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Pakistan...

A distant yet familiar, brotherly country ... the friendly nation whose spirited chants of “Jeevai! Jeevai!” have echoed in our hearts since childhood.

The journey of the Hizmet Movement in Pakistan started in 1995 with the opening of a small school, converted from a villa in the capital city, Islamabad. Over the ensuing 23 years, until the unfortunate events of 2018, PakTurk Educational Institutions expanded to 28 branches across 10 cities, graduating thousands of students and establishing itself as a hallmark educational network serving over 12,000 students, along with their families, teachers, and staff.

Many personalities traversed the rich history of the Hizmet Movement in Pakistan: young men who set forth on their paths buoyed by the heartfelt prayers of Hocaefendi; young women who embarked on their journeys immediately upon graduating from university; brides whose henna had yet to fade; and families who joyfully disrupted their routines with children to embrace a grand adventure, migrating to this culturally vibrant geography.

What is particularly remarkable is that, despite enduring extreme temperatures exceeding 50 degrees Celsius, daily power outages lasting up to ten hours, terrorist attacks, armed robberies, miscarriages, exigent medical treatments, pestering of myriad insects, countless mosquito bites, and occasional outbreaks of malaria and dengue fever, as well as spicy meals and breakfasts lacking Turkish-staple feta cheese and olives, not a single Hizmet volunteer voiced complaints or regrets in the 18 interviews conducted by Ms. Şemsinur. Yet, through it all, everyone’s heart has remained steadfastly in Pakistan.

The saying, “Those who go weep, and those who leave weep as well” which could be regarded as a PakTurk proverb, resonates deeply for all Hizmet volunteers who served in Khairpur Mirs, the smallest and least developed city among those where our schools are located, and who feel themselves as “half-Pakistani.”

Nearly all their stories reflect a common theme: Allah tested them with challenges in their early years; softened their hearts of those who persevered with patience, and generously bestowed upon them the love and affection of the people in this land. The people of Pakistan warmly embraced these teachers, inviting them into their homes and sharing their meals and hearts. They even entrusted these educators their beloved daughters, many of whom endearingly named Quratul-Ain (the apple of the eye), with unwavering confidence.

During that fateful time when these educators were forcibly expelled from the country, the scene unfolded similarly across the ten cities where the schools were located: students were moved to tears, parents felt a profound sense of discomfiture on behalf of their country and offered their apologies. As heartfelt Pakistanis, some even stepped forward, wishing to donate their gold earrings and rings, just as their ancestors had done over a century ago, to the people of Anatolia.

As this book approached its publication date, I found myself reflecting on the interviews of my friends, nearly all of whom I know very well. Having lived in that geography for almost 18 years, I realized I am not alone in feeling as if my own name is evoked whenever Pakistan is mentioned.

We—those who once served in Pakistan—continue to seek and find each other in the countries to which we have migrated. While we strive to put down roots in new lands, we also hold biryani meet-ups and cherish our evergreen connections. We do not forget. Even if we were to forget, our heartfelt friends back in Pakistan would not allow it. Our phones ring often, and our doors are always open. Students, parents, teachers... We continue our conversations with PakTurk right where we left off.

And here, we make a pledge:

As stated on the PakTurk File website, where these interviews were first published, “We know very well that we will return to Pakistan one day.” And, “When that day comes, to ensure that we do not seek a history pushed to oblivion; today, we establish this historic record with great effort and dedication to leave a legacy for that future.” With these words, I extend my heartfelt gratitude, especially to Ms. Şemsinur Özdemir and all those who contributed to this work, on behalf of those whose hearts remain in Pakistan.

Ruveyda Arslanhan

October 12, 2025
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What could be the most elating moment for a teacher? Is it the thrill of beginning anew in a different school or the profound joy of witnessing their dedicated students graduate?

What fills a teacher's heart with the greatest happiness? It may be the sight of their students thriving, nurtured with a love akin to that of a mother, nurtured through unwavering dedication.

While responses may differ, one sentiment is unmistakable: the deepest sorrow for a teacher comes from being forcibly separated from their cherished students.

The teachers at PakTurk Schools in Pakistan faced the same heartbreaking fate. One day, brimming with excitement for a new era and ambitious goals, they were suddenly declared “persona non grata” by the leaders of the nation they had devoted their lives to. In 2018, the PakTurk Schools were handed over to the Maarif Foundation, affiliated with the Erdoğan regime, following the dastardly events of July 15, 2016, in Türkiye.

In the wake of this turmoil, Pakistani government officials demanded that all Turkish teachers and their families leave the country on shockingly short notice. Pakistan was among the first nations where the Hizmet Movement, a transnational “movement of volunteers” originating from Türkiye, established schools abroad. The opening of PakTurk International College in Islamabad in 1995 marked a significant opportunity for the Hizmet Movement to connect with South Asia.

Before this, relations between Türkiye and Pakistan were largely focused on military alliances and mutual celebrations of independence, lacking the foundation for sustainable and meaningful civil dialogue. The establishment of PakTurk International College marked the beginning of a vital cultural exchange. Over the span of 23 years, PakTurk Educational Institutions grew to encompass 28 branches across 10 cities, graduating thousands of students by the end of 2018, with over 12,000 students enrolled from kindergarten through high school.

It became our duty to document the unfinished stories of these educators who scattered to different corners of the world, striving to build new lives, after being compelled to leave Pakistan. We have aimed to capture their experiences as a vibrant chapter in history. These were teachers who could nurture students like flowers wherever they went, yet Pakistan held a special place in their hearts. Their love for the people of the Land of the Pure ran as deep as their affection for their students. This separation was more painful than any other circumstance, as they were forced to leave behind what felt like their own hearts.

In 2021-2022, with emotions and the repercussions of those events still vivid, we set out to capture memories by interviewing education volunteers who had lived in Pakistan during various periods. This endeavour aimed to document a quarter-century of the Hizmet Movement's impact in the country. We hope this oral history project will become a valuable resource for future researchers.

