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Abstract
The Centre for Distance Education, Athabasca University, commenced a survey of all graduates of its two programs, the Master of Distance Education (MDE) degree, and the Graduate Diploma (GD) in Technology, in late 2006.  Alumni were asked how program completion had affected their careers, and their plans for the future.  A total of 84 graduates (28.3% of all graduates) responded, two-thirds from graduating classes of 2004 or later.  Using an online survey and telephone interviews, the study found that 56% of the respondents were employed in distance education (DE), in a variety of areas.  The major impact of program completion was on personal confidence, credibility as seen by others, and promotion potential.  Those working in distance education were much more involved with distance education issues, including new job responsibilities, and perceived themselves to have more job autonomy and project management duties, and more potential for promotion.  Those employed in the field were also much more likely to read the DE literature, and to attend conferences and other DE-related events.  

Introduction

Virtually all post-secondary programs profess interest in the employability of their graduates.  In universities globally, in the era of the knowledge economy,  a “soft revolution” has occurred; with knowledge replacing physical resources as the main driver of economic growth, post-secondary education has experienced “a thunderstorm of changes” (“The brains business,” 2005, p. 3).  Among the changes are burgeoning overall enrolments, greater competition, vastly increased spending by governments (presently, $300 billion a year, or 1% of global economic output), closer alliances between universities, business, and industry, and the perceived “death of distance,” as technologies enable world-wide programming (Dick, Case, & Burns, 2001; Goethals, Hurshman, Sischy, Winston, Zhalev, & Zimmerman, 2004).  

All of these developments have been accompanied for some time by recognition of the importance of improved accountability at all levels of public education, especially where previous efforts have been perceived as inadequate (Darling-Hammond & Falk, 1997; Phillips, 1998; Dilworth & Willis, 2003; Davidson-Shivers, Inpornjivit, & Seller, 2004; Simonson, Smaldino, Albright, & Zvacek, 2006; Johnson, 2006).  Despite recognition of its importance, accountability research has been sparse (Martin, Milne-Home, Barrett, Spalding, & Jones, 2000; Askov & Simpson, 2001).  As Ewell notes (quoted by Wiley, 2005, p. 122), “[T]he point is not so much that outcomes [of educational programs] are visibly deficient as the fact that no one seems to know what they are.’’

  
Accountability in relation to higher education programs includes a range of issues, including disappointing completion rates, perceived inadequacies in the preparation of graduates for the demands of the global economy, increasing costs, and persistent gaps in attainment across income and racial lines (Shulock, 2006, p. 2).  Researchers argue that data and policies at both the state/provincial and institutional levels are needed to answer the questions of policy-makers and program planners regarding these complex socio-educational issues (Moore, 2006, pp. 20 – 21; Shulock, 2006).

Gathering and analyzing information about the careers of students after graduation is a fundamental form of institutional accountability.  However, little directly relevant data on the actual or perceived impact of graduate credentials on graduates’ subsequent careers is available.  Further, some of what exists is based on small samples, or is apparently contradictory in some ways (discussed below). Thus, the principal purposes of the present study were:

1. To gather graduates’ perceptions about the impact of their Athabasca University program on their subsequent career progress and development; 
2. To obtain information, perceptions, opinions, and suggestions about how courses and other program elements might better prepare graduates for career progression.
Literature review


Participation in follow-up surveys.  Reports of graduates’ careers are based on varying sample sizes and rates of response, often low, perhaps due to the tendency of graduates (about 30%) to move shortly after completing studies (Martin et al., 2000, p. 204).  Belcheir (2001) reported results from 2,014 students, 40% of her population.  Caison’s (2002) sample consisted of 125 graduates, 44% of the population.  Lower rates were reported by others: 25% (Davidson-Shivers et al., 2004); 24% (Distance Education and Training Council, 1994);  approximately 33% (Martin et al., 2000); 5% (MacFarland, 1999, 2000).  Some studies deliberately used small samples: Meuschke and Gribbons (2003) reported on 17 alumni, a sample they admitted was “quite small”; Rice, Stewart, and Hujber (2000) used a purposive (“quota”) sample consisting of 10 individuals from each of the past ten graduating years, eventually achieving a participation rate of 28% (p. 260); Porter and Umback (2001b) obtained participation from 1,532 of 5,952 graduates, 34%; Wisan and her colleagues’ (2001) response rate was 31%.



The medium used to survey graduates was found to be potentially significant for response rates.  Porter and Umbach (2001a), in a study of respondents’ preferences, found that only 2% of their target population at that time used the Internet to complete the requested survey.  They concluded that asking participants to copy a URL from a postal letter in order to access study instruments constituted a “quite substantial” barrier to participation (p. 9).  Tomsic, Hendel, and Matross (2000) found that younger students and males were more willing to complete web-based surveys.  They also observed that the proportion who selected web-based survey access doubled over the course of the study, suggesting that as familiarity with online media grew so did the likelihood of using those media to participate in research.  The work of Gosling, Vazire, Srivastava, & John (2004) supported the use of the Internet for survey research: in a study comparing online and tradition research results, they concluded, “our analyses also suggest that the data provided by Internet methods are at least as good quality as those provided by traditional paper-and-pencil methods” (p. 102).  These results, covering less than a five year period, show how quickly the Internet has become an accepted method for communication and for research purposes (a finding that encouraged use of the Internet as part of this study).


Other studies creatively avoided the issue of participation rates: Delaney (2002) did not report one; DeBourgh (2003) reported 100% participation from a “sample of convenience,” by which he appeared to mean “everyone who participated”; Rice et al. (2000) did not randomly select, but phoned until they achieved their “quota” sample of ten persons per graduating year of interest, leaving unclear the proportion of those approached who agreed to participate. (To their credit, this group, somewhat uniquely in the reports reviewed, pilot-tested their instruments and methods).



Relevance of alumni feedback.  Rice et al. (2000) noted that studies that focus on "objective" data (numeric data from Students’ Records, for example) may miss richer forms of qualitative and impressionistic information available from alumni (p. 254).  The same study concluded that alumni were uniquely capable of giving both cognitive and affective feedback on programs because, to the degree that they were in the process of establishing their careers, they were especially sensitive to the relevance of their academic preparation (p. 256).  This point was supported by a survey of nursing program graduates six months after commencement (College of the Canyons, 2003).  As a result of feedback received from a small number (n = 17) of alumni, the college felt compelled to amend several administrative procedures, and to consider establishing preparation opportunities for Board certification examinations.  Findings like these support the use of alumni as a source of well informed quantitative and qualitative data.


