Transcript for The City of Ohio State Podcast Season 5, Episode 2 – OTDI with Rob Lowden and Courtney Sanders
The City of Ohio State podcast takes a deep dive into the support services that keep Ohio State's Columbus campus running 24/7. Hear from industry experts and facilities safety, transportation, and more. The City of Ohio State podcast is brought to you by the Office of Administration and Planning. Hello, and welcome to the City of Ohio State podcast. I'm your host, Brooke Bartholomew. Last month we heard from Tom Holman about all things campus transportation. This month, we're lucky enough to be joined by two guests. We have Rob Lowden. He's the vice president and chief information officer of the Office of Technology and Digital Innovation, or OTDI, as we know it. And Courtney Sanders, she's the relationship manager for managed IT services, otherwise known as MITS. Thank you both for being here. Thank you. It's a pleasure, Brooke. Thanks. So, Rob, we'll start with you. You joined at Ohio State in August. We last had you on the podcast in September. Your team has already accomplished so much in your six months here. So how do you feel things have been going for you as a Buckeye? You know, I would say it's been an incredibly energizing experience for the short time I've been here. Just the fact that you've invited me back is pretty exciting and energizing. So, uh, so glad to make new friends and establish new relationships. But, uh, you know, I would describe the last six months as, uh, you know, an opportunity to do some very strategic listening and learn from a lot of our colleagues and folks. And it's really given me the full breadth of the opportunities that are really available to us right here, right now. Yeah, we're happy to have you as a Buckeye and Courtney. Big announcement. Earlier this month, University Libraries became the newest MITS core customer. For our listeners who may not know, can you explain what MITS is and why it's so important to the entire campus community? Yes, we are thrilled to welcome university libraries to our MITS Family. And for those of you who aren't familiar, MITS stands for managed IT services, and it is a suite of services that provides the core technology that all faculty and staff need in order to do their jobs. So we will partner with units and provide the essentials. Think about things like the network, your laptop and the team you call when you need help. But the power of MITS, I would say, really exists at the scale. When a unit signs on as a partner, they get access to the breadth and depth of our entire organization, and they're able to use the collective brainpower of over five hundred incredible employees. One of the things that we do in MITS also is focus on reducing the risk of cybersecurity at the enterprise level, which is something that we know is so important for the whole university across the board. We also try to remove tech friction so that the systems just work together. And faculty and staff have a consistent and secure IT environment, which allows for them to focus less on the tech and the tools that they use, and more on their work and the goals they're trying to achieve. Rob, you have met with deans and leaders from all across the university, and you've received a lot of feedback from them about MITS. So what type of things are you hearing and why is this the right decision for the university? Most of the deans want what we all want, and that's really simplicity. You know, we're an incredibly complex organization and it's a very interesting time with AI fluency and the kind of just blistering pace of technological change. And so I regularly hear kind of a consistent theme of what are the things that you can help simplify for us, especially through the IT lens. Um, you know, they they say things like, it sure would be nice if there were fewer silos and the complexities that those kind of base functions create. It's something that every time I sit down with a dean, an academic leader, an administrator, they talk about those kind of base core functions. How can you make those simpler? Um, how can you remove some of that burden? We've heard the provost talk about this quite extensively as well. Um, and how can you make clearer accountability for the IT assets and services that you provide? And I think, you know, with that, that predictable cost model, um, you know, anything to do with the finances moving forward? How can you make that a predictable, more linear, um, flat line so that as things change rapidly, I can foresee I can see that kind of five year proforma as it relates to the IT spend. And so MITS really aligns on, on many of the things that I'm hearing. Um, and it's one of those, I think, hidden assets that we've had for quite some time. And so it's it's exciting to see the interest and focus coming back to, to something that's, that's right in our wheelhouse that we do so well every day. Courtney, based on your experience, what would you say is the biggest misconception around MITS? I would say that there are two that I hear about. The first is from faculty and staff who are worried that they're not going to be able to get IT service from their person anymore. They think, if I have a problem, I'm going to put in a ticket and it's just going to go into a black hole of a ticketing system, and I can attest that this really isn't the case. One of the things when I talk to people about MITS that I mentioned that I'm the most proud of is really our commitment to the customer experience and the high quality customer service that we provide. And because we know that that's so important, keeping the personal touch. We actually bake that into our service model. So we have IT service desk team members stationed all across the Columbus campus and actually all throughout the state on site at every regional campus in order to provide support to our users. And we run customer satisfaction surveys. And one of the one of my favorite parts when I'm reading those is reading through those personal shout outs. So to Brian, thank you so much. You're always there when I need you. Or to Mike, thank you for being so patient and fixing everything I need. And I think when I read those testimonials, it really demonstrates that those relationships don't go away. And in fact, I think MITs expands the support that people receive because we are around twenty four over seven three hundred sixty five. So if it's a Saturday night and you're writing a grant proposal and you're running up against a deadline and find yourself encountering a problem, you can give us a call and we're there to help. The second misconception I would say that I hear about is that MITs is a one size fits all approach, and in fact it's actually the opposite. When a unit is interested in mitts, we sit down with them and we really understand what their business needs are, and then tailor the IT support model to fit those needs. For some units, what that looks like is everything end to end. IT support. TD does it all for them. For others, they keep an in-house IT team for specialized work. And what this does is it allows for them to stop worrying about the basics and then focus on the specialized cutting edge research or unique teaching support that each of those colleges requires. Um, one of the things that we know is that innovation at this university. It happens at