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About the UL System 
Established in 1974, the University 
of Louisiana System is the largest 
postsecondary education system in 
the state, enrolling over 83,000 
students and employing approxi-
mately 9,000 people at eight uni-
versities.  The UL System produces 
the majority of the state’s public 
four-year graduates in education, 
business, engineering, nursing and 
pharmacy.  UL System institutions 
are Grambling State University, 
Louisiana Tech University, McNeese 
State University, Nicholls State Uni-
versity, Northwestern State Univer-
sity, Southeastern Louisiana Univer-
sity, the University of Louisiana at 
Lafayette and the University of  
Louisiana at Monroe. 

Graduates impacting Louisiana’s 
communities and beyond 
Previously you may have read about the new tradition: non-traditional 
students.  Or, perhaps you recall a piece that focused on valuable stu-
dent learning experiences offered at University of Louisiana System insti-
tutions.  Now I would like to direct your attention to results, specifically, 
what constitutes success for higher education. 

There are numerous ways to measure productivity at college campuses 
from enrollment numbers to degrees awarded to (the limited but none-
theless popular) graduation rate. 

These data are important, but they fail to capture the essential human 
element in all we do.  Thus, I encourage you to read about Jennifer 
Clark, David Kinnison, Joseph Sonnier, John Weimer, Trey Rogers, Leslie 
Ross Smith, Kellie DeReese, Mike O’Neal, Marcus Morton and Antoine 
Smith and his wife, Dr. Jennifer Waller-Smith.   

These former UL System students are making impacts in Louisiana’s  
communities and beyond.  They are part of higher education’s success. 
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Sonnier teaches math, science 
and social studies to two groups 
of third graders.  Higher educa-
tion has always been a lifelong 
dream.  It took him eight years, 
while working full-time, to earn 
his bachelor’s degree in elemen-
tary education. 

Neither of Sonnier’s parents 
completed high school.  His fa-
ther left school in the eighth 
grade and his mother dropped 
out when she was a junior in 
high school, both because of 
family obligations. 

By Christine Payton 
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Joseph Sonnier has worked at 
Port Barre Elementary since 
1981.  The older students re-
member him as Mr. Sonnier, the 
janitor.  Now, he is Mr. Sonnier, 
the teacher. 

“When I was still a custodian, 
they were just in kindergarten 
and coming up.  You think that 
kids are not going to respect you 
because, ‘Oh, he was just a jani-
tor.’  Those kids respect me 
more because they see what I’ve 
done and what I’ve accom-
plished,” he said in an interview. 

From custodian 
to teacher,  

UL Lafayette 
grad is “Still  
Mr. Sonnier” 

Joseph 
Sonnier 
teaches 
third 
grade 
math, 
science, 
and  
social 
studies 
at Port 
Barre 
Elemen-
tary. 
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With the approval of St. Landry 
Parish school officials, Sonnier 
began a grueling schedule that 
would last for the next two-and-
a-half years.  His workday began 
early each morning.  Most nights, 
he got only two or three hours of 
sleep. 

He faced personal challenges 
during this time as well.  In De-
cember 2006, Sonnier’s father 
died of complications from Lou 
Gehrig’s Disease.  “I was in the 
middle of finals, but I didn’t 
want to have to retake any 
courses.  It was kind of rough, 
but I got through it.” 

Finals rolled around again the 
following May and Sonnier would 
suffer another loss.  His mother 
died of cancer.  Again, he 
pushed through, taking his final 
exams in the midst of grief.  He 
earned a perfect 4.0 grade point 
average in each trying semester. 

He credits his family, especially 
his wife, for supporting him.  
He’s also grateful to “great pro-
fessors who stood by my side 
when I was going through all of 
this.  They kept me going; they 
kept inspiring me.” 

In pursuing his education, Son-
nier developed a new identity.   

“People looked at me not as a 
custodian, but as a person who’s 
being educated by the univer-
sity.  It wasn’t the idea of me 
being a custodian and going to 
college.  It was that somebody, 
no matter how old he was, took 
the initiative to go back to 
school to make himself better, 
and the university supported 
that.” 

In May 2008, Sonnier graduated 
with a 3.85 grade point average, 
the sixth highest in his class.  In 
the fall, he traded in his custo-
dian’s coveralls for a shirt and 
tie and returned to Port Barre 
Elementary School. 

He plans to pursue a master’s 
degree in administration and su-
pervision to become a principal. 

“I believe God has a way of using 
people for certain things.  And, I 
really feel that I am, I guess, a 
messenger that you can do any-
thing if you set your mind to it.  
It’s not where you start, it’s 
where you finish.” 

