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11 January 2011, 7:00 am, Kollam

We met Mr. Venugopalan at our hotel.  We had a short chat about his work with Ashraya before setting off to see the home.  Mr. Venugopalan is a Mechanical Engineer, and his wife is an OB/GYN.  In addition to his work with Ashraya, Mr. Venugopalan was elected to be on the Board Member Elect Panel for the Ministry of Social Justice and Empowerment, India for the interest of the mentally and physically challenged.  There are only eight elected members that serve a 3-year term and Mr. Venugopalan was elected in 2009. 

Some years ago, Mr. Venugopalan had spent five years in the Middle East (Qatar) before coming back to his home district of Kollam.  When he returned, he observed a home for boys that are mentally/physically challenged.  He noticed a sadness in the boys and a lack of hygiene. He originally inquired about adopting a couple of the boys, but a female deputy director of social welfare suggested that he instead start a girls home in Kollam district because there was a need for one.  This is how Ashraya was started.

Mr. Venugopalan visited many homes to learn about the conditions for mentally and physically disabled children.  He decided to focus on three target groups: 1) families with addiction problems, 2) broken families, and 3) indifferent parents.  Ashraya began with four girls in 2000.  Two of these girls had had polio, and Ashraya saw that they got corrective surgery and gait training.  Both mentally and physically challenged girls would be included, with the idea to strike an approximately 50/50 mix which would allow them to share their skills with each other (Ashraya motto: “Share, Serve, Smile”).  The number of girls at the school is limited to 20 so that the girls can receive individualized attention and curriculum.

For the physically challenged girls, the focus of training is on education.  (Physical therapy is also provided by a therapist who comes to Ashraya.)  These students are sent to a government school three times a week or less, and students are given one-on-one or very small-group lessons at Ashraya on days when they are not in school.  Mr. Venugopalan stressed that these lessons at Ashraya are important because at the government school, the girls can be ignored and not receive the attention they need.  Ashraya teachers contact the school about the curriculum, and Ashraya purchases the same texts used at the government school.  The girls take the regular exams at the government school.  They also form friendships there, and sometimes the girls bring schoolmates back to Ashraya to spend time together.

For mentally challenged girls, the focus is on modifying/improving behaviors so that the girls act appropriately and are helpful when they return to their families.  Mr. Venugopalan said that although the behavior we observed in most girls was very orderly, many girls did not behave this way when they first arrived at Ashraya.  Girls might have run around, thrown things, or made a mess when eating.  Through teacher guidance as well as modeling by fellow students, the newcomers learned to behave well, too.  At Ashraya, all the students help with daily activities such as washing, hanging and sorting laundry, and helping with cooking: making tea, chapatis, chopping vegetables, etc.  Teachers also insure that girls learn to take care of their hygiene independently.  Ashraya puts an emphasis on teaching the girls to be as independent as possible, and Mr. Venugopalan seemed to take a fatherly pride in watching the girls develop good behaviors and become more self-sufficient.

Mr. Venugopalan and school principal Dolly were self-described beginners when they began working with disabled girls, so they utilized logic and common sense to build up experience (as opposed to relying on experts).  They do follow the Indian government curriculum standards/benchmarks for educating mentally challenged children, and they follow the curriculum of the government school when educating the physically disabled girls.  Today Mr. Venugopalan describes Ashraya as a teaching institution.  Several physically challenged girls have gone on past 10th standard, including one in engineering and one in a Bachelors of Commerce program, and two in 12th standard.  Ashraya gives them financial support as an advance until their government scholarship funds come through (Asharaya is simply loaning the tuition funds, not paying their way).  Several of the mentally challenged girls are able to work with other mentally challenged children, and many of the teachers who work there (challenged and non-challenged) gain a lot of experience that translates into financially stable government jobs, which helps to spread the Ashraya teaching techniques into the government institutions.

Another aspect of Ashraya is creating mobility for physically challenged children. This includes one of the post-10th girls we met who otherwise would not have been able to attend a school.  To improve mobility an artificial limb unit is under construction on the 1st floor of the building.  This is being done through WAH funds, but is being held up by: 1) some government permitting and 2) while the FCRA paperwork comes through
.  Several physically challenged girls have received operations so that they can use their legs with the help of artificial limbs.  

1 January 2011, 8:00 am, Ashraya Home

We went over to Ashraya after our morning meeting to meet the girls.  The home is located on Mr. Venugopalan’s family property and has an attractive entrance and is kept very clean and orderly on the inside.  The girls were given a day off from their regular routine because of our visit.  This meant they were allowed to wear special Punjabi-style outfits instead of their regular school uniforms.  The girls were getting ready when we arrived, and the first assembly they have is the morning “prayer”, which is not so much a religious activity as an exercise in meditation and discipline.  The sounds from this exercise have been found to be beneficial in teaching the girls to concentrate.
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Figure 1. Various pictures from Ashraya. (Note: Pictures of the children have been left out deliberately.  Mr. Venugopalan emphasized that he does not believe in playing with the childrens’ dignity in this way to evoke an emotional reaction due their physical or mental disabilities.)

We were seated in chairs in the main room where the teaching and physiotherapy activities take place.  The room had lots of colorful and geometrically designed shelves with neatly kept toys and teaching aids, along with a few physical rehabilitation devices.  The girls were brought in as they got ready, usually in pairs.  This allowed us to see each of them as individuals and get a sense for their personalities.  Overall the girls smile a lot and made a lot of eye contact.  They clearly enjoyed having visitors and looked to be very happy.  We were also told about how long each of the girls had been in the home.  Often the mentally challenged girls who are new take a little time to adjust to the group routines, and can be more restless and fidgety.  Over time though these girls become very comfortable with their sisters and are able to keep their hands to themselves.

