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ABSTRACT
Online learning is one form of distance education mediated through information and
communications technology such as the Internet or other technologies. The teaching content is
delivered online, and instructors develop teaching modules that enhance their learning and
interactivity (student-student, teacher-student, and content-student). Using social cognitive
theory (SCT) concepts, the research team developed and validated a multidimensional instrument
tool to assess the needs for a professional online master’s degree in agricultural education. The
study aimed to assess participants’ readiness and motivations to learn online and identify
participants’ needs and experience with online learning. Participants’ perceptions of online
learning were assessed and provided recommendations to improve the professional online
Masters in Agricultural Education that Clemson University. A total of 531 agricultural service
agency employees (Cooperative Extension agents, Natural Resource Conservation Agency, and
Farm Service Agency) and School-based agricultural educators from Georgia, North Carolina,
and South Carolina participated in the study. From those, 96 participants completed the openended question providing valuable information. The study findings revealed that the survey
instrument is a valid and reliable tool to measure online readiness and motivation to online
learning. Most participants reported having higher expectations for their learning performances.
Because participants had higher self-efficacy levels, they recognized the importance of having
higher expectations for their learning performance and expected outcomes. Participants reported
distance from campus—no need to relocate and flexibility as their primary motivators to enroll in
online learning. Many prefer using asynchronous technologies since they provide a more
convenient environment where they can work at their own pace and time and better balance their
work and school responsibilities. Furthermore, participants recommended that professors
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promote student-content interaction (structure), professor-student interaction, and peer
interaction. Michael Moore’s theory of interaction supports these results, which are also
supported by anecdotal comments from the qualitative portion of the study. The primary themes
revealed were advantages and disadvantages to online learning. After a second review of the
data, recommendations based on past experience or needs, suggestions for additional online
degrees at Clemson University, and recommendations of exemplary online programs were
identified.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION
The Internet is one of the most significant technological changes (Miller & Miller, 2008)
that has turned our educational world upside down. According to Draves (2002), the Internet has
replaced the traditional face-to-face classroom setting with a more innovative teaching and
learning form. With the arrival of the Internet, students can learn more at their own pace, and
there is more interaction between teachers and students (Draves, 2002 as cited in Miller &
Miller, 2008) and between students and students (Bian, May 2009).
Moore (1997) proposed the theory of transactional distance (TTD), positing that distance
education does not imply a geographic separation between teachers and learners. This distance is
a pedagogical concept. Even in the case of face-to-face teaching, some distance between teachers
and learners exists (Moore, M., 1989). According to Fallon (2011), this distance can create
communication gaps that lead to misunderstandings between teachers and students. Three
different groups of variables define the TTD. The first set of variables is the structure: the
learning content and materials that the instructor has prepared for the class. The course structure
is defined by how flexible or rigid the structure is. The second set of variables is the dialogue or
relationship between learner and teacher, between learners, and between learners and content.
The last group of variables is the learner’s autonomy to interact with the teacher within the
structure. According to this theory, when the level of dialogue between learner and teacher
decreases, the learner autonomy must increase (Moore, M. G. & Diehl, 2013).
Moore and Kearsley (1996) defined distance education as “teaching and planned learning
in which instruction occurs typically in a different place from learning, requiring communication
through technologies as well as particular institutional organization (Moore, M. G. & Kearsley,
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2012). Singh and Thurman (2019) conducted an in-depth literature review on how scholars have
defined the term online learning for the last 30 years. They conclude that a definition must
include how technology is used and should clearly articulate if teaching would occur in a
synchronous or asynchronous environment. It will also have interactivity or learning examples
while acknowledging the role of the physical distance if there is any. According to the authors,
Online education is defined as education being delivered in an online environment
through the use of the Internet for teaching and learning. This includes online learning on
the part of the students that is not dependent on their physical or virtual co-location. The
teaching content is delivered online and the instructors develop teaching modules that
enhance learning and interactivity in the synchronous or asynchronous environment. (p.
302)
In distance education, communication between teachers and students is always mediated
through some type of technology. These technologies can be either synchronous or asynchronous
(Moore & Kearsley, 2012). Synchronous technologies are interactive and include tools such as
video conferences and chat. These real-time media allow students to ask their professors
questions and get an answer instantly. Synchronous e-learning requires students to attend a
distance or “virtual” class according to a specific time previously scheduled (Mindflash, n.d.).
Asynchronous technologies, on the other hand, are technologies not bound by either time or
place. Students can download documents at any time, send messages to their professors and
classmates, or post them in online forums (Mindflash, 2020). Online learning mediated with
asynchronous technology has a more flexible nature. Students can work at their own pace and
time, allowing them to combine their work, family, and education responsibilities (Hrastinski,
2008). The flexible nature of online learning is becoming more prevalent than ever, especially in
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unanticipated situations such as floods, hurricanes, or pandemics, where the normal educational
process has been interrupted (Dhawan, 2020).
The demand for online learning Master’s programs and the impact of COVID-19
In 2020, the outbreak of a novel coronavirus, called SARS-CoV2, causing COVID-19
(Chin et al., 2020) has turned upside down, even more, the educational world. The World Health
Organization (2020) declared a pandemic in March, which forced educators to change to online
learning overnight (Dhawan, 2020). COVID-19 is a highly contagious disease that can spread
from person to person. It can present as a mild disease with non-specific signs and symptoms to
cause pneumonia with respiratory failure (Chin et al., 2020); a large part of the world is in
lockdown or “quarantine,” which is negatively affecting schools, colleges, and universities
(Dhawan, 2020). As of September of 2021, social distance is essential; even though there are
different types of vaccines available to stop the spread of this deadly disease, only 57.1% of the
U.S. population has been fully vaccinated, and 66.1% received at least one dose. However, at
least half of the adult population has not received its first COVID19 vaccine dose (Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention, 2021). Therefore, the best way to prevent the illness is to avoid
contact with the virus in the first place, maintain a physical distance of 6 feet from others, avoid
crowds and poorly ventilated spaces (Center for Disease, Control, and Prevention, 2021). In
response to this situation, most educational institutions temporarily closed their doors in an
attempt to stop the spread of the COVID-19 (Verawardina et al., 2020).
Online learning is not an option anymore; it is a necessity. Educators have rearranged
their pedagogical approach, switching from in-person education to e-learning to adapt to this
changing situation without previous training. The main concern lies in how academic institutions
would adopt online learning while maintaining the quality of the education they are offering
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(Dhawan, 2020). There are challenges associated with online learning during the COVID-19
pandemic. According to the literature, educational institutions, students, and teachers face
different types of challenges. To illustrate, institutions face a challenge in engaging students in
the teaching-learning process (Dhawan, 2020).
On the other hand, teachers face challenges in changing their teaching methodology from
an in-person classroom format to online lessons without proper training (Parker, 2020) while
learning how to manage their time (Dhawan, 2020). Other challenges for teachers are covering
the curricula and making it attractive to students (Dhawan, 2020) while encouraging them to
study independently (Verawardina et al., 2020). There are also challenges for students who lack
the necessary motivation to learn online. Because some students lack self-discipline and do not
have an appropriate learning environment, online learning becomes a challenge (Bao, 2020).
Additionally, some students find the course content mediocre and the online course
unengaging and boring (Dhawan, 2020). Finally, both teachers and students might be at a
disadvantage since they do not have access to a computer or an Internet connection (Dhawan,
2020). They might not possess the necessary skills to use online technologies to succeed in
online learning (van Dijk, 2002). The United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO) created a global education coalition to promote inclusive learning
during these difficult times to address some of these disadvantages. To alleviate the impact of
school closures, UNESCO released a list of applications, digital learning management systems,
platforms, and other resources to help teachers, schools, school administrators, and parents to
simplify online student learning (The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization [UNESCO], n.d.). Most of these tools are free of charge (Verawardina et al., 2020),
while other platforms, systems, and applications offer an upgraded (enterprise) version for a fee.
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Many universities had plans to reopen their campuses during the Fall of 2020 while
implementing diverse strategies to ensure social distance, which is still a requirement to protect
the health of students, faculty, and staff. Some universities plan hybrid models to limit students’
numbers on campus, while others plan to continue offering online instruction (Smalley, 2020).
Today, more than ever, it is imperative to have solid online programs that are developed based
on the needs of its potential audiences.
The demand for online learning in Agricultural Education is strongly supported in the
literature (Miller & Miller, 2008). To illustrate, Wilson and Moore (2004) reported a substantial
demand for the online Master of Agricultural and Extension Education program at North
Carolina State University exists. Both school-based agricultural educators (SBAE) and Extension
agents expressed that they would enroll in an online program. The authors suggested that other
individuals in the agricultural business and services might be interested in registering in the
online program (Wilson & Moore, 2004). Roberts and Dyer (2005) reported that 62% of the
Agricultural Education Departments currently offer online courses and people perceived a
moderately high need for online courses. However, most Agricultural Education Departments
perceived distance education demand was slightly lower (Roberts & Dyer, 2005). Miller and
Miller (2008) indicated that high school agriculture teachers in Iowa reported a significant need
for graduate courses in agricultural education to study at their own pace and at their own time.
The study results showed that younger teachers who need graduate courses during the next five
years and are highly skilled in computers are more likely to enroll in the online Master of
Science Degree in Agriculture at Iowa State University (Miller & Miller, 2008).
Additionally, the authors investigated the Extension professionals’ need for a graduate
online education program. The study results revealed that 20 Iowa Extension professionals who
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earned a Bachelor of Science degree would apply for an online Master of Science degree in
agricultural education. When combined with 82 high school agriculture teachers who indicated
they would apply to the same program, it revealed a strong demand for an online education
program in agricultural education at Iowa State University (Miller & Miller, 2009).
Statement of the Problem
Past research has assessed the needs for a professional online master’s degree in
agricultural education but has only focused on the needs of Extension professionals (Wilson &
Moore, 2004) and School-based agriculture educators (SBAE) (Roberts & Dyer, 2005; Miller &
Miller, 2008; Miller & Miller, 2009). There are, however, only a few studies that include other
potential audiences. Bauder’s study (2002) identified the needs of different audiences for online
instruction. Findings from Bauder’s research showed that 52% of the surveyed undergraduate
students from the College of Agriculture at Montana State University are interested in enrolling
in distance education courses. Additionally, 88% of the agriculture instructors across the state
expressed their interest in enrolling in university credits while employed full-time, and 58.6% of
the Extension faculty are interested in enrolling in college credit courses while employed fulltime. Additionally, 63% of the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) Natural
Resource Conservation Service staff and 71.4% of the United States Department of Interior
(USDI) Bureau of Land Management staff are interested in enrolling in college credit courses
while employed full-time (Bauder, 2002).
Even though Wilson and Moore suggested in 2004 that other people from the agricultural
business and services might be interested in enrolling in an online master's degree program in
agricultural education, limited research has addressed other potential audiences. It would be
relevant to explore if different audiences would benefit from and be interested in an online
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professional master’s degree in agricultural education. Potential audiences to include agritourism
operators, professionals in agricultural service agencies (e.g., agricultural museum employees,
USDA Natural Resource Conservation Services (NRCS) employees, Farm Service Agencies
(FSA) employees), SBAE, and Cooperative Extension professionals.
Purpose of the Study
This study seeks to identify the needs of school-based agricultural educators, Cooperative
Extension agents, and professionals in agricultural service agencies (i.e., NRCS and FSA) for a
professional online master’s degree in agricultural education.
Research Objectives
To develop and conduct a needs assessment instrument to assess agricultural service
agencies’ needs for a professional online master’s degree in agricultural education, the following
objectives are used to develop this study.

1.

Develop and validate the multidimensional instrument tool to assess readiness and
motivation for online learning for participants in the study.

2.

Describe the demographic characteristics of participants in the study and their
experience with online learning.

3.

Assess participants’ readiness to pursue an online master’s program in agricultural
education.

4.

Identify participants’ perceptions (interests and needs) of an off-campus
professional agriculture degree program.

5.

Identify participants’ motivations for pursuing an online master’s degree in
agricultural education.

7

6.

Identify the advantages and disadvantages of online learning based on
participants’ experience and needs.

7.

Discuss participants’ recommendations for the new online Master in Agricultural
Education.

Benefits of the Study
This study will benefit the Agricultural Education program at Clemson University and
those programs that are considering the possibility of developing or revising a professional
online master’s degree. Addressing the needs of such developing programs, this study will
contribute by filling a gap in the literature, providing information in the following areas:
potential target audiences and its characteristics; their needs and interests regarding online
education; motivations to pursue a professional online master’s degree in agricultural education;
student readiness to pursue an online degree, and perceived barriers to off-campus studies. The
study also will benefit the faculty of Agricultural Education online programs to understand
student perceptions and motivations to online learning, their readiness to learn online and make
the necessary adjustment to their classes and curricula based on participant’s recommendations
and input. Furthermore, this study will help program directors of online master's in Agricultural
Education to understand participant’s perceptions towards online learning based on previous
experiences and needs, to make the necessary adjustment to the program in the short and long
term to meet those needs
Dissertation organization
The dissertation is organized into the following chapters. Chapter 1, the Introduction,
provides an overview of the impact of the Internet on education, particularly the benefits and
types of distance education in higher education. Chapter 1 also includes the problem statement,
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the purpose of the study, research objectives, benefits of the study, limitations of the study, and
concluding with operational definitions that describe terms used in the chapter.
Chapter 2 introduces the literature review on the need for an online professional master’s
degree in agricultural education and a description of the selected theoretical framework. Chapter
3 describes the study’s methods, including the study design, population and sampled population,
instrumentation, data collection procedures, and data analysis. Chapter 4 presents study findings
through a research article entitled: “Assessing Online Learning Readiness for a Professional
Master’s Degree Program in Agricultural Education.” Chapter 5 presents additional findings of
the study in a research article entitled “Participant’s Perceptions Towards Online Learning and
Recommendations for Program Improvement: A Qualitative Study.”
Limitations of the Study
The limitations of the study are methodological. By default, Qualtrics XM permits
recording “an incomplete survey” after one week. This action should have been changed to one
month to enable participants to have more time to complete the survey instrument. Not realizing
this action was needed during the pilot intervention, several surveys were empty. The research
team decided to discard them since participants did not record any information in the survey
instrument. During the follow-up calls to address non-response bias, the lead researcher learned
that many employees at the Natural Resource Conservation Service office and Farm Service
Agencies did not receive the invitation to participate in the study since their email security
system filtered. Also, some professionals in agricultural service agencies did not complete the
survey since they needed clearance from the Office Director saying they were allowed to
complete the online survey.
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Operational Definitions
The following terminologies used in the context of this research study are defined as:
Asynchronous technologies: are recorded technologies used in e-learning or distance
education, such as e-mail, stream videos, blogs, and discussion boards. It also supports work
relations among learners and teachers, even when participants cannot be online simultaneously.
It is a more flexible and convenient technology that allows students to work at their own pace
and time.
Autonomous learners: are “students who solve problems or develop new ideas through a
combination of divergent and convergent thinking and function with minimal external guidance
in selected areas of endeavor” (Betts & Knapp, 1981 as cited in Bettes, 2017, slide 3).
Distance education: “is a two-way communication between teacher and students who are
separated by a geographical distance and/or time, where communication is mediated by
technology to support educational process” (Telg & Cheek, 1998, p. 33 as cited in Wilson &
Moore, 2004).
Digital Learning: is any type of learning that is mediated by synchronous or
asynchronous technologies. Digital learning can also occur across all curriculum learning areas
and levels (State Government of Victoria, 2017).
Digital Technologies: are electronic tools, systems, devices, and resources that generate,
store, or process data. Well-known examples include social media, online games, multimedia,
and mobile phones” (State Government of Victoria, 2017).
E-learning: is the usage of electronic media, educational technology, and information and
communication technology (ICT) in the educational process (Al-araibi et al., 2019, p. 1395).
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Online learning: “Online education is defined as education being delivered in an online
environment through the use of the Internet for teaching and learning. This includes online
learning on the part of the students that is not dependent on their physical or virtual co-location.
The teaching content is delivered online, and the instructors develop teaching modules that
enhance learning and interactivity in the synchronous or asynchronous environment” (Singh &
Thurman, 2019, p. 302).
Readiness for online learning: The current definition includes three components. The
first one “is the students’ choice for this delivery format as opposed to face-to-face instruction.”
Second is the “student confidence in using electronic communication for learning, specifically
competence and confidence in using the Internet and computer-mediated communications.
Lastly, is the ability to engage in autonomous learning” (Huang, 1998).
Synchronous technologies are used in distance education or e-learning that provides
learners with an interactive environment. This type of technology supports active learning by
providing an environment with the learning tools, learning materials, and opportunities for a
contextual discussion (Yang & Liu, 2007). They are real-time tools, where students learn
simultaneously in a virtual class according to a specific time previously scheduled (Mindflash,
n.d.)
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CHAPTER TWO
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
The social cognitive theory (SCT) will be used as the theoretical framework for this
study. Albert Bandura developed this theory in 1986 and proposed that all learning activities
occur in a social environment where personal aspects, such as mental and emotional factors,
environmental influences, and behavior, continually interact (Boston University School of Public
Health, 2019). A central principle of this theory is the construct of perceived self-efficacy, which
is defined as the confidence or self-belief in performing a behavior and having an effect
(Bandura, 1998). From a social cognitive perspective, “a person’s behavior is influenced by their
capabilities or knowledge, positive or negative reinforcements, self-control, perceived outcomes,
the importance placed on those outcomes, and self-efficacy” (Plow & Chang, 2019, p. 284).
Bandura also suggested that self-efficacy belief defines a person’s motivation level (Bandura
1989). In the field of distance education, e-learning, information technology (IT), and
information and communication technology (ICT), social cognitive theory (SCT) has been
widely used as a theoretical framework. To illustrate, Alem et al. (2016) used the SCT to shape
and define a multidimensional concept of e-readiness in the context of e-learning environments.
After an extensive review of the literature, the authors used the SCT and transactional distance
theory (TDT) to recognize and define the number of dimensions used in the instrument to assess
the concept of e-readiness. The tool had five dimensions: “self-competence; self-directed
learning; motivation; financial; and usefulness” (p. 193). This study aimed to validate this survey
instrument to measure the construct of e-readiness in online learning (Alem et al., 2016).
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Additionally, SCT was used as a framework to develop a model that evaluated the level
of influence that computer self-efficacy, outcome expectations, and affective factors have on
computer usage. The study findings revealed that self-efficacy has a significant positive effect on
factors such as affect and anxiety and the use of a computer after one year (Compeau et al.,
1999). SCT and the technology acceptance model (TAM) were used to develop a model of users’
perceptions (attitudes) regarding the acceptance and usage of web technologies as a training tool.
Those aspects included: motivational perspectives and self-efficacy perspectives (Liaw, 2001).
Using constructs from the SCT, another study was conducted to investigate how Internet selfefficacy helps students turn motivation into action and how Internet self-efficacy influences
distance education students (Chang et al., 2014). Lastly, using concepts derived from the
technology acceptance model (TAM), the theory of reasoned action (TRA), and social cognitive
theory (SCT), Chen et al. (2013) proposed a framework. The authors developed a survey
instrument for assessing college students’ intentions to use web-based instruction systems. The
study’s findings revealed that perceived enjoyment and systems characteristics influence
students’ perceptions of the system’s usefulness and ease of use. Self-efficacy impacts behavior
intention, while social influence and anxiety are predictors of self-efficacy (Chen et al., 2013).
However, Schunk and DiBenedetto (2020) highlight the importance of making theoretical
adaptations since the social cognitive theory was proposed before contemporary technology
appeared. For instance, asynchronous contexts do not operate in the same manner as in face-toface contexts; therefore, one cannot assume that the motivational process will work in the same
way in both contexts (Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2020). Figure 1 showed the most salient
dimensions found in the literature to measure the construct of online readiness from the
perspective of the SCT.
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Figure 1
Dimensions Found in the Literature That Measures the Construct of Online Readiness from the SCT Perspective
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REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Needs Assessment
According to Rossi et al. (2004), a needs assessment is an “evaluative study that
answers questions about the social conditions a program is intended to assess and the
needs for the program” (p. 429). In this study, the intention is to gather information about
the needs for a professional online Master’s degree in Agricultural Education in South
Carolina. A needs assessment is also considered the first stage in developing, designing,
or improving a program. Including education training, organization, and community
(development), the needs assessment provides evidence regarding what is needed and
how it might be delivered (Rossi et al., 2004). An in-depth review of the literature
revealed that a need for an online master’s degree program in agricultural education exist.
To illustrate, Wilson and Moore (2004) conducted a study to assess professionals’ needs
in agricultural and extension education for an online master’s program in Agricultural
Education at North Carolina State University (NCSU). Findings from the study showed
that there is a demand for this program. Even though SBAE and Extension professionals
are more likely to pursue an online degree, other individuals in agricultural businesses
and services are willing to enroll. However, Wilson and Moore did not provide specific
evidence about who these other potential audiences are (Wilson & Moore, 2004). A few
years later, Miller and Miller (2008; 2009) conducted a series of needs assessments with
high school agriculture teachers and Extension personnel at Iowa State University to
investigate the demand and incentives for an online master’s degree in Agricultural
Education. Results from both studies revealed that 70% of the agricultural education
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teachers and 11% of Extension personnel need to complete graduate courses to maintain
their employment or renew their teaching licenses. The majority of the teachers, 89%,
and the majority of the Extension personnel (59%) expressed that a master’s degree could
increase their salary. Therefore, they would be more inclined to pursue a distance
education degree in Agricultural Education. Even though 50% of employers encouraged
teachers to continue their formal education, only 2% of those employers are willing to
provide tuition assistance, and only 5% will offer time off for taking classes. As opposed
to teachers’ employers, 47% of the Extension personnel indicated that their employers are
willing to assist with tuition, while 45% offer time off for taking classes. It was also
found that teachers that possess computer resources and skills are more likely to pursue
an online master’s degree program in Agricultural Education. Teachers with a Bachelor
of Science (BS) are more likely to enroll in an online graduate program in Agricultural
Education (Miller & Miller, 2008).
Most employers (90%) encourage Extension personnel to enroll in non-formal
education programs, while only 48% encouraged to continue with formal education. Even
when most Extension personnel (98%) rated their computer skills level as moderate or
high, only 30% expressed having taken an online course before. Still, a majority (53%)
had taken at least one distance education course. Teachers reported similar results; 54%
ranked their computer skills level as moderate. Less than half (42%) had previously taken
an online course, but 63% had taken at least one distance education course (Miller &
Miller, 2009).
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Considering the needs that other professionals in agricultural service agencies
may have, agritourism operators’ needs were investigated in the literature. The evidence
shows that there is some interest in online college courses or online webinars. To
illustrate, Miller et al. (2012) conducted a study to determine the perceived educational
needs and barriers that agritourism operators in Arkansas have related to marketing
communications and promotion. Miller et al. found that the most common issues were
“promotion and advertising, media relations and signaling” while the most-reported
educational needs were: “legislation and government support; grant resources;
advertising; marketing opportunities; and liability insurance and risks” (p. 74). Even
though the most favored education delivery methods reported were in-person meetings,
workshops, and demonstrations, there is some interest in distance education degrees or
college courses. To illustrate, 36% of the surveyed operators admitted that regional
workshops are very useful, while 19% expressed that college-level online courses would
be beneficial (Miller et al., 2012). In Tennessee, on the other hand, the most important
concerns from the agritourism businesses were: the use of social media for marketing
(60%), website and marketing design (55%), and managing websites (52%). The
operators’ best learning methods were hands-on learning (46%) and farm visits (30%).
However, the least preferred methods were: trade shows and conventions (31%), selfpaced online modules (33%), and online-webinars (21%) (Murphy, 2017). Finally, in
Missouri, another study was conducted to evaluate agritourism farm operators’ perceived
benefits by assessing the perceived importance of this activity in accomplishing 16
entrepreneurial goals. Agritourism was recognized as most relevant for market-related

