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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, young people 
and the over 60s, offering high quality theatre and enrichment 
experiences. We do this through free theatre tickets to Old Vic 
productions, bespoke 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, mental health and wellbeing, 
seeking to support people to be the best they can be.
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Since 2019 Curtain Up has worked with community 
groups with limited access to the arts, providing them 
with free theatre tickets, a free drama workshop and 
bespoke access support. Through Curtain Up we are 
committed to removing barriers which may ordinarily 
exclude people from accessing theatre.

In response to the COVID-19 pandemic The Old Vic  
extended Curtain Up from a one-off engagement to a four-
month programme. Through regular workshops and access  
to Old Vic productions the programme allowed groups to 
remain connected to each other and develop their creativity, 
whilst supporting their mental health and wellbeing during  
the national lockdown. This new version of Curtain Up  
offered participants consistency during a time of change  
and uncertainty.

Twelve community groups from across England took part 
in the programme, totalling 234 participants. The youngest 
participant was eight years old and the oldest was in their 80s. 
The programme took place entirely online due to lockdown 
restrictions in place during the delivery period of the project.
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 ‘This is exactly what I need  
in my life right now’ 
Curtain Up Participant

The following community groups took part in Curtain Up 2020–21:

Bedazzle Projects, 
Cambridge 
An inclusive repertory theatre 
company based in Cambridge 
that forefronts disabled and 
Autistic performers.

Manchester Cares & East 
London Cares, Hackney  
Two intergenerational 
projects that work with 
young professionals and 
older neighbours to combat 
loneliness and isolation.

Five Star Theatre Ltd, Rugby 
A youth theatre based in  
the Midlands.

Hathersage Players, 
Derbyshire Dales 
An adult amateur dramatics 
group based in Derbyshire.

Young Carers Project,  
Tower Hamlets 
Provides young carers the 
opportunity to take a break  
from the daily responsibilities  
of being a carer by interacting 
with others facing similar 
challenges.

Razed Roof Harlow, Essex 
An inclusive performing arts 
group for people with learning 
difficulties and disabilities. 

Supported Activities 
Programme,  
North Hertfordshire  
District Council 
Provides sport and leisure 
activities for adults with learning 
disabilities who live in North 
Hertfordshire or Stevenage.

Survivors of Bereavement by  
Suicide (SOBS), Haringey 
A support group for individuals 
and families who have been 
bereaved by suicide.

The Baked Bean Company, 
Wandsworth 
A theatre company for adults 
with learning disabilities.

Waterloo Community 
Theatre, Lambeth 
A youth theatre group based in 
Lambeth. They work to develop 
wellbeing, confidence, curiosity 
and imagination.
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THE PROGRAMME

Applications to take part in Curtain Up 
opened in November 2020.

The programme was advertised across social 
media and the Education and Community team  
ran targeted outreach to community groups 
in London and across the UK. In total 30 
community groups applied to take part out of 
which 12 were selected using the following 
selection criteria:

 — Their understanding of the programme
 — The impact of COVID-19 on the group
 — The barriers they face to access the arts
 —  A clear demonstration of how the 

programme would benefit the group

As a result of the pandemic, the groups 
selected had been forced to either curtail their  
regular activity or cease completely. In addition,  
many of the groups selected highlighted that  
their participants were vulnerable due to health  
conditions requiring them to shield.

The programme was designed to support 
mental health and wellbeing through the  
Five Ways to Wellbeing, which are:

 — Connecting with other people
 — Being physically active
 — Learning new skills
 — Giving to others
 — Paying attention to the present moment

Each community group took part in four 
online workshops and watched three Old Vic 
productions online between Dec 2020 and 
April 2021.

Each workshop was designed to explore 
a different aspect of theatre making, to 
encourage participants to try something new. 
At the end of the programme all participants 
were invited to sign up to the Join In Network, 
a free mailing list through which they can  
find out about other Old Vic projects,  
receive access to free or discounted theatre 
tickets and take part on exclusive workshops 
or Q&As.

 ‘Our group has been severely impacted  
as we have been unable to meet up  
in face-to face-activities of any kind,  
and for many our activities are the only 
social life they have’  
Group Leader, Curtain Up

 ‘It’s been absolutely brilliant. It’s been 
a really positive thing during a really 
difficult few months. I’ve really looked 
forward to it every time.’  
Curtain Up Participant

DECEMBER 2020

Groups took part in their first 
workshop which explored the story 
of A Christmas Carol and ensemble 
theatre making techniques

Groups watched a live streamed 
performance of The Old Vic's  
A Christmas Carol

JANUARY 2021

Groups took part in either a 
monologue writing workshop or a 
storytelling workshop depending on 
which version was most accessible

Groups watched a selection of 
pre-recorded monologues from our 
One Voice: The Greatest Wealth 
collection, originally commissioned to  
celebrate the 75th birthday of the NHS

FEBRUARY 2021

Groups took part in a puppetry 
workshop where they learnt to create 
a simple puppet and bring it to life

