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Abstract

The post conflict environment in Sri Lanka remains to face problems of reconciliation, social
cohesion and sustainable development. Peace education has been introduced in the higher ed-
ucation context, but there is limited research on the impact of peace education in changing
students’ perceptions and in promoting inclusive practices. Thus, this study fills the gap by
exploring the impact of peace education on social cohesion and sustainable development among
the students of the peace studies field of study at Kelaniya University with the primary aim
of investigating the impact of peace education on the understanding of social inclusion and
sustainable development among peace studies students of Kelaniya University. In addition, the
research had two specific aims: to find out what has worked and what has not in embedding
peace education in wider development pursuits; and to discover the stories of peace students
about reconciliation and community involvement. Qualitative case study design was used in
this study, and the peace studies programme of Kelaniya University was used as a case study.
Primary and secondary data was gathered, where primary data was collected through in-depth
interviews, focus group discussions and secondary data was collected from different literary
sources. To this end, a narrative analysis was employed to learn about personal stories and
personal experiences, and highlight how students make sense of peace, sustainability and social
cohesion. Results indicated that through peace education, critical awareness of reconciliation
and inclusive and sustainable development is created. Students demonstrated their ability to
describe transformation, using language and focusing on empathy, intercultural dialogue, and
community responsibility. But there were challenges regarding the inadequate institutional sup-
port for peace education translation to community-based activities, and the conflict post context
between theory and practice in Sri Lanka. Moreover, the study reveals that peace education is
one of the major components that can contribute to social cohesion and the sustainable devel-
opment in Sri Lanka's post conflict situation. Stories of empathetic and inclusive understanding
can help universities to become catalysts for reconciliation. Strengthening of the institution and
integration with community-based development project is recommended to improve the effect
of peace education.
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Introduction

The post-conflict environment in Sri Lanka
presents a unique opportunity and challenge for
rebuilding trust, reconciliation and sustainable
development. Social cohesion is an important
question in the country’'s future, as old social di-
visions have been created, stemming from ethnic
tensions and civil war which had been present for
many years. In this context, HEls have the poten-

tial to be a catalyst in the process of molding the
young minds, building values of peace, and intro-
ducing sustainable practices that reach beyond
the classroom. As a result, the universities have
a special role to play in catalyzing the change
and training young people with knowledge, skills
and dispositions to contribute to a more inclusive
and resilient society. In this context, dialogue,
empathy and non-violent conflict resolution are
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areas of significant contribution of peace educa-
tion. Sustainable development, however, focuses
on the social, economic and environmental as-
pects that need to balance to achieve stability in
the long-term. These are embedded in the Social
Sciences and provide a holistic perspective on ad-
dressing the problems of post conflict recovery.

The University of Kelaniya has a long academic
history and a multi-cultural student body which
makes it an interesting case study for the discus-
sion of how these can be incorporated into the
curricula and students’ experiences to contribute
to social cohesion. Peace and Conflict Resolution
Bachelor of Arts (Honours) programme at the
University of Kelaniya is a special undergraduate
programme in South Asia. It was introduced by
the Department of Philosophy and is a pioneer-
ing effort that reflects the pressing need for a
structured academic training on peace and con-
flict management in the region.

In contrast, though, South Asia has historically
not had dedicated degree courses that incorpo-
rate theoretical underpinning and practical rec-
onciliation approaches. However, in South Asia,
there are no dedicated degree courses that in-
tegrate theory with practice in the field of rec-
onciliation. The University of Kelaniya has pi-
oneered the development of this four-year pro-
gramme to ensure that students receive both aca-
demic knowledge and skills and values to pos-
itively contribute to post-conflict recovery and
sustainable peace in Sri Lanka and internation-
ally. Thus, the main objective of this study was
to understand the issues of the intersection of
peace education and sustainable development in
the context of the Social Sciences at the Uni-
versity of Kelaniya and to understand how these
contribute to the development of social cohesion
among the undergraduates. Also, the following
specific objectives has been addressed:

= To examine the level of integration of princi-
ples of peace education in the teaching and
learning process of Social Sciences.

