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1. Executive summary 

 

Education offered in a non-formal educational setting has the potential to provide alternate 

methods and content for the development of cultural literacy. Positive examples and 

experiences from non-formal spaces can inspire schools in formal education settings to 

improve and adopt new teaching methods and content as well. 

 

This report aims to understand how a non-formal education setting differs from a formal 

education setting in providing cultural participation and cultural literacy to young people, 

through a comparison of methods and content. 

 

Young people might have needs-oriented and/or emotional motivations while participating in 

the activities provided by institutions in the non-formal education setting. 

 

In a non-formal education setting, institutions or associations seek to attract the interest of 

participants by addressing particular needs. These needs could be an important source of 

motivation: creating a network, obtaining a certificate, taking courses that are not adequately 

accessible in formal education, etc. 

 

Since they are usually voluntary participants who decide when and what they need for 

themselves, “compulsory participation” is relatively seldom felt, especially in comparison to 

those in a formal education setting. 

 

Further, the activities offered in a non-formal education setting also allow young people to 

develop a sense of belonging to a group with common objectives and/or with like-minded 

others. By pursuing studies of institutional activities in a non-formal education setting before 

they enter their chosen field of work, young people can better foresee what kind of community 

they will later be joining. Thus, a non-formal education setting can also provide an opportunity 

for “selective socialisation” for young people, by allowing them to experience being a part of 

a community with similar lifestyles, tastes, or political views. 

 

What an association selects and what it leaves out when defining culture reflects the viewpoint 

of that association about culture. In this regard, an important feature of non-formal education 

setting is that participants can find greater opportunity to learn cultural literacy at the very time 

when they are actively producing these cultural contents themselves. Indeed, many former 

participants of associations take either volunteer roles or more responsibility for such activities 

of these associations later on. 
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However, these institutions have a hard time maintaining their continuity. Any political 

implementation that reduces the costs of these institutions and supports a provision of physical 

venue and material can be an important contribution toward the sustainability of such 

institutions.   

 

At the same time, it is necessary to expand the diversity of association in non-formal education 

settings so that it can flourish as an area cultural participation that appeals to young people with 

different needs and interests.  

 

 

2. Introduction 

 

To understand how non-formal education settings provide cultural participation and cultural 

literacy to young people, we conducted qualitative field research in two NGOs in Istanbul, 

named “Elephant Memory” and “Peer to Peer,” with different fields of interests. The former, 

“Elephant Memory”, focuses on presenting alternative content and methodologies in the 

teaching of urban history. The latter NGO aims to promote foreign language acquisition while 

addressing the particular needs of underserved language learners while also using various 

teaching methods. In these associations, we pay special attention to both the alternative cultural 

content presented and the teaching methods used. In addition, we aim to scrutinise their 

institutional organisations by conducting qualitative research to understand how such 

institutions maintain and improve their activities and attract greater interest of young people. 

In other words, our research in non-formal education settings is directly related to an 

institutional analysis of non-profit and voluntary associations (Zimmer & Priller, 2014) and 

their potential contribution to the cultural participation and cultural literacy of young people.     

 

 

3. Methods 

 

3.1. Selection of non-formal education settings 

To conduct our field research in non-formal education settings, we initially needed to identify 

and select two NGOs. To achieve this, we consulted experts and academics working on youth 

studies in Turkey. We also sent a message to our university’s student-wide email group to 

collect their suggestions for NGOs focusing on youth in Istanbul. As a result of this preliminary 

research, we obtained the name of 42 NGOs. Then, as a MSGSU-CHIEF research team, we 

discussed among ourselves the activities of these NGOs. We paid special attention to our 

requirements that the candidate NGOs for our field research needed to be using alternative 

training methods and that they sought to present alternative contents for cultural literacy. 
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Therefore, from this resultant list of NGOs, we selected two NGOs, “Elephant Memory” and 

“Peer to Peer” as our qualitative fields.  

 

Elephant Memory is a thematic NGO founded in 2014 and focuses on two main themes: 

Confronting the past and conveying urban experience to young people through everyday life 

practices. The organisation focuses its work on urban history, which lies at the intersection of 

these two issues. The purpose of its establishment, as the association makes clear on its web 

page, is to highlight the idea that "the cause of current conflicts is a failure to confront history, 

and social reconciliation begins here first." The alternative content offered by Elephant 

Memory covers discrimination based on race, language, religion, sexual identity and 

orientation, political views etc., topics that are absent in the formal education curriculum or 

narrated within the scope of the dominant discourse. 

 

Peer to Peer is a youth NGO founded in 2013 and focuses on skills development activities for 

disadvantaged youths. The organisation is distinguished from formal education by its choice 

of methods, content, and its warm learning environment. In formal education, language is 

taught, with an emphasis on written grammar and where speaking can recede to the 

background, whereas Peer-to-Peer programmes do not follow formal grammar, but rather 

emphasise cases where daily language could be put into practical use. As an alternative to 

methods that place the trainer in a higher position in the classroom hierarchy, it instead creates 

a more egalitarian atmosphere where university students teach students who are close to their 

age. 

 

We note that the selected two NGOs differ from each other in terms of their target audience, 

aim of the organisation, and activity of the organisations. When we compare them to a formal 

education setting, they have alternative content and methods. For example, Elephant Memory 

focuses on urban history with game based method and Peer to Peer focuses on acquiring 

language with non-formal methods based on promoting enthusiastic engagement.  

 

3.2. Data Collection 

After determining the representative NGOs, the researcher organised a meeting with 

management members from the NGOs. We contacted the management of Peer to Peer through 

a previous volunteer of the organisation. The contact person organised a meeting with the 

volunteer coordinator of Peer to Peer. (There is no salaried employee in the Peer to Peer 

organisation.) It took greater effort to reach Elephant Memory than Peer to Peer. We contacted 

the organisation via e-mail to organise a first meeting with the project assistant and one of the 

board members of the organisation. Each organisation has its own organisational structure. Peer 

to Peer is more like a “youth group” than Elephant Memory. The structure of each organisation 
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also affected their participation in the activities and our methods of accessing each interviewee 

during the research. To reach the interviewees of Peer to Peer, we used snowball sampling. 

Memory Elephant took more time to reach the interviewees, compared to Peer to Peer. The 

researcher attended the activities of Elephant Memory and explained the project at each activity 

to members of the target age groups who could be potential interviewee according to her 

observation. 

 

The semi-structured questions of this research fall under three main headings: the reasons and 

motivation for participating in NGO activities (especially where the NGO identifies their 

content and method of the activities as alternatives), personal and professional needs of youths 

to attend the NGO activities, cultural and social practice of the activities for youths. The 

interview questions include both key fundamental questions for research and aspects of the 

country that emphasise the NGO structure. 

 

In the pilot interview, it was determined that the meanings of some concepts were lost in 

translation. According to the feedback from the pilot interviews, the Project Coordinator 

revised the translation of some research questions. The researcher added additional questions 

to the semi-structured questionnaire to support the flow of the interview. 

 

One example from the modified question is ‘Are you European? What does it mean?’. The 

pilot interviewee answered the first questions with a direct ‘no’. (HM, Field Note, 16 April 

2019) After the pilot interviews, the question was revised as: ‘How would you describe being 

European?’. Another issue arose when the young interviewees answered a question about 

cultural practice, cultural heritage, and making a connection with Europe. Here the pilot 

interviewees answered the original question from a geographical and citizenship perspective. 

Because they did not associate Europe with cultural heritage, the cultural dimension of the 

question was not addressed.  

 

3.3. Data Analysis 

In fact, there is no one single definition for non-governmental organisation settings. NGOs 

have a specific aim, motivation, and structure to set up (DiMaggio & Anheier, 1990). 

Voluntarism is one of the main parts of the structure of NGO settings in Turkey (Kurtaran & 

Yurttagüler 2014). At the same time, volunteering is very important in terms of providing 

experience to young people (Kurtaran & Yurttagüler 2014). 

 

Due to the inadequacy of the current education system, a high percentage of young people need 

extra-curricular activities such as arts and cultural activities (İKSV, 2019; Erdoğan, 2017). 

Through the activities of non-formal education, the learning setting should be more inclusive 
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especially for cultural literacy (TUSIAD, 2019). In a formal education setting especially in 

textbook, cultural heritage emphasises only ethno-culture which is focus to be Turkish 

(Çayır,2015; Çimen & Bayhan, 2019; Ünlü 2018). The content of the textbooks includes other 

cultural narratives but with limited extent (Çimen & Bayhan, 2018). 

 

Anonymised interview transcriptions were supplied with pseudonyms given by the researcher. 

