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Background 

As described on the Asha project page (http://www.ashanet.org/projects/project-view.php?p=634), 

Ashraya focuses in developing mentally and physically challenged girl children over the years with an 

ultimate vision that they would be capable enough to work as teachers in rehabilitation centers for the 

future generation of challenged children in their villages. 

 

The main objectives of Ashraya are: 

1. Providing residential rehabilitation to Mentally & Physically challenged girl children stricken with 

Poilo, Cerebral Palsy or Mental Retardation, and to develop them to a level of independence by which 

they could lead a life comparable to that of a normal child.  

2. To take over the responsibilities of a challenged girl child by which the unfortunate mother would be 

free from the burden and enable her to go out and earn a living for the family.  

3. Provide employment to physically handicapped female graduates and post-graduates as teachers. 

Ashraya by policy, provides employment only to handicapped female graduates as teachers. 

 

Visit Details 

I made contact with Mr. Venugopalan while in India after getting contact details from the Asha-San 

Diego project coordinators and we arranged a visit October 15
th

. I arrived in Kollam railway station and 

was picked up by Mr. Venugopalan and brought to the Ashraya center in his car.  I arrived in the late 

morning, between 10 and 11 am. I was introduced to headmistress Dolly first, and she coordinated the 

visit. 

 

Dolly explained the history of the organization and then introduced me to about 20 different girls 

students, aged from about 5 to 17.  I observed the classes first.  The classroom was organized in a clean 

organized “hall,” rather than being small classrooms.  The girls work in clusters within the big hall, set up 

in a way for all the girls to be together during studies without disturbing each other.  The girls are 

organized in groups based on level of ability.  There two additional teachers plus Miss Dolly who gave 

lessons. 

 

One the 20 girls who had a physical disability received physical therapy during class time.  She was lain 

down on the therapy table while the therapist provided massaging of legs to improve blood flow.  The 

therapist explained it as a form of Ayurvedic acupressure therapy. 

 

One of the eldest girls started with them about 12 years ago.  Due to her training and growth while at 

Ashraya, she had become a role for the younger girls. After lessons, the girls had lunch.  While the staff 



were preparing the lunch me, the eldest girl organized and directed the other girls with their chores and 

responsibilities for the meal.  I noticed that they would get their utensils, plates, wash hands, etc., 

without instructions from the teachers.  The eldest student seemed to direct the some of the girls  who 

were slightly younger who then helped the youngest, in a cascading manner.  I was impressed by the 

efficiency and self-sufficiency that was instilled in the girls, which suggested they were being trained to 

also take care of themselves outside of Ashraya (for example, when they go home and visit their 

families). 

 

During lunch, food was served on the kitchen counter.  All vessels, dishes, utensils and tabletops were 

stainless steel.  Everything in the kitchen looked very clean and well kept.  The teachers and kitchen 

helpers served the food buffet-style.  The elder girls would pick up the plates and bring them back to the 

tables where all their classmates were seated and served them.  The meal did not begin until everyone 

was seated.  The meal began with a moment of silence before starting to eat. 

 

After lunch, I saw the laundry system.  All the laundry had just been cleaned and dryed.  All of the 

clothes were brought inside the open hall of the girls’ dormitory and placed in the center of the room.  

All the girls (youngest to oldest) sat around the fresh laundry and each one picked out her own sets of 

clothes and folded them and kept them aside.  Once they were finished with folding, each girl brought 

her stack of folded clothes to her own cupboard in the dormitory. 

 

After laundry, I saw the dormitory area.  There were bunk beds, arranged in a spacious manner.  The 

dormitories appeared very clean.  They took a short break before returning to classes.  I observed the 

girls talking, laughing and generally having fun with each other.  After this 15-30 minute break, the 

classes began again. 

 

During those classes, I went outside with Dolly to meet with Mr. Venugopalan to discuss the current and 

future plans and challenges of the organizations.  They told me that the Central Government has already 

recognized Ashraya as a national role model that they would like to replicate around India.  But the real 

issue is finding the right talent and mindset in the management and educators more than the funding.  

Management and teacher training models from the US could perhaps help, but any models would have 

to be adapted to the needs of the girls in India. 

 

They told me more about some of the individual girls’ stories. For example, the eldest girl who started 

12 years ago is now a 2
nd

 year student in engineering college.   One additional girl is attending 

professional college.  Two other girls are in “plus 2” studies, preparing for college.  Because of some of 

the girls moving on to post-secondary education, there are more expenses associated with their 

education. Right now Ashraya is paying their education, so their financial burden has increased. It may 

be something Asha can discuss in future to help ensure stability and afford them to plan for the girls’ 

futures.   

 

The home was very safe and warm.  The atmosphere is set up to treat the girls like “daughters” and 

maintain their dignity.  I could tell they were well cared for. 


