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Chapter 5
How Are the Prospects for Refugees 
to Become Active Members of Society? – 
The Vision and Practices in Turkish Adult 
Education

Armağan Erdoğan, K. Onur Unutulmaz, Suna G. Aydemir, 
and M. Murat Erdoğan

 Introduction

Adult education (AE) gives individuals the opportunity to gain new skills and 
expand their knowledge throughout their life (Kowalski 1988; Tight 1996; Jarvis 
2010). It has, therefore, different perspectives, benefits and limitations from the 
formal education. Adult education has a lifelong perspective for any age group and 
is designed both for the personal development of individuals and also for the public 
good (Jarvis 2010, Toprak and Erdoğan 2012). In this sense, it has a significant role 
for the development of human resources for any country. Disadvantaged groups 
who have less opportunities in formal education for any reasons appear as specific 
targets for AE (Anderson and Niomi 1969). In the contemporary era the number of 
people, who suffered from migration and particularly forced migration, increased 
dramatically throughout the world. These unstable circumstances put an important 
role on adult education mechanisms both for the “new comers”, who have multi- 
dimensional vulnerabilities, and also for the countries who are hosting those people. 
Adult education in this sense is one of the inevitable tools of the social cohesion as 
stated by Kersh and others in the introduction to this edition. Nevertheless, although 
the necessity of adult education is evident, it is not always easy to implement func-
tional AE systems and programs. Capacity and resources are the key elements to 
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realize the AE programs, particularly for the forced migration cases where both 
emergency and the numbers create a great challenge and barrier for their access 
(Pennacchia et al. 2018). EduMAP started from this perspective and aimed to search 
for good examples of adult education programs leading the vulnerable groups 
towards active participatory citizenship in 28 EU countries and Turkey. This chap-
ter, derived from our research, discusses Turkey’s unique experience of the Syrian 
refugees in the last 10 years by focusing on possibilities and limitations of the AE 
programs designed for these groups.

The world has been witnessing one of the biggest humanitarian crises since 
2011. Due to the Civil War in Syria, almost half of its population were forced to be 
displaced. Out of 22 million population of Syria, 6.6 million people had to leave the 
country, 7–8 million internally displaced, almost 500 thousand people died and hun-
dreds of thousands were injured (UNHCR, 2019). The majority of the displaced 
Syrians found shelter in the neighboring countries such as Turkey, Lebanon, and 
Jordan. Turkey was confronted with a dramatic refugee flow due to Syrian Civil War 
starting in March 2011 (Erdoğan 2014, 2018; Eroglu et  al. 2017). As of March, 
2020, there are over 4.1 million registered refugees, of which 3.6 million are from 
Syria (DGMM 2020). In other words, 54% of Syrian refugees, half the population 
who had to leave Syria is being hosted by Turkey. Turkey had only 58 thousand 
refugees in 2011, and received 4.1 million refugees within a few years and became 
the country hosting the largest refugee population in the world since 2014 (IOM 
2017, 34). Refugees currently make 5% of the total 83 million population in Turkey 
and even in some border cities like Kilis, Syrian population is 80,61% - much higher 
than the local population (DGMM 2020). Another significant point regarding the 
refugee settlement is that approximately more than 97% of refugees live in the 
towns or cities as “urban refugees” and only small numbers live in the camps.

Receiving a tremendous amount of population in a short time creates inevitable 
challenges for Turkey which had been a transit country rather than a target country 
before. Furthermore, there is still no clear prospects about when the war might end 
and peace will be achieved in Syria even after 9 years. The unclear situation in their 
homeland weakens the option for Syrian refugees to return. Studies about the atti-
tudes of Syrian refugees in Turkey show that the majority wish to stay permanently 
in Turkey even if the war ends (Erdoğan 2017). Relatively high but at the same time 
“very fragile” acceptance rate of Turkish society in spite of high refugee numbers 
eased this very challenging and sensitive situation so far (Erdoğan 2020). However 
potential problem areas and anxiety exist and clear social policies are needed for a 
better integration (Erdoğan 2014, 2020; Unutulmaz 2017).

It can be said that Turkey’s policy for the Syrian refugees is based on four axes: 
open door policy, temporary protections status, emergency management and per-
ception of temporariness. Turkey adopted open door policy on its East and South- 
East borders during these years to shelter the Syrians escaping from the effects of 
the war; and it resulted in a few years in a massive influx of asylum seekers not only 
from Syria but from other countries such as Iran, Afghanistan, and Iraq, heading to 
Turkey either for settlement or for transit migration (see the Fig. 5.1). The legal 
status of the Syrian refugees who come to Turkey as a result of civil war after 2011 
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DISTRIBUTION OF SYRIAN REFUGEES IN THE SCOPE
OF TEMPERARY PROTECTION BY YEAR
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Source: Directory General of Migration Management (DGMM), Ministry of Interior.

Fig. 5.1 Increase of Syrian refugees in years in Turkey. (Source: Directory General of Migration 
Management (DGMM), Ministry of Interior)

is “temporary” protection, because of the geographical limitation Turkey put in the 
Geneva Convention in 1951. Emergency based policies were needed for the massive 
number of refugees in the first years; but to define them as “guests” rather than 
“refugees” put them in a “temporary” status both in terms of legislation and poli-
cies. It can be said that temporariness perception hinders the future perspectives and 
integration processes of Syrian refugees (Erdoğan 2017).

Undoubtedly, one of the most important elements of living together in harmony 
is education and inclusion of the newcomers who in many ways are vulnerable. This 
chapter presents a critical analysis of the Turkish experience of adult education 
(AE) in the context of the current refugee situation with a focus on its role in helping 
this vulnerable community to become active members of society. After analysing 
the background information about the mass influx of refugees in Turkey since 2011, 
the historical development and current structure and practices of AE and Lifelong 
Learning (LLL) will be examined. Findings of our research show that all its stake-
holders perceive the AE sector as crucial for the empowerment of Syrian refugees. 
AE appears to be the necessary framework for the transformation of refugees into 
active members of Turkish society through their social, economic and cultural 
inclusion. 
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 Methodology

The information and discussions presented in this Chapter are based on data col-
lected through a mix of techniques in line with the overall EduMAP research design. 
The backgrounds, current frameworks, and relevant statistics regarding both the 
Syrian refugees and AE sector in Turkey present extensive data collected through 
comprehensive desk research. The main focus has been on the refugees as vulnera-
ble young adults in Turkey, as sampling the country outside EU28. Following this 
target of the project and in line with the coordinator team meetings and the docu-
ments, guides and interview materials were prepared to collect data from “good 
practices”, having the same methodological approach decided by the Coordination 
Team and the Team Leaders of EduMAP.