 

Even though his parents lacked 
diplomas, “they stressed the im-
portance of education,” Sonnier 
said.  He finished fifth in his 
class at Leonville High School in 
1979.  The following fall, he en-
rolled at Southern University, 
majoring in electrical engineer-
ing. 

He eventually dropped out to 
help with family obligations.  He 
went on to work at several jobs 
before becoming a custodian at 
Port Barre Elementary. 

At home, Sonnier and his wife, 
Felicia, emphasized education—
by their words and example.  
While their sons, Shaun and Mau-
rice, were in high school, Felicia 
earned a degree in accounting 
from Louisiana Technical Col-
lege.   

After both boys had graduated 
from high school, Sonnier said to 
himself, “Well, I think it’s my 
turn.” 

He enrolled at the University of 
Louisiana at Lafayette, but was 
able to attend most of his 
classes in Eunice, thanks to the 
2+2 elementary education pro-
gram, in which UL Lafayette in-
structors teach courses on the 
LSU-Eunice campus. 

He began in August 2000 as a 
part-time student and attended 
night classes, slowly earning col-
lege credits.  By the spring of 
2005, however, the remaining 
classes he needed were not of-
fered at night. 
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“People looked at me not 
as a custodian, but as a 
person who’s being edu-
cated by the university.  
It wasn’t the idea of me 
being a custodian and go-
ing to college.  It was 
that somebody, no matter 
how old he was, took the 
initiative to go back to 
school to make himself 
better, and the university 
supported that.” 

- Joseph Sonnier 



neering, construction, technol-
ogy, environmental and indus-
trial services.  A Fortune 500 
company, The Shaw Group has 
more than 27,000 employees in 
strategic locations around the 
world. 

Behind the scenes in the com-
pany’s Baton Rouge headquar-
ters, Southeastern Louisiana Uni-
versity graduate David Kinnison 
serves as one of the company’s 
key financial professionals.   

Southeastern 
grad is  

“The Numbers 
Man” at Shaw 

Following many major disasters 
around the world—from Hurri-
cane Katrina in New Orleans to 
recent tsunami damage to nu-
clear power plants in Japan—one 
Louisiana-based company is 
likely to be at the forefront of 
helping restore operations. 

The Shaw Group, Inc., a com-
pany founded in 1987 in Baton 
Rouge as a fabrication shop, has 
evolved into a highly diversified 
operation encompassing engi-By Rene Abadie 
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David Kinnison in his office at 
The Shaw Group headquarters 
in Baton Rouge is surrounded 

by Southeastern memorabilia. 
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eastern.  His mother is a South-
eastern graduate, as are his two 
sisters, two uncles, a cousin, his 
wife and brother-in-law.  Now 
his daughter has enrolled, mak-
ing a three-generation legacy of 
Kinnisons at Southeastern. 

He credits Southeastern for giv-
ing him the knowledge base to 
understand how the accounting 
system is supposed to work. 

“My experience at Southeastern 
prepared me to deal with the 
choices and decisions that I face 
every day,” he said. 

Kinnison is a certified public ac-
countant and certified treasury 
professional.  Prior to joining 
Shaw, he formed and managed 
his own company and later 
worked at CNG Producing Com-
pany in New Orleans and Ocean 
Energy, Inc. of Baton Rouge. 

The Kinnison family supports the 
university on many levels.  “We 
have tickets to football, baseball 
and basketball, so we’re out 
there quite a bit at Southeast-
ern,” he said.  His wife is a 
member of PRIDE, an organiza-

tion that provides mentoring and 
fund raising support for the 
women’s basketball team. 

David Kinnison attributes his suc-
cess in life to several factors: a 
supportive family, a good work 
ethic, and a solid preparation for 
his work in life. 

“I’ve been blessed with my fam-
ily and with many opportuni-
ties,” he said.  “I think success 
comes from plain hard work 
every day and doing what needs 
to be done.” 

Having joined Shaw in 1998 as 
budget and treasury operations 
manager, he now holds the title 
of company vice president and 
treasurer.  In his current posi-
tion, he is responsible for man-
aging banking relationships, 
credit facilities and other types 
of financing for the multi-billion 
dollar company. 

“When I started with Shaw, we 
were an oil and gas pipe fabrica-
tor and that’s all we did,” said 
Kinnison, a 1988 accounting 
graduate of Southeastern.  “Now 
our pipe fabrication business is 
one of our smaller units.  We 
build power plants, refineries, 
and chemical facilities all over 
the world.” 

