
Project History w.r.t. AfE
Jeevan Gnanodaya

Volunteer
I am currently the projects coordinator 

of Asha Urbana-Champaign, I visited 
along with another Asha UC volunteer 
Natarajan Kumar.

Travel to Project
The project is located in Chengalpattu 

about an hourʼs drive outside of Chennai. 
We drove.

Site Description
JG has several buildings within 

Chengalpattu. The school for the deaf is 
the main building. There is also the ITI, 
which is an industrial training center for 
the students after they complete tenth 
standard. The project also owns and 
operates a counseling center, a private 
school, a home for the aged (attached to 
the ITI). Finally the project is completing 
construction of a wedding hall, which will 
exist a funding source for the school, and 
has plans to make a small factory in the 
future.

Focus of Site Visit
Asha generally supports only the 

programs for Deaf Children, so these 
were the focus of the visit. Additionally, 
since Asha UC specifically has supported 
the introduction of a sign language 
program, we made extra effort to focus 
on these specific aspects of the project 
related to improving the educational 
quality.

Jeevan Gnanodaya School for Deaf
Upon arriving, we were met 

immediately by Mr. Devarajan, the project  
founder and executive, as well as his son 

Jeevan. We first sat in Mr. Devarajanʼs 
office and made basic introductions. Mr. 
Devarajan was most welcoming and very 
much open to showing us what we 
wanted. Due to the timing of the visit, the 
students and most of the staff were not at 
the school, so we primarily focused on 
the materials used in class, building 
needs, the direction that the project is 
heading, etc.
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The school itself is in good condition 
and consists of a series of classrooms, 
on the first floor above the office area on 
the ground floor. There is also a small 
outside play area. The class size is about 
7 per class, which is a good class size for 
special needs students. The classrooms 
are generally spacious.

We also briefly inspected the kitchen 
area, which was well equipped for 
preparing large amounts of food and 
quite clean. It was more professional than 
other projects that I have visited.

As such, we were overall quite 
satisfied with the facility conditions at the 
school. JG appears to be appropriately 
equipped, needs seem to be met more 
than sufficiently, but not excessively.

Basic Curriculum
JG is built and run to provide deaf 

children with a basic education similar to 
what the non-deaf population would 
receive. Currently, JG offers basic 
education through tenth standard.They 
plan to add eleventh standard shortly.

JG uses the Tamil Nadu state 
textbooks. These texts cover basic Tamil, 
math, science, and social studies. 
Notably, JG does not include English 
curriculum until ninth standard, where it is 
taught alongside sign language.

JG students also complete state 
exams, and thus far have been quite 
successful, with all students passing 
tenth standard. 

In summary, JG seems to provide an 
adequate basic education to its students 
that meets or exceeds that provided by a 
basic public school in the region.

Treatment of Deafness
JG, as with most schools for the deaf 

in India, has historically focussed on 
teaching students to speak and read lips. 

At this point, it is appropriate to give 
some background not directly related to 
the site visit, but to deaf education 
generally. Asha UC has strongly 
encouraged JG to include sign language 
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instruction, indeed preferably to switch to 
sign language based instruction in the 
long term. To their credit, JG has been 
responsive to these suggestions.

This advice is based on overwhelming 
consensus amongst educators, as well as 
researchers in speech and hearing 
sciences, cognitive psychologists, and 
developmental psychologists, that an 
early education in sign language is the 
most appropriate for deaf children. 

Moreover, there is the real concern that 
not learning sign language at an early 
age, particularly for children with severe 
hearing loss, impedes healthy cognitive 
development of language, intelligence, 
and creativity. This is a time specific need 
in cognitive development and cannot be 
ʻmade upʼ by later teaching. An individual 
who is not able to fully acquire a 
language sufficiently early in 
development, will be essentially unable to 
ever communicate fully, be it orally, 
manually, or in writing.

It is important to note that this is the 
case for three reasons: a) It is not 
necessarily common knowledge to most 
educated people. b) For individuals with a 
background in language acquisition and 
cognitive development, the necessity of 
sign language for healthy intellectual 
development of deaf children is accepted 
as fact. c) Whether one takes this 
perspective or not, will lead one to 
radically different conclusions about JGʼs 
present and future.

Here it is important to note that I am 
currently a doctoral student in 
psychology. In interests of presenting a 
fair assessment of JG, I make efforts to 
present both the substantial merits of JG 
as it currently operates, as well as the 
necessity of increasing the role of sign 
language for JGʼs students to reach a 
higher level of success.

Deaf Education and Vocational 
Training

From all indications, JG provides a 
very good speech-centric education to its 
students. Students receive a great deal of 
individual attention from instructors, and 
instructors have been instructed in the 
best techniques to maximize studentsʼ 
ability to read lips and speak.

This method of instruction was learnt 
by Mr. Devarajan himself, who is 
personally involved in educating the 
students. That this instruction provides 
clear benefits over the alternate available 
to students, i.e. not attending school, 
cannot be denied. As a clear example, 
Mr. Devarajanʼs son is deaf and has been 
able to complete a postsecondary 
degree.

