
THE CONCEPT OF A UNIVERSITY VILLAGE 
 
Slide 1 : OUR HUMANITARIAN MODEL 
 
Slide 2 : Students working with children 
 
The development of the ‘University Village’  lies at the heart of Durham University’s 
Project Sri Lanka. 
 
In this presentation I would like to explore and explain a little about the development 
of the so called ‘University Village’  as we as international partners understand this 
concept, set in the context of our Project Sri Lanka. I will illustrate this with examples 
from the tsunami devastated Southern Province of the island and from communities 
near to the Sabaragamuwa university of Sri Lanka where I am delighted we have 
formed a partnership with Vice-Chancellor Mahinda Rupasinghe and his staff and 
students. 
 
Finally I will illustrate the impact and meaning of this partnership by drawing on our 
preliminary research findings. 
 
Slide 3 : Students working with children 
 
Durham University’s Project Sri Lanka is about ‘ internationalisation’  within a higher 
education institution. Furthermore, it is about providing humanitarian support for 
communities in need – communities which have endured significant disaster or which 
have long term dire needs such as extreme poverty and underdevelopment. 
 
Bringing together these two fundamental goals –i.e. providing humanitarian support 
for societies whilst also embedding internationalisation within the institution has been 
achieved through a partnership model and the creation of university villages. 
 

 
 
Slide 4 : Damaged House 
 
To put this another way, the development of an international university village is 
underpinned by a ‘humanitarian model for internationalisation’ . Within this model, 
international activities of a university are grounded in the needs of human societies. 
 
Project Sri Lanka began with the tsunami tragedy. 
 
Slide 5 : Piles of Rubble 
 
Images such as these captured the hearts and minds of staff and students: 



 
Heaps of rubble where a loved home stood. 
 
Slide 6 : Boat on Shore 
 
Devastated income generation capability 
 
Slide 7 : Lady with Boy in Arms 
 
The lady who lost a new born baby to the tsunami waves leaving her alone with this 
one child 
 
Slide 8 : Boy 
 
The small boy who saw his mother clinging to the family refrigerator and being 
washed away from his life for ever 
 
Slide 9 : Boy with Leaf 
 
The children who lost siblings and close friends 
 
Slide 10 : Train 
 
The sheer scale of the devastation and bereavement. 
 
 
At this time the University pledged to develop a long term programme of support to 
and partnership with communities in need in Sri Lanka. 
 
Slide 11 : Vipulu 
 
Our response to this commitment has led to the embedding of internationalisation 
within the institution in ways which are very different from commonly used 
approaches to internationalisation. 
 
For many universities, internationalisation simply means engaging in international 
activities or integrating an international dimension into the teaching of academic 
programmes. 
 
Our University Village approach goes beyond such ‘activities’  and ‘academic’  models 
to embrace a wider vision. 
 
This broader vision recognises the role of a modern university in progressing the 
advancement of human knowledge, based on human needs and interests. 
 
Thus it is the ‘humanitarian model’  to which we now turn. 
 
Let us now take a glimpse at some of the things that Project Sri Lanka has actually 
done. 
 



Slide 12 : THE MODEL IN PRACTICE 
 
What have we done? What has been achieved in the past 5 years? 
 
Slide 13 : Students at Dondra 
 
Teams of students are at the heart of Project Sri Lanka. They are core partners in our 
various university villages, working with university staff and are partners in Sri Lanka 
which are threefold. 
 
Our Sri Lanka partners are: 
 
Slide 14 : Ruhuna University 
 
Firstly, the higher education sector – including Ruhuna University Faculty of 
Agriculture 
 
Slide 15 : Sabaragamuwa University 
 
Sabaragamuwa University 
 
Slide 16 : Colombo University 
 
Colombo University 
 
Slide 17 : NIFNE 
 
And the National Institute of Fisheries and Nautical  
Engineering 
 
Our students engage within the universities and within their local village communities 
for which we are providing funding for buildings, equipment and support for 
development activities. 
 
