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1. 
Introduction/need for innovation or idea

Distance education is here to stay.  The future of most institutions will be determined by the extent to which they have an educational product or products that are provided conveniently for the consumer at a competitive cost (Cyrus, 1997). The Department of Agricultural Education and 4-H Youth Development at the University of [State] (U[S]) has offered a Bachelor of Science (B.S.) degree program in Agricultural Science, Communication, and Leadership (ASCL) at a distance in [City], [State] since the fall of 1994.  The program is designed to be a 2+2 program between U[S] and the College of Southern [State] (CS[S]), a community college in [City], [State], nearly 500 miles away.  The first two years of courses are community college courses and the last two years are university upper-division courses.  

A study conducted by Mink & Moore (2005) showed that the [City], [State] program in agriculture offered through the College of Agricultural and Life Sciences (CALS) at U[S] had definite strengths and should continue to provide services to students who utilize off-campus facilities and degree offerings. Some of the program strengths included giving place bound students an opportunity to complete a bachelor degree in agriculture, program flexibility, and it allows students to take courses from different departments in CALS.  This area of research fits in the six national research priorities under priority four:  Meaningful, Engaged Learning in All Environments.
2.
How it works/methodology/program phases/steps
The University of [State] has a presence in 42 of the 44 counties in the state through the Cooperative Extension System.  The [City] Research & Extension (R&E) Center is housed on the CS[S] campus.  A coordinator of the B.S. degree program has an office in the R&E Center and works directly with students.  The coordinator assists students with: advising, financial aid, scholarships, registration, employment information, student email, Blackboard and VandalWeb.  University of [State] students have access to the following student services through CS[S]:  library, testing center, computer labs, bookstore, recreation center, daycare, and Eagles Nest cafeteria.  

Over the past 18 years, 157 students have enrolled in U[S] courses in [City] and 81 students have graduated from the program.  Students in the 2+2 degree program take lower division and prerequisite courses from CS[S].  The last 2 years of upper division courses are taken through U[S] at a distance on the CS[S] campus through live instruction, videoconferencing, video, and asynchronous instruction via the World Wide Web.  The two institutions have articulation agreements that ensure that students have a seamless transfer.  Of the 157 students served, 76 transferred from CS[S] and 65 transferred from other institutions including [State] State University ([S]SU) and [City2] State University ([C2]SU).  Sixteen students completed their degree by enrolling in courses on the CS[S] campus after initial enrollment on the U[S] main campus.
3.
Results to date/implications


The [City] program has served over 157 agriculture students and serves as a transfer center for non-agricultural students interested in attending U[S].  Over a four year period, an approximate annual average of 116 non-agricultural students are served.  The coordinator of the program assists campus bound non-agricultural students with advising, financial aid applications, scholarship availability, registration, employment information, student email, Blackboard, VandalWeb, and on and off campus housing.  


Of the students pursuing the degree in agriculture in [City], 52% completed the program.  Program participants complete their B.S. degrees in a variety of ways: on the CS[S] campus,  transfer to the main U[S] campus, or take courses for professional development.  This program is enabling place bound students to finish a B.S. degree and fill important jobs in the agricultural industry in Southern [State] during enrollment.  Students indicated that their participation in the program has changed their lives for the better in both financial and personal arenas (Mink & Moore, 2005).  
4.
Future plans/advice to others


The [City] program is providing a quality service to students, but U[S] could do even more. Most of the students served through the program are concurrently pursuing an education while employed and juggling family obligations.  Commuting and taking courses during normal work hours is a challenge for many of the students.  It is recommended that U[S] develop additional upper division online agricultural courses to assure that students have the option to complete the majority of the last two years of the degree online.  Maintaining videoconferencing courses where students attend class on campus is important as is providing an online option to serve students who need a flexible course schedule.  “Today universities and colleges compete not only for the student enrollments on campus but also for those students who enroll in online courses and programs” (Rhoda, 2005, pg. 150).  There does not seem to be loyalty to a university, but to obtainable programs.  Conrad and Donaldson (2011) found that online courses need to transmit knowledge in an engaging way, if not the course becomes a digital correspondence course with potential problems of learner isolation and high dropout rate.  By offering additional online coursework, U[S] could recruit and maintain additional students within the Southern [State] program.
5.
Costs/resources needed


There are barriers encountered by faculty who are interested in developing distance courses.   Dooley, Lindner and Richards (2003) found that instructors were limited by cost, time, interest in the subject matter, and their own knowledge of media.  Murphy and Terry (1998) found faculty members did not believe the time and effort expended to develop multimedia course materials was valued.  
However, when the classroom shifts into a distance learning setting the environment often becomes a challenge to the instructor (Simonson, et al., 2000).  By offering additional training to U[S] faculty focusing on offering distant coursework, more courses may become available in the online and videoconferencing formats.  Non-financial incentives such as a recognition banquet and/or extended deadlines for other projects are effective ways to recruit faculty into offering distance courses.  

In order to offer additional access to degree coursework online, up to eight additional online courses (24 semester credits) would be advantageous to the program and its’ participants.  Students pay an additional $35 per credit fee to take U[S] online courses, however the benefits to the student may outweigh the financial cost contingent on the student’s situation. 
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