21

objectives. Therefore, it should be used as a marketing tool to attract new clients and
educate people about agriculture while enhancing the farm operators’ quality of life (Tew
& Barbieri, 2012).
Online learning environment
Online learning environments are more flexible, interactive, and less organized
than other learning environments such as face-to-face or other more traditional distant
learning applications (Kaymak & Horzum, 2013). Research showed that the flexibility of
this environment is what allow students to combine school, family, and job
responsibilities. It also enhances student satisfaction, and quality of instruction. The
flexibility of the environment has also encouraged scholars to assess student satisfaction
with online programs (Shelton, 2010). Chen et al. (2010) investigated the nature of
student engagement in the online learning environment. The authors explained that
college institutions should encourage student-faculty interaction and student-student
interaction, active learning, prompt feedback, time on task, high expectations, and respect
for different learning styles. However, the authors also explained that communication and
information technology alone would not lead to student success. Instead, educators must
utilize technology as a tool to promote social engagement. Results of the study revealed a
positive relationship between student engagement and the use of web-based learning
technology and learning outcomes (Chen et al., 2010).
Distance education learner’s characteristics
The characteristics of distance education students and their decisions to enroll in
an online education program are complex. Distance education has been seen as an
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effective way to expand access upon an unconventional population who would not enroll
in traditional face-to-face programs. This population generally includes older students
attending school while full-time employed, students who live in rural areas, disabled
students, active military students, and students in urban areas that face incredibly high
traveling costs (Bacow et al., 2012). Successful online learners possess the necessary
skills to use these online learning technologies and have interpersonal and
communication skills. These students understand and value interaction and collaborative
learning (Hung et al., 2010), have a more independent learning style (Boyd, 2004), and
possess self-directed learning skills, including self-control (Hung et al., 2010). Another
characteristic that favors online learners’ success is having above-average reading and
writing skills and having family and job support (Boyd, 2004).
The most salient intentions to enroll in a distance education program reported in
the literature are future employment goals, salary increments, and personal enrichment
(Mink & Moore, 2005). Some of the benefits of online learning are reducing time
traveling, allowing students to harmonize their personal and work responsibilities while
completing their degree in an abbreviated time (Miller, 1995). The online learning
environment is more malleable, less organized, and interactive than traditional distance
learning applications or face-to-face environments (Kaymak & Horzum, 2013). Another
benefit of online learning is that it allows collaboration with students and professors from
other universities or countries. Students must also have access to hardware and software,
an Internet connection, and a minimum of computer knowledge and skills to move
around the online environment (Boyd, 2004). On the other hand, challenges had been
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identified in the literature related to online learning. Students have to balancing work and
home responsibilities (Miller, 1995; Pate & Miller, 2012), lack of interaction with other
students, access/cost of the program, technical difficulties, lack of time and support to
study, technical and academic skills, and lack of internal motivation to learn, lack of
communication (Muilenburg & Berge, 2005, Shelton, 2010; Burbuagh et al., 2014).
The flexibility that the online learning environment offers, had increased students’
expectations about the quality of the instruction and encouraged scientists to study
student’s satisfaction to online programs (Burbuagh et al., 2014). Burbuagh et al. (2014)
conducted a qualitative study to assess student satisfaction and provided
recommendations to improve online learning. Six themes emerged from the analysis:
perception of technology, perceptions of instructional approaches, application of
coursework, effective teaching and learning, influence of students, and faculty
interaction. Recommendations for program improvement were made, such as use
different delivery methods to accommodate all learning styles and student necessities,
frequently review course materials, design opportunities to promote student-student
interaction, and faculty-student interaction. Furthermore, manage students’ expectations
from the beginning while encouraging communication on a regular basis. Additionally,
recommendations were made for both professors and students to acquire the necessary
technical skills before entering the online learning environment (Shelton, 2010; Li &
Irby, 2008).
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Motivations and online learning
As seen through the lens of social cognitive theory, motivation is considered a
process that sets in action goal-oriented activities. A goal represents what a person is
attempting to accomplish (Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2020). Motivation has been found in
the literature to influence students’ attitudes and learning behaviors. From this
perspective, learning occurs through an interaction between cognition and motivation,
which are considered two sides of the same coin (Feuerstein & Lewin-Benham, 2012)
and are aspects of an interactive system (Bickhard, 2003).
There are two types of motivation: intrinsic and extrinsic. Intrinsic, or personal, is
the enjoyment of learning or completing an activity by itself. By contrast, extrinsic, or
external motivation means a person may perform a particular behavior to receive a
specific reward or avoid a punishment (Hung et al., 2010). Student motivation is the
primary component associated with achievement, while self-efficacy is a predictor of
student achievement. The self-efficacy construct originates in the concept of autoevaluation; this is how a person perceives their performance in a specific situation
(Bandura, 1998). The effects of motivation for an online learning environment have
previously been studied and reported in the literature. Intrinsic motivation to pursue a
degree and acquiring technical knowledge were the most reported motivators to enroll in
an online master’s degree. Graduates from 1993 were more interested in enjoyment and
learning, while those who graduated in 2001 were more interested in professional
development (Miller, & Miller, 2005). Other motivations found in the literature to pursue
a distance education degree were: 1) employment goals; 2) a raise in salary (Mink &
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Moore, 2005; Roberts et al., 2005; Pate & Miller, 2012 Russell, 2013; Cullum, 2016;
Pugh, 2019); 3) obtain a postgraduate degree (Miller, 1995; Miller & Miller, 2005;
Carroll, 2011; Pate & Miller, 2012); 4) personal development benefits (Mink & Moore,
2005; Roberts et al., 2005; Russell, 2013; Carroll, 2011; Cullum, 2016; Pugh, 2019); 5)
having a good job or career (Miller, 1995; Mink & Moore, 2005; Miller & Miller, 2005;
Carroll, 2011; Pate & Miller, 2012); 6) current job requirement (Mink & Moore, 2005;
Miller & Miller, 2005; Pate & Miller, 2012); 7) acquire or improve technical knowledge
and/or academic skills; 8) the enjoyment of learning new information (Pintrich, 1991;
Miller, 1995; Russell, 2013; Miller & Miller, 2005; Pugh, 2019); 9) convenience (Shih,
2001; Noel-Levitz, 2006; Russell, 2013; Oguz et al., 2015; Abramenka, 2015; Cabi &
Kalelioglu, 2019); 10) flexible pacing to complete the program (Mink & Moore, 2005;
Noel-Levitz, 2006; Oguz et al., 2015; 11) distance from campus, therefore there is no
need to relocate (Noel-Levitz, 2006; Oguz et al., 2015; Russell, 2013; Abramenka, 2015),
and 12) time constrains due to work responsibilities (Noel-Levitz, 2006; Abramenka,
2015; Cullum, 2016).
It is essential to consider the interaction between teachers and students, the course
content, and readiness levels to learn online to enhance student motivation and
satisfaction within the distance education process. Additionally, online learning success
depends on well-trained and supported instructors, creating an online learning
community, and significantly improving technology (Cabi & Kalelioglu, 2019). To
illustrate, Shih & Gamon (2001) conducted a study to assess how student motivation,
learning style, and attitudes influenced web-based course achievement. The study
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findings revealed that the following variables were not correlated with web-based
learning achievements: attitude toward web-based instruction; student characteristics
such as if they were taking two classes; types of students (off-campus or on-campus
students); number of courses previously taken in the subject area; limited or unlimited
computer access; study and work hours per week, and gender. However, motivation was
the only factor found that explained more than one-fourth of the student achievement (see
Table 1 to understand how achievement is measured). Students and faculty need to be
aware of the impact that motivation can have on student achievement (Shih & Gamon,
2001). Findings from the 2006 National Online Learners Priorities Report showed that
convenience was the primary motivating factor to enroll in the online program, while
work schedule, flexibility, and program requirements were also important motivating
factors. The only factor that was found not to be important was the employers’
recommendations (Noel-Levitz Inc., 2006). Additionally, Magda and Smalec (2020)
reported similar results and described that 91.3% chose flexibility as the main factor,
followed by the convenience of schedules and length of the program (Magda & Smalec,
2020). Motivation constructs measured in the literature, its origins and statement are
presented in Table 1.
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Table 1
Listing of Motivational Constructs, Origins, and Statements
Construct
Student motivation

Reference
(Shih & Gamon, 2001, p.16)

Student motivation

(Mink & Moore, 2005,
p.87)

Student motivation

(Noel-Levitz Inc., 2006,
p.7)

Statement
1. I want to get better grades than other students
2. I expect to do well in this class
3. Studying appropriately, I can learn the material
4. I prefer course material that arouses my curiosity
5. I am satisfied with trying to understand the content
6. Course material is useful to learn
7. I think of the questions I cannot answer
8. I am interested in the content area of this course
9. I think of how poorly I am doing
1. Future Employment Goals, Salary Increases
2. Personal Enrichment or Benefits
3. Current Job Requirement
4. Advancement in Current job, Salary Increases
1. Convenience
2. Work schedule
3. Flexible pacing for completing a program
4. Program requirements
5. Reputation of the institution
6. Ability to transfer credits
7. Cost
8. Future employment opportunities
9. Financial assistance available
10. Distance from campus
11. Recommendations from employer
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Construct
Student motivation

Reference
(Miller & Miller, 2008,
p.20)

Student motivation

(Carroll et al., 2011, p.6-7)

Statement
1. Need graduate courses to maintain employment or renew a
professional license
2. Master’s degree can/did increase salary
3. Financial incentive for taking courses beyond the master’s
degree
4. Employer encourages formal education
5. Employer encourages nonformal education
6. Employer provides tuition assistance
7. Employer provides release time to take courses
What is your biggest motivator?
1. Good job or career
2. Potential for higher income
3. Hands-on activities
4. Obtaining a degree
5. Self-satisfaction of accomplishment
6. Having knowledge
7. Interesting topics
8. A challenge
9. Inadequate current knowledge
10. Grades
11. Practical topic
12. Potential to make life easier
What strategies could you use to increase your motivation?
1. Incentives (pay, rewards, scholarships)
2. Family influence
3. Peer influence
4. Improved time management
5. Internship experience
6. Fewer life “distractions”
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Construct

Extrinsic motivation

Intrinsic motivation

Reference

(Russell, 2013)

Statement
What strategies could your instructor use to increase your
motivation?
1. Real-life applications
2. Hands-on activities
3. Higher energy & enthusiasm
4. More emphasis on homework
5. More emphasis on exams
6. Fewer assignments
7. Cover broad topics
8. Easier assignments
9. Extra credit
10. Connect to other courses
11. Connect to current events
12. Alumni stories
13. More assignments
1. Time constraints due to work responsibilities
2. Time constraints due to family responsibilities
3. My courses are not scheduled at convenient times and
locations
4. Commuting related issues such as wear and tear on car, gas,
and mileage
5. I enjoy taking online courses
6. I make better grades in online courses than in face-to-face
courses
7. I am more responsible in online courses
8. I am more motivated in online courses
9. I prefer online interaction with my professor and other
classmates
10. I find online courses easier than face-to-face courses
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Construct
Student motivation

Reference
(Oguz et al., 2015)

Student motivation

(Abramenka, 2015)

Statement
1. Quality of education
2. No need to relocate
3. No need to change/quit current job
4. Cost of education
5. No onsite (face-to-face) MLIS/MLS/M.S.
6. Program available in my area
7. Career planning
8. Professional development
9. Placement services
10. Social networking
11. Virtual practice
12. Lectures/talks (outside of class)
13. Mentoring (e.g., peer, professional)
14. Academic advising
15. An online class lets me graduate sooner
16. Personal circumstances (e.g., family, health, pregnancy)
required me to take online classes.
17. The same class was not available in a face-to-face format
18. I had a good experience with an online class before
19. An online class was recommended by someone
20. I was curious, wanted to try something new
21. I thought it was easier than a face-to-face class
22. An online class is more convenient due to my work schedule
23. I travel and could not attend a face-to-face class regularly
24. Online classes are suited to my lifestyle
25. Broader selection of classes available online
1. Online classes fit my schedule better
2. No commute to class
3. Convenience
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Construct

Online Extrinsic
Motivation

Reference

(Cullum, 2016, p. 94)

Online Intrinsic
Motivation

Student motivation

(Cabi & Kalelioglu, 2019)

Statement
4. I enjoy learning how to use new technologies
5. Professional networking opportunities
6. I work better at my own pace
7. Easier to concentrate
8. Prepares me better for the future
9. None of the above
1. Time constraints due to work responsibilities
2. Time constraints due to family responsibilities
3. My courses are not scheduled at convenient times and
locations
4. Commuting related issues such as wear and tear on car, gas,
and mileage
5. I enjoy taking online courses
6. I make better grades in online courses than in face-to-face
courses
7. I am more responsible in online courses
8. I am more motivated in online courses
9. I prefer online interaction with my professor and other
classmates
10. I find online courses easier than face-to-face courses
1. Good communication with the lecturer
2. Attend classes online from any location
3. No loss of time attending classes on campus
4. Class duration and lectures
5. No obligation to join the live class
6. More convenient method than face-to-face
7. Using technology
8. Accessibility and course materials
9. Recording of live broadcasts
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Construct

Student motivation

Reference

(Magda & Smalec, 2020,
p.11)

1.
2.
3.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

Statement
Access to information whenever wanted
Course materials
Assignments clear and easily accessible
Flexibility of online format
Convenience of schedules
Length of the program
Geographical location (e.g., I live in a different state)
Course instruction experience/technology
Use of technology
Diversity of student body
Other
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On the other hand, outcome expectation is the person’s belief that specific
behavior or task will lead to a particular outcome. The concept of computer self-efficacy
is used in the literature to evaluate whether students will perform well in computer-based
courses and derives from the concept of self-efficacy proposed by Bandura (Chang et al.,
2014). From a social cognitive theory perspective, perceived self-efficacy is determined
by an individual’s level of motivation; that is, how much effort this individual will use to
obtain a specific goal. Online learning students can enhance their learning performance
by having a high sense of self-efficacy to remain on task and face environmental
distractions (Bandura, 1998) and have confidence in learning the necessary computer
skills (Chang et al., 2014). The relationship between motivation, self-efficacy, behavior,
and outcomes expectation are illustrated in Figure 2.
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Figure 2
Relationship between Perceived Self-efficacy, Motivation and Outcomes Expectations from the Perspective of the
Social Cognitive Theory
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Previous studies assessed the affects that distance education has on self-efficacy.
To illustrate, Chang et al. (2014) conducted a study that evaluated the impact of Internet
self-efficacy on motivation and learning performance. The findings revealed that students
with high self-efficacy levels were more self-confident in their ability to complete the
online course. They also performed better on the examination than those showing lower
levels of self-efficacy (Chang et al., 2014). On the other hand, Cabi and Kalelioglu
(2019) found that undergraduate students who enrolled in distance education courses
gained computer/Internet self-efficacy and improved their self-directed learning skills.
Based on how this course was delivered and the teaching methodology used, it was found
that the course decreased the typical “escape attitudes” of e-learning (Cabi & Kalelioglu,
2019).
Contemporary definitions of online readiness focus on the following
characteristics: students’ preference for the online delivery format instead of the face-toface environment; their confidence and competence in using the Internet and computer to
communicate. The last aspect is the students’ ability to learn autonomously due to
intrinsic motivations to learn and the desire to achieve the goals proposed (Smith et al.,
2003; Pillay et al., 2007; Hung et al., 2010). Student readiness to online learning relates
to the concept of computer/Internet self-efficacy, which is considered an extension of the
concept of self-efficacy, which compresses self-directed learning, student control,
motivation, and online communication self-efficacy (Kaymak & Horzum, 2013). From
this perspective, self-directed learning is centered on how the student takes responsibility
of their learning as by having a motivation to learn, explain their learning goals,

36

recognize, and implement appropriate learning strategies, and finally assess their
outcomes. Learner control, on the other hand, is composed of the different strategies
implemented by the student to take control over their learning activities in terms of pace,
sequence, and coverage of the learning content, type of media used, and time spent on
study. Finally, online communication self-efficacy refers to the ability to effectively
communicating with others using computer technologies (Hung et al., 2010)
Various assessment tools have been designed to measure the concept of online
readiness. For instance, McVay and Lynch (2000-2001) developed a 13-item instrument
to measure online learning readiness. The survey’s focal point is on the students’
behavior and attitudes, which are considered prospective predictors of online learning
(Smith et al., 2003). The McVay-Lynch assessment tool has been recognized as an
essential tool to assess the construct of online readiness. Also, it created a positive
influence on other studies (Searle & Waugh, n.d.). To illustrate, Bauder (2002) conducted
a series of needs assessments to assess the feasibility of online instruction. The targeted
populations were: undergraduate students from the College of Agriculture, Vocational
Agriculture Instructors, Extension Service field faculty, The United States Department of
Agriculture (USDA) Natural Resource Conservation Service (NRCS) field staff
employees, and The United States Department of Interior (USDI) Bureau of Land
Management (BLM) professional field staff employees. Study findings revealed that 52%
of the surveyed students are interested in college credit-courses, and 88% of teachers and
58.6% of the Extension faculty are interested in enrolling in college credit courses while
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full-time employed. This number will increase to 94% for teachers and 70.7% for
Extension Service faculty if courses are electronically delivered (Bauder, 2002).
Additionally, most NRCS and BLM assessed employees are interested in
enrolling in college credit courses while employed full-time. This number will increase to
78% and 72%, respectively, if classes can be taken online. Results of the needs
assessment conducted with the faculty revealed that only 35% used in the past distance
delivery methods. In contrast, the majority used lecture-type presentations, laboratory, or
in-class discussions. However, most preferred a combination of both distant delivery
methods and traditional classroom settings (Bauder, 2002).
Smith et al. (2003) conducted a research study on McVay’s Readiness for Online
Learning tool to appraise its value. The authors found that the instrument is reliable and
can be used to assess online readiness. To further investigate the usefulness of the survey
instrument, Smith et al. (2003) recommended using a large sample size (Smith et al.,
2003). Pillay et al. (2007) conducted a validation study on the Tertiary Students’
Readiness for Online Learning (TSROL) survey. The instrument addresses four
dimensions: “technical skills, computer self-efficacy, learning preferences and attitudes
towards computers” (p. 217). The authors showed that the survey’s validity improved,
and it is a great tool to be used before the commencement of a course. To improve the
instrument, the authors recommended the adoption of a multidimensional interpretation
of the “learners’ preferences” scale and the subscale “attitudes towards computers”
(Pillay et al., 2007, p. 232).
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Hung et al. (2010) conducted a confirmatory study on McVay’s Online Learning
Readiness Scale (OLRS) survey. The findings revealed that self-directed learning and
student control are essential dimensions to assess online readiness. Additionally, selfdirected learning and student control are factors that affect readiness (Hung et al., 2010).
Dray et al. (2011) developed a tool to self-assess readiness for online learning. To
validate the instrument, the authors conducted focus group sessions and personal
interviews to investigate their perceptions and understanding of each item through
cognitive testing. The study findings revealed a strong validity for items concerning the
learner characteristics scale. However, items concerning the technology subscale
produced inconsistent results. After revising the concepts through an in-depth analysis of
the literature, the authors renamed the technology capability scale to Information and
Communication Technology (ICT) engagement scale, which measures four areas: “basic
technologies skills, access to technology, usage of technology and relationship with ICT”
(Dray et al., 2011, p. 43).
Kaymak and Horzum (2013) conducted a study to analyze the relationship
between student online readiness, perceived structure, and dialogue in online learning
environments. The authors believed that transactional distance (TD) and the community
of inquiry (CI) are theories that have direct implications in online learning. Findings from
the Kaymak and Horzum (2013) study showed a positive relationship between readiness
for online learning and perceived interaction between student and teacher, or dialogue.
When the interaction between online learning learners with teachers, with other students,
and the content increases, the students’ autonomy increases, meaning that the probability
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of students succeeding in achieving their learning goals will increase (autonomy).
However, it is expected that the structure decreases. The structure is defined by how rigid
or flexible the course structure, the course educational objectives, teaching strategies, and
evaluation methods are (Kaymak and Horzum, 2013). A negative and statistically
significant relationship was found between the structure and readiness for online learning,
meaning that when online learning readiness increases, the course structure decreases,
and vice versa. Finally, self-directed learner and learner control had a substantial value in
online readiness (Kaymak and Horzum, 2013).
Gascoigne and Parnell (2014) used a modified version of the Distance Education
Aptitude and Readiness Scale (DEARS) assessment tool with students attending a
combined face-to-face and distance education French class students participating only in
a traditional face-to-face environment. The instrument measures digital readiness through
perceived digital competencies to achieve academic engagement. Findings from the study
showed no significant differences between groups, and no positive correlation was found
between the DEARS score and course success, which was measured by the final grades
of the class. The limitations of the study were a small sample size of 33 students. Also,
the DEARS survey was developed to be used with distance education students. However,
in this study, the survey was applied to a combined context of face-to-to face and distance
education and students attending a face-to-face classroom. Autonomy and self-directed
learning are two important concepts to measure, but students still had the opportunity to
meet with their professors twice a week (Gascoigne & Parnell, 2014).
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Alem et al. (2016) developed an assessment tool to measure e-learning readiness.
The study findings revealed that e-learning readiness is a multidimensional construct. It is
a valid and reliable tool with two dimensions—financial and perceived usefulness—not
included in the original survey instruments. The e-learning readiness survey has been
conceived as having five dimensions: self-directed learning, self-competence, motivation,
financial, and perceived usefulness (Alem et al., 2016). Doe et al. (2017), on the other
hand, used the Online Learning Readiness (OLRS) survey to assess the readiness of
students taking beginner courses in Psychology at different universities in the
Southeastern United States. The study aimed to revise and improve the tool to increase
the retention of online learning. This instrument’s distinctive characteristic was the
inclusion of Information Communication and Technology (ICT) engagement and the
student intention to enroll in online courses. Findings showed that this instrument could
assess students’ interest in taking a distance education course or enrolling in a distance
education program (Doe et al., 2017).
Hong and Kim (2018) validated the Digital Readiness for Academic Engagement
(DRAE) Scale for academic work that was previously used by Gascoigne and Parnell
(2014). The study took place at a university in Korea. This scale’s benefit is that it
focuses on perceived competencies associated with academic engagement rather than
general digital skills that other surveys address. The study revealed a five-factor
structure: digital tool application, information-sharing behavior, information seeking
skills, digital media awareness, and digital application usage. However, the researchers
recommended the importance of conducting further researcher with different universities
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since the study was conducted with only one higher education institution in Korea (Hong
& Kim, 2018). Yu (2018) analyzed the Student Online Learning Readiness (SOLR) tool’s
validity and internal consistency. The survey aimed to measure social competencies (with
students and teachers), communication competencies, and technical competencies in
online learning. The study’s findings revealed that SOLR is a valid instrument with fourdimension structures supported in the literature. Even though computer and technical
skills were significant factors for student retention and learning outcomes in online
learning, Yu (2018) believes these skills alone will not ensure a successful learning
experience. The study’s limitations were related to sampling bias since the sampled
population was from only one online class at a higher education institution; therefore, it
would be hard to generalize the results. Another limitation was related to the setting,
since students were not enrolled in an online program but were attending an online course
(Yu, 2018).
Al-araibi et al. (2019) conducted a study to assess the validity and reliability of a
model, which includes eight technological factors of e-learning readiness; the hardware
is the physical apparatus such as the “computer or laptop, the printer, and the scanner.
Also, a microphone, speakers, or headset must be available for e-learning”; software are
the programs and operating information” that allows the computer systems to function.”
Connectivity is the “ability to communicate with other computer systems, electronic
devices, software, or the Internet.” Additionally, security is the “protection of a computer
system from data corruption, destruction, interception, loss, or unauthorized access.” The
system’s flexibility is also defined as the “ability to engage with future changes in its
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requirements such as adaptability, changeability, agility, and elasticity.” Finally,
Technical skills and support are defined as the “knowledge and abilities that are used to
accomplish tasks related to maintenance and upgrading of the infrastructure of
computers, networks, communications, as well as providing support to users when they
encounter technical problems.” While the data center is considered a large group of
networked computer servers commonly used for remote storage, processing, or
distribution of large amounts of data.” Cloud computing is the “use of services and
applications that are available on-demand via the Internet and are accessed by protocols
and networking standards” (Al-araibi et al., 2019, p.1399). The sampled population was
374 faculty members from a single university in Malaysia. Six of these factors showed a
significant impact on e-learning readiness. However, Cloud computing showed no effect.
The study’s main limitation was sample bias since the research was conducted in
different universities but from only one country, Malaysia (Al-araibi et al., 2019).
To finalize, Cabi and Kalelioglu (2019) used two quantitative instruments to
assess Turkish students’ attitudes and readiness to enroll in an online course from
different departments at a private university. The first instrument was a translated [to
Turkish] and validated version of the Readiness for Online Learning Scale survey
developed by Hung et al. (2010). In contrast, the second one was a revised version of the
Attitude of Students Towards e-learning. The qualitative instrument used was an openended questionnaire to measure student satisfaction with e-learning experiences. The
study findings showed a significant effect on students acquiring computer/Internet selfefficacy and successfully improved self-directed learning skills. Results from the
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qualitative survey reveal that students that have high motivation had high self-directed
skills. (Cabi & Kalelioglu, 2019). Table 2 lists the survey instruments that measure the
construct of student readiness to online learning, the origins, and all the dimensions
addressed.
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Table 2
Survey Instruments used to Assess the Online Readiness of Distance Education Learners
Authors
McVay, 2000-2001

Survey Instrument
Readiness for Online Learning Survey

Bauder, 2002

Did not report the name of the instrument
developed/used

1.
2.
3.
4.
1.
2.
3.
4.

Smith et al., 2003
Chou & Liu, 2005

Readiness for Online Learning Survey Exploratory study developed by McVay
Did not report the name of the instrument
developed/used

Pillay et al., 2007

Tertiary Students’ Readiness for Online
Learning Survey

Hung et al., 2010

Online Learning Readiness Scale
(OLRS)- Confirmatory Factor Analysis
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1.
2.
1.
2.
3.
1.
2.
3.
4.
1.
2.
3.

Dimensions
Self-directed learning
Interpersonal communication skills
Academic locus of control
Basic technology skills (emails, word
processing and basic software)
(Doe, Castillo, & Musoyka, 2017)
Interest in technology enhanced instruction
(in and outside the classroom)
Experience with the various technologies
available for use in instruction
Ability to adopt and utilize these technologies
Appropriateness of and comfort with various
technology enhanced venues of instruction
Comfort with e-learning
Self-management of learning
Computer self-efficacy
Learning satisfaction
Learning climate
Technical skills
Computer self-efficacy
Learning preferences
Attitudes towards computers
Computer/Internet self-efficacy
Self-directed learning
Learner control in an online context

Authors

Survey Instrument

Dray et al., 2011

Information Communication and
Technologies (ICT) engagement subscale

Kaymak & Horzum, 2013

Readiness Scale for Online Learning,
developed by Hung (2010), was used.
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Dimensions
4. Motivation for learning in an online context
5. Online communication self-efficacy
Learner’s characteristics
1. Self-efficacy
2. Self-direction
3. Academic self-concept
4. Locus of control
Technology capabilities
1. Basic technology skills (email-Internet use)
2. Access to technology (bandwidth-nature and
frequency of the technology use)
Interaction
1. Learner-to-instructor interaction
2. Learner-to-learner interaction
3. Learner-to-content interaction
Course structure
1. Course organization
2. Course delivery
Learner autonomy
1. Independent
2. Interdependent
3. Interface
Readiness for Online Learning
1. Computer/Internet self-efficacy
2. Self-directed learning
3. Learner control in an online context
4. Motivation for learning in an online context
5. Online communication self-efficacy

Authors
Gascoigne & Parnell, 2014

Survey Instrument
Distance Education Aptitude and
Readiness Scale

Alem et al., 2016

E-learning readiness

Doe et al., 2017

Online Learning Readiness survey

Hong & Kim, 2018

Digital Readiness for Academic
Engagement (DRAE) Scale

Zabadi & Al-Alawi, 2016

Did not report the name of the instrument
developed/used
Student Online Learning Readiness

Yu, 2018

Hong & Kim, 2018

College Students’ Digital Readiness for
Academic Engagement (DRAE) Scale
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Dimensions
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
1.
2.
3.
4.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
1.
2.
1.
2.
3.
4.
1.
2.

Internet access
Comfort with technology
Self-directed learning
Time management
Communication skills
Beliefs about online learning
Self-competence
Perceived usefulness
Self-directed learning
Motivation
Financial
Self-directed learning
Self-efficacy
Digital engagement
Motivation
Digital Tool Application
Digital Application usage
Digital Media Awareness
Information-Seeking Skills
Information-Sharing Behavior
Technology usage and skills
Attitudes towards e-learning
Technical competencies
Social competencies with instructor
Social competencies with classmates
Communication competencies
Digital tool application (DTA)
Information-sharing behavior (ISB)

Authors

Cabi & Kalelioglu, 2019

Survey Instrument

Readiness for Online Learning Scale
Attitude Scale for e-Learning
Open-ended questionnaire
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Dimensions
3. Information-seeking skills (ISS)
4. Information-seeking skills (ISS)
5. Information-seeking skills (ISS)
Readiness for Online Learning Scale
1. Computer / Internet Self-Efficacy
2. Self-directed Learning
3. Student Control
4. Motivation and communication
Attitude scale for e-learning
1. Familiarity to e-learning
2. Escape from e-learning
Open ended questionnaire

Additionally, the existing instruments may contain multidimensional
measurement scales that focus on the following characteristics: a) self-directed learning,
b) motivation for online learning, c) attitudes toward online learning, d)
computer/Internet self-efficacy, e) technical skills, f) learner control, and g)
communication (Searle & Waugh, 2013) A wide range of online students’ characteristics,
such as motivation; attitude; confidence; independence, and communication, have been
identified in the literature as significant factors that influence online learner participation,
interaction, and satisfaction with the format (Searle & Waugh, 2013). Shih and Gamon’s
(2001) study showed that students were most favorable towards the convenience that
web-based instruction offers. They were also favorable to their ability to control the pace
of learning (Shih & Gamon, 2001), which agrees with the literature (Noel-Levitz Inc.,
2006; Miller & Miller, 2008; Magda & Smalec, 2020). Another critical factor found in
the literature that influences online learning is students’ comfort with technology (e.g.,
technology knowledge/ skills, computer/Internet self-efficacy, technical skills). Comfort
with technology has been included in many survey instruments assessing online readiness
(Chou & Liu, 2005; Pillay et al., 2007; Hung et al., 2010; Kaymak & Horzum, 2013;
Alem et al., 2016; Zabadi & Al-Alawi, 2016; Doe et al., 2017; Hong & Kim, 2018; Yu,
2018; Cabi & Kalelioglu, 2019b).
Based on the literature review, we will be assessing online learning with a fourdimension model, including self-directed learner, learner control, online communication
self-efficacy, and computer/Internet self-efficacy. We will measure the construct of
motivation to online learning separately to avoid the participants’ burden while
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completing the survey. Figure 3 illustrates the 4-dimensions selected to measure the
construct of online readiness.
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Figure 3
The Model with the Selected Dimensions to Measure the Construct of Online Readiness

Self-directed
learning
Learner control

Online
Readiness

Online
communication
self-efficacy
Computer
Internet selfefficacy
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CHAPTER 3
PROCEDURES OF THE STUDY
This chapter includes the following: purpose and objectives, design, the
population of the study, instrumentation, data collection procedures, and data analyses
and procedures.
Purpose and Objectives of the Study
This study sought to identify the needs of school-based agricultural educators,
Cooperative Extension agents, and professionals in Agricultural Service Agencies for a
professional online master’s degree in agricultural education.
The objectives of the study were to:
1. Develop and validate the multidimensional instrument tool to assess readiness and
motivation for online learning for participants in the study.
2. Describe the demographic characteristics of participants in the study and previous
experience with online learning.
3. Assess participants’ readiness to pursue an online master’s program in agricultural
education.
4. Identify participants’ perceptions, interests, and needs of an off-campus
professional agriculture degree program.
5. Identify participants’ motivations for pursuing an online master’s degree in
agricultural education.
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6. Identify the advantages and disadvantages of online learning based on
participants’ experience and their needs.
7.