= To explore the ways in which sustainable de-
velopment ideas are encouraged in academic
and extracurricular activities.

= To determine students’ perceptions and ex-
periences about the role of these frameworks
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in building intercultural understanding and
cooperation.

= To assess the potential of higher education
in promoting reconciliation and sustainable
social change in post-conflict Sri Lanka.

The study has proved to be of great importance
since there is a great urgency to promote so-
cial cohesion in the post-conflict Sri Lanka. Na-
tional policies and community initiatives have
been working to heal reconciliation, but the uni-
versity has been a space largely neglected for
developing peace and sustainability at the same
time. The emphasis on the University of Kelaniya
in this research points to the interplay between
education, reconciliation, and sustainable devel-
opment, and how universities can play a role in
sustainable long term peace building. The results
will not only contribute towards policymaking but
also towards practice as it will highlight the po-
tential of higher education to produce socio re-
sponsible citizens who can contribute to the har-
mony and resilience of Sri Lanka.

Methodology/Design/Approach

The investigation of the impact of peace educa-
tion on sustainable development and social cohe-
sion among university students in post conflict Sri
Lanka particularly among peace studies students
of the Kelaniya University has been carried out
using the qualitative approach of case study. The
conceptual framework adopted for the research
included the theory of positive peace of Galtung
and the United Nations Sustainable Development
Goals (SDG 4.7 and SDG 16), which placed peace
education in two parts: pedagogical and devel-
opmental. One main research question was con-
cerned with the impact of peace education on
students’ awareness of social inclusion and sus-
tainable development and two specific objectives
focused on the achievements and dilemmas in
embedding peace education in the broader objec-
tive of development, and students’ narratives of
reconciliation and community involvement. This
design was selected to enable the data collection
of student experiences and perceptions in their
institutional and socio-cultural context to be ex-
plored in depth.

The purposive sampling method was used to
identify individuals who could have more exten-
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sive knowledge about the phenomenon such as
undergraduates from the peace studies program,
faculty and administration. The main data col-
lection method employed was in-depth interview
and focus group discussions which enabled the
participants to voice their experience and per-
ceptions about peace education and its linkages
with sustainable development. To triangulate the
findings, and to provide background information,
secondary data was obtained from academic jour-
nals, policy documents and institutional reports.
The interviews and discussions were conducted
in both Sinhala and English, audiotaped with the
consent of the interviewees and transcribed for
analysis. A primary/secondary source mix that
gave a comprehensive knowledge of the content
area and a lived experience perspective as well as
an institutional perspective.

The primary analytical approach was narrative
analysis that allowed the analysis of personal nar-
ratives and experiences to show themes of empa-
thy, intercultural dialogue, inclusiveness and com-
munity responsibility. To support the coding and
categorisation of the qualitative data, NVivo soft-
ware was used to support the process and ensure
systematic analysis and reliability. Triangulation
of multiple data sources and member checking
with participants to confirm interpretations was
used to enhance the validity.

The analytical approach was based on theme and
structure, and the study revealed the students’
understanding of the concepts of peace, sustain-
ability and social cohesion. Methodology cen-
tred on the selection of participants, data sources
and analytical rigour, which would be appropriate
for the purpose of the study and would enable
it to provide a comprehensive understanding on
the contribution of peace education towards sus-
tainable development and social cohesion in Sri
Lanka in the post conflict situation.

Results and Discussions
Enrolment and Participation

The results of the analysis showed that the stu-
dents of peace studies at Kelaniya University were
very engaged in peace education modules. 85%
of the purposively selected students said that the
peace education courses significantly shaped their
views on reconciliation and inclusivity. Students
were also active in extracurricular peace-related
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activities, with 62% participating in community
outreach or dialogue programs.