The best developed higher education partnership is with Sabaragamuwa University 
and I will return to this in a moment. 
 
Slide 18 : Construction of Moraketiara 
 
Our second major Sri Lankan partner is Rotary Sri Lanka. 
 
In partnership with the Sri Lanka Rotary Schools Awakening Project, which involved 
the construction of 24 state of the art schools in the post tsunami period, we have 
provided funding, equipment and community development facilities. 
 
Slide 19 : Teaching at Moraketiara 
 
….and our students have contributed annually to the teaching of English in these 
schools. 
 



Slide 20 : Ahangama Children 
 
….in Moraketiara and Ahangama 
 
Slide 21 : Palana/DUCK Building 
 
The third and by far the most substantial local partnership is with the Sarvodaya 
organisation. Through this long term partnership we have given funding for the 
building and sustainable development of 9 community buildings which serve as pre-
schools and central meeting places for a wide variety of local village activities. 
 
These buildings are absolutely central to the University Village concept. 
 

 
 
Slide 22 : Inside the Palana Classroom 
 
Our fund-raising pays for these buildings and other development contributions 

  
 
 
Slide 23 : Mark Teaching 
 
Our student teams spend two months in these places every year teaching and engaging 
in cultural and development activities. In each case we work through the local 
Sarvodaya Society. 
 
The first was in the tsunami devastated village of Palana in Weligama. This began as 
a one storey building on 2005/2006 
 
Slide 24 : Two Storey Building at Palana 
 
We completed the upper floor which serves as a library and general meeting room a 
year later 
 
Slide 25 : Rassandeniya 
 



The second was in Rassandeniya village, in Matara District, completed in 2007 
 
Slide 26 : Gandarawatte 
 
The third was in Gandarawatte village in Matara, completed in 2008 
 
Slide 27 : Ihalagalagama people/village area 
 
2009 saw the major development of providing support for two villages in one year, 
widening our project to the Sabaragamuwa Province and Sarvodaya Ratnapura 
District. So we formed our wonderful partnership with the Sabaragamuwa University 
of Sri Lanka. As in the Southern Province, all of our donations and support have been 
through Sarvodaya as the local grassroots village support organisation – our work 
with Sabaragamuwa has developed our university villages. 
 
Slide 28 : Ihalagalagama Building 
 
In this year we commenced the development of our university village in the 
community of Ihalagalagama near Sabaragamuwa. The building….. 
 
Slide 29 : People of Ihalagalagama 
 
……the people 
 
Slide 30 : Team Durham students 
 
Our sports students formed the first Durham team working with Sabaragamuwa staff 
and students to support development in this village 
 
Slide 31 : Hiththatiya Building 
 
Meanwhile on the south coast our larger undergraduate team adopted the village of 
Hiththatiya, providing this community building…. 
 
Slide 32 : Team 2009 at Hiththatiya 
 
……and they engaged in a wide range of teaching and development activities with the 
people of Hiththatiya 
 
Slide 33 : Puwakgahawela Building 
 
The same pattern continued in 2010 – with our provision of a community building in 
Puwakgahawela near Belihul Oya 
 
Slide 34 : Kirelawela Village 
 
…..and in the south coast tsunami hit fishing village of Kirelawela, 
 
Slide 35 : Kirelawela Building 
 



….where this building was provided 
 
In 2011 a further two University Villages come on stream: 
 
Slide 36 : Pambahina people 
 
Pambahina at Sabaragamuwa 
 
Slide 37 : Pambahina Ground 
 
…..cleared ground on the day of the laying of the foundation stone at Pambahina in 
association with Sarvodaya and Sabaragamuwa University 
 
Slide 38 : Aththudawa 
 
….and Aththudawa in Matara where our 9th building will be opened in July of this 
year 
 
This 2011 activity marks the completion of our building programme but sustainability 
of our endeavours in these villages is of paramount importance 
 
The adoption of each village marks the beginning of a long term programme of 
support involving ourselves, Sarvodaya, and the local institution. 
 
