
Site Visit – Rajendran Narayanan (19th June, 2008)

I chose a usual Chennai summer morning to visit Jeevan Gnanodaya.  I boarded a train from Guindy 
station at around 10 AM, accompanied by my elder sister, to reach Chengalpattu at about 11 AM. On 
reaching Chengalpattu, I was greeted by Mr.Devarajan who had come in the new blue van to receive us 
at the railway station. I had informed Mr. Devarajan about my visit just a day in advance so it was 
almost a surprise visit. It was my first meeting with him and after having exchanged pleasantries, we 
headed straight to his house. The eponymous Jeevan, Mr. Devarajan's son, greeted us with a beaming 
smile and escorted us inside to the main office area.

The first thing one notices on entering is a classroom on the way to the office. Regular classes were on 
with  children  in  white  uniforms  learning  the  abc's  of  geography.  The  office  itself  was  a  small 
rectangular room with an array of photographs on display on all  the walls.  Some were pictures of 
donors, some were famous personalities from the field of entertainment who are also patrons of the 
organisation. Mr. Devarajan expressed a lot of gratitude towards all the patrons and did not mince 
words to thank Asha's contribution towards the running of the project. 

After a brief halt at the office, our first destination was the Industrial Training Institute(ITI). This is a 
two year vocational training centre to equip students graduating from the school with basic technical 
training  to  seek  employment  in  factories  of  various  kinds.  It  is  quite  a  big workshop area  where 
students are taught engineering skills like drawing, welding, filing etc. On that day, there were twelve 
students of which four were girls. The curriculum for the centre is based on the syllabus prescribed by 
the  National  Centre  of  Vocational  Training.  Mr.  Vijayan,  who  holds  an  undergraduate  degree  in 
Engineering  and  a  Masters  degree  in  Management  is  the  instructor  here.  He  showed  us  the  lab 
notebooks that the students maintain along with a brief sample of the kind of work the students do 
there. It was remarkable to note the high quality of drawings and handwriting of the students and in 
general the meticulousness of the students and the teacher in maintaining a log book of their work was 
very commendable.   Mr. Devarajan expressed concern over employment  opportunities for students 
graduating from the school for the deaf and this endeavour is a step to tackle that problem. In the 
course of conversations, he mentioned about the possibility of some setting up some production unit 
where students from the school for the deaf may smoothly transition into a regular job.

Mr. Vijayan came across as an extremely dedicated person with a pleasing personality and keen on 
experimenting with novel means to impart education. I interacted with a few students who were indeed 
a little shy to talk to a complete stranger but were nevertheless forthcoming to explain what they were 
doing and where they were from etc. Although, they were able to comprehend my speech, it took me a 
little while to get used to their speech. It was pleasing to note from Mr. Vijayan that the institute had a 
cent percent passing rate in the previous year. The institute also has its own chalk manufacturing unit, 



JG Chalk Works, where they mold and prepare chalk pieces that are sold across many places. Mr. 
Vijayan was gracious to gift me two boxes of chalk as a token.

After that stint at the institute, our next stop was the Jeevan Gnanodaya Nursery and Primary school. 
This is a primary school for the kids in the township and its neighbouring areas. The students of this 
school pay a nominal fee of Rs 30 a month. This school is separate from the main school for the deaf as 
the  students  here  do  not  come with  any  prior  physical  challenges.  There  are  about  200  students 
studying from grade 1 through grade 5 with a total of nine teaching staff and six non teaching staff 
members. All the students here are day scholars and it was good to see an upbeat mood in each class 
with children reciting Tamil rhymes with a healthy mix of ease and excitement. The JG van serves as 
the transportation mode for some students to attend school. All the students are served lunch in the 
school premises itself that is prepared by Mr. Devarajan and some other staff members. However, I did 
see a few students coming with lunch boxes.  I did not have any detailed interaction with teachers in 
this school but speaking to kids was encouraging as some of the glittery eyed students expressed a 
keenness to become a “big officer” or a big actor on completion of studies. 

By the time we finished spending time with the students of this school, it was quite late for lunch. Mr. 
Devarajan and his son, Jeevan had organised an elaborate repast for us in their house. The sumptuous 
meal was cooked by Jeevan himself that was replete with a lot of warmth. Post lunch, Mr. Devarajan 
showed us the storage space for food grains and it was delightful to note that it would satisfy any usual 
metrics of cleanliness. 

