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Sylvia offers a
ray of hope for
India’s disabled
children
A.J Hartigan
A Catholic nurse who sold her home
and possessions in Leeds 34 years ago
to go and help care for the poor, sick
and disabled in southern India has
embarked on an ambitious plan to
build a new day centre for 100 severely
disabled children in the impoverished
Indian state of Tamil Nadu.
In 1982, Sylvia Wright left her home,
Holy Name Parish and friends in Leeds
as well as her senior lecturer post at
Leeds Polytechnic – now Beckett
University – to devote her life to those
less fortunate than herself. Now 78, she
is still working seven days a week
bringing hope, love and care to people
living in poverty in Tiruvannamalai.
Over the last 34 years she has
established a 160-bed charity hospital,
outpatient clinics for 80,000 patients a
year, a residential school for 200
profoundly deaf children, a nursing
college for 80 students and two day
centres for 80 severely disabled
children, as well as running many vital
community health projects. She was
awarded the OBE in 2008.
Sylvia is modest about her
achievements and insists that she is
“just a very ordinary person” and was
sorry to disappoint those expecting
something special.
When pressed, Sylvia explained,
“Jesus said to the man of great wealth
‘Go and sell everything you own and
give the money to the poor and you will
have treasure in heaven.’ The Word of
the Lord has filled my mind. There is
something deep inside everybody.”
The old day centres, which have been
housed for many years in very poor
temporary premises, are soon to be
replaced by a purpose-built Education
and Therapy Centre for 100 severely
disabled children in the grounds of her
Rangammal School for Deaf Children.
Disabilities are common among
children in the area where Sylvia works.
They suffer from a range of diseases
and conditions, including cystic
fibrosis, cerebral palsy, muscular
dystrophy, Down’s Syndrome, profound
deafness and many more mental and
physical difficulties. The children are
brought in from the outlying villages on
a special bus provided by supporters in
Yorkshire; a number of the children
need wheelchairs and physical
assistance.
“The children come from very
deprived backgrounds and have no
other opportunity to develop and
learn,” said Sylvia. “Their disabilities are
distressing and confining.”
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The new centre has been designed to
provide space, light and colour and a
stimulating environment including
classrooms with sensory, music and art
facilities, a physiotherapy room and a
therapy pool. Building work started in
January and is scheduled for
completion in November.
Planning and fund-raising has been
led by Lee Morgan, an osteopath from
San Francisco, and has been supported
by the Sylvia Wright Trust, a small
registered UK charity which raises
£200,000 a year to help fund Sylvia
Wright’s humanitarian projects. The
staff in all Sylvia’s projects contribute
one per cent of their salaries. A short
video setting out the vision for the new
centre entitled A Ray of Hope can be
viewed on the homepage of the Trust’s
website: www.sylviawright.org
This vision is now becoming a reality
although there is still much to do to
ensure the final building and running
costs are fully met. Donations from
individual supporters are also
supporting the project. Several Rotary
Clubs are planning to fund the therapy
pool and equipment, but all the other
costs are met by the Sylvia Wright Trust.
“The new centre will provide a
marvellous service to the children and
their families in the absence of any
other worthwhile provision for their
care, development, dignity and
happiness,” said Tony Allinson,
chairman of the Sylvia Wright Trust.
In the meantime, Rangammal School
for Deaf Children goes from strength to
strength and continues to give excellent
pastoral care and a first class education
to 200 deprived deaf children. Much

Deaf children
say thank you
for their
hearing aids

work has been done by the Trust in the
last two years to provide as many
children as possible with modern
digital hearing aids as the old
government analogue aids often
amplified noise rather than assisting
the deaf children to identify sounds.
As a result, the children with the
better hearing aids have made very
good educational and social progress.
They can understand much more, are
increasingly confident and their speech
is becoming clearer. They are
consequently better equipped to
communicate in the outside, hearing
world.
The introduction of IT into the
curriculum supported by IT facilities
funded by Rotary has also levelled the
playing field for these young people
and will assist them in finding work
when they leave Rangammal School.
Most of the children at Rangammal
School for the Deaf are individually
sponsored from the UK, and the Trust is
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always trying to find sponsors for the
others. Sponsoring a child is an easy
and very direct way of helping Sylvia’s
work. Sponsors receive a picture of the
child and an update on the child’s
progress from time to time as well as a
general update on the school. In turn
the children write occasionally or send
cards or drawings.
The cost of accommodating, feeding,
clothing and educating a deaf child is
around £40 a month. No charge is made
to the poor families of the children.

Sponsors pay as much as they can
afford towards this.
“The children love to receive cards
and small presents from their sponsor
for special occasions like Christmas and
birthdays,” said Sylvia. “Many have
never received a birthday present
before and it is a real delight to see their
excitement and pleasure.”
Sylvia will be visiting the UK briefly in
July and would be pleased to meet
groups who are interested in her work
in India.

Want to know more?
Any reader interested in sponsoring one of the remaining 20 children at the
school or one of the children in the new Education and Therapy Centre is
invited to contact the Trust’s sponsorship co-ordinator, Angela Clark ,at 3
Eddison Walk, Leeds LS16 8DA. (tel: 0113 2677660).
For any other details please contact Tony Allinson (Chairman) on:
0113 2675735 or email: tonyallinson@btinternet.com
or visit the Trust website at www.sylviawright.org
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