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Min the future, 
an Institution of 
higher education 
wlH become a Httle 
Hice a local 
television station. 
It will import 
some of its content. 
It will create some 
of it locally. And it 
will export the best 
of what it produces 
locally. ,, 

-Gov. Mike Leavitt, 
Utah 
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A \Nestern Virtual 
University: An Alternative, 
Break-the-Mold Approach 

The following is an excerpt from an 
op-ed piece authored by Gov. Mike Leavitt 
of Utah and Gov. Roy Romer of Colorado, 
lead governors for the Western Governors' 
Association virtual university inilialive. 

As governors, we are concerned 
about higher education because we 
know it serves as the gateway to the 
"good life" for many citizens- helping 
people acquire the skills, knowledge 
and abilities to compete in the work
force. At the same time, we are 
troubled about the ability of higher 
education to meet increasing 
demands-keeping educational oppor
tunities of high quality, affordable, 
accessible and relevant. 

A virtual university would be an 
alternative, break-the-mold approach 
to higher education, harnessing the 
latest advances in technology and 
telecommunications to serve all the 
citizens of the West. It is a powerful 
idea that challenges the traditional way 
students are served by higher education. 

With this new learning system, 
instruction wiU be delivered to students on 
campus, working at their home comput
ers, in libraries or at work. Courses 
could be taught live by an instructor, but 
others will be offered on-demand at the 
student's convenience. It will involve 
not only our traditional public post
secondary institutions, but also 
private colleges and universities, 
companies that provide training, and the 
many private businesses that are develop
ing courses and curriculum. 

What sets the virtual university 
apart from existing courses delivered 
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by computer is that students will 
receive certification of what they have 
learned while "attending" the virtual 
university. We want students to be 
able to go to employers with proof- a 
degree or a certificate-of what they 
have learned and are capable of doing. 

One of the biggest challenges we 
face is developing ways to assess and 
measure learning and competency so 
that credit, certification and degrees 
can be awarded on the basis of true 
competency, not seat time. Rather 
than focusing on the accreditation of 
institutions and the credentialing of 
teachers, this new institution will 
value learning and competency. Just 
where and how that learning takes 
place will no longer be as important 
as what a student actually learns. 

We have many cultural, bureau
cratic and regulatory barriers to 
overcome. The basic protocols and 
practices of higher education have 
remained essentially the same for 
centuries. While we by no means 
propose dismantling or diminishing 
our existing institutions, we do pro
pose adding new elements that we 
believe will have enormous long-term 
consequences for learning and training. 

Clearly, the western governors 
have taken on a big project. No single 
institution, no single governor, no single 
state could make this happen on its 
own. We intend to move forward as a 
region with governors using their polit
ical capital to break through the barriers. 
And, in doing so, we will radically 
change and improve higher education. 



willJcl1t\vaJI$~ 
SOGA may be able to end iii such .a 

~ unlverifty'troenl'State leaders, espedally edutatols, 
have the courage and foresight to embrace it. 

Western governors are at the forefront of the push to 
expand learning opportunities in cyberspace. COiorado Gov. 
Roy Romer and Utah Gov. Mike Leavitt are leaders of the 
initiative, which interests many other states, including Idaho. 

At their meeting in Washington, o.c., this week, the 
governors released a work plan for developing their idea. 
An arm of Simon & Schuster, the world's largest education 
publisher, has provided funds for starting the design work. 

The notion is exciting for students, taxpayers, educators. 
elected officials and anyone worried about how Idaho will be 
able to provide high-quality education in lean financial times. 

Gov. Phil Batt has endorsed the idea of joining a partner
ship of state universities to offer classes and transfer credits. 
But he and others, including sen. Laird Noh, R-Kimberly, have 
worried about the quality of an education obtained via computer. 

That's a primary concern, of course, as it should be for 
every educational dollar Idaho invests. To their credit, virtual 
university organizers recognize that concern and are devising 
ways to certify that learning indeed takes place and that 
educators can be held accountable. 

