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SENATE COMMITTEE ON INFORMATION TECHNOLOGIES (SCIT) 
MINUTES OF MEETING 
April 2, 2013 
 
[In these minutes: NROC Conference discussion; MOOC Contract discussion; Office of 
eLearning overview.] 
 
[These minutes reflect discussion and debate at a meeting of a committee of the University of Minnesota 
Senate; none of the comments, conclusions or actions reported in these minutes represent the views of, nor 
are they binding on, the Senate, the Administration or the Board of Regents.] 
 
PRESENT: David Arendale (chair), John Butler, Sean Conner, Lara Friedman-Shedlov, 
Bernard Gulachek, Ted Higman, Kristin Lamberty, Yiwen Li, James MacDonald, Yuk 
Sham, Tom Shield, Scott Studham, Mary Vavrus 
 
OTHERS ATTENDING: Brad Cohen, Chris Cramer 
 
GUESTS: Christopher Cramer, faculty liaison for eLearning initiatives; Bob Rubinyi, 
director, Office of eLearning 
 
REGRETS: Benton Schnabel, Noel Schumacher, Shashi Shekhar 
 
ABSENT: Stephen Levin, Helen Lin 
 
WELCOME 
 
Professor Arendale called the meeting to order, welcomed those present, and asked for 
introductions.   
 
NATIONAL REPOSITORY OF ONLINE COURSES (NROC) CONFERENCE 
DISCUSSION 
 
Professor Arendale distributed a handout that outlined his presentation on the NROC 
Conference he attended in March. The conference detailed online resources that they 
provide for educators to incorporate eLearning into their courses. He discussed the 
following topics: 

• NROC is an educational co-op among over 150 public educational systems 
including the Minnesota Learning Commons, which the University is a member 
of. NROC serves as an aggregator of approved, online content that can be used by 
educators.  

• Minnesota Learning Commons was created to provide centralized access to 
effective and efficient online learning for Minnesotans. 

• Professor Arendale noted that several K-12 organizations presented on their 
programs that are designed for college readiness and credit retrieval for those 
students who are falling short of the necessary requirements for graduation.  
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• The content provided by NROC can be reassembled, added to, or used 
individually to suit higher-level courses, however much of the content is math and 
science related.  

• NROC is a non-profit organization that offers content, but the full courses incur a 
separate fee based on the number of students enrolled.  Faculty can use the 
content because the State of Minnesota is licensed to access the material, not the 
courses.  

• Mr. Rubinyi encouraged members to attend the Minnesota eLearning Summit on 
July 29-30, 2013.   

 
Professor Arendale listed potential uses for the University: 

• Integrate NROC content into existing online and hybrid courses. 
• Use NROC resources in curriculum for summer high school academic camps. 
• Expose K-12 Education students to the available resources for use in their 

curriculum planning. 
• Establish or team with others to create virtual charter public school or contribute 

content.  
 
He informed members that the State of Kentucky is experimenting with non-traditional 
academic course offerings.  Students pay tuition on a monthly basis instead of per credit 
and they are able to complete online courses at their own pace.  Since they are paying by 
the month, they can save money if they complete courses in a shorter time period.  
 
Members discussed issues surrounding different online course models: 

• There are several companies that offer online exam proctoring and verification 
services to ensure the identity of students taking exams.  

• Physical spaces also exist for students to take their exams in person for some 
online courses.  

• Financial aid is currently tied to a regular academic schedule for disbursement.  
• Professor Arendale explained that NROC offers online courses that can be used 

by high school students that are going to college, but still need to demonstrate 
competency in skills that will not be retaught at the college level.  

• The Khan Academy includes shorter tutorials that can be used for individual 
concepts.  

• Professor Shield noted that NROC and other online content offers students the 
opportunity to fill-in gaps in their own learning in that crucial transition from high 
school to college.  He sees this as a positive use of online academic content.  