The observation notes were coded using NVivo 12.  For the first stage of the coding, the first 

version of the coding tree was developed by coding 4 interviews, 1 from Elephant Memory 

Association and 3 from Peer to Peer Association. By considering the semi-structured question 

blocks in qualitative research in formal and non-formal educational settings fieldwork manuals. 

In the second stage of the coding, 16 interviews were coded, 9 from first site and the 7 from 

second side. At this stage, inconsistencies for each of the levels were checked and some nodes 

were united. After completing the coding of all interviews, this time some nodes were not 

united. The coder and the MSGSU- CHIEF Project Coordinator held meetings at every stage 

of developing the coding tree and conducted a debate over the coding tree. These debates 

brought to the agenda the theoretical approaches that may be included in the interpretative 

stages of the key findings of the report.  

 

During the research, the researcher recorded 718 minutes on 20 interviews. The researcher has 

attended 34 activities which are 7 technical meetings with association officials and 27 

participant observation activities from both organisations. 

 

3.4 Ethical Issues 

During the research, no ethical problem was encountered that would prevent the progress of 

the research. To anonymise the participant of our qualitative data, we asked each interviewee 

to select a nickname for themselves. However, the researcher provided a nickname for each 

association, to better indicate the particular activities of each association. Elephant Memory is 

an organisation that aims to promote urban history; their main activity is Memory Walking. 

Peer to Peer is an organisation that aims to educate young people of similar ages; all trainers 

of the organisation are university students who would like to support other university students. 

 

 

4. Findings 

 

Content regarding cultural activities and cultural literacy is often limited in formal education 

settings. Young people prefer to attend non-formal activities that are private or public to 

develop and experience cultural literacy. At the same time, a non-formal education setting gives 

an opportunity to young people to bring their own contribution to cultural literacy. An 
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important feature of the non-formal education setting is that participants can find the 

opportunity to acquire cultural literacy at the same time they are actively producing cultural 

content themselves. When we compare it to a formal education setting, youths have a broader 

opportunity to define the context of these activities themselves.  

 

There are points in which the selected organisations depart from formal education settings: 

method, content and informal relationships related to eagerness and shared responsibility. 

Elephant Memory offers an alternative narrative of history to young people through Memory 

Walks. The association is distinguished from formal education settings by its storytelling 

method that focuses on contributing content and sharing responsibility based on participant 

enthusiasm. Peer to Peer offers an alternative path to language acquisition for young people 

through its Speaking Clubs. The association is distinguished from formal education settings 

with its game-based methods, its inclusive content, and its warm learning environment.   

 

The two selected organisations have ''anchor'' activities that are very popular, and are 

highlighted as such on their webpage. These anchor activities demonstrate the motivation of 

young people to participate in the activities of these NGOs. However, anchor activities are not 

enough to ensure long-term attendance of all of the NGO’s activities. "Additional" activities of 

the organisations are important for the participation of youth. These activities from the same 

organisation can be defined and developed over time and help to diversify their activities. This 

diversity of activities both prevents participants from performing the same activities too 

routinely and allows young people to recognise and take part in activities that they would not 

normally choose to be involved in, at first. In this way, the association facilitates new 

experiences of cultural participation and cultural literacy. 

 

The fact that volunteers work in the association free of charge can also be observed in the 

structure of the relations within the association. Relationships established with the volunteers 

are not strict, rule-based, formal relationships; rather, they are sincere, informal relations based 

on personal eagerness and the taking of responsibility. Both organisations have strong lines of 

communication with their audience through social media. Volunteers also take initiative to 

announce the activities of the organisations, more widely reaching the target group on social 

media. 
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4.1. Case 1: Elephant Memory 

4.1.1. Site Description 

Elephant Memory is a thematic NGO founded in 2014 and focuses on two main themes: 

Confronting the past and conveying urban experience to young people through everyday life 

practices. The organisation focuses its work on urban history, which lies at the intersection of 

these two issues. The purpose of its establishment, as the association makes clear on its web 

page, is highlighting the idea that "the cause of current conflicts is a failure to confront history, 

and social reconciliation begins here first."  

 

One of the most important reasons for choosing this organisation is that it offers an alternative 

narrative of history to young people through Memory Walks. The points in which the 

organisation departs from formal education setting include its methods, content and sharing 

responsibility based on personal eagerness. The Elephant Memory does not leave the practice 

of listening and conveying historical narrative solely to the motivation and knowledge of the 

instructor but carries it out with a method that is inclusive of participants:1 The clues to ciphers 

allow young people to research and discuss events related to urban history. The alternative 

content offered by Elephant Memory covers discrimination based on race, language, religion, 

sexual identity and orientation, political views etc., which are absent in the formal education 

curriculum or narrated within the scope of the dominant discourse. Elephant Memory provides 

them with a narrative using historical events. That the content brings the concept of historical 

justice to the fore is in itself a departure from dominant history discourse.  

 

According to Tophane, an employee of the Association, "The first event of the organisation 

was the Beyoğlu Memory Walk. This area was chosen because a myriad of historical events 

happened here" (Tophane, Woman, Practitioner, Site_1, Turkey). If we give an example based 

on this walk, the places are also chosen based on those historical events: September 6-72, May 

1, 19773, attacks against LGBT+ individuals4 etc.  

 

Its target audience is mainly the youth between the ages of 16 and 26, but it does not limit its 

target audience by age. Individuals of all ages interested in urban studies and urban history can 

                                                           
1 The necessary information is detailed in the Memory Walks section.  

2 The historical event on September 6, 1955, started with a newspaper's false report that "the house where 

Mustafa Kemal Ataturk, founder of the Republic of Turkey, was born in Thessaloniki was bombed" and then 

turned into a mass attack on minorities.  

3 The historical event in which 34 people died in a stampede after union members who participated in May 1, 

1977 celebrations were fired upon at the cortege crossing.  

4 Organised rights violations carried out in the ’90s to drive the LGBT+ community out of the district.  
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participate in the activities of the organisation. One of the most important reasons for 

identifying young people as a target audience in their activities is the belief that social 

reconciliation through confrontation and remembrance will be realised by young people. While 

taking the youth as its target audience, the organisation emphasises "post-memory": 

"Knowledge of the past conveyed by past generations, educational institutions, media and other 

sources of information" and "how such information is perceived and narrated by young people" 

(official website of the Association). 

 

For the association's work, it is important to remember events in the history of the city because 

remembering enables settlement and social reconciliation. "Remembering Heals" (Öktem, 

2019:16). Turkey has experienced many traumas in its political history since its founding. 

However, there are also historical events remembered through places, dating from before the 

Republic to the present day. "In order to prevent this process, which can be called the 

fragmentation of society or the collapse of the social, we need a policy of the past based on 

'negative remembering,' a confronting with the past to ensure that atrocities and unjust practices 

do not go without punishment, and build a culture of caring others pain and sharing their grief" 

(Sancar, 2007:256). The association tries to convey to the youth the memory of the urban 

spaces they inhabit by means of an alternative method to convey formal history through urban 

experience. In doing so, it creates an atmosphere that encourages the asking of questions about 

both the past and the present by introducing young people to the traumas, minorities and 

subgroups of the urban historical frame. The Association questions social history by sharing 

subjects not included in the formal history narrative and allowing young people to explore 

competing narratives.  

The association is located in the offices of an 

institution that conducts contemporary 

exhibitions on memory and confrontation with 

the past outside the mainstream museum 

format. During the field visit, we were greeted 

by the exhibition in Picture 15. The exhibition 

covered contemporary and past questionings of 

81 artists regarding the topic of public domain. 

(HM, Field Diary, October 23, 2019) Picture 26 

is from the exhibition on urban transformation 

and migration that was opened during our later visits. (HM, Field Diary, December 24, 2019). 

 

                                                           
5 Dilek Winchester – Void and Pedestal 
6 Neriman Polat – Breaking the Seal: A Selection from 1996 to 2019 

Picture 1: Picture from the exhibition area where is 

the sharing office with Elephant Memory. 

Picture 2: Picture from the exhibition area where 

is the sharing office with Elephant Memory. 

Picture 1: The exhibition area where shares the office with 

Elephant Memory. Photo taken by Hülya Mete 
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The association is organised in three main groups: 1) the volunteer academics who founded it 

and have actively supported the association, 2) young 

volunteer narrators who participate in the association 

activities and take an active part in one of the main 

activities, Memory Walks, and 3) young people who 

participate in Memory Walks.  