Following that, next in the agenda was to visit each class in the School for the deaf. This has about 180 
students and 14 staff members including 11 teachers. Majority of the students live in the hostel which is 
just the top floor of the same building. The education is completely free and the curriculum is based on 
Tamil Nadu state board syllabus. The school has classes from Kindergarten to tenth grade with varying 
number of students in each class.  Lip reading as the primary mode of teaching students  is introduced 
right from Kindergarten. Indian sign language is introduced in the 3rd grade and there was a noticeable 
difference in the students' communication ability beyond the 3rd grade. It was overwhelming to see the 
excited  reactions  of  the  students  when  we  were  introduced  to  them.  Students  were  not  just 
communicating with each other but were also able to talk to us, responding to our questions when 
communicated  slowly.  Students  of  higher  classes  had  significantly  better  communication  skills 
compared to students of the lower classes. All the instructors are trained to teach these special children 
and  several  innovative  methods  including  using  a  mirror  to  teach  lip  reading  and  communicating 
gestures are used. All the students were using hearing aids . We were later taken to a huge classroom 
where several students congregated and were tested on their ability to understand and talk in Indian 
sign language. It was impressive to see most of them able to answer correctly. Science laboratory is 
introduced in the 9th grade but what impressed me most was the mathematics ability of some students in 
the 10th grade. As I skimmed through mathematics notebooks of some of the 10th grade students, I was 



particularly impressed with the level of complexity taught and learned by them. I was also witness to a 
student who precisely solved a complicated set theoretic identity with ease. 

However, as expected there is a lot of variance of in the students' ability to grasp various subjects. I 
would be particularly curious to see if there is a method to extract hidden talents of students, be it 
sports or arts which could then serve them professionally at a later point in time. It is perhaps a luxury 
to think about these but given that it is a two decade old organisation, it is time to think of alternate 
professions for students as all of them may not have an inherent knack or interest in technical work. 
Although  the  emphasis  is  still  on  standard  vocational  training  to  have  them  integrate  with  the 
“mainstream”, which is fine, but it is something, we need to start thinking about. 

The teachers' salary vary in the range of Rs5000 to Rs10000 depending on their experience and are also 
given standard benefits  such as Provident  fund. Most  of the teachers live in the teachers'  quarters 
provided by the organisation and seem to be quite content about their work. As mentioned by Mr. 
Devarajan, the attrition rate of the teaching staff is remarkably low contrary to my expectations.  

The hostel located above the school for the deaf, houses about 140 students and is a huge hall with mats 
for the students to sleep on. There are six female bathrooms and twelve male bathrooms in the hostel. 
The  students  graduating  from  this  school  are  usually  quite  well  equipped  to  understand  and 
communicate with people but employability is a big concern. 

On a different note, two medical camps are held each year for a general check-up and medication for 
any prolonged illnesses. Any other medical emergency is catered to by taking the ill to a nearby private 
hospital. Mr. Devarajan was categorical about lack of government assistance in any of the JG projects 
but was equally appreciative of several contributors and well wishers of this 20 year old organisation. 
After a detailed survey of all the classes in the school, we went to the construction site of the marriage 
hall that is being built as part of the sustainability plan. The construction was in progress and it was 
expected to be completed by the middle of 2009. 

Since then, Mr. Devarajan has also initiated a tailoring institute for women as part of his vocational 
training  ventures.   A  massive  celebration  marked  the  completion  of  20  years  of  successful 
commencement of the organisation where several luminaries from the government and the world of 
entertainment were invited in addition to several schools from all over the state who attended. It was a 
grand success and Mr. Devarajan is hopeful for more support from different sources in the years to 
come  by.  As  the  organisation  has  grown  by  leaps  and  bounds  over  the  years,  the  budgetary 
requirements have also increased. With an annual budget of Rs 30 lakhs, which will only increase in 
due course, it is imperative to have sustainability plans in place sooner so that regular flow of capital is 
not subject to fluctuations of donations.  



We wound up at about 6:30 in the evening and the visit was instrumental in getting a grip on the 
functioning of the organisation and also helped forge a stronger relationship with Mr.Devarajan. It was 
highly encouraging to see the fruits of so much effort and perseverance of all those involved in the 
healthy running of the organisation. 

  


