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Free and Open Source Software 
(FOSS) is software whose source 
code may be modified and freely  

distributed to others. 
 

The Humanitarian FOSS project is  
funded by collaborative National Science 

Foundation grants to Trinity College, Wesleyan 
University, and Connecticut College under  
its Pathways to Revitalized Undergraduate  
Computing Education (CPATH) program.
 
Computer scientists at Trinity, Connecticut  
College, and Wesleyan have created a colla- 
borative project that joins individuals from  
academic computing departments, social service 
organizations, and computing and IT corporations 
to test the idea that humanitarian free and  
open-source software development can help  
revitalize undergraduate computing education.  
The project capitalizes on two contemporary 
interests that are underserved in computing  
curricula: the open-source development model,  
as a way to teach software engineering; and 
service-learning, as a means by which students 
and faculty can partner with the surrounding  
community to address locally identified issues.

The program is inspired by a software-develop-
ment version of the Habitat for Humanity model. 
Instead of building houses, computing students 
and faculty build software systems that benefit 
humanity. By engaging students and faculty from 
participating schools in summer institutes, credit 
courses, spring-break community-help projects, 
and academic curriculum workshops, the project is 
developing a portable and sustainable educational 
model that attracts socially engaged students to the 
computing discipline, bridges the divide between 
town and gown, and builds truly useful humanitar-
ian software.

I conclude that scientists and  

engineers, especially those in IT, must  

move beyond creating the technology  

and writing cautionary reports. We must  

become more involved with governments  

if we want to really lessen the impact  

of such disasters. Perhaps it is our  

civic duty to do so.

–ACM President David Patterson,  
from the 2005 President’s letter, “Rescuing  

Our Families, Our Neighbors, and Ourselves.”

WhAt Is the  
huMAnItArIAn FOss PrOjeCt?
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reAl-WOrlD PrOjeCts  
unDer WAy

Two current development projects  
provide a window into the possibilities  
created by the Humanitarian FOSS  
Project.

1: The Sahana Disaster Management  
System. Sahana, which is Sinhalese  

for relief, is a free and open-source disaster  
management system developed in Sri Lanka 
by a group of volunteer programmers and IT  
professionals following the December 2004  
Asian Tsunami. This web-based information  
system has been deployed during disasters in  
Pakistan, the Philippines, Indonesia, and Peru.  
It is maintained by the Lanka Software Founda-
tion. Sahana is a web-based collaboration tool  
that addresses the common coordination problems 
during a disaster—including finding missing 
people, managing aid, managing volunteers,  
and effectively tracking camps between  
government groups, the civil society (NGOs), 
 and the victims themselves. 

The Volunteer Management Project.  
In summer 2006, a team of volunteers from  
Trinity College and Accenture Corp. built—and 
currently maintains—an open-source volunteer 
management (VM) module for the Sahana system. 
The VM module is an online repository where 
information on volunteers and projects can be 
stored and managed during a disaster. It provides 
web-based volunteer registration and allows  
project managers to track and manage volunteers 
once they are deployed.  

Sahana means relief in Sinhalese.

2: OpenMRS 
OpenMRS is an open-source medical 

records system started in 2004 to help deliver 
health care in developing countries. It is designed 
to help developing countries struggling to  
establish efficient information management  
related to pandemics such as HIV/AIDS.  
OpenMRS is currently being used in remote  
villages in Rwanda, Kenya, and South Africa.

The Touchscreen Module and Toolkit.   
In the summer 2007, the Trinity team built the  
Touchscreen module for the OpenMRS Project. 
The Touchscreen module and toolkit was  
developed to allow clinicians using OpenMRS  
to access information at a terminal without having 
to deal with a conventional mouse or keyboard.

The Touchscreen toolkit developed at Trinity allows a  
clinician at Rwinkwavu Hospital in Rwanda to access 
patient information at a bedside with the touch of a button.

huMAnItArIAn FOss At WOrk 
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hOW tO Get InVOlVeD 
IF yOu’re A FACulty MeMber

This program was launched by the three  
computer science departments of three 

comparably sized schools that share a broad goal 
of providing first-rate computing education within 
a liberal arts environment. The primary representa-
tives of these departments—Professors Ralph  
Morelli (Trinity College), Danny Krizanc  
(Wesleyan University), and Gary Parker  
(Connecticut College)—have seen firsthand  
the powerful effect on students that comes with 
working on humanitarian FOSS projects. Both  
the Sahana Volunteer Management Project and  
the OpenMRS Touchscreen project were created 
by students, working together with faculty and 
volunteers from corporations. Rekindling  
interest in computing education comes from  
giving students the real opportunity to create  
software solutions that benefit humanity, both  
in the U.S. and around the world.
 

sO hOW DOes A FACulty MeMber  
Get InVOlVeD?

Identify several students at your college or  
university, take a look at our materials and  
projects, and contact one of the faculty members 
listed below.  They can help you identify open 
source projects in your area or internationally. 

COntACts
Professor Ralph Morelli, Trinity College 
ralph.morelli@trincoll.edu, 860-297-2220

Professor Gary Parker, Connecticut College 
gary.parker@conncoll.edu, 860-439-5208

Professor Danny Krizanc, Wesleyan University 
dkrizanc@wesleyan.edu, 860-685-2186

Trishan de Lanerolle, Project Director of the  
Trinity-Conn College-Wesleyan CPATH Project 
Trishan.deLanerolle@trincoll.edu, 860-297-5313

What struck us as significant  

about this experiment was  

how quickly and positively the  

students responded and how well  

they performed in the sometimes  

chaotic environment of a real-world  

open-source project.