Discuss participants’ recommendations for the new online Master in Agricultural
Education.

Design of the Study
For this study, the research team used a non-experimental descriptive research
design. It is ideal to accurately describe the facts and characteristics of a given population
in real-life situations. Survey research is a method for collecting data for nonexperimental research designs (Radhakrishnan, 2013). Researchers can use
questionnaires with numerically rated items (quantitative method), open-ended questions
(qualitative method), or a combination of both, i.e., a mixed-methods approach (Ponto,
2015).
Based on the objectives of the study, the research team developed a
multidimensional instrument tool to assess: 1) students’ readiness to an online master’s
degree program; 2) student’s interest and needs to an online master’s degree program in
agricultural education, 3) participant’s motivation to pursue an online master’s degree in
agricultural education, 4) participant’s characteristics and its previous experience with
online learning, and 5) participants’ perceptions on how to improve the online master’s
degree program in agricultural education that Clemson University offers beginning Fall
2021.
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The population for the pilot intervention study
The pilot study was conducted with a census of Clemson University Cooperative
Extension Agents and Specialists, South Carolina School-based agricultural educators
(SBAE), South Carolina Farm Service Agency (FSA) field staff, South Carolina Natural
Resource Conservation Service (NRCS) field staff, and Agritourism Operators in South
Carolina.
Sample Frame
According to Dillman et al. (2014), a frame is a list of those individuals within a
population who can be sampled. When evaluating a sample frame, the first action is to
determine if all survey population members adequately represent the entire population
(Dillman et al., 2014). Each database included the most updated list with all possible
participants for this study.
The frame for the study included the following:
1. The state database of the Clemson Cooperative Extension Service consists
of all Cooperative Extension Agents and Specialists in South Carolina.
2. The state database of the South Carolina Association for Agricultural
Educators includes a list of all SBAE enrolled in the professional
association in South Carolina.
3. The state database of the NRCS of South Carolina includes a list of all
Natural Resource Conservation Service employees in South Carolina.
4. The state database of the South Carolina FSA includes a list of all Farm
Service Agency employees in South Carolina.
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5. The state database of Agritourism operators includes a list of all
Agritourism Operators in South Carolina.
Once the frame is selected, it is essential to determine that there are no duplicates
in the sampling frame and if the list provides other information that can be used to stratify
the sampled population (Dillman et al., 2014).
Participants in the pilot study
Agricultural Service Agencies included in the study were the South Carolina
Natural Resource Conservation Service (NRCS) and the South Carolina Farm Service
Agency (FSA). NRCS employees that met the qualification were holding the following
job positions: state conservationist; state forester; assistant state conservationist for field
operations (FO); assistant state conservationist – operations; assistant state
conservationist for partnership and initiatives; district conservationist; district
conservationist, acting; conservation agronomist; soil conservationist (resource
conservationist); soil conservationist (program specialist); program assistant; Department
of Natural Resources (DNR) program coordinator; program assistant (Farm Bill),
program support specialist; natural resource specialist (business tool coordinator); soil
conservationist (area program specialist), conservation specialist; resource
conservationist—program specialist (Watershed), SWCD Education coordinator; and
WHIP & EQIP program coordinators. Of 141 employees listed on the Service Center
Employee NRCS Directory (USDA, 2021b), only 69 met the qualifications.
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Population size
The main population of the study was adjusted based on the results of the pilot
intervention. Agritourism Operators were removed from the study due to the low
response rate and a response from our research: “With the accessibility of modern
technology to be incorporated into online learning, a traditional structured program like a
master’s degree is completely irrelevant. I can learn the information I need and the
timeframe in which I need it without extraneous additional required information.
Traditional programs like masters, Ph.D., etc. or a little more than a waste of resources
that include both time and money.”
Miller & Miller (2008) expressed that historically, distance from campus
programs was a defining characteristic of distance learners. The study results revealed
that students are more likely to join distance learning programs if they live in the
contiguity of an on-campus program (Miller & Miller, 2008). Based on this paradox, the
panel of experts advised to include regions across border states such as North Carolina
and Georgia. The main study was conducted in South Carolina, North Carolina, and
Georgia based on this paradox.
Participants in the study by their occupation
Cooperative Extension Agents. 153 Cooperative Extension Agents from
Clemson University in South Carolina were invited to participate. North Carolina State
University (NCSU) has 562 Cooperative Extension Agents in North Carolina. Of those,
11 email addresses were undeliverable and excluded from the study. One individual
responded he retired, two were on maternity leave, and one was on family medical leave
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for an extended period, and therefore were removed from the study. Reaching a total of
547 NCSU Agents. The University of Georgia (UGA) has 264 Extension Agents in
Georgia. The University no longer employs two agents, and another agent was on
maternity leave and, therefore, excluded from the study, reaching 261 employees.
Natural Resource Conservation Service field employees: a total of 70
employees from the South Carolina NRCS were invited to participate in the study. Three
email addresses were undeliverable from those employees, therefore excluded from the
study; one employee indicated to remove her from the list since she did not want to
participate. Totaling 66 South Carolina NRCS employees. From Georgia, 181 field
employees were invited to participate. Of those, four were undeliverable email addresses
and excluded from the study, totaling 177. Finally, from North Carolina, 176 were invited
to participate. Of those, 30 were undeliverable email addresses, and one person passed
away; therefore, only 145 participated in the study.
Farm Service Agency employees: From South Carolina, 126 employees were
invited to participate in the study. Only one email address was undeliverable, reaching a
total of 125. In North Carolina, 327 employees received the invitation to participate in the
research study. From those, only one email address was undeliverable, therefore excluded
from the study. In Georgia, 314 employees received the invitation to our study, but only
one email address was undeliverable, totaling 313 employees.
School-based Agricultural Educators: 125 teachers in South Carolina received
the invitation to participate in the study. Twelve email addresses were undeliverable.
Therefore, a total of 113 were included in the study. For North Carolina and Georgia, a
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different approach had to be implemented since the school-based agricultural educators’
contact information is not open to the public.
In North Carolina, our contact was Mr. Josh Bledsoe, the state agricultural
education leader and state Future Farmers of America (FFA) adviser. According to
Bledsoe, the listserv to the weekly newsletter contains 967 email addresses, and
approximately 500 of those are school-based agricultural educators. Dr. Marcus Pollard,
state president of the Georgia Vocational Agriculture Teachers Association (GVATA),
our contact in Georgia, distributed the invitation email and reminders to the state listserv
of approximately 500 school-based agricultural educators. Table 3 summarizes the total
population included in the study.
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Table 3
Total Population Included in the Main Study by Occupation and Region
Occupation
Cooperative Extension Agents

Natural Resource Conservation Service field employees

Farm Service Agency employees

School-based Agricultural Educators

Total

Region
South Carolina
North Carolina
Georgia
South Carolina
North Carolina
Georgia
South Carolina
North Carolina
Georgia
South Carolina
North Carolina
Georgia

Main study
153
547
261
66
145
177
125
326
313
113
500
500
3,226

Participants of the pilot intervention were aggregated to the number of participants from the main study. Table 4
summarizes the aggregated total number of participants in the research study by occupation and by region.
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Table 4
Aggregated Number of Participants by Occupation and By Region
Occupation
Cooperative Extension Agents

Natural Resource Conservation Service field employees

Farm Service Agency employees

School-based Agricultural Educators

Region
South Carolina
North Carolina
Georgia
South Carolina
North Carolina
Georgia
South Carolina
North Carolina
Georgia
South Carolina
North Carolina
Georgia

Total

70

Pilot study
25

28

13

30

Main study
153
547
261
66
145
177
125
326
313
113
500
500
3,226

Total
178
547
261
94
145
177
138
326
313
143
500
500
3,322

Instrumentation
The instrument designed for this study contains five sections: 1) items related to
readiness to pursue an online master’s in agricultural education; 2) items related to
perceptions, interests, and needs of an online agriculture program; 3) items related to
perceived motivating factors for an online program; 4) items related to demographic and
previous experience with online learning, and 5) an open-ended question to provide
feedback about the feasibility for an online master’s degree in agricultural education at
Clemson University.
Section I — Readiness to pursue an online master’s in agricultural education.
Student online readiness was measured using selected concepts from instruments
of related studies. A modified version of the Online Learning Readiness Scale (OLRS)
survey developed by Hung et al. (2010) was used since it was a multidimensional valid,
and reliable instrument. The main difference with other surveys found in the literature
was that only four dimensions were chosen to measure the construct of online readiness.
The construct of motivation was included in a separate section that assessed intrinsic and
extrinsic motivating factors to pursue an online master’s degree program in agricultural
education per the panel of experts’ recommendation. Additionally, more statements were
included in each of the selected dimensions based on the literature review; if statements
appeared two or more times in each dimension, they were added to the survey.
The four dimensions to measure online readiness included are 1) self-directed
learning, 2) computer/Internet self-efficacy, 3) learner control, and 4) online
communication self-efficacy. Table 5 lists the constructs and statements selected to assess
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online readiness and the number of times each item statement is found in the literature
and the sources. The statements chosen in this section of the instrument appeared two or
more times in the literature.
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Table 5
Readiness to Online Learning Constructs, Statements, and the Number of Times Each Statement is Found in the Literature
Construct
Learner control/
Self-directed
learning

Self-directed
learning

Self-directed
learning

Self-directed
learning

Authors
(Cabi &
Kalelioglu,
2019; Hung et
al., 2010;
Kaymak &
Horzum, 2013)
(Dray et al.,
2011; Gascoigne
& Parnell, 2014)
(Alem et al.,
2016; Gascoigne
& Parnell, 2014)
(Cabi &
Kalelioglu,
2019; Hung et
al., 2010;
Kaymak &
Horzum, 2013)
(Cabi &
Kalelioglu,
2019; Hung et
al., 2010;
Kaymak &
Horzum, 2013)

Statement
I can direct my own learning process through planning,
monitoring, and evaluation

Repetition
3

I take responsibility for my own learning

3

I carry out my own study plan

3

I seek assistance when facing problems

3
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Construct
Self-directed
learning

Self-directed
learning

Self-directed
learning
Self-directed
learning
Self-directed
learning

Authors
(Alem et al.,
2016; Doe et al.,
2017; Hung et
al., 2010;
Kaymak &
Horzum, 2013);
(Doe et al.,
2017)
(Cabi &
Kalelioglu,
2019; Hung et
al., 2010;
Kaymak &
Horzum, 2013)
(Doe et al., 2017;
Dray et al., 2011;
Smith et al.,
2003)
(Doe et al., 2017;
Dray et al., 2011;
Smith et al.,
2003)
(Hung et al.,
2010; Kaymak &
Horzum, 2013;
Cabi &
Kalelioglu,
2019)

Statement
I set up my learning goals and deadlines

Repetition
5

I have higher expectations for my learning performance

3

I would classify myself as someone who is self-disciplined to get
things done on-time (or I organize my time to complete course
requirements in a timely manner)

3

I am good at completing tasks independently (i.e., I don’t need
others to encourage or remind me to complete assignments)

3

I manage time well (or I would classify myself as someone who is
self-disciplined to get things done on-time)

3
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Construct
Self-directed
learning

Self-directed
learning &
Communication
Self-directed
learning
& Management of
learning
Self-directed
learning
Communication
Self-directed
learning

Learner control

Authors
Statement
(Cabi &
I am able to receive constructive feedback from others
Kalelioglu,
2019; Doe et al.,
2017; Dray et al.,
2011)
(Dray et al.,
I am good at giving constructive feedback to others
2011; Yu, 2018)
(Gascoigne &
Parnell, 2014;
Parkes et al.,
2015)
(Doe et al., 2017;
Yu, 2018)

Repetition
2

2

I am able to use feedback to evaluate my own performance (selfcritique) or (I recognize and know how to use feedback about
progress on a learning task that I have undertaken)

2

I am willing to ask my classmates and instructors questions

2

(Doe et al.,
I do not quit just because things get difficult (or I do not give up
2017; Dray et al., easily when confronted with technology-related obstacles (e.g.,
2011)
Internet connection issues, difficulties with downloads, difficulty
locating information, unable to contact instructor immediately,
etc.)
(Cabi &
I repeated the online instructional materials on the basis of my
Kalelioglu,
needs (or I improved learning by repeatedly reviewing the course
2019; Chou &
materials)
Liu, 2005; Hung
et al., 2010;
Kaymak &
Horzum, 2013)

75

2

3

Construct
Learner control

Learner control
Learner control

Learner control

Computer/Internet
self-efficacy
Computer/Internet
self-efficacy

Authors
(Cabi &
Kalelioglu,
2019; Hung et
al., 2010;
Kaymak &
Horzum, 2013;
Smith et al.,
2003)
Zabadi & AlAlawi, 2016; Yu,
2018
(Alem et al.,
2016; Doe et al.,
2017; Smith et
al., 2003)
(Bolliger &
Halupa, 2018;
Dixson, 2015;
Parkes et al.,
2015)
(Alem et al.,
2016; Yu, 2018;
Zabadi & AlAlawi, 2016)
(Doe et al., 2017;
Pillay et al.,
2007)

Statement
I can direct my own learning progress (or when it comes to
learning and studying, I am a self-directed person)

Repetition
4

I am competent at connecting computer technologies into my
learning activities

2

I would classify myself as someone who is self-disciplined to get
things done on time

3

Participate actively in small-group discussion forums/discussions

3

I have a sense of self-confidence in using computer technologies
for specific tasks.

3

My experience/level of comfort with the Internet is:
Strong (I use the Internet a lot)
Average (I use the Internet occasionally)

2
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Construct

Authors

Computer/Internet
self-efficacy

(Cabi &
Kalelioglu,
2019; Hung et
al., 2010;
Kaymak &
Horzum, 2013)
(Cabi &
Kalelioglu,
2019; Doe et al.,
2017; Hong &
Kim, 2018;
Hung et al.,
2010; Kaymak &
Horzum, 2013;
Pillay et al.,
2007)
(Cabi &
Kalelioglu,
2019; Hung et
al., 2010;
Kaymak &
Horzum, 2013;
Pillay et al.,
2007; Zabadi &
Al-Alawi, 2016)

Computer/Internet
self-efficacy

Computer/Internet
self-efficacy

Statement
Weak (I have never used the Internet before or have used it very
little) (or I feel confident, based on my experience, on how to you
the Internet)
I feel confident in my knowledge and skills to manage software
for online learning (or I feel confident in my knowledge and skills
to use software for online learning)

Repetition

I feel confident in performing the basic functions of Microsoft
Office programs (M.S. Word, M.S. Excel, and M.S. PowerPoint)

6

I feel confident in using the Internet (Google, Yahoo) to find or
gather information for online learning

5
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2

Construct
Computer/Internet
self-efficacy

Computer/Internet
self-efficacy

Computer/Internet
self-efficacy
Online
Communication
self-efficacy
Online
Communication
self-efficacy

Authors
(Cabi &
Kalelioglu,
2019; Hung et
al., 2010;
Kaymak &
Horzum, 2013)
(Cabi &
Kalelioglu,
2019; Hung et
al., 2010;
Kaymak &
Horzum, 2013)
(Hong & Kim,
2018; Pillay et
al., 2007; Yu,
2018)
(Hong & Kim,
2018; Smith et
al., 2003; Yu,
2018)
(Cabi &
Kalelioglu,
2019; Doe et al.,
2017; Hung et
al., 2010;
Kaymak &
Horzum, 2013)

Statement
I feel confident in expressing myself (emotions and humor)
through text

Repetition
3

I feel confident in posting questions in online discussions

3

I know how to install software to support my learning using
computers (or I can manage software or apps from a computer or
mobile device)

3

I am comfortable expressing my opinion in writing to others (or I
can share my opinions online, for example, with blogs, social
networking services, or web pages)

3

I feel confident in using online tools (email, discussion) to
effectively communicate with others

4
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Construct
Online
Communication
self-efficacy

Online
Communication
self-efficacy

Authors
(Cabi &
Kalelioglu,
2019; Hung et
al., 2010;
Kaymak &
Horzum, 2013)
(Cabi &
Kalelioglu,
2019; Hung et
al., 2010;
Kaymak &
Horzum, 2013)

Statement
I feel confident in expressing myself (emotions and humor)
through text

I feel confident in posting questions in online discussions
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Repetition
3

3

After the experts reviewed the statements that measured online readiness, the
following modifications were made to avoid participants’ burden and fatigue. The verb
tense has been changed since most participants are not enrolled in a master’s degree
program. Some statements were excluded or placed in one dimension because they
appeared in the literature in two categories. To illustrate, “I am willing to ask my
classmates and instructors questions” were found in the literature under the learner
control construct and under self-efficacy online communication. We placed it under the
second construct. The item “I can direct my own learning process through planning,
monitoring, and evaluation” was placed in the literature under learner control and selfdirected learner. We decided to put it under the second category. The statement “I set up
my learning goals and deadlines” was divided into two; “I would be able to set up my
learning goals,” and “I would be able to set up deadlines to meet my goals.” The
statement “I am good at giving constructive feedback to others” appears in the literature
to measure self-directed learning and online communication self-efficacy. It was placed
under the second construct. Table 6 lists the original items and the new terminology to
measure online readiness and the construct used to measure it.
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Table 6
Original Statements and the Reviewed Statements selected to measure Online Readiness
Construct
Self-directed
learning

Statements
I can direct my own learning process through
planning, monitoring, and evaluation

Reviewed Statements
I would be able to plan, monitor, and evaluate my
learning process

Self-directed
learning
Self-directed
learning
Self-directed
learning
Self-directed
learning
Self-directed
learning
Self-directed
learning

I take responsibility for my own learning

I would be able to take responsibility for my own
learning
I would be able to carry out my own study plan

Self-directed
learning

I would classify myself as someone who is selfdisciplined to get things done on-time (or I organize
my time to complete course requirements in a
timely manner)

I would classify myself as someone who is selfdisciplined and can get things done on-time

Self-directed
learning

I am good at completing tasks independently (i.e., I
don’t need others to encourage or remind me to
complete assignments)

I am good at completing tasks independently
(i.e., I won't need others to encourage or remind
me to complete assignments)

I carry out my own study plan
I seek assistance when facing problems
I set up my learning goals and deadlines

I would be able to seek assistance when facing
problems
I would be able to set up my learning goals

I have higher expectations for my learning
performance

I would be able to set up deadlines to meet my
goals
I have high expectations for my learning
performance
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Construct

Statements

Reviewed Statements

Self-directed
learning
Self-directed
learning

I am able to use feedback to evaluate my own
performance (self-critique) or (I recognize and
know how to use feedback about progress on a
learning task that I have undertaken)

I would be able to use feedback to evaluate my
performance (i.e., self-critique)

Self-directed
learning

I do not give up easily when confronted with
technology-related obstacles (e.g., Internet
connection issues, difficulties with downloads,
difficulty locating information, unable to contact
instructor immediately, etc.)

I do not give up easily when confronted with
technology-related obstacles (e.g., Internet
connection issues, difficulty with downloads,
difficulty locating information, unable to contact
the instructor immediately)

Self-directed
learning
Learner control

I am good at receiving feedback from others

I am good at receiving feedback from others

I improved learning by repeatedly reviewing the
course materials

I would be able to improve my learning by
repeatedly reviewing the course materials

Learner control

When it comes to learning and studying, I am a self- When it comes to learning and studying, I am a
directed person
self-directed person (Self-directed learners are
individuals that take the initiative and
responsibility for learning. They select, manage,
and assess their own learning activities)

Learner control

I am competent at connecting computer
technologies into my learning activities (or I feel
comfortable in my ability to do with computer
technologies)

82

I will be able to integrate computer technologies
into my learning activities

Construct
Learner control

Learner control

Computer/Internet
self-efficacy
Computer/Internet
self-efficacy

Statements
I can manage my time to complete all assigned
tasks in a program (or In my studies, I am selfdisciplined and find it easy to set aside reading and
homework time; I would classify myself as
someone who is self-disciplined to get things done
on time)
I participate actively in small-group discussion
forums/discussions
I can complete my work even when there are online
distractions (e.g., friends sending emails or websites
to surf)

Reviewed Statements
When it comes to learning and studying, I am a
self-directed person (Self-directed learners are
individuals that take the initiative and
responsibility for learning. They select, manage,
and assess their own learning activities)

I feel confident in my knowledge and skills to use
software for online learning
I feel confident in performing the basic functions of
Microsoft Office programs (M.S. Word, M.S.
Excel, and M.S. PowerPoint)

I feel confident in my knowledge and skills to
use software for online learning
I feel confident in performing the essential
functions of Microsoft Office programs (e.g.,
M.S. WordM.S.MS Excel, and M.S. PowerPoint)
for class assignments
I feel confident in using the Internet (e.g.,
Google, Yahoo) to find or gather information for
online learning
I know how to install software to support my
learning using computers

Computer/Internet I feel confident in using the Internet (Google,
self-efficacy
Yahoo) to find or gather information for online
learning
Computer/Internet I know how to install software to support my
self-efficacy
learning using computers
Computer/Internet
self-efficacy

I would be able to participate actively in smallgroup discussions/forums
I would be able to complete my work even when
there are online distractions (e.g., friends sending
emails or websites to surf)

Which of the following online learning tools
have you used? Online Periodicals via College or
University Database; Statistical data from an
institution (e.g., NASS, NHI, NSF, etc.); Image
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Construct

Statements

Online
Communication
self-efficacy

I am comfortable expressing my opinion in writing
to others (or I can share my opinions online, for
example, with blogs, social networking services, or
web pages)

Online
Communication
self-efficacy
Online
Communication
self-efficacy
Online
Communication
self-efficacy
Online
Communication
self-efficacy

I feel confident in using online tools (email,
discussion) to effectively communicate with others

Reviewed Statements
database (e.g., USDA ARS image gallery,
Google, NASA, etc.); Wikis (e.g., Wikipedia);
Search Engines (e.g., Google, Bing, etc.), Others.
Please specify
I am comfortable expressing my opinion in
writing to others (e.g., with blogs, social
networking services, web pages)

I feel confident in posting questions in online
discussions

I feel confident in using online tools (e.g., email,
discussion) to communicate with others
effectively
I feel confident in posting questions in online
discussions

I am willing to ask my classmates and instructors
questions

I would be able to ask my classmates and
instructors questions

I am good at giving constructive feedback to others

I am good at giving constructive feedback to
others
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Section II — Items related to an online agriculture program’s needs and interest for an
online master’s degree in Agricultural Education program.
Perceived interest and needs for an online agriculture program were measured
using the Distance Education Survey concepts developed by Miller and Miller (2008).
Only a few instruments were found in the literature that measures these two constructs,
and Miller and Miller (2008) developed the most complete questionnaire. Questions
removed from this section were considered extrinsic motivators by the experts since they
did not pertain to this category. The experts were also concerned with the length of the
survey. The following questions were removed : a) does your employer encourage you to
continue your formal education through college courses and/or degrees?; b) does your
employer encourage you to participate in professional development activities like
workshops and conferences?; c) does your employer provide assistance in paying tuition
for graduate courses?; d) does your employer provide release time for taking graduate
courses?; e) would you receive any financial incentive to take additional courses after
earning a master’s degree?; f) can your salary increase by earning a master’s degree?, and
g) “Would you consider pursuing an online master’s degree program in agricultural
education?”
Table 7 lists the statements used to measure the perception, interests, and needs
for an online agricultural program.
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Table 7
Listing of Perceived Interests and Needs for an Online Agriculture Program and Perceived Barriers Constructs Measured and
Origins of Statements
Construct

Statement

Perceived
interests and
needs for an
online
Master’s in
Agricultural
Education

“Do you need to take graduate courses within the next 5 years to maintain
your current employment or to renew your professional license?”
“Are you currently enrolled in a master’s degree program?”
“Do you already have a master’s degree?”
“If a Master’s in Agricultural Education degree program were offered
online through Clemson University, how likely are you to apply for
admission?”

Miller & Miller, 2005, p. 18

Section III — Items related to perceived extrinsic and intrinsic motivating factors to pursue an online master’s degree
program.
The participants’ motivation was assessed with selected items of related instruments. Table 8 provides a listing of the
statements used to determine the perceived extrinsic and extrinsic motivating factors to pursue an online master’s degree
program. For this survey section, the statements selected appear at least three times or more in the literature.

