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Introduction

In most cases, Extension professionals today are expected to be more cost and time efficient. Also, many Extension audiences are interested in learning opportunities that provide flexibility for when, where, and how they access educational programming.  One approach for delivering Extension education that may address both trends is online Extension program delivery.  Interest and use of distance learning strategies in Extension programming has increased in recent years.  Extension professionals are using course management systems (e.g., Moodle and Desire2Learn), web conferencing (e.g., WebEx or Adobe Connect), and numerous other platforms for professional development (Sobrero & Craycraft, 2008; Vandenberg & Reese, 2011) and in program delivery strategies (Fishel & Langeland, 2011; Stevenson et al., 2011).  However an important question to ask is, “Are we being effective and using the best practices and strategies for our online program delivery?”

A number of online quality-enhancement models exist in higher education.  Although some institutions have developed their own quality metrics, most depend upon metrics embraced at the national level.  For example, the Quality Matters TM program has gained a great deal of acceptance by academic program faculty from across the U.S.  The program in total encompasses course design, evaluation, peer review, and training for online delivery (Ko & Rossen, 2008).  A project of MarylandOnline, Quality Matters TM consists of eight design domains covering 40 different elements of online courses.  Institutions that use Quality Matters TM , implement it on a continuum ranging from a broad guideline for quality design to peer-reviewed courses carrying a national seal of approval.  

Although the preponderance of scholarship and related conventional knowledge guiding best practices has historically- focused on formal academic instruction, are these same design principles transferrable to online Extension programming?  The objectives of this innovative poster session are to: (1) to distribute commonly-used guidelines for best practices for online academic credit-bearing courses, (2) engage participants in a dialogue as to the importance for establishing guidelines of best practices for online Extension program delivery, and (3) share the results of a brainstorming activity conducted recently at a statewide Extension Conference related to design domains for online Extension program delivery. 

How it Works/Methodology

On December 15, 2011, a group of self-selected individuals (predominately county-level professionals with an interest in online learning) participated a workshop.  The workshop facilitators reviewed resources for quality in online education at the academic program level.  Participants were then randomly assigned into one of three groups and asked to develop essential design domains for online Extension program delivery.  

Participants were provided copies of both the Cal State – Chico (California State University – Chico, 2009) and Quality Matters TM (MarylandOnline, 2011) rubrics as advanced organizers.  In a very non-threatening and informal manner, the presenters solicited participant opinions of the importance for developing national guidelines for Extension online program delivery. The results of the state Extension Conference will be presented.  

Results to Date

The participants of each group discussed and listed design domains that they felt should be used as best practices for Extension online program delivery, including the following common domains:  (1) presentation of clear and measurable learner outcomes (2) assessment of learner outcomes, (3) implementation (including instructional materials and learner engagement); and (4) program evaluation (including learner satisfaction).  Two of the three groups emphasized the importance of learner feedback and the need to provide technical support for online course delivery.  In addition, at least one of the groups identified program prerequisites and program organization and navigability including program overview and Netiquette.

Future plans

Extension and university personnel who participated in the small group session provided very useful feedback.  In addition, the outcomes were very useful for presenters to learn what aspects of online learning Extension personnel find most important.   Results from the statewide Extension Conference could be used as exploratory in the development of best practices for Extension program delivery.  Development of a set of best practices would build on and extend a growing literature base on platform-specific practices in online Extension program delivery, such as adoption of Moodle TM(e.g., Hightower, Murphrey, Coppernoll, Jahedkar, & Dooley, 2011), and provide general design principles for Extension professionals.

Costs/Resources Needed

Should the poster conference participants express sufficient interest in moving forward with the development of national guidelines for online Extension programs, then the next logical step would be to take the concept to state Extension leaders, Extension specialists, county-based Extension practitioners, and those involved in the National eXtension initiative.  A number of processes could then be proposed for the development and vetting of a national model for online Extension programming.  
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