Through these interviews, educators shared their experiences in Pakistan, recounting their journeys from the moment they chose to work there, the challenges they faced, their first impressions, and their rapport with students, parents, and the wider Pakistani community. They also reflected on how they adapted their lives in the countries they later migrated to.

Meanwhile, until recently, I knew Pakistan primarily through my lens of culture, history, and geography. I had always regarded it as a brotherly nation, characterized by profound bonds of friendship between our peoples. From afar, I admired the country’s stunning landscapes and rich heritage, with city names that felt familiar, echoing the geography of Ancient Turkestan.

Since the era of the late President Turgut Özal, Pakistan had been on Türkiye's international agenda, marked by mutual visits and strong connections. For me, it was also the homeland of the late Prime Minister Benazir Bhutto, a remarkable female leader. However, in recent years, the country has often been highlighted more for its challenges, including violence, social unrest, and natural disasters, making it a place I had never envisioned as a potential home—until now.

After interviewing the education volunteers, I had the privilege of discovering the true character of the Pakistani people. One teacher’s words resonate with me profoundly: “When I see Pakistanis on the street, I feel like I'm seeing people from my own country—my relatives, my uncles, and my aunts.” Over time, I began to share that sentiment.

In the country where I now live, there are many people from Pakistan—some who arrived long ago and others more recently. Each time I see them, I feel an irresistible urge to approach and introduce myself, to share my story, and to say, “I love Pakistan!” Even though I have never set foot there, I find a deep sense of connection to Pakistan that warms my heart.

During the interviews, the educators’ heartfelt descriptions of the Pakistani people and their experiences were incredibly moving. I cannot recall a single interview that did not bring tears to their eyes. Throughout hours of discussion, they never spoke negatively about Pakistan; their love and embrace for the country were so profound that even the challenges they encountered felt beautiful, sweet, and memorable.

Geographical and climatic difficulties did not deter them; they thought, “If the people of the country can thrive here, so can I. What makes me any different from them?” Witnessing their students and parents saddened by their departure, along with the community's heartfelt efforts to find solutions and provide support, kindled their emotions even further.

“I believe that our students’ prayers will be answered, and one day, we will return!”

This is the final sentence of the last interview in this book. In the spirit of fairness, we sequenced the interviews according to their order of publication on the www.pakturkfile.org website. Consequently, although it was unintentional, this sentence has emerged as the concluding remark entirely by synchronicity.

So, saying “Amen” to this beautiful prayer, let us leave you with the stories of these remarkable teachers.

Şemsinur Özdemir 

July 2025, London
Zeynep Simsar, who left Hacettepe University for Pakistan:
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THE THRILL FOR “​EMIGRATION” MADE ME EVEN FORGET MISSING MY FAMILY
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Zeynep Simsar was one of the students who could not continue their studies in Türkiye due to the restrictions on the practice of their faith. Like many of her peers, she found the solution by going abroad for higher education. Following a recommendation, she travelled to Pakistan, where she underwent profound changes. We discussed about her departure to Pakistan and the transformation she experienced in her realm of thought.

Sister country Pakistan was among the first hubs where the volunteers of the Hizmet Movement chose to open educational institutions worldwide starting from the early 1990s. Thousands of education devotees including teachers, students, and businesspeople invested their efforts for the people of this nation. Many of these volunteers arrived in Pakistan in their teens and as they bustled to nurture a new generation, they also grew, matured, and established their own lives in this land. This is why Pakistan has become their “second home.”

Zeynep Simsar, who left her family and home country at 19 to pursue her university education, is one of those devoted to education. She studied Mathematics in Pakistan, where she lived for 12 years. During her time there, she became a teacher, met her life partner, married, and welcomed her two children into the world. Had circumstances allowed, she would never have considered leaving Pakistan. Now we ask her to reflect on her memories of living in a different country, she first says, “What’s there to tell?” Even though Zeynep says so, we know teachers have much to share for the present and the future generations. This is because writing history is as vital as experiencing history.

Zeynep’s family worked tirelessly for providing her with a quality education, supporting her at every stage. After qualifying in the 2005 University Selection and Placement Exam, she was placed in the English-medium Nursing undergraduate program at Hacettepe University in Ankara. However, after a year of preparatory English, during the second semester of her freshmen year, she faced challenges in attending the university because she was to wear a uniform that was not suitable with her belief, and so she decided to drop out. Actually, this pivotal decision marked the start of Zeynep’s departure for Pakistan. You can read the rest of her story in our interview below.

***
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How and when did you decide to go to Pakistan? What were the reactions of your family and social circle?

When I was in high school, I often watched Indian movies on TV and developed a fascination with places like India and Pakistan since then. I even thought, “Would I ever visit those places some day?” I was captivated by the colourful and earnest life of the people in that region. Upon starting university in Ankara, I heard about students abroad who not only attended university but also participated in educational services voluntarily. Thanks to the additional courses I took in secondary school and high school, I passed the English preparatory class at Hacettepe University with ease. My mother and father had placed great emphasis on my learning English, sending me to tutoring sessions. At the time, I didn’t fully appreciate how important this would be for me. I was both delighted that my family invested in my English education and surprised, as I hadn’t envisioned where I would use those skills. I hadn’t planned for an English-based education. Now, I believe that Almighty Allah was preparing me for something greater.

During the first semester at university, we attended theoretical nursing courses. However, during the second semester internship, it was compulsory to wear short-sleeved uniforms without a headscarf. For me, my headscarf and hijab were integral to my identity, and I anticipated having a difficult time wearing a uniform that did not align with my religious sensitivities. On the first day of my internship, I put on my uniform and reconsidered if I could go through with it. I realized I would have to stand with my head and arms exposed among men who were not part of my immediate family, and that was something I could not do. That day, I decided to drop out of school. I would reattempt the university entrance exam and choose another department. My family respected my decision and supported me throughout the process. At that time, I also considered continuing my higher education abroad. Among my options, I found Pakistan particularly attractive as it was a Muslim country. While my mother was understandably upset about my decision to go to a distant country, like always, my parents left the final choice to me.

