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We deliver a year-round programme of exceptional and
exciting new work made by some of the UK’s best theatre
makers, showcasing international productions, visiting
theatre shows, and creative learning activities for 0-12
year olds.
  
Polka opened its doors in 1979, as the UK’s first dedicated
children’s theatre, and has remained at the forefront of
performance and creative learning for children ever since.

In 2024/5 we were named the UK’s Most Welcoming
Theatre, and Merton’s Best Business.  

© Sara Hijazi-Greenwood & Hufton + Crow

A few words from our Joint CEOs
It’s been an incredible year at Polka,
being named the UK Most Welcoming
Theatre, record engagement numbers
and more free tickets given to schools
than ever before. This report details the
amazing impact Polka’s work has had
for children, families, schools, artists and
our local community during 2024/5.

Our Values
Child-centred
Children at the heart of
everything we do.

Community
Engaging diverse communities
of children, families,
educationalists and artists.

Excellent
Pioneering, adventurous,
offering the highest quality.

Memorable
Creating magical,
meaningful experiences.

Inclusive
Welcoming, accessible,
nurturing, supportive,
representative.

Polka is the home of children’s theatre

Lynette Shanbury – Executive Director / Joint CEO
Helen Matravers – Artistic Director / Joint CEO  

Our productions have entertained more audiences than ever, including the
Olivier-nominated ‘The Nutcracker’, the Offie Award-winning ‘Romeo and
Juliet’ and the world premiere of                                    ‘The Boy With Wings’.
These productions reflect our values: bold, inclusive, and pioneering theatre. 

We’ve launched new initiatives including The Polka Playwriting Award and
Catapult artist development programme. Talking Tales began crucial work
with primary schools on developing oracy skills through drama. 

We’ve extended our Curtain Up! free schools ticketing programme to 9,000
tickets, toured shows to local schools, and our literacy programme Write Here
Write Now has inspired hundreds more children to pick up a pen and put
their imaginations on paper.

It feels more vital than ever to deliver this transformative work. None of it
would be possible without the extraordinary support of our audiences and
funders, completely inspired by the brilliant children who are at the centre of
it all. 

We hope you enjoy reading this report as much as the Polka team have
enjoyed delivering this exciting and rewarding year of inspiring work!

Sir Lenny Henry’s



“Polka continues to make an extraordinary
impact in the world of children's theatre and I

am so pleased to be a Patron of such an
innovative and dedicated organisation…and the

outstanding work you do to make the arts
accessible and engaging for young audiences” 

extraordinary
impact

outstanding work

Sir Sadiq Khan
Mayor of London and Polka Patron 

2024/25 at a glance

AWARD NOMINATIONS

AWARD WINS

Best Family Show  ȍɊɰ ṬþȖǳ ·ʎʆǥɰǈǥȰǳɰṭ ṟ ÂȴȜʦȜǳɰ !ʧǈɰǬɸ ᶢᶠᶢᶥ
Outstanding Drama Initiative   ȍɊɰ åɊȴȰǈṭɸ ṬfɰǳǳȍǈȴȴȜȿȎṭ ɭɰɊȎɰǈȽȽǳ ṟ
µʎɸȜǥ ỡ EɰǈȽǈ MǬʎǥǈʆȜɊȿ !ʧǈɰǬɸ ᶢᶠᶢᶥ
Audience Impact & Innovation   ȍɊɰ åɊȴȰǈṭɸ ṬþǈȰǳ ĤɊʎɰ ðǳǈʆɸṭ
ɭɰɊȎɰǈȽȽǳ ṟ fǈȿʆǈɸʆȜǥ fɊɰ fǈȽȜȴȜǳɸ !ʧǈɰǬɸ ᶢᶠᶢᶥ

