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17-year-old National Swimmer from Kahramanmaraş Sevilay Öztürk, who was born without 
arms, participated in the 2016 Rio Paralympic Games at the age of 13 and became the youn-
gest athlete in the history of the Olympics. Her successive successes made Sevilay, who has 
many medals, including that of the European Championship and the World Third Place, a 
worldwide name.

Sevilay mentioned that she had been subjected to peer bullying due to her disability but 
thanks to swimming, she started to shine brightly like a pearl stripped from her oyster lea-
ving all the broken memories of her childhood behind. She made peace with life and engaged 
in life.

We met Sevilay to hear such an exciting and promising story from its hero. Emphasizing the 
importance of family support at every opportunity, Sevilay told us how her world changed 
with swimming her family chose for her to socialize. Are you ready to hear the lessons of 
this brave girl who challenges life with her self-confidence, strength and determination?
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Sevilay, can you tell us a little bit about yourself?

I am 17 years old. I started swimming when I was 6 years old. Swimming is a 
really nice sport, but it is also a difficult sport. When I first started swimming, I 
was a little afraid of water, but over time, swimming became the center of my 
life. When I was 13 years old, I competed in the Rio Paralympic Games and won 
the title of "the youngest athlete participating in the Olympic Games". Then I 
became the European Champion which followed by the Third Place in the World 
Championship. 

Now I am preparing for the 2021 Tokyo Olympics, which was postponed because 
of the pandemic. Obviously, this postponement affected us all negatively becau-

se we made all our preparations for 2020 and focused on 2020. However, we are working 
hard to turn this negative situation into an advantage by repeating our trainings. Due to CO-
VID-19 outbreak, we could not train for 4 months, which naturally caused us start from the 
very beginning.. I am currently in the National Team Camp in Istanbul. We go to the camps 
once a month. Of course, the duration of these camps is quite short compared to our camp 
times before the epidemic.

Sevilay, we follow your success in swimming with admiration. How did you start swim-
ming?

I started swimming thanks to Beytullah (Beytullah Eroğlu- our Paralympic National Swim-
mer), and he directed me to swimming.
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“After I started swimming and then joined 
the Olympics, I became more self-confident. 
As I became more confident, I got used to the 
outer world, and others got used to me. "
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What changed in your life when you started swimming?

Unfortunately, I could not live my childhood. I couldn't play games with children 
in the street because they made fun of my disability. For these reasons, I 
couldn't even go out properly as a child. After starting to swimg and then partici-
pating in the Olympics, I became more self-confident. When I believed in myself, I 
got used to the outer world, and others got used to me. I no longer live what I 
went through in my childhood, I am not exposed to hurtful behaviors as it used 
to happen in my childhood. I have friends, I have a social life. I can spend time 
with my friends, travel, and live my life.

Have you had difficulties with education due to your disability?

Until I proved myself in swimming, I can say that I have been exposed to the ne-
gative behaviors of other students related to my disability throughout my 
school life. It was not easy to overcome these. Together with this negativite ex-
perience, I also had a kindergarten teacher that I can never forget and always re-
member with fondness. My teacher did not separate me from other students 
and struggled to integrate me into the classroom. My family was always with 
me during all these  times. I am in the last year of high school, fortunately, my 
school life is going well and my teachers help me a lot.

What do you want to study at the university?

I want to study physical education teaching and then become a swimming coach.
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They call you "Fish Girl". What does swimming mean to you? What do you feel while swimming?

I feel like I am in a completely different world when I am in water. There is a lot under the pool that attra-
cts us. Believe me, when I get in the water when I am bored, I forget everything andrelax. Water is such a 
peaceful thing… It is very difficult for me to put into words what swimming means to me, as they say, it 
cannot be described; it should be experienced, that’s exactly it.

You won many medals, including the European Championship and the Third Place in the World Champions-
hip, and the Turkish flag was raised thanks to you. This must be a great feeling, can you tell us a little bit 
about it?

We are going through really tough things to raise our flag in such large-scale international competitions. 
After all, when we succeed and our flag is raised, pride and happiness mingle. I experienced these feelings 
by working very hard. I hope I will be the winner in the 2021 Tokyo Olympic Games, and let the whole world 
listen to our National Anthem.
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Millions of people watch your competitions with excitement. How do you manage your excitement 
before you go into such adrenaline-filled competitions?

Listening to music is my biggest support in overcoming my excitement and stress before I begin the com-
petition.

Well, are you interested in music?

I can say that I am only interested in music as a listener. My hobby is mostly to draw and design dress 
models.

"My Father Did Not Go To 
Work For 5 Years in Order to 
Take Me to Trainings, He 
Strived With Me."
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Who supported you while you were resolutely overcoming the obstacles one by 
one?

The biggest support behind me is of course my family. My dear teachers and our 
beloved country, Turkey, support me together with my family.

What does family support mean to you? What difference has this support made 
in your life?

Before I started swimming, my father was always researching what we could do 
for me to socialize. After Beytullah Eroğlu and his family directed me to swim-
ming, it turned out that I was suitable for swimming. My family immediately 
started taking me to swimming. 

My father did not go to work for 5 years in order to take me to and from the tra-
inings,;he strived together with me. I am really glad that my family guided me 
for doing sports. My life changed with swimming, my confidence in myself and in 
life increased. Most importantly, my family wanted me not to be weary of life, 
and I was not.
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Sevilay, with your story and your achievements, you are a role model for people with special 
needs. What message would you like to send them when you consider the paths you have passed?

They should never confine themselves to the house, they should go out and live their life. They 
know only one color between the four walls of the house, but there is a colorful world outside to 
explore. Yes, I also know very well that as disabled individuals, we cannot be very comfortable in 
the world outside, but they have to overcome this. They should not say perceive themselves throu-
gh their disabilities  and see themselves different from other people. They can all stand on their 
own feet, they should never forget that. Based on my experience, I would like to say the following; 
I've seen that I can actually do many things that I previously thought I couldn't do on my own. 
When I believed that I could do the things I thought I couldn’t do, I realized that the rest was 
coming. Everything starts with believing in yourself, there is nothing that cannot be done in life. The 
phrase "a person can do anything if they want" summarizes my philosophy of life.
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"They Know Only One Color 
Between the Four Walls at 
Home, Whereas There is a 
Colorful World to Explore 
Outside."
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You have achieved great success with the support of your family. What would you like to say to families with 
children with special needs?

You have to believe in your children first, and when you trust them, the rest will come. Families, including my 
family, are sometimes overprotective. I, of course, understand their desire to protect their children, but I do 
not think it is right for them to bring this protective attitude to the point that prevents their children from step-
ping out to the outer world. They should support their children in new endeavors and stand behind them. 
That's when their children will be confident in themselves and be able to go out. My family has always been 
with me. Without them, I wouldn't have come to this point, anyway. Family support is a must to come up with 
success stories like mine.
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“My Family Has Always Been With Me. If It Were Not for 
Them, I Could Not Have Come To This Point. "
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Sevilay, what are your goals for the future? What would you like to do next?

My first goal is to see our flag raise by winning a medal at the 2021 Tokyo Olympics and not to have the efforts of 
my family, my teachers and the Federation go in vain. However, I am preparing for the university exam this year, I 
want to study physical education in university and become a swimming coach. I want to train both athletes with 
usual development and athletes with disabilities from early ages. I think it would be very meaningful to support 
them and share my knowledge with them.