The discussion over how the Turkish AE sector responded to the inflow of Syrian 
refugees, however, utilized primary data collected through a multi-sited fieldwork 
on three identified Good Practice (GP) cases. In this context, interviews and focus 
group meetings were conducted with more than 50 individuals including decision 
makers at national level and administrators, project coordinators, educators, and 
former and current learners at selected AE programs targeting vulnerable young 
adults in Istanbul, Ankara, Gaziantep, and Soma. The collected primary data was 
analysed using a qualitative data analysis software, namely MAXQDA, using the 
codes collectively formed by all EduMAP partners, adapted to the Turkish context 
when necessary. Limitations of the research are mainly based on working with the 
vulnerable groups such as communicating through and relying on translators; the 
fact that their legal status of being under temporary protection intensified the idea of 
temporariness, and their lack of knowledge about the conceptual definitions of the 
research such as AE and APC.

 Background and Relevant Statistics of the Syrian Population 
in Turkey

It would be useful to overview some statistics relevant to the scope of our research 
to set the background for the Syrian population in Turkey. A large majority of the 
Syrian population in Turkey are under the age of 30, while the number of young 
adults in the scope of EduMAP age group of 15 to 30 is 1.181.261 (see Table 5.1). 
Therefore, there is a dynamic and young population in question, which makes pro-
viding education one of the major challenges for Turkey. Another striking point of 
the demographic structure of the Syrian refugees in Turkey is the gender imbalance. 
Male population accounting for the 54.2% of the population is much higher than 
female population, and this imbalance is even higher in the youth population. This 
affects the education policies and services as well as the employment opportunities. 
Additionally, cultural codes and family structure do not leave much room for women 
to go out; the male population  in the public is higher and therefore particularly 
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vocational AE programs need to be planned for men. However, as our findings 
show, this is also complicated as men prioritize working over attending AE programs.

When we look at the indicators on education, they illustrate the depth of the vul-
nerability of the young adult refugees. Their educational attainment is based on their 
self-declaration during their registration. According to a self-declared data, 33% of 
the Syrian population is illiterate with 13% stating that they are literate but with no 
school experience, displaying the very low education level  of the population 
(Ministry of Development 2016). The school age children (5–17) are over one mil-
lion and 65% of them were enrolled into schools in 2019. This can be regarded as a 
great success on the one hand, but the remaining 400 thousand are great nominees 
to become members of the much feared “lost generation”. Another crucial fact is the 
high level of drop outs and the decrease of schooling rates in the later ages. While 
the enrolment rate in primary school is 95%, in secondary school it drops to 45% 
and in high schools it is 25%. Schooling rates for girls and boys harbour significant 
gaps in favour of boys – the only exceptions being the primary school.1 In 2018–2019 
there were 50 thousand students attending the last year of their high school education.

1 (377.765 Female Students  – 351.231 Male Students)- Kindergarten (34.584  F  – 93.791  M), 
Secondary School (140.638 F – 272.819 E) and in High School (57.528 F – 258.359 M)

AGE MALE FEMALE TOTAL
TOTAL 1.978.313 1.668.576 3.646.889
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DISTRIBUTION BY AGE AND GENDER OF REGISTERED SYRIAN
REFUGEES RECORDED BY TAKING BIOMETRIC DATA

Table 5.1 Distribution by gender and age of Syrian Refugees
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Almost 1.2 million which is 32% of the Syrian population in Turkey is between 
15–29 years old (Ministry of National Education 2019). Therefore, this group is the 
target group for the AE programs since they missed the formal education opportu-
nity both in their country and in Turkey. Their socio-economic status is also low 
which directly increases their vulnerability. In the mid and long term this profile is 
very crucial for the new AE policies. It is necessary to make a well-planned LLL 
strategy and a high level of AE supply in the coming years. At this point, there is 
another difficulty that will be faced by policymakers: To increase the quality of the 
program, a strong finance, which on the one hand requires the re-consent of the 
society in Turkey about distributing sources as well as an effective management of 
the international financial resources/opportunities. However, conjectural develop-
ments in both contexts are unfavourable. All  these testify for the fact that Syrian 
refugees in Turkey are vulnerable in many more ways than one and providing them 
with high-quality adult education programs is an extremely difficult yet vital 
challenge.

In terms of adult education, the law on foreigners has measures under the articles 
regulating harmonization of immigrants. Article 96 states  that “The Directorate 
General may, to the extent that Turkey’s economic and financial capacity deems 
possible, plan for harmonization activities in order to facilitate mutual harmoniza-
tion between foreigners, applicants and international protection beneficiaries and 
the society as well as to equip them with the knowledge and skills to be indepen-
dently active in all areas of social life”. Article 96 goes on to state that “Foreigners 
may attend courses where the basics of political structure, language, legal system, 
culture and history of Turkey as well as their rights and obligations are explained. 
The Directorate General shall promote the courses related to access to public and 
private goods and services, access to education and economic activities, social and 
cultural communications, and access to primary healthcare services and, awareness 
and information activities through distant learning and similar means in cooperation 
with public institutions and agencies and non-governmental organisations”.2