Virtual universities also help improve education by 
increasing competition, which encourages universities to 
offer top-notch programs by attracting top-notch teachers 
and students. 

A computer education isn't for everyone. There always 
will be students who prefer a real campus with face-to-face 
encounters. 

But, increasingly, students can't leave home, work and 
family to attend traditional schools, especially when they live 
in some of Idaho's more remote corners. 

For many folks, a virtual university is an opportunity to 
become better educated and more productive without leaving 
home. That's a goal worth pursuing. 
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Aboutthe 
VUNews 

Because of wide-spread interest 
expressed in development of a west
ern virtual university. the VU News 
will be published periodically by the 
Western Governors' Association to 
provide updates on its progress. 

We encourage you to submit for 
consideration articles about VU-related 
activities in your community or state, 
suggestions for articles, opinion 
pieces and questions you'd like to 
have answered. They may be mailed 
to the attention of Karen Deike at 
Western Governors' Association, 
600 I 7th St., Suite 1705 S., 
Denver, CO 80202-5452; 
or you may e-mail them to 
kdeike@csn.org. 

IT and 
Education 

Do you want to slay up to date 
on distance learning and information 
technology in education? Then you 
may wish to join the AAHESGIT LIST
SERV on the Internet. 

Steven W. Gilbert, director of 
technology projects for the American 
Association for Higher Education, is 
"moderator" of this discussion group 
(which has 3,800 members, including 
f acuity, computing support staff, 
librarians, publishers, information 
industry executives, and so forth). 
There is no subscription fee. 

To join, send an electronic mail 
message: SUBSCRIBE AAHESGIT 
YOURFIRSTNAME YOURLASTNAME 
to: LISTPROC@LIST.CREN.NET. For 
help or more information, call Ellen 
Shortill 202/293-6440 x 38; 
Fax: 202/293-0073 or e-mail: 
SHORTILL<!!CLARK.NET or browse the 
AAHE web site at: 
http://www.ido.gmu.edu/aahe/ 
welcome.html. 



\Nho's 
\Nho: 
Creating 
a Virtual 
University 

The overall efTort of 
creating a virtual university is 
being managed by the 
Western Governors' 
Association with extensive 
input from throughout the 
region, including higher edu
cation, business leaders and 
other stakeholders. 

Design Team 
The Design Team is 

responsible for implementing 
the work plan. It is com
posed of the following per
sons: 

Dr. Thomas Singer, 
(303/ 623-9378 or 
tsinger@csn.org) is director 
of research for the Western 
Governors' Association and 
oversees the project. 

Jim Souby, (303/ 623-9378 or 
jsouby@'csn.org) is 
executive director of the 
Western Governors' 
Association. 

LaVarr Webb, 
(80 l / 538- 1000 or 
lgwebb@email.state.ut.us) is 
Deputy Chief of Staff for Gov. 
Leavitt. 

Anne Quinn, 
(303/ 866-4849 or 
quinna@capitol.state.co.us 
all.er May I) is a policy ana
lyst for Gov. Romer. 

Dr. E. Jeffrey Livingston, 
(80 I / 321-7103 or 
jlivingston@cc.utahsbr.edu) 
Associate Commissioner 
of Higher Education for the 
Utah System of Higher 
Education 

(Continued on page 4) 

\Nhy a 
\Nestern 
Virtual 
University 
A Little History 

Western governors first discussed 
the virtual university at WGA's annual 
meeting in June of 1995 in Park City, 
utah. Utah Gov. Mike Leavitt noted 
that many western higher education 
institutions were developing distance 
learning courses, and many of the 
courses were very expensive to 
produce. He suggested that western 
universities avoid duplicating each 
others' work and instead collaborate 
in the development and delivery 
of courses. 

