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Introduction 
As a member of the Irish Girl Guides Equality Diversity and Inclusion committee, I was 
invited to take part in a training workshop looking at creative methods and working with 
people with disabilities. The Programme content looked very interesting and personally 
challenging so I jumped at the chance. 
 
With the intercultural aspect I felt that this would also link in very well with my ‘day’ 
job, working with Irish Travellers in the Meath Travellers Workshops. In MTW Traveller 
culture and heritage are highlighted to the wider community and particularly to young 
Travellers too. It is felt that through our work, Traveller identity, culture and heritage are 
promoted as something to be proud of.   MTW also practice cultural diversity in their 
services in the childcare, youth and adult actions, which in turn teaches all participants 
acceptance and appreciation of people from other cultures. I hoped that the ‘toolbox’ of 
ideas that I would gain at the training seminar would be able to be incorporated into the 
programme of both organisations. 
 
Who attended 
The 22 participants 
were an intercultural 
group from all over 
Europe;  the 
workshops were 
hosted by Grenzenlos, 
which means ‘no 
barriers’ and as such 
the Programme was 
designed for people 
of all abilities; some 
people were 
wheelchair users, 
there were people 
with conditions such 
as cerebral palsy, 
schizophrenia, 
epilepsy, down 
syndrome and other disabilities, some due to childhood illness. Other participants came 
from a service background such as youth workers, social workers, community 
development workers etc. There were also people from different countries who 
traditionally would not have mixed very well. The seminar gave them an opportunity to 
discuss the issues and they became good friends. The workshops were all conducted in 
English. 
 
Day One 
We had energisers and getting to know you games which were very good and I soon 
learnt everyone’s name, which I think is very important. The programme was explained 
and we were asked to contribute on post-it notes our fears, expectations & what we felt 
we could contribute. In the afternoon the room became a new culture where we had to 
take part in a role play ceremony. This was very interesting and you could just imagine 
what it felt like joining a different culture like the red Indians for one of their ceremonies. 
 



 
 
The International themed evening 
consisted of each country displaying 
food and drink and items depicting their 
culture, my ‘stall’ was shared with a 
man from Shop mobility Belfast and we 
had brown bread, Tayto crisps, Emerald 
toffees, Bushmills whisky and Baileys, 
an Irish rugby scarf with the flag, an 
Irish dancing doll and an Irish Girl 
Guide badge. I wore a leprechaun hat to 
finish the look. We had to ‘appear on 
TV’ to welcome everyone to Ireland. 
 
Day Two 
In the morning we made pin hole cameras out of potato chip tubes and were able to see 
upside down images of light and dark. As we did not have a ‘dark’ room we were unable 
to develop any photographs though. As a good alternative, one participant experimented 
by blocking out the light around her camera and took a digital image, this worked very 
well. 
 
In the afternoon, we took part in a painting workshop. The first part we painted pictures 
individually and gave our artwork a title. There was all kinds of artist media to use ie. 
watercolours, pastels, acrylics, chalks, markers and pencils. We then chose our best 
picture and invited others to also give a title, it was funny to read all the other titles that 
people had come up with. Next we worked in pairs, each with just one colour and we 
weren’t allowed to speak. This I really enjoyed as the girl I was working with had 
become a good friend. In a way it would have been more interesting to do this with 
someone I was less comfortable with and see how the non-verbal communication would 
be developed. Lastly we all worked on a huge banner; beforehand we had to design a 
symbol to represent us and repeat it along the banner. This exercise was very interesting. 
As the paper got fuller, my symbol got smaller, then I noticed others quite happily 
drawing their image in a large size across other peoples’ symbols. This is something I 

would not have considered 
doing. This exercise was also 
done without talking, then one 
person started writing across 
the banner with the name 
Ramba Zamba, which was the 
name of the seminar, then 
continued to write in the names 
of the participating countries, 
everyone joined in and made 
sure all the countries were 
included. It was lovely to see 
people from countries who 
would not normally mix, 
becoming good friends. 
It created a real sense of 
belonging to the group.  

 
 
 



 
 
Day Three 
Today we travelled for two hours to a town called Linz where we joined in with a Theatre 
group called Malaria. This group consist of a group of ‘actors’ who have Downs 
syndrome or other multi diagnoses regarded as a mental disability. The only selection 
criteria is that the ‘actors’ must enjoy performing to an audience. The participants had 
emailed over an image from their country and a melody for this workshop. 
The group ‘travelled’ around the different countries acting out various forms of transport, 
and when they were in Ireland they did an Irish gig and also acted out the sounds of St 
Patrick’s Day, one half cheering while ‘watching the Parade’, and the other half making 
the sounds of pouring and drinking a pint. The Theatre workshop was a wonderful way to 
experience working with this group and throw your inhibitions away and become a 
‘river’, a ‘chicken’ or a ‘greek god’. I really enjoyed the freedom of expression in this 
session. 
 

 
 
Day Four 
The public transport system in Vienna was very reasonably priced, extremely efficient 
and wheelchair friendly, a fact that we soon discovered when we headed off to complete 
the city bound challenges especially with a wheelchair user in the group. The city bound 
challenges encouraged the sub groups to explore areas of the city, take photographs and 
speak to the local people. It was good fun and made us discover information about 
Vienna that we might have otherwise missed.  
 
