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Welcome
Welcome to the University of North Texas and our 
TEDxUNT event! Our creative and caring students, 
faculty, staff, and alumni work daily to “Create the 
Change” that propels our world forward through 
meaningful research, social advocacy, and innovation. 

Today you will hear from members of the Mean Green 
Family who are passionate about important issues 
facing our world. Our speakers tackle topics like 
the power of curiosity, women in science, and the 
criminalization of the mentally ill. By sharing their unique 
experiences and expert opinions, our TEDxUNT speakers 
will inspire you to consider new ways to engage as a 
changemaker within your own communities.  

We hope you enjoy today’s event whether you are 
joining us in person or online. Be sure to share your 
favorite #TEDxUNT talks with your network, as each of 
our talks will be available at TEDxUNT.org.

Working together, we can “Create the Change” that will 
help our communities thrive!

Neal Smatresk 
UNT President 

@UNTprez

About TEDx, x = independently organized event

In the spirit of ideas worth spreading, TEDx is a program of local, self-
organized events that bring people together to share a TED-like experience. 
At a TEDx event, TED Talks videos and live speakers combine to spark deep 
discussion and connection. These local, self-organized events are branded 
TEDx, where x = independently organized TED event. The TED Conference 
provides general guidance for the TEDx program, but individual TEDx events 
are self-organized. (Subject to certain rules and regulations.)

About TED

TED is a nonprofit organization devoted to Ideas Worth Spreading. 
Started as a four-day conference in California 30 years ago, TED has 
grown to support its mission with multiple initiatives. The two annual TED 
Conferences invite the world’s leading thinkers and doers to speak for 
18 minutes or less. Many of these talks are then made available, free, at 
TED.com. TED speakers have included Bill Gates, Jane Goodall, Elizabeth 
Gilbert, Sir Richard Branson, Nandan Nilekani, Philippe Starck, Ngozi 
Okonjo-Iweala, Sal Khan and Daniel Kahneman. 

The annual TED Conference takes place each spring in Vancouver, British 
Columbia. TED’s media initiatives include TED.com, where new TED Talks 
are posted daily; TED Translators, which provides subtitles and interactive 
transcripts as well as translations from volunteers worldwide; and the 
educational initiative TED-Ed. TED has established The Audacious Project 
that takes a collaborative approach to funding ideas with the potential to 
create change at thrilling scale; TEDx, which supports individuals or groups 
in hosting local, self-organized TED-style events around the world; and the 
TED Fellows program, helping world-changing innovators from around the 
globe to amplify the impact of their remarkable projects and activities. 

Follow TED on Twitter at http://twitter.com/TEDTalks, or on Facebook at 
http://www.facebook.com/TED.



Rudy Reynoso
Emcee

Rudy Reynoso was the first Latino student body 
president at UNT and a Student Regent on the UNT 
System Board of Regents, as well as a beatboxer 
and president of the UNT Green Tones. Reynoso, 
who earned his bachelor’s degree in communication 
and media studies, also served as an admissions 
counselor at UNT. He currently operates his own 
video production company, 2x2 Media, with his 
brother and fellow UNT alum, Edward. For the past 
15 years, he has entertained audiences across the 
U.S. and internationally as a professional sleight-
of-hand artist. He has helped “create the change” 
by hosting magic lessons and music performances 
for schools, nursing homes, churches and nonprofit 
fundraisers to share his magic and inspire the next 
generation of magicians. 

Cassini Nazir
Curiosity is an Invitation

Dr. Cassini Nazir is a program director and clinical 
associate professor at UNT, where he teaches 
classes in design thinking and interaction design. 
In Spring 2020, he served as designer-in-residence 
for SMU’s Master of Arts in Design and Innovation. 
Prior to UNT, Dr. Nazir taught at UT Dallas, where 
he was founding director of the ATEC Usability 
Lab. He also served as director of design for 
ArtSciLab, a transdisciplinary research lab helping 
the arts, science and technology communities by 
pursuing initiatives of societal urgency and cultural 
timeliness. He has collaborated with art historians, 
biochemists, brain scientists, futurists, materials 
scientists and new media artists.



Melanie Ward
Where Are All the SANEs?

A UNT biology alumna and Terry Transfer Scholar, 
Melanie Ward hopes to open her own clinic and 
serve the rural community through osteopathic 
medicine. As an adult survivor of child sexual 
abuse and trauma, she is fervent about educating 
and empowering others to protect themselves 
and report assault. Her honors thesis focused on 
the experiences of sexual assault nurse examiners 
and how to support them in their work. She 
mentors young mothers at her local church and 
has a passion for teaching others about healthy 
boundaries. She and her husband, Michael, who 
have been married for 26 years, have an adult son 
and daughter and three adorable grandchildren. 
They live in Fort Worth and are adjusting to the 
empty nest life with their two spoiled cats.