 

Forty founding members and other active volunteers of 

the organisation also include academics working on 

history, urban history, social history, minorities, as 

well as urban planning. An important reason for the 

founding members to refer their students to the 

Association is that they prefer to work in an atmosphere of freedom created by a civil society, 

given that discussions of certain subjects are often impaired by university bureaucracy and 

political obstacles. The founding members voluntarily support volunteer narrators in the 

capacity building process.  

 

Volunteer narrators are young people who have been involved in association activities for a 

long time and have participated in at least one Memory Walk narration training. The majority 

of them are university students. Sahaf, a volunteer narrator who works on city and design, 

explains in her own words the effects of Memory Walks and her motivation for being a 

volunteer narrator, as follows:  

 

"Looking at a photograph of something and reading about it is very different from 

talking to people who have seen and actually experienced those things. Now, for 

instance, when we tell about Hrant Dink, one thing is really effective: The 23.5 

Memory Center7 that has been opened recently. It gives people a very different 

experience. Because they can hear Hrant in his own voice, even this can be very 

shocking and different experience for them" (Sahaf, Woman, Participant) 

 

When we asked Victor, a volunteer for almost one year who took part in six Memory Walks as 

narrator and a university student studying social sciences, about the reason he joined and 

volunteered for the Elephant Memory events, he explained as follows:  

 

                                                           
7 23.5 Hrant Dink Memory Space: It is a memory space opened to commemorate the Armenian journalist 

Hrant Dink in his office in the Sebat Apartment of the newspaper Agos, where he worked and was attacked, 

killed on 19 January 2007.  

Picture 2: The exhibition area where is the sharing 

office with Elephant Memory is located. Photo 

taken by Hülya Mete 
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Actually, I did so in order to reveal the oppression or domination over young 

people, high school and university students based on my personal experience and 

others' experiences as well, that is, in order to narrate it, to help it. (Victor, Man, 

Youth Participant) 

 

The young people who participate in the Memory Walks and attend Justice Seminars are the 

young people who come upon an open call. We observed that participants were divided into 

two main groups in the activities we participated in. The majority consisted of young people 

who had followed the events by Elephant Memory and asked questions about urban history. 

There were also young people who participated after finding this method to be considered an 

alternative, even though they had no interest in every topic narrated during the memory walk; 

they joined upon the request of their friends (HM, Field Diary, March 23, 2019). 

 

The association organises three kinds of activities: 1) Funding young people's projects 2) 

Seminars, and 3) Memory Walks. After briefly explaining the first two activities, we focus 

more on Memory Walks in the following pages.    

 

Funding the Memory Projects of the Youth 

This fund was established in 2016 to support research or cultural and art projects by young 

people aged 18-30 on the subject of social memory related to Turkey, confronting the past, 

social peace, building equality and preventing discrimination. Each year, the Fund makes an 

open announcement in November and accepts the project summaries of young individuals. The 

scholarships are then determined based on those projects.  

 

Justice Seminars  

These have been held since 2017 under the Memory Journey programme. Justice Seminars aim 

to bring together academics, activists, students of higher education studying social memory, as 

well as participants interested in the field, and seek to create an opportunity for dynamic debate 

and to create a new ground for further discussions.  

 

Memory Journey Programme/Memory Walks 

Memory Walks are part of the "Memory Journey" programme. The Memory Journey 

programme aims to encourage young people to explore and question the injustices inflicted on 

groups that excluded historically for religious, gender, ethnic or political reasons. The 

programme consists of three main sections: capacity building for young volunteers, exploration 

of memory place/preparation of memory place cards, and Memory Walks. 
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Capacity Building for Young Volunteers: This is a process during which young volunteers aged 

16-25 develop themselves personally and culturally as urban narrators through specialist 

seminars on urban and historical matters,8 local history workshops,9 visits to memory places,10 

one-to-one support and meetings by human rights associations before they assume 

responsibility in later stages.  

 

The young narrators of the Memory Walks, one of the main activities of the organisation, are 

composed of two groups: the young individuals who follow the activities of the organisation 

for a long period, and those who apply and participate in Memory Walks training from open 

calls. 

 

Memory Walk training sessions play an important role in capacity development. Young 

individuals who wish to become volunteer narrators participate in the "Memory Walk training", 

which takes an average of two days in November of each year, and receive training from 

experts on urban history, social memory, minority rights and recent political history. 

 

Memory Place Research and Preparation of Memory Place Cards: After the Memory Walk 

training, young volunteers select the memory place to be included in the Memory Walk with 

the technical support of Elephant Memory workers in the selected area. The places are chosen 

among those that are not narrated by mainstream historical discourse, or are narrated 

alternatively to the formal history. For example, narrating a "Turkish bath" with content 

inclusive of the LGBT+ community that is normally excluded from mainstream histories or 

starting the narrative from a "palace" within the formal history and then narrating the history 

of a riot that took place outside this palace when that history is usually excluded from the 

official historical discourse.   

 

The important point in the selection of Memory Places is that young individuals determine the 

places themselves and technical support for the preparation of the information is received from 

the employees of the Association. (HM, Field Diary, October 23, 2019). It was observed that 

young people started from their own experiences when choosing places to narrate. They either 

described themselves as belonging to a disadvantaged group, for example, being an Alevi (a 

                                                           
8 Following the training sessions organised by other NGOs and universities, they inform the relevant volunteers 

about these activities and enable their participation through the Association when necessary.  

9 Enable the participation of volunteers in workshops organised by NGOs working on memory.  

10 Visits by specialists who have published articles in this field to the places included in the narratives such as 

23.5 Hrant Dink Memory Place.  
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religious minority in Turkey struggling for the recognition of their religious rights), or they 

were willing to do academic work on the subject. (HM, Field Diary, November 16, 2019). 

 

After choosing memory places, young volunteer narrators conduct research to collect facts and 

testimonies about the places. The research itself also provides both empowerment and a 

learning opportunity for young volunteers. The locations memorise the struggles of outcast 

groups, memorialise cultural diversity that has been destroyed, and communicate the struggles 

for truth by victim/survivor groups. Young volunteers explore survivors' narratives, unspoken 

historical facts, visual materials and statistical data.  

 

Set information cards for places are prepared in detail and convey themes that require special 

emphasis. Memory cards give the Association (which according to 2019 data has as high as 

forty young narrator volunteers) the chance to alternately narrate the spaces during the walks, 

as well as standardise its content. Narrators may add additional information to the narrative but 

are expected to convey the main themes. 

 

Tophane, one of the association's employees who was has also been a volunteer narrator, refers 

to social events while explaining the relationship of memory walks with the place and the place 

identity cards: 

 

The places where human rights violations are or can still be most visible are urban 

spaces, and I believe that. Indeed, urban spaces are the most embodied form of 

social memory. For this reason, human rights violations experienced in the past 

are being studied through these urban spaces. In the meantime, Memory Walks are 

performed as the first step. Memory Walks are activities in which young individuals 

together work on an area - an area that has been known by specific human rights 

violations in the past - creating and shaping their own methodologies. While 

preparing the space identity cards, we check all studies with an alternative 

approach to those spaces, make research about them, and prepare the card about 

the story of those spaces using a language that is completely free of hatred 

discourse, i.e. a neutral language that would not hurt any group at all. (Tophane, 

Woman, Practitioner). 

 

Once the young narrators prepare the memory walk place cards and the overall general 

narrative about the place, the volunteer trainers at the Association review the narratives, 

photographs, visual and auditory documents within their areas of specialisation. A memory 

walk place card is on average ten to twelve pages and takes an average of four months to be 
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issued. It contains newspaper news about the place, memories and statistical information with 

visual references. 

 

In preparing the plan of Memory Walks, priority is given to the places to describe different 

social events within walking distance. In cases where the places chosen by young narrators are 

too far apart by walking distance, the narrative is sometimes told through the selection of a 

closer alternate place that is still historically related to the subject.  

 

Practice of Memory Walks: there are two significant dimensions to the walks. The young 

volunteers present their own narratives of their chosen space to their peers, and the young 

people who join the walks learn about the urban history with a different method and content 

than the formal\dominant history narrative.  

 

The association's motto for the Memory Walk emphasises their alternative content to the formal 

history. "This district is more than it appears." The point to be emphasised in the motto is that 

there is much more to where you live than what you are told, and you can learn it by yourself 

with some effort.  

 

It is possible to participate in memory walks both individually and institutionally. Closed group 

Memory Walk activities are held for schools, companies and NGOs if they request so. 