What kind of preparations did you make before you set off for your journey? Would you share your feelings and thoughts during that process?

I only knew that Pakistan was a warm country, so I packed some comfortable clothes, stationery, and a few food items for my journey. My first year there turned out to be a positive experience. I quickly learned that I needed to buy lighter clothes to stay cool and that familiar foods like olives, bulgur, cheese, and pretzels (simit) were unavailable. While I was about to start my journey, I had the excitement of youth, adventure, and prospects for meeting different people, all powered by my age of 19. This enthusiasm allowed me to temporarily set aside the sorrow and yearning I felt when leaving my family. However, during that first year abroad, I realized how intense those feelings truly were. The desire to explore new places, combined with a sorority sister’s encouraging words— “Go abroad and you’ll have a wider horizon!”—fuelled my excitement. In that moment, those words helped me forget how much I missed my family. I was ‘emigrating,’ but I didn’t fully grasp what that really meant back then.

We departed from Istanbul on September 11, 2005, taking an evening flight along with a few friends who, like me, were heading to Pakistan for university education. My family saw me off from Trabzon. My mother was particularly upset, but she chose not to express her feelings because she wanted me to pursue my education. Five hours later, we landed in Pakistan around 2:00 a.m. due to the 2-hour time difference. This was my first experience with such a time shift, and I found it quite fascinating. The only Turks on the plane were the flight attendants and us; the other passengers were our Pakistani brothers and sisters. They looked at us with curiosity, and we were just as intrigued by them.

After disembarking from the plane and clearing security checks, I’ll never forget the moment I stepped out of the terminal into the open air. Oh, my God! The scent hit me instantly: It was unfamiliar, almost like burnt milk. Not to forget the enveloping excessive humidity. Some local sisters and brothers had come to greet us at the airport, welcoming us with garlands around our necks. We felt honoured and delighted by such a warm reception. We climbed into a minibus and began our journey to the homes of the families who would host us that day. It had rained and everywhere was wet, yet I noticed people sleeping outdoors on the green belts and even on the four-wheel wooden mobile vegetable and fruit stalls. I was not surprised, actually, as I knew these scenes were common in warmer countries. I can say I adapted to the country quickly, as I did not have very high expectations about living conditions.

In which city did you live first, and what did you do?

Actually, I went to Pakistan with the intention of studying English, but I changed my mind and pursued Mathematics at the University of Karachi. I graduated in 2011. My fellow students and I rented a house, where we lived together. In addition to my own studies, I also taught Turkish and Mathematics to Pakistani high school students.

In your opinion, what were the most favourite and the most trying things about your experience in Pakistan?

What I loved most was the affectionate warmth and hospitality of the Pakistani people. I never felt out of place or experienced indifference or disdain from anyone. One of the more challenging aspects might have been adjusting to the oily foods, although I gradually got used to them over time. Meanwhile, frequent power outages were another challenge; when the fans that kept the air circulating stopped, the stifling heat would descend on us. No matter how sleepy I was, the humidity would quickly wake me, making it difficult to fall asleep again until the power was restored. These outages could last a couple of hours. Among my favourite moments was the relief and instant chill that came with the return of power. During those outages, we would often climb onto the roof of our house to enjoy some relief in the open air.

How many years did you live in Pakistan? May you tell us about your duties and the cities you lived in?

I spent 12 years and 10 months of my life in Pakistan, where I grew and matured. That’s why Pakistan became no different from a second homeland for me. During my five-and-a-half years as a student in Karachi, I also worked as a tutor in the school hostel. Karachi can be described as the most humid city in the country, situated by the ocean. Karachi’s cosmopolitan nature reminded me of Istanbul, as it was the first capital of Pakistan and welcomed migrants from all over. When the monsoons hit, the roads would often flood because the infrastructure was overwhelmed; there were even instances when floodwaters entered cars.

I started teaching in Khairpur Mirs and stayed there for two years. The climate was dry and hot as well, but the abundance of banana, mango, and date trees could make you forget the temperature. Apart from one, there were few large shopping malls in the city; for shopping, we had to travel to a larger district that was 1.5 hours away. Despite these, my favourite spot was the school garden.
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Zeynep Simsar with her husband, Mr. Yıldıray, during their time in Pakistan

I worked in Quetta for the next three years. The summers there were not as hot as in other cities, thanks to its mountainous location, though winters were quite harsh. In the last two years before leaving Pakistan, I worked in the capital, Islamabad. It was a green, quiet, and calm city where mostly businesspeople lived. In that respect, I can say Islamabad was similar to Ankara. The most common and beautiful aspect across all the cities for me was the love and affection we received from our students and their parents, who considered us as part of their families.

What kind of changes -such as marriage, children, and so on- occurred in your life during your stay in Pakistan?

I had received my basic religious education from my parents, but I can say that the journey of living more sensitively and applying my knowledge began in Pakistan. For instance, I learned that personal rights are not a trivial matter; it was essential to ask even when borrowing someone else’s pen and paper. While living in the same house with my fellow students, I took on the role of house coordinator. During that time, I gained a deeper understanding of the responsibilities of parenthood, especially about maintaining order in the house, managing expenses, and various other matters.

Over time, I underwent many changes in my spiritual life as well. As I walked the path toward attaining Allah’s divine approval, I learned the importance of supporting my siblings in faith who lacked knowledge of this journey or didn’t know enough. Before going to Pakistan, I didn’t fully understand what “enjoining goodness” truly meant. While I had learned the basics of our purpose in life and our duty of servitude from my parents, I believed it would be sufficient to live by those principles solely for myself. In Pakistan, I discovered how crucial it was to encourage others to embrace the sublime values I held dear, even for my own understanding.

Before I went to Pakistan, I would frequently listen to Fethullah Gülen Hocaefendi’s recorded sermons and conversations. However, once I arrived in Pakistan, I believe I was able to better appreciate his profound love for humanity, the purpose behind the services to which he dedicated his life, his heartaches, and the reasons why he was often moved to tears.

