
Description of Project  
 

Shishur Sevay is a newly opened orphanage intended to serve as a community based, family 

type home, and a model of non-institutional care of orphaned girls.    

 

Childlife Preserve: Shishur Sevay received its registration as a Society under the West Bengal 

Societies Act  XXVI of 1961, on 14 June 2006.  The children arrived in February 2007 by 

order of the Child Welfare Committee.  Shishur Sevay represents a long term dream of Dr. 

Michelle Harrison who has been sponsoring children in West Bengal schools over the last 

seven years, and has also been an Asha volunteer with Asha CNJ and Kolkata.  As she is a 

foreigner, she cannot have a governance role in the Society, but she has brought together a 

group of committed and dedicated Indians (including her Indian born daughter) to serve the 

children through their leadership and governance.  Dr. Harrison stays at Shishur Sevay, 

sharing the floor mats with the children at night. 

 

Shishur Sevay is located in Sahapur, a small urban area in Southwest Kolkata.  The 

community is mixed with respect to socioeconomic class.  Local leadership has accepted the 

home as part of the community, after early tensions and suspicions of what Shishur Sevay 

was really going to do.  The children attend the local government school; the staff shops in 

local stores, and the children participate in community events, such as sports and festivals. 

Dr. Harrison serves as President of the Mother/Teacher’s Association at the school. 

 

Shishur Sevay also provides classes for the children for six hours a day in addition to their 

school.  The handicapped children receive eight hours a day of education/therapy.  Cultural 

enrichment is given in evenings with dance, singing, and mime.  The children are being 

educated in Bengali medium so they will be literate and expressive in their mother tongue. 

They are also receiving classes in English so they will be bilingual. 

 

Shishur Sevay does not have FCRA, but has just been approved for 80G tax exemption.  This 

will allow donors in India to receive tax benefit for their donations.  The home was started 

with funds in India intended to cover until FCRA approval when Dr. Harrison can bring 

funds she has committed to the raising of the children.  The current home is about 1200 sq. ft, 

which is adequate for the 13 children there now.  At some time in the future (years) it may be 

expanded to bring more children, but none of that is immediate.  Shishur Sevay has a separate 

and adequate classroom. 

 

Purpose/Goals 

1. Provide safety, health care, education, and nurturing to orphan girls, those who have 

lost contact with family and community, and have been declared abandoned by the 

government. 

2. Provide same for orphaned handicapped children and work to reach their fullest 

potential in quality of life, communication, mobility, and literacy. 

3. To intensively educate orphan girls so they can reach their fullest potential.  For some 

this means higher education; others will require vocational training; girls will also be 

raised with household work so they can function well in their future families, and as 

mothers. 

4. Identify ways to educate older girls who enter educational system far behind their age 

peers. 

5. To give children who have had lives of violence a chance to be children and to feel 

nurtured. 



6. To raise orphan children with disabilities as part of normal family life and to 

encourage the relationships and bonding between the regular girls and the ones with 

handicaps. 

 

Organization description 
 

Most orphanages in West Bengal do not have orphans, but rather poor or destitute children 

with some relative who can sign the child into the Home and take responsibility for them 

after 18 years.   The West Bengal government requires that children who have no family, 

those who have become disconnected through violence, abandonment, becoming lost with no 

traceability, must be presented to the Child Welfare Committee and then sent to a 

government institution until further placement.  Few homes are certified to take these 

children so they tend to stay at the institutions where there is neither healthcare nor education 

for the girls.  When the government places the children in the few homes approved for their 

care, the government also pays a fee for upkeep.  Orphans therefore tend to be uneducated, 

and without skills or experience for living outside institutions, and within families. 

 

Many orphans remain outside either the government or NGO systems.  Girl children tend to 

be taken into families and raised as servants; other children fall to traffickers.  Shishur Sevay 

is a home for the children with no place to go.  The aim from the beginning was to take care 

of the government orphans, and to provide a model for non-institutional care.  Shishur Sevay 

takes no funds from the government. 

 

A major challenge is how to educate older girls who have no schooling at all.  The girls 

arrived at Shishur Sevay with NO knowledge of alphabet or working with numbers (all this in 

Bengali),  None could recognize India on a map.  They didn’t know shapes or colors.  The 

ages of the girls are uncertain.  Their papers show them as younger than they probably are, 

which is from 7-12.  The girls lacked discipline.  It simply wasn’t familiar, but did have an 

enormous desire to learn, and this has not slowed at all.  After ten months, most are reading.  

They love school; they love homework; sometimes they are naughty and rebel against 

everything – all normal.  They have come to love books, and will soon be starting on Bengali 

poetry. 

 

The handicapped children have thrived in exciting ways.  They went from sad little sleepy 

children to active participants in the life of Shishur Sevay.  One could not lift her head at all, 

and now sits and tries to converse at length.  Another has been found to be blind, but she is 

skilled at squirming around the room.  They are happy children, emotionally connected, and 

learning. 

 

Shishur Sevay cannot take large numbers of children, but it can refute the common feeling 

that “nothing can be done.”  The eventual plan/hope is for other similar homes, supported by 

funds from within India.   


