Transcript for The City of Ohio State Podcast Season 5, Episode 6 – OTDI with Aaron Neal
[Music]
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. 
[Music fades out]
The Office of Technology and Digital Innovation, or OTDI, works around the clock delivering technology resources to support students, faculty, staff, researchers and guests of the university and has been busy all summer preparing for fall semester. To help us better understand the scope of work, we're joined by Aaron Neal, deputy chief information officer and associate vice president for Infrastructure and Networks. Thanks for joining us, Aaron. Thank you. So you started here at the university about eight months ago now, but you bring more than thirty years of experience in information technology. Higher education and digital transformation. So how has your time so far been here at Ohio State? And if you could pick one thing that you've learned, probably not an easy thing to do, but what would that be? Well, first off, I can't believe it's been eight months. It's gone by incredibly fast. And as you know, Ohio State is a large and complex university. That's really a whole new level for me to better understand that complexity. I've been meeting with. I've been on a listening tour and meeting one on one with people across the university, including a number of people within OTDI. I've met with over three hundred people so far, and if I had to name the single most important thing that I've learned, it's really who we are as a team at our core. So many of our staff are Ohio natives. They spent their entire journey here at Ohio State. They came here to OSU to school. They started as student workers. They've finished out their professional careers here, and they're invested in this university. That level of dedication and genuine care for the or for Ohio State is incredibly powerful, and it's what makes our team and this university so special. Recently, I began its phased rollout of the email transition, where we are moving away from Buckeye Mail for students to a single username dot number at osu dot edu. This is a way to simplify email use, reduce confusion, and strengthen security across the university. So can you go into some more detail about the decision to do this and how this benefits everyone? Well, this this transition is a big step forward. It really is about bringing our entire university community together. All of our faculty, staff, and students will now be under name dot number at osu dot edu for all of our university communications. Buckeye mail will still be around. It's a secondary email address so students will not lose email, but it removes a number of the frictions that we have that you will have to monitor multiple email addresses in the future, and you won't have to use multiple email addresses to log into systems. Now, all those important university communications will land in one single place so we can keep faculty, staff and students informed and engaged. It allows us to apply consistent security measures across the board. So including multiple mobile devices, restrictions, any day, loss prevention, security controls that we can put in place. But what's really great about this is that in my limited interactions with students so far, I'm hearing that they're actually really excited about this. It's rare to have users genuinely excited about an email transition, but this not only positions us in a much better place technically and security wise, but it's a change that students are genuinely looking forward to. I will echo their excitement. I'm excited for this because I can't tell you how many times I've gone to email someone and then like three emails pop up for them and I'm like, I don't know which one they use the most. Consistency is a good thing. Yeah, we're excited about that. Another exciting project OTDI has been busy with is the Stadium network upgrade. This one's pretty cool. So fans this fall will get to experience the upgrade as they'll notice improved wireless connectivity across Ohio Stadium. What did it take to upgrade the network and why did we need it? Yeah, this is a big project. You know, fans at Ohio Stadium this this fall will have a much better experience than they've had in the past. This is a complete overhaul of our wireless network, and the technology behind it is really state of the art. The project builds on our first stadium WiFi project, which was back in twenty nineteen, and we did some analysis at the end of the season last year and looked at network performance, and we recognized that there were areas that needed to improve. And really, the demands have changed. Fans are now actively engaging on their devices during events. They're taking videos, they're taking pictures, they're posting on social media, and they're sending all this to friends. And we decided that we needed to transition the stadium to a new AI driven, AI managed Wi-Fi seven network. On the physical side, we've had crews out there that are replacing over one thousand eight hundred legacy access points that are out there. We're adding an additional two hundred to bring the total up to over two thousand access points out in the seating areas, as well as in the concourses. Beyond the volume of the hardware, the engineering is what really makes this special. Crews have been modifying the existing handrail enclosures that are out there to house the new, more powerful Y five seven equipment. And at the same time, we're deploying new under the seat method of installation, putting in place access points in the middle areas between the aisles, and by getting that technology closer to the fans, whether