Best Family Show
Outstanding Drama Initiative

Audience Impact & Innovation

ᶡᶤᶥḼᶠᶠᶠẫ
ǈʎǬȜǳȿǥǳ ȽǳȽǤǳɰɸ ỡ

ʧɊɰȰɸȖɊɭ ɭǈɰʆȜǥȜɭǈȿʆɸ

ᶧᶦᶣ
ɭǳɰȍɊɰȽǈȿǥǳɸ Ɋȍ

ᶣᶠ ɭɰɊǬʎǥʆȜɊȿɸ

ᶩ ʆɊʎɰȜȿȎ ɭɰɊǬʎǥʆȜɊȿɸ
ɰǳǈǥȖȜȿȎᶢᶤḼᶠᶠᶠẫ

ɭǳɊɭȴǳ

ᶡᶠḼᶠᶠᶠẫ
ȍɰǳǳ ʆȜǥȰǳʆɸ ȎȜʦǳȿ ʆɊ
ɸǥȖɊɊȴɸ ỡ
ǥɊȽȽʎȿȜʆʭ ȎɰɊʎɭɸ

ᶡᶨᶤ ɸǥȖɊɊȴ
ɭǈɰʆȿǳɰɸ

ᶢᶠḼᶨᶠᶠẫ
>ɰǳǈʆȜʦǳ «ǳǈɰȿȜȿȎ
ɭǈɰʆȜǥȜɭǈȿʆɸ ȭɊȜȿǳǬ

ᶡḼᶣᶢᶦ ǳʦǳȿʆɸ

ᶩᶨ ʦɊȴʎȿʆǳǳɰɸ

Ȏǈʦǳ ᶤḼᶨᶡᶠ
ȖɊʎɰɸ

ᶣᶧ ǈǥǥǳɸɸ ǈǬǈɭʆǳǬ
ɭǳɰȍɊɰȽǈȿǥǳɸ

ɰǳǈǥȖȜȿȎᶣḼᶩᶥᶧ
ǈʎǬȜǳȿǥǳ ȽǳȽǤǳɰɸ ᶡᶡḼᶠᶠᶠẫ

ɭǳɊɭȴǳ ǳȿȭɊʭǳǬ
Ɋʎɰ ȍɰǳǳ ɭȴǈʭ
ɸɭǈǥǳɸ

ᶢᶩḼᶥᶤᶨȰĞȖ
ȎǳȿǳɰǈʆǳǬ ȍɰɊȽ
Ɋʎɰ ɸɊȴǈɰ ɭǈȿǳȴɸ

‘The Nutcracker’, November 2024
© Steve Gregson

UK’s Most Welcoming Theatre   ṟ ą¨ þȖǳǈʆɰǳ !ʧǈɰǬɸ ᶢᶠᶢᶤ
Merton’s Best Business, Equality, Diversity & Inclusion Award and
Sustainable Impact Award     ṟ µǳɰʆɊȿ =ǳɸʆ =ʎɸȜȿǳɸɸ !ʧǈɰǬɸ ᶢᶠᶢᶤ
Best Sound & Music   ȍɊɰ ṬèɊȽǳɊ ǈȿǬ ¦ʎȴȜǳʆṭ ṟ ÂȍȍȜǳ !ʧǈɰǬɸ ᶢᶠᶢᶥ
                                                         ṟ þȜȽǳ ỡ «ǳȜɸʎɰǳ fɊɊǬ ỡ >ʎȴʆʎɰǳ
!ʧǈɰǬɸ ᶢᶠᶢᶤ

UK’s Most Welcoming Theatre
Overall Best Business plus Equality, Diversity & Inclusion and
Sustainable Impact Awards
Best Sound & Music
Family Attraction of the Year



Artistic Year at Polka

Ụ åǈʎȴ =ȴǈȰǳȽɊɰǳḼ ðʆǳʦǳ gɰǳȎɸɊȿḼ þǈɸȖǈ =ǳɸʆḼ
gɰǈǳȽǳ =ɰǈȜǬʧɊɊǬḼ ¦ǈȰǳ =ʎɸȖ ỡ !Ǭǳȴǈ ąɰɸǈǥȖȜṁ

þȖǳ >ɊȴɊʎɰ Ɋȍ EȜȿɊɸǈʎɰɸ

!ȿ ąȿȴȜȽȜʆǳǬ ą¨ åǈɰʆȿǳɰ !ʧǈɰǬ ᶢᶠᶢᶣ
ǥɊȽȽȜɸɸȜɊȿ ʧȜʆȖ  ÂʆȜǥ þȖǳǈʆɰǳ ǥɊȽɭǈȿʭḼ ʧȜʆȖ
ɸʎɭɭɊɰʆ ȍɰɊȽ =ɰȜɸʆɊȴ ÂȴǬ ĝȜǥ ǈȿǬ åǈɰǈɊɰǥȖǳɸʆɰǈ

