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North South activities provide opportunities to build 
relationships between groups of young people and 
between their teachers and leaders. Groups meet and 
engage in activities that promote understanding and 
respect while also addressing issues that are particularly 
relevant to them, and learning new skills. North South 
activities can provide a means for young people to 
address social exclusion and disadvantage. In addition, 
these cross-border activities provide the chance for 
teachers and youth leaders to work together, to promote 
understanding, and to nurture mutual respect.

Thousands of schools and youth groups have 
participated in exchanges and cooperative activities in 
the last decades. There is huge diversity in programmes 
that promote and fund cross-border work for young 
people, and, while there are variations in how they 
work, they share a common model of the steps to be 
undertaken and the elements that make up a successful 
North South activity. Activities range from small youth 
projects to structural frameworks for teacher/youth 
worker exchanges between North and South. 

What is it?

North South activities 
are planned and 
carried out by groups 
of young people and 
adults from both sides 
of the border between 
Ireland and Northern 
Ireland; they are 
specifically designed 
to promote peace 
and reconciliation 
while also addressing 
social exclusion and 
disadvantage. 

Why should we do it?

North South activities give young people, teachers and 
leaders the chance to do new things with people from different 
backgrounds and traditions, to exchange ideas, cultures and 
experiences, and to understand each other better.

Groups can learn a new activity or skill and, while they do it, 
get to know each other and their partners. The learning gained 
in North South activity can prepare young people and their 
leaders or teachers for more extensive international exchanges 
and activities in the future.

Write down and discuss your ‘best thoughts’
– the ones that are most likely to be interesting and to work. 

This is one you need to think about and discuss 

within your group or class. A good brainstorming 

session will get you closer to the answer. 

The enclosed worksheet of Brainstorming Starter 

Questions will guide you through a session. Be 

sure to nominate a person to write down the 

thoughts you come up with.

why would you want to be involved 
in North South activities?

So the question is...

At the end of the 
session your group 
should have ideas on:
• themes and activities

• outcomes or products of the project

 •  skills you have to do it, what is missing

•  how many participants could take part

•  your ideal partners, who, from where, 
youth organisation or school

•  where your activities might take place

• costs
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Exploratory Actions
The NcompasS programme produced this booklet to introduce the first 
exploratory actions you need to take when considering North South 
activities. Having explored what is involved, if you then decide to continue 
a more substantial Guide to Good Practice resource is available from 
NcompasS. It can also be seen on the website www.ncompass.org

This booklet will guide you in an exploration of: why you might want 
to get involved in North South activities, whether it is a good idea for 
your particular school or youth group, possible themes you might find 
interesting, and finding cross-border partners. It also offers key elements 
of good practice based on the experience of projects in NcompasS – what 
works and what doesn’t.

A very good question! 



In fact there can be bad reasons for doing a project too – as a means of getting 
funding it will be too demanding, as an ‘easy’ way to fill in activities it will 
disappoint. It is not a holiday and it is not easy. It won’t work if only one partner 
drives it, nor will it work if all the emphasis is on the organizer rather than the 
participants. 

If you decide that it is what you want to do, then have a look at the different 
programmes available. Search the North South Exchange Consortium database on 
http://www.nsec.info/programme_list.htm Get copies of the guidelines and application 
forms, look at the deadlines, and get to work!

•  Do you know anybody who has carried out  
cross-border exchanges? 

•  Have you talked to them about their partners or 
other people they might have met? 

•  Do you have cross-border contacts in other 
contexts like sports competitions or music? 

When considering the suitability of partners, 
do try to keep your mind open to the less 
obvious combinations. Your project will have 
more impact if you find ways to work with 
people who are quite different to yourselves, 
either in culture or approach. Of course it will 
be likely to work if their ages and ability levels 
are similar, and they should have a gender 
balance too. When you have discussions with 
new partners, be sure to clearly commit to the 
make-up of your participants in terms of age, 
gender and ability – it will be an essential 
element of your partnership agreement.

Ask as well, are there opportunities to work 
not only cross-border, but also cross-community 
or cross-sectorally? If you are a school, can 
you find a youth group or organisation with 
whom to work? Or vice versa? If you can see 
an advantage to your project, you may even 
consider creating a three-way partnership 
rather than the more usual dual partnership.

Is it for us? Finding Partners

Have a look at the exploratory work you have done and try 
to be realistic about whether a North South activity is the right 
activity for your group or school. It does not suit everybody. 

Under most programmes you will need to find partners. Having looked at 
who your ‘ideal’ partners might be, you now need to have a good look 
for real partners. First, it is helpful to think about your own network – who 
do you know across the border? 

