Monday, September 15, 2003

Site visit to Jeevan Gnanodaya School

Site visitors: Shanmuga and myself (Subashree Rajagopal)

Shanmuga and I visited Jeevan Gnanodaya school on Sept 15, 2003. The following are my impressions of the visit.

Jeevan Gnanodaya school is located in Chengalpattu, around 2 hours away from Chennai. We went to Koyambedu bus stand and got on a bus to Chengalpattu. The school is very conveniently located 5 minutes walking distance from the bus stop. The school is also very near a large hospital. Mr. Devarajan has placed his premises to be centrally located, for ease of access to important facilities. 

Jeevan Gnanodaya is a residential school for the hearing and mentally impaired. It houses 120 children in various classes from 1 – 12. Most of the children there are hearing impaired and consequently speech impaired. A small percentage of the children are mentally challenged. Mr. Devarajan started the school after being unable to find a suitable school for his son Deepan Devarajan, who was born hearing impaired. The schools he encountered were lacking, both in acceptance of children from less privileged economic backgrounds as well as in sensitivity towards the children / parents of such children. The majority of hearing impaired children from underprivileged families, are unable to find institutions providing education, speech therapy, vocational training, all of which are critical in enabling them to lead lives with a modicum of independence. As a result, finding employment is extremely hard, and it seemed from the conversation, that a large portion of hearing impaired adults land up at the mercy of public sustenance for a living.

Jeevan Gnanodaya seems like a fully functional household with 120 children. The schedule at the home is very busy. The children wake up early, cut vegetables, and Mr. Devarajan cooks all the meals himself. There is no one to help with domestic chores and the children and Mr. Devarajan do all the house maintenance themselves including the cooking, cleaning, purchase of groceries, running errands and anything else that may be required. Classes start for the children around 9:00 (ish).  Classes run from 1 thru 12th. The medium of instruction is Tamil.  School gets done around 5:00 and after that, there are meals and then the children sit in small groups in the veranda studying.  

Hearing impairment has a high negative impact on the speech capability of the child. Loss of hearing severely impacts the speaking ability of the child. It is extremely hard to speak without having heard sound and without knowing how sounds are meant to sound. It is very hard to modulate voice, never having heard voice.  Hence, children try extremely hard to mimic tongue movements and lip movements without an understanding of the sound it is meant to produce. As a result, children’s voice pitches range from low guttural tones to very loud, high pitches. Similarly volume of speech also differs, some children are barely audible, while others are very loud. But regardless of the effect, the attempt is in faithfully mimicking the tongue and the lip movement of the speaker they are watching keenly. This is extremely hard. 3 teachers at JG have special training for teaching the hearing impaired. They enunciate very clearly, very loudly, frequently placing the child’s hand on their throat to demonstrate the creation of the sound. They sprinkle a small amount of powder on children’s hands and ask them to mouth the syllable till the powder flies, to visually understand when they are making the correct sound. There is a clear transformation between the time the child is taken in, practically unable to speak a word, to the time, the child completes it’s 12th – however, this progress, at least in the children I saw, cannot be compared to “normal” speech of fully able people. The speech is hard to decipher for a layman, and the vocabulary is more limited. For example, ad-hoc questions on say “Which subject do you like” which in Tamil is translated to “ungallukku enda paadam pidikkum?” have to get translated to “ungallukku enda paadam viruppam?” because probably “viruppam” is a word the children are used to. The children seem to understand the teachers fairly well, but outsiders, less well, probably because of less clear enunciation on the part of the outsider and an unfamiliar vocabulary. 

There seem to be 2 approaches to communication – one is to fully train the children in normal speech using speech therapy, the other is to not place too much emphasis on speech therapy but concentrate on sign language. While it seems painfully difficult to watch children struggle with speech therapy, it is understandably critical in ensuring as close to normal as possible interactions with a real world.  It is very good that JG is fully concentrating on speech therapy.  They also have advanced devices to aid in speech therapy. One was a group hearing aid, in which several children, have individual headsets and volume controls. They can turn up the volume to a level where they are able to hear. The volume level in the headset is unbearable for a person of normal hearing.

The children go through the same arduous Tamilnadu state board syllabus. it is really to the credit of everyone in JG, that JG achieved a 100% pass percentage in the Class 10 public examinations last year.  This is an achievement.

Overall, I would highly commend any Asha chapter’s involvement with this organization.