Temporary Protection Regulation has a whole part on “services to be provided to 
persons benefiting from temporary protection”, health services, education services, 
access to labour market services, social assistance and services, interpretation ser-
vices (Erdoğan 2014,  2018). Article 28 refers to education services. “Education 
activities for foreigners under this Regulation shall be conducted inside and outside 
temporary accommodation centres under the control and responsibility of the 
Ministry of National Education […] In that regard: language education, vocational 
courses, skills trainings and hobby courses addressing all age groups may be orga-
nized depending on the demand. The first piece of legislation regulating matters of 
immigration and international protection in Turkey, the Law on Foreigners and 
International Protection,3 was passed in 2013. This law included rather vague 

2 Law on Foreigners and International Protection (2013): Article 96: https://www.goc.gov.tr/files/
files/law%20on%20foreigners%20and%20international%20protection(2).pdf
3 Full text of the Law is available in 11 languages at http://www.goc.gov.tr/icerik6/11-dilde-yukk_ 
327_328_1174_icerik

A. Erdoğan et al.

https://www.goc.gov.tr/files/files/law%20on%20foreigners%20and%20international%20protection
https://www.goc.gov.tr/files/files/law%20on%20foreigners%20and%20international%20protection
http://www.goc.gov.tr/icerik6/11-dilde-yukk_327_328_1174_icerik
http://www.goc.gov.tr/icerik6/11-dilde-yukk_327_328_1174_icerik


85

provisions about education of legal aliens in the country, assigning the authority to 
make necessary arrangements to the Ministry of National Education (MoNE) 
(Articles 34 and 59).

Gender equality in education is guaranteed by the constitution and related legis-
lation in Turkey. Basic Law of National Education states that “education institutions 
are open to everybody regardless of language, race, gender and religion. No privi-
lege shall be granted to any individual, family, group or class” (Article 4). Equal 
opportunity in education is provided for men and women (Article 8). Nevertheless, 
the “gender gap” in literacy is quite wide according to many sources including 
World Economic Forum Reports. Access of Syrian women to adult education is 
relatively high compared to formal education, however the content and the quality 
of education are questionable, which does not help much with empowerment of 
women in active citizenship (Unutulmaz 2019, 13–14).

 Historical Development and Current State of the Turkish 
Adult Education System

The development of the Turkish AE System is an inseparable part of the Turkish 
modernization experience. The latter is described in the literature as one of the most 
radical versions of non-western and late modernization. This section identifies the 
significant periods that have shaped Turkish AE in each of the historical periods 
from the proclamation of the Turkish Republic in the year 1923 until today.

In the twentieth century, the social structure of Turkey has undergone radical 
change. In 1927 Turkey’s population was less than 14 million. In 2018 it exceeded 
82 million. Until the 2000s the country’s annual population growth rate has usually 
been over 20‰. While in 1927 the proportion of the urban population was around 
24.2%, this ratio increased to 92.3% as of 2018 (Table 5.2) (Icduygu 2012). In 1955 
the rate of adults employed in agriculture was 77.4% (TurkStat 2012: 27–28). Until 
2018, this ratio decreased to 18.4%. On the other hand, the employment rate in the 
service sector has exceeded 54%. These data will help to understand when, why and 
in which direction adult education policies have changed in terms of purposes, tar-
get groups, and priorities. Against this background, it can be argued that the newly 
urban population, moving from the rural to the industrial regions has been tradition-
ally the major target group of Turkish AE, supporting their socio-cultural, economic 
and political integration into urban society.
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Table 5.2 Population, annual growth rate of population, province/district centers and town/
villages population

Census 
year Population

Annual growth 
(‰)

Rate of urban population 
(%)

Rate of rural population 
(%)

1927 13,648,270 – 24.2 75.8
1940 17,820,950 17.03 24.4 75.6
1950 20,947,188 21.73 25.0 75.0
1960 27,754,820 28.53 31.9 68.1
1970 35,605,176 25.19 38.5 61.5
1980 44,736,957 20.65 43.9 56.1
1990 56,473,035 21.71 59.0 41.0
2000 67,803,927 18.28 64.9 35.1
2010 73,722,988 15.90 76.3 23.7
2018 82,003,882 14.7 92.3 7.7

Source: TurkStat 2012, p. 4–5 and p. 9 and Results of Population Censuses, 1927–2000 and results 
of Address Based Population Registration System, 2007–2018

 AE in the Republican Revolution and in the Early 
Republican Period

The history of modern adult education in Turkey dates back to the late nineteenth 
century.4 AE was both institutionalized and popularized during the early Republican 
era, which started with the proclamation of the Turkish Republic in 1923. Adult 
education was one of the leading means of construction and consolidation of the 
culture and identity of the citizens of the young republic. The strategic importance 
of adult education for the young Turkish State was paramount as it made a strong 
impact on citizens in a short time. The main institution in charge of adult education 
from 1923 to 1950 were the “people’s houses” (halk evleri), offering education to 
large masses to bridge the differences in lifestyles among the Turkish people, and to 
adopt a national(ist) art, worldview, and culture (Sayılan and Yıldız 2009).

The foundation of the Directorate General of Public Education under MoNE in 
1960 was an institutional milestone for the Turkish adult education system. From 
the 1970s to the 1990s, the priority of the Turkish adult education system has shifted 
towards vocational-technical education corresponding to the requirements of the 
“industrial society” and the massive increase in Turkey’s urban population (see 
Table 5.2). Since the 1990s, with the transition to the “information society” in the 
context of globalization and neoliberal economic transformation (Sayılan 2001), 
vocational skills have lost their priority in adult education. Instead, lifelong 
learning, which aims to develop basic skills to increase participation of the person 
in all areas of society, has become the priority of adult education.

4 See for the developments in the modernisation process of Turkish adult education before the 
proclamation of the Republic Okçabol 2006 and Yayla 2009.
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The developments in Turkish AE in the 1990s ran in the same direction as the 
developments in Europe. As it is mentioned in the first Chapter of this book in the 
most recent decade, developments and policies related to adult education have been 
strongly influenced by the market-oriented approaches of social inclusion. The 
market- oriented vision of AE aims at strengthening the employability and entrepre-
neurship. Neo-liberal trend in the development plans of Turkey for 1990–1994 and 
1996–2000 changed the priority in adult education policies to address the human 
resources requirements of the market and had the objective of ensuring a flexible 
restructuration of the educational system to allow internal and external transfers 
between formal and non-formal education. Adult education was turned into a 
dynamic sector that was open for various forms of cooperation among national, 
local, international, public, private and civil players and that required a diversity of 
programs (EAEA 2011). The General Directorate in charge of adult education was 
finally renamed as Directorate General of Lifelong Learning (DGLLL) in 2011. 
Restructuring the Public Education Centres (PEC) and vocational course centres of 
local administrations as lifelong learning centres, and qualitatively and quantita-
tively improving the educational activities on basic skills at these centres was set as 
an objective of public policy under the 10th Development Plan (2014–2018).