Narratives

Through the narrative approach, it was found
that there were reflections of the transformative
power of peace education through students’ ex-
periences, such as empathy, intercultural commu-
nication, inclusion, commitment to the commu-
nity and institutional support in the post conflict
context in Sri Lanka. Pupils frequently referred
to their new understanding of the difficulties of
reconciliation, as they listened to, and learned
from, the voices of others, and some managed
to cross the ethnic divide, to think of a more
just future. Dialogue was added as a practice and
the students were encouraged to appreciate the
importance of listening to others’ story as well
as understanding that reconciliation starts with
listening. Also communicated through the narra-
tives was the importance of inclusivity, particu-
larly those of students with disabilities who also
highlighted the empowering aspect of peace edu-
cation and challenges of integrating inclusive val-
ues into the wider society. Community respon-
sibility was also a strong theme, with students
emphasizing the importance of peace education
in promoting sustainable development, through
shared projects which built trust and coopera-
tion between communities. In the meantime some
problems emerged relating to the lack of institu-
tional support to make classroom courses a re-
ality, thus reflecting the gap between theory and
practice. What emerges from the narratives as a
whole is that peace education can contribute to
a critical awareness and personal transformation,
but its impact is more profound with the sup-
port of institutional mechanisms that can assist
in the translation from theory to practice, from
recognition to reconciliation and from university
to society.

Narrative 1

“Peace education helped me see beyond
ethnic divisions and imagine a Sri Lanka
where development is shared fairly.”

The story highlights how peace education can
help to challenge established and deep-rooted dis-
crimination and injustice in order to promote rec-
onciliation. The reflections reflect the othering
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Table 1: Student Engagement in Peace Education Activities

Indicator Percentage (%)
Reported influence of peace education on reconciliation 85
Participation in community outreach/dialogue programs 62
Expressed interest in linking peace education to SDGs 74

Source: Author originated source

of a society that has long been divided along
ethnic lines, in that exposure to a variety of vi-
sions within the classroom can foster empathy
and change the way students imagine their na-
tional identity. The student’s focus on fairness
and shared development aligns with Galtung's
(1996) positive peace definition of peace which
goes beyond the lack of violence to include jus-
tice and equity. This story shows that reconcilia-
tion and equitable development go hand in hand
and that peace education helps to develop not
only emotional growth but also civic responsibil-
ity, putting students at the service of social co-
hesion in a post conflict Sri Lanka.

Narrative 2

“In our peace education classes, |
learned that listening to others’ stories
is as important as telling my own. Dia-
logue opened my eyes to how reconcil-
iation begins with understanding.”

This account emphasises the interdependence of
dialogue and that listening and sharing is valued
and respected. In situations of post conflict where
there is mistrust and suspicion, dialogue is one
of the key factors that can bring communities to-
gether on a regular basis. The student’s reflection
provides a model for a positive environment for
intercultural exchange in the classroom and crit-
ical examination of discourses about conflict and
the dismantling of stereotypes. This is in accor-
dance with Lopes Cardozo (2008) which has been
discovered that a good peace education process
creates interconnection and cohesion because it
is able to create dialogue among disagreements.
The importance of dialogue as one of the most
powerful elements of peace education’s transfor-
mative capability is highlighted, together with the
need for two-sided narratives and not one-sided.

Narrative 3

“When we worked together to restore
a local water tank, | realized peace ed-

ucation is not just about theory. It is
about taking responsibility for shared
resources and building trust across
communities.”

This story exhibits an illustration of how peace
education is not merely a theoretical construct,
but a real way of living a community responsibil-
ity. Collective action is an approach that students
use to handover lessons learnt in the classroom
to the real-world, giving them the first-hand op-
portunity to appreciate the value of cooperation
and shared management. The rehabilitation of
the water tank was one of the highlights in the
community that was sustained by peace educa-
tion, and in turn to fostering confidence among
the groups. The story is relevant to the themes
of UNESCO (2021): Education for Resilience and
Education for Sustainable Development and pro-
vides an example of the values of peace education
for civic engagement and environmental aware-
ness. It shows how there is a link between recon-
ciliation and development and how peace educa-
tion connects to the two.

