Site visit report: Ashraya

Date: May 25 2006: Duration: 5 hours
Volunteer: Praveen Gopalakrishnan, Asha Central NJ chapter

Details of the visit:

I reached Ashraya center by about 7am local time (IST). Mr Venugopalan (Ashraya administrator) had informed me earlier that Ashraya daughters are enjoying their 2 month annual summer vacation at their homes, and hence are not at Ashraya. Though I would have learned a lot more had I visited when children were present, I made best use of circumstances by engaging with Mr Venugopalan and Dr Pillai (trustee) about their vision for Ashraya and some of the issues faced. 

One of the topics of concern among Asha volunteers about Ashraya was that is was founded and led mostly through the efforts of a single individual: Mr. Venugopalan. When asked this question, Mr. Venugopalan was clear that he believes in empowering the resident teachers with the task of running the school and later taking on the bigger task of driving Ashraya vision. As a result, currently it is school staff who is taking care of almost all day-to-day activities of Ashraya. Mr. Venugopalan’s role is restricted to finding funding sources, overall administration as well as driving the Ashraya vision. His hope is that some of the teachers would get more involved over the course of time and take up the general administration as well as other tasks. His final vision is of Ashraya being managed and run by resident teachers alone. With that aim, teachers are giving not only training in curricular subjects but in management and administration courses, as well as topics such as eastern and western philosophy. Their own career development is another important goal of Ashraya.
However one of the challenges is attrition among teaching staff. By policy all Ashraya teacher’s are physically challenged. As a result of the various career development training they attend while at Ashraya and work experience, they typically become eligible for and often get government jobs created specifically for handicapped people. Ashraya though suffers in one way when teachers who they invest in leave, on the other hand is happy that as a result of their involvement with Ashrya they become more empowered and result in their career development in the true sense.
Ashraya runs (and Asha CNJ has funded part of this program) a counseling session for normal school going children to make them aware of disability and how it has to be handled, and importantly how they can serve the disabled as they grow up into responsible citizens of the future. On some occasions the counseling sessions were attended by members of society at large (grown ups) as well as district administrators. Such situations according to Mr. Venugopalan has certainly helped to create better understanding in the society and particularly from the administration of the importance of the issue, and ways in which society can help.
Ashraya future plans

Another important topic that came up for discussion was starting a physio-therapy unit as part of Ashraya. Physio-therapy forms an important part in the training of challenged children, and with a resident physio-therapy center Ashraya daughters will get much better training in this aspect. Towards this Ashraya has already appointed a physio-therapy teacher and will in the course of time get a few equipment. The ultimate goal is to have a full-fledged physio-therapy unit where not just Ashraya daughters but other children can also get treatment (and can be a source of income for Ashraya). 

Overall, the visit created a very positive image in my mind of the holistic view that Ashraya takes to nurture and develop each of it’s daughters into as self-reliant individuals as possible. Ashraya though only impacts 24 children directly is in my opinion a role model for setting up such centers; Ashraya has helped me understand that taking on the task of transforming one challenged child, let alone 24 or more is a very time and resource consuming, demanding yet creative and extremely fulfilling task. Mr Venugopalan was remarking on their competitive spirit, self-confidence and overcoming their under-privileges:


“Regular school going Ashraya daughters with all their challenges did compete with able-bodied classmates of their school youth festival and won six first prizes for various cultural events.  It is not all. Two of them were selected for the sub-district cultural meet where over 25 schools participated and both of them proved their metal”
Real change (like what is reflected above) is hard and is the result of unparalleled dedication by the entire Ashraya team. I hope Asha will get more chances to serve Ashraya and its daughters and I get more chances to be part of such inspiring and humbling site visit experiences!!
Site Visit Report:

Date: August 22 2006: Duration: 3 hours

Volunteer: Sridhar Narayanan, Asha Central NJ chapter

A short report on my visit to Ashraya...
 

My wife Smitha and I visited Ashraya on the 22nd of August. We drove down from Thrissur and with excellent directions from Mr. Venugopal reached there around 2pm. We had already been informed that we would be having lunch with the children and so as soon as we reached there, we went straight to the dining room and sat down for lunch with all the children, Mr Venugopal and Mr. Pillai.
 

We were impressed with the excellent table manners demonstrated by the children and the overall condition of the facility and the quality of the lunch served. The staff seemed fairly competent as well. Mr. Venu and Mr. Pillai answered all our questions about the project and about the children.
 

After lunch came the surprise...an entertainment program by all the children. Starting with some group songs, they put on an amazing performance of dance, music and songs. At some points during the program, it was difficult to diffrentiate the show from one that might have been put on by a group of "normal" children. The enthusiasm shown by the children was very illustrative of the care and encouragement that they must be receiving at the facility.
 

After the program, we talked some more, especially about the Artificial limb unit and the location where they intended to build the facility and a high level discussion of how it would work.
 

Pretty soon it was close to 5 pm and we had to leave because of the long drive back to Thrissur. Overall it was a very enjoyable visit and Mr. Venugopal's projects certainly seem to deserve our funding and support.[image: image1.png]



 