 AE in Turkey Today: Framework, Basic Statistics 
and Challenges

According to EUROSTAT data from 2013, LLL participation rate in the EU is 9% 
on average. This rate is only 3.2% in Turkey. As a result of this deficiency, Turkey’s 
Lifelong Learning Strategy Paper 2014–2018 identifies the following two priorities 
of Turkish AE policy: increasing LLL culture and awareness and increasing the 
access to LLL opportunities.5 Further, increasing the participation of vulnerable 
groups in adult education programs appears to be of great importance. All policy 
documents related to adult education include the category of “disadvantaged”. The 
category “disadvantaged” was defined in official documents of Turkish AE very 
similarly to “vulnerable”, one of the key concepts of the EduMAP project. The cat-
egory of disadvantaged includes the disabled, women, the elderly, ex-convicts, juve-
niles and young people at risk of crime or long-term unemployed, unemployed 
youth, seasonal workers and refugees.

5 https://ec.europa.eu/epale/en/resource-centre/content/turkey-national-lifelong-learning- 
strategy-paper-2014-2018-0
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 Framework and Basic Statistics

In the actual landscape, there is a diversity of actors in adult education in Turkey. 
Turkish Statistical Institute’s Non-Formal Education Statistics 2016 has classified 
these actors as ministry and affiliated institution, university, municipality, confed-
eration or union, foundation and society, and listed the numbers of courses, partici-
pants and graduates for the years 2015 and 2016 (Table 5.3).

Among all of the actors in the Turkish adult education sector, the DGLLL under 
the Ministry of National Education (MoNE) is in a privileged position. It produces 
services and is also in charge of developing a national strategy for adult education, 
ensuring coordination between the stakeholders in adult education, and overseeing 
relevant activities. Across Turkey, 990 PEGs and 20 Maturation Institutes are oper-
ating under the DGLLL. As of 2017, a total of 340,000 courses have been given 
across 299 branches, and approximately seven million people were registered for 
these courses.

Turkish Employment Agency (İŞKUR) is one of the leading public actors in 
adult education services. The Agency has a high capacity for developing interna-
tional cooperation for employment and education projects and for using foreign 
funds. Also the concepts and target groups of the AE programs organized by the 
İŞKUR are obviously in line with the active citizenship (AC) vision in Europe. 
There are many programs aiming at the active participation of young adults in the 
economy and their empowerment in this way. NEET is one of the population groups 
that İŞKUR is trying to reach through AE programs. With the concept of “Active 
Workforce Programs”, İŞKUR organizes “entrepreneurship training programs”, 
“on-the-job training programs”, and “vocational training courses.” According to 
recent data, more than 50% of the participants of these courses are women, approxi-
mately 50% of all participants are aged between 15 and 29, and most of the partici-
pants are dropouts. Migrants and refugees are one of the relatively new target groups 
of İŞKUR. In this context, the priority for İŞKUR is to generalize its vocational and 

Table 5.3 Non-formal education activities by institutions and organizations

Institution/
organization

Number of 
courses

Number of course 
participants

Number of participants 
completed the courses

2015 2016 2015 2016 2015 2016

Total 71,127 72,167 5,711,116 7,611,505 5,526,014 7,425,138
Ministry and 
affiliated institution

37,358 35,367 2,856,478 4,686,269 2,802,955 4,650,878

University 4671 4748 321,065 415,502 304,262 384,771
Municipality 19,115 18,571 1,450,945 1,781,471 1346.538 1,666,217
Confederation or 
union

618 781 62,908 85,141 62,847 85,071

Foundation and 
society

9365 12,700 1,019,720 643,122 1,009,412 638,201

Source: TurkStat Newsletter August 24 2017, Issue: 24678
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career consulting services and active workforce programs among refugees (İŞKUR 
2017: 50, 73–74).

In adult education, there is a diversity of service providers and of the forms of 
cooperation among these actors. They predominantly work together in project- 
based and time-limited cooperation activities. The PEGs with their infrastructure, 
trainers and educational materials, are one of the most important business partners 
in adult education programs and/or social responsibility projects that are developed 
by these actors and other social constituents. DGLLL has signed 114 cooperation 
protocols which are still valid as of 2019.6

 Challenges

EduMAP project aimed to answer the following research question: What policies 
and practices are needed in the field of adult education to include young adults at 
risk of social exclusion in active participatory citizenship in Europe? The size, com-
position and other characteristics of young people that are Neither in Education nor 
in Employment or Training (NEET) in Turkey is crucial to understand the back-
ground and need for AE among young adults. As Susanli (2016: 44) emphasizes the 
youth labor market in Turkey is characterized both by high levels of unemployment 
and inactivity. But while many studies investigate the problem of youth unemploy-
ment in Turkey, very few of them take into account the NEETs. See Göksen et al. 
(2016) for a comparative research of NEET status by gender and migrant status in 
EU on the base of EU-SILC (European Union Statistics on Income and Living 
Conditions).

Turkey has the highest NEET rate among OECD countries. As Table 5.4 shows 
according to the Education at a Glance Report 2018 in all following age groups, 
15–19, 20–24 and 25–29, is the NEET rate in Turkey still more than two times 
above the OECD average, despite the positive developments in the last decade.

