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Note to Head teachers
This document provides information and guidance for schools considering a visit to the Taizé Community in France.

I first visited the community as a teenager myself and have been back several times including with Year 10 students from school and groups of older young people.

The benefits of a week's visit are enormous and I would strongly urge you to consider a visit for your school.

If you would like any further information from a school perspective I would be very happy to hear from you by email or telephone.

My email address is: r.peers@trinity.lewisham.sch.uk
The school number is: 0208 852 3191
All good wishes,

Richard Peers

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - 

Notes for potential group organisers
The Taizé Community website is a very good source of information for visiting the community and includes videos and other information that can be used with young people. We have used it in assembly which works well, and also with parents of potential group members. http://www.taize.fr/schools
Travel

For the past two years we have shopped around coach companies and found huge variations in the prices they offer. Obviously it would be expensive to keep a coach in France for a week and in any case you need to plan to spend the whole week at the Taizé Community, and not have trips out.
Nuneaton Coaches have  a regular shuttle to and from Taizé in the summer months; they pick up in Birmingham or at Victoria Coach station in London where you would meet them as a small group. If you have  group large enough for a coach they will pick you up from venue you specify. 


Nuneaton coaches leave Saturday afternoon, travel on ferry overnight to arrive at Taizé mid-morning; they travel back Sunday evening arriving in London on Monday morning.

It's a long trip and every time I've done it I swear I never will again, but I always do. There are comfort and meal stops at service stations.

From a risk assessment point of view, Victoria Station, the ferry and the service stations are the most worrying. Victoria is always busy, it's near busy roads and there is always a crowd. The service stations are generally quiet in the middle of the night, but groggy youngsters have to be watched as they cross roads with traffic coming the ‘wrong side’ etc. Some money is needed for the ferry and service stations.

If you use Nuneaton Coaches at Victoria, sitting together can be quite difficult to arrange. The coach(es) have usually come via Birmingham.

We subsidise the cost of the trip to pupils and there are many charities and parishes willing to help with his coast to the school. However, it is a very inexpensive trip and I doubt that it would be possible to go away for this long at this price anywhere else. We reckon the cost to be about £160 per person.

All members of the trip need a passport and European Health Card. For non-EU passport holders planning in advance is the key and we have found the British Council immensely helpful. There should be no problem with non-EU passport holders travelling to Taizé and back to the UK.

Packing
Tell your group to pack very light, and not to bring valuables. Minimal toiletries. They will need to carry everything including tents.

A sleeping bag is essential. It can be cold at night, although usually warm during the day in summer. I usually use my bag as a pillow which otherwise takes a lot of space. And a sleeping roll is more than enough.

Because of worship and the general feel, modest clothing is essential, i.e. sleeves on tops etc. and trousers rather than just shorts.

Arrival
Sunday is changeover day at Taizé. When you arrive you will be tired and disoriented and the whole place seems to be leaving or arriving.

One of the community will normally greet you on arrival. The first priority is setting up tent etc. and bags in place (see below). Setting tents up is quite a good way of group bonding!

If you arrive on the Sunday morning, it is worth trying to get to part if not all of the Sunday Eucharist in church as this will make you feel that you have arrived and give a sense of orientation A group walk around the key places is a good idea on the first day.

Accommodation
There are large single-sex dormitory tents. I think bringing your own tents is preferable, especially for school groups but other groups prefer the dormitories. Six or eight person tents with separate sleeping rooms are ideal and the tents can be pitched to provide a central communal area too. The camping fields for camping are close to everything else you will need at Taizé.

Over 30’s have  a separate area but school groups need to make sure there are an adequate number of adults with younger students.

Safety
Taizé is a small village, there’s nowhere else to go that’s not a pretty good walk away. For larger groups you may want to think about one group member having a car with you which will help with first aid supplies etc. (there is a first aid centre on site).

The whole experience is about sharing in the community life for a week with the rhythms that are part of that. Trips off-site are definitely not encouraged and not helpful.