86

Table 8
Listing of the Item Statements Used to Assess Intrinsic and Extrinsic Motivating Factors to Pursue an Online master's Degree,
Number of Repetition Found in the Literature, and Origins
Category
Intrinsic
Motivating
factors to
pursue an
online
master's
degree

Authors
(Carroll et al., 2011; Miller, 1995; Miller &
Miller, 2005; Pate & Miller, 2012)
(Abramenka, 2015; Cabi & Kalelioglu, 2019;
Magda & Smalec, 2020; Noel-Levitz Inc.,
2006; Oguz et al., 2015; Russell, 2013; Shih &
Gamon, 2001)
(Abramenka, 2015; Magda & Smalec, 2020;
Noel-Levitz Inc., 2006; Oguz et al., 2015;
Russell, 2013)
(Magda & Smalec, 2020; Mink & Moore,
2005; Noel-Levitz Inc., 2006; Oguz et al.,
2015)
(Carroll et al., 2011; Miller, 1995; Miller &
Miller, 2005; Pate & Miller, 2012)
(Abramenka, 2015; Cullum, 2016; Noel-Levitz
Inc., 2006)
(Carroll et al., 2011; Cullum, 2016; Mink &
Moore, 2005; Pugh, 2019; Roberts et al., 2005;
Russell, 2013)
Cullum, 2016; Pugh, 2019
(Carroll et al., 2011; Cullum, 2016; Miller,
1995; Miller & Miller, 2005; Mink & Moore,

87

Statements
Acquiring technical knowledge/academic
skills
Convenience

Repetition
4

Distance from campus- no need to relocate
(or geographical location)

4

Flexible pacing for completing the program

4

Pursuing a degree

3

Time constraints due to work
responsibilities
Personal enrichment or benefits (or selfsatisfaction of accomplishment)

3

For the enjoyment of learning new
information

5

7

5

Category

Extrinsic
motivating
factors to
pursue an
online
master's
degree

Authors
2005; Pintrich & and others, 1991; Pugh, 2019;
Roberts et al., 2005; Russell, 2013)
(Miller, 1995; Miller & Miller, 2005; Mink &
Moore, 2005; Wilson & Moore, 2004)
(Mink & Moore, 2005; Miller & Miller, 2005
Carroll et al., 2011; Pate & Miller, 2012)
(Miller & Miller, 2005; Mink & Moore, 2005;
Pate & Miller, 2012)
(Cullum, 2016; Mink & Moore, 2005; Pate &
Miller, 2012; Pugh, 2019; Roberts et al., 2005;
Russell, 2013)
Cullum, 2016; Pugh, 2019
(Cullum, 2016; Mink & Moore, 2005; Pate &
Miller, 2012; Pugh, 2019; Roberts et al., 2005;
Russell, 2013)
Cullum, 2016; Pugh, 2019)

Statements

Repetition

Advancement in current job

7

Current job requirement

3

Future employment goals

5

Salary Increase

5

Section IV— Items related to demographic information and experience with online learning.
Demographic information and experience with online learning were assessed using selected concepts from instruments
of related studies. For this section of the instrument tool, statements were chosen if they appeared two times or more in the
literature. Table 9 presents participants’ demographic information and experience with online learning.
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Table 9
Participant’s Demographic Information and Previous Experience with Online Learning
Category
Gender
Age
Highest level of
education
Race/Ethnicity

Occupation

Previous experience
with distance
education
Number of distance
education courses
dropped

Author

Statements
Female/Male/ Prefer not to answer
___________________________(age)

Repetition
All
All

(Bernard et al.,
2004; Hung et al.,
2010; Miller &
Miller, 2005)
(Oguz et al., 2015;
Pintrich & and
others, 1991)
Oguz et al., 2015
(Miller & Miller,
2005; Miller &
Miller, 2008)

Bachelor's degree completed, master’s degree completed,
course work beyond master’s degree, specialist degree,
completed, doctorate degree completed

3

White (Non-Hispanic), Black or African American, Hispanic,
or Latino, Multi-racial, Asian-American, or Pacific Islander,
prefer not to say.

2

Agricultural Science High School Teacher, Agricultural
Cooperative Extension Professional, Agritourism Operator,
Agricultural Service Agency Professionals (NRCS and FSA),
Other. Specify your occupation.

2

(Bernard et al.,
2004; Cullum, 2016;
Doe et al., 2017;
Russell, 2013)
(Cullum, 2016;
Muilenburg &
Berge, 2005)

Have you ever taken an online course before?
Number of distance education courses taken previously:
0, 1, 2-3, 4 or more

4

Have you ever dropped an online class before? Yes/No

2

89

Category
Reasons

Author

Statements
If you dropped an online course before, could you please share
how many you dropped and why you did it? (Open-ended)

Repetition
2

Section VI — Recommendations to our program
An open-ended question was included at the end of the survey to ask participants for feedback on the feasibility of an
online master’s degree in agricultural education at Clemson University.
“Our online program will include a minimum of 30 credit hours required for a professional degree. Twelve credit
hours are devoted to the major field, three credit hours in statistics, and the remaining courses are the students’ concentration
area. The MAgEd is a flexible program providing a core of planning, delivery, evaluation, and administrative strategies while
encouraging specialization in education, adult and extension education, agricultural communications, youth development, or
technology transfer. We would appreciate any recommendations that you would like to provide.”
A final question was included at the end of the survey to ask participants for their email addresses for verification
purposes.
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Reliability of the Instrument
Reliability provides information on an assessment instrument to determine if the
assessment tool gives the same result every time used in the same setting and with similar
subjects. Cronbach α, a coefficient of reliability, was used to assess the internal consistency of
the pilot instrument. It gives the correlation among all variables in every combination possible. A
higher reliability score should be closer to 1(Sullivan, 2011).
The Validity of the Instrument
To evaluate the validity of this assessment tool, it was necessary to gather different
evidence sources that can support or not a particular use and determine if that item measures
what is supposed to be measured. Content validity, for instance, estimates how well the
assessment instrument measures a theoretical construct. It includes a description of the steps used
to develop the instrument and provides information on who created it. The response process is
the second source of evidence that will support or not the use of the tool. It includes information
regarding whether the actions or thoughts of participants match the assessment. Also, it provides
information about instructions for scoring and clarity of the material. The third source of
evidence is establishing a relationship with other variables. It is calculated by assessing the new
assessment tool’s correlation with the performance outcomes that would likely be similar.
Ideally, this correlation should be done against a gold standard of measurement. If no gold
standard is available, the correlations should be done with other validated instruments (Sullivan,
2011).
Review of Instrument by a Panel of Experts
A panel of 4 experts reviewed the initial instrument for content and face validity. The
experts consisted of three faculty members from Clemson University (CU) and one from North
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Carolina State University (NCSU). The first expert is an Associate Professor at Clemson
University. The second is the Associate Dean for Research and Director of Clemson University
Experiment Station of the College of Agriculture, Forestry, and Life Sciences at Clemson
University. The third expert is a Professor in the Department of Sociology, Anthropology, and
Criminal Justice from the College of Behavioral, Social, and Health Sciences at Clemson
University. Finally, the fourth expert is an Associate Professor and Extension Specialist at
NCSU. After including all suggestions made by the panel of experts, the was instrument was
modified accordingly.
Pilot Testing of the Instrument
Pilot testing an instrument improves the survey’s quality by identifying content problems
and the statements’ accuracy and estimating the scale’s reliability. The new instrument tool
included 24 questions. Four questions measured the construct of online readiness, one addressing
each dimension: self-directed learner, learner control, online communication self-efficacy, and
computer/Internet self-efficacy totaling 27 items. Four questions measured needs and interest in
an online master’s in agricultural education. One question addressed motivating factors (eight
items measuring extrinsic motivating and four extrinsic motivating factors). Five items gathered
demographic information, while four items asked about participants’ previous experience with
online learning. The final four questions provided us with feedback on the survey’s structure,
quality, and clarity.
Data Collection Procedures
After establishing the instrument validity and reliability, data was collected by emailing a
link to the survey instrument or a QR code to the targeted population: school-based agricultural
educators, Cooperative Extension service personnel (agents and specialists), Farm Service
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Agency (FSA) field staff, and Natural Resource Conservation Service (NRCS) personnel. The
data were collected according to the protocol submitted to and approved by the Human Subjects
Committee, Office for Regulatory Compliance, Clemson University (see Appendix A).
According to Dillman et al. (2014), contacting web survey participants multiple times is
one of the most effective methods to increase the survey response rate (Dillman et al., 2014)
Therefore, we followed the tailored design method: the lead researcher sent an invitation email to
all potential participants to join the study with a link to the online Qualtrics Survey, highlighting
the importance of participation (Contact 1). A week later, the lead researcher sent a personalized
follow-up email reminder with the survey link and thanked those who completed the online
survey. (Contact 2). A week later, the lead researcher sent a second follow-up email reminder
with the link to complete the survey only to those who had not completed the survey instrument
yet (Contact 3). The lead researcher sent a third email reminder seven days later while reminding
the importance of their participation in the research study (Contact 4). A week later, the lead
researcher sent a final email reminder with a completely different approach, more as a friendly
reminder that the study is coming to an end and the small amount of time each participant must
complete the web survey (Contact 5). The invitation emails and reminders can be found in
Appendix A.
A personalized email was sent to those who provided an email for verification, thanking
them for their participation.
External Validity
External validity is defined as how well a study’s research findings can be generalized to
a similar population based on their context, time, and setting (Kalaian & Kasim, 2011). Threats
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to external validity are characteristics that can influence or limit its generalizability (Kalaian &
Kasim, 2011).
Sample Characteristics: if survey results only apply to the sample rather than the targeted
population from which the sample was selected, the results might not have any value. The
sampling design should lead to the selection of a sampling that is representative of the targeted
population. In this research, a stratified sampling technique and a simple random sample were
used to draw a sample for pilot testing the survey instrument and, therefore, minimize the threat
to external validity (Kalaian & Kasim, 2011).
Survey Nonresponse Effects: This is the effect that individuals who did not respond or
complete the entire survey, or items on the questionnaire, may have different characteristics from
the individuals who responded and completed the entire survey instrument. Consequently, the
study results might differ if all individuals responded and completed the entire survey instrument
(Kalaian & Kasim, 2011)
Therefore, the research team wanted to determine if the data from those who responded
to the survey truly represent the 3,322 individuals who received an invitation email to participate
in the study by completing the online survey. Lindner et al. (2001) present different methods for
handling non-response errors, such as: “ignoring non-respondents, compare respondents to
population; compare respondents to nonrespondents; compare early to late respondents; and
“double-dip” nonrespondents” (Lindner et al., 2001, p. 44). Additionally, Miller and Smith
(1983) recommend reaching those who did not respond and comparing them to those who did to
handle non-response error/bias. Therefore, the team followed the Miller and Smith (1983)
methodology for handling non-response errors by comparing respondents to non-respondents.
Non-response error could be a potential threat to external validity when any sampling methods
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provide less than a 100% response rate (Lindner et al., 2001). Furthermore, we followed the Gall
et al. (1996) recommendation of attempting to contact a minimum of 20 non-respondents
anytime a survey response rate falls below an 80% threshold (Gall et al., 1996).
The lead researcher completed a follow-up phone call to ask if non-respondents were
willing to complete the survey if they did not complete it before. In the case that non-respondents
agreed, a new link and QR code to the survey instrument was sent after verifying their email address.

From the list of non-respondents to the survey, three individuals were randomly selected from
each stratum (i.e., Cooperative Extension agents, SBAE, NRCS field employees, and FSA
employees). The “rand between” function in Microsoft Excel (version 16.52, for Mac) was
employed to make the selection. Two contact attempts were made for each person by phone, and
if the phone number was not available from the frame list, a new person was randomly selected
in the same manner. Another email address was randomly selected if the researcher could not
speak with the person after two intents.
For contacting SBAE, a different approach was used. Phone call attempts took place
early in the morning between 7:30-8:00 am or later in the afternoon, between 3:00 pm and 3:30
pm. Since many teachers did not have a phone in their office or the school personnel never
answered the phone calls, the researcher sent a personalized email explaining the difficulty we
faced when contacting them by phone. The email aimed to invite them to participate in the study
by completing the online survey instrument.
The lead researcher called 84 non-respondents. As a result, thirty-two emails were sent to
non-respondents (38.1%) with a new link to participate in the survey. Non-respondents were
given a week to complete the survey. The survey response rate was 37.5%.
As shown in Table 10, the two groups’ demographic characteristics were compared and
showed very similar profiles. Due to differences in sample sizes, only demographic
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characteristics were compared. The majority of the respondent group were females (59.32 %),
while males were 39.35%. There is no difference in the non-respondent group; 58.33% were
females, and 41.67% were males. Regarding participants’ age, most of the respondent group
were between 24-30 years old (36.4%), followed by 51-60 years old (27.35). From the nonrespondent group, 25% were between 24-30 and 25% between 51-60 years old. Regarding their
occupation, most of the respondent group were agricultural extension professionals (68.65%),
followed by school-based agricultural educators (24.86%). While 75% of non-respondents were
agricultural extension professionals and 25% were school-based agricultural educators.
Table 10
Demographic Characteristics of Respondents and Non-respondents
Variable
name
Gender

Value

Female
Male
Prefer not to answer
Age
23 or younger
24-30 years old
31-40 years old
51-60 years old
Occupation Agriculture science
teacher
Agricultural Extension
Professional

Frequency Respondents

Frequency

312
207
6
17
105
125
80
132

59.3%
39.4%
1.1%
18.2%
36.4%
25.5%
27.3%
24.9%

7
5

Nonrespondents
58.3%
41.7%

2
4
2
3
3

16.7%
25.0%
16.7%
25%
25 %

364

68.7%

9

75 %

Reliability
Reliability was calculated to assess the consistency of the results. It indicates if an
instrument provides the same type of results each time that is used in the same situation and with
the same population (Sullivan, 2011). A Cronbach’s alpha, a coefficient of reliability, was
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calculated to assess how closely related the items are to a group (UCLA: Statistical Consulting
Group, 2020).
Data Analyses
The data collected was analyzed using the IBM Statistical Package for the Social
Sciences (SPSS) Statistics Software for Apple Macintosh version 27.0. Descriptive statistics will
be used to analyze the data’ essential features. Frequencies, percentages were used to describe
demographic variables, means and standard deviation of each dimension that assessed online
readiness and motivation were calculated as well.
Pilot testing of the instrument survey
Cronbach’s alpha was calculated to assess the reliability of the online readiness scale and
the motivation to online learning scale. The total-item correlation for the online readiness and
motivation to online readiness scale was estimated. The total-item correlation measures the
reliability of a multi-item scale, and it is a tool for improving such scales. This is a correlation
between that item and the scale score that excludes that particular item. This correlation might
help identify any items that may not belong to the questionnaire.
Additionally, the corrected item-total correlation was examined (SPSS Tutorial:
Cronbach α, 2021), and it is used to express the consistency between an item and the other items
in the scale. A correlation less than r = .30 suggests that the item may not belong to the scale
(SPSS Tutorial: Cronbach α. 2021). Furthermore, the Cronbach alpha if that item is deleted for
each item is a reliability coefficient for internal consistency if that item is removed from the scale
was estimated. In this case, the researcher looks for any substantial increase in the scale. Since
all the correlations results were more significant than r = .30, none of the items were excluded
from the survey instrument (SPSS Tutorial: Cronbach α, 2021).
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Analysis of the Main Study
Since the study population is a census, descriptive statistics was used to depict the
essential characteristic of the total population data. A Cronbach’s alpha was calculated to assess
the reliability of the online readiness scale and the motivation to online learning scale. The totalitem correlation for the online readiness and motivation to online readiness scale was estimated.
Additionally, the corrected item-total correlation was examined (SPSS Tutorial: Cronbach α,
2021). Also, the Cronbach alpha, if that item is deleted for each item, was estimated as well.
Since all the correlations results were more significant than r = .30, none of the items were
excluded (SPSS Tutorial: Cronbach α, 2021). Finally, Pearson’s moment correlation coefficient
was computed to assess the extent of the correlations between the online readiness scale and the
motivation scale. This coefficient, r, provided information about the association and direction of
the relationship between those variables (Statistics Solutions, 2021).
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CHAPTER 4
ASSESSING ONLINE READINESS FOR A PROFESSIONAL MASTER'S DEGREE
PROGRAM IN AGRICULTURAL EDUCATION

Abstract
Online learning is one form of distance education mediated through information and
communications technology such as the Internet or other multimedia technologies. This study
aimed to assess the online readiness and motivation for a professional master’s degree program
in Agricultural Education. Using concepts of the social cognitive theory, the research team
developed and validated a multidimensional instrument. A total of 531 Agricultural Service
Agency employees (Cooperative Extension Agents, Natural Resource Conservation Agency, and
Farm Service Agency) and School-based Agricultural Educators from Georgia, North Carolina,
and South Carolina participated in the study. Study results showed that the survey instrument is a
valid and reliable tool to measure online readiness and motivation to online learning. Most
participants reported having higher expectations for their learning performances. Because
participants have higher self-efficacy levels, they recognize the importance of having higher
expectations for their learning performance and their expected outcomes. Participants reported
flexibility as their primary motivator to enroll in online learning. Many prefer using
asynchronous technologies since they provide a more convenient environment where they can
work at their own pace and time and better balance their work and school responsibilities.
Furthermore, participants recommended that professors promote student-content interaction
(structure), professor-student interaction, and student-student interaction, all of which are
principles of Michael Moore’s theory of interaction.
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Introduction
Distance education is not new; it has a history of almost two centuries, and it has
significantly changed how the learning and teaching processes are conceived (Moore et al.,
2011). According to King et al. (2011), distance learning and distance education are two
different concepts. The first term refers more to the ability of learning, while the distance
education term refers to the activity within the ability (King et al., 2001). In 1997, Moore
proposed theory of transactional distance (TTD), postulating that distance education does not
suggest a geographic separation between teachers and learners. This distance is a pedagogical
concept. The dialogue and the structure are two components related to this distance. The
dialogue refers to all positive interactions between teachers and students (Moore, 1997). Later,
Kaymak and Horzum (2013) highlighted the importance of analyzing the dialogue between
learners with other learners and learners with the content (Kaymak & Horzum, 2013).
The structure, another variable of the TTD, refers to how rigid or flexible the course
structure, educational objectives, teaching strategies, and evaluation methods are (Moore, 1997).
According to the literature, interaction among students enriches their learning experience and
increases their satisfaction with the class content and the course. Additionally, the interaction
between learners and teachers increases students’ positive attitudes and motivation to learn
(Szapkiw & Szapkiw, 2010). Findings from the Kaymak and Horzum (2013) study showed a
positive relationship between readiness for online learning and interaction. The researchers’
interpretation of this finding was that when online learners interact with teachers with other
students, and the content increases, the structure decreases (Kaymak and Horzum, 2013). The
authors also found a negative relationship between structure and interaction. The researchers’
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interpretation of this finding was that when online learners interact with teachers with other
students, and the content increases, the structure decreases (Kaymak and Horzum, 2013).
One form of distance education is online learning, a type of learning mediated through
information and communications technology (ICT), such as the Internet or other types of
multimedia technologies (Pillay et al., 2007 p.217). These technologies can be either
synchronous or asynchronous (Moore & Kearsley, 2012). Synchronous technologies are realtime tools that promote interactive learning. Examples of these media are video conferences and
chats that allow students to instantly obtain feedback from their teachers (Dhawan, 2020).
Synchronous e-learning requires students to attend a virtual class according to a specific time
previously scheduled (Mindflash, n.d.). Asynchronous technologies, on the other hand, are
technologies not bound by either time or place. Students can download the study materials at any
time or send email messages to their professors and classmates or post them in online forums
(Mindflash, n.d.). Online learning, mediated with asynchronous technology, has a more flexible
nature. Students can work at their own pace and time, allowing them to combine their work,
family, and education responsibilities without worrying about following a tight schedule
(Hrastinski, 2008). The flexible nature of online learning is becoming more prevalent than ever,
especially in unanticipated situations such as floods, hurricanes, or pandemics, where the normal
educational process has been interrupted (Dhawan, 2020). To illustrate a current situation, in
2020, the outbreak of a novel coronavirus, called SARS-CoV2, causing COVID-19 (Chin et al.,
2020), has turned the educational world upside down. Most educational institutions worldwide
had to cancel in-person education and move to online-only instruction (Dhawan, 2020).
Therefore, many academic institutions had to adopt these new technologies that previously were
resistant to adopt (Zalat et al., 2021).
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The demand for online learning in Agricultural Education is well supported in the
literature. The study findings of Wilson and Moore (2004) revealed that high-school agriculture
teachers and Extension agents would enroll in an online program. The authors advised that other
individuals in the agricultural business and services might enroll in the online program (Wilson
& Moore, 2004). Roberts and Dyer (2005) reported that 62% of the Agricultural Education
Departments currently offer online courses, and students perceived a moderately high need for
online courses. However, most Agricultural Education Departments perceived distance education
demand was slightly lower (Roberts et al., 2005; Wilson & Moore, 2004). The Miller and Miller
(2008) study results showed that high-school agriculture teachers in Iowa expressed a significant
need for graduate courses in agricultural education due to their flexible nature. Also, younger
teachers, who are highly skilled in computers and need graduate courses during the next five
years, are more likely to enroll in the online Master of Science Degree in Agriculture at Iowa
State University (Miller & Miller, 2008).
Additionally, Miller & Miller (2009) assessed the Extension professionals’ need for a
graduate online education program. The study results found that 20 Iowa Extension professionals
who earned a Bachelor of Science degree would apply for an online Master of Science degree in
Agricultural Education. When combined with 82 high-school agriculture teachers who expressed
they would apply to the same program, it revealed a high demand for an online education
program in agricultural education at Iowa State University (Miller & Miller, 2009).
Theoretical Framework
This researcher used the social cognitive theory (SCT) as the theoretical framework.
Albert Bandura developed this theory in 1986 and proposed that all learning activities take place
in a social environment in which personal aspects, such as cognitions, beliefs, skills and affect,
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behavior, and environmental influences, continually interact (Schunk & Usher, 2019). A central
postulate of this theory is the construct of self-efficacy. Bandura focused more on an individual’s
belief than on the actual skill to control and perform a behavior while having an effect (Bandura,
1998). Individuals who perceive themselves as capable of performing a behavior, a specific task,
or activity are defined as having high levels of self-efficacy. In 1991, Compeau and Higgins
found a significant positive relationship between computer self-efficacy and outcomes
expectations (Compeau et al., 1999). Bandura defined outcomes expectation as a person’s belief
that a given behavior will lead to a specific outcome. A few years later, Compeau et al. (1999)
found that technology was affected by individuals’ levels of self-efficacy, and those with higher
levels of self-efficacy used computers more often while experiencing low anxiety computerrelated problems (Compeau et al., 1999).
In the field of Distance education, the social cognitive theory (SCT) has been extensively
used as a theoretical framework. To illustrate, the dimension of Computer/Internet self-efficacy
used by Hung et al. (2010) is related to the concept of self-efficacy proposed in the SCT. From
this perspective, the authors believe it is essential to assess individuals’ perceptions of using a
given technology and individuals’ ability to use it (Hung et al., 2010). Alem et al. (2016) used
the SCT and the transactional distance theory (TDT) to define a multidimensional concept of ereadiness. After an extensive review of the literature, the authors described the five dimensions
used in the assessment tool to measure the concept of e-readiness: “self-competence; selfdirected learning; motivation; financial; and usefulness” (p. 193). This study aimed to validate
this survey instrument (Alem et al., 2016).
Moreover, SCT was used as a framework to develop a model that evaluated the level of
influence that computer self-efficacy, outcome expectations, and affective factors have on
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computer usage. The study findings revealed that self-efficacy significantly affects computer-use
outcomes, emotional reactions to computers, and computer use (Compeau et al., 1999). SCT and
the technology acceptance model (TAM) were used to develop a model of users’ perceptions
(attitudes) regarding the acceptance and usage of web technologies as a training tool. Those
aspects included: motivational perspectives and self-efficacy perspectives. Individuals’ computer
and Web experience, self-efficacy, and motivation (including intrinsic and extrinsic motivations)
are critical factors for individual use of the Web (Liaw, 2001). Using constructs from the SCT,
Chang et al. (2014) conducted a study to examine how Internet self-efficacy helps students turn
motivation into action and how perceived Internet self-efficacy influences the performance of
distance education students. Results of the study indicated that students with higher levels of
self-efficacy also manifested increased confidence levels and felt that the course was more
relevant (Chang et al., 2014).
Purpose and Objectives
The purpose of the study was to develop and validate a multidimensional instrument
survey to assess the readiness and motivation for online learning of professionals in agricultural
service agencies, school-based agricultural educators, and Cooperative Extension Agents. The
study’s objectives were to: 1) Develop and validate the multidimensional instrument tool to
assess readiness and motivation for online learning for participants in the study; 2) describe the
demographic characteristics of participants in the study and their previous experience with online
learning; 3) assess participants’ readiness to pursue an online master’s program in agricultural
education, and 4) identify participants’ motivations for pursuing an online master's degree in
agricultural education.
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Literature Review
The concept of student readiness for online learning is relatively new. Warner et al.
(1998) studied the student readiness for flexible online learning in Australia’s vocational
education and training sector (Warner et al., 1998; Hung et al., 2010). According to the author,
self-directed learning is a significant construct for flexible learning. It is also defined as the
capacity each individual has to take responsibility for planning, looking for learning resources,
implementing and evaluating their learning. The study showed that students who scored low on
the Learner Preference Assessment questionnaire dislike learning and lack any type of
motivation to learn, either self-directed or directed by a teacher (Warner et al., 1998). McVay
and Lynch (2000-2001) developed a 13-item instrument to measure online learning readiness.
The main focus of the assessment tool is on the students’ behavior and attitudes, which are
considered prospective predictors of online learning (Smith et al., 2003). The McVay-Lynch
instrument has been recognized in the literature as a crucial tool to assess the construct of online
readiness. Smith et al. (2003) conducted a study on McVay’s Readiness for Online Learning tool
to validate and appraise its value. The authors found that the instrument is reliable and can be
used to assess online readiness. To further investigate the usefulness of the survey instrument,
the researcher suggested using a large sample size (Smith et al., 2003).
Pillay et al. (2007) conducted a validation study on the Tertiary Students’ Readiness for
Online Learning (TSROL) survey. The instrument addresses four dimensions: “technical skills,
computer self-efficacy, learning preferences and attitudes towards computers” (p. 217). The
study findings revealed that the survey’s validity had improved, and it is a good instrument to be
used before the commencement of a course. To refine the tool, the authors recommended the
adoption of a multidimensional interpretation of the “learners’ preferences” scale and the
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subscale “attitudes towards computers” (Pillay et al., 2007, p. 232). Hung et al. (2010) led a
confirmatory study on McVay’s Online Learning Readiness Scale (OLRS). The study results
revealed that self-directed learning and student control are vital dimensions to assess online
readiness.
Additionally, self-directed learning and student control are factors that affect readiness
(Hung et al., 2010). Alem et al. (2016) developed an instrument survey to measure the concept of
e-learning readiness in the context of online learning environments. The study findings showed
that e-learning readiness is a multidimensional construct. It is a valid and reliable tool with two
dimensions —financial and perceived usefulness— not included in the original instrument. The
e-learning readiness survey has five dimensions: self-directed learning, self-competence,
motivation, financial, and perceived usefulness (Alem et al., 2016). Yu (2018) investigated the
Student Online Learning Readiness (SOLR) assessment tool’s validity and internal consistency.
The survey aimed to measure social competencies (with students and teachers), communication
competencies, and technical competencies in online learning. The study’s findings revealed that
SOLR is a valid instrument with four-dimension structures supported in the literature. Even
though computer and technical skills were significant factors for student retention and learning
outcomes in online learning, the author believed these skills alone would not ensure a successful
learning experience. According to the literature, high levels of self-efficacy can influence
performance, which can also be transformed into an increase in motivation to learn (Chang et al.,
2014). Bandura also suggested that self-efficacy affects learning and motivation (Schunk &
Usher, 2019).
As seen through the lenses of social cognitive theory, motivation is considered a process
that sets action goal-oriented activities. Goals are plans to act and can be conceived as intentions
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to perform a behavior (Conner, 2015). People are motivated to act according to their beliefs
about their skills and capabilities and their actions’ expected outcomes (Schunk & Usher, 2019).
The literature revealed that motivation influences students’ attitudes and learning behaviors
(Feuerstein & Lewin-Benham, 2012). There are two types of motivations: intrinsic and extrinsic.
Intrinsic is the enjoyment of learning. By contrast, extrinsic or external motivation means
performing a particular behavior to receive a specific reward or avoid a punishment. Those
external influences can be presented as career goals, promised rewards, deadlines, and penalties
(Cook & Artino, 2016).
Student motivation is the primary component associated with achievement, while selfefficacy predicts student achievement (Bandura, 1998). The effects of motivation on the online
learning environment have previously been studied and reported in the literature. According to
Miller and Miller (2005), an internal motivation to pursue a degree and acquiring technical
knowledge were the most reported motivators to enroll in an online master’s degree program in
Iowa. Graduates from 1993 were more interested in enjoyment and learning, while those who
graduated in 2001 were more interested in professional development (Miller & Miller, 2005).
Other motivations found in the literature to pursue a distance education degree were:
employment goals; a raise in salary (Mink & Moore, 2005; Roberts et al., 2005; Pate & Miller,
2012; Russell, 2013; Cullum, 2016; Pugh, 2019), and obtain a postgraduate degree (Carroll et al.,
2011; Miller, 1995; Miller & Miller, 2005; Pate & Miller, 2012). Furthermore, personal
development benefits (Mink & Moore, 2005; Roberts et al., 2005; Russell, 2013; Carroll, 2011;
Cullum, 2016; Pugh, 2019); having a good job or career (Miller, 1995; Mink & Moore, 2005;
Miller & Miller, 2005; Carroll, 2011; Pate & Miller, 2012), and current job requirement (Mink &
Moore, 2005; Miller & Miller, 2005; Pate & Miller, 2012) were reported in the literature as
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well. Additionally, to acquire or improve technical knowledge and/or academic skills; for the
enjoyment of learning new information (Pintrich & and others, 1991; Miller, 1995; Russell,
2013; Miller & Miller, 2005; Pugh, 2019), and convenience (Abramenka, 2015; Cabi &
Kalelioglu, 2019; Noel-Levitz Inc., 2006; Oguz et al., 2015; Russell, 2013; Shih & Gamon,
2001). Finally, flexible pacing to complete the program (Mink & Moore, 2005; Noel-Levitz,
2006; Oguz et al., 2015), and distance from campus, therefore there is no need to relocate (NoelLevitz, 2006; Oguz et al., 2015; Russell, 2013; Abramenka, 2015).
Methods
A non-experimental descriptive research design was used for this study. In this type of
study, there is no manipulation of the variables. It is ideal to accurately describe the facts and
characteristics of a given population in real-life situations. Survey research is a method for
collecting data for non-experimental research designs (Radhakrishnan, 2013). Researchers can
use questionnaires with numerically rated items; these are quantitative strategies, open-ended
questions that are qualitative strategies, or a combination of both approaches, i.e., mixed methods
(Ponto, 2015).
The survey instrument tool was pilot-tested with a sample population of 120 school-based
agricultural educators, professionals in agricultural service agencies, Cooperative Extensions
Agents, and agricultural service agencies (e.g., Natural Resource Conservation Agency and Farm
Service Agency) and Agritourism Operators in South Carolina. A total of 56 completed the
survey. The main study population was adjusted based on the results of the pilot intervention.
Agricultural Operators were removed due to their low-response rate and the indication of one
participant that he did not need a master’s degree or Ph.D. to succeed in his business.
Additionally, he reflected that everything he needs to learn, he could learn it through the Internet.
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Miller and Miller’s (2008) study showed that students are more likely to enroll in
distance programs if they live in the contiguity of an on-campus program. Based on this paradox,
the experts recommended including regions across border states like North Carolina and
Georgia. A total of 3,322 individuals received an invitation email to participate in the study by
completing the online survey. Of those, 41 were undeliverable email addresses, and 476
completed the survey instrument and constituted the accessible population.
Cooperative Extension Agents. In South Carolina, 153 agents from Clemson University,
547 agents from North Carolina State University (NCSU), and 261 from the University of
Georgia (UGA) received an invitation email to participate in our study. Natural Resource
Conservation Service field employees. The lead researcher sent 66 invitation emails to
participate in the study to South Carolina Natural Resource Conservation Service agency
(NRCS) employees, 177 employees from Georgia, and 145 from North Carolina. Farm Service
Agency employees. In South Carolina, 125 FSA employees, 326 from North Carolina, and 313
employees from Georgia received an email to participate in our study. School-based
Agricultural Educators. In South Carolina, the researcher sent an invitation email to 113
teachers with valid addresses. For North Carolina and Georgia, a different approach had to be
implemented since a frame list with school-based agricultural educators' contact information is
not open to the public.
In North Carolina, our contact Mr. Josh Bledsoe is the State Agricultural Education
Leader and State Future Farmers of America (FFA) Advisor. According to Bledsoe, the listserv
to the weekly newsletter contains 967 email addresses, and approximately 500 of those are
school-based agricultural educators. Dr. Marcus Pollard, the 2021-22 State President of the
Georgia Vocational Agriculture Teachers Association (GVATA), our contact in Georgia,
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distributed the invitation email and reminders to the state listserv of approximately 500 schoolbased agricultural educators in Georgia. Table 11 synthesized the aggregated number of
participants from the pilot intervention (n = 55) that was conducted in South Carolina only and
the main study (n = 476).
Since the study included a census population, the research team aimed to reach as many
participants as possible. Response rate was 16% (n = 531). The response rate from this study was
similar to other similar studies conducted in Agricultural Education research, such as the one
conducted by McKim and Sorensen in 2020, who reported a response rate of 18.51% (McKim &
Sorensen, 2020).
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Table 11
Aggregated Number of Participants from the Main and Pilot Intervention
Occupation
Cooperative Extension Agents