MARCH 2021

Groups took part in a party-themed 
workshop, looking back and 
celebrating their work across the 
programme

APRIL 2021

Groups watched a playback  
of The Old Vic’s production of  
Dr Seuss’s The Lorax online
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PROGRAMME AFTER TAKING PART

 100%
of participants rated the 
Curtain Up programme as 
‘Very Good’ or ‘Excellent’

 100%
of participants  
agreed or strongly  
agreed that they  
enjoyed taking part  
in the programme

 97%
of participants agreed or 
strongly agreed that taking 
part connected them with 
other people in their group

 93%
of participants agreed or  
strongly agreed that they  
contributed during workshops

 93%
of participants agreed or 
strongly agreed that they  
felt valued and appreciated  
in their group

 83%
of participants agreed or 
strongly agreed that taking 
part helped them keep active

 97%
of participants agreed or  
strongly agreed that taking 
part had taught them 
something new

 97%
of participants agreed or 
strongly agreed that taking 
part had made them more 
interested in learning  
new things

PRACTICAL SKILLS DEVELOPED

 61%
of participants developed 
their improvisation skills61+39A  54%

of participants developed 
their acting skills54+46A

 47%
of participants developed 
their devising skills47+53A  41%

of participants developed 
their movement skills41+59A

 96%
of participants felt 
the programme had 
a positive impact on 
their wellbeing

 81%
of participants 
increased their 
communication  
skills

 74%
of participants 
increased their 
confidence

 100%
of participants said they would like to 
take part in future Old Vic programmes
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AGE

2%
55–64

4%
45–54

21%
35–44

5%
65+

2%
under 16

28%
16–24

38%
25–34

2+28+38+21+4+2+5A
GENDER

3%
preferred not to say

67%
identified as female

30%
identified as male

In addition, 1% identified as a different gender than the one they were assigned at birth.

EMPLOYMENT STATUS

 13%
of participants were 
unemployed13+87A  10%

of participants were 
employed10+90A

 6%
of participants were  
retired6+94A  1%

of participants were  
full-time students2+98A

 68%
of participants  
preferred not to say68+32A

 1%
of participants were  
self-employed2+98A  1%

of participants were  
in training2+98A

SEXUAL ORIENTATION

68%
of participants 

preferred not 
to say

6%
of participants 

identified as
Bisexual 

2%
of participants 
identified as
Gay/Lesbian

24%
of participants 
identified as
Heterosexual6+2+24+68A
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DISABILITY

19%
identified as not having a disabilty

81%
identified as having a disabilty

ETHNICITY

 87%
identified as White British 87+13A
 1%
identified as White Irish 2+98A

 1%
identified as Italian2+98A
 1%
identified as African-Caribbean British2+98A

 4%
of participants preferred not to say4+96A

 5%
identified as Black or Black British: African 5+95A

 1%
identified as Latin American2+98A

95+5A
 95%
of participants had a  
learning difficulty

6+94A
 6%
of participants had  
mental health 
difficulties

2+98A
 2%
of participants had  
long term health 
difficulties

7+93A
 7%
of participants had a  
physical impairment

1+99A
 1%
of participants had  
hearing loss

Of those who identified as having a disability:
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Curtain Up supported twelve community groups from 
across England by providing a programme of regular 
activities during a time when their usual activity had 
either been significantly impacted or ceased entirely. 
The programme impacted groups in the following ways:

Connection 
One in four adults in the UK reported feeling lonely in a 
YOUGOV survey conducted in November 2020. All 12 
groups accepted onto the programme identified loneliness 
and isolation as a concern for their group members in their 
application for the programme. Curtain Up tackled loneliness 
through regular workshop sessions that allowed participants 
to see each other, catch up and have fun together. Group 
leaders were sent workshop dates in advance and sessions 
took place on the same day and time to create consistency  
and give participants something to look forward to.

 ‘ This has been just the most wonderful experience.  
It's been amazing for Razed Roofers who haven’t  
seen each other in weeks’ 
Curtain Up, Group Leader

Creativity 
Curtain Up encouraged participants to get creative and learn  
new drama skills. Over the course of the programme participants  
learnt about ensemble theatre making, playwriting, storytelling 
and puppetry. As a result of taking part in the programme some  
groups were inspired to restart their programmes or explore 
new ways of working together.

For example, Hathersage Players were inspired to record  
their monologues which they released online, allowing them to 
continue to offer content to their local community. As a result  
of taking part Razed Roof were inspired to start running regular  
Zoom sessions, something the group hadn’t done previously.  
Building on the workshops Razed Roof devised scenes inspired  
by The Greatest Wealth monologues and discussed what the  
NHS meant to them. They also created stages for their 
puppets to perform on.

