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We heard about Asha for Education through friends and family, so it was almost a natural progression for us to get involved too.  A year ago, we became contact people for Shastri School, a school for the hearing impaired.  We received some background information about Shastri School, but were still having unanswered questions.  Since many of our sponsors wanted a more visual picture of the school and their sponsored child, we hoped to get more involved.  


As we were planning to visit India this summer, we decided to spend some time at Shastri School.  We had written to them a month earlier, requesting that we would like to visit the school and also take pictures to carry back with us.   


Our contact person, Mr. Basavaraju, gave us directions to reach the school.  Mr. Basavaraju is not only the secretary of the school but also is a guardian for many of the orphan children.  We had also been in touch with Mrs. Pusphavalli who is a patron of the school and has played a large role in organizing fundraising events for the school. She met us at the school so that she could answer our questions.  As some of the conversation was in Kannada, our mother and Mrs. Pusphavalli helped interpret for our benefit. We learned that the school was initially started by parents of deaf children, who realized a need for a special school for their children.  This led to the formation of the Karnataka Welfare Association under whose umbrella Shastri School was formed.  Mrs. Vijaykumari has been the principal for the school for the last eight years.  Along with Mr. Basavaraju, she is in charge of running the school both during term time and vacations.  

The school surprisingly is located not in a rural area as we had imagined, but in a residential area about five miles from the I.S.K.C.O.N. temple.  It was originally in a house, but with donations, the school is in the process of having a new building constructed.  Amidst the constructions, the school is up and running, wedged between two houses causing it to be easy to miss.  With a narrow front, it occupies the whole plot of 40 by 60 ft and covers an area of three floors.  The 1st floor is almost furnished while the third floor still had tiles to be fixed, shutters to be put on the windows, and walls to be painted.  In spite of this, classes in all floors were going on in full swing when we visited that morning.  The eventual plan is to keep the top floor only for boarding.  At the moment the top floor doubles up as two classrooms as well as a lunchroom with a little annex, which serves as a kitchen.  The ground and 1st floor each having five rooms, four of which are classrooms and one is an office.  Dismal though the picture may appear, we were surprised how orderly the school was.  
Admission Procedures

The school accepts all children who are deaf.  Incoming children are tested to ascertain their level of deafness.  Most of the children were falling into the severe hearing loss category having lost more than 75% of their hearing ability.  There are about 140 students, out of this we found that there were 46 orphaned children, although we were aware of only 40 which had sponsors.  Most of them are from orphanages and some have been in the school right from the time they were toddlers.  Many children come from broken homes, some left in the school by relatives, others abandoned by their parents.   

Teachers

There were on average about 13 students to a teacher.  The classes were bare except for a couple of rows of desks and a large blackboard.  Sometimes classes were combined like the preprimary and 1st grade, the second and third grade.  Fourth and the fifth grade classes were larger, the classes were held in separate rooms.  Students were grouped according to their abilities rather than their age.  The age range varied from 4 years to 21 years.  We met the two 21-year-old students who were planning to take the 10th standard board exam this year.  All the 10 teachers were qualified to teach the hearing impaired.  They were certified, having a diploma in deaf education and were recognized by the Karnataka Institute of Speech and Hearing.   In addition to these teachers, there is a cook, an art and dance teacher, and a physical education teacher.  The teachers are paid around 5,000 rupees per month, and sometimes it is difficult to keep them on a permanent bases in the school as they leave when better paying jobs become available.  This is also the schools biggest monthly expense.
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A class in session
Curriculum 
We had anticipated that they might be using sign language so before our trip we learned a few signs, at the same time wondered if the American Sign Language would work.  However, to our disappointment, we could not really communicate with the children, as they do not use sign language.  Instead they read lips and use special hearing aids that are powerful enough to hear the teachers.  Most children have their own individual hearing aids, but the new children to the school were still awaiting their aids.  

The school follows the Karnataka Board Syllabus.  All the subjects are taught in Kannada.  Much of the learning is done visually through pictures and text on the blackboard.  All the children also have sessions with a speech therapist so that they can develop their hearing ability.  Children spend about 45 minutes a week with a Bio-Pharma speech trainer, which helps to keep track of the child’s hearing ability.  
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2nd grade students participating in a dance competition
The school term is generally from June to April.  During this period, they are tested 10 times in their academic subjects.  The curriculum covers math, science, history, drawing, dancing, and language (Kannada).  Pictures are used extensively to build vocabulary.  The children use the local government playground for physical education.  The favorite subject for many of the students was dancing, regardless of their age group.  We spent time looking at picture albums of programs they had participated in, like the School Day or Independence Day celebrations.  They looked absolutely adorable in their dresses and fancy dress costumes.  
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      Taking a break from history class
to welcome our visit
The main exam that the students take is the 7th and 10th standard board exam.  All the students from these grades passed the exam in 2001 and 2002 (at the time of writing this, the results for the year 2003 had not been released).  The only concessions that the state has given the students is that they do not need to take a language exam.  However, they still need to prepare for math, science, and history.  
Food and Clothing