Natural Resource Conservation
Service field employees
Farm Service Agency employees

School-based Agricultural
Educators

Region
South Carolina
North Carolina
Georgia
South Carolina
North Carolina
Georgia
South Carolina
North Carolina
Georgia
South Carolina
North Carolina
Georgia

Total

Pilot study
25

28

13

30

Main study
153
547
261
66
145
177
125
326
313
113
500
500
3,226

Total
178
547
261
94
145
177
138
326
313
143
500
500
3,322

A panel of four experts reviewed the initial instrument for face and content validity. The
experts consisted of three faculty members from Clemson University (CU) and one from North
Carolina State University (NCSU). The first expert is an Associate Professor at Clemson
University. The second is the Associate Dean for Research and Director of Clemson University
Experiment Station of the College of Agriculture, Forestry, and Life Sciences at Clemson
University. The third expert is a Professor in the Department of Sociology, Anthropology, and
Criminal Justice from the College of Behavioral, Social, and Health Sciences at Clemson
University. Finally, the fourth expert is an Associate Professor and Extension Specialist at
NCSU. After including all suggestions made by the panel of experts, the final instrument was
modified accordingly.
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Instrumentation
The following dimensions were selected to measure the construct of online readiness:
self-directed learner (12 items), learner control (5 items), online communication self-efficacy (5
items), and computer/Internet self-efficacy (5 items), totaling 27 items. The first dimension, selfdirected learning, is centered on how learners take responsibility, gain knowledge, and
understand how to solve problems in online learning. The second one, learner control, focuses on
how online learners take to some extent, the control over the sequence, pace, and review the
amount of instruction. Online Communication self-efficacy refers to the ability to communicate
with others using computer technology effectively. At the same time, Computer/Internet selfefficacy refers to online learners’ ability to demonstrate proper computer and Internet skills
(Hung et al., 2010).
Furthermore, one question addressed motivating factors, eight items measuring intrinsic
motivation, and four extrinsic motivating factors. Six items gathered demographic information,
four questions asked about their experience with online learning, while four addressed
participants’ needs towards online learning. The instrument was administered using the Qualtrics
XM software. The readiness for online learning and motivating factors to online readiness were
measured on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = very true, 2 = somewhat true, 3 = neither true nor false, 4
= somewhat false, and 5 = completely false). The study was approved by the Clemson University
Human Subjects Institutional Review Board. Informed consent was confirmed by participants’
willingness to complete the online survey.
The research team followed a modified tailored design method sending one invitation
email to participate in the study. During the following four weeks, one per week, four
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personalized email reminders and thank you emails were sent to potential participants (Dillman
et al., 2014).
To determine if the data from those who responded to the survey was representative of
the entire population, the research team followed the Miller and Smith (1983) methodology by
comparing respondents to non-respondents to handle non-response error. Gall et al. (1996)
recommends contacting a minimum of 20 non-respondents if the response rate was lower than
80% (Gall et al., 1996). A total of 84 non-responded were contacted. From those contacted, the
lead researcher sent 32 emails with a link and QR code to the survey to invite non-respondents to
complete the survey. Response rate was: 37.5% (12 responses). Demographic characteristics
such as age, gender, and occupation were analyzed. Due to differences in sample size, only these
characteristics were compared, which showed similar profiles, indicating similarities among the
population, and allowing the possibility of generalizing results to the entire population.
The data collected was analyzed using the IBM Statistical Package for the Social
Sciences (SPSS) Statistics Software for Apple Macintosh version 27.0. Descriptive statistics
were used to analyze the data’ essential features. Frequencies and percentages were used to
describe demographic variables, needs, and past experience with online learning. The mean and
standard deviation of each dimension for the online learning readiness scale and the two
dimensions for the motivation scale were estimated. A Pearson’s Product Moment Correlation
analysis was calculated between the online learning readiness scale items and the motivation
scale items to test for an association among those items. Also, it gives you the magnitude (+1, –
1) and the direction of that association (positive or negative).
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Limitations of the Study
The study’s limitations are methodological. By default, Qualtrics XM allows recording
an incomplete survey after one week. This action should have been changed to one month to
allow participants for more time to complete the survey. By failing to recognize this action was
needed during the pilot intervention, many surveys were saved empty. The research team
decided to discard them. Based on personal communications during follow-up calls to address
non-response bias, the lead researcher learned that many employees from Agricultural Service
Agencies did not receive the invitation to participate in the study since their email security
system filtered the email. Also, some of them did not complete the survey since they needed
clearance from the Office Director, saying they were allowed to complete the online survey.
Also, due to this study being a census, generalizations cannot be made to other populations, only
to SBAE, Cooperative Extension Agents, professionals in Agricultural Service agencies
employees from South Carolina, North Carolina, and Georgia.
Findings
Objective 1: Develop and validate the multidimensional instrument tool to assess the readiness
and motivation to online learning for participants in the study.
Cronbach α for the online learning readiness scale was .944, indicating an excellent
internal consistency. The total-item correlation was examined as well. It is the correlation
between that item and the scale score that excludes that particular item. This correlation might
help identify any items that may not belong to the questionnaire. Additionally, the corrected
item-total correlation was examined. It indicates how much each item correlates with the overall
questionnaire score. A correlation less than r = .30 suggests that the item may not belong to the
scale(SPSS Tutorial: Cronbach α. 2021) Finally, the Cronbach Alpha, if that item is deleted for
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each item, was observed. In this case, the researcher looks for any substantial increase in the
scale. Since all the correlations results were more significant than r = .30, none of the items were
excluded (SPSS Tutorial: Cronbach α, 2021). Table 12 outlines the results of the reliability itemtotal statistics for the online readiness scale.
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Table 12
Reliability Item-Total Statistics of 27 Items

Item
SDL1: I would be able to use feedback to evaluate my performance
(i.e., self-critique)
SDL2: I am good at completing tasks independently (i.e., I won’t
need others to encourage or remind me to complete assignments)
SDL3: I would be able to carry out my own study plan
SDL4: I do not give up easily when confronted with technologyrelated obstacles (e.g., Internet connection issues, difficulty with
downloads, difficulty locating information, unable to contact the
instructor immediately)
SDL5: I have high expectations for my learning performance
SDL6: I would be able to plan, monitor, and evaluate my own
learning process
SDL7: I would be able to seek assistance when facing problems
SDL8: I would be able to set up my learning goals
SDL9: I would be able to set up deadlines to meet my goals
SDL10: I would be able to take responsibility for my own learning
SDL11: I would classify myself as someone who is self-disciplined
and can get things done on-time.
SDL12: I am able to receive constructive feedback from others
LC1: I will be able to integrate computer technologies into my
learning activities
LC2: I would be able to improve my learning by repeatedly reviewing
the course materials
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Scale
Mean if
Item
Deleted
42.38

Scale
Variance if
Item
Deleted
233.17

Corrected
Item-Total
Correlation
0.58

Cronbach's
Alpha if
Item
Deleted
0.94

42.57

233.82

0.59

0.94

42.43
42.27

233.72
227.34

0.58
0.63

0.94
0.94

42.81
42.38

239.16
229.50

0.60
0.69

0.94
0.94

42.69
42.39
42.54
42.73
42.61

238.30
231.00
232.84
234.58
234.46

0.52
0.65
0.61
0.71
0.59

0.94
0.94
0.94
0.94
0.94

42.77
42.62

241.02
236.79

0.57
0.71

0.94
0.94

42.58

237.42

0.62

0.94

Item
LC3: I would be able to participate actively in small-group
discussions/forums
LC4: When it comes to learning and studying, I am a self-directed
person (Self-directed learners are individuals that take the initiative
and responsibility for learning. They select, manage, and assess their
own learning activities)
LC5: I would be able to complete my work even when there are
online distractions (e.g., friends sending emails or websites to surf)
OCSE1: I am comfortable expressing my opinion in writing to others
(e.g., with blogs, social networking services, or web pages)
OCSE 2: I feel confident in using online tools (e.g., email, discussion)
to communicate with others effectively
OCSE 3: I feel confident in posting questions in online discussions
OCSE4: I am good at giving constructive feedback to others
OCSE5: I would be able to ask my classmates and instructors
questions
CISE1: I feel confident in my knowledge and skills to use software
for online learning
CISE2: I feel confident in performing the basic functions of Microsoft
Office programs (e.g., MS Word, MS Excel, and MS PowerPoint) for
class assignments
CISE3: I feel confident in using the Internet (e.g., Google, Yahoo) to
find or gather information for online learning
CISE4: I can troubleshoot most problems associated with using a
computer
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Scale
Mean if
Item
Deleted
42.57

Scale
Variance if
Item
Deleted
240.32

Corrected
Item-Total
Correlation
0.53

Cronbach's
Alpha if
Item
Deleted
0.94

42.52

234.06

0.72

0.94

42.53

233.75

0.70

0.94

42.41

237.95

0.53

0.94

42.73

238.95

0.66

0.94

42.50
42.35
42.77

236.21
237.36
240.04

0.62
0.56
0.64

0.94
0.94
0.94

42.53

234.45

0.69

0.94

42.86

242.72

0.51

0.94

42.97

243.67

0.60

0.94

42.23

233.43

0.58

0.94

Scale
Mean if
Item
Deleted
42.43

Scale
Variance if
Item
Deleted
234.91

Corrected
Item-Total
Correlation
0.58

Cronbach's
Alpha if
Item
Deleted
0.94

Item
CISE5: I know how to install a software to support my learning using
computers
Note. SDL: Self-directed learners (12 items), LC: Learner control (5 items), OCSE: Online communication self-efficacy (5 items) and,
CISE: Computer/Internet self-efficacy (5 items). True or false perceptions to online readiness scale: 1 = Completely true, 2 =
Somewhat true, 3 = Neither true nor false, 4 = Somewhat false, and 5 = Completely false.
Participants’ motivations to pursue an online master’s degree program in agricultural education scaled revealed a “very good”
internal consistency of 𝛼 = .886. The total-item correlation and the corrected item-total correlation were examined (SPSS Tutorial:
Cronbach α, 2021). Finally, the Cronbach Alpha, if that item is deleted for each item, was observed. Since all the correlations results
were greater than r = .30, none of the items were excluded (SPSS Tutorial: Cronbach α, 2021). Results of the Item-total statistics are
shown in Table 13.
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Table 13
Item-Total Correlation. Motivation to Online Learning Scale
Cronbach's
Mean if
Variance if
Corrected
Alpha if
Item
Item
Item-Total
Item
Item
Deleted
Deleted
Correlation
Deleted
IM1: Acquiring technical knowledge/ academic skills
22.23
101.25
0.61
0.90
IM2: Convenience
22.46
101.78
0.64
0.90
IM3: Distance from campus- no need to relocate
22.49
101.66
0.58
0.90
IM4: Flexible pacing for completing the program
22.48
100.96
0.68
0.89
IM5 - Pursuing a degree
22.14
96.07
0.70
0.89
IM6: Time constraints due to work responsibilities
22.42
102.05
0.60
0.90
IM7: Personal enrichment or benefits
22.09
97.88
0.68
0.89
IM8: For the enjoyment of learning new information
21.78
100.09
0.53
0.88
EM1: Advancement in current job
22.05
95.00
0.67
0.82
EM2: Current job requirement
21.02
99.46
0.38
0.85
EM3: Future employment goals
21.88
94.54
0.67
0.83
EM4: Salary increase
22.16
98.21
0.55
0.85
Note. MI: Intrinsic Motivating Factors (7 items), EM: Extrinsic Motivating Factors (4 items). True or false perceptions to motivating
factors to online learning: 1 = Completely true, 2 = Somewhat true, 3 = Neither true nor false, 4 = Somewhat false, and 5 =
Completely false.
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To determine the relationship between the participant’s motives to pursue an online
master’ degree program in Agricultural Education and their readiness for online learning, a
Pearson’s moment correlation analysis was estimated. Correlation coefficient represented by r,
express the magnitude and the direction of each association. Significant results were described at
the α = 05 level. Davis’ (1971) conventions for interpreting the correlation coefficients with
relation to significance of the impact of those correlations were used.
The data showed low to negligible significant positive correlations between the online
readiness factors and external motivation factors. To illustrate, a low positive correlation was
found between advancement in current job and the following factors that measured the construct
of online readiness: I am good at completing tasks independently (r = .10); I have high
expectations for my learning performance (r = .10); I would be able to plan, monitor and
evaluate my own learning process (r = .10); I would classify myself as someone who is selfdisciplined and can get things done on-time (r = .10). A low positive correlation was also found
between advancement in current job and the following factors used to measure the construct of
online readiness: I am good at completing tasks independently (r = .10); I have high expectations
for my learning performance (r = .10); I would be able to plan, monitor and evaluate my own
learning process (r = .10); I would classify myself as someone who is self-disciplined and can
get things done on-time (r = .10). Furthermore, a low positive correlation was found between
current job requirement and the following online readiness factors: I would be able to use
feedback to evaluate my performance (i.e., self-critique) (r = .10), and I will be able to integrate
computer technologies into my learning activities (r = .10). Additionally, future employment
goals showed a low positive correlation with the following online readiness factors: I would be
able to plan, monitor, and evaluate my own learning process (r = .11); I would be able to set up

127

my learning goals (r = .11). Finally, salary increase showed a low positive correlation with the
following online learning factors: I would be able to seek assistance when facing problems (r =
.11); I would be able to set up deadlines to meet my goals (r = .10); I would be able to take
responsibility for my own learning (r = .10); When it comes to learning and studying, I am a selfdirected person (Self-directed learners are individuals that take the initiative and responsibility
for learning. They select, manage, and assess their own learning activities) (r = .10); I feel
confident in posting questions in online discussions (r = .10); and I feel confident in performing
the basic functions of Microsoft Office programs (e.g., MS Word, MS Excel, and MS
PowerPoint) for class assignments (r = .10).
On the other hand, negligible positive correlations were found between future
employment goals and the following online readiness factors: I am good at completing tasks
independently (r = .09); I would be able to seek assistance when facing problems (r = .09), and I
am able to receive constructive feedback from others (r = .09). Also, current job requirement
showed a negligible positive correlation with setting up deadlines to meet my goals (r = .09),
indicating that participants who would pursue an online degree to fulfil a job requirement, are
able to set up deadline to achieve their goals. Finally, Salary increase also showed an
insignificant correlation with I do not give up easily when confronted with technology-related
obstacles (r = .09), and I would be able to set up my learning goals (r = .09). Correlations for all
online readiness factors and external motivator factors are shown in Table 14. (Appendix B).
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Objective 2: Describe the demographic characteristics of participants in the study and their
previous experience with online learning
Most participants who completed the survey were from North Carolina (41.63%),
followed by South Carolina, 29.66%, and 28.71% from Georgia. The majority were females
(59.32 %), while 39.35% were males, and 1.14% preferred not to answer. The majority were
white non-Hispanics (76.65%), 11.86% preferred not to say, 6.59% were Black or African
American, 1.32% were multi-racial, and 1.32% were Hispanic. Participants were asked to share
their level of education; the majority completed a master’s degree (47.30%), while 34.75%
completed a bachelor’s degree. Furthermore, 12.16% had completed coursework beyond a
master’s degree, 3.28% had a specialist degree, and 2.51 had a doctorate. Most participants’ age
ranged between 24-30 years old (36.4%), followed by 51-60 years old (27.3%), and 18.2% were
younger than 23.
Participants’ professions were reported as follows: 68.65% Cooperative Extension
professionals, 24.86% school-based agricultural educators, 3.58% were agricultural service
agency employees, either working at the Natural Resource Conservation Agency or the Farm
Service Agency. Regarding participants’ needs, most (68.69%) do not need to take graduate
courses during the next five years, which is inconsistent with the results from Miller & Miller’s
(2008) study. Participants were asked how likely they are to apply for admission if a Master’s in
Agricultural Education degree program was offered online through Clemson University. Even
though most participants refused to answer this question (64.10%), 6.97% reported they were
unwilling to apply or were not likely to apply (16.76%). However, some expressed they are
likely to apply (9.97%). Some will definitely apply (2.26%), indicating that demand for online
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learning exists (12.23%), which is consistent with results from literature (Wilson & Moore,
2004; Roberts & Dyer, 2005; Miller & Miller, 2008; Miller & Miller, 2009).
Regarding participants’ previous online learning experience, most have taken 4 or more
online courses (56.38%), 21.52% had taken between 2-3 courses, while 8% had taken at least
one class. Only 14,1% had no experience with online learning. Of those who had taken an online
course before, the majority (81.52%) did not drop an online course. Participants’ reasons for
dropping a course (18.48%) were cited as follows: “lack of time,” “the course was poorly
organized, and students did not get the support or encouragement from the instructor.” Also, “I
dropped the second level of statistics because I was not learning well in an online format and I
was doing very poorly,” “the professor wasn’t transparent enough with directions and
expectations.” Finally, family or job incompatibility and personal problems were cited as well.
When participants were asked about online learning tools they use, most (97%) selected
Search Engines such as Google or Bing, 87% reported using image databases such as USDA,
ARS image gallery, Google, NASA, etc. Additionally, 72% reported using Wikis, such as
Wikipedia, 59% using statistical data from an institution such as NASS, NHI, NSF, etc. Other
online tools reported were: Google Scholar, Extension Databases, publications from Land Grant
Universities, American Phytopathological Society (APS) Journals, and Agricultural Education
Curriculum websites to search for information. Others reported using learning management
systems such as Canvas, Schoology, Moodle, Blackboard, Extension Learning Management
System (XLMS), and E-learning Commons (eLC). Other participants reported using Microsoft
Teams and Zoom to communicate or collaborate. USDA, Web Soil Survey, United States
Geological Survey (USGS), and County Real State Database were mentioned as other online
learning tools used. Two participants reported using SAS software, and one said using the GIS
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software. Other online learning tools reported were: YouTube, E-Portfolios, Canva, Asana,
Reporter, Kaltura Video Cloud Platform, Safari Montage, Chegg, Quizlet, Socratic, Mathway,
and Khan Academy.
Objective 3: Assess participants’ readiness to pursue an online master’s program in agricultural
education
Participants’ perceptions to as being completely true to them listed by dimension are as follows:
Self-directed Learning:
The majority of participants reported having higher expectations from their learning
performances (71%) followed by they would be able to take responsibility for my own learning
(65.3%), I would be able to seek assistance when facing problems (64.4%), and I can receive
constructive feedback from others (63%). Also, most would classify themselves as someone who
is self-disciplined and can get things done on time (61%). They are good at completing tasks
independently (i.e., I won’t need others to encourage or remind me to complete assignments).
Learner Control Dimension:
Most participants responded they would improve their learning by repeatedly reviewing
the course materials (53.5%). They would also integrate computer technologies into their
learning activities (52.9). Furthermore, 52.4% would be able to complete their work even when
there are online distractions (e.g., friends sending emails or websites to surf), and 51% responded
they would be able to participate actively in small-group discussions/forums.
Online Communication Self-Efficacy:
The majority responded they would be able to ask my classmates and instructors
questions (64.4%), followed by feeling confident in using online tools (e.g., email, discussion) to
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communicate with others effectively (62.1%) and feeling confident in posting questions in online
discussions (50.7%).
Computer/Internet Self-Efficacy:
The majority felt confident in using the Internet (e.g., Google, Yahoo) to find or gather
information for online learning (79.9%) and in performing the basic functions of Microsoft
Office programs such as MS Word, MS Excel, and MS PowerPoint) for class assignments
(72.9%). Also, they felt confident in their knowledge and skills to use software for online
learning (51.6%).
Table 15 outlines the descriptive statistics, including the individual means and standard
deviation and the mean and standard deviation of each dimension of online readiness. To
calculate the mean score for each dimension of the readiness for the online learning scale, the
research team followed the procedure described in Hung et al. (2010). We identified the sum of
the means to each item in that factor and then divided the sum by the number of that factor’s
items (Hung et al., 2010). The overall mean for Self-directed learning dimension M = 1.65 (SD =
.70), for the Learner Control, M = 1.64 (SD = .63), for the Online communication self-efficacy
dimension, M = 1.65 (SD = .66), and for the Computer/Internet self-efficacy dimension, M =
1.602 (SD = .71).
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Table 15

Descriptive Statistics: Frequencies, Percentages, Means and Standard Deviation of the Online Readiness Scale
Completely True to you
Item
SDL1: I would be able to use feedback to evaluate my performance (i.e., selfcritique)
SDL2: I am good at completing tasks independently (i.e., I won’t need others to
encourage or remind me to complete assignments)
SDL3: I would be able to carry out my own study plan
SDL4: I do not give up easily when confronted with technology-related obstacles
(e.g., Internet connection issues, difficulty with downloads, difficulty locating
information, unable to contact the instructor immediately)
SDL5: I have high expectations for my learning performance
SDL6: I would be able to plan, monitor, and evaluate my own learning process
SDL7: I would be able to seek assistance when facing problems
SDL8: I would be able to set up my learning goals
SDL9: I would be able to set up deadlines to meet my goals
SDL10: I would be able to take responsibility for my own learning
SDL11: I would classify myself as someone who is self-disciplined and can get
things done on-time
SDL12: I am able to receive constructive feedback from others
Self-directed learning dimension
LC1: I will be able to integrate computer technologies into my learning activities
LC2: I would be able to improve my learning by repeatedly reviewing the course
materials
LC3: I would be able to participate actively in small-group discussions/forums
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Frequency Percentage
240
45.2%

Mean
1.82

Standard
Deviation
1.094

310

58.4%

1.63

1.060

267
258

50.3%
48.6%

1.76
1.93

1.070
1.316

377
245
342
252
299
347
324

71%
46.6%
64.4%
47.5%
56.3%
65.3%
61%

1.38
1.83
1.50
1.81
1.66
1.47
1.59

.760
1.138
.912
1.097
1.065
.847
1.014

355

63%

281
284

52.9%
53.5%

1.44
1.65
1.58
1.63

.721
.70
.748
.833

271

51%

1.63

.794

Completely True to you
Standard
Deviation
.863

Item
Frequency Percentage
Mean
LC4: When it comes to learning and studying, I am a self-directed person (Self269
50.7%
1.67
directed learners are individuals that take the initiative and responsibility for
learning. They select, manage, and assess their own learning activities)
LC5: I would be able to complete my work even when there are online
278
52.4%
1.67
.899
distractions (e.g., friends sending emails or websites to surf)
Learner Control dimension
1.64
.63
OCSE1: I am comfortable expressing my opinion in writing to others (e.g., with
237
44.6%
1.80
.924
blogs, social networking services, or web pages)
OCSE 2: I feel confident in using online tools (e.g., email, discussion) to
330
62.1%
1.47
.710
communicate with others effectively
OCSE 3: I feel confident in posting questions in online discussions
269
50.7%
1.70
.890
OCSE4: I am good at giving constructive feedback to others
215
40.5%
1.84
.905
OCSE5: I would be able to ask my classmates and instructors questions
342
64.4%
1.44
.686
Online communication self-efficacy dimension
1.65
.66
CISE1: I feel confident in my knowledge and skills to use software for online
274
51.6%
1.67
.833
learning
CISE2: I feel confident in performing the basic functions of Microsoft Office
387
72.9%
1.35
.687
programs (e.g., MS Word, MS Excel, and MS PowerPoint) for class assignments
CISE3: I feel confident in using the Internet (e.g., Google, Yahoo) to find or
422
79.5%
1.24
.544
gather information for online learning
CISE4: I can troubleshoot most problems associated with using a computer
219
41.2%
1.97
1.099
CISE5: I know how to install a software to support my learning using computers
263
49.5%
1.78
1.018
Computer/Internet self-efficacy dimension
1.60
.71
Note: SDL: Self-directed learners (12 items), LC: Learner control (5 items), OCSE: Online communication self-efficacy (5 items) and,
CISE: Computer/Internet self-efficacy (5 items). True or false perceptions to online readiness scale: 1 = Completely true, 2 =
Somewhat true, 3 = Neither true nor false, 4 = Somewhat false, and 5 = Completely false.
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Additional frequencies and percentages for the responses options somewhat true, neither
true nor false, somewhat false, and completely false can be found in Table 16 (Appendix B).