Career impact.  Graduation resulted in increased income, promotion to positions of higher status and responsibility, and use of academic knowledge on the job, in a study of distance education graduates of Turkey’s Anadolu Open University (Demiray, 2000); most graduates also felt their distance degree was equivalent to degrees from traditional programs.  Davidson-Shivers et al. (2004) reported that most alumni credited their degree with helping them obtain their current position.  Martin et al. (2000, p. 1) reported that especially women, among the 248 Australian alumni surveyed, were likely to credit their training with enhancing their career prospects.

Delany (2002) investigated graduate “success,” defined by level of income and job responsibilities (p. 13).  She found that age and male gender were associated with success, but, perhaps surprisingly, that educational or academic achievement were not (pp. 17, 19).  Another interesting finding was that a PhD was negatively associated with managerial advancement, while a master’s was positively related only to a manager’s pay level (p. 8.)  Personal factors significantly correlated with success included having children, being or having been married (pp. 17 – 18), the size of the company (smaller was better), and having a entrepreneurial or management position (pp. 19 – 21).   
Belcheir (2001) surveyed over 2000 graduates of a state university.  Her respondents reported very low unemployment rates (1 to 2% of graduates who actively sought employment after graduation), and very high rates (90%) of use of university-acquired skills in their careers.  

In the previously mentioned College of the Canyons (2003) survey of nursing graduates, the majority of whom were women, all were employed (half part-time), and two-thirds planned to undertake further studies (the “vast majority” planning to enroll in part-time programs).  The employers of these graduates unanimously reported that, as employees, these graduates were competent in basic nursing skills, and provided quality care.

The issue of employers’ perceptions of the quality of distance-based training was the focus of a survey by Peat and Helland (2004).  They found that, while employers asserted that they considered more than educational background in hiring (p. 943), attitudes toward technology influenced the decision to hire or not to hire graduates of distance programs, and there was a perception among some employers that distance education was of lower quality than traditional training (Rodriguez, Ooms, Montanez, & Tan, 2005). 


Criticisms and suggestions.  Alumni sometimes criticized their programs, with the focus of their criticisms often dependent upon the length of time since graduation.  Belcheir (2002) studied ten years of graduates of a state university.  She found that recent graduates differed from prior graduates on several criteria.  Recent graduates:

· placed more importance on their careers and employability skills;

· thought that defining and solving problems, and being able to draw conclusions from data, were more important than did previous graduates;

· placed less emphasis on developing original products or ideas, or thinking objectively about their beliefs;

· thought that the college had more impact on developing skills employers needed than prior graduates did;

· expressed less satisfaction with the faculty’s teaching and interest in students, and with the quality of communications with faculty and peers (p. 4).

In general, the more recent graduates reported less satisfaction with their departments than earlier graduates and, although they placed more emphasis on employment skills, they were not sure the university had helped them attain them (Umbach & Porter, 2001).  The report concluded that these findings suggested internships and courses providing opportunities for the application of skills might be especially welcome to students. 

The study

In autumn 2006, all graduates of the Master of Distance Education (MDE) and the Graduate Diploma in Distance Education Technology (GD) programs were contacted using the last known email address on file at Athabasca University.  An e-mail (or a postal letter, if the e-mail was not known or current) informed all graduates that a study of graduates’ experiences and views was planned, and invited their participation.  If they agreed to participate, graduates were directed to a URL where, after confirmation of their consent, they completed an online survey.  Following the survey, graduates were asked if they would be willing to participate in a follow-up interview about the role of graduation in their career progress and development, and any information, perceptions, opinions, and suggestions they might want to share about how courses and other program elements might better prepare graduates for career progression.  (Attachment 1 contains all communications and instruments).       

Data from the online survey were collected by a research assistant (RA), who transferred the online results into Excel and SPSS-PC for statistical analysis.  The RA also conducted the follow-up interviews.  Interview data were transcribed in Word, and imported into ATLAS.ti for coding and qualitative analysis.  

The programs

Athabasca University’s Centre for Distance Education (CDE) offers an eleven-course master of distance education (MDE) degree, and a six-course graduate diploma in distance education technology (GD), both delivered entirely at a distance.  The MDE first admitted students in 1994, the GD in 1999.  Students completing the GD are able to continue into the MDE degree program, where all completed GD credits are accepted toward the degree.  


As of 1 September 2006, the cut-off for inclusion in this study, there had been 297 MDE degree graduates, 136 graduates of both the MDE and the GD, and 59 graduates of the Diploma only, for a total of 492 credentials awarded to 356 individuals.  Current contact information was available on 291 of the individual graduates, of which 84 participated (28.9%). 

Findings

Participants.  As shown in Table 1, over two-thirds of the respondents were MDE graduates, and over 65% were from classes that graduated in 2004 or later.  (The graduate from 2007 was probably anticipating program completion when contacted in fall 2006.)

Table 1:  Participations, by graduation year and program

	Graduation Year
	GD Only
(n)
	MDE Only
(n)
	Both GD & MDE (n)
	Total
n
	%

	1998
	0
	1
	0
	1
	1.2%

	1999
	0
	1
	0
	1
	1.2

	2000
	0
	2
	3
	5
	6.0

	2001
	0
	2
	3
	5
	6.0

	2002
	3
	3
	2
	8
	9.5

	2003
	0
	6
	2
	8
	9.5

	2004
	4
	13
	4
	21
	25.0

	2005
	1
	18
	1
	20
	23.8

	2006
	1
	12
	1
	14
	16.7

	2007
	0
	0
	1
	1
	1.2

	TOTAL
	9 / 10.7%
	58 / 69.1%
	17 / 20.2%
	84
	


Employment.  Table 2 shows employment status reported by MDE and GD graduate respondents.  All survey respondents were employed or studying; 56% of graduates were employed in the field of distance education. 

