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Jeevan Gnaondhya is a school for deaf children and those with speech disabilities. The school is located in Chengalpet, a district that is very close to Madras. 

My visit finally happened on a Tuesday. Mr. Devarajan is a very friendly person, fairly persuasive and was interested in me spending at least a day in the school premises. The curiosity over what he had to offer worth 9 hours in Chengalpet is something that did cross my mind. The train to Chengalpet is an excellent option for those interested in visiting the school. Its almost like a getaway ride from the busyness that haunts Chennai.

Mr. Devarajan picked me and my friend (Karthic) from the station in a van that had been put to many years of service. He tells me that this was the only van he had and talked to me about the logistical difficulties of getting around town with it. Understandably, he wanted to get another van. I wanted to ask him a long list of questions but put it off until I got an understanding of what the school was like. The first place we visited was an old house where Jeevan Gnanodhya had its beginnings. It’s fairly a large house with two floors. The ‘backyard’ has a small building with many class rooms. (funded by Asha- Boston or Seattle?) 

One of the first people I met was his son who had finished an undergraduate degree in commerce by correspondence. And then he added, “My son is deaf. It was for him that I started the school in 1990.” The headmistress of the school (someone who had been with the school from its very early stages and was trained in teaching deaf children) was my tour guide. The idea was to observe children from the first grade until the tenth grade to appreciate their progress and understand their difficulties. It’s a fascinating experience to see these kids ‘grow up’. There are a few issues which I must stress upon. Hearing aids alleviate deafness only to a certain degree. Children have difficulties hearing inspite of their hearing aids. Lack of hearing also leads to speech defects. Its very hard to grasp what the child is trying to say but I guess it’s a lot easier for the trained ear. The children seemed pretty happy and fairly amused in seeing me, perhaps because I always kept whipping out my camera and indulging in flash photography! From the first letters that the child utters in tamil to summations of series that the children in the 10th grade do, Jeevan Gnanodhya has helped these children carve a niche for themselves.
I must add at this point that the school supplies many of these children with hearing adds which they have to leave behind when some of them go home. I’m not exactly sure where other residential students stay. Mr. Devarajan is excellent at multitasking between his administrative responsibilities and his culinary obligations (the food is awesome!) Something else which I found commendable was that the education was free for all students. 

After a couple of hours we went over to the vocational training center where the second batch of students at the school were learning something about engineering drawing. The teacher is an engineer with an MBA degree. Mr. Devarajan remarks rather proudly, “Four students from here got placed in ZIP industries- a company that makes zips for import and export.” One of the students was with the school since the time he was six years old and he recalls him with a certain fondness. The vocational training institute helps students to learn skills that are directly applicable to generic work environments (think foundries, casting etc). The need for behind the ear hearing aids in such environments becomes obvious since many of them are cutting and forging metal parts and long wires can prove to be hazardous. The back room had a student making chalk all alone.
The next school  we went to was a primary school for normal children. This school was not free and required the children to pay a nominal fee. The school had classes only until the fourth or fifth standard. He doesn’t spend too much time here and comes by mostly to briefly check on the teachers and to sign attendance records of students.

After the whirlwind tour, time seemed to be on the slow track as we had a sumptuous lunch. The surprise came after as the kids assembled to give an excellent performance of acts that they were practicing for Independence day (which was only a week away) There was a dance performance by some of the children. This was achieved by a teacher prompting the children from the other end so that they could keep up with the rhythm of the song. A human pyramid, a thank you speech by me and a couple of group photos signaled the the end of my site visit. I was then shown the stock supplies, soaps and tooth brushes to get an understanding of the magnitude of the effort it takes to run a residential school. I also got a fair idea of his ambitions for the school. There are some thoughts of starting a spinning (thread making) industry so that all those who come out of vocational training from his school find a means to employment. There are also some grandiose plans of building a marriage hall in Chengelput. The funds that this hall generates would see to the smooth functioning of the school. I thought of this to be an excellent idea towards self sustenance. I think this attitude is something which is very important for projects and I was happy to see him thinking ahead of the problem

Just before heading back to a railway ride that I was looking forward to, we made a visit to the zip industry. Four students from the vocational institute (as mentioned before) are employed here and I was taken to visit them under the pretext that I was from the US and was interested in funding behind the ear hearing aids for them. Being an import export firm the beauraucracy associated with it was fairly imposing. I had a few moments with a parent of a child with a speech defect. The parent told me that he was very happy with the school and told me that he occasionally volunteers for Mr. Devarajan’s school. 
Somewhere here is where my site visit ends. And somewhere here is where I need to acknowledge the hospitality of Mr. Devarajan, the company of my friend V.N. Karthic, Aravind’s 101 session on how Asha UIUC is funding Jeevan Gnanodhya and my mother’s 3MP camera for fairly decent photos. 