Objective 4: Identify participants’ motivations for pursuing an online master's degree in
agricultural education.
The fourth most common participant’s intrinsic motivating factors to pursue an online
master’s degree program that participants completely agree were distance from campus—no
need to relocate (68%); flexible pacing for completing the program (62%); convenience
(59.77%); and time constraints due to work responsibilities (59.50%). All are consistent with the
literature (Miller & Miller, 2008; Noel-Levitz Inc., 2006; Russell, 2013; Magda & Smalec,
2020). On the other hand, the three most common extrinsic motivating factors that participants
completely agree were salary increase (59.42%); advancement in current job (52.43%), and
future employment goals (45.63%), which are also in concordance with the literature (Mink &
Moore, 2005; Miller & Miller, 2008). Table 17 presents descriptive statistics for each dimension
of the intrinsic and extrinsic motivating factors that participants felt were entirely true to them.
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Table 17
Descriptive Statistics of Extrinsic and Intrinsic Motivating Factors Reported by Participants as Completely True
Completely True
Items
IMF1: Acquiring technical knowledge/ academic skills

Frequency
236

Percent
45.65%

Mean
1.91

Standard
Deviation
1.188

IMF2: Convenience
309
59.77%
1.66
1.079
IMF3: Distance from campus- no need to relocate
351
68.00%
1.62
1.170
IMF4: Flexible pacing for completing the program
323
62.00%
1.64
1.080
IMF5: Pursuing a degree
269
51.93%
2.01
1.413
IMF6: Time constraints due to work responsibilities
307
59.50%
1.69
1.116
IMF7: Personal enrichment or benefits
226
43.71%
2.02
1.272
IMF8: For the enjoyment of learning new information
211
40.89%
2.32
1.392
Internal motivating factor dimension
1.85
.91
EMF1: Advancement in current job
270
52.43%
2.08
1.500
EMF2: Current job requirement
156
30.41%
3.10
1.842
EMF3: Future employment goals
235
45.63%
2.25
1.549
EMF4: Salary increase
306
59.42%
1.96
1.487
External motivating factor dimension
2.34
1.28
Note. MI: Intrinsic Motivating Factors (7 items), EM: Extrinsic Motivating Factors (4 items). True or false perceptions to motivating
factors to online learning: 1 = Completely true, 2 = Somewhat true, 3 = Neither true nor false, 4 = Somewhat false, and 5 =
Completely false.

Additional frequencies and percentages for the responses options somewhat true, neither true nor false, somewhat false, and
completely false can be found in Table 18 for the motivating factors (Appendix B).
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Conclusions
This study provides a theoretical framework for understanding online learning readiness
and motivation toward online learning and analyses the validity and reliability of the instrument
tool. Cronbach α for the online learning readiness scale showed an excellent internal consistency
(.944) which agrees with findings from past research (Smith, 2005; Chou & Liu, 2005; Doe et
al., 2017; Yu, 2018). On the other hand, the Cronbach α for the motivation scale was .866,
indicating a very good internal consistency. This is consistent with the results reported in the
literature. Pintrich and others (1991) study showed a strong Cronbach alpha of .52-.93 (Pintrich
& and others, 1991). Shih and Gamon’s study reported a Cronbach’s Alpha between .71-.91
(Shih & Gamon, 2001), while Russell’s study had a Cronbach’s Alpha of .96 (Russell, 2013)
Over the years, online learning has effectively expanded access upon an unconventional
population who would not enroll in traditional face-to-face programs. This population generally
includes older students attending school while full-time employed, students who live in rural
areas, disabled students, active military students, and students in urban areas that face incredibly
high traveling costs (Bacow et al., 2012). This research supports these results. Most participants
were 68.65% Agricultural Extension employees, 24.86% SBAE, 3.58% were agricultural service
agency employees, either working at the Natural Resource Conservation Agency or the Farm
Service Agency. Also, most participants (76%) are over the age of 31, which is consistent with
the literature (Miller & Miller, 2008; Bacow et al., 2012). Regarding participants’ needs, most
participants do not need to take graduate courses during the next five years, which is inconsistent
with the results from Miller & Miller’s (2008) study. Even though the majority did not respond
to the question if an online master’s degree program would be available through Clemson
university how likely they are to apply, 10% responded they would likely apply, and 2% said
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they would definitely apply, indicating a demand for an online master’s degree in Agricultural
Education exist, which is consistent with the results from the literature (Miller & Miller, 2009).
The study provides reliable and valid information on participants’ readiness for online
learning and their internal and external motivating factors to pursue an online degree in
Agricultural Education. Most participants revealed that having a higher expectation for their
learning performances (71%) was completely true to them, followed by they would be able to
take responsibility for their own learning (65.3%) and seeking assistance when facing problems
(64.4%). Additionally, most participants revealed they would improve their learning by
repeatedly reviewing the course materials (53.5%) and integrating computer technologies into
their learning activities (52.9%). In comparison, 52.4% reported they would be able to complete
their work even when there are online distractions (e.g., friends sending emails or websites to
surf). Furthermore, most would be able to ask their classmates and instructors questions when
needed (64.4%), felt confident in using online tools (e.g., email, discussion) to communicate
with others effectively (62.1%), and felt confident in posting questions in online discussions
(50.7%).
Regarding the Computer Internet self-efficacy dimension, the majority reported feeling
confident in using the Internet (e.g., Google, Yahoo) to find or gather information for online
learning (79.5%). Also, 72.9% felt confident in performing the essential functions of Microsoft
Office programs (e.g., MS Word, MS Excel, and MS PowerPoint). Additionally, 51.6% felt
confident in their knowledge and skills to use software for online learning. Regarding what
motivates them to pursue an online master’s degree, 68% agreed that distance from campus —
no need to relocate was completely true to them, followed by the flexible pacing for completing
the program (62%) and convenience (59.77). Most participants also felt that salary increase
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(59.42%), advancement in current job (52.43%), and future employment goals were extrinsic
motivating factors completely true to them.
The study data showed low significant positive correlations between the online readiness
factors and external motivation factors. These results may suggest that participants who consider
pursuing an online degree in Agricultural Education to advance in their job careers also may
have higher self-directed learner characteristics such as completing tasks independently (r = .10).
They also showed higher expectations for their learning performances (r = .10); and they can
plan, evaluate, and monitor their learning process (r = .10). These participants also place a high
value to believing they can have things done on time because they are self-disciplined (r = .10),
showing learners control capabilities as well. Furthermore, these results may also indicate that
participants interested in pursuing an online degree to get a raise in salary place high value to
being self-directed learners since they can seek assistance when facing problems (r = .11), set up
deadliness to meet their goals (r = .10), and take responsibility for their own learning (r = .10).
Participants also, value learner control strategies by considering self-directed persons for
studying and learning (r = .10). Further, they are confident in their ability to post online
questions for online discussions (r = .10), showing at least one online communication selfefficacy skill and on Computer/Internet self-efficacy skill, such as feeling confident in their
ability to use Microsoft Office software (r = .10). Additionally, these results may indicate that
participants who would pursue an online degree in Agricultural Education because it is required
by their jobs, place high value to the possibility of using feedback to evaluate their performance
(r = .10), and can integrate computer technologies into their learning activities (r = .10).
Finally, results may suggest that participants who are motivated to pursue an online
degree as a way to achieve their future employment goals, place high value to being self-directed
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learners since they can plan, monitor, and evaluate their own learning process (r = .11), and can
set up their goals (r = .11). On the other hand, data showing a negligible positive correlation may
indicate that participants who would pursue a master’s degree to fulfill their future employment
goals may be good also at completing tasks independently (r = .09), will be able to look for help
when facing problems (r = .09), and are good at receiving feedback from others (r = .09). Also,
participants who would pursue an online degree because it is required by their job may also are
able to set up deadline to achieve their goals (r = .09). Finally, data showed that participants who
would pursue an online master’s degree to obtain a raise in salary, they do not give up easily
when confronted with technology-related obstacles (r = .09), and they would be able to set up
their learning goals (r = .09).
Recommendations
Practical recommendations:
Online learning is a more flexible environment; 62% of the participants reported
flexibility as a primary motivator. Many students prefer asynchronous learning over synchronous
because it is convenient (59.77%), they face time constraints due to job responsibilities
(59.50%). Therefore, Agricultural Education faculty should consider converting existing
programs or developing new programs in an asynchronous format or combining both formats,
ensuring the flexibility of the environment, the learning content, and the class layout.
Based on the results of this study, faculty from the Agricultural Education department
should seek methods that promote interaction between students and their peers, between students
and the instructor, and students with the structure (learning content) to facilitate the learning
process. Faculty may also use technology as a tool to promote social interaction. It is also vital
that the course materials are developed to ensure accessibility (i.e., the material should always be
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available and accessible to all students). Most participants (88.9%) reported improving their
learning by repeatedly reviewing the course material as completely true or somewhat true to
them. Anecdotal comments reported by participants support these recommendations: One
participant said that the main reason for dropping an online course was because “It was not
interactive, and there were no hard deadlines. We had to read a book and answer questions which
is not the way I learn best. I need hard deadlines also. It was a struggle!” Another student
reported that the course was not very well organized. Students did not receive support or
encouragement from their professors; “the professor wasn’t transparent enough with directions
and expectations. Furthermore, students interested in pursuing an agricultural education master’s
degree online should consider the motivating factors to pursue such a degree and their readiness.
Additional recommendations for the program director of the online master’s degree in
Agricultural Education is to include the instrument tool as part of the application process to
assess how ready prospective students are to become online learners. Also, a disclaimer about the
self-directed and self-motivated nature of the degree can be included on the website.
Furthermore, the University offering online degrees can include this instrument tool on their
website so prospective students interested in pursuing an online degree can have a deeper
understanding if they can be successful online learners. By completing this instrument tool,
prospective online learner students will be aware of the characteristics needed to be successful
online learning students. To illustrate, participants from this study responded they were
completely true or somewhat true to them: having higher expectations for their learning
performances, being able to plan, evaluate and monitor their learning activities, being confident
in their ability to use software for online learning. Also, by being confident in using the essential
functions of Microsoft Office to complete class assignments, being confident in using online
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tools (e.g., email, discussion) to communicate with peers and faculty effectively. Finally, a
tutorial can be developed an offered to all prospective online students and faculty on the
technologies and skills needed to be successful online learners and online teachers.
Recommendations for future research:
The study can be conducted from a national perspective to understand how ready-to-learn
online SBAE, Agricultural Extension Agents, and Professionals in Agricultural Service Agency
employees are to pursue a professional online master’s degree in Agricultural Education. Also, it
will provide a deeper understanding of the concept of online learning readiness and motivation to
online learning. Although a national study would be of great value, individual programs across
the country should consider replicating this study with their target audience to determine the
readiness and motivating factors for pursuing an online degree in Agricultural Education. It is
further recommended that a follow-up study be conducted utilizing a qualitative methodology to
understand students’ online learning perceptions further.
Implications
Most participants (71%) reported having higher expectations for their learning
performances (n = 377), which relates to the concept of self-efficacy and outcomes expectations
proposed by Bandura (Bandura, 1998). Individuals who perceive themselves as capable of
performing a specific task or behavior are defined by having high levels of self-efficacy.
Outcome expectations are an individual’s belief that a particular behavior will lead to a specific
outcome (Bandura, 1998). Because participants have higher self-efficacy levels, they can
recognize the importance of having higher expectations for their learning performance, their
outcome expectancy. Further, 64.4% (n = 342) of the participants responded that they would
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seek assistance with facing a problem, 63% (n = 335) would receive constructive feedback from
others, and 64.4% (n = 342) would ask their classmates and instructors questions. These results
are consistent with findings from other studies, where a positive relationship between online
readiness and interaction exists. Interaction among students enhances their learning experience
and their satisfaction with the class content and the course. At the same time, the interaction
between learners and teachers increases students’ positive attitudes and motivation to learn
(Szapkiw & Szapkiw, 2010).
One characteristic that made this study unique was the target population. Many scholars
had previously assessed the needs of Cooperative Extension Agents and SBAE for an online
master’s degree in Agricultural Education or a combination of both audiences. However, with
this study, the research team was able to understand professionals in Agricultural Service
Agencies’ (e.g., Cooperative Extension Agents, SBAE, Farm Service Agency employees, and
Farm Service Agency employees) needs, interests, readiness, and motivations to learn online and
ask for recommendations to improve the professional online master’s degree in Agricultural
Education at Clemson University.
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CHAPTER 5
PARTICIPANT’S PERCEPTIONS TOWARDS ONLINE LEARNING AND
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR PROGRAM IMPROVEMENT: A QUALITATIVE STUDY
Abstract
Online learning is not new; it has a history of more than two decades. It is a form of
distance education mediated through information and communications technologies. Online
learning is a more flexible environment that has expanded access to a unique population who
would not enroll in traditional face-to-face programs. This population generally includes older
students attending school while full-time employed and students who live in rural areas. This
study explored participants’ perceptions towards online learning who provided recommendations
to improve a professional online Master in Agricultural Education. The primary themes that
emerged were the advantages and disadvantages of online learning. Suggestions to improve the
online master’s degree were based on participants’ past experience or needs, and included other
recommendations for exemplary online programs. Also, participants requested additional online
degrees at Clemson University.
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Introduction
Online learning is a form of distance education that recently gained momentum due to the
outbreak of the SARS-CoV2, a highly contagious disease that causes COVID-19 (Chin et al.,
2020). The World Health Organization declared a pandemic in March of 2019, which forced
many educational institutions to change to online learning overnight. This situation has turned
upside down the academic world (Dhawan, 2020). Educators had to alter their pedagogical
methodology overnight, switching from in-person education to online learning, and had to adapt
to this changing situation without previous training. The main concern lies in how academic
institutions would adopt online learning while maintaining the quality of their education
(Dhawan, 2020).
However, online learning is not a new concept; it has a history of more than two decades.
Singh and Thurman (2019) conducted an in-depth review of the literature on definitions provided
by scholars over the last 30 years to define the concept of online learning. “Online education is
defined as education being delivered in an online environment through the use of the internet for
teaching and learning” (Singh & Thurman, 2019, p. 303). This learning experience can be
delivered in a synchronous classroom, where students and teacher interactions occur in a virtual
class. On the other hand, online learning can also happen through the Internet in an asynchronous
environment, where the interaction between students and teachers is not bound by time or
location. This type of online learning has a more flexible nature. Students can work at their own
pace and time, allowing them to combine their work, family, and education responsibilities
without worrying about following a tight schedule (Hrastinski, 2008).
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Literature Review
An in-depth review of the literature revealed that there are benefits and challenges
associated with online learning. Some of the advantages of online learning are: it reduces time–
traveling, allowing students to balance their work, family, and school responsibilities while
completing their degree in a shorter period (Miller & Miller, 2005). The online learning
environment is more flexible, less organized, and interactive than traditional distance learning
applications or face–to–face environments (Kaymak & Horzum, 2013). This flexible
environment increases student satisfaction, enhances students’ expectations about the quality of
the instruction, and has encouraged researchers to study students’ satisfaction with online
programs (Shelton, 2010). The literature also revealed that the instructor’s quality of interaction
and feedback improved student satisfaction with online learning (Berger, 1999). One of the most
attractive benefits of online learning from the faculty perspective, according to Berger (1999), is
a more personal dialogue with students because the anonymity that the medium provides allows
students to be more open and forthcoming (Berger, 1999). Collaboration with students and
professors from other universities or even countries is easy to achieve with online learning.
However, students must have access to hardware and software, an Internet connection, and a
minimum of computer knowledge and skills to move around the online environment (Boyd,
2004).
Some challenges associated with the technology used are: the materials currently used in
the classroom may not be compatible with electronic formats, and videos may not be accessible
to students. Therefore, teachers must recognize the material’s compatibility with the selected
technology (Singh & Thurman, 2019). Professors may struggle due to a lack of technical support
and the appropriate resources to design materials needed for their classes. Another challenge is
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students’ expectations regarding communication with their teachers. According to Singh,
teachers are expected to offer instantaneous feedback after a question is posted or an assignment
is turned in (Singh & Thurman, 2019). Results of the study revealed high student anxiety for not
knowing what is expected from them, fear of missing important information or deadlines, or not
understanding their responsibilities (Berger, 1999). Other challenges reported in the literature are
balancing work and home responsibilities (Miller, 1995; Pate & Miller, 2012) and lack of
interaction with other students. Also, access or cost of the program, technical difficulties, lack of
time and support to study, lack of technical and academic skills, and lack of internal motivation
to learn (Burbuagh et al., 2014; Muilenburg & Berge, 2005; Shelton, 2010).
Burbuagh et al. (2014) conducted a qualitative study to assess student satisfaction and
recommendations to improve online learning. Study results revealed six themes: perception of
technology, perceptions of instructional approaches, application of coursework, effective
teaching and learning, the influence of students, and faculty interaction. Some of the
recommendations for program improvement were: use different delivery methods to
accommodate all learning styles and student necessities, frequently review course materials,
design opportunities to promote student-student interaction and faculty-student interaction
(Burbuagh et al., 2014). The importance of providing opportunities to improve interaction is
consistent with the model of interaction proposed by Moore in 1997. Kaymak and Horzum
(2013), using constructs of the theory of transactional distance, proposed by Moore (1997),
highlighted the importance of the interaction between the learner with the content, between
learners, and learners with the professors (Kaymak & Horzum, 2013). According to the
literature, interaction among students enriches their learning experience and increases their
satisfaction with the course’s class content.
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Additionally, the interaction between teachers and students increases students’ positive
attitudes and motivation to learn (Szapkiw & Szapkiw, 2010). The quality of the interaction
described above has also been associated with increased student satisfaction with the program
and degree (Burbuagh et al., 2014). Another recommendation was to manage students’
expectations while encouraging regular communication. Let the students know how and when to
contact their professors to reduce anxiety (Berger, 1999; Burbuagh, 2008; Shelton, 2010).
Making the coursework relevant to individual career goals has been found in the literature to be
most advantageous since it motivates students to continue in the program because they see its
value (Burbuagh, 2008). Final recommendations were made for both professors and students to
acquire the necessary technical skills before entering the only learning environment (Li & Irby,
2008; Shelton, 2010). Also, collaborative learning can be a valuable experience promoting
student-student interaction (Berger, 1999).
Background:
The Master of Agricultural Education (MAgEd) is a professional and completely online
degree program at Clemson University, in Clemson, SC. Most classes are offered in
asynchronous format to provide flexibility for working professionals interested in advancing
their education. The program focuses on providing educational and leadership training for future
agricultural leaders and teachers of science and agriculture for the agricultural education system
nationwide. The online master’s program emphasizes teaching, research, and service activities
within the agricultural education system (i.e., school-based agricultural education (SBAE),
Extension education, outreach, private sector agricultural education, and leadership) to prepare
and maintain professionals. It is a flexible program providing a core of planning, delivery,
evaluation, and administrative strategies while encouraging specialization in education, adult and
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extension education, agricultural communications, youth development, or technology transfer.
The program includes a minimum of 30 credit hours required for a professional degree. Twelve
credit hours are dedicated to the major field, three credit hours in statistics, and the remaining
courses are the students’ concentration area.
Purpose and Objectives
This qualitative study aimed to assess the needs of agricultural service agents (i.e.,
Natural Resource Conservation Agents (NRCS), and Farm Service Agency (FSA) employees)
and school-based agricultural education (SBAE) teachers on their perceptions of a professional
online master’s degree in Agricultural Education. The overarching research question was to
identify strengths, weaknesses, and potential recommendations to improve agricultural
professionals’ online master’s degree in Agricultural Education.
Methods
“Qualitative studies are useful for gaining an understanding of people’s experiences,
perceptions, and attitudes; for discovering and describing the contexts and processes involved in
social structures, and for generating theory” (Glesne, 2016, p. 43). This qualitative study can
help the research team gather participants’ experiences and perceptions on improving the
professional online Master of Agricultural Education.
Data was collected with the online survey instrument designed to assess the needs of
SBAE and agricultural service agency employees (i.e., NRCS and FSA), Cooperative Extension
Agents for a professional online master’s degree in Agricultural Education. The instrument has
an open-ended question that asks participants to make recommendations for program
improvement. The study was approved by the Clemson University Human Subjects Institutional
Review Board (IRB). Informed consent was confirmed by participants’ willingness to complete
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the online survey. A total of 3,322 professionals from Georgia, North Carolina, and South
Carolina received an invitation email to participate in the study by completing the online survey.
Of those, 96 individuals completed the open-ended question providing recommendations.
The majority of participants who completed the online survey were from North Carolina
(41.63%), followed by South Carolina, 29.66%, and 28.71% from Georgia. Most were females
(59.32 %), whereas 39.35% were males, and 1.14% preferred not to answer the question.
Regarding participants’ race and ethnicity, 76.65% were white non-Hispanics, 11.86% chose not
to say, 6.59% were Black or African American, 1.32% were multi-racial, and 1.32% were
Hispanic. Most of the respondents’ age ranged between 24-30 years old (36.4%), 51-60 years old
(27.3%), and 18.2% were younger than 23. Participants’ level of education was: 47.30%
completed a master’s degree, 34.75% completed a bachelor’s degree, 12.16% had completed
coursework beyond a master’s degree. Furthermore, 3.28% had a specialist degree, while 2.51
had a doctorate. Participants were asked to share their profession. Most, 68.65%, work as
Cooperative Extension professionals, 24.86% were school-based agricultural educators, 3.58%
were agricultural service agency employees, either working at the Natural Resource
Conservation Agency or the Farm Service Agency. Participants were asked if they needed to
take graduate courses during the next five years. Most (68.69%) responded do not need to take
graduate courses, which is inconsistent with Miller & Miller’s (2008) study. Participants were
also asked how likely they are to apply for admission if a master’s degree in Agricultural
Education was offered online through Clemson University. Some expressed they are likely to
apply (9.97%). Some will definitely apply (2.26%), indicating that demand for online learning
exists (12.23%), which is accordant with results reported in the literature (Wilson & Moore,
2004; Roberts et al., 2005; Miller & Miller, 2008; Miller & Miller, 2009).
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Advantages and disadvantages of online learning based on participants’ experience and
needs
Structural coding is appropriate for open-ended questions that act as a label and allow
researchers to easily access the data relevant to a specific analysis of a more extensive data set. It
also will enable researchers to examine similar data to look for commonalities, differences, and
relationships (Saldaña, 2014). Saldaña (2014) defined code as a “word or short phrase that
assigns summative or salient capturing and attribute or portion of the data that symbolically
assigns a summative, salient, essence-capturing, and/or evocative attribute for a portion of
language-based or visual data” (Saldaña, 2014, p.4). Coding is a way of discerning and linking
themes, patterns, and processes to make comparisons (Glesne, 2016).
The lead researcher followed the methodology proposed by Saldaña to analyze the data.
During the first cycle, the data was organized into two categories, advantages (identified initially
as pros) and disadvantages (identified initially as cons) to online learning. From each category,
different themes emerged. Need for the program, motivation, and technology arose as advantages
to online learning. In contrast, lower-quality programs, tuition costs, lack of face-to-face
interaction, and fulfill all audiences’ needs – not only agricultural education teachers.
Furthermore, more information about the program is also needed emerged as cons. After
a second review of the data, three more categories were identified: 1) recommendations based on
past experiences, 2) recommendations for additional online degrees at Clemson University, and
3) recommendations of exemplary online programs. This provides a list of degree programs or
universities that participants valued in terms of program organization and technology used for
the course delivery format. A table was created to present the data in a summarized manner to
compare the data after being coded. This strategy has been found in the literature to be very
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helpful when multiple participants are in a study. The table allows the researcher to examine and
construct patterns from the codes to develop initial propositions to explore initial dimensions
(Saldaña, 2014).
Some of the data was recoded during the second coding cycle because more accurate
words or phrases were discovered from the original codes. To illustrate some of those changes,
the pros and cons of online learning were renamed as advantages and disadvantages. Also,
interaction was renamed to social interactions since it was consistent with the literature. Class
organization, content needed for agriculture teachers, and assignment deadlines were all merged
into instructional design. The quality of the instructor was incorporated into social interaction,
specifically instructor-student interaction. When participants provided examples of teacher
characteristics such as seasoned and passionate, it constantly referenced the importance of their
interaction. To illustrate: “It is also imperative to have seasoned professionals working with
graduate students to impact them with pertinent information important for their careers,” “I
would like to recommend to have passionate professors, that helps.”
Wolcott (1994) defined data analysis as a systematic procedure to identify critical factors
and relationships (Wolcott, 1994). Interpretation occurs when the researcher makes sense of the
factual data and tries to probe what is made of the data. There are several approaches to
interpretation, such as using the theory to provide structure, connecting with personal experience,
and searching for an alternative method of presenting the data (Glesne, 2016). Content analysis
was used to look for particular words’ frequencies to identify keywords or repeated ideas
(Namey et al., 2008). For counting frequencies, the function of “search” was used in Microsoft
Word. Thematic Analysis was also utilized to identify implicit and explicit ideas. According to
Namey et al. (2008), code or themes are linked to raw data as a summary marker for later