 Table 2:  Employment status by program

	Status
	GD Only
	MDE Only
	Both GD & MDE
	Total
	%

	Employed in distance education 
	6 / 12.8%
	31 / 70.0%
	10 / 21.3%
	47
	56.0

	Employed in an unrelated field
	3 / 8.3%
	26 / 72.2%
	7 / 19.4%
	36
	42.9

	Student*
	0 / 0%
	1 / 100%
	0 / 0%
	1
	1.2

	TOTAL
	9 / 10.7%
	58 / 69.1%
	17 / 20.2%
	84
	


χ² = .977, df = 4, p = .913


*Case excluded from later analysis of this variable.

The following shows examples of job titles in the various categories observed:

1. Teacher / instructor:

a. Professor

b. Instructor

c. Lecturer

d. Language instructor

2. Student

a. Doctoral student

b. PhD student

3. Training / education management

a. Coordinator of volunteer services

b. Campus executive director

c. Program leader

d. School administrator

e. Vice-principal, online school

4. Instructional design, curriculum development

a. Online curriculum developer

b. Instructional designer

c. Curriculum development coordinator

d. Curriculum consultant

5. Distance teaching, training

a. Online teacher

b. Training development officer (military)

c. Online instructor, university graduate program

6. Consultant

a. Training and communications consultant

b. eLearning consultant

7. Other

a. Plant operator

b. HR manager

c. Staff sergeant, support services


Table 3 shows the length of time respondents had spent in their present jobs, and with their present employers.  While the differences were not statistically significant, GD graduates tended to have spent the longest time in their current positions, and with their current employers.  No gender differences were observed.

Table 3:  Time with present employer, in present position, by program

	Variable
	GD (n=9)
(mean / SD)
	MDE (n=57)
(mean / SD)
	Both (n=17)
 (mean / SD)
	Total (n=83)
(mean / SD)

	Years employed in present position*
	7.8 / 7.49
	6.8 / 7.21
	3.8 / 3.50
	6.3 / 6.71

	Years employed with present employer**
	14.3 / 9.35
	10.6 / 8.92
	7.9 / 8.19
	10.45 / 8.89


*F = 1.55 (df = 2, 80), p = .218.

** F = 1.58 (df = 2, 80), p = .212.


Perceived job and career impact.  A central question of the study was the self-reported impact of graduation on employment.  Table 4 shows the results, ranked from most to least impact.  Respondents were asked to rate various potential career impacts on a 10-point scale, where 1 indicated negative impact, and 2 to 10 indicated, respectively, little or no impact and highest possible positive impact (see Attachment 1, Part A, for the full instrument).  

Table 4:  Impact of graduation on job and career, by mean and program
	Job and career element / Program
	n
	Mean
	S.D.
	Min / Max
	Mode*
	P

	Credibility in eyes of co-workers
	
	
	
	
	
	.458

	   - GD only
	9
	6.3
	2.83
	2 / 10
	5**
	

	   - MDE only
	55
	7.1
	2.21
	2 / 10
	9
	

	   - Both
	17
	7.5
	2.32
	2 / 10
	6**
	

	     Total
	81
	7.1
	2.30
	2 / 10
	9
	

	Leadership capability
	
	
	
	
	
	.277

	   - GD only
	9
	6.1
	2.42
	2 / 10
	5**
	

	   - MDE only
	57
	6.6
	2.26
	1 / 10
	7
	

	   - Both
	17
	7.4
	1.20
	5 / 10
	7**
	

	     Total
	83
	6.7
	2.15
	1 / 10
	7
	

	Personal confidence at work
	
	
	
	
	
	.176

	   - GD only
	9
	6.0
	3.20
	1 / 10
	3**
	

	   - MDE only
	56
	7.3
	2.46
	2 / 10
	10
	

	   - Both
	17
	7.9
	1.76
	5 / 10
	8**
	

	     Total
	82
	7.2
	2.45
	1 / 10
	10
	

	New job responsibilities
	
	
	
	
	
	.665

	   - GD only
	9
	5.7
	2.50
	2 / 9
	5**
	

	   - MDE only
	56
	6.0
	2.85
	1 / 10
	7
	

	   - Both
	17
	6.6
	2.90
	2 / 10
	2**
	

	     Total
	82
	6.1
	2.81
	1 / 10
	7
	

	Respect from co-workers
	
	
	
	
	
	.104

	   - GD only
	9
	5.2
	3.07
	1/10
	3**
	

	   - MDE only
	56
	6.6
	2.39
	2/10
	6**
	

	   - Both
	17
	7.4
	1.90
	4/10
	7
	

	     Total
	82
	6.6
	2.42
	1 / 10
	6**
	

	Project direction/management
	
	
	
	
	
	.337

	   - GD only
	9
	5.1
	2.85
	1 / 10
	5**
	

	   - MDE only
	55
	5.8
	2.91
	1 / 10
	2
	

	   - Both
	17
	6.7
	2.31
	2 / 9
	7
	

	     Total
	81
	5.9
	2.80
	1 / 10
	2
	

	Promotion potential
	
	
	
	
	
	.117

	   - GD only
	9
	4.4
	2.35
	2 / 9
	2**
	

	   - MDE only
	55
	5.9
	2.79
	1 / 10 
	8
	

	   - Both
	17
	6.8
	2.41
	2 / 10
	8
	

	     Total
	81
	5.9
	2.71
	1 / 10
	8
	

	More job autonomy
	
	
	
	
	
	.365

	   - GD only
	9
	4.4
	3.47
	1 / 10
	1**
	

	   - MDE only
	55
	5.5
	2.99
	1 / 10
	2
	

	   - Both
	17
	6.2
	3.03
	2 / 9
	9
	

	     Total
	81
	5.5
	3.05
	1 / 10
	2
	

	Salary increase
	
	
	
	
	
	.325

	   - GD only
	9
	4.0
	3.00
	1 / 10
	2
	

	   - MDE only
	56
	4.7
	3.14
	1 / 10
	2
	

	   - Both
	17
	5.8
	3.19
	2 / 10
	2
	

	     Total
	82
	4.8
	3.14
	1 / 10
	2
	

	Number of supervisees
	
	
	
	
	
	.373

	   - GD only
	8
	2.8
	1.83
	1 / 6
	2
	

	   - MDE only
	54
	3.3
	2.36
	1 / 10
	2
	

	   - Both
	16
	4.0
	1.93
	1 / 7
	2
	

	     Total
	78
	3.4
	2.36
	1 / 10
	2
	


*Where multiple modes occurred, lowest value is shown.

**Multiple modes exist.
From Table 4:

· None of the items produced statistically different ratings.