On average across OECD countries, 14.5% of 18–24  year-olds are neither 
employed nor in education or training. As we see in Table 5.5 in Turkey, the share 
of NEETs among 18–24 year-olds exceeds 30% (Erdoğan et al. 2017: 5–7). The 
percentage of NEETs includes both those who have not managed to find a job 
(unemployed) and those who are not actively seeking employment (inactive). EAG 

6 http://hboprojeler.meb.gov.tr/protokol-liste.html

Table 5.4 NEET rate (%) in Turkey and the OECD average by year and age group

Age groups OECD 2006 (%) OECD 2017 (%) Turkey 2005 (%) Turkey 2017 (%)

15–19 years 8.3 6 37.7 15
20–24 years 16.4 16 47.2 33
25–29 years 18.4 18 42.2 35

Source: EAG 2018, Fig. A2.3 and Table C4.2A

5 How Are the Prospects for Refugees to Become Active Members of Society…
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Table 5.5 Percentage of 18–24 year-olds not in education, by work status (2017)

Country

Not in education

Not in education total
NEET

EmployedUnemployed Inactive Total

Turkey 59.3 8.9 22.3 31.1 28.2
OECD 47.4 6.0 8.4 14.5 32.9
EU 22 43.7 6.8 7.4 14.3 29.4

Source: EAG 2018, Table A2.1

2018 notices that in Turkey approximately 45% of the female population in the age 
group of 18–24 has the status of NEET. This rate is far above the OECD average of 
15%. Moreover, more than 80% of these women are in the status of inactive 
NEET. The OECD average is around 65% (EAG 2018, Figures A2.2 and A2.5.). In 
today’s Turkey the group of women NEETs with extreme high rate of inactive 
young women represents one of the major challenges for the AE System. This chal-
lenge acquires a new dimension and dynamic with the recent inflow of refugees 
to Turkey.

 How Does the AE Sector in Turkey Respond to the Inflow 
of Syrian Refugees?

Since 2016, the Republic of Turkey follows a policy aimed at co-ordinating and 
monitoring the whole area of adult education organised both by non-governmental 
actors and the public authorities. In this background, new institutions, new legal 
regulations and new statistical data have emerged. Legal and institutional changes 
became necessary to ensure that refugees can benefit from adult education services 
(Bircan and Sunata 2015; Emin 2016; Unutulmaz 2019).

The Ministry of Interior, Directorate General of Migration Management signed 
a cooperation protocol with the DGLLL on 25 April 2016 to organize Turkish lan-
guage courses, vocational courses and social skills courses for foreigners under 
temporary protection in Turkey (Emin 2016). In relation to this, the Department of 
Migration and Emergency Training was established under DGLLL on 16 May 2016 
to “develop, implement, monitor, and evaluate policies on training in migration and 
emergencies” (DGLLL 2016). Responsibilities of the department include ensuring 
coordination of national and international training projects on migration and emer-
gencies, cooperating with national and international institutions and developing the 
relevant training materials. One of the most important measures that DGLLL has 
taken in relation to education of foreigners/refugees was to ensure effective public 
promotion of the services in the community of refugees. To do this, one million 
brochures, short texts containing information on open schools, vocational courses 
and other AE programs, were distributed across Turkey in Arabic language.
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In principle, Turkey acts on a vision to ensure that all members of society can 
participate in all education modules under equal terms, and to develop a system that 
allows adults to gain a new vocation or obtain diplomas for their existing vocations. 
The most important outcome of the efforts to bring necessary changes in the legisla-
tion because of the refugee flows has been the Directive on Lifelong Learning 
Institutions which came into force on 11 April 2018.

 Statistics Concerning AE Programs Attended by Syrians

Numerous civil initiatives on education of Syrians have been developed between 
April 2011 and July 2017. Yet there does not exist data that provides a sound over-
view of these activities. Since July 2017, local, national and international actors in 
civil society can offer educational services for refugees legally only on the condition 
that they sign protocols with DGLLL.  The DGLLL justifies this decision with 
improving efficiency of trainings and preventing any abuse of educational activities 
that may lead to problems of security.

Directorate General of Lifelong Learning announced its most detailed data on 
the participation of refugees under the title of “foreigners under temporary protec-
tion” in its Monitoring and Evaluation Reports 2017 (DGLLL 2017). As can be seen 
in Table 5.6, more than 28,500 Syrians from all age and gender groups participated 
in the Turkish language courses. 14,200 participants were women over 18 years old, 
which represents a significant percentage. According to Table 5.7, approximately 
66,000 people attended other courses than Turkish language courses, including 
55,000 students in “general courses” and 10,500 students in “vocational-technical 
courses.” However, the number of students by year demonstrates that the number of 
women and men has been constantly decreasing in all courses since 2015. For 
example, the number of people who attended the Turkish language courses in 2015 
was 70,000, which went down to 62,000 in 2016 and to 28,000 in 2017 (Table 5.8). 
The decrease in the participation to vocational-technical courses is even more dra-
matic: there were 61,000 students in 2015, and the number fell to approximately 
16,000 in 2016 and to 10,000 in 2017 (Table 5.9).

DGLLL did not make any explanation in its 2017 annual report regarding the 
systematic decrease in Syrian refugees’ participation in courses. However, the rea-
sons for the systematic decrease in the participation of Syrian refugees in DGLLL- 
controlled educational activities should be examined in multiple ways.

Table 5.6 Turkish courses by age groups, Syrian trainees data (2017)

Gender Age 6–12 Age 13–17 Adults In total

Men 2408 330 9070 11,808
Women 2249 296 14,212 16,757
Total 4657 626 23,282 28,565

Source: MEB DGLLL 2017 Monitoring and Evaluation Report, p. 131
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Table 5.7 Number of Syrians in Non-Turkish courses (2017)

Gender Vocational and technical General In total
Women 7,113 32,346 39,454
Men 3,166 23,094 26,260
Total 10,279 55,440 65,719

Source: MEB DGLLL 2017 Monitoring and Evaluation Report, p. 131

Table 5.8 Turkish courses given to Syrian trainees by years (2015–2017)

Year Turkish as foreign language
Women Men In total

2015 40,904 28,639 69,543
2016 35,985 26,201 62,186
2017 16,757 11,808 28,148
Total 93,646 66,648 159,887