159

analysis, including comparing frequencies of themes or topics within a data set. Figure 3 presents
the main categories that emerged from the data analysis.
Figure 3
Categories that Emerged After Data was Analyzed during the Second Code Cycling

Advantages

Recommendations for
improvement

Disadvantages

Participant's
perceptions of
online learning

Recommendations for
additional programs at
Clemson University

Exemplary online programs

Findings:
Perceived Advantages of Online Learning
Participants’ perceptions of online learning were initially divided into advantages and
disadvantages of the delivery format. Three structural codes were identified as advantages of
online learning. The first code was a need for a professional online master’s degree in
agricultural education. Anecdotal comments reported by participants support this: “This degree
program would be a welcome opportunity for those seeking to advance in agriculture,” “You are
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meeting a niche market need.” A second structural code identified as an advantage was
motivation towards online learning. Seven subcodes were associated with motivation: the
benefits that the online environment offers to balance work, family, and job responsibilities (12
participants), flexibility (six participants), convenience (five participants). Also, distance to
campus (three participants), salary increase (three participants), and self-paced program (two
participants) were mentioned as well. Finally, the third structural code identified as an advantage
was technology. Five participants discussed the benefits of asynchronous classes, and four talked
about the benefits of synchronous courses (Burbuagh et al., 2014; Magda & Smalec, 2020;
Miller & Miller, 2008; Noel-Levitz Inc., 2006). The technology used has also been mentioned as
an advantage. Five participants reported the need for asynchronous classes.
In contrast, four said the need for synchronous classes since interacting with teachers and
students in a virtual environment is essential. A few of them recommended balancing
asynchronous with the synchronous format: “I would like a degree program that is a good
balance of synchronous and asynchronous work.” The reasons mentioned: “I was able to learn so
much in the asynchronous classes by being able to read and pace myself on my own time (…).
“Offering every other week live classes with the other weeks being at your pace were so
beneficial to working parents and myself that has a job with so many after work hours activities,”
“Please make sure you to offer online asynchronous versions of each course (…) Those classes
are impossible for a student who is working fulltime and trying to pursue a degree.”
Perceived Disadvantages of Online Learning
Five structural codes were identified as disadvantages of online learning: lower-quality of
the program, tuition cost, lack of face-to-face interaction, fulfill the needs of all the audiences—
not only agricultural educators, and more information about the program is needed. From the

161

first structural code, lower-quality of the degree, five sub-codes were identified: no knowledge or
skills gained other than learn how to conduct survey research, make the program relevant, not
recommended for Extension agents. Look for a technical degree. It is also time-consuming for
school-based agriculture teachers and not worth it since salary gain, even with a master’s degree,
is deficient. Some of those comments reflecting low-quality program were: “Can NOT have a
quality Ag. Ed. Graduate program online...” or “Make the degree something that is relevant,”
“Truthfully, I view the MAgEd as just a way to get a pay raise because there doesn’t seem to be
any noticeable gain in knowledge or ability from an outside perspective. Take some classes and
send out a survey to the same crowd repeatedly and you get a degree in 1.5 – 2 years. If there is
something that is worthy of note (besides simply defending a survey) that is done by a Masters
student, it certainly doesn’t get any notice. What is truly gained?” Furthermore, “in my opinion,
online classes are not more convenient or time efficient than traditional in-class learning!!!”
Tuition cost was identified as the second structural code. Participants’ comments
regarding this topic were: “COST!!! This is a big obstacle for most people looking to obtain
advanced degrees!” “Completely online. Self-paced, inexpensive,” “Evaluate realistic costbenefit. For example, I am a working teacher in the Pee Dee region of SC and as much as I
would like to get a masters from Clemson University, the cost just doesn’t make sense. There are
other online options that are more affordable, and self-paced with a shorter time span of
completion.” The third structural code was the lack of face-to-face interaction, which was
another disadvantage to online learning. Anecdotal comments supporting these disadvantages to
online learning were: “I avoided online classes whenever possible. I found them to be triple the
work-reading, writing, etc., missed the face-to-face interaction,” “add some opportunities to meet
in person. You miss so much when doing everything exclusively online.”
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Fulfill the needs of all the audiences—not only agricultural educators was identified as
the third structural code since participants requested to review the name of the degree to reflect
all prospective audiences’ interests not only agricultural educators. A participant shared a
concern about the name of the degree: “the name of the degree would deter those who may not
be interested in this field and do not plan on entering the classroom and wish to continue or even
start their career with Extension. It sounds like the program is tailored specifically for Ag Ed
students and not Ag or 4-H County Extension Agents. If the degree would be applicable for these
Extension professionals, I suggest a different name for it that would make this more clear.”
Finally, more information needed about the program was identified as fourth. A participant’s
comment regarding this topic was: “This degree program would be a welcome opportunity for
those seeking to advance in agriculture. To be completely honest, my interest has peaked since
reading the recent information about this program. More information needs to be furnished to
gain more interest, such as details on the class requirements if previous credits are transferrable,
etc.”
Discuss participant’s recommendations for the new online Master in Agricultural Education
Six structural codes were identified during the data analysis: instructional design,
technology, experiential learning, and quality of the instructor—also, the quality of the student,
social interaction, and organization of the degree. The first structural code, instructional design,
was divided into four sub-codes. The first recommendation (sub-code) is to provide flexible
deadliness to complete assignments. Comments supporting this topic were: “Biggest problem I
face with an online Graduate Degree was the deadlines. They were inflexible and didn’t take into
account that as Agriculture Teachers, our time is usually more difficult to manage due to the
requirements of the job. I wish the timing/deadlines were more flexible/self paced when I was
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working on my degree,” “I completed my Master of Science degree in Agricultural Education at
Murray State University. The program worked well for me because the courses were set up with
a timeline from the beginning and all the assignments were posted. I had deadlines within the
semester, but I could work ahead if I needed based on my schedule,” and “deadlines should be
stressed with reminders.” A second sub-code identified was class organization. Anecdotal
comments supporting this code were: “I would strongly recommend having statistics course
before any research coursework. Statistics, while a math course, has many different terms that
are not commonly used in other math courses. This can lead to potential hindrance to the
learning process if the student is not acquainted with Statistics. Just my two cents,” “Statistics
requires an additional level of support and encouragement for students, especially on line. It
presents unique conceptual challenges for students who either don’t have any statistics
background, or who tend to struggle with that mathematical/equations-based mode of thinking.”
Finally, “Statistics requires an additional level of support and encouragement for students,
especially on line. It presents unique conceptual challenges for students who either don't have
any statistics background, or who tend to struggle with that mathematical/equations-based mode
of thinking,” and “I would recommend one course in food industry logistics and one course in
animal agriculture. Those classes will help people better understand our food industry.”
Regarding the second structural code identified, technology, the following suggestions
were made regarding the class delivery format: synchronous, asynchronous, or a combination of
both: “Please make sure to offer online asynchronous versions of each course. My current online
degree program has several required courses that are only offered during specific times during
daytime work hours. Those classes are impossible for a student who is working full time and
trying to pursue a degree,” “Having a good mix of asynchronous and live classes is very

164

important. I wouldn’t have been able to complete my program at UGA without those options. I
know some people say that the live classes are best, but honestly, I was able to learn so much in
the asynchronous classes by being able to read and pace myself on my own time. If you do offer
live classes, make sure they are at night or at least not during the work day. Offering every other
week live classes with the other weeks being at your pace were so beneficial to working parents
and myself that has a job with so many after work hours activities.”
Furthermore, “Asynchronous courses are preferable for working professionals. Many of
the courses in my program were synchronous, requiring a three hour commitment on a
weeknight. This is not feasible for many teachers or extension professionals, especially during
the school year.” The third structural code identified was experiential learning. The sub-codes
identified were to provide opportunities for practical application, offer hands-on activities and
laboratory self-studies. A participant made an observation regarding their own experience with
online learning to what they learn. This person said felt missing experiential learning: “Hi, I just
recently completed my master's degree all online while working full-time. I have to say, if I had
to take it in person, I probably would not have moved forward with it, but did I really learn? Not
so much. I was able to get by and still and graduate with an A and was promoted, I didn't receive
the practical application I could have would it have been in person. Agriculture is so hands-on, I
think this would be challenging. If it’s just a piece of paper people are seeking for job
advancement, then it will be successful, but to develop really excellent educators as a result of
the program, who can engage with their students and prepare them with the necessary skills to be
in this field, it won’t happen through online education. There is nothing that replaces experiential
learning. While online creates a setting for more individuals to participate, it does not produce
the most trained professionals. Anecdotal comments regarding experiential learning were: “I
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think opportunity for self-guided hands-on experience is super helpful in online programs (i.e.,
Volunteering/shadowing at their local Extension office).” Also, “I would recommend an
opportunity to TA or practice teaching through the program like what would be offered in a
traditional Masters program. Teaching and getting that experience is valuable for so many
reasons that it would be a shame to miss out on that part of a Masters. Is there a “special project”
requirement or any amount of research involved to finish the program or is it only class credit
based? I think an overarching project of some kind is useful to serve as a capstone of the
program.” Finally, make the courses relevant with students’ line of work. “I found obtaining my
MA enjoyable as it related to my professional career as a 4-H Agent Youth Development. The
courses were relevant!”
Quality of the student was identified as a fourth structural code. Suggestions made were
to evaluate student work: “Other people need to evaluate the student work ethic in quality of
performance, research, meeting deadlines, and integrity” and “Maximum timelines need to be
well understood as well as the consequences of breaking any agreements.” Social interaction was
identified as the fifth structural code: opportunities to promote student-teacher interaction,
teacher-teacher interaction, and teacher-content interaction. Anecdotal comments regarding this
theme are: “offer opportunities to interact in real-time with professors and classmates.
Networking and relationship building is an essential part of graduate education programs.” Also,
“It is also imperative to have seasoned professionals working with graduate students to impact
them with pertinent information important for their careers,” “I would like to recommend to have
passionate professors, that helps.” Finally, “I also experienced little connection to the other
students enrolled in the same class and to university itself. Sadly, I felt alone in this journey.
There needs to be good communication between professors and students that make connections
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easier.” Moore (1997) proposed the theory of transactional distance (TTD), which posits that the
essence of the communication between teachers and students in distance learning needs to
consider three factors: dialogue, structure, and learner autonomy. The first one is two-way
communication, but it includes all forms of interaction, focusing on the quality, not the
frequency of the interaction. The second is the structure, which is characterized by its rigidity or
flexibility. The last factor, learner autonomy, is the extent to which students exercise degrees of
“autonomy” in deciding what to learn, how, and how much to learn (Falloon, 2011; Moore &
Diehl, 2013). Chen et al. (2010) explained that tertiary institutions should promote studentfaculty interaction and student-student interaction, active learning, prompt feedback, time on
task, high expectations, and respect for different learning styles. However, the authors also
explained that communication and information technology alone would not lead to student
success. Instead, educators must utilize technology as a tool to promote student engagement.
The sixth structural code identified was the organization of the degree. Suggestions
within this code were to offer: financial help, teaching, and non-teaching concentration. Also,
provide the option of a thesis or non-thesis degree, reduce the GPA of 3.0 for admission, make
course credit count towards a specialist degree, change the degree type to Master of Science,
credit the degree program with the Georgia professional Standard Commission. Finally, students
should create a cumulative work portfolio and or conduct research. Anecdotal comments
supporting these recommendations were: “When presenting this degree on a resume or
elsewhere, I valued being able to say it was a Master of Science rather than a Master of Random
Letters that makes it feel “less than” or “fake.”
Regarding the accreditation of the degree: it has been recommended to pursue the
master’s program accreditation with the Georgia Professional Standard. Also, the degree should
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meet the criteria for licensure from various states. To illustrate, “ensure that degree meets criteria
for licensure in various states (maybe the Southeast?) since there are many out there (including
me) who have degrees in agriculture, but not agricultural education, that would likely be
interested in using this to satisfy coursework requirements for a teaching license.” Also, “I think
this would be amazing! You need to seek approval from the Georgia PSC, but I live in Elberton,
GA and I looked first to see if I could get my Master’s from Clemson and I was dismayed to see
there wasn’t one offered yet/approved by the PSC.
Regarding financial help participants said: “U of SC offers credit/financial help for
teachers who take on a student teacher that they can apply towards graduate classes. I would like
to see a similar system at Clemson.” Regarding the program’s reputability, participants indicated:
“Would the program have a thesis, comprehensive exam, or cumulative portfolio of work? If so,
I believe that should be stated up front. Additionally, I believe that one of those requirements is
needed to make it a reputable program: “Sure a 3.0 points to student success but when that
student messed up in classes that have proved to be irrelevant to career work well there’s an
issue. I’ve been blessed to have successes even though my collegiate GPA would tell you
otherwise. You want a fully functioning masters in ag Ed program? Invest in those that are
already in the field. It might just motivate them to stay.
Regarding the exemplary online programs, participants mentioned, “the Clemson WFB
program has an online Masters. I strongly recommend you reach out them,” “I completed my
Master of Science degree in Agricultural Education at Murray State University. The program
worked well for me because the courses were set up with a timeline from the beginning and all
the assignments were posted,” and “During my online/distance education Master of Agricultural
Leadership program through the University of Georgia, it was very important that the program
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was designed with the needs of people working in Extension in mind. I was able to develop
programs for my coursework that also met the educational needs of my county Extension
clients.”
Furthermore, “I have already completed an online masters from UF in agroecology. It
was well done, I would recommend talking to them about how to do it,” “University of
Tennessee provides something similar! I would reach out to (them)”—provided the name of a
person to contact.
Final recommendations for additional online degrees they would like to enroll at Clemson
University were: doctorate degree in Agricultural Education, Master degree in Animal and
Veterinary Sciences, Master’s degree in Agribusiness, PES program, Agricultural Education
Specialist degree. Anecdotal comments supporting recommendations for additional online
degrees desired from Clemson University: “I would pursue other degrees in the PES program if
available,” “I would be more interested in an online PhD, or one I could complete while
working,” “Offering other advanced degree areas (i.e., MS Animal & Veterinary Science, MS
Agribusiness, etc.) online could be appealing to educators. Additionally, an online Ph.D.
program for Agriculture Education or other degree areas would also be a great option for
agriculture educators who already possess a master's degree.” Table 1 presents participants’
perceptions of online learning and recommendations to improve the online master’s degree
program organized into categories, codes, and subcodes. Frequencies of the responses were also
included.
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Table 19
Participants Perceptions Towards Online Learning and Recommendations to Improve the Online master's Degree in Agricultural
Education at Clemson University

Category
Advantages to online learning

Structural Code
Need for the program
Motivation

Technology
Disadvantages to online
learning

Lower Quality
Program (5)

Tuition Cost
Lack of Face-to-Face
Interaction

Subcodes
Address the needs of its population
Flexibility
Balance school, family, and work
responsibilities
Convenience
Distance to campus
Salary increase
Self-paced
Asynchronous Classes
Synchronous Classes
No knowledge or skills gained other than survey
research
Make the program relevant
Not recommended for Extension agents. Look
for a technical degree
Time-consuming for full-time Ag. teachers
Even with a master’s degree, Ag teachers have a
low salary- Not worth it
Financial help
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Frequency
3
6
12
5
3
3
2
5
4
1
1
1
1
1
5
7

Recommendations based on
past experience or needs

Fulfill the needs of all the
audiences-not only Ag.
Teachers

Review the degree name- Reflect all the
audiences

More information about the
program is needed

Possibility of transfer of credit
Course requirements (pre-requisite)
1. Flexible deadlines to complete assignments
a. Send reminders on assignment deadlines
2. Review the goal of the degree.
a. If it is for people to learn about
Agriculture- look at the curriculum in
the Program of Alternative
Certification for Educators (PACE)
3. Content needed for agriculture teachers
a. Lesson plan development
b. Strategies on how to engage and manage
youth
c. Strategies required to differentiate
lessons
d. A better understanding of FFA (Future
Farmers of America) and SAE
(Supervised Agricultural Experience
e. Know what to teach (learning content)
and how to teach (teaching
methodology)
f. Learn how to handle real-life problems
(drugs, single-parent kids, kids with no
parents, learning disabilities, etc.)
4. Class organization
a. For those who are not very good with
math, take Statistics in person in a
Community College or on-campus

Instructional Design
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2

Technology

Experiential Learning

Quality of the students

Social Interaction

b. Take statistics first, then other
courses
c. Advanced statistics courses are not
useful
d. Include one-course food industry
logistics and one course in animal
agriculture
e. Have all the assignments and
deadlines posted since the beginning
of the course
Offer asynchronous and synchronous
simultaneously for each class
Asynchronous is preferable for working
professionals
Have asynchronous assignments and
synchronous time to meet virtually
Practical application
Hands-on activities
Lab self-studies
Work ethics
Performance
Research
Integrity
Meeting deadlines
Types of Interaction
a. Within the program
i. Student-student interaction
ii. Student-teacher interaction
iii. Student-content interaction
b. Outside the program
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2
4

Recommendations for
Additional Online Degrees at
Clemson University

i. Networking opportunities
ii. Link with the Industry
Organization of the Degree
Motivating Factors
a. Financial help
i. Tuition waiver for Extension
personnel from border states
ii. Tuition assistance states
iii. Tuition break of out of state
teachers working in the field
iv. Offer in-state tuition for states that
border with SC
b. Offer a Teaching – Non-Teaching
concentration
c. Thesis degree and non –Thesis degree
d. Work Portfolio
e. Research
f. Work experience can be used to reduce
coursework
g. Reduce GPA for admission
h. Credits can count towards a Specialist
Degree
i. Reputability of the degree: Make it a
Master of Science
j. Accreditation
i. Georgia Professional Standard
Commission
ii. License from various states
(Southeast)
Doctorate in Agricultural Education
Master's degree in Animal and Veterinary Sciences
Master's degree in Agribusiness
PES program
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Recommendations of
Exemplary Online Programs

Agricultural Education Specialist Degree
Wildlife Fisheries and Biology - Clemson University
Agricultural Education - Murray State University
Master’s degree in Agricultural and Extension Education- North Carolina State
University
Agricultural and Environmental Education- University of Georgia
Agroecology – University of Florida
Master of Public Administration program (No University)
UNC Greensboro (No program specification)
Master’s degree in Agricultural Leadership, Education and CommunicationsUniversity of Tennessee
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The most significant limitation of this qualitative study is methodological. The results are
based on participants’ responses to an open-ended question included in a quantitative online
survey instrument developed to assess participants’ interests and needs towards online learning
and how they are ready to be successful online learners. The benefit of an open-ended question is
to understand better the respondent’s true perceptions and attitudes regarding online learning.
Also, this feedback requested recommendations to improve the online masters’ degree program
in agricultural education that Clemson University initiated in the Fall of 2021. However, the
response rate was only 18.8%.
Reflexivity Statement
Dr. Layfield, the chair of my doctoral committee, is the program contact for the online
master’s degree program in Agricultural Education. Dr. Layfield shared with me the desire to
assess the needs of prospective students for the online master's degree program that Clemson
University was offering in the Fall of 2021 and look for ways for improving the program. Even
though my current degree is in Plant and Environmental Sciences, I was initially enrolled as a
master's student in Agricultural Education. During that time, I had the opportunity to experience
hybrid courses. To illustrate, working students and I, at some point, had to connect remotely to a
class and shared the benefits that online learning can bring for full-time employees or full-time
moms like me that needed to balance school, job, and family responsibilities. For this reason, I
was very invested and interested in this research project. However, I tried to be as objective as
possible during all the steps of the research.
Conclusions
This qualitative study is an initial step to understand student perceptions towards online
learning. Participants revealed that a need for online learning in Agricultural Education exists.
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This result is consistent with the literature where scholars highlighted the need for such a degree
(Miller & Miller, 2008; Miller & Miller, 2009; Wilson & Moore, 2004). Furthermore, the result
from this qualitative study is also consistent with the quantitative study results, where 29.5% of
the participants expressed the need to take graduate courses. Similarly, 141 participants reported
that they are likely to apply or will definitely apply to the professional online master’s degree in
Agricultural Education from Clemson University.
Online learning is advantageous for full-time employees to commit to a graduate program
due to its self-paced and flexible nature, allowing students to learn at their own pace and time
and balancing their work, family, and school responsibilities. These results are consistent with
the literature that reported flexible pacing to complete the program (Mink & Moore, 2005) and
convenience as the primary motivator factors (Abramenka, 2015; Cabi & Kalelioglu, 2019;
Noel-Levitz Inc., 2006; Oguz et al., 2015; Russell, 2013; Shih & Gamon, 2001) They are also
consistent with the quantitative study that showed that many students prefer asynchronous
learning over synchronous because it is convenient (59.77%), they face time constraints due to
job responsibilities (59.50%). Also, lack of social interaction has been found as a disadvantage of
online learning. Chen et al. (2010) explained that tertiary institutions should promote studentfaculty interaction and student-student interaction, active learning, prompt feedback, time on
task, high expectations, and respect for different learning styles, which is consistent with the
results of this qualitative study. However, the author also specified that communication and
information technology alone would not lead to student success. Instead, educators must utilize
technology as a tool to promote student engagement (Chen et al., 2010).
Based on the study results and in accordance with the literature, it is recommended that
the faculty provide ample opportunities for the students to engage with their peers, the learning
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content, and their professors. Combine synchronous with asynchronous class modules to allow
for flexibility and adapt to all learning styles. Faculty must promptly provide feedback to the
student and set expectations and deadlines since the beginning of the semester. However, making
students accountable for their actions is also relevant, such as breaking commitment agreements
regarding classes deadlines. These results are consistent with the literature: the quality of
instruction and prompt feedback to students improved student satisfaction with online learning
(Burbuagh et al., 2014).
Participants provided different examples of what would motivate them to pursue an
online master’s degree in agricultural education: financial help, a teaching, non-teaching
concentration, thesis or non-thesis degree, work experience could be used to reduce course work,
reduce GPA for admission, reputability of the degree, make it a Master of Science, accreditation
of the degree with the Georgia Professional Standard Commission and Licenses from various
states. Even though only three participants discussed salary increase as the main gain/ motivation
to online learning, 57.6% of the survey respondents (n = 306) expressed salary increase as a
completely true motivator to them to enroll in an online program.
Even though online learning has its benefits, it also has many disadvantages. Participants
reported lower quality programs, tuition cost, lack of face-to-face interaction, and fulfilling all
the audiences’ needs—not only agriculture teachers, as disadvantages to online learning. Some
researchers argued that the lack of face-to-face interactions in online learning is a disadvantage
(Muilenburg & Berge, 2005; Chen et al., 2010; Shelton, 2010; Burbuagh et al., 2014). This
challenge might reduce instructional effectiveness for some students, depending on their learning
style (Chen et al., 2010). An anecdotal comment from this study supports this idea: “I do worry
about my staff that when they get an online degree, they have missed some very important
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highlights in their learning curve that is important if they want to continue a career with a
university department. Those details need to be flushed out and highlighted with a minimum of a
week on campus for an intense week of learning and growing through face to face classwork.”
Cost was also mentioned as a disadvantage to enrolling in online learning, consistent with
the literature. Li et al. (2008) expressed that even though an online degree can cost less money
than a regular in-person degree program, it costs more at times (Li & Irby, 2008).
The recommendations provided in this study might help Clemson University and other
institutions seeking to improve their professional online Master in Agricultural Education – by
making the necessary adjustments regarding the technology implemented, proposing ample
opportunities for engagement with other students, faculty, and learning content. Faculty should
be knowledgeable in different areas of study such as Horticulture, Ag. Mechanics, Forestry, and
Animal science should be flexible, set expectations about communication and course in general
since the beginning of the Semester. However, making students accountable if class agreements
are broken “I think it is important to have much flexibility in timelines for completing tasks or
courses. Maximum timelines need to be well understood as well as the consequences of breaking
any agreements.” Furthermore, particular emphasis has been made regarding the need for handson activities and the possibility of relating the learning content with their work.
Recommendations
Recommendations for Practice:
Many participants had positive experiences regarding online learning that were shared
with us. Recommendations based on past experiences focused on instructional design, the
technology used, advantages and disadvantages to synchronous and asynchronous environments,
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and the recommendation of combining both technologies in the same course to allow for
opportunities to interact and enable students to complete assignments at their own pace and time.
Recommendations for agricultural education faculty would be to offer opportunities for
experiential learning since Agriculture is a “hands-on” discipline (e.g., shadowing/ volunteering
at their local Extension office or an SBAE, offering internships opportunities, or teaching
assistant). It is equally essential for faculty to provide networking opportunities and to link with
the industry so students can have meaningful experiences and opportunities for “meaningful
research projects.” Furthermore, faculty should ensure that all students have the same chance of
learning what to teach (learning content), not only “how to teach,” since not all students share the
same background. Moreover, faculty should offer students opportunities to link class content
with different careers. It would be mutually beneficial for de degree and the student job.
Recommendations for the agricultural education program director were to provide more
information on the website about class requirements. If previous credits can be transferred,
course pre-requisite, develop tutorials on the different technologies and software students might
need for class assignments for those who are not very seasoned. The program director should
consider the following recommendations: using work experience as a way to reduce class work,
offering different concentration areas (such as horticultural therapy linked to Extension
Education). Review the program’s name to reflect all prospective students’ interest in the degree,
not only SBAE. Consider the possibility of crediting the degree program with the Georgia
Professional Standard Commission. Finally, to ensure the degree meets the criteria for licensure
in various states from the Southeast region of the US. Recommendations for SBAE, Cooperative
Extension Agents, and Natural Resource Conservation Agency and Farm Service Agency
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employees will learn how ready and motivated they are to learn online by completing the online
survey instrument, which should be available on the program’s website.
Recommendations for future research
The first recommendation is to replicate the study across the entire US Southern Region.
This will help the program leaders to better comprehend participants’ perceptions of the
advantages and disadvantages of an online master’s degree in Agricultural Education.
Furthermore, it would be of incredible value to assess faculty perceived advantages and
disadvantages of online learning and provide a recommendation to program improvement but
from the perspective of the faculty. Additionally, a comparative study of delivery format (i.e., inperson and online) using student perceptions of master’s degrees in agricultural education is
essential to further understand the value of the delivery method.
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APPENDIX A
INSTRUMENT SURVEY AND INVITATION EMAILS AND REMINDERS
Assessment of the Needs of Professionals in Agricultural Service Agencies of an Online Master's Degree
in Agricultural Education

Start of Block: Introduction
Q1.1 We need your input to improve the professional online Master's degree in Agricultural Education
beginning in the Fall of 2021 at Clemson University!
The purpose of this survey is to assess the needs of school-based agricultural educators and other
professionals in agricultural services agencies for a professional online Master's degree in Agricultural
Education. Even if you currently have a Master's degree, your input is very important to us.
By moving forward, you agree to participate in this study. You will be asked to share information about your
educational needs and interest in online learning, what motivates you to learn online, and how ready you are to
pursue an online Master's degree program in Agricultural Education. Thank you very much for your
participation!
End of Block: Introduction
Start of Block: Online Readiness- Self-directed learning
Q2.1 The following questions address how ready you are to take an online master's degree program.
Q2.2 Self-directed learning is a process by which learners direct themselves to gain knowledge and
understanding of how to solve problems in the context of online learning. Please tell us how true or false these
statements are regarding your perceptions as a self-directed learner.
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Completely
true (1)