Moreover, students are able to 
complete 10th standard, and within JGʼs 
programs able to continue to with a 

vocational education at JGʼs Industrial 
Training Institute. Here they learn to 
operate basic machine tools, e.g. lathes, 
drills, and die cutters, as well as to 
understand and create sketches of the 
parts that they would create with such 
tools. From our observations, these 
sketches and parts were of very good 
quality. The end result is that students are 
well prepared for a skilled job in a 

Site Visit Report: Jeevan Gnanodaya
Volunteer - Karl Dach-Gruschow
May 22nd, 2009

3



machine shop, a job which would allow 
them an income and to be self-sufficient.

Recently, in response to Asha UCʼs 
encouragement to include sign language 
programs, JG has introduced English 
instruction. English is taught via Indian 
Sign Language. It is important to note 
that from Mr. Devarajanʼs perspective, as 
well as from the qualifications of the 
instructors, and the placement within the 
curriculum, that this is essentially not a 
Sign Language class at all. Rather it is an 
English class intended to better prepare 
students for 11th standard and possibly 
higher education in an English medium 
school. Sign Language is merely used as 
the medium of instruction.

Likewise, it seems that the instructors 
of these classes have only basic 
background in ISL, i.e. 1-2 semesters 
instruction at university. Moreover it 
seems that there is no formal English or 
Sign Language text/curriculum, rather 
instruction relies primarily on the Indian 
Sign Language Dictionary and whatever 
activities/materials the teachers 
themselves produce.

Unfortunately, do the timing of the visit, 
we were unable to speak with these 
instructors. However, that would be highly 
desirable to do in the near future. 
Likewise it would be desirable to have 
some recording of the classroom 
environment and/or interview with 
students.

Training Institute
For the most part, all of JGʼs students, 

after passing 10th standard, continue to 
JGʼs training institute. Here they receive a 
mix of practical and theoretical instruction 
on building basic machined parts, such 
as door latches, lock plates, pressed 
fittings, etc.

We visited this facility and were quite 
impressed by the quality of the work.

Since the children (15-16 years old) 
operate machinery, we were concerned 
with how safety is maintained. Though 
there are several machines, only one 
operates at a time, and only one child 
under direct supervision works at a 
machine. The other children either 
observe, work with hand tools, or attend 
ʻtheoreticalʼ class in the adjacent room.

While it is not clear whether anything 
can be done, the building is extremely 
hot. This is apparently due to having an 
asbestos ceiling, which while intact and 
being useful for fire safety, also traps 
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heat. According to Mr. Devarajan, this is a 
required feature for such a building.
Overall Impressions and Conclusions

Jeevan Gnanodaya is a very 
interesting project. It is very well run, and 
given the goals of the program, it is a 
complete success. Likewise, it is notable 
that Mr. Devarajan seems to be making 
every effort to have the program be 
economically self-sufficient, and expects 
that JG will no longer require Asha 
funding by 2012. At this point, JG would 
presumably offer a 10-11th grade 
education to all students, along with 
vocational training, and employment.

Thus it seems that the vision for this 
project is that it would create a supportive 
environment where deaf children could 
grow up and work, become effectively 
independent, etc. In this context, the 
accomplishments of this project are 
nothing short of amazing.

At the same time, towards the close of 
the visit, we spoke with two of the 
instructors and Mr. Devarajan about 
where they saw JG in 5yrs and what 
difficulties they encountered with their 
students. One of the foremost expressed 
concerns of the teachers, is that students 
only learn via memorization, and do not 
seem to be able to make novel, complete 
sentences, etc.

More concerning is that when asked 
what could be done to improve the 
studentsʼ abilities in this regard, the 
teachers and Mr. Devarajan expressed 
that uncertainty whether the situation 
could be improved at all. 

The problem described seems largely 
what one would expect from children, 
who are not exposed to a full language 
until late adolescence. It should be made 
clear that many of the students at JG 
have 70% hearing loss WITH the use of 
properly adjusted hearing aids. As such, 
focusing on spoken language in spite of 

this, prevents the students from fully 
developing their capacity to think and 
communicate. 

While it is clearly the opinion of this 
volunteer that a sign language medium 
school in place of JG would be wholly 
superior, it must be acknowledged that 
the present school is perhaps the best 
that can be hoped for in the near term 
(i.e. next 1-5 years).

Mr. Devarajan sincerely wants the best 
for his students and to the extent that he 
can find teachers with a sign language 
background, speak with specialists, etc. 
he has done so with little hesitation. In 
this context two experts will visit the 
school for some time in August. Likewise 
the English/Sign Language instructors 
that were hired, were essentially the best 
available at the time.

Finally, we requested multiple times to 
see what records by student existed on a 
year to year basis, and could not see any 
such records. This may be simply the 
result of these records being kept by the 
headmaster, but it would nonetheless by 
desirable to see such records. The 
particular aspect of interest would be to 
see whether the students with the most 
severe hearing deficits were able to 
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improve their spoken tamil abilities from 
year to year. 
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