Association officials said requests from schools have so far been through private or minority 

schools. (HM, Field Diary, October 22, 2019) Open group Memory Walks are openly 

announced from the organisation's social media accounts two weeks before the walk. From the 

young people who respond to this announcement, a number of participants who are eligible for 

the route of the Memory Walk is determined, a selection is made based on age and gender, and 

the selected individuals are informed by e-mail about the time of the walk and the location of 

the first meeting. As it is an interactive study, a maximum of 25 participants were allowed to 

join memory walks.  

 

An average of one Young Memory Walk is held per month. Memory Walks include the 

introductory and closing meetings held indoors and the exploration of memory spaces outside.  

 

A brief introduction of the organisation is given at the opening meeting; employees and 

participants of the association introduce themselves. At least two of the association's volunteers 

or employees are present at the opening meeting. While one person makes the opening speech 

and introduces the Association, the other person makes logistical arrangements for the walk: 

snacks, planning group destination checkpoints, planning for late arrivals, each group to find 

the password to get to the place, and where necessary to share hints about the password.  
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Participants arriving before the Walk are divided into groups of 3-5 people taking into account 

the number of participants. Each group sets up a WhatsApp group to communicate with 

throughout the walk and adds the person in charge of the walk to that group. In cases where 

participants cannot find the location, the person in charge of logistics can quickly direct them.  

 

Then the exploration of places begins! The Walks are described as "explorations" because they 

are not set up as a classic tourist tour. For each place involved in the Memory Walk, a cipher 

puzzle is given to be decrypted. This cypher puzzle contains a question inspired by some 

geographical or historical detail of a location on the Walk. Sometimes it is in the form of poetry, 

sometimes it takes the form of a mathematical question. The cipher is decrypted jointly by the 

people in the group and submitted to the logistics practitioner via WhatsApp. When the correct 

answer is found, the Memory Walk to that place begins. Upon arrival, the participants tell the 

volunteer narrator what they discovered about the place, then the narrator relates the main 

concepts and conveys a narrative about the place, including material from the Memory Card. 

Next, the participants solve a cipher for the second stage of the Walk, and so on. The person 

responsible for the logistics of the Memory Walk is constantly in touch with the young 

narrators, assisting each group so that they reach the places more or less at the same time. In 

cases where the cipher cannot be decrypted, they contact the narrator to receive assistance or 

direction. Each Memory Walk consists of an average of four places. Separate groups alternate 

visits between these three or four places, depending on the duration of the Memory Walk. 

 

Some historical sites referenced on Memory Walks may not exist today.  

 

When we look at the places we study today, the places we narrate their story, some 

of them aren't even there. And their stories were never told until they were gone. 

Because they were not seen to be worth telling or thought to be quietened. 

(Tophane, Woman, Trainer) 

 

While decrypting the ciphers, participants can get help from shopkeepers and people on the 

street or from the Internet. The purpose of the cipher is both to increase the excitement of 

finding places by turning it into a game and to promote research into the writings about the 

sites of the narratives. The goal is to enable participants to gain some incentive to research the 

themes and subjects; allowing access to the internet also creates a positive effect as it gives 

participants the opportunity to browse more sources (HM, Field Journal, March 23, 2019). 
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Memory Walks are divided into regions across the districts of Istanbul. Memory Walks 

currently in progress include: Beyoğlu Memory Walk, Şişli Memory Walk, Cağaloğlu Memory 

Walk, Yel Değirmeni Memory Walk and Beşiktaş Memory Walk.  

 

 
Picture 3. A picture from Beyoğlu Memory Walk; photo taken by Hülya Mete 

 

Picture 4: A picture from the closing session of the Cağaloglu Memory Walk;  

photo taken by Hülya Mete 

 

Participants can ask narrators any question they want during the walk and during the discussion 

part after the walk. Picture 4 shows the emotions and concepts expressed by the participants 

after the walk (Cağaloğlu Adult Memory Walk, December 21, 2019). The Organisation's 

annual report describes this as follows: "Asking questions, taking responsibility, questioning 

and finally letting others question..." This also increases the motivations of young participants 

to participate in these activities. An employee of the Association explains what is alternative 

about the content as follows:  

 

Even the coming together of young people who 

would not gather under normal circumstances is important and actually shows that 

Picture 4. A picture from closing session of 

the Cağaloglu Memory Walk.  
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we convey a different cultural transfer mentality or cultural mentality in my 

opinion. (Tophane, Woman, Practitioner)  

 

Financially, the Association's budget consists of the contributions of individual donors, NGO 

funding and international projects. Approximately, 200 young individuals participate in the 

Memory Walk activities of the organisation annually. They organise activities every month of 

the year but focus on Adult Activities during the students' summer break. However, the 

seminars are of interest to both adults and young people.  

 

4.1.2. Emerging Themes/Results of Analysis 

"Confronting the past" is a theme frequently featured in the works and activities of the 

association. In this confrontation, it is important to move out of the sort of narrative of history 

more commonly conveyed in formal education setting.  

 

Throughout the construction of the nation, national identity and national memory, 

the 'science of history' is employed in a sophisticated and intensive manner; school 

textbooks are arranged accordingly. (Sancar: 2008: 18).  

 

One of the biggest motivations in the work of the Association when organising activities for 

young individuals is to make the voice of minorities known to young people; but in practice, it 

is often difficult to open up these issues. For this reason, the Association organises a training 

programme for its volunteers regarding how to talk about "difficult issues" (HM, Field Note, 

October 23, 2019). This section explains how to talk to young people who join a Memory Walk 

about topics considered taboo across the country. Some of these issues are genocide, minority 

rights, religious minorities and hate crimes related to gender identity. 

 

Elephant Memory also differs from formal history narrative with this approach. This is because 

young people who participate in memory walks visit the place where the narrative is, and hear 

the voices of people directly affected by discrimination. Sometimes it is a way to see the people 

they co-exist with in the city. Sometimes it is young people themselves coming from these 

minorities and having the opportunity to make their voice heard to young individuals of their 

own age. Victor, an active volunteer of the association, tells his own story about encounters 

during Memory Walks:  

 

We encountered a Transsexual individual, so we were with a transsexual 

individual. Throughout the training, I mean narrative training. And I actually saw 

how our rhetoric and our language, our style, got this person to a discriminatory 

and different point. In other words, I have seen that both sides influence each other 
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and that we take an inadequate and inferior, uninformed attitude in our discourse. 

(Victor, Man, Youth Participant) 

 

The young individuals we interviewed stated that they did not want to identify themselves with 

any political identity. Participants and experts working in the organisation related that they did 

not experience any conflicts within the organisation. However, all the youth participants we 

interviewed stated that they researched the activities of Elephant Memory on social media 

before attending one of its activities. They preferred to participate in their activities because 

they thought that there was no cultural, religious or gender related judgement in this 

Association.  

 

When we look at the political views of the volunteers, they share considerable commonality. 

The reason young people choose to participate in the activities of this organisation is because 

they want to hear a different historical narrative than formal education, and they want to 

socialise with those who have this perspective. So there is very limited conflict regarding 

political and ethnic issues at the organisation. Paris, who has been a volunteer at the Association 

for 2.5 years, observes as follows:  

 

When we actually talked to each other, all of us, that is, those who study and read 

about the Kurdish issue, Armenian genocide, those who are politically active in 

those areas, we all thought the same. Indeed, we were all discussing the same. 

(Paris, Woman, Youth Participant). 

 

4.2. Case 2: Peer to Peer11 

4.2.1. Site description 

Peer to Peer started its activities in 2011 under the name “community”, and has been continuing 

its activities as an association since 2013 (HM, Field Notes, 13 November 2019). 

One of the main reasons for choosing this Association has been the opportunity provided to 

young people to learn an alternative language through Speaking Clubs. The establishment is 

distinguished from a formal education setting with its methods, content, and the warm learning 

environment. In more formal education settings, language is often taught through written 

grammar where speaking recedes to the background, whereas in Peer-to-Peer, the programmes 

do not focus on grammar, but instead focus on cases where daily language could be put into 

practical. As an alternative to the method that puts the trainer in a higher position in a classroom 

hierarchy, their method is to create a warmer atmosphere where university students teach to 

students close to their age. While they are doing this, they use quite a lot of games, role-play, 

                                                           
11 The name of the organisation is nicknamed, anonymised by the researcher. 
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videos, and Internet programmes. In fact, some videos are also used in language teaching in 

some formal education settings, but in formal education the videos used are parallel to the 

lessons taught, are framed as educational, and are often videos prepared specifically for the 

course book used. In speaking clubs however, apart from the content having some parallel to 

the lessons, videos are aimed to entertain and can even contain street jargon and slang, or videos 

that directly satirize intercultural differences over misunderstandings, as an example when the 

“Italian man who went to Malta” (HM, Field Diary, 4 November 2019) is used. Besides these 

methods, technology is used to help young people focus on the lessons: in one of our activity 

visits, they played word games using the Kahoot programme (HM, Field Diary, 6 November 

2019). 