Source: MEB DGLLL 2017 Monitoring and Evaluation Report, p. 131

Table 5.9 Vocational technical courses by years (2015–2017), Trainees data

Year
Vocational and technical
Women Men In total

2015 36,229 25,115 61,344
2016 11,124 4421 15,545
2017 7113 3166 10,279
Total 54,466 32,702 87,168

Source: MEB DGLLL 2017 Monitoring and Evaluation Report, p. 133

 AE for Refugee Integration: How AE Programs Are Designed 
to Address Refugees with Multiple Vulnerabilities 
for Social Integration

As explained above, the Syrians in Turkey present a quite complicated case because 
of their massive number and low education level for AE policies aiming at integra-
tion of refugees and enhancing their active citizenship capacities. To reiterate very 
briefly, this is mainly because of several characteristics of the Syrian refugee popu-
lation in Turkey: Demographically, it is very young; socio-economically, it is gener-
ally un-educated, poor, and without qualifications; socio-psychologically, it suffers 
from being uprooted and traumatised by an on-going civil war; legal and politically, 
it has an unclear future in Turkey, which is reflected in their legal status which is 
‘persons under temporary protection’.

The AE programmes bear special significance in the Turkish case regarding the 
integration of Syrian refugees and helping them obtain APC qualities for several 
reasons. First of all, as it was discussed at length, the immigration of a massive 
number of Syrians in Turkey took place in a quite short period of time. Considering 
the demographic characteristics of these new arrivals and the fact that Turkey 
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already has a large and young population itself, the burden placed on the national 
education system was enormous (Erdoğan 2014). In addition, the perception and 
expectation of temporariness of Syrians in Turkey has meant that Turkey did not 
begin to adopt long-term education policies from the outset (Kirisci 2014; Icduygu 
2015). When the permanent settlement of a large number of Syrians in the country 
became undeniable, the government did start to take decisive steps to integrate as 
many school-aged Syrians into formal schooling system as possible. At this point, 
however, it was quite late for a large number of Syrians, who, in the absence of such 
a comprehensive education policy addressing their particular conditions, had not 
had access to formal schooling in the Turkish national education system. It should 
be noted that the initial perception of temporariness was mutual, being both on the 
part of the Turkish government and the Syrians themselves, which made it further 
difficult for many Syrians to have, or demand, access to education in Turkey 
(Unutulmaz 2019).

Moreover, at the time of writing, around 55% of the registered 3.6 million Syrians 
in Turkey are beyond the age 18 (Table 5.1). In other words, even if it can be assumed 
that all school-aged Syrians could be fully integrated into the formal education sys-
tem, there is still a large number of adults who will need AE opportunities. It also 
needs to be remembered that the Syrian refugees in Turkey are forced migrants, who 
were displaced by a bloody civil war that still continues into its ninth year. There are 
obvious psychological implications of such life experiences, which would be the 
subject of another paper. The fact, however, that their lives are interrupted by the 
war and by the eventual move to another country needs to be remembered. In a 
context where even the most educated and highly-skilled are suffering the implica-
tions of moving to a completely different system where their qualifications mean 
very little, if at all; those with interrupted educational backgrounds and no qualifica-
tions crucially need AE programs. This has been even more harmful for the Syrians 
in Turkey since, as suggested earlier, they already have relatively low educational 
attainment levels (see the section on ‘education indicators’ of Syrian refugees above).

The AE policies and programs could help such refugees in a great number of 
ways to adapt to their new social surroundings, obtain and develop APC skills, and 
integrate in their new society. One of the most important of such ways is language 
acquisition, which is absolutely crucial for integration (Eroğlu et al. 2017; Erdoğan 
2017). While Turkey has been in its ‘migration transition’ for years preceding the 
arrival of Syrians in 2011, in which it has been transforming from a mainly emigra-
tion/origin country into an immigration/destination one, it still lacks the necessary 
legal and institutional infrastructure to respond to this change (Kirisci 2014). Thus, 
for instance, there are no widespread and accessible Turkish language courses 
designed for immigrants and refugees. This is quickly changing in Turkey and AE 
programs and initiatives, such as the ones scrutinized in the EduMAP project, are an 
essential aspect of this. The importance of learning the language in the host context 
cannot be emphasized enough. It is not only a minimum requirement for integration 
for refugees; it is a basic survival skill. Without the necessary minimum language 
abilities, the refugees will inevitably get isolated and excluded from the society, be 
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pushed into a life in segregated enclaves, and marginalisation becomes a likely 
destination.

Almost as important as language is the ability of refugees to financially support 
themselves (Erdoğan 2017). While various support mechanisms could be developed 
by the state, and they are in place in the Turkish case through several public pro-
grams as well as EU funding, these can only be temporary half-measures. In the 
medium and long-run, refugees need to improve their employability in a new labour 
market where their skill sets and qualifications might not match the demands. Here, 
as well, the AE programs are of crucial importance. Mainly through Vocational 
Education and Training (VET) programs that could be designed according to the 
profile of the targeted Vulnerable Young Adults (VYA) population and the demands 
and requirements of the local labour markets, the AE programs provide the neces-
sary flexibility and effectiveness, as the Turkish case also demonstrates. It needs to 
be stressed that even though the VET programs might not immediately and/or 
directly lead to paid employment, they improve not only the human capital of refu-
gees but also their social capital as well as self-confidence.

Lastly, AE programs are essential for integration because they provide conve-
nient channels through which refugees interact with their wider community as well 
as the mainstream society (Eroglu et al. 2017, 213). Social interaction serves as a 
virtuous cycle whereby more social interaction leads to increased language fluency, 
greater social capital, and extra cultural capital of the host context as well as more 
social interaction. As it will be further described in more detail below, a majority of 
AE programs that target Syrian refugees in Turkey are designed in a more compre-
hensive approach on social inclusion and usually delivered by community centres 
that establish trust-based relations with the refugees. In other words, the AE pro-
grams are usually seen not merely as tools for education on their specific issues of 
focus, e.g. language learning or vocational training in hairdressing; they are 
rather designed to be an element in a more holistic program. These programs usu-
ally include extra-curricular events aiming to increase social interaction with the 
native society, to teach various cultural norms and values, and to prepare the Syrian 
refugees for a more independent life in Turkey through empowerment (see below 
for details).