The morning meditation consisted of Sanskrit verses, beginning with the Om syllable.  The physically challenged girls can memorize the entire verses, which the mentally challenged girls have less memorization skills but follow along and are able to still focus just by hearing the sounds of the group in unison.  Additionally Mr. Venugopalan pointed out that recent research at IIT-Chennai that was collaboratively backed by former President Abdulkallam (himself a passionate advocate for autism-related issues) shows that this method of therapy is on the right track and is considered very helpful in the development of the mentally challenged.

After the morning meditation session we had breakfast.  The food preparation was very clean and the meal was tasty.  The girls themselves assist in the food preparation, with the idea that in India having these sets of skills will make them contributing members of their own families whenever they visit them.  This will help the parents to see their value as members of a household, which is often not the case in India.

When breakfast was over, students gathered again for an assembly in which they sang songs in Malaylam and English with accompanying arm movements.  After the assembly, students were broken into leveled groups for schooling.  On the day we visited, none of the students went to the government school, and all had lessons at Ashraya.  Children in the beginning levels had activities that developed eye-hand coordination and color recognition, for example, putting colored beads on a stick.  Headmistress Dolly gave a lesson on environmental studies to a group of students.   This lesson was on things people need to live: water, air, clothing, shelter.  Dolly use Malaylam words supported by pictures on the blackboard to teach the lesson and question students on the content.  The other teachers led smaller groups or individual students in various other lessons.  Students with physical disabilities studied the same texts used in the government school they attend with their teachers at Ashraya.

At about 11am the children took a break and then prepared for a special cultural presentation for our visit.  The presentation began with a slow, simple, choreographed dance in which the girls held lit candles.  Next eight girls appeared in pretty costumes and performed a traditional Muslim dance done by the bride's friends when they come for a wedding.  One of the older girls then played a one-handed solo piece on the keyboard.  When the entire presentation was done, all the girls had been involved, and it was evident that they had spent a good amount of time preparing.  It was a very nice performance from our point of view and seemed to have been a good experience for all of the girls, too.

After the performance we took some time to talk with Mr. Venugopalan and Dolly.  The day's schedule had been adjusted some for our visit, and Dolly provided me with the school's schedule:

9:45- 10:15     Prayer and Morning Assembly

10:15- 11:15    General Knowledge and EVS

11:15- 11:30    Break

11:30- 12:30    Reading and Writing (Malaylam/Maths and English)

12:30- 1:00      Yoga

1:00- 1:30        Lunch Time

1:30- 2:00        Leisure Time (watching TV)

2:00- 3:30        Monday- Money Concept and Number Concept

                         Tuesday- Craft Work/Needle Work

                         Wednesday- Time Concept & Writing Skill (Malaylam)

                         Thursday-  Drawing and Painting

                          Friday- Money & Time Concept

                          Saturday- Craft Work & Needle Work

We asked for an update on plans for building an artificial limb unit.  Mr. Venugopalan said that he wants to improve on the current leg brace model by using lightweight materials and customizing the fit for each individual child after the brace is made.  Adjustments such as slightly changing the size/shape and adding padding in places could make it more comfortable, he says.  At the moment he is still waiting for a building permit.  He said that he expected it would be coming in a day or two.  Mr. Venugopalan said that he estimated it would take about two to three months to build the unit.  In addition to the artificial limb unit, construction of another level to the school would allow for a teacher dormitory and study rooms.  Mr. Venugopalan said that the funds he received from the Asha Work an Hour campaign had been put into a special fixed deposit account.
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Figure 2. Physiotherapy facilities.

We also asked Mr. Venugopalan about the status of Ashraya's application for permanent FCRA clearance.  He explained that for years they had been using the same FCRA clearance without a problem but had recently been informed that it was a temporary FCRA clearance.  Mr. Venugopalan and Dolly had not realized this but then started preparing the lengthy paperwork required for permanent FCRA clearance.  They had already applied for FCRA clearance and received a letter in December stating that the full application would be looked at in April.
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Figure 3. FCRA permanant clearance application paperwork in process.

Mr. Venugopalan and Dolly spoke about other activities in which Ashraya was involved in addition to the school for girls.  Ashraya offers teacher-training classes to people who wish to teach disabled students.  These classes are taught by Dolly and specialists outside of Ashraya, such as doctors and psychologists.  Ashraya is also involved in work to protect property rights of adults with disabilities.  For example, they might assist in cases of inheritance where the property of a disabled person is taken by siblings.   Dolly and Mr. Venugopalan do house visits of families with disabled children to observe living conditions, and Ashraya is a "convener" at the local level.  We believe this means that they have the authority to make recommendations about the removal of children from the home if they feel this is necessary.

Mr. Venugopalan would be interested in making connections in the U.S. related to artificial limb/physical therapy units.  He would also be interested in our ideas if we were to visit places in the U.S similar to Ashraya, and he invited us to do this for him.  He would like to know more about practices in the U.S. and about how Ashraya could improve upon what it is currently doing.
� Ashraya originally received funds with their temporary FCRA clearance-through a miscommunication they were not alerted that the temporary clearance would need to be converted into a formal FCRA clearance.  They are now in process of correcting this by getting a long-term FCRA clearance.  Currently approved funds await this paperwork to be released.
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