 

The visual material shared over the social media account of the association defines the aim of 

the association as follows: “Peer to Peer aims to provide equal opportunity, increase personal 

competencies and self-confidence, provide inter-cultural learning, increase social 

responsibility awareness and extend students’ visions” (Social media account of the 

association, 5 February 2020). The Association is using its social media account in an active 

manner. The announcements of the activities are made through social media with an open call. 

Once a year the association is promoted through “volunteer meetings.” 

 

The target audience of the association is young people of 18-30 and especially financially 

disadvantaged university students or new graduates, but the activities are open to all age 

groups. Although there are seasonal changes, around 80 young lives benefit from activities. 

The activities continue for approximately 8 months; when the schools break for summer 

holiday, they either totally stop or continue at a minimum level. According to Denis, one of the 

oldest trainers of the institution, the aim of the institution is solidarity with those wanting to be 

able to live in İstanbul as a student or a new graduate: 

 

The target audience here is predominantly students who are disadvantaged in 

socio-economic terms but who have come to İstanbul to study away from their 

parents. Financially they face a lot of difficulty in İstanbul. This might be the 

reason why they cannot socialize, and are deprived of some training because their 

families cannot support them in a sufficient way. In reality we are here trying to do 

this in solidarity. (Denis, Female, Practitioner) 

 

We observe that they are mostly students who come to Istanbul to study at universities. 

According to Emek, who is a research assistant that has been taking part in the activities for 

five years the participant profile of the association is middle class families: 
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There are those who come to Istanbul to study, and those who are from Istanbul. 

Yet as far as I can see those who come to this association, I don’t know how to put 

it, are not very low in terms of economic status. That is they are either supported 

by their families or earn sufficient money to make a living for them. That is like me 

I suppose. Not the lowest levels of the proletariat but mostly middle class families. 

(Emek, Male, Youth Participant) 

 

Dila, whose family lives in Southern Turkey and who came to study in Istanbul explains her 

reasons for participating in the activities of the association, especially the Speaking Club, as 

being related to economic reasons: “Otherwise, I do not have any opportunity to practice 

language, this is why I am coming here” (Dila, Female, Youth Participant). The main reason 

for young people participating in the activities of the association is to prepare for their careers. 

 

One coordinator organising the sign language club amongst the Speaking Clubs explains the 

profile of the young people coming to the workshops as follows: 

  

Part of them ask if we are going to give certificates, is there going to be a certificate 

for participation. There is a group that actually wants to show their CV’s as bulky 

as possible. Besides there are people who want to use it for their career, for 

instance there was a participant working for the Ministry of Family. Besides there 

are people who want to have a level of awareness, and there were various groups. 

(Gezgin, Female, Practitioner_Youth Participant) 

 

Students who come to İstanbul from other provinces with limited financial capabilities have to 

find a job to be able remain in the city after their studies are over. Therefore, they focus on 

career-oriented courses during their university years. 

 

İstanbul is becoming a center of attraction for many university students with not 

just its job opportunities but also with the richness and diversity of its educational 

and cultural life. Students coming to İstanbul for their university training from the 

rural parts of Turkey shall be classified as non-metropolitan students. At this point, 

it is possible to conceptualise the adaptation to the metropolitan city as 

metropolitisation. Non-metropolitan students become metropolitised as they adapt 

to the metropolitan city. During this period they become more unwilling to pass the 

remaining part of their lives in their home towns at the rural areas. (Deniz, 

2014:10) 
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University students participate in career-focused activities and prepare themselves for their 

career, and new graduates provide voluntary courses and increase their experience as well as 

finding the chance to promote their activities through the social media accounts of Peer-to-

Peer. One particular reason for us to choose this institution has been their focus on peer 

education since their establishments. Peer training is the conveying of information, skills and 

capabilities amongst individuals of the same or similar ages. At the courses, the young people 

provide courses to other young people on areas where they are proficient: 

 

Peer training is as follows: We are not delivering training here, we are not giving 

courses but for instance I know something, let me give an example, Excel, and 

actually I can teach Excel to a lot of people. Elsewhere, Excel courses are 

expensive. Then I say I can teach it, and I open a workshop and deliver it to people 

who want to join. Normally, of course these students cannot pay for it since it is 

very expensive, so these young people come to my workshop and learn it directly 

there. Besides, I can also socialise a little bit more, and my self-confidence 

increases, and my competencies also develop. If in the future I want to do it 

professionally this is a step in that direction. I can say that in this sense this activity 

provides a lot of opportunities. (Denis, Female, Practitioner) 

 

 
A Picture from Anniversary Day of Peer to Peer; photo taken by Hulya Mete 
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The Association is located in Taksim, one of the most easily accessible areas of Istanbul, and 

the most centrally located street, Istiklal Street. They share the same office with an NGO 

working on issues affecting young people. The association does not receive any financial 

assistance from any institution. In order to sustain its activities, it asks for a non-mandatory 

participation fee12 through an automated donation system named fonzip. The organisation uses 

technology actively and includes active usage of social media.  

 

Peer to Peer has three resources, the first one is the small fees we get for the 

activities we organise, second are the donations, third is the international project 

and fund resources. (Denis, Female, Practitioner) 

 

Next to the office of the Association is a small theatre hall where they organise activities. The 

hall has relevant equipment for movie and theatre activities to take place. Picture 1 is from the 

short film session organised on the anniversary of the establishment of the association 

celebrated at the activity hall of the association (HM, Field Notes, 9 February 2019) Picture 2 

is from the Speaking Clubs (HM, Field Notes, 10 April 2019). 

 

The fact that the office of the association provides young people with a central space for the 

activities they want to organise is a big advantage for university students. 

 

The organisational structure of the association can be classified under two groups of young 

people:  

The volunteer coordinator youth organises the club activities of the association and then other 

youth benefiting from the club activities. There is no salaried employee working in Peer-to-

Peer. Coordinators do these activities voluntarily. Volunteer Coordinator Mutlu whom we 

interviewed explains what being a volunteer coordinator means:  

 

 

I have been a Coordinator for almost two years and this year I am the coordinator 

of the Speaking Clubs. Before I was the coordinator for two Speaking Clubs but 

this year I am the Coordinator for all of them. My job is to facilitate the atmosphere 

for the trainers and the participants of the Clubs. I also provide assistance to other 

Coordinators where they lack experience and provide smooth flow of activities. 

(Mutlu, Female, Practitioner) 

                                                           
12 The fee received changes according to the course but it is around the fee of one cup of coffee per lesson, 

and most of the fee is spent on this. 

Picture 1. A Picture form Anniversary Day of 

Peer to Peer  
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A Picture from the Speaking Club; photo taken by Hülya Mete 

Activities of Peer-to-Peer can be categorised under two categories; short-term activities where 

there is a volunteer trainer and long-term activities that the association has been organising 

since its establishment. Short-term activities are mostly hobby, skill, or career focused training 

sessions: Excel training, coaching training, workshops for storytelling etc. Long-term activities 

consist of Social Entrepreneurship Courses, culture evenings, the East-West Camp, and 

Speaking Clubs. 

 

Hobby Workshops: These workshops include seasonal activities. They are provided based 

upon the suggestions of volunteer trainers. Here the most important aspect is that material and 

spatial opportunities that are provided to young people for their peer-directed activities. 

 

Social Entrepreneurship Camp: Social Enterprise is the finding of solutions to problems by 

those people who are a part of the problem or who are affected by it. Although it has not been 

organised every year this camp is one of the most well known activities of the association. It 

has been organised three times since the foundation, in 2013, 2018, and 2019. The camp lasts 

for one week. During the camp young people are expected to analyse the problems they are 

affected by or under the effect of, and to devise solutions to these problems. The main criteria 

for selection to the camp are for young people to commit to analyse the problem they tackle in 

depth in their application forms. 

 

The camp has two main aims: through training delivered to young members of NGOs from the 

east and west, for them to create their own projects, and establishing a network amongst NGOs, 

and a basis for long-term partnerships by bringing young NGO workers working in the same 

field in different provinces together. 
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Cultural Nights: This is one of the main activities of the association. The speakers at the 

Cultural Nights are either young people who have participated in similar nights before and 

want to tell others about their experiences abroad, or young people who have come to Turkey 

through exchange programmes, participated in the activities of the association and want to 

share their own culture with young Turkish people. The discussion is mostly on culture and 

daily practices of life; containing elements of culture, food, life styles. One of the important 

characteristics of the Culture Nights that is important for our research is the inclusive content 

it gives to young people. The speaker chooses the method and the content he/she will use when 

speaking about that country. Some speakers bring food from their countries and talk about their 

culture while some give examples from dances and talk about regional differences to talk about 

the culture. 