Narrative 4

“Peace education gave me the courage
to speak about exclusion. My class-
mates began to see how inclusivity is
essential for both peace and sustain-
ability. Still, | feel society outside the
university is slow to change.”

It is a story that not only reinforces the empow-
ering role of peace education but also takes into
account the difficulties associated with the task
of integrating an inclusive value into other social
contexts. In the classroom, marginalized voices
were heard, calling attention to the importance
of inclusiveness. But the frustration of the stu-
dents has exposed the conflict between ideals and
reality. The inclusive values are still relatively un-
developed and unmaintained in the wider soci-
ety. The study reinforces the warning of Millaw-
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ithanachchi (2020) that policy frameworks would
have no impact if there was no meaningful partic-
ipation. The narrative highlights the need to take
peace education beyond awareness raising to ac-
tively challenge inequalities in systems and ensure
that inclusivity is in the institutional culture and
community engagement.

Narrative 5

“Kelaniya University became more than
a place of study—it became a space
of dialogue and action. Through work-
shops and community engagement, |
saw how universities can lead reconcil-
iation efforts. But without stronger in-
stitutional support, these initiatives re-
main small.”

This emphasis is on the university as an ed-
ucational and social change organisation. Stu-
dents had a good understanding of how univer-
sities can work as mediators by means of dia-
logue and community interaction to assist in rec-
onciliation. A significant challenge in such activ-
ities is the lack of institutional support which
affects the adaptability, flexibility and sustain-
ability of such activities. This is not a peculiar
issue of this research, but rather it has been
found in other settings around the world, includ-
ing Rwanda and Bosnia, where peace education
efforts in awareness-raising have been unsuccess-
ful at institutionalizing change within the com-
munity. The story emphasizes the importance of
improving framework and resources at universi-
ties to fully support reconciliation and sustainable
development.

Success and dilemmas

Peace education was a recurring theme by the
students, which they reported having fostered
them to make them aware of the concepts of rec-
onciliation and inclusiveness as a new change in
their thinking about Sri Lanka's post conflict re-
alities. In class they brainstormed their thoughts
and shared their opinions and had activities to
make them think about their own cultural and
ethnic divisions and to show empathy for stu-
dents from other backgrounds. It also helped to
build a greater understanding of the other person,
and to look at a broader picture such as Sustain-
able Development Goals (SDGs). Many students
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related their lessons to SDG 16 (peace, justice
and strong institutions) noting that peace edu-
cation plays a role in the construction of resilient
societies with justice and inclusiveness. Students’
achievements further highlight the value of peace
education in higher education in relation to the
connection with the personal transformation and
global development agendas.

The results for empathy, the dialogue and un-
derstanding of sustainable development were re-
iterated and students’ peace education could be
interpreted as pedagogical instrument and as an
instrument for supporting social cohesion.

These advances, however, came along with spe-
cific tensions, as students voiced in their own
words their challenges to the transformative
power of peace education. One constant problem
was the lack of institutional support in terms of
converting theory into practice. In the classroom,
the emphasis was on inclusiveness and reconcili-
ation, but not much was done about these values
in the community. This was a mismatch between
theory and practice that led to a mismatch of
awareness and motivation and structural mech-
anisms to sustain action post-university. The
dilemmas are indicative of a wider set of issues
in post conflict settings, where schools might be
teaching ideals of peace but don't have the re-
sources, structures or networks needed to inte-
grate ideals into everyday life within the commu-
nity. Students’ stories show that peace education
is unlikely to make much headway toward recon-
ciliation and sustainable development unless it is
better supported by institutions.

The findings showed that students cherished in-
clusiveness, but the structural barriers still re-
mained. Participants with disabilities, or from
marginalized groups, said they felt marginalized
in any peace education work. The theory of inclu-
sive work was discussed in 20% of the activities
that were observed.