After graduating from university in 2011, I met my husband, who is also a Turkish teacher. We both aspired to touch the hearts of more people, reach out to more students, and prepare them for the future. Allah blessed us with a daughter and a son. If circumstances hadn’t compelled us to leave, we would have never considered leaving Pakistan; we would have chosen to stay there to raise our children and continue serving our Pakistani sisters and brothers.

What kind of country is Pakistan in your opinion? May you talk about the aspects that have affected you, particularly about the people, culture, and food?

Pakistan has a hot climate, and its physical conditions differ significantly from those in Türkiye. As someone from the lush, green Black Sea region, I often yearned for greenery. However, as I lived there, I learned that the friendships and connections I established made those places beautiful and liveable. For this reason, Pakistan became my “second home.” Everyone I met felt like family—like my uncle, aunt, brother, or sister. The people were gentle, respectful, and incredibly hospitable. Whenever we were invited somewhere, we were treated with warmth and compliments. Hosts prioritized their guests during mealtimes; in some homes, tables were set up with delicious treats, while the host would step into another room to allow guests to enjoy their meals comfortably.

During our first Ramadan in Pakistan, my friends and I from the university were invited to an iftar-and-dinner, marking our first experience breaking fast with a Pakistani family. A Turkish family living there also joined us. They would taste the food first and advise us on which dishes we could or couldn’t eat based on their spiciness levels. While all the meals were delicious, the family was particularly helpful since we were not accustomed to the local cuisine at that time. Pakistani dishes are rich in diverse spices. Pakistani dishes are rich in diverse spices, while my own repertoire back then consisted only of salt, mint, red pepper, and black pepper. Over time, Pakistani food became indispensable to me.

Spice-free food no longer tastes delicious to me. So much so that, when I prepared a meal during a vacation in Türkiye, I was unaware of how many spices I had used. My sister even felt the need to request, “Please do not cook anything next time!” During another Ramadan, our tutor invited me to an iftar meal with friends. The table was beautifully set, and we sat down to break our fast with water and dates. Afterwards, we filled our plates with pakora and samosa (pastry-style fries) and ate to our hearts’ content. They were so delicious! After leaving the table to perform the evening prayer, we returned to find that the table had been reset with a variety of dishes. I learned that in Pakistan, a light snack is served first, followed by the main meal after the evening prayer. Since we were accustomed to eating everything in one go in our culture, we indulged fully in the snack portion. That was a teaching experience which enriched my subsequent months of Ramadan.

In that geography, the temperature and especially the high humidity negatively affect people and slow them down. During the hottest part of the day, typically between 2 p.m. and 4 p.m., shops close, and the streets become quiet. When I first experienced that silence, it felt so different.

How was your rapport with the people of Pakistan, especially with the students and their parents? What are your unforgettable memories with them? Could you share your reflections and the effects of the social, cultural, and spiritual activities you participated in together?

People could easy guess we were foreigners from the difference of our clothing, but I never felt people looked down on us or excluded us by any gesture, attitude or emotion. On the contrary, they were loving towards the people of Türkiye. Whenever we visited the market, the vendors would ask where we were from, and when we said “Turki” (the local pronunciation of the word ‘Türkiye’), they would show refer to the love between the two nations by saying “Brother! Brother!”
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Zeynep Teacher (far right) having a meal with her students in Pakistan...

People could easily guess we were foreigners by our different clothing, but I never felt anyone looked down on us or excluded us through any gesture, attitude, or emotion. On the contrary, they were warm and loving towards the people of Türkiye. Whenever we visited the market, the vendors would ask where we were from, and upon hearing “Turki” (the local pronunciation of the word ‘Türkiye’ or ‘Turkish’), they would express the bond between our nations by saying “Brother! Brother!”

During my six years as a student, I also tutored younger students in their school subjects. This was my first step into teaching and provided me with valuable experience. Preparing food and treats for the students was actually a challenge, as I had been little interested in cooking while living with my family. Despite my mother’s attempts to teach me, I avoided the kitchen. That’s why, I can say I learned how to cook thanks to my students.

Once I had to bake a cake for my students. When I went to the grocery store to buy the ingredients, I ran into an older friend and asked her for a recipe. I bought everything she mentioned and went home to prepare the mixture, placing it in the oven. While I waited for it to bake, my housemate came by and noticed something was off when she saw how liquid the mixture was. She asked what I had added to the cake, and when I counted the ingredients, I realized I had forgotten to include flour. The sister I consulted hadn’t mentioned it. We immediately took the tray out of the oven, added the flour, and baked the cake again. Fortunately, for our dear students’ sake, it rose beautifully in the end.

We had a student from another city. She was staying with us while preparing for the exams. We sat at the table together and started eating the famous Pakistani dish “biryani” from a plate we placed in the middle. After a while she said “Sister, you are eating from the same plate as me.” I did not understand she had meant at first. “What’s wrong with that? We are sisters,” I said. This reply made her happy. Because we did not consider ourselves different from our students; we lived among them as one of them.

We had a student who came from another city. She stayed with us while preparing for her exams. One day, we sat at the table together and began eating the famous Pakistani dish, “biryani,” from a plate placed in the middle. After a while, she exclaimed, “Sister, you are eating from the same plate as me.” At first, I couldn’t understand what she meant. “What’s wrong with that? We are sisters,” I said. She became so happy with these simple words in reply. We didn’t see ourselves as different from our students; we lived among them as one of them.

Our months of Ramadan, iftars, and boarding programs were so wonderful and fun. Without the distractions of the Internet or television, we often lost track of time while being with our students. I believe that Almighty Allah eased the challenges in our personal lives because we were surrounded by innocent children. For instance, when my first child, Zehra, was a baby, we never experienced issues like fever, insomnia, or restlessness during her teething period—thank God. This period overlapped with a book retreat I organized for my students. During those programs, we spent quality time with the students, played games in the garden during our free time, and hosted them overnight in our home. They thoroughly enjoyed these experiences, and their enthusiasm for learning and reading grew. After lessons, we would play games in the school garden with my own child, who missed me throughout the day, as well as with my students. When one of my students said, “Ma’am, you are sacrificing for us from the time you should have dedicated to your own child!” I was deeply moved. It was enough for me to see them acknowledge the sacrifices made and appreciate the love and value we gave.

