
Informal Report for ASHA for Education 

From:  Professor Vicki Shank and Retired Teacher Barry Harlan 

RE:  Our three week site visit at Jeevan Gnanodaya School for the Deaf (JG),  
Chengalpattu, Tamil Nadu, India    Sept 22 - October 14, 2009 

This report is meant to convey our own personal observations and interactions.  As deaf current 
and retired teachers from USA, we were eager to meet deaf students and staff from a deaf 
school in Southern India.  Friend and Professor Madan Vasishta and ASHA Project Steward 
Shankar Sadasivam suggested JG.  This was our second trip to India having been to Delhi, Agra, 
and Jaipur two years earlier.  On Sept 21, 2009 we were warmly greeted by School Director 

Devarajan and Written English Translator Latha 
Ramakrishnan at the Chennai Airport.  
Immediately upon our arrival at the hotel in 
Chengalpattu, we were faced with cultural 
challenges/adjustments: Living condition at our 
hotel room, spicy food, the unregulated traffic, 
unusual sights in a small village, and extremely 
hot weather.    Written English was our primary 
source of effective communication with Mr. D 
and the staff and the search for paper and 
pencil/pen was a common part of our daily 
routines.   
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Our Hotel at Chengalpattu, Tamil Nadu, India 

 

 



There is a saying that first impression is like a picture that is worth a thousand words that will 
set the tone for all the interactions that follows.   As soon as we entered the second floor of 
the main school building, we were requested to sit on chairs that were placed in front of 
approximately 100-110 students and 10 teachers.  It was a large open-spaced area used for 
assembly gatherings.  The students immediately stood up straight in rows, with the younger 
ones being up front.  Older students were located in the back.  All eyes were on us. The program 
began with a ‘song’, followed by a chosen student who led the audience to ‘voice’ the welcome 
greeting in Tamil.  During this time, we had no written or signed interpretation of what was 
being said, until much later.  We looked at the students and wondered if any understood what 
being said or sang.  We wondered if sign language was a part of their communication system, 
since no signs were initially seen ?   The non- signing 
environment itself greatly impacted us in many 
ways.  Both of us grew up orally with 
hearing parents and just by 
seeing this first impression, 
it brought back memories 
of our ‘oral’ experiences ( 
both good and difficult 
times) as youngsters.  Our 
lip-reading skills back 
then and still today, is 
purely all “guess” work.   
We use ASL as our primary 
language.  A visual language 
via through our ‘sight’ truly 
enhances the ability to fully 
participate in a 2-way communicative setting.  
We support the use of gestures as well as written and 
spoken English as communicative supplements.  It is indeed an advantage to know/use more than 
one language. 

When we introduced ourselves to the students as ‘deaf’ and ‘you and me - same ‘ in sign language, 
we immediately felt a ‘bond’ or a ‘connection’ being made.  The responses from the students via 
signs and gestures were warmly received.   From then on, using written English, American Sign 
Language (ASL), and Indian Sign Language (ISL), the connection was further enhanced among 
the students, the staff and us. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Meeting an average of 4 hours a day for four days a week during the three week’s visit, we 
increased our interactions with the students with ‘meaningful’ comprehension.   We did a variety 
of  “fun” lessons with the students ( three different levels, taking turns ): greetings;  name 
signs;  hand waves; animals, number and color signs; pantomime or creative drama;  emotions and 
adapting or changing a certain emotion; current events (Prime Minister Manmohan Singh 
returning from the G20 Summit, Indian Mooncraft Chandrayan finding water on  the moon, 
celebrating Vijaya Dasami, etc); 

 Science experiment with a steri-pen illustrating 

 The sterilization of tap water; art with newspapers;  

 and the magic numbers 9 and 25.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We want to note that Jeevan and the teachers engaged in many of our lessons.  We observed a 
full day of class interactions during the second week.  One day during the third week, a meeting 
was arranged with the teachers and/or staff. This provided an opportunity for questions and 
answers.   We discussed the academic standard and achievement; job availability; methods of 
teaching; and passion for teaching the Deaf.  We got the impression that speech plays an 
instrumental role for young students along with an academic curriculum.  ISL is used primarily 
with 10 year olds and older.   The teachers felt that their students perform just like non-Deaf 
Indian students in general. Some were below standard, at the right level, or higher.  Signs are 
used primarily with older students.  All teachers clearly mouthed their words in Tamil in the 
classrooms.  Students were very attentive to lip-reading.  We were told that Tamil is much 
easier to lip-read than English.  Teaching methods were primarily traditional and efficient.  
Questions were often posed by the teachers to the students.  Students responded with their 
hands up prior to speaking or signing. 

 

   

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

Classroom 

Observations 



In the school’s courtyard, we led extracurricular activities between 5 and 7:30 p.m. once or 
twice a week.  The students enjoyed the warm-up exercises; dodge ball; tug of war; dances; and 
volleyball. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We did observe older students using ISL with the younger ones making an impact on their mode 
of communication.  All the students were well-mannered; polite; and showed much respect for 
teachers and elders.  Outside of the academic setting, some students were given tasks, such as 
food preparation, cooking, cleaning up, sweeping the floor, caring for the youngsters, and doing 
the laundry.  The daily routines all seem to be well organized and followed through.  

We were given a tour of the ITI facility and the “Nursery-Primary School” for the rural 
children. We learned that the Jeevan Gnanodaya Charity Project not only consisted of the Deaf 
School.  We were simply amazed how the children felt/knew the value of obtaining an education.  
They were eager to learn to improve their own lives. 

 

 

   



 

Two festivals occurred during our visit: the Saraswati Pooja and the Deepavali Celebrations.  
We were fortunate to witness such cultural events.  Saraswati Pooja or widely known as Vasanat 
Punjami was celebrated on Monday, Sept 28    It is celebrated by the Hindus.  Saraswati is the 
goddess for Education, Arts, and Crafts.   It is asking for the blessings of the goddess for 
success in learning, arts, and crafts.   Deepavali celebrates the ‘inner’ light and brightness and 
with support and encouragement, we bring light into the lives of others. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 An Alumnus of JG School teaching at ITI 

 

 

 



General Observations and Feedback: 

1. With respect to language, the students are capable of learning in a multi-language 
environment:  Indian Sign Language, Spoken and Written Tamil, Written English, and 
basic American Signs.  We taught some ASL signs via gestures and mime.  Students then 
expressed it in ISL.  We then compared the two signing systems and used both to 
communicate with one another.  Students were capable to distinguish the signs and thus a 
connection in terms of effective communication was established.   Effective 
communication with comprehension is an instrumental “KEY” for the students to be fully 
functional in the society they live. 

2. The school’s teaching methodologies in general is traditionally “oral”.  There are 
researches in deaf education indicating that a bilingual approach is the best way to go – 
incorporate signs and written language in the classroom.  We witnessed students using 
ISL in and outside of the classrooms.  Jeevan and some teachers use ISL with the 
students.  The earlier the child (ideally at birth) is exposed to a bi-lingual education, it 
lessen the communication barrier. 

3. The school facility is clean.  In terms of supplies, we could not overlook the need for 
more blackboards.  Because the boards are the ‘visual’ aid in conveying lessons, it would 
be beneficial for everyone to increase the number of blackboards. 

4. The children, staff, and Mr. D all have taken us in as part of the school family for which 
we are grateful.  Their smiles, warmth, and care were our hopes and inspiration.   

 

 

 

   


