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FORWORD 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 –

UFlorida has been supporting the project since 2007. FORWORD has been running 13 

evening centers in Kanchipuram district of Tamilnadu 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 also during Saturdays and 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 peoples 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 



 

 

Asha for Education™ 
UFlorida Chapter 

Gators for Asha, 300-9 J W Reitz Union, P.O Box 118505, Gainesville, FL 32601 www.ashanet.org/uflorida 

 

 

 

 

Site Visit Background 

 

I am the Assistant Professor of Nonprofit Management & Community Organizations in 

the Department of Family, Youth & Community Sciences, University of Florida. I offer a 

six-credit study abroad program in India entitled “University of Florida in India – NGOs 

and Development” (UF in India). During 36 days, this traveling study abroad program 

visits 18 NGOs (non-governmental organizations) to understand their missions, services, 

operations, and impacts to society. In addition, the program has several cultural 

immersion activities and excursions to monuments. FORWORD was one of the NGOs 

chosen for the 2015 edition of UF in India, which began on July 5 and attended by 18 UF 

students. Before the arrival of students in India, on June 19 I visited Ms.Shiamala Baby, 

the Executive Director of the organization at the office of FORWORD to discuss details 

of the field visit by UF in India. On July 31, Ms.Shiamala Baby made a 2 hours 

presentation about FORWORD, its history, clients, and operations to my students. This 

was followed by a five hours long visit to one of FORWORD’s site in Thandarai Pettai 

village. I also visited this site again on August 9.  

 

This brief report provides the highlights of the site visits mentioned above. Few pictures 

from the visits are also included. 

 

Report 

 

My first visit to FORWORD's office at Tambaram, Chennai was in the afternoon of June 

19. I met with Ms.Shiamala Baby, founder and Executive Director of FORWORD at her 

office to learn about the organization and to discuss the field visit of UF in India students 

to one of FORWORD’s project sites. Ms. Baby informed me about the history of the 

organization, its programs & services, and its administrative functions. We agreed upon 

the schedule, logistics, and other details of the students’ visit to FORWORD project site 

at Thandaraipettai village 

 

On July 31, Ms. Baby came to the International Guest House of the Madras Christian 

College, where UF in India students stayed. She made a detailed PowerPoint presentation 

on FORWORD, its mission, and impacts to the villages it serves. This was followed by 

an interactive session where my students asked various questions on administrative and 

programming details of FORWORD and Ms. Baby answered them with clarity and 

candor. My students were very much impressed by the passion Ms. Baby has towards the 

organization’s mission, its clients, and projects. After this session, our group visited the 

Department of Social Work at the Madras Christian College. Ms. Baby accompanied us 

for this event, as she collaborates with the Department of Social Work in providing 
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internship opportunities for Masters in Social Work students with various FORWORD 

projects. Social work faculty spoke highly of Ms. Baby and FORWORD for the work to 

poor communities.  

 

In the afternoon, accompanied by Ms. Baby and two other FORWORD employees, UF in 

India group visited Thandaraipettai village (which is about 1.5 hours drive from 

Tambaram) where the organization has been providing services during the past several 

years. The reason for which we visited the village in the evening was to meet with the 

children who participated in the afterschool program. When we arrived at the village 

temple, the entire village was gathered for a traditional welcome. FORWORD field 

workers had organized the logistics and Ms. Baby introduced the group to villagers. First 

we met with the children of the village who had arrived after their day in schools. There 

were about 25 children ranging from elementary to high school ages. They organized an 

excellent cultural program with dance, music and a skit. We had interactions with the 

children about their experience with the afterschool program, which is primarily funded 

by UF chapter of Asha. Ms. Baby and I interpreted the questions and answers between 

my students and the village children. They mentioned that before the afterschool program 

they had no tutoring assistance and very little recreational opportunities. The afterschool 

program provided a caring teacher who offered assistance with their homework, gave 

them educational material/supplies and stationary, taught them civic engagement 

activities, and provided basic equipment (soccer balls, etc.) for recreational and extra-

curricular activities. My students asked various questions about the afterschool programs, 

and the children explained their positive academic and recreational outcomes. They 

repeatedly expressed their gratitude for Asha funding for the program,  

 

After interactions with the afterschool program children, we met with the women 

collective of the village. FORWORD employees taught them basic financial management 

and some cottage industry skills such as basket weaving. As the direct result of 

FORWORD's assistance, the women of the village opened a common bank account for 

their association and saved money that provides small loans for members. Women also 

described the effects of the afterschool program on their children and expressed their 

appreciation for FORWOR's work and Asha's funding. My students interacted with the 

women about various aspects of FORWARD's projects in assisting the children and 

women collective of the village.  
 

Overall, UF in India had an excellent and meaningful field visit to FORWORD. My 

students and I found Ms. Baby very dedicated to the organization and its services. We 

believe that she is a true change agent who is making tremendous impacts on the lives of 

the clients of FORWORD, especially the children of villages who receive educational 

and social activities offere4d by its afterschool programs. Future UF in India study 
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abroad programs will certainly visit FORWORD for interactive, experiential, and 

transformative learning.  

After the field visit of UF in India, my 11 years old daughter wanted to visit the children 

of Thandaraipettai village again. So, we visited them on August 9, the last day of our stay 

in India. Ms. Shiamala Baby and an employee of FORWARD accompanied us. We 

bought stationary and other educational material that the village children had requested. 

We also took snacks for the children and the entire village. As it was a Sunday, children 

did not have school and we met them at the same temple. We interacted with them, 

distributed the stationary and supplies, and played with them. It was an excellent way to 

culminate our 2 months visit to India. 

 

Recommendation: 

 

As mentioned earlier, I am a teacher and researcher of nonprofit and NGO management. 

It is my opinion that FORWORD is an excellent NGO with a dedicated Executive 

Director, compassionate employees and volunteers, and excellent track record of helping 

the under-served children of its project villages. The organization continues to touch the 

lives of its clients, especially children, for long-term impacts. I am proud that the UF 

chapter of Asha for Education has chosen FORWORD for assistance with its funding. I 

strongly recommend that UF chapter of Asha continues to fund FORWORD to achieve 

the common mission of educating under privileged children in rural India.  
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