· On three items, graduates rated the impact of graduation as 6 or higher on the 10-point scale: More personal confidence at work (mean = 7.2); Credibility in eyes of co-workers (7.1); and Leadership capability (6.7).
· On three items, the mode of the rating was 8 or higher: More personal confidence at work (mode = 10); Credibility in eyes of co-workers (9); and Promotion potential (8).
· Lowest ratings (mean less than 5.0, mode = 2 for all groups) were observed on two items: Salary increase (mean = 4.8), and Number of supervisees (3.4).
Additional information from the “comments” section of the questionnaire and from the interviews concerning the impact of graduation on respondents’ jobs and careers is shown in “Comments,” below.

Table 5 shows how graduation was perceived to have impacted the plans and intentions of the survey participants.  

Table 5:  Impact of graduation on plans and intentions, by mean 

	Plans and intentions / Program
	N
	Mean
	S.D.
	Min / Max
	Mode*
	P

	Monitor technology developments
	
	
	
	
	
	.185

	   - GD only
	8
	5.9
	2.64
	2 / 10
	5
	

	   - MDE only
	57
	7.0
	2.43
	1 / 10
	10
	

	   - Both
	17
	7.7
	1.65
	4 / 10
	9
	

	     Total
	82
	7.1
	2.34
	1 / 10
	8**
	

	Read DE literature
	
	
	
	
	
	.213

	   - GD only
	9
	5.1
	2.26
	2 / 9
	5
	

	   - MDE only
	57
	6.6
	2.47
	2 / 10
	7
	

	   - Both
	17
	6.7
	2.23
	2 / 10
	7
	

	     Total
	83
	6.5
	2.42
	2 / 10
	7
	

	Considering doctoral studies
	
	
	
	
	
	.278

	   - GD only
	9
	4.7
	3.24
	2 / 10
	2
	

	   - MDE only
	57
	5.6
	3.12
	1 / 10
	2
	

	   - Both
	17
	6.7
	2.87
	2 / 10
	2**
	

	     Total
	83
	5.7
	3.13
	1 / 10
	2
	

	Remain connected to AU 
	
	
	
	
	
	.139

	   - GD only
	9
	4.3
	2.92
	1 / 10
	2
	

	   - MDE only
	56
	5.4
	2.66
	1 / 10
	2
	

	   - Both
	17
	6.5
	2.58
	2 / 10
	6**
	

	     Total
	82
	5.5
	2.70
	1 / 10
	2**
	

	Considering changing jobs
	
	
	
	
	
	.267

	   - GD only
	9
	4.2
	3.56
	1 / 9
	1
	

	   - MDE only
	57
	5.7
	2.82
	1 / 10 
	2
	

	   - Both
	17
	4.8
	2.90
	1 / 10
	2
	

	     Total
	83
	5.4
	2.93
	1 / 10
	2
	

	Considering other institution
	
	
	
	
	
	.392

	   - GD only
	9
	3.4
	2.70
	1 / 10
	2**
	

	   - MDE only
	57
	4.3
	2.61
	1 / 10
	2
	

	   - Both
	17
	4.9
	2.75
	1 / 9
	2
	

	     Total
	83
	4.4
	2.65
	1 / 10
	2
	

	Attend professional conferences
	
	
	
	
	
	.018

	   - GD only
	9
	3.4
	2.46
	1 / 9
	2
	

	   - MDE only
	57
	5.6
	3.01
	1 / 10
	2
	

	   - Both
	17
	6.8
	2.35
	2 / 10
	7
	

	     Total
	83
	5.6
	2.95
	1 / 10
	2
	

	Considering another masters
	
	
	
	
	
	.082

	   - GD only
	9
	2.8
	2.17
	1 / 7
	2
	

	   - MDE only
	57
	3.0
	2.05
	1 / 9
	2
	

	   - Both
	17
	4.3
	2.54
	1 / 8
	2**
	

	     Total
	83
	3.2
	2.21
	1 / 9
	2
	

	Remain connected to classmates
	
	
	
	
	
	.052

	   - GD only
	9
	2.7
	2.78
	1 / 10
	2
	

	   - MDE only
	57
	3.1
	2.20
	1 / 10
	2
	

	   - Both
	17
	4.6
	2.85
	2 / 10
	2
	

	     Total
	83
	3.4
	2.46
	1 / 10
	2
	


*Where multiple modes occurred, lowest value is shown.

**Multiple modes exist.

From Table 5:

· The difference on one item was significant beyond the .05 level: holders of both the MDE and the GD credentials were more likely to attend professional conferences, events (p = .018)

· On four items, the overall mode was 2, indicating “little or no impact”: Considering another masters; Remain connected to Centre for Distance Education classmates; Consider a program at another institution (other than AU); and Considering changing jobs.

An analysis was also performed to determine the impact of working or not working in the field of distance education on responses.  As might be expected, respondents working in the field (n=47) were much more likely to report continued interest in aspects of DE, compared with those not working in distance education (n=36), as shown in Tables 6 and 7.

Table 6:  Impact of graduation on job and career, by employment type
	Job and career element / Program
	n
	Mean
	S.D.
	Min / Max
	Mode*
	P

	Personal confidence at work
	
	
	
	
	
	.001

	   - Employed in DE
	47
	8.0
	2.18
	1 / 10
	10
	

	   - Not employed in DE
	35
	6.3
	2.47
	2 / 10
	7
	

	     Total
	82
	7.2
	2.45
	1 / 10
	10
	

	Credibility in eyes of co-workers
	
	
	
	
	
	.000

	   - Employed in DE
	46
	7.9
	1.94
	2 / 10
	9
	

	   - Not employed in DE
	35
	6.0
	2.32
	2 / 10
	6
	

	     Total
	81
	7.1
	2.31
	2 / 10
	9
	

	Leadership capability
	
	
	
	
	
	.000

	   - Employed in DE
	47
	7.5
	1.68
	2 / 10
	7**
	

	   - Not employed in DE
	35
	5.7
	2.36
	1 / 10
	7
	

	     Total
	82
	6.7
	2.17
	1 / 10
	7
	

	Respect from co-workers
	
	
	
	
	
	.048

	   - Employed in DE
	47
	7.0
	2.40
	1 / 10
	8
	

	   - Not employed in DE
	35
	6.0
	2.38
	2 / 10
	6**
	

	     Total
	82
	6.6
	2.43
	1 / 10
	6**
	

	New job responsibilities
	
	
	