The results reflect the importance of peace edu-
cation within the context of Kelaniya University
and its impact on the attitudes of its students
towards reconciliation, inclusivity and sustainable
development. Results indicate that there is a high
level of reported influence and participation are
indicative of the effectiveness of peace educa-
tion in building social cohesion among young
adults in post conflict Sri Lanka. The findings
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Table 2: Successes and Dilemmas Identified by Students

Theme Key Insights

Successes Enhanced empathy, intercultural dialogue, awareness of SDGs

Dilemmas Limited institutional support, tension between theory and prac-
tice

Source: Author originated source

are consistent with the research of Lopes Cardozo
(2008) who argued that peace education can con-
tribute to the building of social cohesion if it is
well designed and well implemented and with the
caution of Millawithanachchi (2020) that policy
implementation without community engagement
will not achieve this goal.

The narratives of transformation highlight the rel-
evance and impact of relating peace education
to lived experiences, which is also a key point
of Kinkini (2025) in the discussion of the impor-
tance of “life world-oriented teaching”. But the
problems pointed out, especially the lack of in-
stitutional support to community projects, indi-
cate a kind of contradiction between theory and
practice. This is similar to the worldwide results
obtained in Rwanda and Bosnia where awareness
has been created but peace education has been
weak in effecting lasting peaceful change unless
institutional support is provided.

There is also a lack of focus on inclusive-
ness, which further reinforces the need to make
changes. Students were enthusiastic about the in-
clusive values, however, the lack of mechanisms
for participation of marginalized groups dimin-
ishes the transformative power of peace educa-
tion. This study adds to the existing literature by
presenting evidence that inclusiveness needs to be
deeply integrated into curricula, but also in insti-
tutional practices and community connections.

Conclusion

Results from this study verified that peace edu-
cation is a key component in promoting univer-
sity students’ empathy, intercultural dialogue and
sustainable development awareness in the post-
conflict environment of Sri Lanka. The evidence
here shows that students can transcend inherited
ethnic divisions and see futures that are more in-
clusive when they are exposed to diverse perspec-
tives and narratives. This result makes it clear
that the transformative power of peace educa-

tion as pedagogical intervention. However, there
is also a continuing conflict of interest in the anal-
ysis which shows that although there is emotional
and moral development, the limitations of the in-
stitutions and the structures hinder the process
of applying the theoretical learning to their prac-
tical work in the community. The disconnect be-
tween the academic realm and everyday practice
here points to the vulnerability of peace educa-
tion when no systemic change and policy integra-
tion is in place.

This tension is apparent in the themes observed
on a closer examination. The result was a sense
of empathy — pupils’ attitude of compassion tore
down deeply entrenched divisions. But empathy
can easily be just a concept if its application is not
seen in experiencing things beyond the classroom.
Likewise, intercultural dialogue contributed to
mutual understanding and to the breaking of con-
flict narratives; however, it must be institutional-
ized in curricula in order to be sustained and not
just implemented on an ad hoc basis. Inclusivity
was a theme that showed some progress, albeit
from a small number of voices in a way that was
marginalized, and there was a continued lack of
structural change to ensure a true level of partic-
ipation, including the access to resources. Com-
munity responsibility, which is related to peace
education, is found to be promising in the col-
lective projects, albeit not consistent and with
a lack of institutional support in the attempt.
Lastly, the catalyst role of universities was identi-
fied, but their absence of mechanisms of practical
application shows one of their main weaknesses
which is the gap between theory and practice.

