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An Analysis of Successful eLearning:  
Elements Impacting the Delivery of Online Courses for Continuing Education

Introduction and Theoretical Framework 

Elearning, also referred to as online learning, has continued to evolve and become a part of many educational and training endeavors across academia.  Roberts and Dyer (2005) reported that academic use of distance education technology has become commonplace across agricultural education. Campbell, Koszewski, and Behrends (2013) found that behaviors related to nutrition could be improved using training delivered via distance education and businesses related to the wood industry indicated willingness to participate in online education (Quesada-Pineda, Conn, & Sanchez, 2011). Furthermore, many agricultural organizations have been reported as utilizing technology-based training in some form (Bedgood, Murphrey, & Dooley, 2008).  While studies have been conducted related to student perceptions of the use of technology for teaching (Kelsey, Lindner, & Dooley, 2002) and the use of elearning with professionals (Thomas, Davis, & Moss, 2008), only limited research has been conducted regarding best practices within the setting of continuing education. 

It is recognized that the success of eLearning varies depending on how one defines success. Thus, the theoretical framework for this study utilized the information systems model:  DeLone and McLean Information System Success Model (2003).  This model includes six areas:  information quality, system quality, service quality, intention to use, user satisfaction, and net benefits (DeLone & McLean, 2003).  

Purpose and Methodology

The purpose of this study was to identify common elements across successful eLearning courses administered via Extension.  A case study methodology was employed.  eLearning courses that were deemed to be successful based on criteria identified through the literature and confirmed with a panel of experts were analyzed based on type, purpose, audience, and materials.  Four courses were analyzed with each case being selected because it represented a variety of delivery modes and content. Courses were selected based on an analysis report involving the number of hits/views and the number of enrolled users. From that report we gathered a list of the top four courses based the following reasoning:  Course A - Highest number of users above any other course on the site with an enrollment of 4,950; Course B - High number of views and 380 enrolled users; Course C- High number of views (39 enrolled during analysis) and has now been sectioned off into corresponding courses due to popularity; and Course D- 479 enrolled users and high number of views.

Results and Conclusions

A detailed review of each course revealed specific common elements that were present in all cases:  a specific audience was identified, the need for the course was clearly articulated, multiple modalities of delivery were provided, and a high level of learner engagement existed. An element that was also found to have an impact was audience motivation. In our research we found for each of the courses that were deemed to be successful they dealt with compliance training or personal growth. The presence of an intrinsic or extrinsic motivation in the audience proved to promote course success. An examination of the courses revealed that two of the courses were self-directed and two were facilitated by an instructor. This proved that although facilitation is beneficial it does not determine success as defined by this study. Elements that were not found to be present in all cases included the design or look of the course or whether or not there was a participation fee associated with the course.  

Detailed analysis of each course provides insight regarding elements that impact the success of utilizing eLearning for continuing education.   While differences do exist between compliance training and personal growth courses, it is important to note that participants of continuing education courses often have a choice of what training they complete for compliance and for personal growth.  Clear identification of the audience and aspects to meet audience need were present in all four courses.  Further, course content included interactive videos, discussion, and pictures along with a sense of instructor presence. 

Conclusions

As we continue to seek new and innovative ways to serve students and professionals, recognition of the elements that can determine success is critical in order to avoid wasted effort. As noted by DeLone and McLean (2003), user satisfaction and the intention to use a system are directly impacted by information quality, system quality, and service quality. When creating online learning it is crucial that developers and instructors create a course with the intention to gain an audience and not lose an audience. The purpose of this research was to identify components in online learning that will assist course developers and instructors to successfully gain an online audience. It is critical that we ensure the best delivery of that online learning experience for each participant in a course. It is our hope that from the research and findings we can provide a guide to successful online course delivery. Having an existing audience, well developed content and materials, high level of learner engagement and either an intrinsic or extrinsic motivation factor present in the course is critical for online course success. 

Implications and Recommendations

[bookmark: _GoBack]Tremendous opportunities exist for academic programs to expand reach through involvement in providing continuing education opportunities.  This reach could provide an avenue for student recruitment, community engagement, and financial gain.  As academic units within agricultural education seek to provide continuing education it is critical to create courses and programs with the most potential for success.  Findings from this study provide useful guidance to ensure that time and funds spent developing and delivering eLearning result in a higher chance of success.  It is recommended that further research be conducted regarding this topic by conducting interviews with individuals directly involved in the creation and delivery of the courses studied in order to gain a deeper understanding of practices that lead to successful delivery of eLearning.
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