Kinnison is one of numerous 
Southeastern alumni who are 
making their marks in a wide va-
riety of businesses, industries 
and government.  Among some 
of the more recognized alumni 
are: Robin Roberts, anchor of 
ABC’s Good Morning America; 
U.S. Federal Judges James Brady 
and Carl J. Barbier; distinguished 
opera stars Donald George and 
Daveda Karanas; entrepreneur 
Roger Wang, chairman and chief 
executive officer of the Golden 
Eagle International Group, a 
highly successful real estate and 
retail business conglomerate in 
China; and Pulitzer Prize winning 
journalist Russell Carollo. 

A native of Hammond, Kinnison 
and his family have a long his-
tory at Southeastern.  His par-
ents, Ruth and Jimmie Kinnison, 
both taught accounting at South-
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“My experience at  
Southeastern prepared 

me to deal with the 
choices and decisions 

that I face every day.” 

- David Kinnison 
Vice President & Treasurer 

The Shaw Group, Inc. 



200-300 words children his age 
normally use. 

Clark has a particular passion for 
working with populations in rural 
and underserved areas, including 
her home parish of Morehouse.  
Last year, she graduated from the 
University of Louisiana at Monroe 
with a master’s degree in Speech-
Language Pathology, where she 
learned how to evaluate and treat 
speech and related disorders of 
communication.  Now she has 
taken what she learned to help 
improve the lives of the numerous 
clients she treats in northeast 
Louisiana. 

ULM grad is 
changing lives 
one syllable at 

a time 

It’s 9 a.m. and Jennifer Clark, a 
speech-language pathologist in 
Bastrop, is gingerly leaning into 
her young client and whispering 
this word into his ear — snake. 

“Ssssssnake.  Can you feel my 
breath as I am making the sound 
of snake, Brit?” she asks, as she 
repeats the word and its corre-
sponding sounds again, 
“Ssssssnake.” 

It seems a minor thing, but Clark 
is planting the seeds for language 
development that could bump the 
two-year-old patient from his cur-
rent limitations in vocabulary—
about 10 words—to the average By Keli Jacobi 
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University of Louisiana at Monroe graduate and speech pathologist Jennifer Clark works with 
Britain Yates, 2, at the Morehouse Outpatient Rehab Clinic in Bastrop. 
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been a part of her makeup.  Her 
diverse career path has taken her 
from work as a Spanish teacher to 
being an art gallery owner giving 
art lessons to children.  She de-
cided to give the accelerated 
Speech-Language Pathology Pro-
gram at ULM a try after having 
earned a General Studies degree 
and a B.A. in Fine Art at the uni-
versity. 

“When I began the program, I was 
immediately drawn to my lan-
guage professor, Dr. Linda Bryan,” 
said Clark.  “I identified with her 
as she shared with our class that 
speech-language pathology was 
her second career.  She had been 
a librarian at one time...She 
looked at all of us and said some-
thing like, ‘You will never be sorry 
that you chose this career.  It is so 
rewarding.’” 

After that, Clark was hooked. 

“The faculty is dedicated to keep-
ing up with new research and pre-
paring students for the work envi-
ronment,” she said.  “Basically, 
they taught me to think.  There is 
no way that my professors could 
have prepared me for every single 
client that would come my way, 
but they gave me the tools to fig-
ure out what to do.  When I come 
across something that I’ve never 
seen before, I know how to find 
out.  I have the tools to figure out 
the puzzle.” 

According to Clark’s mentor, Dr. 
Linda Bryan, speech-language pa-
thologists are qualified to treat 
individuals in several areas of 
communication development, in-
cluding language, cognitive, 
voice, articulation, fluency, swal-
lowing difficulties, as well as 

hearing impairment.  The gradu-
ate program at ULM prepares stu-
dents such as Clark to provide di-
rect clinical services in hospitals, 
schools, rehabilitation centers, 
and private practice, she said. 

ULM’s speech-language pathology 
students receive much of their 
clinical training in the new Kitty 
DeGree Speech and Hearing Cen-
ter, a state-of-the-art facility that 
serves clients of all ages.  Depart-
ment Head Dr. Johanna Boult said 
the clinic helps address the ongo-
ing national shortage of speech-
language pathologists in both hos-
pital and school settings, espe-
cially in inner city and rural ar-
eas. 

“A recent study by ULM research-
ers indicates that the shortage of 
School-based SLPs has existed in 
several Louisiana parishes for 
seven years or more,” said Boult. 

That’s why new graduates like 
Jennifer Clark are so critical to 
the region, according to Bryan. 

“Jennifer was the kind of student 
that was not only incredibly 
bright, talented, and articulate 
when it came to academics, but 
she is also one of the most com-
passionate and caring individuals 
that I have ever had the honor to 
know,” Bryan said. 