When our work at school was over, a few teachers and I would take a rickshaw or the school van to visit the parents. Even though it was challenging in the hot weather, we conducted those visits with enthusiasm and zeal for the well-being of our students. With years of experience, we could communicate easily with the mothers and became like a teacher, a mother, or a friend to our students. The mothers felt comfortable sharing their problems with us, allowing sincere connections to form between us. While sitting and chatting with them, I sometimes felt as if I were with friends in my own village. I truly felt like one of them.

When I was a student, I learned a bit about Urdu, the official language of Pakistan. Thanks to the vendors in the markets, I would jot down what I learned in a small notebook and read it every day. However, I still wasn’t able to convey my exact messages to the families of my students. When I arrived in Khairpur Mirs—my husband’s and my first posting after our marriage—I was amazed to see a Turkish vice principal who could converse fluently in Urdu with the parents of her students. I wondered, “Can I be as fluent as she is?” After the birth of our first child, we needed a babysitter, and since our only means of communication was Urdu, we mimed and gestured at first as we struggled to get our messages through to each other. Over time, however, we became proficient in speaking Urdu.

Thank God, I learned Urdu with the help of my little child and our dear babysitter. This language proficiency greatly facilitated our home visits to parents, allowing me to express all my concerns independently. When parents witnessed this, their trust and love for us increased even more. It had been a heartfelt wish of mine, and Allah Almighty granted it. Occasionally, I also used my Urdu skills in class when students struggled to understand topics in English. This helped reduce their fear of mathematics.

How were the feelings and attitude of the people of Pakistan towards the PakTurk Schools and their teachers? Were there any challenges in communication, or was it easier than you had expected?

The positive impressions left by our brothers and sisters who arrived in Pakistan as ‘the pioneers’ significantly contributed to the trust of the Pakistani people in our schools. They have a historical affection for the country and people of Türkiye, but parents still had cultural hesitation in allowing their children, especially girls, to participate in school programs with ‘foreigners’ present. To overcome this barrier, it was essential for them to know and trust us. At this point, home visits played a crucial role. The most challenging aspect for me was my longing for my family, but over time, I adapted to it. Many situations can be difficult for people, yet as Bediuzzaman said, “The agony disappears and what remains is the flavour of being delivered from a past trouble.” Now, when I reflect on those days, I primarily recall the audacious and emotive moments rather than the hard times I faced.

Did your feelings and opinions change over time when you first went to that country?

I would say that Pakistan was where I truly grasped the essence of many concepts I had heard about in Türkiye. The more I experienced, lived, and observed, the better I understood terms and emotions such as service, emigration, and the rights of each person stemming from their servitude to Allah, as well as Allah’s approval and similar concepts. I came to understand the true meaning of the saying, “The gratitude for every blessing should be befitting with its rate and worth.” Gratitude for knowing mathematics means teaching it; gratitude for the skill of cooking means offering food to others; and gratitude for health means being with people, enlightening them, and touching their hearts. Such gratitude demands that we consistently add one more to everything we do with our lives and prayers...

What effects and contributions have Pakistan had on your personal life? Is there anything you can say, such as, “I wouldn’t know or learn this if I hadn’t come here”?

If I had not gone to Pakistan, I would not have been able to grasp the adage, “Love what was created for the sake of the Creator.” I would have struggled to understand why the Holy Prophet (may Allah’s peace and blessings be upon him) worked so hard for his community, why most of the Companions of the Holy Prophet (may Allah be pleased with them all) left Makkah and Madinah for other lands, and what the commandment “Enjoin goodness and discourage evildoing” truly means.

When and why did you leave Pakistan?

In 2016, like other Turkish teachers and their families in Pakistan, my husband and I found that our work visas were not extended by the government. This was a repercussion of the events of July 15, 2016. Although the people in Pakistan stood by us, it became increasingly difficult to sustain our livelihood without an official job. Regrettably, we had to leave in 2018.

How do you sustain yourself in your current country?

I consider this section of my life a blessing from Allah. Although I left Jaan (beloved) Pakistan, my home and second homeland, I learned that service to humanity extends beyond teaching. Baking a pastry and offering it as a treat, inviting friends over for coffee, listening to their troubles, and sharing what you have are all parts of this service. While it was easier to engage in these acts while holding a job, I am grateful that Allah Almighty has favoured me with the ability to serve both in times of abundance and in times of hardship. In a hadith that we all know, the Messenger of Allah (may Allah’s peace and blessings be upon him) said: “Allah Almighty says: I am as My servant thinks of Me. When he mentions Me, I am with him. If he remembers Me on his own, I will mention him in a congregation more auspicious than his. If he approaches Me by one inch, I will approach him by a step; if he approaches Me by one step, I will approach him by a fathom. If he comes to Me walking, I will run to him.” 

I had always heard of this hadith, but I didn’t fully understand its depth until a particular period during the lockdown due to the coronavirus epidemic. We couldn’t go to the market whenever we wanted, and my children and I divided the fruit we had into three portions. One day, I saw an old woman rummaging through the garbage bin across from our house. I put pasta, eggs, and potatoes in a bag and sent it to her with the children so they could learn the importance of sharing what we have. Shortly after, a friend visited, holding a bag full of various fruits. She brought it, thinking I wouldn’t be able to shop while leaving our little children at home. While we shared a few items with a person in need, Allah Almighty responded by sending us various kinds of fruits. From then on, we have continued our lives with the material and moral support of my family and friends.