êêêêê «ɊȿǬɊȿþȖǳǈʆɰǳᶡ

ðǈȽ Ğʎ Ȝɸ ·Âþ !ȍɰǈȜǬ
Ɋȍ gȖɊɸʆɸ

! åɊȴȰǈ þȖǳǈʆɰǳ ɭɰɊǬʎǥʆȜɊȿ

êêêê þȖǳ ðʆǈȎǳ

=ȜȎ EɰǳǈȽɸ Mǈɰȴʭ
Ĥǳǈɰɸ þȖǳǈʆɰǳ fǳɸʆȜʦǈȴ
ṪĞɊȿǬǳɰȍʎȴȴʭ ǈɰɰǈȿȎǳǬ ɸɭǈǥǳṫ
Ṫgɰǳǈʆ ȜȿɸɭȜɰǈʆȜɊȿ ȍɊɰ Ƚʭ ǬǈʎȎȖʆǳɰ ʆɊ
ǤǳǥɊȽǳ ǈȿ ǈʎʆȖɊɰṫ

ðɊȍʆ Ɋɰ ðɭȜȰʭṂ
! åɊȴȰǈ þȖǳǈʆɰǳ ǈȿǬ oǈȴȍ µɊɊȿ ǥɊṟɭɰɊǬʎǥʆȜɊȿ

êêêê MʦǳɰʭʆȖȜȿȎ þȖǳǈʆɰǳ

þȖǳ ·ʎʆǥɰǈǥȰǳɰ
! åɊȴȰǈ þȖǳǈʆɰǳ ǈȿǬ «Ȝʆʆȴǳ =ʎȴǤ ǥɊṟɭɰɊǬʎǥʆȜɊȿ

êêêê þȖǳ ðʆǈȎǳ

þȖǳ ðȿɊʧʭ Eǈʭ
! åɊȴȰǈ þȖǳǈʆɰǳ ǈȿǬ >ǈȿṭʆ ðȜʆ ðʆȜȴȴ ǥɊṟɭɰɊǬʎǥʆȜɊȿ

êêêêê MʦǳɰʭʆȖȜȿȎ þȖǳǈʆɰǳ

þȖǳ åM! ǈȿǬ ʆȖǳ åɰȜȿǥǳɸɸ

! åɊȴȰǈ þȖǳǈʆɰǳ ɭɰɊǬʎǥʆȜɊȿ Ȝȿ ǥɊȴȴǈǤɊɰǈʆȜɊȿ ʧȜʆȖ
ðȜȿȎǈɭɊɰǳ èǳɭǳɰʆɊɰʭ þȖǳǈʆɰǳ 

êêêê þȖǳǈʆɰǳ !ɰʆ ỡ fȜȴȽɸ

ðȜɸʆǳɰɸ ᶣᶦᶠ

! åɊȴȰǈ þȖǳǈʆɰǳḼ !u¨ ǈȿǬ þʎɰʆȴǳ ¨ǳʭ !ɰʆɸ ǥɊṟ
ɭɰɊǬʎǥʆȜɊȿḼ Ȝȿ ǈɸɸɊǥȜǈʆȜɊȿ ʧȜʆȖ «ǳǳǬɸ åȴǈʭȖɊʎɸǳ 

