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The Bachelor of Science in Professional Agriculture Off-Campus Degree Program:

A Final Alumni Evaluation 

Introduction
[State] University began offering a Bachelor of Science Degree in Professional Agriculture to distant learners in 1991.  This was done to expand on its off-campus Master of Agriculture degree program which began in 1979.  Both programs were created to extend educational opportunities in agriculture to persons who could not or preferred not to study on campus ([Author], 1995).  A decision was made to begin phasing out the BS program in the fall of 2003.  No students were admitted after summer 2003 and students who were already in the program had until the summer of 2009 to finish.  We decided to survey recent graduates as a summative program evaluation focused on processes and outcomes (Fitzpatrick, Sanders, & Worthen, 2004).  The findings will be used to enhance continuing distance education programs in the College of Agriculture and Life Sciences. 
Purpose

This purpose of this study was to conduct a final program evaluation of the Bachelor of Science in Professional Agriculture Degree Program from the perspective of recent alumni.
Methodology


The population for this study included 33 persons who earned a Bachelor of Science in Professional Agriculture degree at [State] University between summer 2001 and summer 2009.  Since program inception in 1991, 60 persons had graduated. The questionnaire used to collect data contained demographic questions, questions related to experiences with the degree 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 .75.  A panel of experts judged the questionnaire to be content and face valid. Data were collected by mailed questionnaire.  The response rate was 72% (n=24).  The researchers followed Lindner, Murphy, and Briers’ (2001) recommendations for handling nonresponse.  The protocol for comparing early and late respondents was used.  No statistically significant differences were found.  It was concluded that the results were generalizable to the target population.
Results
The typical graduate of the Bachelor of Science in Professional Agriculture degree program was male (54%), 46 years old, and took 60 months to complete the program.  Most (87%) graduates had completed the program within six years.  The occupation most frequently held by graduates was farmer (29%).  Two gradates (8%) were in each of the following occupations: agribusiness, soil conservation, and consulting.  No other occupational area was identified by more than one graduate.  The percentage of graduates who credited their degree with occupational changes was 58%.  Graduates’ highest ranked factor for enrolling in the program was to pursue a degree followed by career advancement, acquiring current technical knowledge, and the enjoyment of learning.  Most (83%) of the graduates came to campus 10 or fewer times during the course of their program.  Of thirteen obstacles to off-campus study a majority of graduates perceived four of them to be significant.  With percentage of graduates indicating significance in parentheses these included limited course offerings (87%), difficulty in balancing school, personal and work responsibilities (65%), program cost (52%), and lack of scholarships (52%). Dealing with a number of different departments (0%), and faculty that did not understand student needs (13%) had the fewest number of graduates indicating that they were significant obstacles.  Graduates were asked to indicate how satisfied they were with the program on a scale ranging from very dissatisfied to very satisfied.  Half (50%) were very satisfied, 46% were satisfied, and 4% were somewhat dissatisfied.  Graduates were asked what specific aspects of the program that they liked best.  Responses came from 23 different graduates.  The most frequently cited strengths had to do with flexibility and convenience (n=15).  One graduate commented that “I could do my class work when my time permitted” while another wrote that “it allowed me to complete a degree program without being in [city].” Quality instruction and advising were mentioned as positive program aspects seven times.  One student wrote “the teachers/professors were excellent to understand and learn under.  Some of my professors I still read about in the local ag news papers, farm magazines, etc.”  Twenty one graduates commented on aspects of the program that were liked least.  The lack of courses clearly stood out as a weakness and was mentioned seven times.  One student wrote “the ability to choose different classes for the requirements” and another stated “the lack of different courses.  Often it seemed the courses were geared towards crop science and not towards animal science.”  Less frequently cited weaknesses included slow response to questions by some instructors (n=3) and technical problems (n=3).
Conclusions and Recommendations

The Bachelor of Science in Professional Agriculture Off-Campus Degree Program was successful in extending educational opportunities in agriculture to distant learners.  The program served a diverse clientele of adults with an almost equal number of males and females graduating between 2001 and 2009.  Graduates overall were satisfied with the program and gave it credit for positive occupational changes.  Regarding process, the program offered convenience and flexibility that was much appreciated by graduates.  Faculty and advisors did a good job of working with students in the program.  The most significant obstacle faced by graduates was the limited course offerings which was also the most frequently listed weakness of the program.  Difficulty in offering sufficient numbers and variety of off-campus courses at the undergraduate level was a major factor in the decision to discontinue this program.  The College of Agriculture and Life Sciences no longer offers an undergraduate degree program at a distance, but it has expanded the emphasis on distance learning at the master’s degree level to include programs in Community Development, Agriculture, Agricultural Education, Agronomy, and Seed Technology and Business.  We recommend that persons responsible for these graduate programs continue to pursue strategies (e.g. sharing course revenue with departments and faculty, sharing courses with other universities) that will ensure sufficient numbers and variety of courses.  This will ultimately determine program sustainability.
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