 

I also participate in Culture nights, they are very beneficial. When would I go to 

the Ivory Coast? The volunteer came and talked for instance and I learned a lot of 

things. We’ve seen France, and there was a volunteer from Finland. Everything I 

cannot go and eat in Finland I ate here. There was a volunteer from Germany and 

I tasted things I cannot taste.  From Greece also, all were very beneficial. (Dila, 

Female, Youth Participant) 

 

The important aspects of Culture nights is that they are attractive for young people who would 

like to go abroad, they are easy to take part in (one-time events and two hours in length on 

average) and they make the association visible for young people.  

 

Young people who participate in the culture night programmes listen to a volunteer who is a 

local of a different country. With this aspect, it is distinguished from the classical touristic 

recitation. Besides young people that want to travel abroad for education, work or internship 

ask questions to the speaker and obtain information on daily life, they can establish a network 

before they even leave their home country. 

 

East West Camp: This camp brings together young people from the east and the west of Turkey 

and also young people from Europe, Turkey and countries located to the east of Turkey; 

providing them a venue to be inspired by each other, to develop new ideas and to establish 

intercultural interaction. The camp’s aim is to provide education about new cultures through 

communication; and it has been running since 2008. The open call for the camp is done online; 

the applications are assessed and maximum 15 participants are selected. Young people interact 

with each other through games and refreshers, after which there are short workshops on 

tolerance and getting to know different cultures including exchanges of opinion amongst the 

youth. 
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Speaking Clubs: 

Speaking Clubs are one of the main activities of the association. The English-speaking club 

has been going since 2011. As Cezayir 24 years old, who is both a participant and a trainer in 

the association states,  

 

“We have different level speaking clubs in different languages; English, French, 

Spanish, German, Italian, depending on the criteria of the participants at 

advanced, intermediate or beginner levels” (Cezayir, Male, Youth 

Participant_Practitioner, Site_2, Turkey).  

 

One of the main reasons that European languages are preferred is the interest of the youth 

towards these languages and the fact that it is easier to find volunteer coordinators that will 

conduct the speaking clubs in these languages. Denis, 26 years old, whom we interviewed has 

been a volunteer coordinator for 6 years stated that for 2 years they had organised a Korean 

speaking club but could not continue it once the coordinator left (HM, Field Notes, 28 

November 2018). Since they have a wider perspective on languages for the Speaking Clubs, 

they have been organising workshops on sign language for the last two years (HM, Field Notes, 

13 November 2018). 

 

When we asked the participants why they preferred to come to courses outside the scope of 

formal education, the participants of the association gave similar responses: 

 

I find the direct courses extremely expensive and unnecessary, that is they focus 

more on things like grammar or you hire private tutors and you pay unbelievable 

amounts of money, which I believe is not necessary. In my opinion an atmosphere 

that creates the opportunity to speak is sufficient. I do not think it is necessary to 

stick to a curriculum that much, because the school provides that. I think NGO’s 

like this can create that atmosphere, provide that connection, provides continuity, 

that is enough. (Emek, Male, Youth Participant) 

 

Most interesting is to be able to speak that language continuously and practice. 

Because generally the aim of Speaking Clubs is to practice speaking rather than 

grammar or semantics or reading and writing, since we have a lot missing when it 

comes to practicing, therefore our aim is to be able to cover that gap as much as 

possible. (Cezayir, Male, Youth Participant_Practitioner) 
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Buse who is coordinating the English Speaking Club and is also studying English Language 

and Literature in one of the more prestigious universities of Istanbul, talks about the difference 

between the Speaking Club and courses at school: 

 

The reason why young people come here is to communicate and socialise, human 

beings are social creatures. To learn English, of course nobody will come by 

talking Turkish, what is important in life now is to speak English. Whether it is to 

travel and see, working life, worry for your future English helps in some way, and 

people in some way want to have fun, and want to have fun when they are talking, 

and this course clearly provides this. Frankly speaking, I can even make jokes, you 

have even heard during Clubs. For that reason, being funny, entertaining. (Buse, 

Female, Youth Participant_Practitioner) 

 

The most common reasons for young people coming to Speaking Clubs to learn languages is 

to study abroad and the opinion that speaking fluently would bring an advantage in their career. 

(HM, Field Notes, 4 November 2018) 

 

Speaking Clubs use games as a method and there are informal relations based on eagerness and 

taking responsibility. These are the most important motivations for participants:  

 

First of all there is a very comfortable atmosphere here. I am making a lot of 

mistakes but since there is nobody superior to me there is no hierarchy, that’s why 

I am not tense or I do not feel bad when I make a mistake. Maybe I am not ashamed. 

(Dila, Female, Youth Participant) 

 

4.2.2. Emerging Themes/Results of Analysis 

According to OECD data in 2018, the youth unemployment rate in Turkey is 20.1%. The fact 

that the rate is so high causes young people to worry about what their lives will be like after 

they graduate from university. Young people want to find a job, they want to start developing 

their careers, and they want their CVs to be competitive.  

 

The courses that promise to develop the CV, create skills and even "professions" 

to open new jobs should not overlook that they create an economy for the white-

collar unemployed. (Bora & Bora, 2011: 235)  

 

Young people move to Istanbul to study for university, and ultimately they want to find a job 

in Istanbul, as it is considered “prestigious”; however, it is an economically high outlay for 

those young people with family who do not live in Istanbul. The financial resources of many 
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students is not enough to cover the expense of cultural activities and to develop the skills that 

they will require after university. Mastery of a foreign language is one of the important criteria 

that assists in finding a job, and it is an advantage when developing networks abroad. Also, a 

foreign language allows greater access to international-multicultural resources, such as those 

found on the internet. 

 

There were many events here. Some of these events can be practical activities, for 

example, body language, there were activities in different fields, but my priority is 

to improve the English speaking, to practice English and ensure that it does not 

corrupt. That's why I tried to come regularly. When was the first time, I mean, 

during my undergraduate education. Of course not every week, so it was sometimes 

interrupted. I went to Erasmus. For my reason to come the organisation not to lose 

my language skills after Erasmus. (Emek, Male, Youth Participants) 

 

The most common purpose of the young people who come to Peer to Peer, is to find a way to 

support themselves in business life. However, the organisation provides opportunities for 

additional activities, and the young people also participate in non-career-related cultural 

activities. Some of them then take the initiative to start organising activities, and this leads to 

them improving their cultural literacy through these activities. Again, there are no full-time 

employees in the organisation. One of the admirable successes of Peer to Peer is effective and 

fair-minded volunteer management. 

 

This organisation has a more free environment when you compare the school. if 

you learn once at school, the main concern is about passing school, getting a 

diploma, having a job. In this organisation, there are many things that are 

supportive, for example socialising. Maybe there are many youths who come for 

his career, there may be those who come to support his CV, for example, to support 

volunteerism, because companies also pay attention to him. The reason could be 

language, that may be coming to improve the language. (Emek, Male, Youth 

Participants) 

 

 

5. Discussion 

 

We have chosen two NGOs, ’Elephant Memory’ and ‘Peer to Peer’ as our qualitative fields 

and tried to understand how a non-formal education setting differs from formal education 

settings in terms of method and content while providing cultural participation and cultural 

literacy to young people. Our findings comprise important clues about young people's process 
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of involvement in non-formal education setting. These findings can be compared and analysed 

under three main headings: 1) civil society and the identification of needs, 2) volunteerism and 

sustainability, and 3) reproduction of culture and cultural literacy. 

