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A Descriptive Approach of Students’ Perspectives toward eLearning Courses
Introduction
Data indicates that distance learning instruction is ubiquitous in various agricultural education departments (Roberts & Dyer, 2005). Agricultural faculty are facing an increasing demand to provide online courses and student satisfaction with these courses should be routinely examined (Murphy, 2000; Kelsey, Lindner, & Dooley, 2002; Murphrey & Dooley, 2000; Roberts, Irani, Lundy, & Telg, 2004).  The purpose of this study was to address the National Research Agenda of AAAE where enhancing student satisfaction in online courses relates to research priority 2, focusing on new technologies, practices, and products; and promoting student learning in online courses relates to priority 4, focusing on meaningful and engaged learning in all environments (Doerfert, 2011).
Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework used in this study was the social presence theory and motivation needs theory.  McClelland’s (1987) motivational needs theory asserts that life experiences provide the formative basis for needs, and that these generally are classified into three categories: achievement, power, and affiliation.  Within this framework, these needs shape individual motives and behaviors.  In context, an individual seeking achievement will adopt practices that will facilitate achievement; those striving for power will assume behaviors that aid in the acquisition of power; and individuals requiring affiliation will work towards satisfactory relationships with others.  
Short, Williams, and Christie (1976) define social presence as the salience level of one person’s communication with other individuals and the resulting interpersonal relationships.  Tu and McIssac (2002) established three components of social presence in the eLearning environment, are interactivity, social context, and online communication.
Methodology

eLearning is used to describe distance and online courses for the purpose of this study. The study’s objectives were analyzed through the use of descriptive statistics.  The population in this study was composed of graduate students enrolled in agricultural education eLearning courses at [university].  This study was conducted as a census, as the entire population (N = 164) was surveyed.  Fraenkel, Wallen, and Hyun (2012) indicated a census enables the researchers to generalize the findings to the target population.     
The combined instrument’s reliability was calculated ex post facto to be α = .88, resulting in a high degree of internal consistency (Cronbach, 1951). Qualtrics was used to administer a web-based questionnaire. The researchers utilized the Tailored Design Method for creating and disseminating an electronic survey (Dillman, Smyth, & Christian, 2009).  One hundred sixty-four participants received the questionnaire, and 118 participants responded resulting in a 71.9% response rate (N = 118) in the study.  

Findings

The objective of the study was to describe graduate student’s learning environment, social presence, and satisfaction in eLearning courses.  Instructor support (M = 4.28, SD = .63), student interaction and collaboration (M = 4.16, SD = .97), and student autonomy (M = 4.01, SD = .79) received the highest scores for learning environment.  Active learning (M = 2.92, SD = .53) earned the lowest score from participants.
Describing student’s social presence in eLearning courses was another part of the study’s objective. The items that received the highest scores were “instructor facilitated discussion in the course” (M = 4.44, SD = .75), “I felt comfortable interacting with other participants in the online course” (M = 4.37, SD = .82), “I felt comfortable participating in the course discussions” (M = 4.23, SD = .79), “I felt comfortable conversing through this text-based medium” (M = 4.19, SD = .92), “computer-mediated communication is an excellent medium for social interaction” (M = 4.14, SD = .95), and “the instructor created a feeling of an online community” (M = 4.04, SD = .76) earned the highest score of the items in the Social Presence Scale.  The item that received the lowest score was “messages in the online course were impersonal” (M = 2.51, SD = .91).
 The items that earned the highest scores in students’ satisfaction were “I am satisfied with this program” (M = 4.54, SD = .58), “distance education is worth my time” (M = 4.23, SD = .62), and “I enjoy studying by distance” (M = 4.09, SD = .66).  The item that earned the lowest score was “I prefer distance education” (M = 3.18, SD = .79).  
Conclusions
The findings lend support the two theories presented by the researchers, McClelland’s Motivational Needs Theory and Social Presence Theory. The resulting scores for several areas lined up with the three needs, achievement, affiliation, and power. The students’ scores also supported Short’s social presence theory and the three dimensions of social presence theory in distance learning environments are interactivity, social context, and online communication (Tu & McIssac, 2002).
Implications/Recommendations/Impact on Profession
The increasing use of eLearning environments in agricultural education means that instructors will need to be aware of the effects, if any, of social presence on student satisfaction. Further research in this area should address the relationships between the variables discussed in this study.  This research should be designed to determine if an increase social presence in eLearning environments leads to an increase in student satisfaction. The relationships determined by further study will help shape appropriate practice in terms of increasing student satisfaction. 
Instructor involvement in the eLearning environment received high scores from students in terms of student satisfaction.  Instructors should seek to make sure they are available for student support and interaction. Students also derived satisfaction from working with other students. Instructors in eLearning courses should seek to ensure and increase student collaboration and interaction.  An eLearning course with an emphasis on these aspects should have strong student satisfaction.  The increasing use of eLearning in agricultural education programs means that instructors will have to be aware of the effects of social presence on student satisfaction.  Results from this study inform agricultural education eLearning instructors’ approaches to incorporate meaningful and engaged learning, and practices to promoting student learning (Doerfert, 2011). 
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