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Polka Theatre recognised that its workforce, like much of the wider cultural sector, did not fully reflect the diversity of the communities it serves. Barriers to entry, ranging from limited access to networks and training, to financial and structural challenges, meant that many talented artists and young people from underrepresented backgrounds were excluded from pursuing careers in children’s theatre. In response, Polka set out to create more equitable, accessible pathways into the industry, with a focus on long-term change in how talent is identified, supported and developed.

The initiative was designed to widen participation and diversify the creative talent pipeline by offering structured development opportunities, mentoring and real-world experience. Polka aimed not only to support emerging artists but also to inspire local young people to consider a broader range of roles within theatre, beyond performance, while embedding inclusive practices into recruitment and workforce development.

To achieve this, Polka implemented a multi-strand approach that brings together artist development, youth engagement and community outreach. Programmes such as Catapult and Next Steps provide seed funding, rehearsal space and mentoring from experienced practitioners, enabling artists to develop their work and build professional networks. At the same time, Creative Learning initiatives like Freefalling and Write Here Write Now engage children and young people, particularly those from vulnerable or underrepresented groups, in skills development and creative exploration. Partnerships with schools, community organisations and local authorities have strengthened access routes, while work placements and volunteering opportunities offer hands-on experience within a professional theatre environment.

The impact of this work is visible in both participation and progression. More artists from underrepresented backgrounds are accessing development opportunities, while young people, including those who are neurodiverse or disabled, are building confidence, skills and awareness of creative careers. By offering free tickets, adapted performances and targeted outreach, Polka has reduced barriers to engagement and opened up the sector to a wider audience.

Building on this progress, Polka continues to embed inclusive practices and expand its programmes, with the aim of creating a more representative, sustainable workforce and ensuring that children’s theatre reflects the diversity of the communities it serves.
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