As conventional refugees in the country where I am now, we have been receiving aid packages from the United Nations for the past year. I also babysat for a teacher at a local school for about two years. The baby, who was just 8 months old when he arrived, became a new member and joy of our home. Until then, it had been difficult for me to accept help, as I was accustomed to giving. However, my teacher friend’s remark relieved me greatly. She said, “Perhaps I studied with the scholarships you provided; now it’s my turn. If you need anything, don’t hesitate to ask.” This expression reinforced the bond we shared, as if we considered each other sisters.
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Ms. Zeynep is now living in another country, this time as a ‘muhajir’ with her children

Another sister also remarked, “Zeynep, you prevailed over this process very competently.” She referred to the challenges we faced during our last years in Pakistan, our departure from there, my extended stay with our children in another country while my husband had to remain elsewhere, and the material and moral difficulties we encountered. I replied, “Alhamdulillah, the way our sisters and brothers in this Service call to ask about our well-being and provide their material and moral support revives me even more.”

Today’s Zeynep is the woman who grew up with the sacrifices and teachings of her sisters in Hizmet, whom she met during my early student years in Pakistan. Having gone through difficult times, she hopes to remain resilient moving forward. If I had not gone to Pakistan, it might have been much more challenging for me to stand firm against the events happening now.

Selviye Koç: 
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I CANNOT FO​RGET THE WAY THE STUDENTS WOULD PLEAD, ‘TEACHER, DON’T GO!’
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Selviye Koç is one of the education volunteers who went abroad motivated by the concern of ‘escaping the decay generated by comfort’ while teaching in favourable circumstances in Türkiye. We discussed the experience of emigration with Koç, who had lived in the Black Sea region for a long time and initially struggled to adjust to life in Pakistan. She wept for days when she was compelled to leave the country.

During the phase that began with the opening of PakTurk Schools in the mid-1990s, hundreds of people from various regions of Türkiye volunteered to participate in educational activities across Pakistan. It was a completely different country, unfamiliar to them in terms of climate, language, culture, living conditions, and cuisine. Idealistic educators, who set out with noble intentions of serving people for Allah and nurturing well-equipped generations, performed their duties with love and enthusiasm despite all the differences and challenges. Among those volunteers were the Koç family, who decided to leave the cool, fresh, lush-green climate of the Black Sea region to live in the hot and humid environment of Pakistan. Both Turkish teachers, Selviye and Necati Koç left behind their comfortable lives in Türkiye and settled in Pakistan with their three children. As they embarked on their journey, they knew very little about their destination. However, as time passed, they learned to love, adapt to, and become attached to Pakistan. “I miss those beautiful people, not the places!” says Teacher Selviye when reflecting on her years there. Despite the challenge of expressing it all, Selviye Koç answered our questions with heartfelt sincerity.

***
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Can you briefly describe your life before going to Pakistan? When and where were you born? Please also share details about your family, education, and other significant aspects.

I was born in 1974 in Samsun. I graduated from Erciyes University with a degree in Turkish Language and Literature in 1998. From that time until 2012, I taught Turkish language and literature at a university exam preparation tutoring centre. I have three children, and my husband is also a Turkish teacher.

How and when did you decide to go to Pakistan? What were the reactions of your family and social circle?

In March 2012, while at the tutoring centre, I made a firm decision that our family should go abroad to serve through education. Surprisingly, my husband had the same thought on that very day. When we returned home in the evening, we said simultaneously, “We should go abroad now.” Everything in Türkiye was comfortable and pleasant, but we felt the need to move before that comfort led us to complacency. We filed applications right away, and by June, it was confirmed that we would work in Pakistan. However, we faced a crucial challenge: we had not yet informed our families, as we were living in Trabzon at the time.

I am the youngest of four siblings and the only daughter of my parents, and our family ties are strong. We anticipated that my parents would have a difficult time accepting our decision. I spoke with my brothers about how to explain our choice without making our parents sad. That week, our students had taken the university entrance exam, so we took a two-day leave from the tutoring centre and travelled from Trabzon to Samsun. My parents were both happy and curious about our visit. All the siblings gathered under one roof, and it seemed my mother sensed something was amiss. “Did something happen? Why are you all here now?” she asked, but her question was hard to answer.

When we revealed our decision, my mother began to weep, and my father chose not to speak. It was perhaps one of the most difficult moments for me. As someone who had always spent every vacation with my family, the last thing I wanted was to upset my parents. Yet, I felt compelled to follow my dreams.

What kind of preparations did you make before you set off on your journey? Could you share the feelings and thoughts you experienced during that process?

It didn’t take long for us to prepare. We cleared our home by distributing some items and leaving others at my parents’ house. We no longer had a permanent residence. Later, we attended seminars in Istanbul on how to teach Turkish to foreigners. With our tickets and luggage in hand, we felt ready to go to Pakistan, both materially and spiritually.

When did you leave for Pakistan? What were your first impressions?

We set out on August 18, 2012, boarding a flight arriving from England with a stopover in Istanbul before heading to Islamabad. The waiting area at our departure gate was almost empty, with only six or seven people present. My children were 11, 7, and 3 years old at the time, and for them, the separation was difficult. However, we always reassured them, saying, “If we are together as a family, we can overcome any problem by Allah’s leave and grace.”

The things we knew about Pakistan were primarily based on what we had seen on the Samanyolu TV globe-trotting show, Ayna. However, we immediately noticed the intense scent of spices on the plane. We were filled with excitement, and I remember I couldn’t sleep during the journey. When we finally got off the plane at noon, it felt like we had walked into the oven of a bakery; the hot air hit our faces, making us feel faint.

We picked our luggage from the carousel, walked to the exit, but could see no one who was there to receive us. Unable to use our phones to make a call, we noticed that there was no one in sight who looked Turkish. My husband gestured to explain to one of the porters that he needed to make a call. The porter lent him his phone to contact a school administrator. It turned out they had been waiting for us since the night before. Fortunately, the school administrator arrived promptly and took us to our accommodation. Our first night in Pakistan was a nightmare, due to the extreme heat, humidity, and mosquitoes.
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Selviye and Necati Koç with their children in Pakistan...