“The specific need for speech-
language pathology services in the 
rural parishes of northeast Louisi-
ana is critical and I am proud Jen-
nifer is helping fill that need.  She 
was one of the students who 
touched me most deeply in my 13 
years at ULM.” 

“It’s all about communication,” 
she said.  “Once children grasp 
the concept that they can commu-
nicate to get the things they want 
or need, there’s usually an explo-
sion in vocabulary.  You can’t stop 
it.” 

Clark works three days a week at 
Morehouse Outpatient Rehab 
Clinic, treating a broad range of 
patients with a variety of commu-
nication issues.  The other two 
days Clark works with Early Steps, 
an early intervention program, 
treating the developmental delays 
of babies and toddlers in their 
homes. 

“When I decided to go back to 
school, I wanted to do something 
that was family friendly, since I 
had two children,” Clark said.  “I 
had a friend who was a speech-
language pathologist.  I had never 
heard of the profession before and 
really didn’t understand what it 
was all about, but I liked the idea 
of working in a variety of settings 
and helping others...and I am so 
grateful I made that choice.” 

Clark came to her current career 
in a roundabout way, but the de-
sire to help others has always 
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“There is no way that my 
professors could have 
prepared me for every 
single client that would 
come my way, but they 
gave me the tools to fig-
ure out what to do.” 

- Jennifer Clark 
Speech Pathologist 



A degree from Nicholls State 
University can take the bearer to 
many places.  Just ask John 
Weimer, associate justice of the 
Louisiana Supreme Court, who 
graduated from Nicholls in 1976 
with a bachelor’s degree in  
business. 

“The education received at 
Nicholls enabled me to attend 
law school and serves as a foun-
dation to my career,” Weimer 
told The Nicholls Worth, the uni-
versity’s independent student 
newspaper. 

While at Nicholls, Weimer par-
ticipated in the Student Govern-
ment Association and worked at 
both The Nicholls Worth and 
KNSU, activities that he said 
“helped develop certain skills 
that have helped me throughout 
my career.” 

Upon graduation, Weimer earned 
a law degree from LSU, spent 15 
years in private practice and 
taught business law at Nicholls.  
He was a full-time faculty mem-
ber for eight years while in pri-
vate practice, until he was 

Business grads 
from Nicholls 

go far 

By Graham Harvey 
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John Weimer, associate justice of the Lou-
isiana Supreme Court, graduated from 
Nicholls in 1976 with a bachelor’s degree 
in business. 



“The College of Business  
Administration provided me 

with the fundamental  
principles and knowledge 

needed to succeed in a fast-
growing business environ-
ment.  The professors and  

instructors challenged their 
students to think outside of 

the box whether through 
homework assignments, 
group projects or casual 

class discussions.” 

- Trey Rogers, Class of ’05 
PricewaterhouseCoopers LLP 

For More Information Visit:  
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assignments, group pro-
jects or casual class dis-
cussions.” 

Rogers is not alone in his 
career success.  Profes-
sionals who graduated 
from Nicholls can be found 
in a wide variety of posi-
tions: 

• Tim Emerson, first 
vice president of  
investments at Smith Barney, 
Bachelor of Science in Fi-
nance, 1990; 

• Dean Falgoust, vice presi-
dent and general counsel for 
Freeport McMoran Cooper 
and Gold Inc., Bachelor of 
Science in Accounting, 1978; 

• Barry Melancon,  
president and CEO of the 
American Institute of CPAs, 
Bachelor of Science in Ac-
counting, 1978, and MBA, 
1980; 

• William “Bill” Riviere, attor-
ney and partner at Phelps 
Dunbar, LLP, Bachelor of Sci-
ence in Finance, 1987. 

“It’s not only our traditional 
graduates who are successful 
business leaders,” said Shawn 
Mauldin, dean of the College of 
Business Administration.  “We 
have an Executive Master of 
Business Administration program 
tailored exclusively for profes-
sionals who, even though they’re 
already established in the busi-
ness community, nevertheless 
want to get the educational 
edge they need to thrive and 

expand.  They’re right here with 
us, in class.  The EMBA program 
is so successful, in fact, that we 
are currently leading two co-
horts simultaneously, one on the 
main Nicholls campus and one at 
our Houma campus.” 

elected to the 17th Judicial Dis-
trict Court.  He was also elected 
Judge for the 1st Circuit Court of 
Appeals. 

Successful Nicholls graduates can 
be found out of state as well—
including New York City.  Trey 
Rogers, a 2005 accounting gradu-
ate from Lockport, now works 
for PricewaterhouseCoopers, 
LLP, in Manhattan. 