Somewhat
true (2)

Neither
true nor
false (3)

Somewhat
false (4)

Completely
false (5)

I would be able to use feedback
to evaluate my performance
(i.e., self-critique) (1)

o

o

o

o

o

I am good at completing tasks
independently (i.e., I won't need
others to encourage or remind
me to complete assignments)
(2)

o

o

o

o

o

I would be able to carry out my
own study plan (3)

o

o

o

o

o

I do not give up easily when
confronted with technologyrelated obstacles (e.g., Internet
connection issues, difficulty with
downloads, difficulty locating
information, unable to contact
the instructor immediately) (4)

o

o

o

o

o

I have high expectations for my
learning performance (5)

o

o

o

o

o

I would be able to plan, monitor
and evaluate my own learning
process (6)

o

o

o

o

o

I would be able to seek
assistance when facing
problems (7)

o

o

o

o

o

I would be able to set up
deadlines to meet my goals (9)

o
o

o
o

o
o

o
o

o
o

I would be able to take
responsibility for my own
learning (10)

o

o

o

o

o

I would classify myself as
someone who is self-disciplined
and can get things done on-time
(11)

o

o

o

o

o

I am able to receive constructive
feedback from others (12)

o

o

o

o

o

I would be able to set up my
learning goals (8)
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End of Block: Online Readiness- Self-directed learning
Start of Block: Online Readiness- Learner control
Q3.1 Learner control in an online context is centered on online learners’ control over their own learning and
efforts to direct their learning with maximum freedom. Please tell us how true or false these statements are
about you as a self-directed learner.
Neither
Completely
Somewhat
Somewhat
Completel
true nor
true (1)
true (2)
false (4)
y false (5)
false (3)
I will be able to integrate
computer technologies
into my learning
activities (1)

o

o

o

o

o

I would be able to
improve my learning by
repeatedly reviewing the
course materials (2)

o

o

o

o

o

I would be able
participate actively in
small-group
discussions/forums (3)

o

o

o

o

o

When it comes to
learning and studying, I
am a self-directed
person (Self-directed
learners are individuals
that take the initiative
and responsibility for
learning. They select,
manage, and assess
their own learning
activities) (4)

o

o

o

o

o

I would be able to
complete my work even
when there are online
distractions (e.g., friends
sending emails or
websites to surf) (5)

o

o

o

o

o

End of Block: Online Readiness- Learner control
Start of Block: Online Readiness- Online Communication Self-efficacy
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Q4.1 Online Communication self-efficacy refers to the ability to effectively communicating with others using
computer technology. Please tell us how true or false these statements are about your perceived online
communication self-efficacy.
Neither true
Completely Somewhat
Somewhat Completely
nor false
true (1)
true (2)
false (4)
false (5)
(3)
I am comfortable
expressing my
opinion in writing to
others (e.g., with
blogs, social
networking services,
or web-pages) (1)

o

o

o

o

o

I feel confident in
using online tools
(e.g., email,
discussion) to
communicate with
others effectively (2)

o

o

o

o

o

I feel confident in
posting questions in
online discussions
(3)

o

o

o

o

o

I am good at giving
constructive
feedback to others
(4)

o

o

o

o

o

I would be able to
ask my classmates
and instructors
questions (5)

o

o

o

o

o

End of Block: Online Readiness- Online Communication Self-efficacy
Start of Block: Online Readiness- Computer/Internet Self-efficacy
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Q5.1 Computer/Internet Self-Efficacy refers to online learners’ ability to demonstrate proper computer and
Internet skills. Please tell us how true or false these statements are about your perceived computer/Internet selfefficacy.
Neither true
Completely
Somewhat
Somewhat Completely
nor false
true (1)
true (2)
false (4)
false (5)
(3)
I feel confident in
my knowledge and
skills to use
software for online
learning (1)

o

o

o

o

o

I feel confident in
performing the
basic functions of
Microsoft Office
programs (e.g.
MS Word, MS
Excel, and MS
PowerPoint) for
class assignments
(2)

o

o

o

o

o

I feel confident in
using the Internet
(e.g. Google,
Yahoo) to find or
gather information
for online learning
(3)

o

o

o

o

o

I can troubleshoot
most problems
associated with
using a computer
(4)

o

o

o

o

o

I know how to
install a software
to support my
learning using
computers (5)

o

o

o

o

o
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Q5.2 Which of the following online learning tools have you used? Please check all that apply
Online Periodicals via College or University Database (1)
Statistical data from an institution (e.g., NASS, NHI, NSF etc.) (2)
Image database (e.g., USDA ARS image gallery, Google, NASA, etc.) (3)
Wikis (e.g. Wikipedia) (4)
Search Engines (e.g., Google, Bing, etc.) (5)
Others. Please specify (6) ________________________________________________
End of Block: Online Readiness- Computer/Internet Self-efficacy
Start of Block: Educational needs
Q6.1 The following questions are regarding your educational needs and interests.

Q6.2 Do you need to take graduate courses within the next 5 years to maintain your current employment or
renew your professional license?

oYes (1)
oNo (2)
oDon't know (3)
Q6.3 Are you currently enrolled in a master's degree program?

oYes: Could you please indicate the name of the program (1)
________________________________________________

oNo (2)
Q6.4 Do you already have a master's degree?

oYes (1)
oNo (2)
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Skip To: Q6.5 If Do you already have a master's degree? = No
Skip To: End of Block If Do you already have a master's degree? = Yes
Q6.5 If a Master's in Agricultural Education degree program were offered online through Clemson University,
how likely are you to apply for admission?

oI will definitely apply (1)
oI am likely to apply (2)
oI am not likely to apply (3)
oI will definitely not apply (4)
End of Block: Educational needs
Start of Block: Motivations
Q7.1 Please tell us how true or false these motivating factors to pursue an online Master's degree
program are
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Completely
true (1)

Somewhat
true (2)

Neither true
nor false (4)

Somewhat
false (5)

Completely
false (6)

Intrinsic
Motivation
Acquiring technical
knowledge/
academic skills (1)

o

o

o

o

o

Convenience (2)

o

o

o

o

o

Distance from
campus- no need
to relocate (3)

o

o

o

o

o

Flexible pacing for
completing the
program (4)

o

o

o

o

o

Pursuing a degree
(5)

o

o

o

o

o

Time constrains
due to work
responsibilities (6)

o

o

o

o

o

Personal
enrichment or
benefits (7)

o

o

o

o

o

For the enjoyment
of learning new
information (8)

o

o

o

o

o

Extrinsic
Motivation
Advancement in
current job (9)

o

o

o

o

o

Current job
requirement (10)

o

o

o

o

o

Future
employment goals
(11)

o

o

o

o

o

Salary increase
(12)

o

o

o

o

o

Other. Please
specify the
reason: (13)

o

o

o

o

o
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Please specify the reason: __________________________________________________________
End of Block: Motivations
Start of Block: Recommendations to our program
Q8.1 Recommendations to our program:
Our online program will include a minimum of 30 credit hours required for a professional degree. Twelve credit
hours are devoted to the major field, three credit hours in statistics, and the remaining courses are the students’
concentration area. The MAgEd is a flexible program providing a core of planning, delivery, evaluation, and
administrative strategies while encouraging specialization in education, adult and extension education,
agricultural communications, youth development, or technology transfer.
We would appreciate any recommendations that you would like to provide.
________________________________________________________________________________

End of Block: Recommendations to our program
Start of Block: Demographic Information
Q9.1 Please answer the following questions so we can learn more about you.
Q9.2 In which state do you work?

oGeorgia (1)
oNorth Carolina (2)
oSouth Carolina (3)
Q9.3 What best describes your gender?

oFemale (2)
oMale (1)
oPrefer not to answer (3)
oPrefer to self-describe (4) ________________________________________________
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Q9.4 What is your age?
________________________________________________________________
Q9.5 What is your highest level of education?

oBachelor's degree completed (7)
oMaster's degree completed (6)
oCourse work beyond Master's degree (8)
oSpecialist degree completed (9)
oDoctorate degree completed (4)
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Q9.6 What is your Race/ Ethnicity? Check all that apply
Asian-American (4)
Black or African American (2)
Hispanic or Latino (3)
Multi-racial (6)
Pacific Islander (5)
White (Non-Hispanic) (1)
Prefer not to say (7)

Q9.7 What is your occupation?

oAgriculture Science Teacher (1)
oAgricultural Extension Professional (2)
oAgricultural Service Agency Professionals (NRCS, and FSA) (3)
oOther: Please specify your occupation (4) ________________________________________________
Q9.8 Have you ever take an online course before? Please indicate the number of distance education courses
taken previously

o0 (1)
o1 (2)
o2-3 (3)
o4 or More (4)
Q9.9 Have you ever dropped an online course before?

oYes (5)
oNo (6)
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Skip To: Q9.10 If Have you ever dropped an online course before? = Yes
Skip To: Q9.11 If Have you ever dropped an online course before? = No
Q9.10 If you dropped an online course before, could you please share how many you dropped and why you did
it?
________________________________________________________________
Q9.11 Thank you very much for your participation, please provide your email address for verification of the
survey
________________________________________________________________
End of Block: Demographic Information
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Subject: Assistance Needed with Agricultural Education Doctoral Study
Dear North Carolina Extension Agent,
This email is being sent at the request of Ms. Maria Rossi, a doctoral student in in the
Department of Agricultural Sciences at Clemson University in South Carolina. Ms. Rossi is
conducting a research project with Dr. Dale Layfield, Principal Investigator; Dr. Joseph
Donaldson, and Dr. Ye Luo. Dr. Layfield is an Associate Professor of Agricultural
Education at Clemson University; Dr. Joseph Donaldson is an Associate Professor and
Extension Specialist at North Carolina State University, and Dr. Ye Luo is a Professor of
Sociology and Anthropology from the College of Behavioral, Social and Health Sciences at
Clemson University. The study is titled “An Assessment of the Needs of School-Based
Agricultural Educators and other Professionals in Agricultural Service Agencies for a
Professional Online Master’s Degree in Agricultural Education.”
This research aims to assess the needs of school-based agricultural educators and other
professionals in agricultural service agencies for a professional online Master’s degree in
Agricultural Education. The results of this study will help us learn about your interests and
needs, your motivations and previous experience, and your readiness to pursue an online
master’s degree in Agricultural Education. Even if you have previously earned a Master’s
degree, your input is extremely important to us.
You are invited to participate in this research study. However, if you are not 18 or older,
please do not complete any portion of this instrument. Your participation is voluntary, and
you can decline to answer any questions. You may choose not to participate or withdraw
from participation at any time without penalty. This assessment should take 10 minutes or
less to complete.
Your identity is confidential and will not be revealed in the results of this study. The results
of the study may be published in scientific journals, professional publications, or
educational presentations; however, no individual participant will be identified. Please note
that by completing this questionnaire, you are agreeing to participate in this study. Only the
principal investigator will have access to the data, and it will be kept in a passwordprotected server and on a password-protected computer.
If you have any questions or concerns about your rights in this research study, please contact
the Clemson University Office of Research Compliance (ORC) at 864-656-0636 or via
email at irb@clemson.edu. Also, you can use the ORC’s toll-free number, 866-297-3071.
Thank you for your time and assistance. If you have any questions or comments, please feel
free to contact us at (864) 656-5676.
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If you agree to participate in this study, please click on the following link (or copy and paste
into your Web Browser). You may also choose to scan the QR code below by using your
smartphone camera.
https://clemson.ca1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_3XijKEr8tnoa6P4

Sincerely,
Maria Rossi
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Subject: We need your input
Good morning Mrs. XXX,
I hope you are doing well in these challenging times. Last week, I sent you an email asking
you to share with us your interest and needs, motivation, previous experience, and readiness
to pursue an online master's degree in Agricultural Education. Even if you already have a
master’s degree, we value your thoughts and would appreciate you completing the study.
If you have already completed our survey, I would like to thank you for your time! If not, I
hope that providing you with a link to the survey website makes it easier for you to respond.
To complete the survey, please click on the link, or copy and paste into a Web Browser.
You may also choose to scan the QR code below by using your smartphone camera.
https://clemson.ca1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_3XijKEr8tnoa6P4

Your response is voluntary, and we appreciate you considering our request.
Sincerely,
Maria Rossi
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Subject: Help needed in completing doctoral study
Dear Mr. XXX,
Recently we sent you an e-mail asking you to complete a survey about your interest, needs,
motivations, and readiness to pursue an online master's degree program in Agricultural
Education.
Even if you already have a master’s degree, we value your thoughts and would appreciate
you completing the study. If you have already completed the survey, thank you for your
time!
If you have not answered the questionnaire yet, we urge you to do so. It should take 7
minutes or less to complete it. Click on the link below, or copy and paste into a Web
Browser. You may also choose to scan the QR code below by using your smartphone
camera.
https://clemson.ca1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_3XijKEr8tnoa6P4

We truly value your opinion and time! Thank you very much!
Sincerely,
Maria Rossi
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Subject: Help with Clemson Doctoral Study
Good afternoon XXX,
Not long ago, I sent a message asking for participation in a survey that is part of my doctoral
study. The findings from this study will provide valuable information in guiding the new
online master’s degree in agricultural education at Clemson University.
Could you please complete the survey (link provided below) at your earliest convenience?
Even if you already have a master’s degree, we value your thoughts and would appreciate
you completing the survey. The study is coming to an end on August 22nd and the survey
will be closed on this date.
Please click on the link below or copy and paste into your Web Browser. You may also
choose to scan the QR code below by using your smartphone camera.
https://clemson.ca1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_3XijKEr8tnoa6P4

Your input is essential! Thank you for your time.
Sincerely,
Maria Rossi
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Subject: Last Opportunity to Help with Clemson Doctoral Study
Dear Mrs. Mr. XXX,
I hope that you are having a good week. Recently, I sent you a message asking for your
participation in a survey that is part of my doctoral study. This will be the last opportunity
you have to share your thoughts with us. The study is coming to an end on August 22nd, and
the survey will be closed on this date.
Could you please complete the survey (link provided below) at your earliest convenience?
Even if you already have a master’s degree, we value your thoughts and would appreciate
you completing the study. However, if you already completed the survey, please disregard
this message.
Please click on the link below or copy and paste it into your Web Browser. You may also
choose to scan the QR code below by using your smartphone camera.
https://clemson.ca1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_3XijKEr8tnoa6P4

Sincerely,
Maria Rossi
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APPENDIX B
ADDITIONAL TABLES
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Table 14

Relationship Between Readiness to Online Learning and External Motivating Factors (n = 517)
SDL1: I would be able
to use feedback to
evaluate my
performance (i.e., selfcritique)
SDL2: I am good at
completing tasks
independently
SDL3 I would be able
to carry out my own
study plan
SDL4: I do not give up
easily when
confronted with
technology-related
obstacles
SDL5: I have high
expectations for my
learning performance
SDL6: I would be able
to plan, monitor and
evaluate my own
learning process
SDL7: I would be able
to seek assistance
when facing problems

r

IMF1
.20**

IMF2
.30**

IMF3
.20**

IMF4
.25**

IMF5
.21**

IMF6
.23**

IMF7
.25**

IMF8
.24**

N

516

516

514

516

517

515

516

515

514

512

514

514

r

.19**

.19**

.14**

.15**

.10*

.16**

.19**

.18**

.10*

.06

.09*`

.08

N

516

516

514

516

517

515

516

515

514

512

514

514

r

.18**

.20**

.14**

.17**

.12**

.14**

.21**

.23**

0.07

0.01

.11**

.06

N

515

515

514

515

516

514

515

514

513

511

513

513

r

.27**

.25**

.21**

.24**

.24**

.14**

.22**

.24**

.11**

-.01

.16**

.09*

N

517

517

515

517

518

516

517

516

515

513

515

515

r

.30**

.25**

.22**

.28**

.20**

.16**

.26**

.26**

.11*

.04

.15**

.06

N

517

517

515

517

518

516

517

516

515

513

515

515

r

.22**

.29**

.21**

.27**

.21**

.19**

.22**

.24**

.10*

.07

.11*

.08

N

516

516

514

516

517

515

516

515

514

512

514

514

r

.24**

.22**

.18**

.24**

.16**

.20**

.25**

.26**

.13**

.04

.09*

.11*

N

517

517

515

517

518

516

517

516

515

513

515

515
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EMF1 EMF2 EMF3 EMF4
.15**
.10*
.15**
.13**

SDL8: I would be able
to set up my learning
goals
SDL9: I would be able
to set up deadlines to
meet my goals
SDL10: I would be
able to take
responsibility for my
own learning
SDL11: I would
classify myself as
someone who is selfdisciplined and can get
things done on-time
SDL12: I am able to
receive constructive
feedback from others
LC1: I will be able to
integrate computer
technologies into my
learning activities
LC2: I would be able
to improve my
learning by repeatedly
reviewing the course
materials
LC3: I would be able
participate actively in

r

IMF1
.22**

IMF2
.25**

IMF3
.16**

IMF4
.28**

IMF5
.20**

IMF6
.22**

IMF7
.30**

IMF8
.29**

N

516

516

514

516

517

515

516

515

514

512

514

514

r

.16**

.19**

.14**

.21**

.15**

.16**

.21**

.22**

.13**

.09*

.12**

.10*

N

517

517

515

517

518

516

517

516

515

513

515

515

r

.26**

.32**

.25**

.29**

.20**

.21**

.29**

.30**

.13**

0.03

.14**

.10*

N

516

516

514

516

517

515

516

515

514

512

514

514

r

.24**

.20**

.18**

.20**

.16**

.18**

.19**

.21**

.10*

0.04

0.08

0.08

N

516

516

514

516

517

515

516

515

514

512

514

514

r

.29**

.28**

.26**

.27**

.18**

.18**

.16**

.21**

.10*

-.00

.09*

0.10

N

517

517

515

517

518

516

517

516

515

513

515

515

r

.35**

.35**

.28**

.32**

.31**

.24**

.34**

.31**

.24**

.10*

.26**

.17**

N

517

517

515

517

518

516

517

516

515

513

515

515

r

.31**

.38**

.25**

.36**

.29**

.30**

.41**

.38**

.24**

.08

.24**

.20**

N

517

517

515

517

518

516

517

516

515

513

515

515

r
N

.27**
514

.29**
514

.24**
512

.28**
514

.20**
515

.16**
513

.32**
514

.28**
513

.22**
512

.13**
510

.27**
512

.17**
512
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EMF1 EMF2 EMF3 EMF4
.08
.05
.11*
.09*

small-group
discussions/forums
LC4: When it comes
to learning and
studying, I am a selfdirected person (Selfdirected learners are
individuals that take
the initiative and
responsibility for
learning. They select,
manage, and assess
their own learning
activities)
LC5: I would be able
to complete my work
even when there are
online distractions
(e.g., friends sending
emails or websites to
surf)

IMF1

IMF2

IMF3

IMF4

IMF5

IMF6

IMF7

IMF8

r

.21**

.26**

.25**

.27**

.18**

.15**

.25**

.27**

.12**

.04

.14**

.10*

N

516

516

514

516

517

515

516

515

514

512

514

514

r

.20**

.27**

.24**

.22**

.18**

.15**

.22**

.25**

0.10

.02

.12**

.05

N

517

517

515

517

518

516

517

516

515

513

515

515
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EMF1 EMF2 EMF3 EMF4

IMF1

IMF2

IMF3

IMF4

IMF5

IMF6

IMF7

IMF8

.20**

.31**

.24**

.21**

.26**

.21**

.26**

.20**

.21**

.03

.14**

.13**

516

516

514

516

517

515

516

515

514

512

514

514

.28**

.30**

.27**

.28**

.22**

.17**

.27**

.27**

.12**

-0.00

.15**

.07

516

516

514

516

517

515

516

515

514

512

514

513

.25**

.28**

.26**

.28**

.21**

.20**

.29**

.25**

.13**

.08

.18**

.10*

N

515

515

513

515

516

514

515

514

513

511

513

512

r

.24**

.22**

.23**

.25**

.19**

.19**

.20**

.22**

.18**

.09

.15**

.13**

N

515

516

515

514

512

514

513

515

516

515

514

512

.28**

.33**

.26**

.29**

.23**

.20**

.29**

.28**

.18**

0.10

.17**

.15**

516

516

514

516

517

515

516

515

514

512

514

513

.33**

.32**

.25**

.33**

.29**

.23**

.28**

.27**

.25**

.11**

.28**

.17**

517

517

515

517

518

516

517

516

515

513

515

514

OCSE1: I am
comfortable
expressing my opinion
in writing to others
(e.g., with blogs,
social networking
services, or webpages)
OCSE2: I feel
confident in using
online tools (e.g.,
email, discussion) to
communicate with
others effectively
OCSE3: I feel
confident in posting
questions in online
discussions
OCSE4: I am good at
giving constructive
feedback to others

r

OCSE5: I would be
able to ask my
classmates and
instructors questions

r

CISE1: I feel
confident in my
knowledge and skills
to use software for
online learning

EMF1 EMF2 EMF3 EMF4

N

r

N
r

N
r
N
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CISE2: I feel
confident in
performing the basic
functions of Microsoft
Office programs (e.g.
MS Word, MS Excel,
and MS PowerPoint)
for class assignments
CISE3: I feel
confident in using the
Internet (e.g. Google,
Yahoo) to find or
gather information for
online learning
CISE4: I can
troubleshoot most
problems associated
with using a computer
CISE5: I know how to
install a software to
support my learning
using computers

IMF1

IMF2

IMF3

IMF4

IMF5

IMF6

IMF7

IMF8

EMF1 EMF2 EMF3 EMF4

.28**

.28**

.28**

.27**

.21**

.21**

.22**

.21**

.15**

.06

.18**

.10*

517

517

515

517

518

516

517

516

515

513

515

514

.41**

.37**

.31**

.33**

.32**

.30**

.29**

.28**

.21**

.12**

.23**

.19**

517

517

515

517

518

516

517

516

515

513

515

514

.33**

.28**

.22**

.28**

.26**

.19**

.22**

.26**

.18**

.08

.22**

.13**

516

516

514

516

517

515

516

515

514

512

514

513

.34**

.23**

.20**

.27**

.20**

.18**

.23**

.22**

.16**

.05

.21**

.13**

517

517

515

517

518

516

517

516

515

513

515

514

r

N

r
N
r
N
r
N

Note: IMF1 = Acquiring technical knowledge, IMF2 = Convenience, IMF3 = Distance from campus, IMF4 = Flexible pacing, IMF5 =
Pursuing a degree, IMF6 = Time constraints, IMF7 = Personal enrichment, IMF8 = Enjoyment of learning, EMF1 = Advancement in
job, EMF2 = Current job requirement, EMF3 = Future employment goals, EMF4 = Salary increase.
Scale. 1.00 = perfect, .70 – .99 = very high, .50 – .69 = substantial, .30 – .49 = moderate, .10 – .29 = low, .01 – .09 = negligible
*p < .05, **p<.01 [Davis’ (1971) conventions for the description of Association].
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Table 16

Descriptive Statistics: Frequencies and Percentage of the Online Readiness Scale for Responses Options Somewhat
True, Neither True nor False, Somewhat False, and Completely False
Item
SDL1
SDL2
SDL3
SDL4
SDL5
SDL6
SDL7
SDL8
SDL9
SDL10
SDL11
SDL12
LC1
LC2
LC3
LC4
LC5
OCSE1

Somewhat true
f
%
229
43.1
176
33.1
202
38.0
190
35.8
130
24.5
224
42.2
156
29.4
212
39.9
184
34.7
152
28.6
160
30.1
179
33.7
208
39.2
188
35.4
203
38.2
198
37.3
187
35.2
205
38.6

Neither true not false
f
%
36
6.8
13
2.4
36
6.8
35
6.6
15
2.8
27
5.1
15
2.8
43
8.1
19
3.6
18
3.4
26
4.9
7
1.3
23
4.3
31
5.8
29
5.5
27
5.1
29
5.5
44
8.3
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Somewhat false
f
%
18
3.4
25
4.7
19
3.6
38
7.2
5
0.9
27
5.1
13
2.4
17
3.2
23
4.3
9
1.7
14
2.6
6
1.1
12
2.3
20
3.8
29
5.5
29
5.5
26
4.9
36
6.8

Completely false
f
%
4
0.8
3
0.6
2
0.4
7
1.3
1
0.2
4
0.8
2
0.4
3
0.6
3
0.6
1
0.2
3
0.6
1
0.2
4
0.8
5
0.9
3
0.6
4
0.8
8
1.5
5
0.9

Somewhat true
Neither true not false
Somewhat false
Completely false
Item
f
%
f
%
f
%
f
%
OCSE 2
160
30.1
22
4.1
13
2.4
1
0.2
OCSE 3
185
34.8
38
7.2
28
5.3
5
0.9
OCSE4
222
41.8
51
9.6
33
6.2
5
0.9
OCSE5
151
28.4
23
4.3
8
1.5
2
0.4
CISE1
193
4.5
24
4.5
31
5.8
5
0.9
CISE2
110
20.7
16
3.0
12
2.3
2
0.4
CISE3
92
17.3
6
1.1
6
1.1
1
0.2
CISE4
189
35.6
49
9.2
51
9.6
18
3.4
CISE5
178
33.5
39
7.3
31
5.8
16
3.0
Note. SDL: Self-directed learners (12 items), LC: Learner control (5 items), OCSE: Online communication self-efficacy (5
items) and, CISE: Computer/Internet self-efficacy (5 items). True or false perceptions to online readiness scale: 1 =
Completely true, 2 = Somewhat true, 3 = Neither true nor false, 4 = Somewhat false, and 5 = Completely false.
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Table 18

Descriptive Statistics: Frequencies and Percentages for the Motivation Scale Responses Options Somewhat True,
Neither True nor False, Somewhat False, and Completely False
Somewhat true
Neither true not false
Somewhat false
Completely false
Item
f
%
f
%
f
%
f
%
IMF1
204
38.4
56
10.5
9
1.7
12
2.3
IMF2
155
29.2
36
6.8
9
1.7
8
1.5
IMF3
101
19.0
45
8.5
6
1.1
12
2.3
IMF4
137
25.8
43
8.1
7
1.3
7
1.3
IMF5
141
26.6
74
13.9
11
2.1
23
4.3
IMF6
146
27.5
48
9.0
7
1.3
8
1.5
IMF7
193
36.3
70
13.2
17
3.2
11
2.1
IMF8
211
39.7
94
17.7
24
4.5
18
3.4
EMF1
124
23.4
82
15.4
9
1.7
30
5.6
EMF2
95
17.9
150
28.2
27
5.1
85
16.0
EMF3
139
26.2
94
17.7
14
2.6
33
6.2
EMF4
101
19.0
70
13.2
8
1.5
30
5.6
Note. IMF: Internal motivating factors (8-items) and EMF: External motivating factors (4-items). True or false perceptions to
online readiness scale: 1 = Completely true, 2 = Somewhat true, 3 = Neither true nor false, 4 = Somewhat false, and 5 =
Completely false.
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