 

5.1. Civil Society and Identification of Needs 

Non-governmental Organisations (NGOs) working actively in a non-formal education setting 

should first properly identify the problems and needs in the field, and then seek to find solutions 

to them. The fact that NGO activities may address the needs of the participants can be an 

important source of motivation for participation in the activities. For example, Elephant 

Memory aims to reveal and transmit the voice, culture, and cultural heritage of different social 

groups, especially minorities, as they are not sufficiently heard due to the dominant mainstream 

discourse in the city. Peer to Peer, on the other hand, promotes activities that will support 

language-speaking practice, which is one of the inadequacies commonly faced in foreign 

language education. Before planning the activities they would offer for young people, both 

organisations first had to identify the inadequacies in the fields they function. One factor that 

encourages young people to come to these associations is when that NGO offers activities in a 

specific field participants need to develop. This activity might be an excel course that helps 

preparation for work life or a seminar, or any subject they have been researching. Compared to 

a formal education setting, this rarely feels like “compulsory participation” because 

participants have greater freedom to decide what they need for themselves: 

 

When I am in a place like this I don't feel pressure, there is no obligation, and there 

is no exam in the end. I'm here just because I want it, I keep attending for that 

reason, this makes my learning much easier. I do this because I really want it. I 

mean, I know that I will not take an exam in the end, there is no such pressure. Or 

I will not have to prove myself to someone in the end. At least this makes me feel 

comfortable. (Sakin, Women, Youth Participant, Site_1) 

 

Undoubtedly, finding methods that differ from more formal education settings is relatively 

easy, but it is often the specific needs an NGO aspires to service that can be of most importance. 

For example, in Turkey participants actually need to improve themselves in all skills pertaining 

to foreign language education: grammar, writing, and speaking. Yet, by focusing more on 

speaking among those skills, the activities of Peer to Peer have ensured progress with a field 

of activity that is both more interactive and entertaining. Similarly, Elephant Memory has more 

freedom to implement a more entertaining, interactive, and mysterious cultural literacy method 

by fulfilling an alternative historical narration through “neighbourhood memory walks.” This 

brings to mind an important point of future inquiry: Is it possible to approach every issue or 
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need through alternative methods, or is it better to use such methods only for certain issues and 

needs? 

 

The examination of our examples has allowed us to think that, in terms of cultural participation 

and cultural literacy, individuals could be participating in the activities of an organisation to 

meet some of their first priority needs. We can define this activity as an “anchor” activity. 

However, there are also "additional" activities of the same organisation that can be defined 

over time and help diversify the activities. This diversity of activities may both prevent 

participants from performing the same activities too routinely whilst also allowing young 

people to recognise and take part in activities that they would not normally be involved in, at 

first. In this respect, while speaking clubs organised for foreign language learning form 

attractive-primary activities of Peer to Peer, other events such as culture nights and East-West 

Camp can be considered as additional activities. By providing multiple activities, the 

association then allows more ways to explore new experiences of cultural participation and 

cultural literacy. Whenever a non-formal education setting provides a new activity, practice, or 

diversification, that corresponds to a specific need, this can help contribute to the development 

of skilled approaches to that need. It can also strengthen the interaction of the participants with 

the organisation over time. 

 

5.2. Volunteerism and Sustainability  

The motivation of young people who participate in NGO activities might be based on emotional 

and / or needs-oriented aspects. They want to take part in a group where they feel emotionally 

comfortable and where they have a sense of belonging. This aspiration may sometimes arise 

from their minority group background, or it may be rights-based and with an aim of defending 

the rights of minorities. Needs are another important source of motivation: creating a network, 

having a certificate, taking courses that are not adequately accessible in formal education, etc. 

The activities offered in a non-formal education setting also allow young people to develop a 

sense of belonging in a group with common objectives and/or with like-minded others. One 

group might focus more on their careers in Peer to Peer, or, alternately, there can be a rights-

based group that focuses more on advocating for social justice and minority rights in Elephant 

Memory.  

 

Istanbul is a cosmopolitan city and social relations are relatively distant. In such a context, 

NGO activities allow young people to meet others with similar views and objectives.  A study 

conducted through a face-to-face interview technique by Bilgi University Youth Studies, about 

NGO membership of young people in 15-24 age groups in Istanbul, reports that:  
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Although young people's NGO membership is low, half of the young people who 

responded to the questionnaire expressed that they thought about becoming a 

member of an NGO. When the types of associations are compared in terms of their 

actual and potential membership proportions, the lowest difference is observed in 

student clubs and associations. Although half of the young people expressed that 

they thought of becoming a member of other associations / organisations that was 

not realised. This finding shows that young people feel more comfortable in 

organisations formed by people from their own generation, and they prefer such 

organisations because they can participate in decision-making mechanisms more 

directly. The main conclusion to be drawn here is that it is important to encourage 

the organisations that young people will establish themselves.  (Bilgi University 

Youth Studies Unit, 2006: 3) 

 

Indeed, in our qualitative field research, young people expressed that they preferred to be 

friends with those who agree with them. This criterion has had a determining impact on their 

selection of the NGOs and they research these organisations before they take part in the 

activities. We can call this situation “selective socialisation.” They value: being part of a 

community that thinks like them, going to the cinema together, socialising through common 

interests, travelling to a foreign country altogether, visiting museums, producing projects 

related to culture through common areas of interest, getting support for the countries desired to 

be visited, etc. Young people in both Elephant Memory and Peer to Peer have been open to 

learning about and from different cultures, but they prefer to socialise with people who share 

their viewpoint about multiculturalism.  

 

Needs-oriented participation is a valid motivating criterion for both trainers and volunteers. 

The trainers in Elephant Memory seek opportunities to work on/about minorities in the city, 

and finding such opportunities was less likely in the confines of the academy. Also, they could 

more easily meet young people who are interested in the subject they are working on, and could 

create new work spaces for themselves through a dynamic NGO environment where there have 

been ongoing activities. The trainers in Peer to Peer could maintain their connections to other 

NGOs, establish networks relevant to their professions, and even choose their employees 

among the eager young people found in the association. 

 

The volunteers also have positive opportunities. They can improve their skills and abilities and 

this in turn strengthens a deeper sense of belonging to the association. Meanwhile, young 

people could clearly mark and observe the development in their skills. For example, an ordinary 

participant of a memory walk activity could in time become a leading guide, or a participant of 

a speech club could become a coordinator. Not only does mobility in a non-formal education 
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setting (a participant / student could have a chance for taking more responsibility in a short 

time) strengthen the members' sense of belonging, these activities can also help provide the 

human resource needs for such organisations and help to reduce operating costs. 

 

These associations face a constant struggle for financial sustainability in Istanbul, they receive 

their biggest support from their volunteers. Because volunteers provide their activities free of 

charge, associations can pursue more activities by minimising the trainer budget, or even 

operating without a human resources budget. Although volunteers do not receive a certain fee, 

there is still some compensating benefit provided through things other than money. For 

example volunteers of Elephant Memory could have a chance to take part in seminars on 

“Social Memory,” with limited sessions that are not announced widely and that have been a 

delicate issue in Turkey. In addition, because many volunteers study in a social science 

department, they find a practical academic function in the preparation of venue historical 

material and the conducting of research of the history of the city. Peer to Peer has a good 

network with NGOs abroad. They often give priority to their volunteer coordinators when 

sending people abroad for activities such as training, seminars, or festivals. When the 

volunteers are financially disadvantaged university youths, the possibility of taking part in an 

event abroad to meet young people from other countries can be an important motivation for 

them to volunteer, when the expenses are financed by the association itself. 

 

The effect of volunteers donating their work can also be observed in the structure of relations 

within the association. Organisational relationships established with the volunteers are not 

strict, rule-based, formal relationships; rather, they are sincere, informal relations based on 

eagerness and taking responsibility. 

 

After they begin their professional work life and become less active or inactive volunteers, 

these people maintain their support for these associations, through their network support, and 

connections with the private sector and/or universities. However, in order to ensure a sense of 

belonging among volunteers, the association should maintain a pool of volunteers through the 

organisation of activities over a certain period. Instead of concentrating on a standard set of 

activities, NGOs should analyse the different needs in different areas of the young people 

engaging with the NGO and provide interrelated activities to ensure long-standing 

participation. 

 

It was evident from observations throughout the study that both organisations have created a 

sense of belonging among their volunteers. Short-term participants of the association stated 

that they wanted to become a volunteer and take part in the activities of the organisation and 

long-term volunteers were profoundly supporting the association, mobilising their networks, 
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finding financial solutions for their sustainability, and providing individual funds when 

necessary. 

 

Because Istanbul is an expensive metropolis, costs are high and sustainability is difficult for 

NGOs there. They have to work hard to reduce rental costs for venue use and to find ways to 

produce alternatives when needed. Indeed, we see that in order to survive, associations use 

venues together with other associations and they develop new strategies for solidarity. Elephant 

Memory uses the common office floor of the current museum13 which organises exhibitions 

with the theme of facing the past, whereas Peer to Peer shares the same office with another 

NGO focusing the youth, and by sharing some responsibility for its operations with the young 

volunteers of that association it reduces the workload of the association. 

