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Comments of Mary Rogers about the Exchange in Eston ia 
 

Before I went to Estonia I was unsure of what to expect. I knew 
this exchange was based on the theme of non-verbal 
communication and we would be participating with groups from 
other countries in Europe such as Sweden, France, Germany, 
Czech Republic, Poland and Estonia. 
Our group arrived first. We travelled from Tallinn to Sillamäe, 
where we stayed at a sports complex. At first I was shocked by my 
new surroundings. They didn't have the luxuries that I took for 
granted at home. 
We had free time on our first day, as the other groups had not yet 
arrived. The facilitators from Estonia (Ilja and Magdalena) took us 
for a walk around Sillamäe to show us the area. I know that for a 

brief period at the beginning I was taken back by this setting and the difference in appearance 
from my own country, I looked down on this place. However, as we were taken around the local 
area and I talked with others in my group and listened to Ilja and Magdalena I realised that I was 
being very unfair and judgmental. What may be normal for me may not be normal for them and 
vice versa. 
I found that I adapted quite quickly to my new 
surroundings. I had been involved in youth programme 
before, but not in this context. I had never encountered 
this level of a language barrier before and was never in 
a minority group. It was intimidating and frustrating to 
begin with. I found such simple tasks as getting my 
room key or paying for food difficult. I quickly learned 
alternative methods for communicating. 
The Polish group were the next group to arrive later that 
day. We were introduced and played some name games 
and ice breakers. Again, even these simple exercises 
were more difficult as it took me longer to understand accents and name pronunciation. We 
played further games and exercises by a campfire on the beach. The other groups came gradually 
over the next few days. It was strange, there always seemed to be a new face in the group each 
day. 
We ate our meals in a nearby school. Everyone sat together at mealtimes. It was interesting to 
see how the entire group seating changed throughout the nine days. In the beginning there was 
one table with us, the Irish. As time progressed this table grew and grew as more groups joined 
us. Table after table was added and eventually we had what looked like a massive banquet table! 
At first everyone stayed close and sat with their own groups, but as time moved on and people 
became more comfortable they moved seats and mixed with others. 
At first I felt awkward when I tried to speak with the others. Some spoke good English, others 



����������������������	�
����������������������	�
����������������������	�
����������������������	�



 

 ����
����
����
����

�� �� 
����������

����������

����������

����������

�� ��
 

  
 
 
 

 
 

 TOGETHER asbl - founded in 2003 
Pan European network of  

youth organizations 
1bis, rue de castelnau F-57000 Metz 

 

togetherasbl@together-asbl.com 
+33 (0) 668 152 827 

IBAN: FR76 1470 7001 0100 1195 0975 048 
Banque populaire de lorraine champagne  

 

didn't, and nobody seemed to understand my accent! We did our activities and workshops in the 
local school where we ate. It was a pleasant atmosphere to work in and I felt comfortable. We 
further introduced ourselves and explained our names and where we came from by making and 
marking European maps. For many of the activities we broke up into sub groups with a mixture 
of nationalities in each.  

Each country had to prepare a cultural breakfast 
from their own country. We prepared an Ulster fry 
(which went down very well!) with the food we 
brought with us. In turn each group prepared 
something from their country each day and we 
had an opportunity to sample the cuisine from 
each country. We further explored each other's 
national foods and drinks at an intercultural 
dinner. This took place in a local bar/club that had 
been hired out especially for the occasion. Our 
group also done a presentation with the flags of 
Northern Ireland and an Irish dance. The other 

groups done songs and anthems. Everyone was much more relaxed in this setting and I felt we all 
had the chance to bond more. 
We gradually intergraded with each other throughout the programme. We talked about each 
others experiences, similarities and differences. We compared music, clothes, languages and 
lifestyles. One thing myself and others in the Irish group noticed and commented on was the 
level of intimacy between some of the other groups. At one stage we thought most of them were 
all couples as they frequently hugged, kissed and held hands. We soon learned that it was a 
normal custom to express such affection in their countries. It was different for us as we view it in 
a sexual nature where we come from. 
As time went on I felt more comfortable mixing with the others. I learned to cope better with the 
language and accent barriers. Much of this involved active listening. I even learned some new 
words and phrases in other languages as well as teaching others some Irish words and slang. We 
were the only group who could not speak another language. The other groups could speak two or 
more. This was intimidating for me at first and I felt uneasy when they spoke in a different 
language and laughed. I soon learned that I was not the only person who felt like this. Although 
everyone on the programme spoke some form of English, there were a lot of times when we 
spoke together and the others couldn't understand our accent or dialogue, therefore had these 
similar feelings when we spoke or laughed. 
We were given a choice of workshops including music, clowning, photography and circus skills. 
All these allowed us to practice non-verbal communication more effectively. I chose to work on 
the music workshop, although we had the opportunity to try each of them. We were given the 
opportunity to practice our own leadership skills and teach others as well as have them teach us. I 
especially enjoyed the music workshops. Everyone had something to contribute. Myself and 
another person from my group taught everyone a drumming rhythm that we learned at home, and 
they taught us others that they knew. The Swedish taught us a body drumming rhythm (now I 
cant stop it!) We took everyone's ideas, rhythms, melodies and skills and made a 
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musical collaboration with rap lyrics in French. This collaboration was rehearsed, perfected and 
performed at the end of the week at a performance for the locals in the town square in Sillamäe. 
This was also performed with the other workshop skills. Local people and the community were 
invited to join.We all demonstrated our new found skills including drumming, Diabolo, 
clowning, poi and juggling. We played games and allowed the children to join in. 
There were many people there who couldn't understand English, but we were able to 
communicate via the skills we had learned. At the end of the day we all co-ordinated together as 
a team. It was an excellent atmosphere and an excellent and uplifting experience! 
Throughout the programme the local Estonian participants worked with us. They lived in 
Sillamäe and spoke good English. They were very friendly, helpful and explained a lot of things 
and answered numerous questions. We went on cultural visits and tours to Tallinn, Narva castle, 
Orthodox churches and Monasteries and beauty spots. 
What I enjoyed most was the evenings and free time. I felt that we learned more about each other 
during that time. We made comparisons and socialised together. We went to places such as the 
beach, local cafes and the sauna. Sometimes we just sat in the social area of the sports complex 
and talked and listened to each other's music and played interactive games. As time went on we 
all became closer and became accustomed to our routine and surroundings in Sillamäe. Just as I 
felt I was getting to know everyone and could finally pronounce his or her names, it was all over. 
On the last night after the performance we had a celebratory leaving party at the same local club 
where we had the inter cultural dinner. I think this was a great idea, it finalised everything and 
gave us closure. 
If I could do this again and change anything I wouldn't change a great deal, however, I would 
have liked more specific details of the programme schedule. I also feel that it would have been 
even better if it had been extended and the groups all arrived at a similar time or on the same 
day. If it was longer each group could have gave us a more in depth view of their country. 
Overall I have had an amazing experience, it's been a real eye opener. I have travelled, seen and 
experienced other cultures. I have made contacts, learned new skills and developed existing ones, 
as well as sharing them with others. It has been truly inspiring. If I could sum it up in one word it 
would be...AMAZING! 
 

Mary Rogers, Ireland 