 ‘ It was really creative and imaginative, felt like real play — 
which you don't get to do that often as an adult.’ 
Curtain Up, Participant

14

 ‘ Absolutely brilliant — uplifting, entertaining  
and learned loads. An epic mood booster  
in tough times’ 
Curtain Up, Participant

Fun 
The pandemic caused an increase in feelings of anxiety and  
had a negative impact on mental health. In a ONS survey 
disabled people more frequently than non-disabled people 
specified that the pandemic was making their mental health 
worse. 81% of Curtain Up participants had a disability.  
Curtain Up workshops tackled feelings of stress and anxiety  
by creating a safe, welcoming and fun environment. 

Each workshop included mindfulness exercises and games 
which were designed to make people laugh and have fun.  
The activities also gave group leaders a toolkit of exercises 
they could continue to use with their group and others they 
worked with. For example, Eats London Cares repurposed 
exercises from the monologue workshop to share with other 
group leaders in their organisation as they felt the workshop 
had major benefits for their participants. 

 ‘ I was having such a tough day and was hesitant to join 
tonight, but now we’re at the end of it my bad day doesn’t  
seem so bad. I’ve loved being here tonight, I feel so  
happy and joyful. I’m buzzing.’  
Curtain Up, Participant

https://www.mentalhealth.org.uk/news/almost-quarter-adults-living-under-lockdown-uk-have-felt-loneliness
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/disability/articles/coronavirusandthesocialimpactsondisabledpeopleingreatbritain/february2021
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The Old Vic once again offered a work placement for  
a student from Barnet and Southgate College. Barnet and 
Southgate College run a BTEC in Performing Arts for young 
people aged 16–25 with learning disabilities and as part of 
their course students are required to undertake a 20-hour 
work placement.

Student Sakura took part in the Curtain Up training day and 
supported the facilitation team across four workshops with 
East London Cares & Manchester Cares, Supported Activities 
Programme, The Baked Bean Company and Waterloo 
Community Theatre. Sakura delivered her own warm-up game  
at the beginning of each workshop and supported on delivering  
other exercises throughout the session. The facilitators noticed  
that Sakura grew in confidence as she became more comfortable  
working online and encouraged her to deliver more of the 
workshop throughout her time on the programme. At the end 
of the project Sakura attended a debrief session with the 
facilitators and fed back on her experience.

 ‘ In the work experience I had to teach a game that you had  
to say your name and something you sell, which begins with 
the letter that your name begins with. I really enjoyed that and  
I think most of the groups enjoyed it as well. We also made  
puppets which I found hard, but it was really fun, and I found  
the smaller one easier. I thought I did well in explaining the  
games to the groups. I think I would like to do this in the 
future. I really enjoyed this work experience’ 
Sakura, Barnet and Southgate College

 ‘ These workshops have been fabulous and a saviour for my 
student who otherwise would have missed out on her work 
experience placement this year due to COVID-19. Each 
facilitator personally took time to encourage Sakura to do 
more each session by leading small parts of the workshop. 
She learnt how to run a group on Zoom and gained great 
confidence. She learnt new puppetry skills and how to make 
everyday items come to life. Sakura has taken these skills 
back to her class group and demonstrated how this can  
be put into practice in everyday life via Zoom’ 
Michelle, Job Coach, Barnet and Southgate College
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 ‘ The facilitators were very personable  
and down-to-earth; like instant friends’ 
Curtain Up, Participant
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Adult Focus 
Curtain Up had the greatest impact on the adults who took 
part in the programme. Although everyone who took part was  
impacted by the pandemic, younger participants had other 
outlets, or points of connection such as online school lessons 
or other recreational activities. By comparison a lot of the adults  
who took part in this project already faced social isolation and 
loneliness before the pandemic began. Going forward the 
project would have a greater impact focusing on adults who  
do not have access to creative outlets like Curtain Up.

Extending the Reach 
The project was successful in working with a wide age range  
and in reaching disabled adults but in comparison to past years  
it did not reach an ethnically diverse range of participants.  
Part of the reason behind this is the move to working nationally 
and a lack of outreach contacts outside of London. Moving 
forward the project should focus on building outreach contacts  
outside of London to ensure that this opportunity reaches a  
range of different communities. The project should also continue  
to find ways to work with community groups outside of London,  
particularly in areas that do not have access to a local theatre, 
as there is a clear need for this sort of engagement.

Equal Opportunities 
Collecting evaluation and equal opportunities data was more 
challenging than in previous years as a large number of 
participants were unable to complete the forms independently, 
either due to challenges presented by using technology or as 
a result of access requirements. Although some of this was 
overcome with the support of group leaders, parents and 
carers the amount of data received was less than previous 
years where Old Vic staff and facilitators were physically 
present to support participants if required. As projects return  
to in-person working this should become less of a problem  
but moving forward The Old Vic should explore other ways  
of collecting evaluation data in case projects are required  
to move online again.
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 ‘ THANK YOU for giving us this opportunity; 
it has been BRILLIANT! I believe many 
other groups would have benefitted 
from this project and I would encourage 
funders to expand and extend such 
programmes. A Theatre and Education 
approach is an ideal way to repair a 
fractured sense of community and 
belonging. Let's see more of this work’ 
Curtain Up, Group Leader
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