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We are Deeply Saddened by the Passing of  

Professor T Varugunam on 4th February 2018.  
 

We are deeply saddened by the passing of Professor T Varugunam three 

months ago , who was involved actively in coining our organisation as 

PeMSAA.  

 

On behalf of PeMSAA Australasia our thoughts and prayers are with his 

family and loved ones in this time of mourning.  

 

It was an honour and blessing to have known such a great person in   

Professor Varugunam. Initially, as a medical student during my Medical 

Education lessons and later during my office period as a secretary of 

KSM, he was an easily approachable person to seek refuge in. 

 

He was a gentle, calm, simple person who was loved by everybody. He 

was there at almost all the Tuesday evenings at KSM talks at the      

physiology lecture theatre. We will miss him dearly.  

 

Remembering his wonderful and gentle soul will forever remain in our 

hearts. May he rest in peace and May God embrace you in comfort    

during this difficult time. 
 

Dr Nayanananda Lekamge   Dr Shantha Sooriyabandara 

President PeMSAA Australasia Secretary PeMSAA Australasia 

 

4th May 2018 

May 2018 
Volume 1, Issue 3 

6th PeMSAA Australasia    
Congress   - Adelaide  

12– 14th October 2018  

• Pre Congress Tours 

• Lectures and Hands-on Workshops 

• Gala Dinner 

• Musical Show 

• PeMSAA Australasia reunion batch trip:        
Adelaide to Melbourne, via Great Ocean 
Road 
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A TRIBUTE  

TO DR (PROFESSOR) THAMBIPILLAI (“MUGGY”) VARAGUNAM 

Muggy was a colossus, both metaphorically and literally, in the Sri Lankan Medicine and Medical 

Education scene. Within a week of his passing away on Sunday, 4 February many tributes have been 

paid to him, and appreciations of his personal attributes and accomplishments declared, mostly by 

his erstwhile students. I add to this growing list as a colleague and friend who was closely associated 

with him in Medical Education activities during the early days of the Peradeniya Medical School. 

 

The origins of Medical Education activities in Peradeniya should, rightly, be attributed to Professor 

Senaka Bibile, the foundation Dean of the newly established medical school, after it was separated 

from its parent school in Colombo. Senaka started a series of informal dinner meetings once a week 

in his campus residence, to present and discuss papers in Medical Education, and think of ways of 

improving the curriculum which had been inherited from the parent school. Muggy was a keen   

participant in these discussions. In due course, a Working Group on Medical Education was           

established in the Faculty, chaired by Dr Mark Amerasinghe. As the work of the Group increased, 

four Sub-committees were created, for objectives, methods, resources and evaluation, respectively. 

These sub-committees continued to study and improve the medical curriculum in their respective 

areas.  

A Medical Education Unit (MEU) was created and Muggy was appointed its chairman. I was          

associated with Muggy in this Unit, and was able to gain a deep insight into the ways in which    

Muggy set about developing this Unit, particularly with the appointments of two full-time faculty 

members in the form of Dr Palitha Abeykoon, and Dr P T Jayawickremerajah. Subsequently many 

others were closely associated with the Unit, the work undertaken by the Peradeniya School in 

Medical Education resulted in its recognition, by the World Health Organization, as one of the six 

Regional Teacher Training Centres (RTTCs) for Health Personnel Education in the world.  Much of 

the credit for this development must go to Muggy, who was the first Director of the Regional      

Centre. 
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One of Muggy’s many positive attributes was his clarity of thought and expression. In informal dinner meetings of 

the Unit undertaken in each other’s homes, journal articles of relevance were critically reviewed. His sharp mind 

did not take anything stated for granted, and the pros and cons of particular strategies for the development of 

Medical Education in the Faculty. I personally benefitted tremendously from these discussions as they honed my 

own skills of critical review. I am deeply indebted to Muggy for this, as he imperceptibly was able to get us all 

thinking about issues.  

 

Shortly after the Regional Centres were created, the directors were sent for further training leading to a Master’s 

Degree in Medical Education to the University of Illinois in Chicago, under Professor George Miller, one of the 

founding fathers of the discipline of Medical Education. During the time he was away I was appointed to head the 

Unit in his place until he returned to Peradeniya. My sabbatical was due next, and I had already made                

arrangements to spend nine months developing my skills in electron microscopic autoradiography, and three 

months in Los Angeles under another founding father of Medical Education, Professor Stephen Abrahamson.  

