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Agricultural faculty who teach distance courses face a variety of challenges not encountered in the
traditional classroom environment.

This research is available in Journal of Applied Communications: https://newprairiepress.org/jac/vol81/iss1/2


https://newprairiepress.org/jac/vol81/iss1/2

Miller and Carr: Information and Training Needs of Agricultural Faculty Related to

Information and Training Needs of
Agricultural Faculty Related to Distance
Education

Greg Miller
Ana Carr

Agricultural faculty who teach distance courses face a
variety of challenges not encountered in the traditional
classroom environment, The purpose of this descriptive
survey research study was to assess the information and
training needs of agricultural faculty related to distance
teaching and leaming and to compare the needs of
faculty in different types of institutions, Agricultural
faculty were most interested in distance education
applications to credit courses and placed greater empha-
sis on planning and teaching behavior topics than on
learning and learner-related topics. Findings also re-
vealed that faculty at different types of institutions pro-
vided similar rankings of potential topics for faculty
development programs in distance education.

Introduction

Distence education offers an opportunity for meeting proviously
wunmet educational needs in agriculture (Mewsomb, 1993). However,
this opportunity is frawght with challenges. Faculty who teach at a
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distarce must:

o develop an understanding of the characteristics and
necds of distant students with litthe first-hand experience and
limited, if ary, face-to-face contact; adapt teaching styles
taking into consideration the needs and expectations of rmul-
tiple, often diverse audiences; develop a working undeérstand-
ing of defivery technology, while remaining focused on thelr
teaching role; and function effectively a5 a skilled facilitator as
well as a content provider (Willis, 1984, p. 2 ).

Thus, an important challenge to higher education in agriculture
concerns the professional development of faculty for the distance
teaching expericnee, Willis and Touchstone (1996) noted that one
key to succesaful distance education was faculty development and
that faculty should receive training before their initial distance
teaching experience.

Murphy and Terry (1993) characterized distance education as a
communications process based on Gamble and Gamble's (1983)
model, Murphy and Temry focused on the obstacles and challenges
faced by the sender of information (agricultural faculty) in distance
education, They discovered that teaching faculty in agriculture
lacked competence in the use of electronic technologies used in
distance education and faculty perceived that training and assis-
tance opportunitics were limited, Murphy and Terry recommended
that programs be created to help teachers develop proficiency in
teaching with electronic technologies,

To be successful, any education or training program must focus
an needs of the learners. Mewcomb, MeCracken, and Warmbrod
(1993} wrote that “learning activities should be provided that take
into account the wants, needs, interests, and aspirations of students
(p. 30).” Faculty training Is needed for distance education, but what
are the perocived needs and interests of facully? A determination of
the information and training needs of agricultural educators related
to distance educetion will be useful in developing training programs
o prepare agricultural faculty for successhul distance teaching
experiences,

Financial support for advancing a faculty development model in
agricultural distance leaming was provided by a USDA Higher
Education Challenge Grant. To design a program that addressed
important faculty development isSues, a needs assessment was
canducted, According to Caflarella (1982), “ldentifing educational
needs of potential participants is an important component in
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designing educational programs (p. 10)." A systematic needs
analysis serves the important role of reducing uncertainty about
educational programming (McKillip, 1987). The marketing needs
assessment model described by Mckillip was used to guide this
study. The merketing model focuses on the necds and wanis of a
definable population. The ulimate goal of this model Is to achieve a
match between what the delivering institution is capable of providing
and what the target population is willing to participate in.

Purpose

The purpose of this descriptive study was to assess the informa.
tion and training needs of agricultural faculty related to distance
teaching and learning, and to compare needs of faculty in 1862
land-grant universities, 1890 land-grant universities, and non-land-
grant colleges and universities.

