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Through my story I hope I can motivate young women wherever they are to (i) work hard (ii) take 

advantage of all the opportunities in front of them and (iii) be positive, patient and flexible. To understand 

my career transitions from Industry to Government to Academia one has to read my life story. To protect 

the privacy of my family, I only give minimum information about them so as to understand my career 

moves. So here is my story - - - - 

 I was born a Tamil in Colombo Sri-Lanka (what used to be known as Ceylon), the youngest of several 

girls. My parents were high school educated; my father an Inspector of Excise and my mother a 

housewife who had a passion for mathematics.  I was educated mostly in convent schools run by Irish 

missionary nuns, Holy Family Convent Jaffna for my primary education, then boarding school at Holy 

Family Convent Colombo 4, and then finished my last year and a half of schooling at Vembadi Girls High 

School in Jaffna.  I then studied Mathematics and Physics at the University of Ceylon and obtained my 

B.Sc in 1975 with a first class.  

My father passed away in 1971 when I was 16. Growing up female in a third world country without a 

father and brothers and with very limited resources was not easy.  Furthermore, I had decided on an 

arranged marriage early on, and had prepared myself for it by studying classical western music for 10 

years and getting a college degree in the physical sciences. It also meant that I did not want to travel 

abroad for graduate education before getting married. I was very fortunate when my maternal uncle 

arranged my marriage. My husband to be was eight years my senior and was finishing his PhD at 

Cambridge, England. My uncle’s astrologer said “it is a union made in heaven”.  So we got married in 

1975 when I was 20 and I was ecstatic. Soon after I followed my husband to Cambridge in May 1975, 

and started my graduate education at the University of Bristol where my husband had just gotten a job in 

the Fall. The first year was not easy, adjusting to marriage with a husband I hardly new and coping with 

my studies made it tough. In May 1976 we even had second thoughts. But we made it in the end.  Since 

my husband’s position in Bristol was only for a year, I was hoping that after my Masters in Bristol I could 

go to Imperial College London for my PhD. Unfortunately my husband did not get a position in London, 

instead he got one in Swansea.  This was the late 1970s and the economy was quite bad in England. 

Therefore after my Masters degree in Mathematics, I followed him to Swansea and started my PhD at the 

University of Wales. My main advisor was still at Bristol and I also had a second advisor at the 

University of Wales. At that time I made up my mind, determined to maximize all the opportunities 

offered to me instead of lamenting on the opportunities not offered to me.  I completed my PhD in 1979 at 

24 soon after my son was born.  

At that time my husband was offered an exciting opportunity in New Mexico. While waiting for our Visa 

to migrate to the US, I stayed home for almost a year, took care of my son, and also taught high school 

Math in the evenings. While my son took his naps I wrote research papers. This was more or less the 

pattern for the next 3 years for me. We moved to Socorro New Mexico in the summer of 1980 and I got a 

position in the Computer Science department as Visiting professor at New Mexico tech.  In fact I turned 

down a tenure track assistant professor position I was offered, even though my childhood dream was to 

become a tenured professor.  I felt at that time that working toward tenure and having a normal family life 

was very hard for me. Therefore I was home most of the time and went to the university to teach while 

my husband took time off from his work to take care of our son. After my son went to bed I did my 

research. My husband then got a research position in the commercial industry in Minneapolis and we 

moved again in 1981. The following year was also more or less the same where I taught at the University 



of Minnesota and took care of my son most of the time. The times I taught my neighbor, who is now my 

best friend, took care of my son. Those three years, from 1979 to 1982 was a productive period. I wrote 8 

papers and got them accepted in top tier journals. I was able to do that as my area was in theory of 

computation.  

Around mid 1982 I got interested in more applied areas of computing and therefore I decided to pursue an 

MS in Computer Science focusing more in systems. I completed this in 1983 and landed a job at Control 

Data Corporation designing and developing networks and distributed systems, a complete deviation from 

my PhD work.  It suited well with family life. My son was in a Montessori school. Even though I had to 

put in long hours with the development work, I was able to manage my time very well. Furthermore, 1984 

was a difficult year for me personally as my mother lost her one year battle to cancer in October 1984 and 

my company was very supportive. By end of 1985 I longed to do more research and was fortunate to get a 

research position at Honeywell. This is when I began my research in data security and data management. 

My son was now in grade school. After five years in the industry, my husband wanted to get back into 

academia, and took a year sabbatical at a university in England. On the one hand that year was tough as 

my husband was away, but on the other hand my son and I travelled together to many cities visiting 

friends in NM, Broadway shows in NY, Disney land and Golden gate bridge in CA.   