–ralph Morelli
Professor of Computer Science,  

Trinity College
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Trinity College students and faculty participating in an 
H-FOSS project related class activity via video conference 
with students from Wesleyan and ConnecticutCollege.



hOW tO Get InVOlVeD 
IF yOu’re A nOnPrOFIt 
OrGAnIZAtIOn

The goal of the Humanitarian FOSS Project  
is to build software to serve humanity.  

This means creating open-source software that  
addresses an organization’s specific problem, 
whether helping a community recover from a  
natural disaster or aiding a neighborhood-based 
humanitarian organization in better delivering  
its service to those in need. We bring together 
computer science faculty, students, and volunteers 
from corporations to develop free, open-source 
software that addresses your specific need – 
software that you will acquire. For you, the  
benefit comes in the form of real software for  
your organization. For us, the benefit is in  
giving students the opportunity to learn about  
civic engagement and to work with faculty and  
industry experts on real world projects. 

If you represent a community or humanitarian 
organization in Connecticut, in the U.S., or 
anywhere in the world, and you think our free 
open-source software program could benefit 
your organization, please contact us.

COntACts
Professor Ralph Morelli, Trinity College 
ralph.morelli@trincoll.edu, 860-297-2220

Professor Gary Parker, Connecticut College 
gary.parker@conncoll.edu, 860-439-5208

Professor Danny Krizanc, Wesleyan University 
dkrizanc@wesleyan.edu, 860-685-2186

Trishan de Lanerolle, Project Director of the  
Trinity-Conn College-Wesleyan CPATH Project 
Trishan.deLanerolle@trincoll.edu, 860-297-5313
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Trinity Professor Ralph Morelli (at left) collaborates with Program 
Manager Khaiim Kell and Executive Director Carol DeVido Hauss  
of Literacy Volunteers of Greater Hartford.
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hOW tO Get InVOlVeD 
IF yOu’re A COrPOrAtIOn

Volunteers from corporate IT departments and 
consulting firms are key to the success of the 

Humanitarian FOSS project and can get involved 
in a number of different ways. They can provide 
their expertise and experience as project adviser, 
host, and mentor student interns during the  
summer or academic year, provide funds to  
sponsor one or more student interns, and teach 
software development methodologies and  
practices to students and faculty alike.

Corporate Collaborators Benefit too.   
By working with and mentoring talented and  
motivated students, they will  gain access to a 
valuable recruiting channel. By getting involved  
in meaningful volunteer opportunities they will  
help their companies meet their social responsibil-
ity goals. And by partnering with academic  
institutions  they will  gain greater exposure to 
open source technology and access to potential 
new markets. 
  

Contact the H-FOSS team about 
humanitarian projects you’re already  
engaged in. Or join us in advancing our  
work on Sahana and OpenMRS.

COntACts
Professor Ralph Morelli, Trinity College 
ralph.morelli@trincoll.edu, 860-297-2220

Professor Gary Parker, Connecticut College 
gary.parker@conncoll.edu, 860-439-5208

Professor Danny Krizanc, Wesleyan University 
dkrizanc@wesleyan.edu, 860-685-2186

Trishan de Lanerolle, Project Director of the  
Trinity-Conn College-Wesleyan CPATH Project 
Trishan.deLanerolle@trincoll.edu, 860-297-5313

Trinity student Jonathan Damon (at left) joins with representatives 
of the Sahana project, the Red Cross, Microsoft, and others in  
San Diego for a week-long disaster-response exercise to field  
test the volunteer management module technology.
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hOW tO Get InVOlVeD 
IF yOu’re A stuDent

The Humanitarian FOSS projects provide  
students with a one-of-a-kind opportunity:   

the chance to volunteer for people who really 
need our help; build cutting-edge, open-source 
software; work closely and collaboratively with 
great faculty and IT industry experts; and see the 
software you’ve created in action, doing good for 
society.  Some students wield hammers to build 
a house for Habitat for Humanity. Humanitarian 
FOSS Project students wield their programming, 
design, and problem-solving skills to build soft-
ware for organizations that serve people in need.  

From the outset, students have been involved in 
the two main H-FOSS projects now under way:  
the Sahana Volunteer Management Project  
disaster management system and the OpenMRS 
Touchscreen project.  Their involvement has 
included summer and academic-year programs 
during which they worked closely with faculty 
and industry experts to develop free, open-source 
software solutions and apply them in the service 
of humanity and the community. And they’ve done 
this work in a challenging, creative, and satisfying 
problem-solving environment.

COMe jOIn us.  You will build your  
computing skills, improve your resume, and  
do good for society. What could be better?

COntACts
Professor Ralph Morelli, Trinity College 
ralph.morelli@trincoll.edu, 860-297-2220

Trishan de Lanerolle, Project Director of the  
Trinity-Conn College-Wesleyan CPATH Project 
Trishan.deLanerolle@trincoll.edu, 860-297-5313

Student developers Ernel Wint of Connecticut College and Kumud 
Nepal of Trinity at work on the volunteer management module for 
the Sahana disaster management system at the Trinity Humanitar-
ian FOSS summer institute.

Trinity students Sylvia Hristakeva and Giovanni Capalbo develop 
the touchscreen interface for the OpenMRS medical records system 
to be redeployed in Ruwandan medical clinics.
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