Methodology

The population for this study consksted of academlc deans and
selected faculty in all colleges and departments of agriculture in the
United States and its territories who were interested in a distance
educaticn raining opportunity for agricultural faculty, These o-
leges and departments of agriculture were found in 30 1862 land-
grant universities, 17 1890 land-grant universities, and 61 non-land-
grant colleges and universities,

To assess the information and training needs of agricultural
faculty related to distance teaching and learning, & list of potential
training topics was composed by the researchers after conducling a
careful review of the literature. Ultimately, 22 topics were organized
into a Likert-type scale with response cateqgories that ranged from
very low priorty (1) to very high pricnty [3). The instrument was
reviewed for content and face validity by a panel of agricultural
educators at an 1862 land-grant university, an 1890 land-grant
university, and a non-land-grant university.

Data were collected by mailed questionnaires in the spring of
1996, All academic deans associated with colleges and departments
of agriculiure in the United States and its teritories received a
package containing a cover letter, three coples of a newsletler that
explained the distance education training opportunity, three coples
of the questionnaire, and three postage-paid return envelopes. The
academic deans were asked to read the newsletter and complete
and return one copy of the questionnaire. Acaderic deans then
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were asked to select two professors from their department or
college who were interested or involved in distance education and
send to them a copy of the newsletter, the questionnaire, and a
postage-paid ervelope. A copy of the newsletter and a cover letter
were sent to all departmient hesds in agriculiural education. The
department heads were ashed to promate the raining opportunity
with their academic deans and encourage them to respond to the
survey. One complete follow-up of nonrespondents was completed
one month after the initial mailing, This follow-up was conducted
through electronlc mail and by telephone. Mo procedures werne
undertaken o control for nonresponse error. [L was reasoned that
deans and faculty who responded represented those who were
interested in the distance education training opportunity for agricul-
tural faculty. Coaxing & response from faculty wheo were not inter-
ested in distance learning would have yielded inappropriate data for
use in decision-making about faculty development programs. A total
of 158 deans and professors from 72 different colleges or universi-
ties (36 from 1862 land-grant universities, 9 from 1890 land-grant
universities, and 27 from non-land-grant colleges o universities)
provided data for this study.

Data were analyzed with the 5P55 personal computer program.
Means, standard deviations, and rankings were used to summarize
the data. Data provided by deans and professors were analyzed
together, end the deans and professors were collectively referred to
as faculty.

Findings

Teble 1 shows the means, standard deviations, and rankings for
22 distance education topic areas by bype of institution, Ratings
varied considerably armong the three groups. For example, the 1890
land-grant universitics rabed 11 topics above 4.00 en the five-point
scale, while non-land-grant colleges and unbversities rated B topics
2t this level or higher, Only four topics were rated above 4,00 by
agricultural faculty at 1862 land-grant universities. Topics were
ranked based upan their mean ratings within each group, When
rankings wene used as the basis of comparison, the three groups
provided fairty consistent assessments as to the importance of the
22 distance education lopics.

Teaching techniques for distance education was the only topic
that received a mean réting above 4,20 (very high priority). Most of
the topics were judged to be of moderately high pricrity (mean
scores between 3.50 and 4.49) by the agriculiural faculty who
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participated in the study. Six topics were considered of average
pricrity (mean scores between 2.50 and 3.49) by 1862 land-grant
unhveraity faculty, two were of average pricrity for 1800 land-grant
university faculty, and three were of average priority for non-land-
grant college and university faculty,

The highest ratings for information and training needs by faculty
at 1862 land-grant uniersitios were:

Teaching techniques for distance education;
Enhancing interaction in distance cducation;
Learmer-centered teaching techniques;
Designing instruction for credit courses;
Models of effective distance teaching.

MR L B

Ratings of priorities for information and training needs by faculty at
1890 land-grant universitics wers:

Teaching technigues for distance education;
Principles of teaching at a distance;
Designing instruction for credit courses;
Learner-centered teaching techniques;
Maodels of effective distance teaching.