The Percussion Ensemble
The Percussion Ensemble at UNT is a diverse and innovative program that 
has set high standards in percussion education and performance for decades. 
Part of the largest school of music in the United States, this select percussion 
ensemble directed by Mark Ford has performed at a variety of music festivals 
and conventions, including the Percussive Arts Society International Convention, 
The Texas Music Educators Association Convention, and international concerts 
in France, Belgium, Poland and Croatia. The ensemble has recorded two CDs, 
Marimba Heritage and Vespertine Formations.
 
In addition to this outstanding ensemble, UNT boasts one of the finest jazz 
drum set programs in the world, and according to Bleacher Report, the 
best College Drum Line in the country. To further enhance their educational 
offerings, UNT percussion students also benefit from numerous ethnic 
ensembles, including Gamelan, Steel Band, African, Afro-Cuban, Brazilian and 
South Indian ensembles. 

The following selections were performed:

Cabasa (2019) by Mark Ford (b. 1958)
The UNT Percussion Ensemble

Head Talk (1987) by Mark Ford 
The UNT Percussion Ensemble



Melanie Ecker
How Can We Use Plastics in a Smart Way?

Dr. Melanie Ecker is an assistant professor and 
director of the Ecker Lab: Smart Polymers for 
Biomedical Applications in UNT’s Department of 
Biomedical Engineering, where her research interests 
include polymer science and biomedical engineering. 
She hopes the combination of both fields will lead 
to the development of next-generation biomedical 
devices based on polymeric biomaterials, such as 
conformal and biocompatible neural devices, to study 
the electrophysiology of the enteric nervous system. 
Dr. Ecker has published 27 peer-reviewed publications 
with more than 480 citations, holds two patents, and 
has delivered numerous presentations at national 
and international conferences. In the Ecker Lab, she 
currently mentors a group of six undergraduate 
and six graduate students from diverse and 
multidisciplinary backgrounds, and is the faculty 
advisor for the Biomedical Engineering Society 
student organization.

Daniel Murphy
A Single Moment in an Individual’s Life

Daniel Murphy, who earned his MBA with a 
concentration in strategic management from 
UNT, has spent years at Fortune 500 companies 
— including Ulta, The Home Depot and UPS — 
leading large, cross-functional warehouse teams 
in fast-paced and high-pressure environments. 
Throughout his career, Murphy has made it a 
point to challenge the status quo when the best 
interests of his stakeholders were jeopardized. 
Standing up for what’s right, he says, is rarely easy, 
but is essential to the health and success of any 
organization, whether a family, business or nation. 
He currently heads fulfillment operations for the 
venture capital-backed startup Saltbox, where 
speaking truth to power is a growing part of the 
organization’s DNA.



Reagan Kremer
The Criminalization of the Mentally Ill 

Reagan Kremer is currently pursuing a bachelor’s 
degree in social work at UNT. Kremer, who 
grew up with her nine siblings in Independence, 
Iowa, moved to Texas in 2017 and received her 
associate degree from North Central Texas 
College before transferring to UNT in 2020. She 
is passionate about advocating for better mental 
health resources and hopes to further challenge 
the stigmas that surround mental illness. Kremer, 
a first-generation college student, has battled her 
own mental health issues since she was 15, and 
says the support she has received from others has 
been not only life changing, but lifesaving. Her 
personal experience has deepened her passion 
for mental health advocacy, and she eventually 
plans to pursue her master’s degree through 
UNT’s social work program.

Sweetwater Combo
The Sweetwater Combo is a jazz group named after The Sweetwater Grill 
and Tavern, a tasty pub-style restaurant located on the Denton Square that 
regularly featured live jazz before the pandemic. While live music may not 
be in full “swing” just yet, the Sweetwater Combo brings a crisp energy 
and positive spirit despite the current challenges musicians face. The group 
is comprised of mainly upperclassmen and graduate students, making 
for a seasoned ensemble capable of playing many styles. The combo’s 
repertoire consists of fresh arrangements of standard jazz tunes as well as 
original compositions written by the band members. The rhythm section 
— with Will St. Peter on guitar, Josh Newbury on bass, Will O’Rourke on 
drums, and Jaray Petty on piano — play as a solid unit, as most of them 
also accompany the UNT Jazz Singers, the university’s top vocal jazz 
ensemble. The front line includes Jackson Churchill on trombone, Trevor 
English on tenor saxophone, Caleb Pittman on trumpet, and Kira Goidel 
on voice. Their director is Professor Brad Leali, who oversees UNT’s Jazz 
Saxophone Studio.



Diana Cervantes
Person-Centered Prevention:  
The Key to Pandemic Progress

Dr. Diana Cervantes is an assistant professor 
and director in UNTHSC’s School of Public 
Health. Previous to her current role, she served 
as a bioterrorism response microbiologist and 
epidemiologist for Tarrant County Public Health and 
as chief epidemiologist for the Texas Department 
of State Health Services, Health Service Region 2/3, 
which provides services to 49 counties in North 
Texas. In that role, Dr. Cervantes led a team of seven 
epidemiologists to implement infectious disease 
surveillance and prevention and control activities 
in response to major public health issues including 
Ebola and the 2009 influenza pandemic. She 
recently was recognized as one of Fort Worth Inc.’s 
“400 Most Influential People” for helping protect 
the community’s health during the pandemic by 
providing media interviews to answer some of the 
public’s top questions about COVID-19 and provide 
practical, science-based answers.