The contributions of this research fall into sev-
eral important areas. First, it offers empirical evi-
dence from the higher education sector, a subject
that has not been studied extensively like inter-
ventions at the school level. The study highlights
the role of universities in peace and reconciliation
processes and the need for expanding the scope
of peace education research by concentrating on
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students from the universities of peace studies.
Second, qualitative narrative analysis adds colour
to the literature by foregrounding students’ voices
and lived experiences, giving us nuanced insights
into the ways in which peace education impacts
on identity, empathy and community responsibil-
ity. Third, it offers insights for policies and prac-
tice by pinpointing achievements and challenges
that arose in the process of embedding peace edu-
cation into SDGs, highlighting the need for inclu-
siveness and institutional arrangements. At last,
the research puts Sri Lanka in the global conver-
sation on peacebuilding and sustainable develop-
ment, highlighting how experiences and lessons
from the local can contribute to the international
conversation on education for peace and sustain-
able development.

Overall, the study emphasizes that peace edu-
cation is not a purely academic activity. But it
is an important aspect of post conflict recon-
struction and sustainable development. The re-
sults indicate that individual transformation is
possible with empathy and dialogue, but a sys-
temic change is possible at an institutional level
with the commitment of an institution and struc-
tural reform. It is essential to continue to develop
policies that are inclusive, to link academic with
community-based programs, and to integrate uni-
versity programs with national policy priorities to
enhance the contribution of peace education.

The long-term impact of peace education inter-
ventions is an area that needs to be further re-
searched, particularly how the students’ initia-
tives become a continuous practice within the
community. Comparative studies between differ-
ent contexts of post conflict may be helpful to get
better understanding of circumstances in which
peace education can play its optimum role in
reconciliation and resilience. The research puts
Sri Lanka on the global agenda and proposes a
broader scope of reference: the use of higher ed-
ucation as peacebuilding and sustainable devel-
opment instrument in post-conflict societies.

Acknowledgments

The authors humbly express their gratitude to the
University of Kelaniya for the academic guidance
they received and institutional support during the
study and to the Department of Social Sciences
for their support. Special thanks are extended

Proceedings of the ICHR2026 | 20-21 May 2026

to the undergraduates in the Peace and Conflict
Resolution Degree Programme, who graciously
shared their experiences and narratives, which,
without which, this research would not have been
possible. The study was also supported by the
faculty which gave encouragement to make the
research design and analysis to be better by giv-
ing positive feedback.

49



Herath et al. 2026

Proceedings of the ICHR2026 | 20-21 May 2026

Table 3: Conclusion of the Study

moved beyond eth-
nic divisions.

fostering  reconciliation
through emotional and
moral growth.

Theme Key Findings Contributions Implications to Practice
Empathy Students developed | Demonstrates the role | Integrate experiential
compassion and | of peace education in | learning (role plays, sto-

rytelling, service projects)
into curricula to cultivate
empathy and  reduce
prejudice in diverse class-
rooms.

collective projects.

Intercultural Dialogue created | Highlights dialogue as a | Embed structured dia-
Dialogue mutual understand- | bridge between theory and | logue sessions and inter-
ing and challenged | lived experience in post- | cultural exchanges in aca-
inherited conflict | conflict contexts. demic programs to nor-
narratives. malize critical reflection
and dismantle inherited

biases.

Inclusivity Marginalized voices | Identifies the need for in- | Adopt participatory ped-
gained recognition, | stitutional reforms to em- | agogy and revise insti-
but structural barri- | bed inclusivity into curric- | tutional policies to en-
ers persisted. ula and practice. sure marginalized groups

have sustained represen-
tation and influence in de-
cision making.

Community Students linked | Connects peace education | Encourage community

Responsibility | peace education | directly to SDGs, showing | based projects and
to sustainable de- | its potential for resilience | partnerships with local
velopment through | and sustainability. organizations to translate

peace education into tan-
gible contributions toward
sustainable development.

Institutional
Support

Universities acted as
catalysts but lacked
mechanisms for prac-
tical application.

Calls for stronger frame-
works to bridge the gap
between theory and prac-
tice in higher education.

Develop institutional
frameworks (internships,
applied research, policy

labs) that connect peace
education theory with real
world practice and policy
impact.

Source: Author originated synthesis
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