Sustainable Project Partnership

If you have identified the kinds of skills you might 
need for a project, then looking at how the skills 
of your leaders mesh will be a useful exercise. You 
should also identify the skills that are missing and 
discuss who might acquire them.

You may decide to attend training courses in 
specific skills, or more generally on exchanges, 
such as the NcompasS training course Managing 
Educational Exchanges. Attending this course 
is also an excellent way to meet potential partners.

The relationship between the leaders or teachers is very important. 
The project partnership depends substantially upon their shared 
energy, their will to find a workable common understanding, and 
their ability to work together.

Be sure to take advantage of 
contact seminars held by  

the various programme  
bodies – previous applicants 

have often found their  
partners at these events. 

Contact Seminars
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Good Practice
Experience from North South activity tells us some useful things:

Most projects choose this dual 
focus approach. However, 
some projects choose to deal 
directly with reconciliation, 
difference and other 
contentious issues. 

Others appear not to address 
it directly, but rather focus on 

friendship and fun. It is worth 
considering which focus 
might be most appropriate for 
your group. Bear in mind the 
importance of the North South 
context in NcompasS and in 
other North South activities 
– reconciliation is a priority. 

Projects that adopted a 
dual focus of peace and 

reconciliation through media 
such as art, drama or heritage 

were very successful.

Cavan Youthreach and Armagh Young Mothers are both groups supporting 
disadvantaged school leavers, some of whom are single parents. Their cross-border 
project developed an information guide on childcare as preparation for entry into 
formal education in childcare. They gained overall confidence and the ability to look for 
support. Moving out of their own area and mixing with others while learning new skills 
was found to be a huge confidence booster for these young women.

Simply moving outside their own locality and having the 
opportunity to deal with difference can be very significant.

Involve participants in 
decision-making and 
the project has more 
life and energy
While some ages and groups clearly 
need more direction and support 
than others, enabling young people 
to think through the options and take 
on the organisation of their own 
activity has proved highly successful. 
Participants become more engaged 
and take ownership; some leaders 
have suggested that it also reduces 
behavioural problems for those at risk.

“In our role as facilitators for 
the group we were directing 
and coaching at first as we 
organised the exchange and 
told the children what was 
going to happen. Then we 
took on a supporting role 
as the children got to know 
each other and got on with 
the business of playing and 
learning.”

The Peace of Art project was a cross-
border arts project involving Drumshambo 
Vocational School in County Leitrim and 
Artability N.I. in Belfast. Their project 
used music, art and drama to draw out 
the shared history of Northern Ireland and 
Ireland, while also looking at peace and 
reconciliation. 

Teachers and leaders regularly point out that 
opportunities are rare for those young people 
who stay within their own communities and 
circles due to disadvantage, marginalization 
or isolation. Participating in cross-border 
projects can open up new perspectives, 
challenge perceptions, and ultimately nurture 
self-confidence. 

“The participants gained an insight into the 
backgrounds of their respective communities 
and their political perspectives. This insight 
gave them self-confidence in their own 
history and that of the wider communities. 
This self-image enabled the participants 
to agree on some of the issues separating 
the communities, and what they have in 
common.”

Peace of Art Project

Every step 
taken was 
discussed in 
class – what the 
pupils felt they 
wanted from 
each excursion 
and plans 
were made 
accordingly

Ex
am

ple

Ex
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ple
Disadvantaged School Leavers
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‘‘

The leaders 
asked us for 
our opinion on 
everything

‘‘

‘‘
‘‘

What works and What doesn t...

“(They)… gained much 
from visiting and working 

with their peers from 
another area of the island. 
Of course they will have 
learned lots of things – a 
little bit about the way of 
life of others, a little about 

the history of others, a 
little about others hopes 

and dreams, a little about 
attitude towards life, a 

little about music, drama, 
painting and collage.”

“The young people are 
learning valuable skills 
in communications and 
respect”



…art, drama and stress 
management which helped 
them develop new skills and 
learn more about themselves 

and they developed 
confidence and self-esteem 

due to their involvement in the 
project.

Differences in how the 
two sectors operate can 
be made to work to their 
advantage and ultimately 
produce a stronger project 
if extra effort is made to 
prepare. Youth groups tend 
to be more comfortable 
with teamwork than those 
from educational institutions. 
Of course this can be a 
bonus as an experience, 
but more effort may be 
needed to agree a common 
project methodology. 

