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University of Alberta: Gaining Global Reach

Dr. Indira

Samarasekera,

president

American college students, colleges, and universities may not have heard or know much about

the University of Alberta yet. But they will. This major public university in Edmonton, Alberta has

a vision of becoming one of the top 20 public research institutions in the world, and under the

leadership of Dr. Indira Samarasekera and her team, it!s well on its way.

The University of Alberta was founded more than 100 years ago with a specific mission: to uplift

the people of Alberta and the world by empowering its graduates to use their talents to improve

their communities. Samarasekera explained that to do this, the school!s graduates need to

have an innate desire to improve themselves.

“That means we as a university have to attract students that don!t simply have the best grades; that!s what every

other university is looking for,” she said. “We want something more—students who are truly interested in the

process of continually improving themselves, to become their best so they can be of better service to others.”

Samarasekera said all research universities strive to generate new knowledge with a big impact, but that they

often miss opportunities to have an impact closer to home. That!s how the University of Alberta!s location is

beneficial; Edmonton, with a population of 1 million, is considered to be the biggest small town in the world.

“We are invested in our local and provincial

communities as well as in the global

community,” said Samarasekera. “This

philosophy taps into a growing spirit of service,

in the Western world especially, among the

next generation. We!re excited to bring to our

school those who want to be their best and

give them the tools to apply their talents for the

good of our city, the province, and the world.”

The right students

Screening for that kind of attitude is

challenging, but the medical and business

schools at the University of Alberta have

developed a successful process that

Samarasekera hopes to extend to the rest of

the university: a passport requirement that

students must send along with their transcripts.

These passports are portfolios of the student!s

leadership roles and experiences that set them

apart from their peers. 

Samarasekera said she and her team are in the process of developing a blue-print for rolling out such

requirements to the rest of the university!s faculties over the next few years. She said it will  be a work in progress

as the school tests different strategies. In the meantime, the school is encouraging greater participation among

students on the campus. 

“All institutions of higher education have a service element to their mission and give students opportunities to

serve, but there is rarely a driving force or incentive for the students,” she said, explaining that the University of

Alberta has developed a system of community service learning projects to provide that incentive. Students receive

credits for any number of service activities they engage in and are encouraged to choose opportunities not directly

related to their field of study.

The university has about 300 clubs in addition to varsity and club sports for students to participate in, and

Samarasekera highlighted an number of service programs she!d like to see grow, specifically the school!s

Engineers Without Borders chapter and an annual trip for medical students to a developing nation.
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“This year, we had group of medical students travel to Kenya where they provided free care and built a water

filtration system that will provide a village with clean water for years to come. It!s these kind of experiences we

want more of our students to take part in,” she said.

The right partnerships

Strengthening the school!s culture of service is a crucial element of the University of Alberta!s path to the

international arena, but becoming one of the top 20 public research universities in the world also requires

significant investment. 

The school isn!t too far from its goal. The Times Higher Education ranking pegged the University of Alberta at 59th

in the world, but that list includes private universities. Samarasekera said the recession has slowed down the

school!s plans somewhat—after five years of 6% budget increases from the province, the school will have no

budget increase this year or next. 

“After a significant influx in cash investment into

the school, our plan is to hold on for now, lay

out our next steps, and get ready to act when

more cash is available,” she said.

The University of Alberta is wrapping up a

number of projects funded by that investment,

which over the last few years totaled about

$1.5 billion. These include a $450 million

science building and a $950 million hospital

and medical academic building that will open

next year. It also includes a $285 million heart

institute built jointly with Edmonton!s healthcare system and a $60 million nanotechnology research institute built

jointly with the province and the Government of Canada.

Next, Samarasekera said the school will relocate its faculty of physical education and recreation to its south

campus, about 10 miles outside Edmonton center, where the school has a 1,000-acre farm; that campus will

eventually be home to the school!s faculty of agriculture and life and environmental sciences.

The University of Alberta will be vying for prestigious international partnerships and awards and trying to attract a

broader variety of international students as it reaches for its goal. The school is a partner to Germany!s leading

national research organization, the Helmholtz Association, on a joint energy and environmental research

program. It also hosts interns every summer from the Indian Institute of Technology, Bombay, though

Samarasekera said she wants to see greater cooperation with Indian universities in the future.

This April, the famous Li Ka Shing Foundation included the University of Alberta in a long list of prestigious

schools, like Oxford, Cambridge, Stanford, Berkeley, and others, that received a donation from Mr. Li Ka Shing, a

billionaire who makes donations to a institutions of higher education to support research in the health field. 

The University of Alberta received $28 million from the foundation toward the development of a Li Ka Shing

Institute of Virology in Edmonton. The province of Alberta will contribute another $52 million in this project, which

Samarasekera said will take the school!s already strong virology program to among the best in the world. 

Another key element of her plan for strengthening the university is reaching out to more American students and

marketing this growing university!s offerings to a population eager for chances to serve and learn. So even if you

haven!t heard much about the University of Alberta yet, you soon will.
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