With clients that include private 
equity funds, hedge funds and 
other investment companies, 
Rogers works in the alternative 
investments practice of the asset 
management group of the firm.  
As an experienced senior associ-
ate, he is responsible for audits 
of the financial statements of 
alternative investment compa-
nies; risk assessment and plan-
ning; oversight of day-to-day au-
dit fieldwork; supervision of 
staff auditors; financial state-
ment preparation; and project 
completion.  He also researches 
financial accounting standards 
and pronouncements that may 
be applicable to the investment 
companies he audits. 

Rogers said Nicholls was a major 
determinant in his career suc-
cess. 

“The College of Business Admini-
stration provided me with the 
fundamental principles and 
knowledge needed to succeed in 
a fast-growing business environ-
ment,” he said.  “The professors 
and instructors challenged their 
students to think outside of the 
box whether through homework 
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Trey Rogers 



She graduated from Northwestern 
State University in 2005 with a 
degree in journalism and emphasis 
in public relations.  As a student, 
her energy and enthusiasm for 
working with others enabled her 
to serve as president of her soror-
ity and hold offices in several 
campus organizations, service 
groups and social committees 
while performing with the pom 
pon line and holding down a stu-
dent job. 

“One thing I took away from 
Northwestern was the importance 

Northwestern 
grad uses 
degree to 
better her 

community 

By Leah Jackson 
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Leslie Ross Smith has set forth ca-
reer goals that are aligned with 
her commitment to helping others 
and contribute to her community.  
Smith said much of what she 
learned as a highly involved col-
lege student has translated well 
into her career in marketing and 
public relations. 

Smith currently works in health 
care marketing as a community 
liaison for Compass Health, a com-
pany that provides in– and out-
patient mental health treatment 
to senior adults. 

Leslie Ross Smith 
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ships with professors who were 
mentors, and I now associate with 
former instructors on a social and 
community level.” 

Smith is a Natchitoches native and 
her husband Ryan Smith is also an 
NSU graduate wth family ties to 
the area.  Mr. Smith earned un-
dergraduate and graduate degrees 
at NSU.  The couple has a young 
son and wanted to stay in Natchi-
toches where Mr. Smith’s career 
field is in historic preservation. 

“I made a good professional net-
work here, so it made sense to 
stay and build on a network of 
friends and colleagues,” Smith 
said.  “We both have family 
nearby and family ties to North-
western.” 

Smith loves marketing and public 
relations and has found the transi-
tion from civic work to healthcare 
interesting and challenging.  In 
her new position, she is learning 
medical terminology and becom-
ing informed about signs, symp-
toms and treatment of geriatric 
mental health issues such as de-
mentia and depression.  She has 
close contact with patients and 
their families and said a crucial 
part of her job is being able to 
communicate with individuals 
from different demographics and 
socio-economic backgrounds. 

“It’s rewarding to know that I’m 
helping individuals struggling with 
dementia or depression and seeing 
them become stabilized,” she 
said.  “I stay in communication 
with the patients and their fami-
lies.  I’m helping the community 
by putting people back in the 
community who are more stable 
and productive.” 

Smith maintains an interest in 
economic development and is now 
on the board of the Natchitoches 
Area Chamber of Commerce.  She 
served as a Chamber Ambassador 
and is now on the membership 
committee.  She believes in re-
minding area residents about the 
importance of investing in their 
local business community and has 
become involved in the Chamber’s 
School Board initiative to take a 
role in supporting public educa-
tion. 

“It’s important for industry to 
have an educated workforce and a 
work-ready community to attract 
more industry,” she said. 

Smith is active in her church and 
is a member of the Service League 
of Natchitoches where she serves 
on the house tours committee and 
long-range planning committee, 
which utilizes her experience in 
writing grants. 

She is also pursuing an advanced 
degree in business.  In 10 years, 
she said she would love to see 
herself as the chief marketing of-
ficer or communications coordina-
tor for a department or company’s 
public relations efforts. 

“All the activities I did in college 
helped me learn to multi-task and 
work under pressure.  It’s a bal-
ancing act, but I enjoy being 
busy,” she said.  “It’s important 
to me to help people.  I have to 
know that I’m making a differ-
ence.” 

of forming relationships and giving 
back,” Smith said.  “Everything 
you do will reflect on your charac-
ter and your career.  I wanted to 
stay in Natchitoches and I knew 
that getting involved would help 
me when I graduated.” 

As an undergraduate, Smith com-
pleted an internship with the Nat-
chitoches Area Chamber of Com-
merce, which introduced her to 
people in the business community.  
Following graduation she was em-
ployed in the Natchitoches 
mayor’s office for five years, 
working with the Main Street pro-
gram and in management of the 
newly constructed Natchitoches 
Events Center, positions that pro-
vided experience in economic de-
velopment and special events 
planning. 

