Innovative Idea













Using Web2.0 Technologies to Market Distance Education Degree Programs


Samantha Alvis
Graduate Assistant
[bookmark: _GoBack]Texas A&M University
228 D Scoates, MS 2116
College Station, TX 77843-2116
979-458-1049
salvis@aged.tamu.edu 

Robert Strong
Assistant Professor
Texas A&M University
2116 TAMU
College Station, TX. 77843-2116
979-862-3012
r-strong@tamu.edu



Using Web2.0 Technologies to Market Distance Education Degree Programs
 Need for Innovation
The use of Web 2.0 technologies such as blogs, social networks, communities, forums and content aggregators (Constantinides & Fountain, 2008) as a marketing tool for distance education programs is still relatively new and unexplored.  The field of agricultural and extension education has found success in using Facebook as an educational tool for Master Gardner Programs (Langellotto-Rhodaback, 2010; Meyer, Burrows, Jeanette, Welty, and  Boyson, 2010).  It is time for the field to utilize Web 2.0 technologies not only for educational purposes, but also for recruitment and marketing purposes.

As the joint Doctor of Education in Agricultural Education degree program, known as Doc@Distance (D@D), between [Name] University and [Name] University reached a milestone 10 year anniversary, a need arose to assess the techniques and audiences that current marketing targeted.  According to the National Center for Education Statistics (2008), 60% of institutions offered graduate or professional courses through distance education during the 2006-07 academic year, showing the variety of options, as well as competition, for advanced distance education.  In order to stand out among the competition, D@D must find a niche area for promotion of the advanced degree.  
Steps
[Name] and [Name] university should work to more closely focus marketing efforts of the program towards professionals most likely to join future cohort groups and to using no and low cost Web2.0 technologies to market the program. 

The first step is to closely examine the members of previous D@D cohort groups.  While secondary agricultural educators have traditionally been the target audience for D@D marketing efforts, a review of past cohort group members show that the majority of participants in the program are not secondary agricultural educators, but instead are extension professionals (Table 1).  More than half of D@D cohort members were extension professionals and the second most common cohort member were in professionals related to education such administrative positions.  Only 16.98% of cohort participants have been agricultural educators, and 50.94% were extension professionals.
Table 1
Cohort Group Professions by Year 
	Cohort 
Group
	Extension Professionals
	Agricultural 
Educators
	Education 
Professionals 
	Non-Ag Professionals
	Unknown
	Total

	Cohort 1 (2000)
	8
	2
	4
	1
	0
	15

	Cohort 2 (2003)
	4
	1
	6
	0
	0
	11

	Cohort 3 (2006)
	8
	4
	3
	0
	2
	17

	Cohort 4 (2009)
	7
	2
	1
	0
	0
	10

	Total
	27
	9
	14
	1
	2
	53





Step two is to focus future marketing and recruitment efforts at the audience identified as most likely to pursue and benefit from an advanced degree earned through distance education and to use emerging technology to recruit.  
Implications
Through more focused marketing materials, extension professionals can be targeted for participation in the D@D program, resulting in increased opportunities for earning potential and career advancement.  According to the United States Department of Agriculture (2009) on average, those employed in Cooperation Extension field staff positions can average $10, 217 more with a doctorate degree over a master degree and those in state specialist positions can average $28, 891 more. From a regional marketing perspective, if D@D marketing materials were focused even more specifically in the 15 State Southern Region, the difference in earnings between a masters and doctorate degree for state specialists exceeds $30,000, providing further incentive for an extension professional to pursue an advanced degree. 

A secondary implication of more targeted marketing is increased revenue for the partner universities.  With anticipated [state] budget cuts to higher education in 2012 and 2013, the university partners have an opportunity to increase the number of students in each cohort group, increasing funding opportunities for each university.
Future Plans and Costs
If extension professionals are interested in a career path that involves becoming a state level specialist or an administrative position, they will like require a doctoral degree (Scheer, Ferrari, Earnest, & Connors, 2006).  

With budgetary restrictions a limitation to expanding the marketing of D@D, coordinators should commence utilizing D@D alumni and current students who are extension professionals and members of Extension professional associations to market the program among the membership.  Extension professionals experienced with D@D could market the program at annual association meetings and regularly through the preferred avenue of member communications within each association.  This creates a win-win situation, as Stein, Wanstreet, Sauncers and Lutz (2009) recommend, connecting potential adult learners in higher education with existing students in order to “discuss how to juggle the demands of learning, earning, and living” (p. 6).  

In addition to utilizing current and former cohort group members, Facebook and other Web2.0 technology can and should be utilized by D@D to promote and connect potential participants.  A Facebook group for D@D should be utilized for past, current and future cohort group members to utilize for communication.

Additional D@D marketing efforts should focus on:

1. Using free or low-cost Web 2.0 technologies to build an “on-line community” for past, current and future cohort group members.
2. Utilizing current students and alumni to recruit through Web 2.0 platforms, as well as at  extension professional conferences; 
3. Advertising in publications designed for extension professionals;
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