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Background 
 
Project FORWORD (FORum for WOmen’s Rights and Development) was started in 1991 by 
Ms.Shiamala Baby to support women and educate them about their rights. Asha for Education 
has been supporting FORWORD’s educational projects since 2001. Asha –U.Florida has been 
supporting the project since 2007. FORWORD has been running 13 evening centers in 
Kanchipuram district of Tamil Nadu to help children from the villages in the area improve 
their academic performance. These centers are in addition to the basic education that the 
children receive from the schools in the region. The evening centers function everyday between 
5-8 pm and on Saturdays. They have the following goals to accomplish:  
 

1. To motivate them to attend to school.  
2. Promote nil-absence to regular school and promote continuity to higher education.  
3. Ensure healthy children, in the deprived communities.  
4. To bring academic efficiency in them.  
5. To develop attitudinal change (positive thinking, creative action) and healthy 

interpersonal relationships.  
6. To empower them with rights-based quality education with love for nature, fellow 

human beings, peaceful living and social justice.  
7. To empower them with people’s politics and to develop participatory leadership 

in them.  
8. To enable them to identify human rights violations, name them, challenge them 

and change them.  
9. To sensitize the community on the issues of children and to organize them as 

child- rights protectors 
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Site Visit Background 
 
As a volunteer for the U.Florida Chapter of Asha for Education, I was familiar with the goals 
and work done at FORWORD. I had been part of multiple conference calls with Ms. Shiamala 
Baby, and had taken part in chapter discussions on the project. However, I had not visited the 
project or met any active member in person prior to this visit. I decided to visit the FORWORD 
during my trip to Chennai in 2016-17. This was a period when multiple events recently affected 
the city of Chennai and surrounding areas – Cyclone Vardah and a demonetization effect had 
caused an economic slowdown and the demise of the Chief Minister had brought about a 
political stand still. Multiple industries were affected due to these events. During this site visit, 
however, FORWORD and the evening centers were operating regularly. 
 
I visited just after New Year’s Day on Jan-2 since the centers were reopening after a short 
break. I met Ms. Shiamala Baby at the FORWORD office in Tambaram and then teachers and 
students at two evening centers. I was accompanied by my mother on these visits. 
 
 

Report 
 
At the FORWORD Center, Shiamala Baby narrated her background and motivation of starting 
the organization. Being a victim of domestic abuse herself, she started FORWORD with a 
motive to empower women in the community to be resilient, confident and stand up for their 
rights. She spoke about the challenges faced in the community: alcoholism, domestic abuse 
specifically. The evening centers have been a great source of inspiration the children in the 
community, providing them with not only the necessary background to perform well 
academically, but also with extra-curricular activities and education about environment, 
political rights etc. 
 
From the office, we drove to an education center at Mathur. The drive was more than an hour 
away from the office. It quickly led us outside Chennai and into the remote villages of the 
region. The roads were barely accessible and we navigated with difficulty, while learning about 
the challenges faced in these regions during prior floods. The Mathur center was outside a 
church, where around 20 children were with their books. The children present were from 
primary up to 12th Std. The high school children were preparing for upcoming board 
examinations, while the primary and secondary school children were catching up on regular 
school lessons. We interacted with many of the children. To my pleasant surprise, they were 
quite aware of aware of the U.Florida chapter of Asha for Education, and the volunteers’ roles 
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in providing them with necessary support. They narrated poems, songs, and the high school 
children told us about their ambitions after finishing school and college. We also interacted 
with Sivagami, the teacher at that center, who has been teaching for almost 10 years. She said 
she has been seeing steady improvement in the performance of children over the years and 
seeing them succeed is her main motivation for her efforts.  
 
After spending around 30 minutes at Mathur, we drove to another evening education center 
outside a hut at Thandarai. A striking feature about the center at Thandarai was Kasturi, the 
teacher. She had gone through the FORWORD program as a student herself, and was now 
helping other children in the region. She was very enthusiastic to share her English-speaking 
skills and interacted with us in English for a while before switching to Tamil. The children 
there showed us their art work and a few boys displayed Yoga asanas. Here too, the children 
were enthusiastic and sincere. We met with some elders and parents at this center, and they 
shared stories of how the evening centers had benefited the children. The striking feature about 
the education centers was their focus on all aspects of community, including environment, 
social justice, political rights, and overall community development. In such circumstances, the 
focus on these aspects on not just the academic curriculum was particularly impressive to me. 
 
At both the centers, we shared snacks with the children, and encouraged them to focus on 
learning. We told them and the teachers that all volunteers at Asha-UF are constantly updated 
about the happenings in their centers and were encouraged by seeing them grow. They wished 
to have the opportunity to meet with more volunteers regularly. 
 
We left after visiting the two centers and dropped Shiamala ma’am at her residence. On our 
way back, she spoke about the growth she had seen in the children and community over the 
years. She also mentioned some challenges, such as limited bandwidth to carry out the 
activities and potential lack of personnel to carry her mission forward, for which we reinforced 
our support. 
 
The site visit left me with multiple feelings – that of inspiration and motivation to carry forward 
our work on the one hand, but also a sheer helplessness and sympathy at perceiving the 
conditions under which the community has had to evolve. Overall, the site visit proved to be 
an eye-opening experience that left me with wanting to do more. 
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Pictures from Thandarai Education Center 
 

 

1: (Left to Right) Shiamala ma'am, mother, and I interacting with children at Thandarai 

 

2: Boys performing Yoga 
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3: Sharing snacks with children at Thandarai 


