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On Saturday, June 10, 2021 Mostar Summer Youth Program (MSYP) held its closing
ceremony. This three-week-long free educational program, established in 2014,
traditionally takes place in summer gathering enthusiastic high school students from
Mostar to learn about a variety of topics from experienced volunteers from all over the
world. Due to the Covid-19 pandemic, the Mostar-based program was held online for
the second consecutive year, over the Zoom platform, allowing the participants from
places other than Mostar to partake.

Over the last eight summers, more than 240 participants have attended MSYP.
According to one of the program’s founders, Freya Nowell from London, UK, the main



goal of the program is for participants to improve their English-speaking skills and learn
about different topics.

“Our goal was to develop a free, inclusive, non-formal educational summer program that
would benefit the youth of Bosnia-Herzegovina by improving their social, academic and
professional prospects. We chose to set the program up in Mostar primarily because of
my existing knowledge of the city and the lack of such programs there,” said Nowell.

Since 2016 the program has been divided into two parts. The first week acts as the
introduction to the program and contains various workshops led by different staff
members. Some of this year’s workshops were on social media and mental health, how
poetry can be used for well-being, and sign-making for activism. The following two
weeks include work on selected subjects chosen by the participants. This year
participants could choose from 13 different courses exploring various topics such as
cross-cultural stories and writing, human development, pop culture and politics,
democracy, and nonviolent activism. Subjects are selected based on the spheres of
interest of the students with the expert guidance of 15 teachers.
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Elizabeth Shores from Philadelphia, USA, taught a course called Art in Your Life.
Shores has been involved with MSYP since 2016, when they visited Mostar for the first
time and were a guest during a friend's presentation about Serbo-Croatian language.
They were so impressed by the program that they signed up to teach in person the
summer of 2018. They also taught for MSYP Virtual in summer 2020, and again this



year. “I believe that young people are the future. I enjoy learning from participants and
staff as much as I enjoy teaching different subjects,” said Shores.

Niccolò Gismondi from Ancona, Italy, taught a course on equality. Gismondi drew
inspiration for his course from his academic and personal background and taught about
topics he considers important. Gismondi reflected on the virtual nature of the program
this year.

“The hard part is trying to keep a dynamic, interactive and stimulating environment while
on Zoom. It's not always easy to keep students focused during a class or a workshop if
done virtually,” he said.
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In addition to the teachers, MSYP has a team of interns and coordinators who make
sure things run smoothly. Mariia Mutel from Ukraine was an intern at MSYP this year
and got to experience the challenges of online events.

“When it comes to managing such a program online, there might be some difficulties.
We all know how unstable the internet connection can be, how some software can
randomly stop working, or how difficult it can get without actually seeing someone in
person,” said Mutel.

Some others expressed appreciation for the conveniences of online programs.

“Since it is virtual, it is easy because I don’t have to leave my room,” said Lana
Hadžiosmanović, a staff member.



Online nature of the program did not bother the participants too much. It provided the
opportunity to people from some other Bosnian cities to participate. Šejla Haseljić from
Gradačac used that opportunity both years the program was held online.

“Three weeks last year and three weeks this year have been the best weeks of my life. I
learned so much and met so many new people. I learned about a variety of topics,
ranging from sociology, politics, activism, writing, logical reasoning to how to study and
how to manage your time. My English got a lot better and thanks to MSYP, I got a boost
of confidence. Overall, MSYP has been such a magnificent experience and I’m so
happy with the new friends I met,” said Haseljić.
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For Dragana Borojević, a participant from Kostajnica in Bosnia-Herzegovina, this was
also the second time at MSYP. She said the experience is fun and educational at the
same time. “I learned a lot of new stuff (politics, equality and inequality, different styles
of writing, different cultures). Also, I met so many new people and I am more confident
in speaking English and expressing myself.”

Luka Adamović from Banja Luka described the experience as “one of the best ways to
spend your summer,” while Adna Tunović from Mostar appreciates the opportunity



because the participants are taught things they don’t usually learn in school and how to
think critically.

Participants from some other countries also took the advantage of the program being
held online.

For Sarah Ammar from Iraq the experience provided a different perspective and taught
her concepts she’s hoping to use to improve her community.

“I like how much the staff care and appreciate everything we do, which is something
rare in our teachers in school or anywhere,” she said.

Haneen Amer, from Babylon, Iraq shares the sentiment.

“This program changed me so much and taught me how to search and write an essay
or report and it raised awareness about many community problems,” said Amer.

Even though the online program has proven to have some advantages, some
participants are eager to meet their new friends in person. Emina Abaz from Mostar is
grateful for the experience but hopes that next year there won’t be screens involved.

“This is my second year of participating in MSYP Virtual and I really hope that next year
it is going to be in person so I can have a "real" MSYP experience,” she said.



Photo: Mostar Summer Youth Program Facebook page