LR e

Faculty at non-land-grant colleges or universities rated the following
&5 their pricnties:

Teaching technigues for distance education;

Enhancing interaction in distance education;

Principles of teaching at a distance;

Developing innovative multimedia presentations;

Maodels of effective distance teaching.

e

The topics given the lowest prionty ratings by faculty at 1862
land-grant unbversities were:

1. Selecting and using distarce education hardware;
2. The role of site facilitators;

3. The distance education delivery tearn;

4, Menaging a distance education program;

5. Copyright issues in distance education,

Lower prionity topics as pereeived by 1800 land-grant university
faculty included:

1. Copyright issues in distance education;
2. Selecting and using distance education hardware;

https://newprairiepress.org/jac/vol81/iss1/2
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Designing instruction for nonformal groups;

The role of site facilitators;

Understanding distance education and its potental;
Understanding distant learners.

L

Faculty at non-land-grant colleges and universities perecived the
following topics to be of lowest priority:

Designing instruction for nonformal groups;
Selecting and using distance education hardware:
Copyright issues in distarce education;

The robe of site facilitators;

Managing a distance education program.

Lk ol e

Conclusions, Recommendations, and Implications

Agricultural faculty placed greater emphasis on planning and
teaching behavior topics than on leaming and learner-related topics.
Faculty were most interested in teaching technigues, models of
effective teaching, principles of teaching, and designing instruction
for credit courses, This is not surprising because distance education
is & relatively new phenomenon to agricultural faculty, Glickman
(1990) surnmarized literature related to the developmental stages
through which teachers progress, Glickman noticed that beginning
teachers have an egocentric motivation for teaching that revolves
argund survival and security. Once teachers have been assured of
their security, they begin to be concerned with providing effective
instruction for their group of learmers (group motivation) and
ultimately reach a stage of altruistic motivation. At the altruistic
stage, teacher concerns expand from their group of students to
include concern for all students, Glickman noted that teacher
development may ebb and Row, When confronted with an unfamiliar
situation, teachers may regress to a lower level of development until
they are comfortable with the new situation. A follow-up study of the
needs of agricultural faculty should be conducted in five years to
determineg if they heve reached a level of development at which their
concerns focus more on student issues.

Data provided by this group of agricultural faculty suggest that
training programs should emphasize distance education for credit
courses, Designing Instruction for nonformal groups received
relatively low ratings from all three types of institutions represented
in the study but was rated lowest by non-land-grant universities.

The lowest-rated topics for faculty development related to admin-
istrative and technical concerns. Faculty were least interested in

Published by New Prairie Press/2g{pal ¢! Applied Communications, Vol. 81, No. 1, 1957/ 7
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distance education hardware and software; planning, managing, and
evaluating distance education programs; and the role of site facilite-
tors and other support staff, As they should be, facully were most
concerned about teaching and learning-related issues. Perhaps
faculty plan to rely on technical support and administrative support
systerns in delivering distance learning opportunities to students.

Another topic rated relatively low for importance was understand-
ing distance education and its potential. Agricultural faculty who
responded to this survey have likely developed an interest in and
basic understanding of distance education. They need not be further
sold on its virtues and potentialities. This group of faculty may be
more interested in practical information on how to use distance
learning systems most effectively.

The data presented here would be useful to anyone planning a
faculty development program in agricultural distance education. The
results have direct implications for the USDA Higher Education
Challenge Grant-supported project referred to eardier. The results
were used o select program topics for five two-hour satellite
broadcasts on distance learning. One project director from each
type (1862 land-grant, 1890 land-grant, and non-land-grant) of
institution with colleges or departments of agriculture comprised a
committee to select program topics, The five programs inchude:

Focusing on the distant learner;

Planning for instruction at a distance;
Presenting instruction for distance learning;
Developing innovative multimedia presentations;
Models of effective distance teaching,

1N G P

Enhancing interaction and use of the Internet were selected as
crosscutting themes to be integrated into all programs. The pro-
grams emphasize topics that were important to potential partici-
pants including an emphasis on teacher-centered issues.
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