The weather was very crisp and cold and made 
me feel all Christmassy, especially when we got 
to spend an afternoon exploring Vienna & visiting 
the Christmas markets. In the evening the whole 
group met up and enjoyed a meal in town, some 
people returned to the hotel while some went on 
to a bar, which just happened to be an Irish Bar ☺  
 
 



Day Five 
The morning started with the Yoga workshop, this was the one item on the Programme I 
was dreading, as I am overweight and not very agile; and I have immense pain when 
sitting crossed legged. The tutor was very kind and patient and facilitated the whole 
group and gave extra support to the less able participants. We learnt breathing techniques, 
stretching techniques and at the end of the session I was feeling much better and also 
would consider taking up yoga to become more supple.  
 
The afternoon was spent in a Comic strip workshop – the group had downloaded a fun 
computer package for this session. http://plasq.com/downloads/get/comiclife.dmg  
The groups had to make up a story made up of certain words, some a bit trickier than 
others and then create a comic strip story board using photographs and images, speech 
and think bubbles and caption lines. The technical problems were frustrating but this was 
a good exercise. Some of the storylines were very funny. 
 
Day Six 
Today was the opportunity to share our experience from our own countries. One lady had 
taken part in a photography workshop with disadvantaged young women and shared the 
methodology with the group.  
 
Then another lady conducted a drama workshop where in small groups different events 
that had taken place during the week were re-enacted, these were very funny as they 
allowed people to show their observations and animate stories of people’s actions. 
 

 

 

The activities of the week were laid out on huge handprints in a central line on the ground 
and we were asked to indicate how we felt about each session standing on the positive or 
negative side of the line, and perhaps share our views. This worked very well and people 
were honest and constructive. Not all opinions were the same but all opinions were 
valued. 

 



We were given the opportunity to give feedback to individuals by writing on a piece of 
paper on their back. We could write anything and sign our names, it was also ok not to. It 
was nice to have a memento of the event with such positive comments about ME! This 
was a very powerful exercise and really helped my self esteem. 

 

The last session was to feedback on how we felt at the end of the week. This was very 
emotional for many of the group. We had bonded so well and had become like a family. 
It was very touching when two women were crying, the man with Downs went over and 
hugged them, he then ‘said’ we should be excited as we were going on a plane tomorrow. 
He really ‘felt’ the atmosphere of the group and helped to lift the mood. This session 
ended with the awarding of certificates and rounds of applause. 

 

On the final night after the evening meal the group went along to a Karaoke which was 
only around the corner. Most of the socialising had taken place in the hotel lobby as the 
days were long, quite intense and tiring. One evening the group ventured out for a 
Glühwein ‘hot wine’ before heading back. The Karaoke night was the perfect end to a 
perfect week. It lifted the spirits of the group and we all sang and danced the night away. 
My most memorable moment of the whole week was when the man in the wheelchair 
squealed with delight and joined the group to dance to one of his favourite songs. He 
danced with one of the ladies, doing the jive. It was just wonderful to witness.  

 

 

 
 
 
 



Conclusion 
By the end of the first session 
I knew all the names in the 
group. I had a list of the 
names and beside them I 
wrote a key word taken from 
their introductions, this 
helped me later to start 
conversations on subjects 
they were familiar with. The 
method for getting to know 
you was very effective, you 
had to write your name on a 
piece of paper and draw a 
picture frame, then this was 
passed around for the next 
person to draw the head, 
passed on again to draw the 
hair, eyes, nose, mouth, 
hobbies, favourite music, 
favourite food and what type 
of animal they were.  
 
When breaking into groups 
different methods were used, 
one good example was a box of items where you took an item out that appealed to you. 
The reflection groups were chosen using a conker, small plastic peg, gemstone and a 
decorative bead, this created more of a chance of likeminded people coming together. 
 
As I anticipated, the participants with disabilities were given the opportunity to take part 
in the workshops in a safe and sympathetic environment and became teachers themselves 
in a roundabout way. The group had to consider and adapt the environment to 
accommodate the participants with disabilities. The man with schizophrenia was very 
open to speak about his condition; at times he grew tired and had to go and rest for a 
while, other than that he fully participated in the group activities. One participant who 
had Downs Syndrome attended with his care worker, as she was also one of the 
facilitators. He could not speak English and she interpreted for him when necessary. 
However, most of the time he appeared to understand what was going on and even 
assisted the facilitation. The facilitators sat back and let him progress the group, as he 
was doing a wonderful job. He really understood the ‘feeling’ in the group and responded 
in a very supportive way. He joined in all activities as an equal participant. The group 
‘adopted’ him and supported and cared for him along the way. I must say that the seminar 
would not have been as inspirational without 
his very calm and caring, fun contribution. 

 

I hope that the ideas that I have bought back 
with me will be shared and will have a ripple 
effect of creating more awareness and a 
broader acceptance of people with different 
conditions, abilities and backgrounds. 


