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Are You Web Ready?: Using Online Training to Incorporate Web Development and Improvement in the [State] Cooperative Extension Service

Introduction 
	“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’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). Stevens (1991) noted that “traditional delivery methods of Extension programming – conferences, printed material, press releases, radio, and county meetings – are still important,” but called for advanced media use through video to enhanced traditional deliveries (p. 1).  In the study conducted by Rhoades, Irani, Telg, and Myers (2008), the authors called for continued research on this topic in order to enable effective use of the technologies. 
	In 1984, 8.2% of houses reported having a computer (File, 2013). However, that number jumped to 75.6% by 2011 (File, 2013). Likewise, while only 3% of households had high-speed broadband connections in 2000, a recent study found that 70% of adults in the United States had high-speed broadband connection in their household (Zickuhr & Smith, 2013). The trend of increasing technology use in the United States aligns with the trend of increasing technology use for county agent in-service training.  Extension has a long history of providing leadership in adoption of innovative tools and practices, such as hybrid corn and irrigation practices.  (Diem, Hino, Martin, & Meisenbach, 2011). This leadership should be extended by Extension adopting greater use of technology to effectively meet the needs of a growing and diverse client base (Diem et al., 2011).  However, Seger (2011) explained that many barriers exist to the successful implementation of technology in Extension because the organizational structure of Extension does not cater to the short turn-around demands of new technology.  LaBelle (2011) explained the “need to create instructional content for mobile platforms is an obvious step towards reaching new and existing Extension audiences” (p. 1).

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, 1991).  “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 more progressive and tend to be more willing to try something new before it has been proven beneficial.  Once early adopters complete the five stages of the innovation-decision process, they are instrumental to informing others about the benefits of a new technology throughout a social system.  Technologically advanced Cooperative Extension Service personnel can serve as the catalyst for innovative diffusion of online training development.	

Methodology
	The purpose of this study was to assess the effectiveness of using a web training platform 
to instruction personnel in the [State] Cooperative Extension Service on a new website hosting platform.  The new incorporation of web development and improvement training for the new website was launched in fall of 2013.  Curriculum covering touring the new website, uploading PDF’s, uploading images, updating images, and moving content within the webpage were developed and made available to [State] Cooperative Extension Service employees.  This curriculum was delivered using the online video meeting program Zoom©.  Zoom sessions were taught during the first two weeks that the new website was available for updates.  The population of this study consisted of a convenience sample of Extension professionals enrolled in online training sessions. Extension professionals who participated (n = 15) in the online training sessions enrolled voluntarily and were not required to participate in every topic session. 	
	All instruments were completed online using Qualtrics© (2013), an online survey service.  Participant response data were summarized by Qualtrics© and analyzed to develop a descriptive profile of Extension professionals that participated in the online sessions and completed the survey.  Data were analyzed using descriptive (means, standard deviations, and percentages) statistics. 

Results and Findings
When asked their web literacy self-rating, 43% (6 of 14) of participants rated themselves as “Intermediate – will try most technology but not proficient in some,” 43% (6 of 14) of participants rated themselves as “Advanced – will try new technology and proficient in most” and 14% (2 of 14) of participants rated themselves as “Expert – knowledgeable and people come to me for assistance”. Participants’ total years with Extension ranged from less than one year to more than 10 years.  Of the 15 participants in one training session, 7% (1 of 15) had been with Extension less than one year, 13% (2 of 15) had been with Extension one to three years, 20% (3 of 15) had been with Extension four to five years, 20% (3 of 15) had been with Extension six to 10 years, and 40% (6 of 15) had been with Extension for more than 10 years.  
Upon completion of each unit of instruction, Extension personnel (n = 15) completed another instrument to determine participant perceptions of the training and included open-ended responses for participants to discuss training platform preferences.  When asked about training preferences, 60.6% of participants reported a preference for face-to-face, in-person trainings.  However, results indicated the importance of Extension personnel becoming technical experts. 

Conclusions, Discussion, and Recommendations
	On average participants noted being comfortable learning via the web, and training via Zoom session as being effective for his or her learning style.  However, many open-ended responses included requests for face-to-face trainings in the future, as opposed to Zoom© training sessions.  Practitioners must help Extension personnel find value in these types of trainings in order to further the development of the Cooperative Extension Service’s online presence.  Today’s Extension agent must realize the importance of being a technical expert (Stone & Coppernoll, 2004), recognize the need for skill and competence in multiple, electronic information development and dissemination (Diem et al., 2011; Telg et al., 2007), and be key leaders in the diffusion of innovation (Rogers, 2003).  Using online training to enhance web development and training is a relatively new form of Extension training.  Initial benefits may have been difficult for participants to realize.  Research should seek to improve the curriculum and identify areas of technology training weaknesses.
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