you're in an aisle or out in the concourse, we're moving that technology closer to the individual to give what we believe will be a top tier connection experience. Yeah, it's really going to enhance the fan experience. That's exciting. Technology is obviously changing quickly, and Ohio State is on the cutting edge, especially with artificial intelligence becoming part of our everyday lives. How do you see AI shaping higher education over the next five to ten years, and how is Ohio State preparing for that future? Yeah, honestly, when we talk about five to ten year horizon as it relates to AI. We're practically talking about a lifetime, given how fast things are changing right now. What was cutting edge six months ago is really kind of the standard today. And I view this shift a lot like the emergence of the personal computer or the internet. You know, the PC back in the eighties or the internet back in the nineties, uh, it really changed the way we do things. Those weren't just new IT tools. They were completely redefined how we work, how we teach, how we learn, how we communicate. And I think AI is at that same level. And because of that, we all have to become much more AI literate. This isn't just a skill for computer scientists or techs anymore. It's going to be a core literacy for every single student, faculty, and staff member. And the real challenge here is, is we face in higher education is how do we harness that incredible power safely and effectively in an environment that's really shifting under our feet every single day. Um, that's where I think OTDI comes in. Our role isn't just to be that technology gatekeeper. Our job is, is really to provide the secure tools, the cutting edge technology, the education, the development resources so that our entire community has what they need to be able to navigate the landscape and lead the way. And cyber security has become increasingly important for organizations of every size. What are some of the biggest challenges universities are facing today, and what role do faculty, staff, and students play in helping to keep Ohio State secure? Cybersecurity is a massive challenge at higher ed institutions. As universities, we are unique targets. We. We house everything from groundbreaking research to medical data to personal, student and financial records. And what has completely changed the game again is AI. Um, you know, the bad guys are getting incredibly sophisticated. They're using AI to write phishing emails and clone voices and create targeted social engineering attacks, and they look and sound legitimate. Um, the old telltale signs of a scam with poor grammar or strange formatting are really disappointing disappearing now. And because these techs are much more sophisticated, technology alone cannot stop them. You know we all have to be far more vigilant and aware. Every student, faculty and staff member is on the front lines of our defense. A big part of that vigilance today is understanding exactly where our. Where we're sharing our data with so many convenient public AI tools available, it's incredibly easy to accidentally paste information sensitive research, student data university business out into these external tools without realizing that you're doing it. And now that data is out of our control. So ultimately, cybersecurity at Ohio State University is a team sport. Um, by staying aware, questioning suspicious communications, and being incredibly thoughtful about where we put our, our data, we protect the entire university. Very rarely do I get a phishing or a spam email. I mean, very rarely. And that's a testament to your team because there are people in TDI who are behind that, making sure we're not getting those emails right. Yeah. There's a plethora of tools that are able to stop them before they ever make their way to to your inbox. That said, you know, the bad guys are getting more and more sophisticated and there will be those occasions where they do get through. And that's one of the places where they make inroads. I get so excited when I report one. Obviously some of them are a test, so it says phishing, but when I report one that wasn't a test, I'm like, yeah, good for you. My favorite thing. So finally, after more than thirty years working in technology, what still excites you most about coming to work every day? Yeah, for me, it's really circles back to what I talked about at the beginning and, you know, the incredible committed team that we have and the fact that people come to higher ed and they stay. I actually spent the first dozen or so years of my career in the private sector before I found higher ed, and I've seen both sides of that fence. And what immediately struck me about higher ed And what still drives me today is that unique level of collaboration that happens, and the fact that we're all pulling in the same direction towards a shared mission. You know, every day our work is focused on educating students. It's about helping researchers discover the next new knowledge and serving our communities in the state of Ohio. Getting to use cutting edge tools and to help drive that mission is what excites me about coming to work every single morning and knowing that the network that we've put in place, or those secure systems that we've put in place are directly helping students be successful or a researcher make a breakthrough. That's what makes me feel good when when I get home at night. Well, Aaron, we're really excited to have you at Ohio State. And thank you so much for all you and your team do for us here. Thank you. 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!
[Music fades out]