 How Are AE Programs Designed in Turkey to Address 
the Multiple Vulnerabilities of Syrian Refugees

To help Syrian refugees develop their APC skills and effectively integrate in Turkish 
society, a plethora of AE programs are being designed and implemented. In the 
framework of EduMAP project, Good Practice cases involving the so-called com-
munity centres were identified and investigated. While naturally there are many 
other programs, the AE programs discussed in this study are the ones coordinated 
by these community centres as part of an integrated, holistic approach.
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The term Multifunctional Community Centre (MCC) is used to describe various 
institutions in different contexts. Therefore, before moving further into the speci-
ficities of AE programs, it is necessary to define what a community centre is in the 
Turkish context. A MCC is one that aims to provide an integrated and holistic 
service approach to become the single address that these groups would go to for a 
wide variety of services. These centres also aim to respond to the specific and spe-
cial needs of the vulnerable target groups. In addition, they typically offer their 
services on an open-access manner whereby targeted individuals could simply 
walk in. In addition, these centres usually establish a trust-based relationship with 
the targeted individuals. Lastly, they collect data from the individuals through their 
registration and create an extensive database, which helps them to design and 
revise programs.

In our case, the idea at these MCC is the following: provide the most basic and 
urgent services for the refugees such as health services, psychological counselling, 
legal advice, financial support, and, of course, education programs in one conve-
nient place. Once refugees arrive at these centres, they are welcomed at the recep-
tion by experts who register them while learning about the needs, requirements, and 
demands of the refugees. Then, this person directs the refugee to relevant depart-
ments depending on their needs. Starting from this first encounter, a continuous 
relationship is built between the refugee and the centre through means of constant 
communication, which fosters trust through time.

AE programs are a crucial part of the integrated services approach. While the 
Turkish language courses for all age groups continue throughout the year, specific 
VET programs take place at specific times on relevant subjects to increase the 
employability of the refugees. The subjects of the programs as well as details con-
cerning scheduling of the classes etc. are determined by taking account of the spe-
cific needs and requirements of the refugees. During registration as well as at the 
later encounters, the information flows from the refugees toward the AE coordina-
tors. Crucially, information also flows in the opposite direction whereby informa-
tion about the existing and prospective AE programs are disseminated to the target 
VYA groups. And lastly, the continuous communication and trust-based relation-
ship allows for the coordinators to receive valuable feedback about the AE programs 
thereby giving them the opportunity to revise and improve programs (see Fig. 5.2).

It needs to be highlighted here that the flow of information between the refugee 
VYAs and the community centres is continuous and bi-directional. Therefore, as it 
can be seen in Fig. 5.2, there is a continuous flow of information from the VYA 
learners in the form of requests, demands, and needs, which are either collected by 
the community centres during registration or afterwards using various channels, 
repeatedly. So, it is not just a one-off assessment but a dynamic process of collecting 
information continuously. Also remarkably, once the VYA learners realise that the 
community centres are open and welcoming for their demands and suggestions, 
they become more active parties of this process through coming up with ideas and 
requests of their own, even when they are not directly asked about them. The same 
applies for information from the VYA learners in the form of feedback on how the 
various AE programs they participated worked. They provide the community 

5 How Are the Prospects for Refugees to Become Active Members of Society…



96

Demands
Requests

Needs

Dissemination of Existing Programmes
Needs Assessment 
Impact Assessment

Feedback

From VYA Learners From Programme Coordinators

Fig. 5.2 Flow of information regarding AE programs between refugee VYAs and program coor-
dinators at the community centres

centres with invaluable information about the usefulness, effectiveness, and overall 
success of the programs so that program coordinators could use this information to 
improve the existing programs and design more effective ones. On the other direc-
tion, there is a continuous flow of information from the program coordinators at the 
community centres towards the targeted VYA groups in the form of dissemination 
of existing or upcoming AE programs, their assessments of the needs of the VYA 
learners, and their own assessment of the impacts of various AE programs.

The crucial point here is that the program coordinators neither assume that they 
know what is good, useful, and/or necessary for the targeted VYA learners; nor do 
they simply try to provide exactly what is requested by these learners. Instead, they 
try to create an atmosphere in which the VYA learners are active participants in the 
planning, design, and implementation of the right AE programs, at the right time, 
with the right people. This is a mutual learning process and a collective effort, often 
frequent trial-and-error sequences, which is made possible by the described con-
tinuous and mutual flow of information.

In the next part, a more detailed description and discussion of various specific 
AE programs from the Good Practice cases will be provided.
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 The Holistic View on Social Inclusion and Development 
of APC Skills

The above described and discussed integrated service approach where AE programs 
occupy a central place offers significant benefits for the VYAs as well as the policy 
makers. First of all, considering the fact that the refugees don’t know the system and 
institutions in their new host context, refugees tend to remain in regular contact with 
a centre that provides several services and that acts as a guide and advisor concern-
ing the services that it doesn’t provide itself. This creates strong and stable com-
munication between the refugees and the centre, as discussed above. This 
communication is the bedrock on which effective and useful AE programs on lan-
guage, VET or hobbies could be designed, advertised, and implemented.

Secondly, the benefits acquired from these AE programs are not only related to 
their specific subject matter. To the contrary, particularly concerning specific VYA 
groups such as the women refugees, the main benefit of these programs is reported 
to be the acquired sense of confidence. Many respondents suggested that through 
taking part in these programs, they realised what they are actually capable of doing. 
In the words of one Syrian women respondent “before coming here I was afraid of 
even going out of my house. Now, I feel like I can do anything by myself. I can earn 
my own living, I can stand on my own.”

This sense of confidence acquired was closely related with the sense of being 
independent that was mentioned by many Syrian women. Accordingly, while they 
used to feel dependent on either their fathers or husbands in the past, through par-
ticipating the AE programs, they feel much more independent. This sense of empow-
erment surely helps APC competences to develop.