There is a narrow road through Taizé, generally drivers go quite slowly and there are so many people around that there is not much danger.

Before you travel, parents need to understand that at Taizé young people will find their own way around the village, and through the daily schedule, they are not herded from moment to moment. It's a bit different to most school trips these days and is a good idea to have this set out on the permission slip in advance. Young people will be unsupervised for significant periods of the day. On one day each week young people's groups go on a cross country walk. Again a good idea to have this on the permission slip.

Mobile Phones
There is probably little point in saying, “don't bring them”. Adaptors are needed. Many networks don't work well in the village. Phones sometimes get stolen. Discourage all other electronic equipment. Although some will bring games for the journey, these will not be much use in Taizé.

Meals
Simple, wholesome, carbohydrate heavy.

Meals are a good time to ‘touch base’ with your group, so suggest a place to gather under the covered areas etc. where people eat.

It's also good to have a group leaders meeting each day to see how everyone is getting on. 

Worship
The community worship together three times a day. It is worth making clear in advance that your group will be expected to attend all of these. It will not be like any kind of church service they have been to before and for most people it is the most inspiring part of being in Taizé. There are doors all around the large church and people sit on the floor or take prayer stools. There are benches at the top of the steps on the right hand side of where the monastic community sit for those who need them and sitting on steps can be easier for some. It is a good idea to suggest that your group try sitting in different parts of the church, and that they don't all have to sit together. Sitting nearer the front has a more intense feel about it.

During the worship there are simple chants in a wide variety of languages, these are in the chant books that you pick up as you go into church; the number of the chant is displayed on electronic number boards around the church. After the worship in the evening the chants go on for some time and there are monks available to talk to people who wish to.

Morning prayer ends with the distribution of communion (consecrated in an earlier Eucharist), for those who wish to receive. The midday prayer is the shortest.

Late evening
As a group leader I mostly just check that no one is isolated or on their own at this point and then let them get on with it. Generally young people go to Oyak which is the bar/café. Wine and beer is available for those over 18 years old, but limited to one glass per person. It is a great place with lots of singing and socialising going on.

Otherwise it is just hanging out at the tents.

Evening prayer doesn't finish till around 9:15 pm and later on Friday and Saturday so there’s not a lot of evening to fill.

First Aid
The First Aid station is called “El Abiodh”. Volunteer doctors are available each morning; there is always someone there who speaks English.

Groups
All young people are in groups which meet for Bible study and practical chores each day. This is the main way that young people meet people outside their group so is a very important experience. Each group will need an adult leader (under 29) as well, there are also adult groups for over 30s adults. Everyone who is part of your group will need to be part of a Bible Study group as this is an essential part of the experience. These groups also divide into work groups who do simple tasks - washing up, preparing food etc to make the common life possible. After lunch is the period when there is most fluidity, it may be useful to have footballs or other appropriate games for young people.

Relationships
Because of the large numbers of young people, the warm weather and  the relaxed environment young people need to be prepared to deal with sexuality while they are at Taizé; this is a monastery so dress should be modest. Much of the experience is about forming friendships with new people from around the world, this is a good things but the boundaries that we have at home may also be appropriate here. We have found each year that there are individuals who we need to talk to about boundaries, appropriateness and falling in love on ‘holiday’.

Other
The community organise group leaders’ meetings on the first day and half way through the week; later in the week there will be meetings for people and groups from the same country. Groups that wish to have an individual meeting with a member of the community can also request this.

Group Leaders
Adults need to understand the expectations as much as pupils. They will then get as much from the experience as young people. Careful preparation of the group in advance will pay huge dividends. 

Conclusion
A visit to Taizé is one of experiencing and sharing the common life of this community: both the community of monks and also the community of young people gathered there from around the world.

As a school visit I find it one of the most rewarding I have ever done because everything is set up and running and as a leader you get to join in with the experience. 

Don't hesitate to ring me or email me for more information / discussion about taking a group. It is an amazing experience for young people and I hope you will take advantage of it.
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