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“Survey Says” . . . Using student feedback to enhance online instruction

Introduction

The number of students enrolling in online courses and degree programs continues to grow each year (Sloan Consortium, 2013).  Many institutions have moved from offering some online courses to offering complete degree programs online (Sloan Consortium, 2013).  To meet the growing demand for online degree programs the Department of Agricultural Communication, Education, and Leadership (ACEL) at STATE University developed an online master’s degree program in 2010.  The ACEL Department has a long history of providing flexibility in its graduate degree programs (Scheer, Ferrari, Earnest, & Connors, 2006).  Based on a needs assessment, the department developed an online option for the existing M.S. degree in Agricultural and Extension Education (AEE) (Rhoades, Miller, Scheer, Bruns, & Cochran, 2010).  Two of the program’s largest graduate student populations include Extension professionals employed by STATE University Extension system, and public school agricultural science teachers in STATE.  The first cohort of AEE online master’s degree students began autumn semester, 2012.    

How it works

Online master’s courses are delivered predominantly online, with two required annual face-to-face meetings held outside of CITY.  The department goal is to admit 25 students per cohort beginning in the fall semester each year.  Students who follow the degree plan are able to complete the program in two years.  During the fall semester of 2012, three courses in the department were initially taught online:  AEE 7000 - Graduate Orientation Seminar, AEE 8000 – Leading through Historical Perspectives, and AEE 8850 Research Methods.  

The AEE 7000 - Graduate Orientation Seminar course was a one semester credit hour course in which students completed four assignments and actively participated in weekly discussion posts using Carmen; the university’s course management system.  The purpose of AEE 7000 - Graduate Orientation Seminar was to promote engagement and collaboration among students, faculty, and staff to enhance scholarly interests of the department. This seminar provided opportunities for students to examine the concept of scholarship in a variety of contexts. 

AEE 8000 - Leading through Historical Perspectives was a three semester credit hour course in which students had to complete seven assignments and actively participate in weekly discussion posts using Carmen.  The objective of AEE 8000 was to examine the mission, purpose, and historical foundations of Agricultural and Extension Education, Leadership, and Agricultural Communication in America. This course focused on the contemporary issues facing Agricultural Communication, Agriculture Education, Extension Education, and Leadership.  

AEE 8850 - Research Methods was a two semester credit hour course in which students completed weekly quizzes or assignments.  Quizzes were composed of 10-15 questions, and assignments involved short case studies or a series of multiple choice questions.  Quizzes and assignments reinforced material from the weekly assigned readings. Students completed quizzes and assignments via Carmen.  In addition, students also completed a comprehensive final exam. This course focused on research principles and techniques that are appropriate for planning, conducting, and reporting in the applied social and life sciences.      

Results to date

Near the end of each academic term, STATE University Registrar collects Student Evaluation of Instruction (SEI) from students.  Student Evaluation of Instruction are collected electronically for all instructors at the university.  Students are not required to complete SEI’s, however, they are strongly encouraged to do so by faculty.  Students rate their agreement with ten statements using a five-point Likert-type scale with “5” being high and “1” being low.  

Student Evaluation of Instruction for AEE 7000 - Graduate Orientation Seminar had a response rate of 60% (n = 6).  The mean overall rating for AEE 7000 was 4.8 (SD = 0.4) on the five-point scale.  This course had a face-to-face counter-part that received mean overall rating of 4.7 (SD = 0.5), which was slightly lower than the online course.   

Student Evaluation of Instruction for AEE 8000- Leading through Historical Perspectives had a response rate of 82% (n = 14).  The overall mean rating for AEE 8000 was 4.0 (SD = 1.3) on the five-point scale.  Eight of the items had a mean score of 4.0 or higher.  Two items had a mean score below 4.0: “the instructor was genuinely interested in teaching” (x̅ = 3.9, SD = 1.1) and “the instructor communicated the subject matter clearly” (x̅ = 3.9, SD = 1.3).  

Student Evaluation of Instruction for AEE 8850 - Research Methods had the lowest response rate of 30.4% (n = 7).  The overall mean rating for AEE 8850 was 4.1 (SD = 0.7) on a five-point scale.  Three of the items had a mean score below 4.0, between neutral and agree.  The three items that received a mean score below 4.0 were “the instructor was genuinely interested in teaching” (x̅ = 3.8, SD = 0.8), “the instructor encouraged students to think for themselves” (x̅ = 3.8, SD = 0.8), and “I learned a great deal from this instructor” (x̅ = 3.8, SD = 0.8).  

Qualitative data collected from students offered even more valuable feedback than the SEIs.  The written comments informed instructors about specific aspects of the course or assignments that were the most beneficial or least desirable. Students also provided detailed feedback and suggestions to improve the course for future semesters.

Future plans

Courses for spring 2013 semester will generate additional SEI evaluations and the results will be analyzed and taken into consideration when planning and organizing courses in the future.  Feedback received from courses offered in autumn 2012 will be used to improve planning and revising course offerings for the autumn 2013 semester and beyond. 

Costs/resources needed

In order to conduct an online course, the time required to convert a face-to-face course to an online format must be considered.  Access to a course management system is also necessary when offering online degree programs.    
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