Another important characteristic of MCC and their AE programs is their flexibil-
ity. Such community centres are based in the local context and are very active in the 
field. Therefore, they are aware of the local peculiarities. They are, on the other 
hand, in constant cooperation with national and international stake-holders, which 
include the state, national civil society, international organisations such as UN bod-
ies or the EU, and INGOs from across the globe. This makes them perfectly situated 
to channel both the resources from the international and national levels to the local, 
and to customize projects and programs designed by these stakeholders depending 
on the local conditions.

Lastly, the MCC are perfect candidates for serving as intermediary actors 
between the thousands of VYAs that they serve in their localities and the state as 
well as the above-mentioned other actors. Again, here the bridging role of the com-
munity centres would work in two directions: on the one hand, they provide a gate-
way for the above mentioned national and international actors to reach out to and 
engage refugee VYAs. On the other hand, it assists the refugees themselves to learn 
about and interact with the outer world.
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 Concluding Remarks and Future Prospects

This chapter utilized the EduMAP project findings in the Turkish field study to dis-
cuss how the Turkish AE sector have responded to the Syrian refugees and what role 
it does and could play in their social integration and enhancement of their APC 
skills. This concluding part will briefly summarize and recap the main parts of the 
chapter and will underline its main findings and arguments.

While the official discourse is still talking about the temporariness of the Syrian 
immigrants in Turkey and their eventual return to Syria, it is becoming increasingly 
clear that a significant number of Syrian refugees will remain in Turkey perma-
nently no matter what happens in Syria and beyond (Erdoğan 2017). Even though 
the legal status of Syrians, i.e. ‘persons under temporary protection’, and political 
discourse about them imply otherwise, the Turkish government and state institu-
tions are also increasingly, albeit not explicitly, acknowledging this fact (Eroglu 
et al. 2017; Unutulmaz 2019). Social integration of refugees is one of the hottest 
topics in the political agenda in Turkey, as it is in many different countries around 
the globe. This chapter has attempted to show that AE policies and programs already 
are, and will increasingly be in the future, one of the most effective, versatile, and 
flexible tools to use for the social as well as economic, cultural, and eventually even 
political integration of Syrians by a diverse set of policy makers at different levels.

Adult Education has a long history in Turkey, as it was described above, and it has 
long been seen as an important tool for the policy makers to address various vulner-
abilities, particularly illiteracy and failure to access education. It is also relevant for 
the topic of this paper that AE has been seen as an important tool not merely for 
education and technical training per se, but also for construction of certain identities 
and upholding certain norms and values, i.e. those of the republic for constructing 
good citizens (EAEA 2011). Today, similarly, the AE programs are seen as one sig-
nificant part of a more comprehensive approach targeting social integration of a 
large population of refugees. The review in this chapter amply demonstrates that the 
potential of AE as this effective, versatile, and flexible tool is fully acknowledged.

There is, certainly, a lot to be improved in Turkey in terms of how AE programs 
are used for the social integration of VYA refugees. However, there is a number of 
very significant lessons to be learned and successful examples to be drawn from the 
Turkish experience, as well. Arguably, one of the most significant of these is the 
holistic approach that is seen in the MCC model in Turkey. Acknowledging the fact 
that refugees bear multiple vulnerabilities and suffer from complex disadvantages, 
this integrated service approach which includes guidance and consultancy, financial 
support and psychological counselling, legal advice and medical attention, among 
other things, helps establish a strong and trust-based relationship with individuals 
and communities at the local level. What is more, these centres also function as 
trusted emissaries and bridging institutions between these VYA groups and the 
Turkish state institutions, in other words between the local and the national levels.

A second crucial lesson from the Turkish case is on the importance of communi-
cation and healthy information flows between the AE program coordinators and the 
VYA groups. This can be seen as a mundane point to make, yet the importance of 
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establishing open, dynamic, mutual, and continuous communication could not be 
overstated. Since the importance of local context is equally universally acknowl-
edged (Hovil 2014), it must not be forgotten that the ‘recipe for the perfect AE 
program’ that will work equally effectively everywhere cannot be created. It is 
much safer to argue, however, that the custom-made AE programs that will work at 
a local context need to be the product of a combination of what the program coordi-
nators have, e.g. a strategic vision, pedagogical tools, measurable objectives, and so 
on, on the one hand; and what the target audience of those programs needs and 
requests. Here, it needs to be highlighted that what the VYA learners request is quite 
easy to find out, through simply asking them. More important part, however, is fig-
uring out what they need and it should be beyond what the VYA learners subjec-
tively believe they need. The Turkish experience is a good example showing how 
the open information channels help the coordinators to better understand what the 
VYA learners need and combine this information with their own strategic vision and 
objectives in designing AE programs that would be more likely to work.

Turkey is facing many challenges in terms of social integration of Syrian refugees 
in the country and its use of AE programs requires improvement with many respects. 
First of all, it needs to be acknowledged that the numbers of the refugees are highest 
in the world. Nevertheless, there is an urgent need to formulate a stronger long-term 
vision concerning the future and social integration of Syrians in the country. The 
actual place and significance of AE policies and programs, and their local implemen-
tation, could only be properly mapped out within such a macro-level national strategic 
vision. Secondly, in a related manner, the AE programs addressing social integration 
of VYA refugees could be much better coordinated. Such coordination could decrease 
the waste of financial, physical, and human resources, as well as enhancing the suc-
cess of AE programs by learning from each different case. Thirdly, there is a need for 
better cooperation with different actors in the AE field. So far, the contribution of 
universities, the ties with the private sector companies, and the constructive involve-
ment of NGOs and INGOs appear to be very limited. Further involvement of and 
cooperation among these and other potential stakeholders are necessary. Lastly, 
designing and implementing effective AE programs is costly. As mentioned above, it 
involves financial costs as well as use of physical buildings and material, and human 
labour. While Turkey has done an exceptionally good job of devoting a significant 
chunk of its budget to costs created by the current refugee situation, the longer-term 
question of social integration will pose further strains on the country financially.
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