Slide 39 : Student teams 
 
Partnership, teamwork and sustainability of endeavours lie at the hearty of the 
University Village concept 
 
All of our villages have prepared a 5 year sustainability plan, which is being 
monitored through annual reports and discussed in regular meetings on my visits to 
Sri Lanka 
 
To summarise what the model in practice means: in these Sarvodaya/Durham 
University villages we: 
 
Slide 40 : Boat 
 
Provide buildings and equipment for enabling a better, sustainable future for the local 
people, equipment, for example, for rebuilding fishing activities, 
 
Slide 41 : Man with Brooms 
 
For other small businesses such as broom and mat making from coconut resources 
 
Slide 42 : Sewing Machine Room 
 
….or sewing and craft making 
 
Slide 43 : Ishan and computer 



 
….or other business start up and development activities 
 
Slide 44 : Ashen’s Family 
 
 We enable our students to work with people of all ages. This is greatly helped by the 
new buildings – the provision of physical identity and physical space that is owned by 
the village and is for the people of the village 
 
Slide 45 : Singhalese and Tamil 
 
….and to work with people of varied ethnic backgrounds…..united in the common 
cause of providing harmony and support for building a peaceful future; a better, 
sustainable future 
 
Again, the community buildings are central to this process 
 
Slide 46 : VILLAGE PARTNERSHIPS : BENEFITS AND MEANINGS 
 
Finally, let me sum up by saying a little about what all this activity means to the 
various stake-holders, as evidenced by our research findings. 
 
Slide 47 : People in the Sea 
 
This whole University Village project is about transforming lives: 
 
Helping people of all ages to recover from tragedy and deep suffering….providing 
whatever it takes to inject new meaning, hope and happiness into broken lives. 
 
Slide 48 : Elders and Child 
 
Bringing new meaning into people’s lives whether by enabling work, education or 
income generation potential 
 
Slide 49 : Smiling Child 
 
Bringing smiles to the faces of those who have known sadness and despair 
 
Slide 50 : Happy Children i) 
 
Providing education and meaning 
 
Slide 51 : Happy Children ii) 
 
…and hence personal potential and independence 
 
Slide 52 : Students in Sarees i) 
 
It is also about transforming the lives of participants from the UK 
 



Slide 53 : students in Sarees ii) 
 
This is true cultural immersion and appreciation. This project radically changes 
thinking and outlook. It is true internationalisation of a student community. 
 
Slide 54 : Sab Students with Union Flag 
 
….and it is a two way process. Through the University village endeavours, cultures 
are shared with mutual gain 
 
Slide 55 : Sab and Durham Students 
 
Knowledge and experience are shared with the aim of enabling development – Team 
Durham with Team Sabaragamuwa 
 
Such development is comprehensive, embracing social, economic, physical and 
cultural aspects 
 
Slide 56 : Traditional Culture 
 
All development activities are planned with utmost care in order to preserve 
traditional values, practices and knowledge in the community 
 
Slide 57 : Social Inclusion 
 
Most significantly, the humanitarian dimension of project Sri Lanka means the social 
inclusion of those usually regarded as being outside the academic context, such as the 
tsunami affected or the seriously poor people of interior Sri Lanka. 
 
Including such citizens as members of a University Village enables this crucially 
important return flow of benefits. All gain. All learn. Our research shows that all lives 
are changed. 
 
Sri Lankan villagers are partners in a broad collaborative process which encourages a 
sense of empowerment, dignity and self-worth. 
 
Slide 58 : Gandarawatte Child 
 
As one interviewee described it : the project has enabled an ‘awakening’  in villages, 
leading to commitment to work together for the benefit of all 
 
Professor Joy A .Palmer Cooper 
 
Note: Pictures are not included due to file size limitations. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 