 
MOOC DISCUSSION 
 
Professor Cramer explained that there are five MOOC’s in production and are expected 
to launch in May.  Each instructor has been awarded an additional $10,000 to support 
their effort, which in most cases is used to support an additional individual that is 
coordinating materials.  The courses and their instructors are: 

• Social Epidemiology – Michael Oakes, associate professor, School of Public 
Health 
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• Canine Theriogenology for Dog Enthusiasts – Margaret V. Root, professor, vice-
chair, Assistant Dean of Education, College of Veterinary Medicine 

• Sustainability of Food Systems: A Global Life Cycle Perspective – Jason D. Hill, 
McKnight Land-Grant Professor, Bioproducts and Biosystems Engineering 

• Statistical Molecular Thermodynamics – Christopher J. Cramer, Distinguished 
McKnight and University Teaching Professor of Chemistry and Chemical 
Physics, Chemistry 

• Interprofessional Healthcare Informatics – Karen A. Monsen, assistant professor, 
School of Nursing 

The courses will be offered through the Coursera platform, which is one of the three 
largest MOOC providers.  Members discussed the details of the courses and MOOC’s in 
general: 

• Coursera and the University are not earning revenue from the MOOC’s that are 
being developed.  If an institution decides to offer one of the University’s courses 
for credit, this would trigger a clause that would involve negotiation between the 
University and Coursera regarding revenue and distribution. Coursera has stated 
offline that they work exclusively with AAU institutions.  Mr. Rubinyi added that 
the University did not make an exclusivity commitment with Coursera.  

• Mr. Rubinyi emphasized that the Provost outlined five elements of the eLearning 
strategy and MOOC’s are only a small part of the overall goal.  The focus is to 
explore emerging technologies.  For example, one of the instructors currently 
developing a MOOC will use the content as a concurrent model with a for-credit 
course. This is a period of experimentation and there is a reputational 
responsibility for the University to be involved in this emerging technology. 

• The University of Wisconsin will begin awarding credits by examination, which 
would enable students to self-train potentially via MOOC’s and earn credit if they 
demonstrate competency in the assessment.  There are fees related to this process 
but they are not as expensive as traditional credits.  Professor Lamberty added that 
this is also an option in certain disciplines at the Morris Campus and the fee is 
attributed to the discipline, not to those involved in grading the assessment.  

• Mr. Cohen added that MOOC content could be used in the residential course 
setting as robust, high-quality, openly available resources.  He continued, that the 
University is challenged in a sense to demonstrate the value of paying for 
residential education versus self-training or online education models. He added 
that there are investments, such as active learning classrooms, that he believes 
clearly demonstrate the value of residential education.   

• Professor Cramer stated that creating high-quality online content is not going to 
decrease the desire of students to attend institutions and interact with peers, 
instructors, and experts that are available to help. He added that the Legislature 
views MOOC involvement positively.  

• Members discussed the possible, unintended consequences of MOOC’s: 
o Professor Cramer stated that information might become homogenized 

because content is provided by few platforms and more successful courses 
will dominate over others. 
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o Content could become stagnated if it is an automatic process to offer it 
again.  There is a natural evolution of content when an instructor is 
involved in the teaching process.  

• Copyright issues are difficult because the faculty owns their content and the 
capture of content.   

 
OFFICE OF ELEARNING OVERVIEW 

 
Mr. Rubinyi distributed a handout titled “eLearning and the University of Minnesota.” 
The following topics were outlined: 

• What is eLearning? 
The University of Minnesota defines eLearning simply as the use of technology to 
support teaching and learning. It is not a niche activity, but rather: 

o Encompasses the full lifecycle of students—undergraduate, graduate 
and professional, and continuing education. 

o Serves students whether they are resident on one of our campuses or 
learning at a distance. 

o Comprises a spectrum of approaches, from technology-enhanced 
classrooms and instruction to online courses and learning platforms. 

• How does eLearning fit into the University’s mission? 
At the University of Minnesota, eLearning is critical to our goal of improving the 
quality and availability of educational programs. Our eLearning strategy includes: 

o Improving the undergraduate teaching and learning experience by 
targeting selected programs and courses for enhancement or redesign. 

o Supporting increased graduation and retention rates by giving 
undergraduates additional scheduling flexibility through redesign of high 
demand classes into an online format. 

o Providing graduate and professional students with alternative access to 
select post-baccalaureate programs by offering them in an online or 
blended format. 

o Improving access to University of Minnesota continuing education and 
noncredit offerings for professionals and lifelong learners. 

o Exploring the potential of emergent technologies by offering a limited 
number of massively open online courses (MOOCs) to a national and 
international audience. 