the edge. And so we want to preserve whatever it model helps supports colleges in the best way possible. So we try and handle the nuts and bolts of things like patching computer systems so that college teams can focus on creative technology solutions, which I think is a real win for the entire university. Rob, you're clear on your stronger together vision. So what does that mean exactly? And what are some operational examples of how this can be achieved? Well, I would say first, Courtney's explanation of the way MITs works in the unit to me is that stronger together? It's not a one size fits all. There are opportunities across the organization where one size does fit all. You've heard me talk about networks in the past, and we absolutely want a single secure network. One network. We also are working towards a single identity. What I would call one identity, that the intent here is not to oversimplify the extraordinary complexities of both of those IT infrastructure assets, but rather to unite us together. I truly believe that when IT professionals come together, They are stronger together. And as much as there is so much unique in every one of our colleges and every one of our offices across the entire institution, on every campus, we all benefit from having friends and colleagues that can help us when we need something. And so, you know, those brilliant basics of it can be amplified with colleagues, which then, of course, frees us up to focus on those kind of cutting edge, exciting IT things that are happening across all of our colleges and are incredibly unique to those specific groups. So, you know, I think Stronger Together really focuses on the collective IT organization of the Ohio State University, working together and then empowering each other to really focus on those innovative, exciting, cutting-edge things that happen and not be distracted by the things that aren't focused in that area. Wonderfully said. And Courtney, back to you. You touched on this a little bit already, but as a relationship manager, you work with a specific set of business units across the university, and you really work to form a partnership with them. So why do you think this plays a role in the success of MITs? You know, Brooke, I would say that the best part of my job is that for the campuses that I work with, I really get to be a part of their team. I am there, embedded in the unit, working to understand what makes them unique and what makes them tick. And then we're able to provide those technology solutions to help meet those needs. As relationship managers, our goal is to be strategic partners for the groups that we work with, and that looks really different sometimes. What it means is helping to navigate that deep bench of talent I had mentioned earlier. So when a unit brings us a problem, we're getting the right people in the room in order to help solve it. Sometimes what that looks like is being an advocate for representing our customers needs within OTDI, and then flipping that around. Sometimes it looks like sharing all of the great work that my colleagues are doing with our customers. One of the things that I think really has contributed to our success over the years is a focus on continuous service improvement, and we've always said that feedback is a gift. And so my team really values that, and we try and share information and bring feedback throughout our organization in order to always continue to make our services better. We also try and bring transparency for the leadership of the colleges and departments that we work with. So we have dashboards that help bring visibility for our leadership into the IT resources and how they're using them, and that allows for them to make data driven decisions. And I'll give you a great example of this. We recently looked at data for a set of computer labs. And what we found is that they were not being used as they had been in the past. We partnered with the leadership to reduce that footprint, and then they were able to reallocate those resources into an investment in a more modern classroom experience. And this is a perfect example of a high impact win for faculty and students, and for the leadership that we were able to do through those dashboards. I would say for my team, ultimately, our job is just to build trust and focus on the user experience and ensure our partners have the IT support that they need to be successful. And we're really proud of our role about that within MITs. Rob, I know one area of interest for you is security. So how does the OTDI team keep the university safe digitally? So first you start with the state of Ohio's award winning CISO, Rich Nagel, who by the way, if you didn't see, was awarded that last week. Yeah. Congratulations to him. That's awesome. To him and the entire team because that's really what it takes. You know, it takes an entire team across the institution. Security, especially cyber security, is every one of our responsibilities. You know, humans, us, we're the first line of defense in any event that's related to cyber security. So, you know, I guess I'm ecstatic to have such an incredible team instead of resources there where we employ industry best practices, we adhere to the NIST guidelines at the national and federal levels. And that just enables us to operate in a highly secure, safe IT environment that enables the businesses that operate broadly across the entire institution. So again, we have a great asset there, an incredible deep team. And that goes from clinical to educational to research to administrative to athletics. Um, you know, it supports and enables all the specialties that are happening broadly across the institution. The ongoing theme I'm seeing in each one of these small conversations is teamwork. It seems like everything revolves around teams, relationships, the work everyone's doing. That's really amazing to see. Finally, the twenty twenty six IT conference is coming up in April. The theme is Stronger Together. So what can guests expect from that conference? So this will be our inaugural IT conference here at the university. So super excited for this kind of first ever gathering of all of our IT colleagues across the institution. So you know, what's unique about this and what folks can expect is this is for the IT folks of the Ohio State University. This isn't, you know, bring your friends and neighbors in from around town or gather others from across the state or the nation. So it is really laser focused on us and the things that are happening with it across the institution. So it's an opportunity. From professional development perspective, for our staff and our colleagues to tell the stories of what they're doing in their colleges, in their units, in different areas across the institution. Demonstrate the IT tools and resources that are enabling those, as well as to share their successes and maybe some of their challenges. So we are I am especially excited to bring those folks together in April for the very first time on our campus, and really celebrate it broadly. That's really exciting. Well, thank you both for taking the time to be here today and for all of the work you and your teams do to empower it at Ohio State. Thank you. Thank you. Brooke. The City of Ohio State podcast is brought to you by the Office of Administration and Planning. Until next time, be kind and go Bucks.


