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Seben Ayşe Dayı is an anthropologist, journalist, tutor, and social entrepreneur with cerebral palsy. 
Dayı, 31, has difficulty moving and speaking due to cerebral palsy which means brain paralysis in 
medical language. She challenged all these difficulties with determination and graduated from the 
Journalism Department of Yeditepe University ranking first and obtained the anthropology master's 
degree at the same university. As a professional and volunteer, she takes part in many projects that 
aim to transform the perception of disability in society and education.

Seben Dayı who is very impressive with her life energy as much as her deep knowledge and experience 
is one of the people who put her heart out to make the world a better place "for everyone." We talked 
about her admirable ‘academic achievements, her ‘beloved family’ who always stood behind her, ‘the 
perception of the disabled in society and her efforts to change this perception’, the social initiative 
named ‘Accessible Everything’ that she founded, the secrets of ‘happiness’ behind her magnificent 
smile, and the ‘dream of a restaurant trailer’ where our paths may cross one day.

Here is our very sincere interview with Ms Dayı that we wished would never end as we met and talked.
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Could you tell us a little about yourself? What kind of education did you get, what 
positive/negative experience did you have during your education life?

I went to public primary, secondary and high schools. My primary school enrollment 
process was a challenging process like that of many disabled children. My family 
wanted to enroll me in a private school so that I could read more comfortably and 
receive more attention but their efforts did not bring results. It happened because at 
that time in September 1995 private schools had an attitude of serious prejudices 
against educating a disabled child, a child with cerebral palsy. Later I enrolled in a 
good public school called Nazmi Duhani Primary School in Maltepe and my best 
chance was my teacher Handan Yenigün. Handan Teacher had previously taught di-
sabled children. She was a very open person with both vision and heart. I went to 
both primary and secondary schools in the same school. It was like home for me. I 
had a very challenging experience with my music teacher when I was in secondary 
school.  Since I couldn't play the flute my music teacher didn't want me to do solfege 
either. Actually, I took exams by deciphering the notes one by one. Then when my 
music teacher found out that I was playing piano for my hand muscles I started 
taking exams by playing the piano. We had a kind but hard, interesting dialogue with 

him. The biggest challenge in my education life was actually in the entrance exams to 
Anatolian High School. My goal at that time was Galatasaray High School, where I could 
enter with 95-96 out of 100 questions. I was also sure that I made 96 in the exam but 
the unlucky ticking of the answer boxes, unfortunately, changed the whole result. The 
results came, 25 out of 25 in Turkish, the rest was zero ... That's why I couldn't attend 
an Anatolian High School. At that time there were super high schools with education 
mainly in English. I also attended a super high school. After secondary school, I think I 
could express myself more properly because I was speaking more distinctly. I did not 
experience a lot of negative things in high school. I was really lucky compared to many 
kids.

I changed school in the second grade of high school I proceeded to another super high 
school. My first day there was a little interesting for me. Our art history teacher came 
to the class in the third lesson. The teacher knew the whole class and said to me: “Are 
you sure you're in super high school? I think your enrollment may have been made for a 
regular high school class. ". We went to the principal’s room together. "Principal, I enrol-
led in super high school," I said. We got along pretty well with my teacher for the next 
two years.
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What difference did your family's support make in your life?

My family really supported me in such a way that I owe them a lot. I was a very lucky child because I had 
a lot of people in my life, including my grandmother, my grandmother's older sister, and my grandmot-
her's siblings. When I was a little kid those who had free time at home always made me do physiotherapy 
exercises so that I could get better. They did not separate me from other children, either in my social life 
or in my education life. During the summer holidays, I would walk on the beach with my cousins, light a 
fire at night, and chat with my friends by the fire. I have never had a situation where I was raised in fear. 
As a child, it was hard for me to walk but I could walk, and my mother used to send me to the grocery 
store 3 times a day or 4 times a day for walking exercise. And yet my mother became the "bad woman" 
of the neighborhood. One day the whole neighborhood said: "Oh, it’s a crying shame that you keep sending 
this kid to the grocery store" they were angry with my mother. My mother said that it was very beneficial 
for my health and development. You walk to the grocery store, enter into dialogue with the people there, 
socialize. You are given all the money in your hand, and you make calculations while you take the chance. 
So your math improves. As a result, I actually grew up like any child but my development was taken care 
of more than that of any other child.
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You are working on changing the perception of the disabled. Before moving on to these endeavors could you evaluate the perception of the disabled in our country and the point of 
view the society holds on disabled individuals?

Before passing on to the overview of the perception of the disabled in Turkey I always say that people are actually looking at those who are different from them with discrimination in 
Turkey. If our neighbor's beliefs or style of clothing are not the same as ours our neighbor can stick many labels to us and vice versa. Unfortunately, we are not aware of this at all but 
as a society, we separate each other in many aspects.

