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Introduction
[State] University began offering a Master of Agriculture Degree to distant learners in 1979.  This was done to provide educational opportunities in agriculture to persons who could not or preferred not to study on campus (Author, 1995).  Graduates of the program were surveyed in 1993 to develop a demographic profile of graduates, describe their experiences with the program, and to examine their perceptions of selected obstacles to off-campus study (Author, 1995).  Students who graduated from the program between 1994 and 2001 were surveyed in 2001 to examine trends (Author and Author, 2005).  In 2001, asynchronous delivery of courses was predominant in the Master of Agriculture program.  By 2009 all courses were online.  Many technological developments occurred between 2001 and 2009.  Technologies that are now ubiquitous like YouTube, Facebook, iPod, and the BlackBerry were all introduced during this time.  Because distance education continues to evolve, it is important to periodically monitor distant learner characteristics and experiences and use this information for program improvement.
Purpose

This purpose of this longitudinal study was to identify trends in learner characteristics and program related experiences in a Master of Agriculture distance degree program. 
Methodology


The population for this study included 30 persons who earned a Master of Agriculture degree at [State] University between spring 1994 and spring 2001 and 73 person who earned a Master of Agriculture degree between summer 2001 and summer 2009.  Relevant portions of the questionnaires used to collect data in 2001 and 2009 were identical.  The questionnaires contained demographic questions, questions related to experiences with the Master of Agriculture program, and a scale to measure perceptions of obstacles faced by off-campus students.  The obstacles scale had a Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficient of .78 for data collected in 2001 and .83 for data collected in 2009.  A panel of experts judged the questionnaire to be content and face valid.  Data were collected by mailed questionnaire.  The response rate was 80% in 2001 and 86% in 2009.  The researchers followed Lindner, Murphy, and Briers’ (2001) recommendations for handling nonresponse.  The protocol for comparing early and late respondents was used for the 2001 data.  No statistically significant differences were found.  Because the response rate exceeded 85% in 2009, control of non response was not necessary (Lindner et al.)  It was concluded that the results were generalizable to the target population.
Results
The typical graduate who participated in the 2001 survey was male (75%), 42 years old, and took 74 months to complete the program.  The typical graduate who participated in the 2009 survey was male (70%), 41 years old, and took 55 months to complete the program.  The percentage of graduate who credited their Master of Agriculture degree with occupational changes increased from 42% in 2001 to 49% in 2009.  Career advancement as a motivation for pursuing the degree ranked third among motivating factors in 2001 and first in 2009.  Survey participants in 2009 came to campus much less often than survey participants in 2001 (68% vs. 22% in the lowest category for number of campus visits).  Table 1 shows trends in graduates’ perceptions of obstacles to off-campus study.  The proportion of graduates who rated the obstacles as slightly significant to significant declined from 2001 to 2009 for 11 out of thirteen obstacles and declined by 10% or more for six obstacles.
Table 1

Percentage of Respondents Who Rated Each Obstacle as Slightly Significant to Significant
	Obstacle
	2001 % 
	
	2009 % 

	Difficulty in balancing school, personal, and work responsibilities.
	66.7
	
	54.9

	Limited number of courses offered.
	62.5
	
	37.1

	Cost of the program.
	50.0
	
	40.3

	Lack of access to library facilities.
	43.5
	
	24.2

	Course offerings did not fit needs.
	37.5
	
	35.5

	Dealing with a number of different departments.
	37.5
	
	24.1

	Lack of scholarships.
	34.7
	
	30.7

	Lack of access to instructors.
	29.2
	
	27.4

	Lack of access to other students.
	29.2
	
	32.3

	Prerequisites required for classes.
	25.0
	
	14.5

	Accessing financial aid at the University.
	21.7
	
	16.1

	Attending sessions held on campus.
	20.8
	
	63.3

	Faculty did not understand student needs.
	8.4
	
	8.1


Conclusions and Recommendations

The Master of Agriculture degree program has done an increasingly better job of serving students over time.  Students are able to complete the degree program in a timelier manner and are finding that the degree contributes to career opportunities.  Graduates reported traveling to campus much less frequently, but expect to travel even less as indicated by their perception that attending sessions on campus was a significant obstacle.  Graduates believed that faculty have done a consistently good job of understanding their needs.  Several developments may have contributed to improved program performance.  Some of these developments include ongoing technology enhancements that improved the quality of course materials and communications; training for faculty and staff provided by the Center for Excellence in Learning and Teaching; expanded access to electronic publications through the university library; course development and enhancement grants provided by the College of Agriculture and Life Sciences; and employment of a student support specialist to assist distance learners in the college. We recommend that program administrators focus on completely asynchronous delivery, control costs, and maintain reasonable program and course expectations so that students are able to balance their various responsibilities.
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