[State] Cooperative Extension Service Digital Media Training: Lessons 
Learned and Future Direction

Introduction
	The Smith-Lever Act of 1914 created the Cooperative Extension Service to assist in diffusing useful and pragmatic information to the people of the United States (Rasmussen, 1989).  Today, the Cooperative Extension Service is extremely diverse and widely distributed, offering the largest adult education system in the United States (Franz & Townson, 2008).  “Having the ability to create, host, and facilitate access to educational materials and information over the Internet creates many new opportunities for Extension educators” (Rich, Komar, Schilling, Tomas, Carleo, 
& Colucci, 2011, p. 2).
	“Achieving the mission of the Cooperative Extension System and maintaining our strength as educational leaders are hinged on our professional competence and technical expertise.  Today as never before, professional development will help us achieve the level of excellence we expect from ourselves and ought to have for Extension in order to make a statewide, national, and global impact” (Stone & Coppernoll, 2004, p. 1).  The six areas of Extension professional development needs outlined were: (1) Subject matter expertise with technology integration, (2) Organizational effectiveness, (3) Develop and involve others, (4) Communications, (5) Action orientation, and (6) Personal effectiveness (Stone & Coppernoll, 2004).  However, today’s Extension agent must be a technical expert as well as skilled and competent in diverse, electronic information development and dissemination (Diem, Hino, Martin, & Meisenbach, 2011; Telg, Irani, Hurst, and Kistler, 2007). 
Theoretical Framework
	Constructivism has been used to represent a collection of theories, including generative learning (Wittrock, 1990), discovery learning (Bruner, 1961), and situated learning (Brown, Collins, & Duguid, 1989).  “Learners are expected to understand the applications they are learning” (Edgar, 2012, p. 13) and should be able to do more than simply act on memorization.  Educational training activities for Extension personnel should include higher order learning and application.   Additionally, Rogers’ (2003) Diffusion of Innovation notes the importance of using key players in launching the adoption of a new technology.  Referred to as “early adopters,” these individuals are willing to step outside the norm and try something new before it has been proven beneficial.  Once early adopters complete the five stages of the innovation-decision process, they are instrumental in spreading the word about the benefits of a new technology throughout a social system.  Cooperative Extension Service personnel can serve as the catalyst for innovative diffusion of digital media.
Purpose and Objective
Three faculty from the University of [State] developed and administered the five day intensive Extension Digital Media Academy training conference (EDMA) that focused on the following digital media instructional areas: (1) Social, (2) Video, (3) Photography, (4) Professional Networking, (5) Collection, (6) Publishing, and (7) File Sharing.  The purpose of this study was to assess participants’ knowledge and skill level increase in specific electronic communication competencies used to create and promote educational programs in Extension.  The research objective that guided the study was to determine participants’ perceived usability and value of technology, especially related to their own self-rated technological literacy.
Methodology
	During the summer of 2012, faculty administered the EDMA for [state] Extension personnel.  The purpose of this program was to enhance and improve Extension personnel’s digital media competencies to enhance electronic communication skills for educational program development and delivery through knowledge acquisition and experiential activities.  Participants (N = 23) were selected by state Cooperative Extension Service staff to participate in the conference.  A pre-test knowledge and perception assessment was administered to determine participant instructional preferences and perceptions of technology prior to training.  The instrument contained items on a 1 to 4 Likert-type scale designed to determine respondent perceptions. 
	One week after the completion of the intensive training, a post-test instrument was administered to Extension personnel who participated in the workshop to gauge the effectiveness of the conference, as well as to gain demographic information from participants.  Perception questions were adapted from an instrument by Silance and Remmers (1934) to fit the content of this study.  The instrument contained 20 items on a 1 to 7 Likert-type scale (1 = “strongly disagree” and 7 = “strongly agree”) designed to determine respondent perceptions about technology.  
Results and Findings
	Participants’ total years with Extension ranged from less than one year to more than 10 years.  Of the 21 participants, 4.8% (1 of 21) had been with Extension less than one year, 19% (4 of 21) had been with Extension one to three years, 24% (5 of 21) had been with Extension four to five years, 24% (5 of 21) had been with Extension six to 10 years, and 29% (6 of 21) had been with Extension for more than 10 years.  When asked their technology literacy self-rating, 70% (16 of 23) of participants rated themselves as “Intermediate – will try most technology but not proficient in some” and 30% (7 of 23) of participants rated themselves as “Advanced – knowledgeable and people come to me for assistance”.  
Upon completion of each unit of instruction, Extension personnel (N = 23) participated in hands-on learning exercises to contribute to their understanding of concepts and the development of digital media products that would enhance participants’ program areas. Participants were asked to rate the likelihood that they would use each of the seven categories.  This topic was assessed on a 4-point Likert-type scale ranging from “Very likely” to “Not at all likely” for each of the seven categories.  Participants noted they were “very likely” to “likely” to use file sharing media with a mean of 1.57 (SD = .59).  Extension personnel also noted that they were “likely” to “somewhat likely” to use professional networking media with a mean of 2.26 (SD = .96).  Participants noted seeing the least amount of enjoyment and overall value in the Professional Networking Media section of the training.  However, research showed the importance of Extension personnel professional development and technical expertise.  
Conclusions, Discussion, and Recommendations
	In all three categories of conference effectiveness, professional networking media was rated as the least relevant, least enjoyed, and least likely to be used of all EDMA topics.  The study conducted by Stone and Coppernoll (2004) hinged the ability of Extension to achieve its mission and maintain its strength as an educational leader on professional competence and technical expertise.  Professional development was stated as the key to achieving the level of excellence expected from Extension “today as never before” (Stone & Coppernoll, 2004).  Practitioners must help Extension personnel find value in these types of activities in order to further the development of the Cooperative Extension Service.  Today’s Extension agent must realize the importance of being a technical expert (Stone & Coppernoll, 2004), recognize the need for skill and competence in diverse, electronic information development and dissemination (Diem et al., 2011; Telg et al., 2007), and be key leaders in the diffusion of innovation (Rogers, 2003).  With digital media technology being a relatively new topic in the form of Extension training, initial benefits may have been difficult for participants to initially predict.  Research should seek to improve the curriculum and identify areas of technology training weaknesses.
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