 

It so happened that the First World Conference in Medical Education was being held in Copenhagen shortly      

before I was due to leave. Muggy and I were asked by the Faculty of Medicine to attend that conference, where 

experts in Medical Education, including Miller and Abrahamson, were key speakers. I will never forget the day 

when Muggy, together with Steve, convinced me in the latter’s hotel room to spend my entire sabbatical in Los 

Angeles doing a Master’s Degree in Medical Education and I, rather unwillingly at first, consented. This was a 

turning point in my academic life and for this I am always grateful to Muggy and Steve. As was to be expected at 

that time, Muggy and I were living in Copenhagen on a meagre allowance, and many of our meals were on the 

road eating sausage rolls from the street carts! 

 

Many projects were undertaken by the Medical Education Unit during Muggy’s chairmanship. These included the 

Assistant Medical Practitioners’ Program, the Cell Biology Project, the Order of Merit Project to arrive at a      

common rank order for the graduates from the two medical schools, a time-sampling study of medical internship, 

etc. As importantly, the physical development of the facilities in the Unit was not neglected and was facilitated by 

the appointment of technical staff including Mr Udurawana and My Wadumestri. Of particular note was the     

development of an audio-visual studio in the unit for the conduct of educational workshops which included the    

development of the component skills of teachers through the technique of microteaching. 

 



4 

 

 
 

 

Muggy had the ability to encourage staff working in the Unit to develop their skills in their sphere of 

activity, be they academic, technical or secretarial staff. They all respected him and developed a close 

bond with him, to an extent that they were not afraid of discussing their problems with him. They 

were assured of sound advice from him. The Unit became a closely knit ‘family’ in the school, and  

encouraged other faculty members to participate in its activities. As a result the Unit grew in        

numbers and the conduct of faculty development activities was facilitated. At the same time Unit      

members gradually became skilled in conducting such activities through the experience of actually 

helping to conduct these activities – a perfect example of learning through experience. 

 

Many were the faculty development activities conducted by the Unit. Directed at first to academic staff 

in its own school, the popularity of the courses and workshop in Education run by the Unit grew to an 

extent that these activities attracted faculty members from the parent school in Colombo, and later 

from other faculties in the University of Peradeniya, such as Engineering and Agriculture. Staff from 

schools in the other health professions, such as Nursing, also participated in these workshops, as the 

remit of the RTTC had by now changed from medicine to health professions. 

An interesting story must be recounted here. Muggy had written to the then Vice-Chancellor of the 

University, Professor E O E Pereira, seeking permission to run an international workshop in the Faculty 

of Medicine.  At the next meeting of the MEU, Muggy tabled the response he received from the Vice-

Chancellor, seeking justification for a second “workshop” in the University as there was already one in 

the Engineering Faculty. Those were the days when the term ‘workshop’ for training was not well 

known in academic circles. Unfortunately, this term is now used for any sort of training activity even 

when participants are passive listeners and do not engage themselves actively in ‘work’. 

As a human being, Muggy was exemplary. Friendly, willing to listen and always accommodating, but 

not one to tolerate anything that goes against his code of conduct. He was rarely short-tempered, but 

‘cooled down’ very soon after those rare instances. I once had the unfortunate experience of incurring 

his wrath at a meeting of the MEU. Muggy’s social consciousness of the difficulties faced by the lower 

socio-economic groups in the country led him to join a Sarvodaya camp to Jaffna organised by           

Professor “Jacko” Jayatilake, who was closely associated with the founder of the Sarvodaya movement. 

Several of us, with our spouses, travelled to Jaffna and set up camp for three days to assist in a rural 

project. On our way back from Jaffna, while we were still in the Tamil-speaking areas, someone         

suggested buying a hand of bananas for us to enjoy. Muggy, being the only Tamil-speaking male, was 

asked to negotiate the purchase with the shopkeeper. I still carry a vivid image in my mind of the 

‘colossus’ striding back to the vehicle, after a fairly long delay, carrying not a hand, but a whole bunch, 

of bananas! The story he told us on his return was even more interesting. He had apparently spoken to 

the shopkeeper in Tamil, but with such an accent that the latter requested him to speak in Sinhala    

instead! 