• What steps has the Provost taken to support these strategies? 
o September 2012: Professor Chris Cramer appointed as faculty liaison for 

eLearning.  
o October 2012: Request for Proposals issued, seeking applications from 

undergraduate degree-granting programs to support transformational 
enhancement of their curricula and pedagogy through the leverage of 
existing or emerging digital technologies.  

o December 2012: Office of eLearning created, staffed by those from the 
former Vice Provost's Office of Distributed Education and Instructional 

http://www.academic.umn.edu/provost/directory/cramer.html
http://digitalcampus.umn.edu/transform/rfp.html
http://www.academic.umn.edu/provost/elearning/oel.html


 5 

Technology. Led by Dr. Bob Rubinyi, the Office of eLearning is charged 
with implementing a highly coordinated support model, closely integrating 
the services of the University Libraries, Office of Information 
Technology, the Center for Teaching and Learning, and academic 
technology support units within the various colleges and schools. The 
office will work on some initiatives connected with faculty affairs and 
with graduate and professional education, but because many of the 
University's eLearning efforts will be focused on undergraduate education, 
the office has been moved under the umbrella of Vice Provost and Dean of 
Undergraduate Education Robert McMaster.  

o December 2012-February 2013 – MOOC project launched to identify a 
handful of courses that could be developed into MOOC format.  

o February 18, 2013 – Faculty Committee on Academic Technology 
launched to provide advice and counsel on issues related to learning 
technologies.  

o February 20, 2013 – Partnership with Coursera announced. 
 

• Office of eLearning 
The Office of eLearning (OeL) was created on January 1, 2013 as a new unit of 
the Office of Vice Provost and Dean of Undergraduate Education. OeL is engaged 
with eLearning across the student lifecycle from undergraduate to 
graduate/professional and continuing education. The Office is working jointly 
with key central support (Office of Information Technology, Libraries, Center for 
Teaching and Learning) and academic units to develop and communicate a clear 
vision and priorities in the area of eLearning, encourage investment in technology 
and human support infrastructure, and ensure alignment with University of 
Minnesota strategic academic priorities. The OeL is focusing its work in five 
main areas: 

o Establishing eLearning direction, strategy and operational support system. 
o Building faculty and staff eLearning capacity: Quality and scalability 

initiative. 
o Ensuring adequate technical capacity for supporting eLearning. 
o Providing access for students to learn about eLearning opportunities. 
o Leveraging public and private resources at state/national levels to support 

eLearning such as NROC. 

In response to a question regarding opportunities for the OeL to receive feedback from 
the faculty, Mr. Rubinyi and the committee discussed current and future avenues: 

• There are opportunities for feedback from the Faculty Committee on Academic 
Technology.  Other opportunities are through the Provost and the Vice Provost 
compact process during which inputs are considered and committees such as 
FCAT and SCIT.  Mr. Studham emphasized that he hoped there would be 
opportunities for more in depth feedback from the faculty in the near future.  Mr. 
Rubinyi agreed that he would welcome opportunities for feedback.  Professor 
Cramer reminded members of the eLearning Tools and Triumphs session that 
attracted a sizable number of faculty and this could be repeated with a greater 

http://www.academic.umn.edu/provost/vpoffices/undergraduate.html
http://www.academic.umn.edu/provost/vpoffices/undergraduate.html
http://www.academic.umn.edu/provost/vpoffices/undergraduate.html
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emphasis on receiving feedback.  He added that the Academy of Distinguished 
Teachers would have its conference this fall with a session on eLearning in 
general.  This could be an opportunity for a workshop atmosphere.  

Hearing no further business, Professor Arendale adjourned the meeting. 

Jeannine Rich 
University Senate Office 

 