All the children wear uniforms in the school.  We were impressed how neat and tidy they looked. The 46 orphan children, who reside in the school, generally wear hand me downs after school hours when their uniform is put away.  Lockers (it is only a small box) are used to store each child’s belongings.  At night they push aside the desks and use a couple of classrooms to sleep.  Their bedding was a thin reed mat unrolled.  The school provides the children with three basic meals and two glasses of milk a day.  Lunch on the day we visited was dhal, okra and ragi balls.  The menu depends on the donations of local shopkeepers who give the school lentils and vegetables.
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Lunch on the terrace

Activities
The children have participated in many activities during the course of the year.  Independence Day was celebrated with a skit depicting a real incident that took place during the freedom struggle.  The children also dressed up as prominent freedom fighters.  Teacher’s Day was also celebrated with a cultural program in which children performed dances.
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Bringing hope through education




During our conversation with Mrs. Vijayakumari, we discovered that the school provides lunch to 13 more students other than the 46 who stay at the school. These students, who come from very poor or broken homes, continually come to school without lunch, uniforms, or books.  Technically they too need sponsors even though they do go home in the evening.  The school feeds them and takes care of their needs.  We decided to take their names so that we could find them sponsors.  

Vacation

What do these children do during the holidays?  Although they spend some time in auditory training, the students also have a chance to travel and enjoy their vacation.  This year during April and May, the children went to Mysore for three days.  They visited places of interest like the Mysore Zoo, the K.R.S. Dam, Chamundi hills, and Srirangapatna.  During the month of May, another five-day trip was organized to Belur, Halebid, Srabnabelagola, and Dharmasthala.  Students also enjoyed the holidays by learning tailoring, cover making, bookbinding, and color making.  

Funding

Funding is a big problem for the school.  The school gets no grants from the government.  It is the second school in northern Bangalore that offers free education for the hearing impaired.  To get a grant of 500 rupees per student Mrs. Vijaykumari told us that the school had to go through so much red tape that they have abandoned the idea of using government funds.  Shastri School is entirely dependent on sponsors and donors like Mrs. Pushpavalli who have put in considerable efforts in raising funds for the school building.  The school also has volunteers who go door-to-door collecting donations.  This complete dependence on donations has put the school in a position where it does not have a fixed monthly income.  Though they have almost finished the building, the completion of the construction is delayed as the funds are running low.   
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Standing with the school principal, Mrs. Vijaykumari and 

the school donor Mrs. Pushpavalli
We were rather overwhelmed after listening to all this.  To take a break, we decided to take pictures of all the kids who need sponsors including the 13 kids who were practically orphans.  The children were delightful; some posed and gave us their best angles.  Others were apprehensive and nervous so we had to do a couple of retakes.  Our little treats of candy helped the children keep busy and their spirits up as we perfected our skill as photographers!  We also took pictures of every single class so that the school and the children could have it as a memento.
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Say “CHEESE”!

Special Achievements

Mr. Basavaraju and Mrs. Vijayakumari shared a couple of highlights with us.  Some of the students have been very successful during the course of last year.  Devraj, Dikishit, and Sangeeta were awarded certificates for being the best student in the 10th grade from Snehadhara Ladies Club.  Pavitra, Kavitha, Chitra, Vinutha, Geethashree, and Stella Mary were invited to participate in the World Disabled Day in Bangalore on December 3.  Manjunath, Lokesh, Suresh, M. Santosh, Umashankar, Devaraju, Murgundi, Naveen, and Basavaraj won prizes in the Interschool competition held on Republic Day.  Academic awards were won by Suchitra and Geethshree for getting the highest grade in their class.  These awards were given by the Rotary Club of Bangalore West.

Needs  

At the end of the day, we took leave of Mr. Basavaraju, Mrs. Vijayakumari and Mrs. Pusphavalli who had so graciously answered our questions and had allowed us to spend time in all the classes.  Assistance is something that Shastri School really needs.  Help can be in so many forms.  Sponsoring children through Asha is a great option as it gives the school a steady flow of income.  If committing to sponsoring is not possible or if one wants to do something extra, here are a few thoughts that crossed our mind on how you could help.  
A mere $8, a price for a movie ticket, will pay for one child’s uniform

$80 will cover the cost of a basic meal for 59 orphan children

$150 will cover the cost of a festive meal for all the 140 students

$50 would cover the price of a basic hearing aid

$15 will pay for all the books and education materials that a child needs for a year

Donations of any kind are always welcome.  We had taken some flash cards, coloring materials and stationary, which were all well appreciated. The school needs charts for the body systems and organs as well as maps.  The science teachers especially require magnetic kits, microscopes, telescopes, barometers, thermometers, physical balances, screw gages, and teacher size geometry boxes.  Other equipment that is needed includes individual pocket hearing aids, speech trainers, tape records, and voice recorders.  Simple board games to keep the children amused would also be appreciated.  Those who happen to visit India, may be able to take some of these and mail them to the school. Monitory donations will also help the school administrators purchase some of these. 


At this time, Shastri School is urgently looking for more sponsors.  If interested in helping or learning more about the school, please email us at swaruthi@aol.com
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10th standard students who will soon be taking the board exams
School Day Celebrations








