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SENATE COMMITTEE ON INFORMATION TECHNOLOGIES (SCIT) 
MINUTES OF MEETING 
November 4, 2014 
 
[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.] 
 
[In these minutes: Drupal and Unizen overview; Namespace Policy proposal] 
 
PRESENT: Jim MacDonald (chair), John Butler, Bradley Cohen, Sean Conner, Madeline Doak, 
Michelle Driessen, Zahra Eslami, Kate McCready, Benton Schnabel, Yuk Sham, Tom Shield, 
Carlos Soria, Diane Willow 
 
OTHERS ATTENDING: Patton Fast, Bernard Gulachek 
 
REGRETS: Karen Monson, Tisha Turk, Eric Watkins, Zachary Shartiag 
 

1. DRUPAL AND UNIZEN UPDATES 
 
Mr. MacDonald called the meeting to order and asked for introductions.  He then introduced 
Brad Cohen, ACIO, OIT, who provided an update on the Drupal implementation and an 
overview of Unizen.  
 
Mr. Cohen explained that the Drupal implementation was driven by an identified need to 
prioritize flexibility over ease of use in the initial rollout.  Creating the Drupal environment 
requires a high level of skill, but once it is created it is easier for people to contribute content and 
updates to websites are immediate.  UMContent is no longer supported by the vendor, but users 
can have as much time as they need to migrate. UMContent will still be maintained by the 
University, but there could be issues because it is increasingly unstable. There will not be a 
deadline for those migrating to Drupal, but UMContent users are encouraged to migrate as they 
are able to do so.  OIT resources are available to support migration. He displayed the following 
points on a PowerPoint slide: 
 
● Drupal platform up and running institution wide 
● Primary focus in the near term is on migrating UMContent sites to Drupal 

● Current percentage of all UMContent migration to Drupal: ~34% 
● Strongly recommend migrate first, redesign later strategy--UMContent is 

increasingly unstable 
● Projection for completion of all UMContent migration to Drupal: Fall 2015, but… 

original UMContent decommission date has been suspended 
● Additional growing number of live non-UMContent migrated Drupal sites on enterprise 

platform (up to 20 at most recent count) 
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● Increased investment in service to accelerate Phase 2. OIT will enable straightforward 
website provisioning based on a set of web site templates, lowering barrier to entry for all 
users  

● Templates will be available in late Spring 2015. 
 
The following points were discussed: 
 
● UMContent is no longer being developed. Oracle purchased Stellant, which was the 

original vendor.  
● As far as security goes, the same monitoring environment still exists. 
● From a functionality standpoint, Drupal will meet the same needs that departments have, 

just in a different way because it is a different platform. Drupal is much simpler for 
content providers.  

● Accessibility and branding requirements are addressed within the templates.  
● The Drupal environment is being hosted by Acquia. 
● There is a list of modules included in the base offering of Drupal. This will change as the 

University’s needs change. There will be a local governance structure in place that will 
help decide which modules are needed and can be sustained.  

 
 

2. UNIZIN 
 
Mr. Cohen continued his presentation and gave members an overview of Unizen.  
 

“The Unizin Consortium is universities coming together in a strategic way to exert 
greater control and influence over the digital learning landscape.  It enables each 
institution, its faculty, and students to draw on an evolving set of tools to support digital 
learning for residential, flipped classroom, online courses/degrees, badged experiences 
for Alumni, or even MOOCs if desired.” [Source: http://unizin.org/] 

 
He listed the partners involved: 
● Colorado State University 
● University of Michigan 
● Indiana University 
● Oregon State University 
● University of Florida 
● University of Wisconsin - Madison 

He then detailed the goals of the consortium: 
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● Where is higher education headed? What can be achieved if universities work together at 
some level in the design and delivery of the infrastructure that supports learning in a 
variety of contexts? What could be avoided?  

● Unizin has been created as an attempt to answer the question: What is central to learning 
that is mediated by digital technology? 
○ Learning management system 
○ Access to Content, sharing management 
○ Learning Analytics 

● Driving principles: 
○ Learning management systems should be standardized, as they are not 

distinguishing characteristics of universities. Investment could be spent in more 
strategic places if learning management systems were standardized.  

○ It is governed as a not-for-profit service operator with a CEO and board of 
directors from its members as an Unincorporated Association at Internet2.  

○ Moodle is not going anywhere and Unizin does not require that the University 
change course management systems.  

○ The principle aim is to create technology standards, develop integrations as 
necessary, negotiate prices for services that are favorable for institutions.  