Gov. Roy Romer of Colorado then 
added another element to the discus
sion, that of determining how to 
measure, assess and certify compe
tency and learning so that individuals 
can gain certification or credit for 
what they have learned, no matter 
what the source of the learning. In 
the information world we are enter
ing, Romer said, with so many oppor
tunities to learn at home, in schools 
and on the job, we should shift the 
focus of education to the actual com
petency and learning of students, ~nd 
away from "seat-time" and accredita
tion of schools and teachers. 

The WGA staff was then directed 
to assess the possibility of creating a 
western virtual university and to pre
pare a preliminary report for the gov
ernors to discuss at their winter 
meeting in Las Vegas in early 
December. At that meeting, the gov
ernors, state education officials, and 
executives of high-tech companies 
spent most of two days debating the 
pros and cons of the western virtual 
university. At the conclusion of the 
meeting, the governors agreed unani
mously to proceed and directed the 
WGA staff to develop a more detailed 
work plan with specific goals to be 
achieved by the June 1996 annual 
meeting in Omaha, Nebraska. 
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In early February, the governors 
met again at the National Governors' 
Association winter meeting in 
Washington, D.C., and approved the 
document, "From Vision to Reality: 
A Western Virtual University," which 
outlines the work plan for the next 
several months. A copy can be down
loaded from WGA's SmartStates 
home page at http:/ / www.concerto. 
com/ smart/ vu/ vu.html. 

A Three -Phase Plan 
The governors agreed the virtual 

university will be developed in three 
steps or phases that build upon each 
other, but also will be pursued simul
taneously. 

Virtual catalog . Electronic learning 
opportunities will be organized in 
an on-line catalog that will allow 
students to find courses from both 
public and private colleges and 
universities, as well as other providers 
of instruction and training. 

Degree -granting institution. Not 
a teaching institution, rather a broker, 
integrator and facilitator to help 
students assemble academically 
coherent sets of courses from perhaps 
several institutions to count toward 
degree or certification. 

New generation learning 
institution. Would award degrees 
or certification based upon assess
ment of true competency and learning 
without regard to where, when and 
how that learning was acquired. 
A market-oriented learning system 
that facilitates and brokers corporate 
training as well as traditional acade
mic education. 

The Work Plan 
The western governors have 

charged the WGA staff and others 
associated with development of the 
virtual university to produce results 
and "deliverables" in a very short 
time frame. The work plan adopted 
to implement the governors vision is 
very ambitious and aggressive. 

(Continued on page 5) 
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(Continued from page 3) 

Sally Johnstone, 
(303/54 1-0231 or 
SallyJohnstone(g WICH E. EDU) 
is director of the Western 
Cooperative for Educational 
Telecommunications at 
the Western Interstate 
Commission for Higher 
Education. 

Dennis Jones, 
(303/497-0 301 or 
nchems@spot.colorado.edu), 
is President of the National 
Center for Higher Education 
Management Systems. 

Advisory Groups 
Each participating gov

ernor or his designee sits 
on the Regional Advisory 
Group and may name up to 
three additional persons to 
serve as well. The governors 
and/o r their designees 
make up a decision-making 
steering committee. Each 
governor may also establish 
a state advisory group to 
reach out to broad stake
holder groups within his state. 

Contractors 
Sally Johnstone of 

WlCHE is a key contractor 
for the initiative and is 
focused on four tasks 
intended to enhance the 
marketplace for instruc
tional materials. 

• Collect best practices 
in the implementation of 
advanced educational 
technology. Solutions by 
institutions and organizations 
that efTectively reach learners 
are being documented, 
focusing on broad compati
bility and interstate issues. 

• l.onscruct vinua1 caca1ogue mac 
allows students to easily access 
materials on programs and courses 
available from both industry sources 
and traditional higher education 
institutions. Criteria for entries into 
the catalogue are being designed 
with quality control mechanisms to 
ensure that the listed courses and 
programs renect the goals of the 
virtual university. 