"There is a Fault and a Problem 
with the Perception of the Individual in the 
Point of View Our Society Holds on Disabled"
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As for the issue of disability… We are a society that really likes to help. Our spirit of solidarity can be 
very high when necessary, this society also saw this during the War of Independence. This percepti-
on of solidarity deviates a bit when it comes to disability. Disability issue, more precisely the issue of 
people waiting for help, is very important for us. However, we are actually relieving our own cons-
cience by helping people rather than helping them to gain their own independence. I definitely don't 
want to be misunderstood at this point. We help the families around us, we buy books and clothes 
for their children from time to time. This is a very nice thing but while doing this it is also very impor-
tant to employ the family members that can be employed and to support the family in obtaining 
their own income… Actually, the same thing exists in disability. As a society, we regard the disabled 
as a minority that should be assisted and unable to participate as economic and political decisi-
on-makers. I don’t say individual because there is a fault and a problem in the perception of the indi-
vidual in the point of view our society holds on the disabled. We talk about this a lot in “women and 
disability”. It doesn't matter if you are a disabled woman or a disabled man; the other person ignores 
your gender, makes you genderless. This is something we experience a lot, especially visually impai-
red individuals. For example, you are a visually impaired woman and suddenly a man you do not 
know takes your arm without permission and says, “Hello, let me help you. I'll take you where you 
want to go ".
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We know that in the past in order to ensure that children do not marginalize the disabled and 
respect differences you have organized awareness workshops in schools inspired by the Reggio 
Emilia Philosophy. We would love to listen to what you are doing in this respect.

It was about six or seven years ago, I worked full time for over three years in this course and it was 
the best job I have ever done in my life. “Reggio Emilia alternative education systems and children 
with disabilities” was also part of my master's thesis. I started working with children when my best 
friend Merve prompted me to. Merve was working at a Reggio Emilia school, she spoke of me to the 
owners as "an anthropologist and a disabled individual". It is very valuable to have sociologists and 
anthropologists in a Reggio Emilia school. There are social scientists at schools in Italy. It was 
considered that my being at school created awareness for children as well because they were very 
young and a teacher was the “biggest figure, authority” after their parents.
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I started working in another elementary school with Reggio Emilia approach later. My 
first experience with the kids, the first weeks were incredibly inspiring. They were 
constantly testing me. On the first day, they laid me down and touched me all over. 
They lifted my feet, they opened my mouth. Of course, I'm talking about children 
between the ages of 5-7. "Everything is the same as mine but why does she speaks 
differently, why is it?" they think. In both schools the children were not given any 
previous information about me, I think it was a very nice thing. During the year they 
understood that I had a disability, "Wow, we had a disabled teacher." they said. I’ll 
never forget, we had a Finnish child at school. One day this child was looking for me 
at school… Since they cannot pronounce my name either the child kept looking for me 
like: “Where is the funny walking teacher? I need him, I want the funny walking 
curly-haired teacher! When they don't say "that disabled" or "that blonde" or "she 
comes from another nation" you just become "funny walking curly-haired woman". 
That child needed me, they were building something from stones on the project, and I 
was his companion teacher. At that moment, it didn't matter if it is hard for me to talk 
or that I walk funny for that child, I was their teacher and at that moment they 
needed my knowledge. That was all they had to worry about. 

After that, the primary school freshmen teacher was on sick leave for two weeks. I 
accompanied the first graders more. We had a very fun math class there too. 
Children did not understand what I was writing on the blackboard and they asked 
"Teacher, did you draw 2 or 3?". While I was thinking about what to do a student of 
mine named Güz became my secretary. I told her, she wrote. They were finding their 
own solutions to get the information I had that would work for them. At the end of 
the second year, we had come to such a point that they used to say "Tell me Seben 
again, I don't understand.". It was so normal for them not to understand me and 
repeat my sentence.

On the other hand there were good examples of how they started to be respectful to 
individuals from the outer life who were different. For example, one day Duru came: 
"Teacher a visually impaired was at the red light and I went to him and asked," Can I 
help you to cross? " We crossed the street together and I was never afraid of him 
because you are my teacher," she said. This was truly an amazing experience for me.
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Well, as an educator/journalist/anthropologist/social entrepreneur working on changing society's perception of 
disability, we would like to ask you how people with disabilities want to be treated?

As I said before this is not just about disability, not everyone actually behaves like an equal citizen to each other. There 
are even those who attribute a completely different meaning to perfume spraying by their side and feel anger, 
unfortunately, this happens in this society. That is why the issue of "equality" should not be evaluated only in terms of 
disability.

"Disabled People Want To Live In This Society 
As Individuals With Equal Rights, Who Are 
Respected And Not Ignored"
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Disabled people want to live in this society as individuals who have equal rights, who are respected and 
are not ignored. Whenever a law is enacted or regulated by decision-makers, they want it to be put into 
practice in an accessible way. When making an arrangement about transportation; when you make this 
arrangement by considering the accessibility of all disabled groups and by asking a community of people 
with disabilities, you act according to the equal “citizenship principle”.

We call it design for all, justice for all, equality for all, education for all. It is the responsibility of this 
society to ensure accessibility in education and for a teacher to know how to teach in an inclusive 
environment with accessible educational materials. The disabled want to live in a way that has the highest 
benefit in this country and in the world by performing their own professions, without being ignored, 
separated, oppressed but being respecting.
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Turkey got acquainted with you when you participated in the Wordplay competition. Your energy and joy on the screen was incredible. So what is the 
definition of happiness for you?