 

Despite it being "challenging" in terms of costs, Istanbul still interestingly contains a wide 

range of NGOs with different interests. Because Istanbul has a dense youth population, NGOs 

dealing with a wide range of topics have the opportunity to reach enough participants who have 

a common interest and approach with them. For example, you can attend memory walks of 

Elephant Memory in different districts several times, but it might be enough to attend the walk 

in the same district only once. In comparison, only a limited number of institutions can actively 

serve in a non-formal education setting within the scope of small cities and settlements. In 

those small settlements government institutions, such as Youth Centres operating under the 

Ministry of Youth and Sports, generally come to the fore. It is a significant issue about how to 

increase the number and diversity of institutions and organisations operating in non-formal 

education settings. Any political implementation that reduces the costs of NGOs will generate 

great interest. Support in the form of provision of venue and material can be an important 

contribution for the sustainability of NGOs offering alternative educational viewpoints. On the 

other hand, it is also necessary to expand the diversity of NGOs so that more areas of cultural 

participation that appeal to young people with different needs and interests can flourish. 

 

5.3. How Culture is Reproduced and Cultural Literacy   

The cultural viewpoint of an organisation is reflected by what it selects and what it leaves out 

when asked to define culture. By allowing the participation of young people in their activities, 

both Elephant Memory and Peer to Peer allow young people to help produce and reproduce 

their definition of "culture."  

 

Elephant Memory contributes to cultural reproduction through activities focusing on urban 

history. Preparation of venue cards and memory walks per se help reinterpretation of the 

                                                           
13 For more information, to check Site Description-1.  
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culture. Young people make their own decisions about whether to illustrate their narratives 

with a historical building as a concrete cultural heritage, or with a food name that belongs to 

minorities, as a more abstract heritage. This process of research and decision, itself, promotes 

critical thinking and questioning about culture.  

 

Peer to Peer provides activities with decidedly visible cultural aspects. Young people from 

different cultures are brought together with Culture Nights and East West camps, and through 

the games played and films screened at these nights, participants have a chance to think about 

culture, ask questions, and compare different cultures. The coordinators plan the activities in 

speech clubs, and while determining which topic they wish to base a language class on, they 

also decide about what culture to select and what to leave out. 

 

Young people’s vision over culture also determines which NGO activities they prefer to take 

part in. While providing their definition of “culture,” young people taking part in activities in 

Elephant Memory incorporate minorities and different ethnic groups in their definition. The 

young people we interviewed in Peer to Peer displayed an interest in learning more about 

different cultures and societies on an international scale, while still comparing foreign, and 

especially European, culture with their own local culture.  

 

Although the content and orientation (one inward and the other outward) are different, the 

participants of both NGOs have had a culturally inclusive approach. An important feature of 

non-formal education setting is that participants can find the opportunity to learn cultural 

literacy at the same time they are actively producing this cultural content themselves.  

 

 

6. Conclusion 

 

Based on our qualitative research in Istanbul, we argue that non-profit and voluntary 

associations working in the non-formal education have considerable potential to create, 

improve, and reproduce alternatives training methods and content for cultural literacy. Since 

young people often decide what their needs are and which associations fits better with their 

styles, tastes, political perspectives, there is a constant effort for mutual recognition between 

young people and the associations. Therefore, in contrast to the schools in the formal education 

setting, the participants feel less involuntary compulsion to participate in the activities of such 

associations, even though these groups sometimes require more overall commitment from their 

participants and sometimes ask them to take higher levels of responsibility for the organisation 

of their activities. It is necessary to expand the diversity of association in the non-formal 
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education settings so that the areas of cultural participation that appeal to young people with 

different needs and interests can flourish. 

 

We do not think that school in a formal education setting should or could be replaced fully with 

an association in a non-formal education setting. Indeed, the merit of the latter is its ability to 

create niches within the mainstream domain of culture in a society. However, they also have 

some capacity to inspire schools in formal education settings to use new teaching methods, 

alternative content for cultural literacy, and new organisation strategies. Strengthened 

collaboration between these two settings will be an increasingly asset for both of them. In this 

regard, the private schools are less constrained compared to the public ones, which need the 

approval of the Ministry of Education to collaborate with such associations. 

 

Finally, it is important to highlight that some of these associations constantly struggle to pursue 

their activities, despite their successes. Any political implementation that reduces the costs of 

these institutions and supports the provision of venue and material can contribute a profound 

enhancement to the survival of non-formal education settings working to increase cultural 

literacy. This is especially true of those institutions working with young people throughout the 

countryside of Turkey, where there is a great need for more positive action.  
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8. Appendices 

 

8.1. Table sociodemographic data young people site 1 

 

No Interview 

code 

Date of the 

interview  

Language of 

the interview  

Informant 

gender  

Informant 

age 

Informant 

citizenship  

Informant’s 

mother 

tongue 

1 ÇERKEZ 16.04.2019 Turkish F 29 Turkish Turkish  

2 SAKİN  16.04.2019 Turkish F 24 Turkish Turkish  

3 TOPHANE 23.10.2019 Turkish F 27 Turkish Turkish  

4 MUTLU  23.10.2019 Turkish F 22 Turkish Turkish  

5 SAHAF  28.10.2019 Turkish F 28 Turkish Turkish 

6 VICTOR  28.10.2019 Turkish M 20 Turkish Turkish 

7 TOM  01.11.2019 Turkish M 26 Turkish Turkish 

8 DİLA  04.11.2019 Turkish F 22 Turkish Kurdish 

9 PARİS  05.11.2019 Turkish F 23 Turkish Kurdish 

10 CEZAYİR  07.11.2019 Turkish M 24 Turkish Turkish  

11 EMEK  11.11.2019 Turkish M 26 Turkish Turkish  

12 DENİS  13.11.2019 Turkish F 26 Turkish Turkish  

13 ZEKİ  3.11.2019 Turkish F 22 Turkish Turkish 

14 TARİHÇİ 4.11.2019 Turkish M 25 Turkish Turkish  

15 MİMAR  8.11.2019 Turkish F 22 Turkish Turkish  

16 GEZGİN  01.12.2019 Turkish F 24 Turkish Turkish  

17 BUSE 04.12.2019 Turkish F 21 Turkish Turkish  

18 KAHVALTI  18.12.2019 Turkish M 29 Turkish Turkish  

19 EDA  7.01.2020 Turkish F 27 Turkish Turkish  

20 FATIMA  15.01.2020 Turkish M 26 Turkish Turkish  

 

Religious /spiritual affiliation information was not available. 
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8.2. Table sociodemographic data young people site 2 

 

No Interview 

code 

Date of the 

interview  

Language of 

the 

interview  

Informant 

gender  

Informant 

age 

Informant 

citizenship  

Informant’s 

mother tongue 

1 SAKİN  16.04.2019 Turkish F 24 Turkish Turkish  

2 SAHAF  28.10.2019 Turkish F 28 Turkish Turkish  

3 VICTOR  28.10.2019 Turkish M 20 Turkish Turkish  

4 DİLA  04.11.2019 Turkish F 22 Turkish Kurdish 

5 PARIS  05.11.2019 Turkish F 23 Turkish Kurdish 

6 CEZAYİR  07.11.2019 Turkish M 24 Turkish Turkish  

7 EMEK  11.11.2019 Turkish M 26 Turkish Turkish  

8 ZEKİ  3.11.2019 Turkish F 22 Turkish Turkish  

9 TARİHÇİ 4.11.2019 Turkish M 25 Turkish Turkish  

10 MİMAR  8.11.2019 Turkish F 22 Turkish Turkish  

11 GEZGİN 01.12.2019 Turkish F 24 Turkish Turkish  

12 BUSE 04.12.2019 Turkish F 21 Turkish Turkish  

13 KAHVALTI  18.12.2019 Turkish M 29 Turkish Turkish  

14 EDA  7.01.2020 Turkish F 27 Turkish Turkish  

15 FATIMA 15.01.2020 Turkish F 26 Turkish Turkish  

 

Religious /spiritual affiliation information was not available. 

 

8.3. Table sociodemographic data practitioners 

 

No Interview 

code 

Date of the 

interview  

Language of 

the 

interview  

Informant 

gender  

Informant 

age 

Informant 

citizenship  

Informant’s 

mother 

tongue 

1 ÇERKEZ  16.04.2019 Turkish F 29 Turkish Turkish  

2 TOPHANE  23.10.2019 Turkish F 27 Turkish Turkish  

3 MUTLU  23.10.2019 Turkish F 22 Turkish Turkish  

4 TOM  01.11.2019 Turkish M 26 Turkish Turkish  

5 DENİS  13.11.2019 Turkish F 26 Turkish Turkish  

 

Religious /spiritual affiliation information was not available. 

 

 

 


