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Using Google Analytics to Assess the Use of Online Resources in Agricultural Education
 
Introduction/Need for Innovation
Agricultural education continues to be ever changing and adaptive in nature. Correspondingly, agricultural educators must learn to adapt and adjust to changing technology and teaching methods. This reality, in tandem with Priority 2- Technologies, Practices, and Products of the National Research Agenda of AAAE, encourages the profession to look for new, innovative approaches to deliver the viable content of the industry. In July of 2014, a new, progressive agricultural education online resource called “Explore SAE” was launched. Assessments of innovative resources are typically completed through survey analysis; however primary data on how users accesses and utilize the online system may offer greater insight. 

How it Works/Methodology
According to Google Analytics, this service “generates detailed statistics about a website’s traffic and traffic sources, measures, conversions and sales” (2015). The service collects data by storing some basic information from a user. Whenever an HTTP request occurs on a search, information is collected through JavaScript, the programming language and the code of the web. This information typically includes items such as the computer making the request, the hostname, the browser type, and language (Google Developers, 2015). Google analytics takes this information and stores it into a server. From here, the data is analyzed and interpreted to address a specific aspect of a web page. Some of the metrics that Google Analytics captures that may be useful to agricultural education online resources are browser use, duration and views of specific pages, overall page views, and seasonality. Website managers can use analytics to determine specific factors of website use and develop improvements for both use and navigation. The intent of the researchers is to utilize Google Analytics as an innovative evaluation tool for online resources within agricultural education, using Explore SAE as the context. Specifically, these Google Analytics relate to Explore SAE program stakeholders by providing insight on who the individuals are visiting the website, what specific SAE resources and pages are being utilized and when the website traffic seems to be in the most demand. According to Explore SAE,  part of its vison is to “offer educational resources to assist agriculture instructors in connecting student interest to SAE opportunity” (2014) Through the use of Google Analytics, the creators of Explore SAE can collect and interpret data that describes the usage of the online resource, audience, and user behavior.

Results to Date/Implications

Usage of Online Resource
Since the websites inception in late July of 2014, Google Analytics reports that Explore SAE has received 205,371 (65.04%) unique page views (the number of individual users who have looked at the webpage, and does not include repeat users) with total views topping out at 278,577 (69.68%). This measure is important to determine growth and reach with new users to the website. Additionally, use of page and duration on page is an important factor for the Explore SAE creators to assess. From the data collected since the websites launch, we determined that the most views occur on the home page (15.58%), as compared to where the most time is spent which occurs on the SAE Resource page (2:03 minutes).

Audience
Similarly, the users of Explore SAE were described as 68.36% new users and 31.64% returning users. Also, Google Analytics reports that 81.68% of the viewers of Explore SAE view the site from a desktop computer versus a tablet (10.43%) or mobile device (7.89%). Additionally, browser use is an important factor to insure web and computer compatibility with Explore SAE Users. By understanding the user’s browser preference, the web manager can better meet the compatibility needs of the user. The following browsers were most commonly used by Explore SAE users: Google Chrome (46.06%), Internet Explorer (22.69%), Safari (18.60%), Mozilla Firefox (10.38%), Android Browser (0.96%), and Other browsers (0.71%). 

User Behavior
Furthermore, seasonality is an important factor to evaluate. The peak uses of Explore SAE occurred on September 7, 2014 and January 4, 2015, with the greatest range of views occurring in late August through mid-October which offers insight into second use. It can be determined that use of the resource occurs at the beginning of school semesters and much of the access is seen on the SAE builder tool, a resource that helps students determine what kind of SAE best meets their interests. The researchers also determined that there is little difference in duration and views among the four SAE categories users can learn more about. Perhaps this is an indication that when instructing students on SAE, or students self-exploring SAEs, the website helps deliver a balanced approach to category content. 

Future Plans
Explore SAE creators and program stakeholders will continue to utilize Google Analytics. Important data and user demographics can be gained from utilizing the statistical analysis that Google Analytics provides. Using this innovative evaluation system will help determine what locations on the website are most utilized and explored by the users of Explore SAE. On the other hand, pages that do not receive as much web traffic or views can be evaluated to determine effectiveness and usefulness to the agricultural education instructors and students who utilize this online resource. Furthermore, Google Analytics can be used to evaluate other necessary online resources within the profession. These may include different sections of the National FFA website, searches for articles in the Journal of Agricultural Education, and a variety of other online teaching resources such as Instructional Material Service (IMS), MYCAERT, and CEV Multimedia. More research should be conducted to determine how Google Analytics can be useful to online resources within the profession and how this data compares with other web searches across the discipline and beyond. Perhaps research can be conducted concerning duration time on a page as it relates to SAE knowledge retention. Google Analytics may also help in professional development efforts to determine what online resources agricultural education instructors most often request. 

Cost/Resources Needed
Google Analytics is a free service to owners of a specific web domain. It can be accessed by the manager or creator of the website. Analytics reports are continuously updated and evaluated to provide evaluators with the most recent data to most effectively manage their web domain. Signing up for Google Analytics is a simple 3 step process involving signing in with a google account, providing some basic demographic and contact information, and providing the website address on which Google Analytics will conduct statistical analysis.
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