 I grew up with people who could be happy with very small things. Both sides of my family are actually people who have seen need and earned their living 
like every family. Even when you buy me a tahini donut it makes my day. I think happiness is to do whatever you are doing at that moment and to be 
"thankful" for that moment, to accept what is to come, and to be able to say "welcome" to what will come.

"Believe Me; If There is Accessibility, an Individual With Multiple 
Disabilities Can Also Live Independently in This World."
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When you consider the ways you have passed what would you like to say to families who have a child 
with special needs?

Parents should believe in their children and that their children can do anything. There is a space where 
every child, every young person has a talent and can show it to the fullest. They should find this and 
raise their children as individuals who can handle their own economic potential and their own 
independence. They should free their children, not make their children depend on them because no 
disabled person is dependent as long as there are accessibility regulations. If there is accessibility, 
believe me, individuals with more than one disability can also live independently in this world. So they 
should listen to their children, get to know their children, this is very important. They should head for 
what their children want together with them.

Success Stories
Seben Ayşe Dayı



Bu proje Avrupa Birliği ve Türkiye Cumhuriyeti
tarafından finanse edilmektedir.

This project is co-financed by the European Union 
and the Republic of Turkey.

BEGEP

So what are your plans for the future?

To upgrade our social initiative named Accessible Everything (EŞH) that I just 
mentioned to an umbrella organization that has a say in every area in Turkey, to 
form an umbrella. To ensure that EŞH has solutions in different accessibility areas 
for each disabled person.

Personally, we want a caravan with Serim. We plan to bring together both the 
business and the house with this caravan and to make this caravan a traveling 
restaurant in the future when things go well in the EŞH. I love cooking, Serim is also 
a professional drummer. We have a dream of a restaurant trailer where we make 
both our own food and our own music, and even cook different dishes with the 
spices and products of the region we are in.
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Think of it this way, if someone pops from the back, takes a woman’s arm, and says 
something in close contact, we'll count it as harassment, there will be chaos, but when 
it comes to disability it is called “So what? We wanted to help. ". Nobody thinks they 
could be physically abused. There is a situation where one really falls down and we 
think they will be physically injured then of course contact is important. At this point I 
want to link to the subject I have just mentioned. Disabled people are not perceived as 
individuals. It is considered extraordinary for disabled individuals to marry people with 
no disabilities in our society. It is announced with the headline "Love knows no barriers". 
A disabled person who marries a non-disabled person suddenly becomes an individual. 
Until today you have not known the disabled person as an individual. Why do you take it 
as an individual now? Because they got married, their status changed. Moreover they 
married someone who did not have any disabilities (!) The effect of physical difference 
on two people's love for each other is really debatable.

As a society we are afraid of what we do not know. We don't want what we don't know 
much around us either. Unfortunately this comes from our social infrastructure. Such 
as "Do not tamper with what you do not know", "much curiosity is not good" ... When 
we do not wonder and do not research a disabled person continues to be a big question 
mark in our minds.

However society and different disabled individuals can be drawn together if disabled 
individuals can work in their specialization fields, research and really be employed 
properly, participate in socioeconomic life by means of really qualified employment. As 
soon as they are drawn together it will be understood very clearly that differences are 
not so fearful and frightful.
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Could you tell us about your social enterprise named 
“Accessible Everything”, of which you are one of the 
founders?

Accessible Everything (EHŞ) is a social enterprise that 
is socially beneficial, but also profit-seeking, where 
people's labor is paid for. We established EHŞ both to 
explain "accessibility" and "disability perception" to 
people and institutions, to provide consultancy and 
training on this issue, and to create an employment 
area for ourselves. As EŞH, it argues that the 
accessibility problem of the disabled does not consist 
solely of the concept of “physical” accessibility; we 
deal with the accessibility problem under three main 
headings as "physical, contextual, and 
communicative" accessibility.

There are not only disabled individuals in the EHŞ. 
There are many experts in the field of accessibility, 
both disabled and non-disabled. What EŞH wants is to 
reach a visually impaired, a hearing-impaired, an indi-
vidual with a muscular disability by providing consul-
tancy to institutions, from advertising with a percepti-
on of disability to printing a magazine or any commu-
nication material at the same time. Everyone in the 
EŞH is actually making an incredible effort in this area, 
everyone has their own expertise. Serim from our 
team is a mechanical engineer specialized in assistant 
technologies; I am an expert in disability perception; 
Hale is an expert in the field of disabled employment 
and has been working on the right employment for 
the disabled for years; Ilgın is an academician, 

working in the field of disability and economics; Eser 
works on art and disability; Tuğberk is responsible for 
finance and marketing. We never knew. We learned 
later that he was color-blind too. There are many arc-
hitects and industrial designers and promoters wit-
hout disabilities working with us part-time. Together 
we work to show that everything can be accessible 
and to create solutions in the field of accessibility.
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