
Nissan Handawela was born in July 1976 in Colombo, Sri Lanka. His parents are 

James Handawela and Hiranthi Handawela and has one sibling named Navomi 

Handawela.  

Dr. Handawela’s father worked as a research scientist at the department of 

agriculture. Due to his work, Dr. Handawela grew up in a rural village. His mom 

was a stay at home mother and had an average childhood. At the age of 10 his 

family moved into a bigger town and he was able to attend a popular school. He 

continued his studies in the same school until the 12th grade. A university entrance 

exam was held at the end of 12th grade. This was the most challenging exam for 

anyone in Sri Lanka. Only 2% were selected from this exam to be accepted into the 

university. He was glad he was successful in getting high marks to continue his 

studies at the University of Kelaniya, Kelaniya, Sri Lanka. With strong passion 

towards chemistry he successfully completed a Bachelors of Science in Chemistry. 

His father also holds a PhD in chemistry and thinks chemistry is probably in genes. 

He completed a Masters of Science in Organic Chemistry at Bucknell University in 

Lewisburg, PA in 2006. With never ending love towards chemistry, he received 

admission to University of Nevada, Reno, Reno, NV to pursue a PhD in Inorganic 

Chemistry. During his PhD program he was able to design and synthesize over a 

dozen of molecules which were not reported elsewhere at the time. 

 In late 2006, he married his lovely wife, Needra Handawela and had their first child 

in 2008. After completing all the requirements to complete the PhD program, in 

2011 he successfully defended his PhD dissertation. Within few weeks from 

graduation, Dr. Handawela received his first appointment as an instructor of 

chemistry at Northwestern State University in Louisiana. It was a big move across 

the country but they were happy to go over several states and enjoyed the scenic 

beauty. At this time his wife was pregnant with their second child.  

In 2012 the Handawelas added a new member to their family. Dr. Handawela 

continued to teach at the university until the summer of 2014. With changes in life 

and with two growing up daughters they decided to move into a bigger town. As a 

result they all moved to Odessa, TX after receiving an appointment as an Associate 

Professor of Chemistry at Odessa College. In 2015, he was able to move into his 

very own house after living on the planet Earth for almost 38 years. He considers 

this as a major achievement in one’s life.  

The most important thing in Dr. Handawela’s life is his family, Needra, Nishi and 

Nesha Handawela. 