	
	
	.000

	   - Employed in DE
	47
	7.5
	2.17
	2 / 10
	7
	

	   - Not employed in DE
	35
	4.2
	2.50
	1 / 10
	2
	

	     Total
	82
	6.1
	2.83
	1 / 10
	7
	

	Promotion potential
	
	
	
	
	
	.000

	   - Employed in DE
	46
	6.9
	2.27
	2 / 10
	8
	

	   - Not employed in DE
	35
	4.7
	2.82
	1 / 10
	2
	

	     Total
	81
	5.9
	2.73
	1 / 10
	8
	

	Project direction, management
	
	
	
	
	
	.000

	   - Employed in DE
	47
	7.0
	2.51
	1 / 10
	7
	

	   - Not employed in DE
	34
	4.4
	2.57
	1 / 10
	2
	

	     Total
	81
	5.9
	2.81
	1 / 10
	2
	

	More job autonomy
	
	
	
	
	
	.000

	   - Employed in DE
	47
	6.7
	2.90
	1 / 10
	9
	

	   - Not employed in DE
	34
	3.9
	2.56
	1 / 10
	2
	

	     Total
	81
	5.5
	3.06
	1 / 10
	2
	

	Salary increase
	
	
	
	
	
	.006

	   - Employed in DE
	47
	5.6
	3.14
	1 / 10
	2
	

	   - Not employed in DE
	35
	3.7
	2.88
	1 / 10
	2
	

	     Total
	82
	4.8
	3.20
	1 / 10
	2
	

	Number of supervisees
	
	
	
	
	
	.032

	   - Employed in DE
	45
	3.8
	2.54
	1 / 10
	2
	

	   - Not employed in DE
	33
	2.7
	1.59
	1 / 7
	2
	

	     Total
	78
	3.4
	2.25
	1 / 10
	2
	


*Where multiple modes occurred, lowest value is shown.

**Multiple modes exist.

Based on Table 6:

· Those employed in distance education rated every survey item higher in impact.

· The greatest differences in mean ratings (2.0 or more) and in mode (5 or more) were found on four items (mean and mode difference in parentheses): New job responsibilities (mean difference = 3.3, mode difference = 5); More job autonomy (2.8, 7); Project direction/management duties (2.6, 5); and Promotion potential (2.2, 6).

Table 7:  Impact of graduation on plans and intentions, by program
	Plans and intentions / Program
	n
	Mean
	S.D.
	Min / Max
	Mode*
	P
	Rank

	Considering doctoral studies
	
	
	
	
	
	.807
	3

	   - Employed in DE
	47
	5.8
	3.12
	1 / 10
	2
	
	

	   - Not employed in DE
	36
	5.6
	3.15
	2 / 10
	2
	
	

	     Total
	83
	5.7
	3.11
	1 / 10
	2
	
	

	Considering another masters
	
	
	
	
	
	.981
	9

	   - Employed in DE
	47
	3.2
	2.22
	1 / 9
	2
	
	

	   - Not employed in DE
	36
	3.2
	2.26
	1 / 8
	2
	
	

	     Total
	83
	3.2
	2.22
	1 / 9
	2**
	
	

	Considering changing jobs
	
	
	
	
	
	.042
	6

	   - Employed in DE
	47
	5.9
	3.0
	1 / 10
	2**
	
	

	   - Not employed in DE
	36
	4.6
	2.63
	1 / 10 
	2
	
	

	     Total
	83
	5.4
	2.91
	1 / 10
	2
	
	

	Remain connected to classmates
	
	
	
	
	
	.023
	8

	   - Employed in DE
	47
	3.9
	2.84
	1 / 10
	2
	
	

	   - Not employed in DE
	36
	2.7
	1.49
	2 / 7
	2
	
	

	     Total
	83
	3.4
	2.42
	1 / 10
	2
	
	

	Remain connected to AU 
	
	
	
	
	
	.234
	5

	   - Employed in DE
	47
	5.8
	2.83
	1 / 10
	10
	
	

	   - Not employed in DE
	35
	5.1
	2.51
	1 / 10
	2
	
	

	     Total
	82
	5.5
	2.71
	1 / 10
	2**
	
	

	Attend professional conferences
	
	
	
	
	
	.000
	4

	   - Employed in DE
	47
	6.6
	2.78
	1 / 10
	10
	
	

	   - Not employed in DE
	36
	4.4
	2.63
	1 / 10
	2
	
	

	     Total
	83
	5.6
	2.92
	1 / 10
	2
	
	

	Read DE literature
	
	
	
	
	
	.000
	2

	   - Employed in DE
	47
	7.4
	1.99
	2 / 10
	7
	
	

	   - Not employed in DE
	36
	5.3
	2.40
	2 / 10
	2
	
	

	     Total
	83
	6.5
	2.41
	2 / 10
	7
	
	

	Monitor technology developments
	
	
	
	
	
	.059
	1

	   - Employed in DE
	46
	7.5
	2.15
	2 / 10
	8**
	
	

	   - Not employed in DE
	36
	6.5
	2.47
	1 / 10
	7
	
	

	     Total
	82
	7.1
	2.33
	1 / 10
	8**
	
	

	Considering other institution
	
	
	
	
	
	.044
	7

	   - Employed in DE
	47
	4.9
	2.94
	1 / 10
	2
	
	

	   - Not employed in DE
	36
	3.7
	2.07
	1 / 10
	2
	
	

	     Total
	83
	4.4
	2.65
	1 / 10
	2
	
	


*Where multiple modes occurred, lowest value is shown.

**Multiple modes exist.

Similarly, as shown in Table 7, marked differences existed between those employed and those not employed in distance education, in relation to graduates’ plans and intentions.  

· On two items, statistically significant differences beyond .01 were found, as well as differences in mode of 8 and 5 respectively:  Attend professional conferences, events (p = .000); and Read the DE (or related) literature (p = .000). 

· On three other items significant differences were found: Considering changing jobs  (p = .042); Remain connected to CDE classmates (p = .023); and Consider a program at another institution (other than AU) (p = (.044). 