○ Meet content and analytics needs. Intention to ensure that vendors that Unizen 
partners with are committed to finding solutions but allow institutions to leave 
with the code when that is necessary. 

 
Mr. Cohen then opened the discussion for comments and questions: 
 
● This is still conceptual and is a way to begin the conversation around: How do we want to 

partner with other institutions? What can we learn from analytics from several 
institutions? 

● There could be an opportunity to enter a sharing agreement of course content and/or data 
with the partners of Unizin. This would have to be supported by the University 
community and it will not violate fair use practices.  

● Members expressed confusion over the purpose of entering an agreement with Unizin.  It 
was explained that this effort is about deliberate, collective action to set standards and 
potentially achieve a reduced cost to access services.  The partners of Unizin would like 
to discern a way that will develop content sharing space that avoids the publishing model 
of buying back intellectual property, which costs the University millions each year.  

● Members expressed the desire for interoperability between systems and durability of 
those systems so that retraining is not needed every 3-5 years.  Gradebook has been 
identified as needing to connect to other systems. Data management policies would have 
to be integrated by Unizen groups.  

● Mr. Cohen explained that Unizin is an attempt to maintain control and influence over the 
evolution of the digital teaching landscape.  
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● The Provost Karen Hanson, Wendy Lougee, university librarian, and Scott Studham, vice 
president and chief information officer, are beginning the conversation with groups on 
campus to understand the needs of the campus community. Mr. Cohen will be assembling 
a committee to help negotiate campus conversations and to help decipher how the 
community feels about content sharing and the services needed.  

 
Mr. Cohen closed the discussion by saying that he is interested to see how quickly standards and 
integrations will emerge.  He emphasized that faculty input will be critical in this process and 
there will be opportunities to serve on task forces and focus groups. 
 

3. UNIVERSITY NAMESPACE POLICY PROPOSAL 
 
Professor Shield walked members through a proposal he drafted for a University policy for 
namespaces. The following is an excerpt from the proposal: 

 
There are various computer services on campus (z.umn.edu, Google Groups, etc) that 
involve generating identifiers for the services they provide.  Due to that fact that there are 
many entities on campus that are known by their abbreviations, it is important to reserve 
these for the entities they describe both from a consistency standpoint and to avoid 
confusion (spoofing).  Having http://z.umn.edu/aem not point to the AEM Department is 
confusing at best.  Similarly, having email lists (Google Groups) that start with aem- or 
worse yet aem1234 that looks like a class group is also problematic if they are not 
associated with AEM.  This is especially true when groups are used by entities for 
communications involving private data such as transcripts or class work. 
 
There currently appears to be no enforcement of these issues and thus the following 
policy is proposed. 
 

Members then discussed the following: 
● z.umn.edu is an enterprise technology - it is not owned by OIT, it is owned by CLA. 
● Acronyms are not unique identifiers, so it is difficult to create a policy protecting them.  
● Members discussed the need for a space to address these issues. 
● Mr. MacDonald commented that this could be added within an existing policy. He added 

that if z.umn.edu users understood that their site names could be revoked, this could 
prevent some of the issues.  

● Members discussed that there is a need to establish how these issues are addressed when 
they arise. 

 
 
Professor Shield continued his presentation and the following is an excerpt from the proposal: 
 

It is at best poor practice for a web site to redirect users to another (possibly untrusted) 
site without warning.  It is particularly poor for an entity such as the University of 
Minnesota to allow *.umn.edu URLs to point at outside sites where redirection is likely 
not an expected result  and such a practice might negatively  impact the University’s 
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reputation.  Many people avoid links to tiny URL redirection services because there is no 
way to know where the link leads and we do not want people avoiding University links 
for this reason. 
 
For example the URL http://z.umn.edu/aem points at an external (SAT) site. 

 
Members then discussed the following: 
● Mr. MacDonald consulted with University Information Services and it was discussed that 

web-shortening links do create a small risk. Stringently policing these links would be a 
monumental effort for small return.  

● A problem is created when the University’s brand is leveraged for an illegitimate cause. 
● Users should be made aware when they are being redirected away from a University 

website.  
● There should be a way to mediate conflicts over names when they arise.   
● Internal name conflict resolution is one issue. The proposal includes two separate issues, 

but they are interrelated.  
 
Members decided that they would revisit this issue in February.  
 
Hearing no further business, Mr. MacDonald adjourned the meeting.  
 
Jeannine Rich 
University Senate Office 


