
One evening in April 2013, Weatherford Hall resident assistants 
Dustin Fernandes and Aaron LaVigne found themselves watch-
ing a video presentation by scientist and television personality 
Neil deGrasse Tyson, who argued that America is mortgaging its 
future on old ideas rather than inspiring the next generation of 
innovators.

That got Fernandes and LaVigne talking about how to help 
change that. By February 2015, they weren’t just shooting the 
breeze on the topic. They organized an event that blew into 
campus like a hurricane and figures to do so over and over for 
years to come: TEDxOregonStateU.

“It puts OSU on the map,” said Sastry Pantula, dean of the 
College of Science. “It will be an excellent recruiting tool for 
attracting a diverse set of students. This is just the beginning, 
and the TEDx committee this year laid a strong foundation for 
the future.”

TEDx events are local, independently organized versions of 
the annual TED Conference. TED, which stands for technology, 
entertainment and design, is a 31-year-old nonprofit whose sim-
ple mission is to spread ideas — dealing with almost every other 
conceivable subject in addition to the original three. The format 
is a presentation of 18 minutes or less, known as a TED Talk, and 
at www.ted.com more than 1,900 of them are viewable for free.

As they pondered the problem early in their process, Fer-
nandes and LaVigne concluded that inadequate collaboration 
among people from different backgrounds and fields is a major 
cause of the lack of innovation. So the sophomores — Fernandes 
a student in the College of Science, LaVigne in the College of 
Business — pondered ways to increase boundary-crossing col-
laboration among OSU students.

“We started talking about what platform can we use to open 
them up to new ideas, and we came back to TED,” Fernandes 
said. 

The pair brought another schoolmate onto the organizing 
team, computer science junior Vinay Bikkina, and resolved that 
TEDxOregonStateU would be a joint effort of the colleges of 
business, science and engineering. The legwork began with an 
appointment with Ilene Kleinsorge, the business dean.

“It was terrifying and awesome at the same time,” LaVigne 
said of that first executive-level meeting. “Ilene is a dynamite 
leader. If we hadn’t have gotten her first, we wouldn’t have been 
as confident going forward.” 

Kleinsorge helped the trio put together an impressive task 
force.

“I want to get involved with students who have a dream or vi-
sion of something they want to achieve and approach it in a very 
professional manner,” said Kleinsorge, who was joined on the 
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task force by Pantula; College of Engineering Dean Scott Ashford; 
Austin Entrepreneurship Program Manager Dale McCauley, ’11, 
’13, who went to British Columbia for TED training; and university 
vice presidents Steve Clark, ’75, and Rick Spinrad, ’78, ’82. 

Later, former engineering dean Ron Adams, ’70, ’82, took over 
for Spinrad when the latter left OSU for the National Oceanic 
and Atmospheric Administration, and Adams’ industry contacts 
proved a boon for attracting sponsors.

Adams helped come up with the “disruption” theme for TEDx-
OregonStateU.

With the task force in place and OSU obtaining a five-year TED 
license thanks to McCauley’s training, the chase for speakers, 
who per TED rules can get help with travel expenses but receive 
no speaking fees, began in earnest.

First to commit was Emily Calandrelli, an MIT-educated former 
NASA research assistant who works to promote STEM literacy. 
Calandrelli had liked a Neil Armstrong video Fernandes had post-
ed on Instagram, one thing led to another, and Calandrelli, now 
the producer and host of FOX’s “Xploration Outer Space,” was on 
board in August 2014. 

Over the next three months, the lineup firmed, with “Project 
Runway” winner and Portland fashion designer Michelle Lesniak 
completing a roster that also included David Edelstein, director of 
the Grameen Foundation’s Technology Center; former TV news-
man Hanson Hosein, who directs the communication leadership 
graduate program at the University of Washington; and OSU 
Honors College microbiology senior Matthew Kaiser, a research 
fellow at the Linus Pauling Institute, whose talk was geared to-
ward the ethical implications of already-developed technologies 
that make it possible to “upgrade” the human race. 

At right, Portland fashion designer and “Project Runway” winner 
Michelle Lesniak was a crowd favorite at TEDxOregonStateU. Above, 
student organizers (left to right) Aaron LaVigne, Dustin Fernandes and 
Vinay Bikkina thanked the crowd. (Photos by Hannah O’Leary)
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“We all need to contribute to the discussion,” he said. “There 
are limits, but who gets to decide those limits, and how are they 
enforced? That’s the whole crux of the discussion.”

A sellout crowd of 1,200 turned out in the LaSells Stewart 
Center’s Austin Auditorium for the event, while more than 1,050 
viewers in 10 different countries watched the live stream.

The talks can be found online at bit.ly/TedXOregonStateU.
Though Fernandes, LaVigne and Bikkina will all have graduated 

by the time the next school year begins, the date is secured (Feb. 

11, 2016) and planning is already under way for the 2016 edition 
of TEDxOregonStateU. It’s expected to be the second of five 
annual TEDx events on campus.

“We’re starting to get all students to think about all these 
new disruptive ideas, to think about other areas than what they 
study,” Bikkina said.

“The university benefits from getting these great speakers, 
and this lets OSU become a hub for disruptive ideas and become 
known as a place where ideas generate that are TED worthy.”q
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