
Site Visit Report: Childlife Preserve Shishur Sevay

Type of visit: Virtual Zoom visit
Date: 8/9/21 (ET)
Time: 11:30pm ET/ 9am IST

Asha Cornell members in attendance
● Karina Ohri
● Sambit Saha
● Andrew Shapiro
● Meghna Shroff
● Mihika Badjate

Shishur Sevay Member in attendance
● Seema Gupta — Vice President of the Board,, Bengali teacher
● Dr. Michelle Harrison — Founder of Shishur Sevay
● Dr. Purba Rudra — Academic Director
● Teachers and students

About
Shishur Sevay is a non-institutional, group home for lost and abandoned girls located in

Kolkata, India. Its mission statement is “to protect orphans and abandoned children, including
those having differing abilities and disabilities, by providing a safe environment where they will
be sheltered, nurtured, and educated in ways that build Competence, Confidence, Independence
and Leadership,” and it envisions “a society where orphaned and abandoned children, those with
abilities and disabilities, are not segregated, but are respected as necessary members of our
communities.

Shishur Sevay was founded by Dr. Michelle Harrison in 2006, and currently houses 15
girls, some with severe disabilities. It commits to giving these children a forever home, while
also allowing them to be part of the larger community. The students, all of whom live in the
home, participate in daily classes and activities to further both their education and their personal
and creative development.

Visit Summary
During our visit, the school staff explained some of the daily activities of the students.

Every morning, the girls wake up at 6am, and students with disabilities have yoga and
physiotherapy (though this has been temporarily discontinued during the pandemic). All students
have responsibilities to complete before their group 9:30am assembly, such as cleaning up,
helping with breakfast, etc. The staff stressed that the house is very much the children’s home,
and they treat it as such. Then, from morning through the afternoon, students have classes, with
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breaks for lunch and naptime for younger students. In the evening students may have activities
like karate, dance and movement sessions, though some of these have been moved online during
the pandemic. Some supplemental classes, like art, are offered multiple times a week. Around
6:30, they have evening prayers, after which they have supper and then some free time. At night,
everyone sleeps in the same large room.

One of the topics of our visit was the impact of COVID-19 on Shishur Sevay. Dr.
Harrison and Purba explained that because of the nature of Shishur Sevay’s organization —
students and many teachers teaching and living in the building itself — exposure to COVID-19
was less of a risk than at many other institutions. That being said, many teachers who do not live
at Shishur Sevay did have to make significant adjustments to their teaching style, moving their
lessons online. Because Shishur Sevay has always had a focus on keeping up-to-date with the
newest technology, in part because of the needs of some of its disabled students, it was already
prepared for the online transition. Additionally, they mentioned that the six girls over 18 years of
age have all received their first vaccine shots.

We also discussed the topics the students study and what curriculum they follow —
school staff informed us that they follow the curriculum of the “National Institute of Open
Learning,” (NIOS) and that in art, they follow a seven year course designed by the Sarva Bharat
Sangeet and Sanskriti Parishad Board from Rabindra Bharati University. In the NIOS
curriculum, students get five years to complete five subjects, and Shishur Sevay teaches Bengali,
Geography, Math, Data Entry, and English. Shishur Sevay places a special emphasis on students
properly learning their mother tongue, which is Bengali for most students, and introduces
English as a language of opportunity. They emphasize Bengali to make sure that students retain
their cultural heritage and retain a sense of stability throughout their studies.

One of Shishur Sevay’s goals is to widen the acceptance of disabled and abandoned
students in the broader community, and they discussed how their institution has helped gradually
increase accessibility in the surrounding area. For example, they mentioned that in recent years,
local public buildings have added ramps to accommodate their girls. Shishur Sevay also strives
to encourage inclusivity amongst its own students, though they mentioned that they have had
some struggles with bullying amongst students — for example, some students commenting on
the darker skin tone of others — where staff had to intervene.

Shishur Sevay has many goals for the future, some of which Asha Cornell can help
advise going forward. One specific thing they mentioned was building a terrace over the roof to
create a larger outdoor space for exercise and performance. More broadly, they are facing the
issue of long term sustainability. Given that many of their students have severe disabilities, they
need to be prepared to give them lifelong care and change the nature of the care as they grow
older, which prevents them from taking in new children, as they simply don’t have the space. In
the long-term, they would also be interested in linking their school to a hospital or similar
institution that could help support the students with health issues. In addition, they would like to
welcome more interns to help out.



Exchange with Students
In our conversation with students and Shishur Sevay staff, it became evident that Shishur

Sevay not only invests in these girls’ education, but goes to significant lengths to help them be
active members of their communities and accomplish their dreams.

For example, they fought for documentation to allow their girls to vote, because the
government doesn’t provide certificates for orphaned children, and they have had students that
have reached the age to vote and have exercised that right as citizens.

We spoke to Puja, a student who loves painting, who was painting a beautiful seaside
landscape. Shefali was another student we interacted with, who is a wonderful sewer and takes
sewing lessons. Three of the students, we were told, are learning tailoring/sewing and want to
sell their work in a boutique shop, and Shishur Sevay has found a boutique shop owner that is
interested in taking them on as workers. We also spoke to another student, Khushbu, who is
studying for her Bengali exam and finishing a data entry course, preparing for 12th and Munni,
who is clearing class 10.

Shishur Sevay also strives to equip their students with disabilities with the newest
technologies to allow them to participate in activities and classes as much as possible. During our
visit, we met Sonu, Ganga, and Bona, students with disabilities for whom Asha Cornell helped
fund special Tobii laptops last year.

Exchange with Teachers
We spoke with many teachers during the site visit, including the art teacher,

communications teacher, Bengali teacher, and more. All of the staff at Shishur Sevay have been
there for at least six to seven years, with many staying even longer than that. The staff has a wide
range of knowledge and capabilities spanning a large portfolio, allowing them to contribute to
the students’ lives in different ways.

Names of some staff/teachers we met, number of years they’ve been with Shishur Sevay:
● Purnima — 11 years
● Chhaya — 9 years
● Tumpa — 7 years
● Uma — since founding
● Seema

Note: We also received Shishur Sevay’s Quarterly Activity Report for the summer, and can
forward it to you if you would like more specific information about their recent activities and
class offerings.