Tribute to Prof Varugunam……………. 
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My wife and I continued to keep in touch with Thayalam and Muggy on our frequent visits to 

Sri Lanka, and they too reciprocated with visits to our home in Sydney whenever they visited 

their daughter who was living in Sydney at the time. I last saw him over a year ago, when we 

visited Kandy for just two days. Muggy insisted that we have a meal with them, and,             

fortunately, we did so, despite a tight schedule. This last meeting will stay in my memory for a 

long time, as Muggy was cheerful but restrained, while Thayalam was busy with catering to an 

unexpected group of people! 

 

I consider myself very fortunate to have been so closely associated with Muggy. Although he 

is now gone from this world, his spirit lives on, and the effects of the work he did for the 

Peradeniya Medical School will continue to be felt in the school for many years to come. Our 

hearts and thoughts go out to Thayalam, their daughters and their families as they struggle to 

get over this void in their lives. They should be consoled by the fact that Muggy lived a full and 

fruitful life, and the legacy he left behind through his colleagues and students is a long-lasting 

one. 

 

By  
Dr (Prof) Raja C. Bandaranayake,  
MBBS, PhD, MSEd, FRACS 
Former Head of Medical Education Unit  
Faculty of Medicine University Peradeniya 
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Memories from Adelaide Family Fun Day 17th March 2018 
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PeMSAA Australasia life Member  

Benefit  
1.To meet and associate Alumni living in Australia and new Zealand 

2.To seek assistance and advice from other PeMSAA members when moving to Australia or other professional matters 

3.Eligible to receive Monthly newsletter 

4.Discounts congress registration fees 

5.Tax and CPD benefits when attending congress and workshops 

6.Voting rights at annual general meeting 

Welcome New PeMSAA Australasia Life Members! 

 
11. Dr Kapila Idirimanna   Tasmania 

12. Dr Vajra Idirimanna   Tasmania 

13. Dr Janakie Ratnayake   South Australia 

14. Dr Chandrasiri Premaratne   Western Australia 

15. Dr Chathurinie Aluthwella  South Australia 

Please complete the online ‘Expression of Interest’ to attend 6th Congress in Adelaide   

From 12th to 14th October 2018 

By visiting PeMSAA Australasia website: http://www.pemsaaaustralasia.org 

 

So we can send relevant information directly to you,  

which includes promotions on Airlines, Accommodation and Registration 
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President    Dr Nayanananda Lekamge  

Secretory    Dr Shantha Sooriyabandara 

Treasurer   Dr Janakie Ratnayake 

New Zealand    Dr Sisira Jayathissa (Immediate past president)

    Dr Lakashman Bandara 

 

State Representatives   

South Australia  (2018 Congress Organising Committee)    

     Dr Priyan Yapa 

Dr Shathi Bandara  

Dr Priyanka Perera 

Dr Kumara Ekanayaka 

Dr Ravi Ruberu 

 

New South Wales   Dr Malini Arumugam  

    Dr Anura Thalagala 

    Dr Nimmi Athuraliya ( Editor) 

 

Queensland     Dr Sri Varman  

Dr Lakal Dissabandara 

Dr Akila Samarakkody 

 

Victoria    Dr Tissa Wijerathne 

    Dr Shalini Wickramasinghe  

    Dr Janaka Thennakoon 

    Dr Shiran Wijerathne 

 

Western Australia   Dr Senarath Werapitiya   

     Dr Chandrasiri Premarathne 

 

Australia Capital Territory   Dr Kalyana Rodrigo  

    Dr Dharshani Gunaratne 

 

Tasmania     Dr Kapila Idirimanna 

     Dr Kshendra Thilakaratne 

PeMSAA Australasia Committee Members 2017-2018  

 

PeMSAA Australasia 

Po Box 952  

North Adelaide 5006 South Australia 

ABN 57083249753 

Website ; http;//www.pemsaaaaustralasia .org 

Facebook—PeMSAA AU 

 

E mail Contact ; 

Dr Nayanananda Lekamge President@Pemsaaaustralassia.org 

Dr Shantha Sooriyabandara Secretary@Pemsaaaustralasia.org 

Dr Janakie Ratnayake   Treasurer@Pemsaaaustralasia.org 

 

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED DESIGNED BY PEMSAA AUSTRALASIA 2018.                                                                                            DNL 

Tasmania Membership Drive 

 

Dr Kshemendra Thilakarathne and Dr 

Kapila Ideremanna, our Tasmania 

representatives had a successful      

Get-Together to improve our mem-

bership numbers in Tasmania on 14th 

of February 2018.  

This organised event, coincided with 

the visit of Prof Malik Peiris from 

Hongkong. 