• Develop model RFP to solicit bids 
from providers interested in offering 
advanced technology-based learning 
materials that lead to specific learning 
outcomes. It will be written in such a 
way that providers in both the public 
and private sectors can respond. 

• Develop recommendations for ade
quate student support services. 

WlCHE was created more than 40 
years ago by 15 western states to 
facilitate sharing of higher education 
resources. Johnstone is founding 
director of the Western Cooperative 
for Education Telecommunications. 
She earned a doctorate in expe1imental 
psychology from the University of 
North carolina and taught in that 
field. She also worked in administra
tion at the University of Maryland. 

Dennis Jones of NCHEMS is 
also a key contractor with WGA. 
NCHEMS is working on the premise 
that the virtual university can 
enhance the marketplace for demon
strated competence through certifica
tion that is widely accepted, both by 
employers and traditional higher edu
cation institutions. Such certification 
requires: 

• A process for specifying expected 
competencies. 

• A means to assess individual 
mastery of those competencies 
acceptable to employers and others 
who would rely on this certification. 

NCHEMS will be developing and 
testing prototype processes for speci
fying and assessing competencies in 
two areas. ( 1) A cross-cutting set of 
skills, perhaps the basic skills of 
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t.ng11sn or math - as well as teamwork 
and problem-solving skills - that are 
typically required for success in the 
workplace. These are expected to 
have relevance for regular college
level academic programs as well. 
(2) A specific technical skill of 
particular interest to a variety of high 
technology industries in the West. 

NCHEMS is conducting a review 
of the approaches to assessing such 
skills currently used by a number of 
organizations prominent in their field. 

Based on this review, some 
tentative conclusions are emerging: 
There is a substantial body of work 
on which to draw in both specifying 
standards and building assessments; 
multiple methods of assessment will 
be required; assessments must be 
task-based and authentic; and it is 
important to make clear distinctions 
among the various types of perfor
mance indicators and their associated 
assessments, such as: 

• what you know - knowledge/ 
recaJ I/ conceptualization 

• what you can handle - problem
solving/ application/synthesis 

• what you have done - documen
tation through work samples/past 
history 

Selection of a particular technical 
area to be addressed will be made in 
conjunction with corporate partners 
joining WGA in this initiative. 

NCHEMS is a research and devel
opment center founded to improve 
the management effectiveness of 
colleges and universities. A member 
of the staff since 1969, Dennis Jones 
is widely recognized for his work in 
state and institutional approaches to 
budgeting and resource allocation, 
strategic planning and decision making, 
educational needs assessment, f acuity 
workload and productivity, and 
educational indicators. Before joining 
NCHEMS, Dennis was an administrator 
at Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute. 
He received graduate and undergrad
uate degrees from that institution in 
engineering management. 



WhyaVU 
(Continued .from page 3) 

When the governors 
meet in June in Omaha, 
Neb., they will: 

• Review a report on 
advanced educational tech
nology and interconnection 
and interoperability issues 
among the western states. 
The report will review what 
technologies are being 
used by institutions and 
organizations and how 
they can interconnect and 
be put to use by the virtual 
universily. 

• Review a virtual catalog
located on a home page on 
the Internet- that allows 
students to easily access 

VUNetNs 
on the 
Net 

The vu News is also on 
the World Wide Web. al 
http:/ /www.concerto.com/ 
smart/vu/vu.html. 

If you prefer to receive 
the vu News electronically, 
we can send you an e-mail 
message letting you know 
the latest issue has been 
published and include a 
table of contents. Just list 
your e-mail address below, 
clip the bottom section of 
this page with your address 
label on the back and mail 
it lo WGA at the address 
listed on the back. 

E-mail address: 

materials on programs and courses 
available from both private sources 
and traditional higher education 
institutions. 

• Review a model RFP to solicit bids 
from public and private sector providers 
interested in offering technology
based learning materials that lead lo 
specific learning outcomes. 

• Review recommendations for 
adequate student support services. 

