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S H Y A M A L A  R A T N A Y E K E,  A S S I S T A N T P R OF E S SO R  O F  B I O L O GY

On meeting Dr. Shyamala Ratnayeke, assistant professor of biology, one may observe a soft-spoken person, but beneath the unassuming 
exterior is a powerful intellect and a courageous ecologist. Much like Dian Fossey—a woman famous for her research with mountain gorillas 
and someone she admires—Ratnayeke is a renowned observer of wildlife in their natural habitats. She has studied the behaviors and patterns 
of raccoons in Tennessee, sloth bears in Sri Lanka, and currently, Grizzlies at GGC. 

“During my interview they told me about the mascot [being a grizzly] and I couldn’t believe it,” says Ratnayeke, “I thought - this is a sign.” 

She says she “had to accept” the offer to teach at GGC. 

Heavily influenced by her father, she has always been interested in nature. She is originally from Sri Lanka and worked on her masters at the 
University of Peradeniya, studying zoology and animal behavior. 

She was excited to have the opportunity to return to her roots in Sri Lanka and be a part of research she considers pioneering. The research 
project involved radio collaring sloth bears to record home range and habitat use and a survey to map their current distribution in the country. 

“I was never really comfortable walking in among these bears because they are very 
aggressive,” says Ratnayeke. “We had two occasions when we were charged and one where 
we walked in on a sleeping female. She was ten feet away and I could see the hairs on her 
belly going up and down from breathing.” 

She continues to publish her findings and is scheduled to present some of the project’s results 
at the International Association of Bears Research and Management conference in the 
Republic of Georgia in May. 

She relates these encounters to adventures she had while accompanying her husband, who is 
also a biologist, on his own research projects. On one such research trip to the Okefenokee 
Swamp Park in South Georgia, an alligator swam under their canoe. 

“That’s a little unsettling, especially when they swim up to check you out. You can’t see very 
far into the black swamp water,” says Ratnayeke. 

However, she expresses assurance that the alligators in that area are not accustomed to 
people and more likely to avoid than attack human beings. 

Her current research is a collaborative effort with other GGC faculty and students. They will be 
examining carnivores, arthropods, plants and fungi to look at patterns of diversity among 
forest patches surrounding GGC. 

The wealth derived from her research has become a powerful tool that informs Ratnayeke’s 
teaching. 

“I like students to think critically,” says Ratnayeke. 

Her classes revolve around teaching her students to think for themselves and not necessarily take what she says or what the book says at face 
value. Instead, she challenges them to seek out their own evidence and evaluate it, a skill she says can be applied in most situations, not just 
in biology class. 

Focusing her attention on critical thinking creates another rewarding aspect to her career as an educator. She thrives in an environment of 
uncertainty where you cannot entirely predict or be prepared for every question a student may ask. 

“That’s how you get a good discussion going,” says Ratnayeke, who encourages her students to dispute her. Many times she learns from their 
questions because it sparks her curiosity to look things up or brings new ideas to her attention. 

Ratnayeke currently teaches ecology, general biology and non-majors biology. The 
theme she has developed for her non-majors course is biodiversity. Despite the 
work to develop a theme-based course, the fact that it is based on her own 
interests and specialization creates a unique enthusiasm and ownership to the 
class that transfers directly to her students. Conservation biology is another non-
majors course that she would like to develop and teach, which would create more 
opportunities for her to get outside and explore the campus with her students. 

Away from the GGC campus, she likes to experiment in the kitchen and considers 
herself quite successful. 

“I find it relaxes me, and there’s a lot of creativity to it. I experiment all the time,” says Ratnayeke. “Having a recipe means that I have to 
change it! I have to modify it and put my own spin on it.” 

View her professional profile for more information. 

  

  

Dr. Shyamala Ratnayeke closely monitors a 
sleeping sloth bear while conducting research 
in Sri Lanka. The bear had been tranquilized 
to be fitted with a radio collar and tracked for 
observation and further study.
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