Gender effects.  Women constitute about two-thirds of enrollees in CDE programs, and females comprised 57% of the respondents to this survey.  The following results were associated with gender, with women (F) more likely (at the .10 probability level) than men (M) to:
· Consider changing jobs (F = 5.92, M = 4.72, p = .064);

· Perceive more respect from co-workers (F = 6.98, M = 6.08, p = .095;

· Perceive more personal leadership capability (F = 7.06, M = 6.28, p = .100); 

· Consider doctoral studies (F = 6.27, M = 5.14, p = .101).

Women differed from men in the strength of their views on some items, as shown by the modal values for the following:
· New job responsibilities (F = 7, M = 2); 

· Promotion potential (F = 8, M = 2); 

· Project direction/management duties (F = 8, M = 2); 

· Considering changing jobs (F = 7, M = 2); 

· Remain connected to Athabasca University (F = 10, M = 5).  

On six items, both men and women’s ratings tended to be high (modes of 7 or above): Credibility in eyes of co-workers (F = 9, M = 8); Leadership capability (F = 8, M = 7); More personal confidence at work (F = 8, M = 10); Additional respect from co-workers (F = 9, M = 7); Read the DE (or related) literature (F = 7, M = 7); Monitor technology developments (F = 8, M = 9). 
Respondents’ comments


The free-response comments from the survey and the interviews were combined to add detail to the survey results.  The frequency of free responses by category, and the number of comments pertaining to each, were as follows:

Table 8: Categories of interview results and survey comments (ranked by mentions).

	Category
	Mentions
	%

	1. Program strengths.
	195
	23.0%

	2. Employer assistance.
	116
	13.7

	3. Specific helps in completing the program.
	113
	13.3

	4. Intentions in enrolling.
	79
	9.3

	5. General suggestions.
	77
	9.1

	6. Influential factors.
	75
	8.8

	7. Useful skills or knowledge gained.
	66
	7.8

	8. Recommendations to a friend.
	33
	3.9

	9. Attitudes of co-workers.
	33
	3.9

	10. Program weaknesses.
	26
	3.1

	11. Problems with employer.
	16
	1.9

	12. Barriers to program completion.
	10
	1.2

	13. Employer attitudes.
	5
	0.6

	14. Potential employer help.
	4
	0.5

	TOTAL
	848
	



It was common for comments in the same category to include both positive and negative outlooks.  For example, the topic of “synchronous interaction” elicited praise (“opportunities for sync[hronous] interaction [were] of a value”) and criticism (“The downside ... is that you take dist[ance] education so you can do it in your own time.”)  


A summary of the specific comments in each of the identified categories is provided in Attachment 2.

Summary and discussion

The study employed online and telephone data gathering methods, and was based on input from about 29% of graduates of the CDE, most from recent graduating classes.  The literature contains reports based on studies ranging from 5 to 44% of the target population, and suggests that the longer the time since graduation the more career-focused the observations are likely to be.  Use of online data-gathering methods was also commonly found in the literature, with the observation that this method was experiencing increasing acceptance by potential respondents.

The literature also contained evidence of the importance of the human aspects of programs: the observation was made that, beyond initial adjustments that focused on technology, it was the impact of instructors and staff, especially their availability and support, that determined the overall satisfaction of graduates, not the technologies alone (Rice et al., 2000; Askov & Simpson, 2001; Goethals et al., 2004).

Finally, the literature suggested that salaries were positively affected by program completion, especially for women, and it was common for graduates (particularly women) to plan further study, especially part-time, after graduation.

Respondents in this study were relatively recent graduates; as noted, this fact might affect the accuracy of their judgments about the eventual impact of the program on their careers.  Even with that caveat, however, respondents reported that completion of a graduate credential, especially when accompanied by employment in the field, resulted in identifiable career impacts, and effects on attitudes and expectations.  In addition to increased personal confidence, graduates perceived that co-workers attributed greater credibility to them, and that their chances of promotion were enhanced.  

The 57% of the respondents who were employed (under a wide variety of job titles) in a distance education-related position were much more likely to be involved in distance education issues and activities.  This group reported different experiences in the workplace, and had different plans and expectations: they were more likely to attend conferences and read the DE literature, and to experience greater enlargement in scope in all aspects of their job, especially in new responsibilities, more autonomy, new project management and direction opportunities, job changes, and promotion potential.  Those not working in distance education, on the other hand, were less likely to report impact on responsibilities or salary after graduation.

All respondents who were working in distance education perceived that they had greater credibility and respect in the eyes of their co-workers, possessed more leadership capability, and had higher levels of personal confidence.  In addition, as a result of graduation, women were more likely than men to consider changing jobs, to consider embarking on doctoral studies, and, on the job, to perceive themselves as more capable leaders.

There was unanimous agreement on the importance of willing and competent administrative office staff, access to faculty, and liberal faculty feedback.  On other questions there was less agreement: some respondents suggested more synchronous interaction and face-to-face learning opportunities, and use of more current technologies (for study and in demonstrations), while others looked askance on both of these.  Detailed revisions to course content, when they were suggested, were mainly to reflect more current DE practices, and to identify emerging or likely future trends in the field.  

Conclusion

Follow-up of graduates, as conducted in this study, is a major element of program and institutional accountability, as well as a source of information relevant to program evolution.  While fewer than one-third of eligible alumni participated in the study, the increasing proportion of participants from more recent graduating classes suggests that it may be easier to locate those graduates (a finding from the literature), and also perhaps that the career-related concerns reflected in the study are more relevant to recent graduates.  

The study provided information on graduates’ perceptions of the career and personal impacts of completion of graduate studies.  The major finding, that those who were employed in the field attributed more impact from graduation, and perceived that their futures would involve more distance education-related contents and activities, confirms that graduation affected these alumni broadly.  Changes were perceived in personal confidence, autonomy, scope of duties and responsibilities, and credibility and respect in the eyes of others.  

It was perhaps not surprising that those not working in distance education had different perceptions of the impact of graduation in these areas.  The reasons for working outside of distance education, and the plans of those not able to find DE employment, were not explored in detail in this study, and may be of interest in future follow-up studies.  (It is possible that career decisions to move out of distance education were based on the program experience, and are part of a rational career plan, rather than evidence of poor employment prospects in DE.)  Also of interest, but not addressed here, were the views of those who did not complete the program for some reason, or who did not respond to the request to participate.  


