Project Sri Lanka Report
by Georgette Bradford


I have recently returned from spending 10 weeks as part of Durham University Charities Kommittee Project Sri Lanka volunteering team. We were volunteering in communities within the south coast of Sri Lanka. This report details how I spent my time and how I feel the project benefitted the communities we visited.

We arrived on 3 July at Colombo International Airport then had a two hour journey to Sarvodaya headquarters in Moratuwa where we would spend the next two nights. Sarvodaya is Sri Lanka’s largest people’s organisation and is today engaged in relief efforts in the war torn north as well as ongoing development projects. Their aim is to support the disabled, young pregnant mothers, orphans, prisoners and those affected by natural disaster such as the 2004 Boxing Day tsunami, something of which there is limited support from the Government.

Our first day was spent listening to a presentation of Sarvodaya and then visiting an orphanage on site which housed around 30 children from as young as two months old. All these children were in the orphanage as their parents had either been taken ill or sadly passed away. A lot of the team found this experience very emotional to think that these children were going to grow up without parents, especially as the children were so endearing. We then visited Sarvodaya Meditation Centre which holds meditation sessions for pregnant women, teachers and prisoners. Finally we took a visit to the British High Commission and met the High Commissioner, who gave us a brief talk about other projects in Sri Lanka and mentioning that Project Sri Lanka was ‘the most effective project currently running in Sri Lanka.’

We arrived at Moonbridge late on 5 July after travelling all day in a minibus. We were given the next day to unpack and accustom ourselves to our new surroundings in which we would be based for the duration of the project.

The 7 July was the opening ceremony of Aththudawa – the community building which all 16 of us had helped raise money to build. We were each greeted with a bouquet of flowers before we were treated to a display of traditional dancing and drumming by the villagers. We were then seated before a series of speeches began. Bandulla (a Sarvodaya representative) gave a speech, as did the village monk. Other important villagers and also three members from our Project Sri Lanka team also spoke. We were then entertained with a few short plays, songs and dances by the children of the village. This was our first experience of Sri Lankan culture which we found extremely engaging. We finally presented our gifts of school equipment such as pens, paints, paper, craft materials, skipping ropes, books, balls and games etc. A particular moment which stays with me was being approached by a very emotional elderly lady after the ceremony. She gave each of us a kiss and a hug whilst thanking us, I found this extremely touching and it gave me a great sense of what we had already achieved. We were then invited to share lunch with the villagers. This was our first taste of Sri Lankan food! We struggled to eat with our hands to begin with but found the food delicious if slightly too spicy! We had an assortment of curries (mainly vegetarian) with fruit for dessert.
The first week of the official programme was spent in the village of Hiththatiya. This pre-school has been built by the team who visited in 2009 and was well established. We spent a whole week here teaching in the pre-school in the morning until 11.30am, having lunch in the village and then running the after school club between 2pm – 4pm. We had an excellent turn out with 30 children currently in the pre-school and around 50 children of all ages turning up for the after school club each day! As a sport leader we organised a few sports which used English to include all the children. We then finished off with some fun games of football and volleyball.

The next week I was to rotate around the villages. I started off in Gandarawatte where I met a very friendly monk who was insistent on feeding us constantly – the food was delicious though! We taught at the pre-school in the morning and then ran an hour long after school club for the housewives of the village teaching them useful English such as ‘at the market’ or ‘travel.’ We then had an hour’s lesson with the school children aged about 7 – 12 years old. Tuesday and Wednesday were spent at Hiththatiya , Thursday at Palana and finally Friday at Kirelwella. We would teach at the pre-school in the morning  then run an after school club in the afternoon. Each of these schools were built by previous Project Sri Lanka teams and each year Durham University students visit as part of our sustainability programme.