We had a fast-spinning ceiling fan above us, but it only pushed the hot air back onto our faces; we weren’t dying, but we felt almost unconscious. We thought we should cool ourselves with water, but the tap water was so hot that I initially thought I had turned on the hot water. No matter which dials I turned, it sent warm water flowing. When we opened the windows for some cool air, we realized we had made a terrible mistake. Despite the mosquito nets on the window panes, the room quickly filled with mosquitoes. By the time we closed the windows, it was too late. While lying there, exhausted from the heat, we became unwilling donors to the mosquitos! When I woke up around 3 a.m., I found my body covered in mosquito bite spots. I counted them that night— over 150 bites! It turned out our house was right by a stream with murky water. That first night was an agonizing lesson for us.

Power cuts really made life tough. To cope, houses had uninterrupted power supplies (UPS) running on batteries that could keep a ceiling lamp and a fan going in each room, which helped us avoid fainting from the heat. We stuck it out in that house for 28 days. The place we rented later was small but super useful, and thankfully, it was cooler since it was on the ground-floor.

Where was your first place of duty?

We started working in Islamabad, the capital of Pakistan. I taught at the girls’ college, and at the time, our school was housed in a large villa. One of the classrooms where I taught was actually one of the house’s kitchens. We would sometimes go out and sit in the garden with the students, especially since it got dark inside whenever the power went out.

What were your favourite and most difficult experiences in Pakistan?

The conditions were tougher compared to the life we were used to in Türkiye. However, the students were incredibly cute, approachable, and intelligent. We began to bond with the local teachers, even without knowing their language. The food situation was challenging in the first days, and managing three children in different schools was exhausting for me.

My eldest daughter had been eager to learn English in Türkiye, so we had hired a local teacher for private lessons. My second daughter was reluctant, but her teachers helped her adjust. Interestingly, my 3-year-old daughter faced the least difficulty; she quickly picked up both English and Urdu.

As for me, I felt the most strain. I was trying to teach Turkish to my students without knowing English myself. Since my husband’s school was far away, he would leave in the morning and return in the evening, leaving me to handle tasks like grocery shopping on my own during the day.

Those were tough yet beautiful times. We felt rejuvenated with a new sense of excitement. Professionally, we were navigating the differences between teaching at a tutoring centre and teaching in a school setting.

We formed wonderful friendships, and we still keep in touch with many. We have friends, students, and teachers whom we fondly remember, saying, “It was nice to know them.” I have no regrets about going to Pakistan at all. To me, Pakistan feels like a second homeland that I still miss and love.

How many years did you live in Pakistan? Could you tell us about your duties and the cities where you lived?

As a family, we lived in Pakistan for 4.5 years. During that time, both my husband and I worked in schools in Islamabad. Towards the end of our first year, we moved to our purpose-built campus school, which was a five-story building with a beautiful garden. The top floor housed the girls’ dormitory, and we felt a great sense of relief as all the teachers and students settled in.

How was your rapport with the people of Pakistan, especially with the students and their parents?

I primarily taught secondary school classes in spacious classrooms. We encouraged student participation in activities on the playground after school, where they played games. It was adorable to see how quickly they learned Turkish and started speaking right away. My first students were in Class 7, and we enjoyed having unit-specific activities.

For instance, during the “festivals” unit, we prepared candy baskets with the children and took them to each classroom, offering candies and cologne as per Turkish tradition. It was delightful to see the students visiting the staffroom to say, “Happy Eid!” Finally, we would send the children to the principal’s office, advising them to ask for Eidi. Mr. Principal generously gave pocket money to each student, and the whole class was overjoyed—it truly felt like a festival! For each unit, we would think, “What can we do differently this time?” and make thrilling plans. Those were happy days, even amidst the exhaustion.

Did your feelings and opinions change over time after you first came to Pakistan? If so, how?

Before I came to Pakistan, the only name I associated with the country was Muhammad Iqbal. It was a place I had loved from a distance, and my affection only grew as I got to know it better. Of course, there were aspects I struggled with. It was my second encounter with a different culture, as my husband is of Bosnian origin. I understood that, although we shared the same faith, cultural differences among people were significant.

Living in Pakistan provided me with an important opportunity to understand the Muslim world better. It was disheartening to see how artificial divides, like sectarian differences, led to sporadic violence. Occasionally, the schools even had to close for security reasons, which added to the sadness of the situation.

I had a hard time getting used to the food, and I can’t say I adapted to everything. I don’t think our palates align well with Pakistani cuisine, as they tend to use a lot more spices compared to Turkish cuisine. However, Pakistan is a delightful country, abundant in a variety of vegetables and fruits.

What were the feelings and attitudes of the people of Pakistan towards Turkish schools and teachers?

The attitude of our students and their parents towards the schools was very positive. Parents were welcoming and incredibly hospitable during their visits, and we met many remarkable people. I find it hard to forget the individuals, especially my students, rather than the places in Pakistan. I love them all and still miss them deeply.

When and for what reason did you leave Pakistan?

In 2016, when the repercussions of the tragic events in Türkiye reached Pakistan, the local officials did not extend our visas, and the Pakistani government began to pressure us to leave the country. It was an unsettling process for us. In November 2016, when they ordered, “Leave the country within three days,” everyone inevitably panicked. That panic was more about our schools and students than for ourselves. Our schools were the fruits of many years of hard work and dedication. Just to illustrate: instead of buying a second air conditioner for our homes, we had donated money to install air conditioners in classrooms and dormitories to ensure our students’ comfort. Some friends even contributed smart boards to help provide a more modern education for the students.

We were one of the five families who decided on our destination, bought our tickets, and left the country first. Leaving was not easy at all; each day was filled with tears from students, parents, and teachers. In the playground, in the classroom, or in the corridors, wherever the students saw us, they would cry and plead, “Teacher, don’t go!” I can never forget their words and their sobs.

As Turkish teachers, we became like weeping walls. Every time someone approached, they would offer comforting words, hug us, and break down in tears. The students prepared cards, wanting to give us mementos and gifts. It was an incredibly difficult time.

With sadness and tears, we cleared out our house, which we had set up with so much enthusiasm. We left our dreams behind, feeling as though we were leaving half of our hearts with it, and took a flight to Africa.