Finally, the quality of the data and its potential usefulness confirm that studies such as this are valuable, and should be regularly conducted.  The results allow all associated with the programs involved to speak more confidently about their successes, and to focus on addressing their perceived weaknesses.  The results also permit longitudinal analysis of graduates’ fortunes, not common in distance post-secondary programs.  In future studies, the views of employers may also be assessed, to determine impact of graduation on the enterprises in which alumni work (Kirkpatrick, 1998).     
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ATTACHMENT 1:  Invitation letter and instruments
INVITATION, PARTICIPANTS’ INSTRUCTIONS, ONLINE SURVEY, & INTERVIEW PROTOCOLS

25 October 2006
INVITATION

Dear [Name]:

Initial e-mail invitation and consent to participate:  As a graduate of the Centre for Distance Education, you are invited to participate in a two-phase study of the impact of graduate program completion on graduates’ subsequent careers.  The purpose of the study is to determine how well the graduate training provided meets the employment needs and aspirations of graduates.  We are interested in your views and opinions.

If you agree to participate in phase one, you will be asked to complete an online survey on a proxy server, requiring about 15 minutes of your time, about the impact your Centre for Distance Education (CDE) studies have had on your job and career.

Agreeing to participate in phase two of the study means that you are willing to participate in a telephone interview of about 30 minutes, in which the topic of the impact of your studies on your career will be addressed in more detail.

All of your responses in both the survey and the telephone interview will be kept strictly confidential, and you will be anonymous in any future uses of the information you provide.  You may refuse to answer any question, stop participation in any event, and ask to remove any data you have provided at any time.  (Your name will be attached to the survey in order to determine your status in the study, for data analysis purposes.)  

Please note the following:

1. It is the intention of the researchers that the data gathered in this study will be used in future reports, articles, and presentations.  To protect your anonymity, no personal or identifying information will be provided in any publication or presentation based on the study.

2. The data gathered in the study will be retained indefinitely into the future, in order to make possible future longitudinal studies.  (While future studies are not definitely planned, they are a possibility.  If you do not wish to be considered for future studies, or if you do not wish your data to be preserved indefinitely into the future (you wish your data to be destroyed after analysis for this study), please indicate so below.

Please indicate your intentions in regard to the proposed study (check all that apply): 

a. I am willing to participate in Phase 1, the online survey, and agree to be contacted about how to proceed. _______

b. I am willing to participate in both Phase 1, the online survey, and Phase 2, the telephone interview, and agree to be contacted about how to proceed.  _______

c. I do not wish to participate in this study.  _______  (If you check this box, you will not be contacted again.  If you simply ignore this invitation, you may be contacted once more to confirm that you received the invitation, after which, if you do not wish to participate, you will be removed from the list of potential participants.)

d. While I agree to participate in this study, as indicated above, I do not wish to have my data preserved indefinitely for the purpose of possible future longitudinal studies. ______

Please note that if you return this note without checking one of the above boxes, we will contact you about how you wish to proceed.

IF YOU ARE WILLING TO PARTICIPATE in the telephone interview (Phase 2), please provide the following information so that we may contact you at a time of your choice:

Name:

E-mail address:

Telephone:

The best time(s) to reach me by phone:

Phase 1: ONLINE SURVEY

Online survey:  You agreed to an earlier invitation to participate in this survey of Centre for Distance Education (CDE) graduates.  The purpose of the study is to determine how well the graduate training provided by the CDE meets the employment needs and aspirations of graduates.  We are interested in your views and opinions.

Anything you say in this survey will be kept strictly confidential, and you will be anonymous in any future uses of the information you provide.  It is the intention of the researchers that the data gathered in this study will be used in future reports, articles, and presentations.   We ask your name here in order to determine that you have responded to the questionnaire, and to link your survey replies with those from the following activity, the telephone interview (assuming you agree to participate in that activity, too).  
Name: _________________________________________

Completed:

AGD _____

MDE _____

Year of program commencement(s): _________________________

Year of graduation(s): ___________________

Present status: 
a) employed in distance education-related field _____




b) employed in an unrelated field _____




c) not employed _____




d) other (please describe) ____________________________________

present job title: ___________________________________________________________________

How long in present job: ______ years + ______ months

How long with present employer: ______ years + ______ months

*   *   *   *   *

Background and directions:  The purpose of this survey, which should take about 15 minutes to complete, is to determine your views of the impact of the MDE and/or the AGD on your career and job, including both present impacts and potential future effects.  In each of the sections below, please follow the instructions provided.

A.  Perceived job and career impact: On a scale of 0 to 10 (where 0 = negative impact, 1 = little or no impact, and 10 = highest possible positive impact), please rate the impact of graduation from CDE in terms of its effects on your present job situation:







Degree


Diploma
1. New job responsibilities


______


______

2. Salary increase



______


______

3. Promotion potential



______


______

4. Credibility in eyes of co-workers

______


______

5. Leadership capability



______


______

6. Number of supervisees


______


______

7. Project direction/management duties

______


______

8. More job autonomy



______


______

9. More personal confidence at work

______


______

10. Respect from co-workers


______


______
Comments or further remarks on the above:

B.  Personal plans: On a scale of 0 to 10 (where 0 = negative impact, 1 = little or no impact, and 10 = highest possible positive impact), please rate the impact of graduation from CDE in terms of its effects on your plans and intentions:







Degree


Diploma
1. Considering doctoral studies


______


______

2. Considering another masters


______


______

3. Considering changing jobs


______


______

4. Remain connected to CDE classmates
______


______

5. Remain connected to Athabasca University 
______


______

6. Attend professional conferences, events
______


______

7. Read the DE (or related) literature

______


______

8. Monitor technology developments

______


______

9. Consider a program at another institution 

(other than AU)



______


______

Comments or further remarks on the above:

C.  Other comments (please provide any other comments you wish on the above questions, or any other matter you feel is relevant):
Phase 2: TELEPHONE INTERVIEW
INVITATION:  When you completed the previous online questionnaire (thank you!) you indicated that you were willing to participate in a telephone interview about the impact of graduation from the Centre for Distance Education on your career.  This interview will take about 30 minutes.  Are you still willing to participate in the interview?  [If yes, proceed to the next question.  If no, thank the interviewee and end the conversation: “Thank you.  You will not be contacted again.”]  Is this a good time for the interview?  [If negative, reschedule the interview; if positive, proceed.]  
As in the questionnaire-based process you were asked to complete previously, your participation will be anonymous in any published or internal reports, and all information collected in this interview will be kept confidential.  Your participation, while important, is completely voluntary, and whether you participate or not or will have no bearing on your future prospects with the Centre for Distance Education, or with Athabasca University.  You may end your participation in this interview at any time, you may refuse to answer any question, and you may withdraw any data you have provided during the interview.  I will honour any of the above requests on your part immediately, and without question. 
I need your name, as shown on the questionnaire or as provided by you below, in order to determine that we have contacted you.  Please note the following:

1. It is the intention of the researchers that the data gathered in this study will be used in future reports, scholarly papers, and presentations.  Whenever any information gathered in this study is used, no identifying information will be provided that could personally identify any participant.