Her training in public relations 
writing was a tremendous asset in 
the real world. 

“You can teach someone how to 
plan an event, but arriving on the 
job with the skills of a PR writer 
was invaluable.  I was well-
prepared for that type of work,” 
Smith said.  “I still have relation-
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“You can teach someone 
how to plan an event, but 
arriving on the job with 
the skills of a PR writer 
was invaluable.” 

- Leslie Ross Smith 
Community Liaison 

Compass Health. 



A passion for teaching and for her 
students—these drive LeBleu Set-
tlement Elementary preschool 
teacher Kellie DeReese in the 
classroom. 

DeReese, a teacher there since 
fall 2005, was driven to teaching 
because of the compassion of her 
second grade teacher, Mrs. Smith. 

“My parents were going through a 
divorce at the time and I was sad.  
She showed me a compassion that 
affected me and gave me purpose 
at a young age.  I wanted to be 
able to ‘make a difference’ in a 
child’s life, too.” 

A 2004 McNeese State University 
early childhood education gradu-
ate, DeReese said teachers today 
wear so many hats—social worker, 
parent, cheerleader.  “All of these 

things allow teachers to have a 
relationship with their students at 
this young age.  It’s our job to 
provide that safe community of 
learning that wires a child for life. 
What we do counts.” 

After seven years, DeReese is 
amazed at the things preschool 
students can do.  “Just because 
they’re four years old doesn’t 
mean they can’t read or under-
stand symbols or absorb what 
you’re teaching.  Research tells us 
these are our windows.” 

She’s taught her students sign lan-
guage (works their motor skills) 
and she developed an environ-
mental print (first stage to read-
ing) unit on signage (print children 
see every day).   

DeReese 
exemplifies 

teacher 
education 

excellence at 
McNeese 

By Renee Leleux 
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Kellie DeReese is a  
preschool teacher at  
LeBleu Settlement Elementary. 



For More Information Visit:  
www.mcneese.edu 

McNeese was one of three univer-
sities to be awarded a three-year, 
$450,000 Teacher Collaboration in 
Inclusive Settings Early Childhood 
grant to address the law’s issues 
through a collaborative effort with 
the Calcasieu Parish School Sys-
tem. 

“Inclusion of all students in a 
classroom necessitates working 
together collaboratively and coop-
eratively to combine the profes-
sional knowledge, perspectives 
and skills of both groups of teach-
ers,” according to Dr. Debbie 
King, McNeese associate professor 
of teacher education and grant 
coordinator. 

“Since 2008, this grant has pro-
vided stipends and supplies and 
offered professional development 
workshops with nationally known 
speakers,” King added.  “Over 300 
special and regular education 
teachers and paraprofessionals 
have taken advantage of profes-
sional development opportunities 
to keep abreast of current ‘best 
practices’ in order to meet the 
needs of all preschool children.  
This year, Beauregard Parish pre-
school and kindergarten teachers 
participated.” 

DeReese said her principal, Dr. Jill 
Portie, who is also a McNeese 
graduate, encouraged her and her 
co-worker Sarah Hogan, another 
McNeese graduate who taught pre-
school special education, to par-
ticipate.  “I jumped at the oppor-
tunity and have been involved for 
all three years.  Participating in a 
program dedicated to this issue 
has better prepared me as an edu-
cator and a person.” 

She and Hogan worked as a team.  
“We had weekly meetings to talk 
about our goals about teaching in 
an inclusive setting and we co-
taught each other’s classes,” said 
DeReese.  “We shared ideas and 
resources, and, most importantly 
for me, I learned another point of 
view—that all students learn dif-
ferently, but they do learn.  An 
inclusive environment where all 
students are recognized as  valu-
able members of the classroom 
produces students who gain confi-
dence in their abilities and cre-
ates a sense of belonging.” 

“Teaching is a lifelong learning 
process,” added DeReese.  “My 
alma mater has been there for me 
every step of the way and has af-
forded me every opportunity—as 
both a student and a profes-
sional—to succeed in the class-
room.” 

According to Dr. Faye White, 
McNeese’s director of student 
teaching and professional educa-
tion services, McNeese education 
graduates continue to succeed 
both inside and outside of the 
classroom. 

“We have two National Teacher 
Hall of Fame members, several 
Christa McAuliffe Fellows, 52 na-
tional board certified teachers, 
nine state teachers of the year 
and three state principals of the 
year,” said White.  “Today, 
McNeese continues to produce 
teachers and teacher leaders who 
possess the knowledge and skills 
to be successful in their various 
positions and are ‘difference mak-
ers’ in lives of students in our Pre-
K-12 schools.” 