How do you continue your life in the country where you are now?

After working in Uganda for almost 4 years, we arrived in England about 5 months ago. There were many things we wanted to accomplish related to Pakistan; our plans and dreams remained unfinished due to someone else’s ambitions and envy. I understand that the people are not at fault for what happened.

Teacher Hilal:
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WE BORE ALL ​HARDSHIPS FOR THE SAKE OF A SUBLIME PURPOSE
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Hilal Teacher (center) with her students in Pakistan...

Mrs. Hilal is a teacher who worked hard to balance her own children’s needs while guiding her students toward progress. She left Pakistan “by compulsion” four years ago and is currently teaching in an African country. We spoke with Teacher Hilal, a mother of four, about her experiences in Pakistan, the first foreign country where she had migrated and lived for seven years.

***
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Could you briefly describe your life before going to Pakistan?

I am from Elazig and graduated from Karadeniz Technical University with a degree in Social Studies Teaching in 2002. That same year, I began teaching at an exam and tutoring centre in Trabzon. I later got married, and my spouse and I worked in different cities in Türkiye until 2010. We had two children and migrated to Pakistan as a family in 2010, where we lived until mid-2017.

How and when did you decide to go to Pakistan? How did your family react to the idea?

Since my student years, I have nurtured the ideal of serving abroad; it has always been my dream. Working abroad feels like a reward to me, not an obligation. Even now, while I’m in Africa, I still hold this belief. I’m here not because I have to be, but because I choose to be. The life I lead is my decision, and I pray that Allah Almighty helps me shoulder this responsibility.

I embarked on this path after considering all its consequences. One day, my husband called me while I was in class and said, “They propose that we migrate abroad. Whatever you think, just consider it.” I immediately replied, “Accept the proposal!” It wasn’t something we had planned; it was simply put to us, and we accepted. I wasn’t particularly upset about leaving Türkiye, my family, and friends because I felt I was destined for a life I had always dreamed of. It was a beautiful journey. Our families weren’t very supportive of our departure, but we convinced them somehow.

What kind of preparations did you make before starting your journey? Could you share your feelings and thoughts during that phase?

On my way to Pakistan, I set out with the mindset that I might end up living in a tent. I had no grand goals or expectations, nor did I research where I was going or what kind of place it was. This might seem absurd to today’s generation, but it’s important to understand that I evaluated that period from my own perspective.
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Hilal Teacher (second from the right) with her Pakistani students

I conducted no preliminary research because I wanted to minimize my expectations and prepare myself for anything. Since there were Hizmet-inspired institutions there, I felt no need to look into any other details. The only thing I had heard was that, unlike Türkiye, it was a right-hand-drive country, but that didn’t concern me much.

What were your first impressions of Pakistan?

The moment I boarded the plane was when I truly realized I was emigrating. The children were hungry after waiting a long time at the airport, and we looked forward to eating on board. It was there that we saw coloured rice for the first time in our lives, and it was sweet, too. At that moment, I told myself, “You have migrated right here and now.”

Each country has its own unique atmosphere and scent. Pakistan was very hot and had a distinctly spicy aroma. People commonly wore shalwar kameez, while government officials, soldiers, and police officers sported long beards. This unfamiliar sight scared me, as I had been taught in Türkiye that “foreigners are enemies and one cannot make friends with them,” which had permeated our subconscious. We carried those fears in the initial days of our arrival.

In which city did you start working?

We always lived in Islamabad. Initially, we stayed with a family for about 10 days before renting and setting up our own house. I didn’t teach at first; I began as a housewife. Our friends there periodically organized cooking classes and held Risale-i Nur Reading Circles in English. I admired them greatly, but since I didn’t know the local language, I initially struggled to provide any assistance and couldn’t communicate with the local community. I thought to myself, “I can at least help in the kitchen,” so I volunteered for washing dishes after the visits of those discussion groups.

In my opinion, the Hizmet means doing whatever is needed at the moment and providing selfless service to the best of one’s ability, even in the absence of resources. There were times when I felt that washing dishes there was more valuable than serving elsewhere. I found joy in washing the dishes, as it allowed me to feel like I was being of assistance. Since I had nothing else to do, I would often suggest to my colleagues who led the conversation groups, “Let me take care of your children while you focus on your work.”

Some seniors used to metaphorically tell those leaving for abroad for the Hizmet that “the places destined for you should be your Ka’ba.” They meant to convey that you should cherish that place as you would the Ka’ba itself. This was why it didn’t matter where I went; I cherished each location metaphorically as my Ka’ba, whether it was a mountain or a desert. I aimed to give it the respect it deserved, and alhamdulillah, Allah protected me from any embarrassment. I never questioned, “Why did I come here?” Wherever I went; I was happy. Seven or eight months after my arrival in Pakistan, I started working as a Turkish teacher at the PakTurk Girls College in Islamabad.

Was there anything you had difficulty adjusting?

It was my first time living in a place different from my home country, so there was certainly a period of acclimatization. Not knowing the local language felt extremely challenging, as everyone seemed like a stranger. For instance, one day I went to a grocery store, which was just a small wooden hut on a street corner. I wanted to buy some onions but struggled to express that to the old man there. I attempted to explain in English, but he didn’t understand. I didn’t know how to say it in Urdu either.

In the end, I resorted to miming, pretending to weep and chop something with a knife in my hand. I even shed real tears in that moment. Fortunately, the old man then took some onions from under the counter and showed them to me. While these were small incidents, they became quite challenging as I adapted to a new country. Coming from Elazig, I found that Pakistan, being generally a closed society, had several aspects that overlapped with the society I was familiar with. Overall, I didn’t find it too difficult to adapt.

I also consider it from this perspective: when you start making judgments about the target cultures, you prevent yourself from offering what you truly wish to share with them. What you see as wrong may only be wrong in your eyes. If you believe something needs correction, demonstrate it by living and representing those values. Cultures should be accepted as they are.

Africa, by its cultures, has its own complexities, but if you’ve chosen to be there, you must embrace it as it
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