Genesis  
McGrue-Johnson 
The Continued Success of ALL Our Youth

Genesis McGrue-Johnson is a senior majoring in 
criminal justice with a minor in psychology who 
eventually plans to pursue a Ph.D. in criminology 
focusing on adolescent behavior, theories and 
the juvenile justice system. This year’s recipient 
of the College of Health and Public Service’s 
undergraduate Outstanding Criminal Justice Student 
Award, McGrue-Johnson ultimately hopes to 
become a professor and advocate for adolescents 
in the juvenile justice system and conduct research 
within the criminal justice field. A McNair scholar, 
she is currently working on an original research 
project examining the effects of adolescent labeling 
in school on adult behavior. McGrue-Johnson 
encourages change through open discussions and 
hopes her willingness to hear differing perspectives 
inspires others to be open minded about community 
issues and solutions. 



Andrea  
Sasha Ortiz
The Power of Support

Andrea Sasha Ortiz is a fifth-year doctoral 
candidate in clinical psychology and is the reigning 
International Ms. Texas 2021, a role in which she 
serves as an ambassador, speaker and advocate. Her 
primary purpose is to inspire and empower women 
through her community service initiative, E^3: 
Economic Empowerment through Entrepreneurship. 
While studying at UNT, she collaborated with 
members of the UNT System Board of Regents to 
launch the Interdisciplinary Mentorship Program 
and served as vice president of Marketing and 
Communications and sitting president of the 

Graduate Student Council.

Dellandra 
Adams 
Fostering Success

Dellandra Adams is a doctoral student 
in educational psychology at UNT, 
where her research examines racial and 
gender role-related risk and protective 
factors in marginalized communities 
to improve the quality of education for 
marginalized adolescents and adults. 
Adams previously earned a bachelor’s 
degree in social work and a master’s 
degree in educational psychology and 

rehabilitation studies from UNT.



Corinne  
French  
Leading Lightly: Ideas for Women in Leadership

Corinne French is the student services 
coordinator in UNT’s Division of Student Affairs, 
where she organizes district involvement with the 
Eagle Advantage Program, plans on-campus and 
virtual transition programs for high school juniors 
and seniors, and facilitates college transition 
workshops in high schools. She is the advisor 
for Her Campus UNT and serves on the national 
board of Empowering Women as Leaders. 
French, who has more than 10 years of public-
school board service, is currently in her second 
term as board president of Valley View ISD. 
She also serves on the executive board of the 
North Texas Area Association of School Boards 
(NTAASB) and as the Region 11 TASB Director 
in Austin, where she uses her higher education 
background to bring a balanced perspective to 
public-school advocacy. 

Ione Hunt  
von Herbing   
My Call to Ocean Adventure

Dr. Ione Hunt von Herbing is associate professor 
and director of the Marine Conservation and 
Aquatic Physiological Laboratory (MCAPL) in 
UNT’s Department of Biological Sciences. Over 
the past 15 years, her concern for the deteriorating 
health of global oceans and wild fisheries — and 
lack of sustainably farmed fish — led her to 
use probiotics in her research to increase the 
health and productivity of farmed fish in Texas 
and Mexico. In conjunction with UNT graduate 
students, she holds two patents, including a 
treatment for the human disease PKU using a 
genetically modified probiotic. Most recently, Dr. 
Hunt von Herbing teamed with UNT chemists, 
physicists and engineers to learn more about the 
diverse challenges of climate change on ocean 
and human health to identify interdisciplinary and 
global solutions for a better future.  



THANK YOU  
to the Division of Research and Innovation 

for being a sponsor for this year’s  
TEDxUNT: Create the Change.

As a Carnegie-ranked Tier One research university, 
UNT is committed to driving change for today’s 

most pressing problems. From fine arts to 
technology, humanities to life sciences, and music to 

entrepreneurship, our students collaborate with faculty 
who are experts in their fields to develop out-of-

the-box solutions for issues such as climate change, 
racial and ethnic disparities, and next-generation 

additive manufacturing. It is clear UNT is creating and 
advancing innovative research, art and scholarship.



THANK YOU!

It took many individuals and units across campus coordinating with the Division 
of University Brand Strategy and Communications to make this TEDxUNT 
possible. Special thanks and appreciation to:

Dining Services

Eagle Ambassadors

Kalli Fatta, Office of the President

Green Jackets

John Green, Facilities Sign Shop

Kayla Green, College of Engineering

Christi Hestand, Division of Inclusion, 
Diversity, Equity and Access

Lucky

North Texas Dancers

North Texas Cheer

Dean John Richmond and the College 
of Music

Scrappy

University Union Staff

Vishal Malhotra, Center for Learning, 
Experimentation, Application and 
Research

Megan Wheeler, Office of the President