After his sabbatical my husband got a position at a university in Boston and I applied for jobs in the 

Boston area. I had made lot of progress with my research in data security and was offered quite a few jobs 

in Boston. I chose the MITRE Corporation as I had a gut feeling that it was the right place for me and I 

was right. The next 9 years were great for all three of us. My husband worked in Boston for 9 months and 

spent the summers at a university in England. My son accompanied him to England every summer. My 

research progressed a great deal.  Several of my papers were published in premier journals. In addition, I 

had patents and also wrote my first book. In 1997 my son went university and he had opportunities in US 

(e.g., MIT) and UK and he chose to go to University of Cambridge in England. That was very difficult for 

me and I missed him a great deal. The next four years I cannot imagine how I was able to focus on my 

work. I did manage to write more books and papers and complete projects. But my heart was not in my 

work. On New Year’s Day in 2001 I made a resolution to make a change that year.  For the first time I 

felt that I had to follow my own instincts. On January 24, 2001 my friend from NSF asked me to take 

over her position for a year while she was on sabbatical. I said yes without even consulting with my 

husband. My friend lost no time and within a week had arranged for me to interview at NSF. My husband 

was reluctant in the beginning but said yes in the end as he wanted me to be happy. By May 2001 I was 

offered the IPA position at NSF for the Fall.   I was very excited, but also anxious as this was the first 

time I was going to be alone.  

I remember going to Washington in August 2001 to get my apartment and making arrangements for the 

move on September 30, 2001. Then came September 11
th
. I was devastated as one of my sponsors from 

the Treasury was hit by AA#11 while going into the world trade center for a meeting. At that time I had 

second thoughts about going to Washington. However my husband strongly encouraged me to go. On 

Sunday September 30
th
 was a sad day for me, especially when I said good bye to my husband. 

My one year at NSF turned out to be three and it was a great experience. Most weekends I went to Boston 

and off and on my husband would visit me in Washington. I believe that this arrangement was good for 

our marriage at that time and at times it was really exciting – almost like being newly-weds.  Also my son 

had finished his education and was working in London. I was slowly accepting the fact that he had grown 

up, and thoroughly enjoyed shopping with him for his clothes at fashionable stores in London. At NSF I 

started new programs, collaborated with other agencies, was invited to give talks at the White House 

Office of Science and Technology Policy as well as the United Nations. I was planning to return to 

Boston Fall 2004, but my mentor who was at UC Berkley suggested that I should try academia. So I 

started exploring possibilities in academia – being a tenured professor used to be my dream. I discussed 

with my husband and he was very supportive. He had three criteria. The city that I chose should not be 

too expensive to live, had to have excellent hospitals and preferably be a hub city. I had an additional 



criteria – job has to be a tenured full professor. I had a few offers, but the only university that matched all 

our criteria including being a major hub city was the University of Texas at Dallas. It was a growing 

university with massive investments and I felt I could really thrive in Dallas. 

I left Washington on October 2, 2004, spent a night in Boston and left for Dallas on October 3, 2004. At 

first it felt really odd living in such a massive and spacious city. It took me a year to get used to it. I 

believe strongly that Dallas is the ideal place for me. Believe it or not, I love the weather in Dallas, the 

people and the university. My son is now settled in US and is planning to get married to a woman of his 

choice; my husband now has a start up company and spends his time between Boston, Dallas and 

England. He is planning to move to Dallas when he retires.  

You may ask, what are the lessons I have learned through life’s experiences? I am very fortunate to have 

led a very rich and varied life, moving from Sri-Lanka to UK to US. I have travelled the world, 31 

countries to be precise, mostly to give keynote addresses at technical conferences. At times I have had 

many choices and at times I have had none. Through it all, I have tried my best to keep a positive attitude, 

to take advantage of all the opportunities offered to me, work hard, be flexible, be patient, and never 

lament on what I do not have. I always ask myself, what can I learn from my failures and my successes? 

How would I have done things differently? - and this only to improve my decisions and actions for the 

future. I remember my husband telling me early on in our marriage “everybody makes mistakes, the 

successful learn from them and the failures dwell on them”. This statement helped me a lot over the years. 

My mother used to say this to me often when I was growing up “little drops of water make a mighty 

ocean”. Therefore every step of the way, I focus on accumulating the little drops, e.g., a paper here and a 

book there. To me there is no ocean, it’s all in the little drops, and that gives me hope. I love planning my 

life, but very aware that it hardly ever works out the way you want it to, and I’m quick to adjust to reality.  

And, it’s not all about work and family for me. I have many hobbies – an avid sports fan (e.g., Tennis, 

Soccer), enjoy comedies (e.g., Bridget Jones Diary, Coupling), like music (e.g., Beatles, Michael Jackson, 

Strauss, Mozart), love reading (e.g., books by Jane Austin, George Elliott), hardly miss some magazines 

(e.g., Harpers Bazaar, Oprah), follow world news (e.g., Economist, Financial Times) and practice mindful 

meditation. I have dabbled at writing romance and mystery novels without success, had visions of being 

an artist with little artistic talent, pay attention to my appearance as it’s very important I believe for a 

professional woman to look elegant, but I can never quite put it all together, and so over the years have 

developed my own odd sense of fashion. Every bit of it is a learning experience for me that I cherish 

whether it is success or failure.  

Today at 54, I am more positive than ever. I can never ever look at a glass as half empty. By the grace of 

God, I hope I can have at least another 20 years of active working life ahead of me as there is so much to 

learn and so much to contribute to society.  Most of all I am very grateful to my husband for having 

supported me through thick and thin for the last 34 years.  
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Please visit my web site at http://www.utdallas.edu/~bxt043000 for details on my career.  
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