouraging  
and gentle’ 

Group Leader, Cambridge House 

 ‘It took me out of my comfort 
zone and pushed me forward 
in working with others’ 

Participant, Eagle Recovery Project 

27
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Over the course of this project the Education & Community  
team partnered with Barnet & Southgate College, who run  
a BTEC in Performing Arts for young people aged 16–25 with 
learning disabilities. As part of their course students are required  
to undertake a 20 hour work placement. 

Barnet & Southgate student Jason was assigned to work  
on Curtain Up. Jason joined the Facilitation team for three  
workshops with Cambridge House, Code1 Community Group  
and Compass/Drive Forward Foundation. Ahead of these  
workshops Jason attended a training day where he learnt  
the workshop plan alongside the Facilitation team. Jason  
was responsible for delivering a warm up game and assisting  
with group work.

A member of staff from Barnet & Southgate College supported 
Jason with travelling independently and in taking part in the training 
session. As the programme developed Jason became increasingly 
independent and a valuable member of the Facilitation team.  
During the Code1 Community workshop Jason met a mother whose 
first language was French. Upon revealing that his first language  
was also French the mother became much more engaged in the 
session and formed a strong bond with Jason. Jason’s warm  
up game was so successful that it was written into the workshop 
plan for all groups.

 ‘I really enjoyed my work experience, especially doing  
my physical workshop at The Old Vic. I felt very involved  
in the workshop and felt part of the team. I felt very confident 
teaching my warm up game, and really enjoyed working  
with the children. I would really like the opportunity  
to do more of this type of work’ 
Jason, Barnet & Southgate College

 ‘Jason had a wonderful work experience. Bex and Amari  
were brilliant at including him and they made Jason feel  
a valued member of the team. Also, a great big thank you for  
giving Jason the opportunity to assist at the theatre and for  
working with Curtain Up. You were very inclusive and you bought  
out the best in him. He gained confidence with each session’ 
Michelle, Job Coach, Barnet & Southgate College

29
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Student Placement 
The partnership with Barnet & Southgate College was extremely 
successful. Jason was a brilliant addition to the Facilitation team  
and a fantastic role model for participants with a learning disability. 
Going forward the Education & Community team would like to develop 
this relationship and provide a work placement for another student  
as part of the project.

Longer Engagement  
All participating groups have expressed a desire to maintain  
their relationship with The Old Vic and for further workshop and  
theatre trips in the future. The project has been shown to have  
a clear impact on participant’s wellbeing, confidence and creativity. 
There is a clear established need for community groups to have  
access to this kind of activity. By extending Curtain Up (funding 
dependent) through additional workshops and theatre trips the  
impact of the project would be deepened. 

 ‘We are now hungry for more of the same, but I guess  
these opportunities are few and far between’ 
Group Leader, Eagle Recovery Project

Backstage Tour 
Curtain Up offers an introduction to The Old Vic and the  
Education & Community team. To develop this idea further future 
iterations of the project could offer a backstage tour of the theatre  
so that participants get to visit the space ahead of their theatre visit  
and find out more about the theatre’s 200 year history. This would  
help to break down preconceptions participants might have about 
The Old Vic, or theatre buildings in general, as well as build a deeper 
connection with the venue.

 ‘I had such a wonderful experience today and I haven’t  
laughed that much in years. Excellent. I would love  
to do that again. It was marvellous’ 
Participant, ARC Hounslow
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