“My students know where they are 
going when they see a McDonald’s 
or Wal-Mart sign, and they know 
what a stop sign means as young 
as age two.  It’s amazing.  They 
learn these signs at an early age.  
I build confidence on what they 
know by breaking down reading to 
say ‘look at how much you already 
know.’  What comes from that is 
the amazing part!” 

DeReese was asked by a Calcasieu 
Parish school administrator to 
make a state-level presentation 
on her environmental print, which 
then led to her appointments to 
the Department of Education’s 
Louisiana Standards Revision Pro-
ject and Pre-kindergarten English 
Language Arts and Math Revision 
Committee. 

“It took two years, but we fin-
ished this February rewriting the 
standards for the pre-K curriculum 
in the state,” she explained.  “It 
was exciting to see some of my 
ideas incorporated into the cur-
riculum.” 

And DeReese said change in teach-
ing can be good but can also be 
challenging.  She points to the 
Individuals with Disabilities Educa-
tion Act that requires the inclu-
sion of students with disabilities 
into the regular classroom. 

In order to address the law, the 
State of Louisiana offered all state 
universities the opportunity to 
apply for a grant to work in col-
laboration with local school dis-
tricts to provide professional de-
velopment opportunities to en-
courage collaboration between 
special and regular education 
teachers. 

Access | Value| RESULTS 15 



From its genesis, Network Foun-
dation Technologies (NiFTy) has 
had its roots in Louisiana Tech 
University’s innovation and com-
mercialization enterprise. 

Marcus Morton, the company’s 
president and co-founder, and 
Mike O’Neal, NiFTy’s chief scien-
tist and co-founder, saw an op-
portunity to use their Louisiana 
Tech education along with the 
business support and research 
resources of the University to 
develop a pioneering Internet 

streaming video technology that 
has gained international acco-
lades and recognition. 

Morton earned business degrees 
at Louisiana Tech, specifically, a 
bachelor of science in manage-
ment and a master of business 
administration.  O’Neal earned 
both bachelor of science and 
master of science degrees in 
computer science at Louisiana 
Tech.   

“Louisiana Tech has created an 
entrepreneurial environment 
that affords students and faculty 
with the creative and intellec-
tual freedom that is essential for 
developing new ideas.  The 
emergence of NiFTy as an inno-
vation in Internet broadcast 
technology was greatly sup-
ported by Louisiana Tech’s re-
search and commercialization 
infrastructure, and an admini-
stration that recognized the po-
tential impacts that high-tech 
companies such as NiFTy can 
have on the state,” said O’Neal. 

Morton and O’Neal have used the 
Louisiana Tech Enterprise Center 
as NiFTy’s base of operations 
since the Center first opened its 
doors in 2005.  Louisiana Tech is 
also home to NiFTy’s Broadcast 
Operations Center from which 
live Internet video content for 
professional sports organizations 
such as the Arena Football 

Tech alums 
take company 
from campus 
incubator to 

national 
innovation 

award 
By Dave Guerin 
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Louisiana Tech alum Mike O’Neal 
is chief scientist and co-founder 
of Network Foundation Technolo-
gies (NiFTy) 



In addition to its broadcasting 
service, NiFTy provides good job 
opportunities for Louisiana Tech 
students and graduates, helping 
to stem the outflow of intellec-
tual talent from the state and 
retain the next generation of 
technology entrepreneurs in Lou-
isiana. 

Today, Morton and O’Neal con-
tinue to use the knowledge and 
experiences from their Louisiana 
Tech education to produce prod-
ucts and services that are having 
significant impacts on the way 
television-style broadcasting is 
conducted over the Internet.  
While NiFTy’s near term goal is 
“to bring television to the Inter-
net,” the long term goal is to 
give ordinary citizens their own 
“online television stations.” 

League and Professional Bull Rid-
ers Association is broadcast to 
worldwide audiences. 

NiFTy was recently honored with 
the prestigious Tibbetts Award 
from the U.S. Small Business Ad-
ministration for its television-
style Internet broadcasting tech-
nology.  The Tibbetts Award is 
presented to those small busi-
nesses and individuals judged to 
exemplify the best in the Small 
Business Innovation Research 
(SBIR) program.  SBIR is a highly 
competitive program that en-
courages small businesses to ex-
plore their technological poten-
tial and provides the incentive to 
profit from its commercializa-
tion. 

“NiFTy has made great strides 
with the funding provided by the 
Small Business Innovative Re-
search program through the Na-
tional Science Foundation,” said 
Morton.  “The assistance given 
to our business has made a criti-
cal difference in helping us 
achieve our vision of dramati-
cally reducing the cost of online 
broadcasting.” 