Schools may have better 
back-up for projects and 
have a captive audience 
as participants, but 
educational term-times 
and the demands of the 
curriculum can be difficult to 
match with the non-formal 
sector. All these differences 
are worth dealing with 
for the added impact they 
provide to the activity.

Smaller groups with more 
sustained contact are 
likely to produce long term 
benefits.
Small-scale activities provide an 
environment where issues of identity, 
difference, mutual respect and 
tolerance can be safely explored. 
Large-scale projects can be designed 
specifically to introduce cross-border 
experience to larger numbers. This 
positive first experience then nurtures 
the development of new focused small-
scale activity.

A project can enhance the work 
of the school or organisation and 
add value to what is already 
being done.
Added value can come 
from working on specific 
themes during the project, 
either new ones or building 
on work being done 
in the school or youth 
organisation. Opportunities 
for travel to new areas 
and places of interest 
were highly valued. The 

experience of carrying out 
project work and research 
added considerably to 
participants’ skills. 
Teachers found it 
particularly effective 
because it provided 
innovative ways to work 
with students on curriculum 
areas. 

“It has created a learning opportunity 
that was practical and enjoyable. The 

children were able to think outside the box, 
encouraging creativity and enthusiasm for 

science and geography.”

While cross-sectoral partnerships 
between formal education and youth 
organisations have been encouraged by 
NcompasS, in practice they often require 
additional support.

Projects that work across 
communities have a 
more substantial effect 
in terms of impact than 
simply cross-border 
projects.
Schools and groups working in  
cross-community projects consistently 
identify important developments in terms 
of young peoples’ awareness and 
appreciation of other people’s culture 
and identity and valuing difference 
and diversity. Of course projects 
with cross-border links, but not cross-
community, also benefit in a number of 
ways in terms of increased confidence, 
gaining new experience and raising 
awareness about other areas and other 
communities. 

“It seems fair to say that the majority of participants 
from the community and voluntary sector seemed more 

comfortable in the role of facilitator, many of the teachers 
felt that the formal structure of a school setting did not 

provide space to easily slip into the role as facilitator… 
lately we discussed that both sectors fulfil a role as 
facilitator albeit in a formal; and informal way.” 

One way to develop such partnerships is through taking part in training 
together such as the NcompasS Managing Educational Exchanges course or 

training based around common activities e.g. sport.

Mad 4 Sport was a large-scale 
multi-cultural cross-border sports 
activity day in Fermanagh. 

It included a full range of sports for 

young people as well as opportunities 

for their leaders and teachers to make 

links with others interested in future 

contacts or exchanges. Participants 

were from many of the most isolated 

and disadvantaged populations; for 

most this was their first cross-border 

multi-cultural experience. Instructors 

managed some activities so that the 

leaders and teachers had a chance to 

explore options for working together 

in the future and get information on 

funding available to facilitate joint 

projects.

‘‘

‘‘

“learning by doing 
as opposed to 

passive learning”

Mad 4 Sport

Ex
am
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The next step is Preparation – including how to 
make a successful application. You can get a 
complete Guide to Good Practice resource that 
outlines all the steps you need to follow and 
gives examples of good practice. 

Contact your NcompasS co-ordinator. See back 
cover for details or access www.ncompass.org

NcompasS is a programme designed to promote 
understanding, mutual respect and reconciliation between 
people of differing cultural traditions in Northern Ireland 
and Ireland through schools and youth groups. 

The Exploration stage is now complete – if you have decided to 
take on North South activity, you have clear ideas of what it might 
be, who you will do it with and how you might do it.

Be sure to keep all your documentation from the Exploration stage 
– you will find it useful later when you are writing your final report. 

Next Steps About NcompasS

Make a successful application

The programme is managed by a consortium which is Léargas from Ireland, The 
Youth Council for Northern Ireland and the British Council in Northern Ireland. The EU 
Programme for Peace and Reconciliation in Northern Ireland and the Border Region 
of Ireland funds NcompasS.

Distinct Activities

The NcompasS programme promoted a number of strands of activity since it began 
in 2003. Since then, it has modified or expanded some strands to reflect more 
accurately the needs identified in the sectors as well as the priorities of the funding 
bodies. 

The activities include:

•  a training course, Managing Educational Exchange Programmes, for teachers and 
youth workers

•  cross-border projects, either joint or thematic, carried out by schools and youth 
organisations

•  on-going projects that promote cross-border, cross-community and/or cross-sectoral 
cooperation between educational institutions and/or youth organisations

• student teacher and youth worker placements between North and South

• job shadowing and short study visits for teachers and youth workers
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