2. The data gathered in the study will be retained indefinitely, in order to make possible future longitudinal studies.  (While future studies are not definitely planned, they are a distinct possibility.)

With the above as background and context, shall we proceed?  [If negative or unsure, end the interview and end or arrange to re-contact the interviewee later, depending upon circumstances.]

*   *   *   *   *

Interview questions

(The following assumes you were employed by, or on leave from, an organization while taking the program.  If you were not employed when you were a CDE student, you may not be able to answer some of the questions below.  Discuss any difficulties interpreting these questions with the interviewer.)
1. What were your initial intentions for enrolling in the CDE program from which you eventually graduated?

2. As you look back on it now, what were the major strengths and weaknesses of the MDE or AGD program?

a. What skills or knowledge gained in the program have been most useful in your career?  (Be as specific as possible.)

3. What suggestions would you make for improving the program?

a. If you were to recommend the program to a friend, what advice would you give him or her about the program?  

4. What was the attitude of your employer as you took the program?  Were there changes are you proceeded?  How were these changes shown?

5. What were the attitudes of your co-workers?  Were there changes?  How were these changes shown?

6. Did your employer assist or impede you in any way, as you completed the program?

a. What helped or hindered you in completing the program?

7. What would you have appreciated most from your employer, in order to help you complete the program?

8. What was the most influential factor in your completion of the program?
ATTACHMENT 2:  Comments, from survey and interview (see Table 8):
1. Program strengths:

a. Quality of the administrative support/office staff (22)

b. Asynchronous interaction (2)

c. Well-organized and well coordinated (9)

d. Challenging intellectual climate (8)

e. Experience distance education as a learner (18)

f. Emphasis mainly on current distance education concepts (1)

g. Program flexibility (15)

h. Focus on research skills (19)

i. Interaction with students (12)

j. Program content (20)

k. Program delivery (7)

l. Program design (7)

m. Overall program (29)

n. Recognition of program (6)

o. Scope for self-motivation and self-determination (1)

p. Student support network (5)

q. Allowed specialized study of the discipline (1)

r. Value of Athabasca university degree (7)

s. Program pacing, structure (6)

2. Employer assistance:

a. Employer assisted by various means (25)

b. Employer provided emotional/moral support (26)

c. Employer provided financial support (49)

d. Employee provided for own costs (16)

3. Specific helps to complete program:

a. Attending conferences (8)

b. Faculty availability (18)

c. Faculty feedback provided (2)

d. Faculty knowledge and expertise (17)

e. Faculty support network (41)

f. Library assistance (5)

g. Self-motivation and self-discipline (19)

h. Student support network (2)

i. Synchronous interaction (1)

4. Intentions in enrolling:

a. Career advancement (23)

b. Employment change (20)

c. Increased comfort with distance education concepts, terms (12)

d. Self-motivation and self-determination (4)

e. Get a degree (15)

f. Specialization within the field (7)

5. General suggestions:

a. Apprenticeship or practicum during program (2)

b. More emphasis on current technology (13)

c. Incorporate study in to work (12)

d. More interaction with fellow students (5)

e. More face-to-face contact (1)

f. More and more varied forms of networking (2)

g. Doctoral program (7)

h. Program content (11)

i. Program design (7)

j. Greater recognition (more promotion) of program (1)

k. Student support network (3)

l. More synchronous interaction (7) 
m. Use of a greater variety of technologies (6)

6. Influential factors:

a. Connection to Athabasca University (19)

b. Connections with other students (24)

c. Family support (23)

d. Program content (1)

e. Program design (3)

f. Student support network (1)

g. Valuable online Web services (4)

7. Useful skills or knowledge gained:

a. Developing management skills (7)

b. Distance education technology (5)

c. Emphasis on education (not training) (7)

d. Enhanced essay and reporting skills (7)

e. Exposure to distance education (4)

f. Focus on research skills (6)

g. Instructional design (2)

h. Program content (8)

i. Program design (2)

j. Self-confidence (14)

k. Self-motivation and self-determination (1)

l. Synchronous interaction (2)

m. Specialization within the discipline (1)

8. Recommendations to a friend:

a. Prepare for a great amount of required reading (3)

b. Find a balance between work and study (12)

c. Compensate for lack of face-to-face interaction (1)

d. Developed organizational skills (3)

e. Specific program content (1)

f. Bring self-motivation and self discipline (9)

9. Attitudes of co-workers:

a. Co-workers were unaware, not interested (5)

b. Co-workers provided emotional support (19)

c. Co-workers were also students (5)

d. Co-workers were curious about, interested in the program (4)

10. Program weaknesses:

a. Asynchronous interaction (2)

b. Emphasis on distance education technology (3)

c. Interaction with students (2)

d. Lack of face-to-face interaction (3)

e. Program content (8)

f. Program design (4)

g. Recognition of program (2)

h. Student support network (1)

i. Synchronous interaction (1)

11. Problems with employer:

a. Employer resisted employee enrollment in the program (5)

b. Employer was unaware or uninterested (10)

c. Employer recognized program (unspecified) (1)

12. Barriers to program completion:

a. Emphasis on current technology (6)

b. Lack of scholarships or grants (3)

c. Need for personal motivation and self-determination (1)

13. Employer attitudes:

a. Concerns about content, relevance of the program (4)

b. Required self-motivation (1)

14. Potential employer help:

a. Recognition of program in some concrete form (4)

(Citation: Fahy, P. J., Spencer, B., & Halinski, T.  (2008).  The self-reported impact of graduate program completion on the careers and plans of graduates.  Quarterly Review of Distance Education, 9(1), pp. 51 - 71.