êêêêê
>ȜȿǳȽǈ ðʆǈɰɸ
MȿʆǳɰʆǈȜȿȽǳȿʆ

>ȖȜǥȰǳȿ «ȜǥȰǳȿ

! åɊȴȰǈ þȖǳǈʆɰǳḼ oȜǥǥʎɭ þȖǳǈʆɰǳ ǈȿǬ EǳɰǤʭ þȖǳǈʆɰǳ
ǥɊṟɭɰɊǬʎǥʆȜɊȿ

êêêê >ʎɰʆǈȜȿ >ǈȴȴ èǳʦȜǳʧɸ

«ǳʆṭɸ =ʎȜȴǬḾ

! åɊȴȰǈ þȖǳǈʆɰǳ ɭɰɊǬʎǥʆȜɊȿ ṓɊɰȜȎȜȿǈȴȴʭ ǈ µǈɭɭȜȿȎ
ǥɊṟɭɰɊǬʎǥʆȜɊȿṔ

êêêêê MʦǳɰʭʆȖȜȿȎ þȖǳǈʆɰǳ

þȖǳ =Ɋʭ ʧȜʆȖ ĞȜȿȎɸ
! åɊȴȰǈ þȖǳǈʆɰǳ ǈȿǬ =ȜɰȽȜȿȎȖǈȽ èǳɭ ǥɊṟɭɰɊǬʎǥʆȜɊȿ

êêêêê
=ɰɊȽɸȎɰɊʦǳ
ðʆǈȿǬǈɰǬ



Younger Voices
5-7 yrs

© Vicky Dowding and
Jemima Deboo-Sands

Joseph Coelho
Award Judge alongside Chinonyerem Odimba and Vicky Ireland

“I am so delighted to be a judge and know that Polka, with
its track record in high quality theatre for young audiences,

is the perfect place for new playwrights to flourish.” 

Playwriting Award
The Polka Playwriting Award is the UK’s first prize
dedicated to professional new writing for 8-13-year-
old audiences.

“The existence of this award is
such a boost for writers
making work for
young audiences” 
Sarah
Middleton

‘Dweeb-A-Mania’, October 2025
© Jake Bush and Adela Ursachi

Young Ambassadors

free online writing
masterclasses3

81 submissions
plays
shortlisted 5

Our Young Ambassadors help us
create the best children’s shows
and have a say in how Polka is
run. They are invited to research
new stories they would like to
find on stage and help develop
ideas in rehearsals.

Having young voices as part of
Polka’s research, development
and delivery of shows is essential
for our growth and success! 

“I love Polka because it's making
drama more available to more people,

which is important to me.”

12+ yrs
Polka GRADS

8-12 yrs
Young Voices

60 rehearsals for new
Polka productions6 2 fundraising events

& board meetings

12 creative
workshops 6 training sessions

with Polka
departments

Young
Ambassadors

Young Ambassador

The winning commission was Dweeb-A-Mania  by Sarah 
which will be published by Metheun Drama and produced by
Polka in our Adventure Theatre in autumn 2025 for a 5-week run.

Dweeb-A-Mania Sarah Middleton,

brand-new
production1

It will support new writing that is bold, ambitious and exciting,
filling a gap in contemporary theatre for this age group.

Polka GRAD
judges7industry leading

judges3



Catapult
A new artist development programme which supports
exciting original work via two strands – First Steps and Next
Steps. Catapult offers a platform to creatives from all
disciplines who are underrepresented in theatre for young
audiences.

First Steps

90
144

£7,200

© Julia Canavan and Vicky Dowding

applications submitted

hours of free
rehearsal space

in seed funding
for 6 artists

for audiences age 0-6 years

Next Steps for audiences age 0-12 years

Mikayla Teodoro: Into The Blue
Centring on the Sama Bajau folk of the
Philippines and their relationship with
the sea.

Layla Bradbeer: The
Misbehaving Letters
Using puppetry to playfully
explore dyslexia.

Ashton Owen & Natalya Martin: For the Benefit
of Pablo Fanque
A show celebrating the life of Britain's first black circus owner.

Farrell Cox: Don’t Yuk My Yum
An aerial show inspired by the vibrant memories of
Farrell's Jamaican grandparents' garden. 

Kiota (Aisha Ali & Deepraj Singh):
How Lightning Came To Be
Exploring the nature folktale of the
Khasi people of the North-Eastern
Indian state of Meghalaya.

Ruby Kitching: Baki
A show about a Bangladeshi
Grandfather, his English Grandson
and the impact of Partition.

“The seed commission, access to key
industry players and space to play and

explore has enabled me to develop
with other wonderful artists.”

Ruby Kitching

Mentoring and free theatre
tickets to all Polka shows

75 producers, programmers, directors and
venues invited to showcase of artists’ work
