The third week of the programme was spent at Moraketiara where we stayed at Primithas’ house  (a villager). This was an entirely new experience and incredible to see a traditional Sri Lankan house and how they live. We worked in the nearby pre-schools and middle school whilst there. This was one of the more memorable weeks of the project as we really got to know Primitha and her family. They were very hospitable and great hosts. Through living as a villager we could see how simple their lives were and how little they needed to survive – as we do although we are far more materialistic and live a life of luxury in comparison. Their house was very basic, with concrete floors and no ceiling, just the tiles on the roof. We were lucky they had a flushing toilet as opposed to an outside pit which is the norm in most houses in the village. It was lovely to see how close the community was and how much trust there was within the village. Primatha’s neighbours were constantly popping in for a cup of tea or to check on her property whilst she was away as they have limited security apart from guard dogs.

The fourth week of the programme was spent in Siddhartha College. Another team member and I were teaching grade 3 students this particular week. They were a pleasure to teach and very enthusiastic about our lessons especially the songs and games. This was my favourite deployment as there was so much more we could teach them. They had a set curriculum in which we would teach from and I felt they made the most use of our skills. I really felt we made a difference here. We had a meeting at the end of the project with the Principal, students and their parents. Some very kind words were said about our teaching and the project. The English teacher said she thought our style of teaching through songs and games was very effective and she would adapt her style of teaching to suit this more. The children also said they didn’t like learning English before our lessons and now they beg their parents to come to after school classes. If felt this was the most beneficial aspect as it’s important when obtaining a job in the future that the children are confident and fluent in the English language.

The next week was spent at Aththudawa (our school). There were nine students in the pre-school. One particular boy called Yasindu stood out as he was so cheeky yet very intelligent. We taught as in the pre-schools until 11.30am then we went to a villager’s house for lunch before running an after school club from 1.30pm – 3.30pm. We had an encouraging turnout to the after school club again with about 30 children attending. They were very eager and great fun to teach and spend time with. At the end of each day they would beg us not to leave and chase our three-wheeler taxi down the road. I’m really going to miss the children from Aththudawa, I felt we all had a particular connection to Aththudawa as it was our school. The teacher, Rasika, was extremely welcoming and kind and her English was encouragingly good.

The rest of the programme was spent at Siddhartha and villages again. Towards the end we spent a lot of time painting the outside of Aththudawa and also a feature wall inside. We chose a nursery rhyme theme for outside with images from ‘head, shoulders, knees and toes’, ‘twinkle twinkle’, ‘hickory dickory dock’, ‘the wheels on the bus’, ‘I’m a little teapot’ and ‘incy wincy spider.’ These reflected some of the nursery ryhymes we had taught in the pre-school. The inside feature wall had an underwater theme in which we each left our signature with our own unique fish.

The final week of the programme was spent attending farewell dinners at Gandarawatte, Hiththatiya and the closing ceremony at Aththudawa, in which we were overwhelmed with gifts from both the children and teachers. We swapped addresses with many of the children in an attempt to hopefully stay in contact and stay up to date with the development of our school in Aththudawa.

The very last week of our time in Sri Lanka was spent travelling with two other team members. This was funded ourselves and we hoped to experience more of the culture in the different areas of Sri Lanka. We visited the cultural triangle including the ancient ruined city of Anuradhapura, Polonnaruwa and the cave temples of Dambulla. Personally I was in awe of the beauty and scale of the cave temples and had never seen anything like them before. We spent a few days in Kandy (the old capital) and then travelled back to Colombo to fly home. I had learnt a lot about Buddhism in this last week through visiting various temples on top of what I had already learnt from the monk in Gandarawatte. I do feel however that you cannot get more of a feel for the people and culture of Sri Lanka unless you live as a Sri Lankan as we did for about eight weeks and you totally immerse yourself in the country through eating as they do and travelling by public transport as they do.

I have met some truly wonderful people on this trip, seen things I will never forget and learnt things I will remember forever. I have grown up and matured as a person as well. I now realise how much of the world there is yet still to see and hope in the future I will be able to visit other place to have a broader understanding of the world. Thank you so much for helping me fundraise to take part in Project Sri Lanka. 

Please visit www.dur.ac.uk/project.srilanka/involvement/aththudawa to view diary entries and photographs of the trip.
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