In addition to the Tibbetts 
Award, NiFTy was also named 
the 2009 Louisiana Technology 
Company of the Year, which rec-
ognizes those firms that best ad-
vance the application of technol-
ogy and improve the state’s long 
term competitiveness.  The com-
pany also received the 2007 En-
trepreneur of the Year award 
from the Louisiana Business Incu-
bation Association. 

“NiFTy was the first online 
broadcaster to provide a full 
Free-For-View (FFV) model for a 
professional sports league, en-
compassing all team games for 
an entire season, provided at no 
charge to the viewer, made pos-
sible due to the cost saving tech-
nology,” said O’Neal.  “The AFL 
saw an online audience increase 
of greater than 50 times (5,000 
percent) in just the first year 
after switching from a pay model 
to NiFTy’s FFV model.” For More Information Visit:  

www.latech.edu 
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Co-founder and company president Marcus Morton and NiFTy’s 
broadcast operations center at Louisiana Tech 

“Louisiana Tech has  
created an entrepreneu-
rial environment that af-
fords student and faculty 

with the creative and  
intellectual freedom that 
is essential for developing 

new ideas.” 

- Mike O’Neal 
Chief Scientist & Co-Founder 

NiFTy 



A high school graduate from In-
dependence, Louisiana, Antoine 
Smith headed for Grambling 
State University on a football 
scholarship. Little did he know 
he would be learning lifelong 
lessons from his coaches and 
professors. Antoine’s professors 
challenged him to strive for ex-
cellence and to always give his 
all. 

“Grambling’s motto ‘Where Eve-
rybody Is Somebody’ means a lot 
to me,” said Smith. “It helped 
me to be more disciplined on 
and off the field.”  

Currently, Smith is a production 
manager at the Atlanta Gatorade 
facility.  He advanced from his 
entry position as Supply Chain 
Associate (SCA), where his core 
responsibility was production.   

From 
Grambling 
Gridiron to 

Gatorade 

By Debra Johnson 
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Antoine Smith 



For More Information Visit:  
www.gram.edu 

Smith graduated from GSU in 
December 2004 with a Bachelor 
of Science degree in Electronic 
Engineering Technology. He said, 
“the Electronic Engineering 
Technology Department at 
Grambling State University chal-
lenged me to exceed the objec-
tives and expectations of others 
and developed me to insure that 
my educational experiences 
were equal to and/or better 
than those of any other institu-
tion. So when I am faced with a 
difficult task I refer back to my 
memories at GSU and there is 
where I find the courage and 
strength to overcome.”  

He continued his education at 
Indiana Wesleyan, where he re-
ceived a Master of Business Ad-
ministration degree.  

Interestingly, Antoine is not the 
only successful Gramblinite in 
his immediate family. His wife, 
Dr. Jennifer Waller-Smith, also 
attended GSU and received a 
bachelor’s degree in biology and 
was valedictorian of the 2003 
class. She went on to Indiana 
University/Purdue University 
Dental School and became a 
dentist. Dr. Waller-Smith is cur-
rently a dentist for the Missis-
sippi Band of Choctaw Indians. 
The Smiths have a beautiful two 
year old daughter named 
McKenzie, possibly a future 
Gramblinite.  

Grambling State University has 
over 37,000 alumni worldwide.  

While functioning as an SCA, 
Smith was production leader for 
the Propel Hot-Fill Conversion, 
which converted a production 
line from a cold-fill to a hot-fill.  
The project was such a success 
that he received one of the com-
pany’s highest award’s the “QTG
- Supply Chain Excellence 
Award.”  

After fulfilling the role of SCA 
for 13 months, Smith was pro-
moted to production supervisor.  
In that role he maintained a 
number of leadership projects 
including serving as a lead for 
multiple production lines.   

He credits his experiences at 
Grambling for preparing him to 
develop and implement measur-
able action steps to remove bar-
riers and build trust and cohe-
siveness between various enti-
ties of the business.  “Playing on 
the ‘Mighty GSU Football Team’ 
taught me the importance of 
teamwork and accountability. 
When I was faced with obstacles 
where work-related teams were 
not working together I was able 
to use examples of how players 
working together on teams is 
what won games and situations,” 
states Smith. 

In his role as resource supervi-
sor, Smith took the lead in de-
veloping the department’s pro-
duction goals and objectives for 
2008. He also continued to ex-
press passion for coaching others 
on troubleshooting, identifying 
problem statements and strate-
gically developing resolutions.  
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Antoine Smith with his wife, Dr. Jennifer Waller-Smith, and 
their daughter McKenzie.  Dr. Waller-Smith also graduated 
from Grambling as the 2003 class valedictorian and now is a 
dentist for the Mississippi Band of Choctaw Indians. 
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