• Review proposed organization 
and policy guidelines for the virtual 
university, including what kind of 
governing body it will have, its rela
tionships with other institutions, how 
it will offer courses and enroll students, 
how it will deal with accreditation 
issues, intellectual property issues, 
federal and state regulatory matters, 
and revenue, tuition and cost issues. 

• Review a concept paper describing 
the state-of-the-art in ~ssessing com
petency and learning today in a wide 
variety of subject matters, courses 
and degree programs. 

• Review assessment processes and 
procedures developed for the virtual 
university that could actually be 
immediately implemented in two areas: 

I . A basic remedial skills area like 
math or English. 

2. A technical skills area needed by 
high-tech companies. 

The assessment process and pro
cedures in these two areas will be 
developed with corporations and 
higher education institutions so indi
viduals who pass the assessments 
are qualified for certification to work 
in the skills area or to receive credit. 

A: we re<:ognize that many faculty and administrators are uncom 
fortable with the idea of the virtual university. However, we belleve 
their fears are unfounded. 

First, we know that many students will continue to seek a 
campus experience. For these students, the virtual university will work 
to develop learning materials that can enhance their campus-based 
education. Moreover, advanced information technologies bring new 
dimensions to teaching and learning opportunities, making them more 
robust, interesting and effective. This should not be viewed as threatening. 

The virtual university also will provide access to educational 
opportunities to a large number of individuals who currently do not 
participate: adult learners, parents, full-time workers, etc. And, in an 
open regional market, the virtual university will increase the pool of 
potential students for all colleges and universities. In addition, the 
virtual university will assess student competence and award credits 
students can use in ing a degree, which ay be completed on ca 
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EMG Grant 

Western governors 
recently announced that 
Educational Management 
Group, a unit of Simon & 
Schuster, the world's largest 
educational publisher, has 
made a substantial grant to 
the virtual university 
initiative. 

Funding from EMG will 
assist WGA in making rec
ommendations for the 
design of a virtual university 
by June 1996, when the 
governors will hold their 
annual meeting in Omaha, 
Neb. EMG delivers live, 
on-demand, interactive 
television and customized, 
online curriculum to more 
than one million students 
in 3,800 classrooms each 
day. Based in Scottsdale, 
Ariz., EMG operates the 
nation's largest private 
all-digital education network. 

"The use of interactive 
technology is causing a 
fundamental shift away 
from the physical classroom 
to focus on the learner," 
said Jonathan Newcomb, 
President and CEO of 
Simon & Schuster. 
"Multimedia instruction 
makes 'anytime, anywhere 
learning' realistic today and 

a model for post-secondary education 
as we move into the 21st Century. 
Advances in digital technology, cou
pled with the protection of copyright 
in cyberspace, will allow students to 
choose a virtual unjversity." 

On the road ... 
News of the western governors' 

decision last December to create a 
western virtual university has sparked 
a great deal of interest among a wide 
variety of stakeholders, including 
educational organizations, news 
media, think tanks and technology 
companies. WGA has responded to 
many telephone calls and letters and 
has also conducted significant out
reach to explain the governors' intent 
and to describe the plans and process 
to achieve their goals. 

Govs. Mike Leavitt, Roy Romer, 
and Ben Nelson of Nebraska 
(WGA's Chairman) all spoke about 
the virtual university at the Summit 
on Service to the Citizen in Denvi:!r 
Feb. 28-29. Leavitt then went on to 
meet with governors and education 
leaders in Wyoming, Montana and 
Idaho, where the virtual university 
concept was given wide support. 

A virtual university team met 
with several groups in Washington, 
D.C., on Feb. 5 & 6 including the 
American Council on Education, the 
National Association of Independent 
Colleges & Universities, the Association 
of American Universities, the National 

600 17th Street 

Gol'. lllltRacictA,llcaa 
Go, Bob lliler, Nmda 

Suite 1705, South Tower 
Denver, Colorado 80202-5452 
kdeike@csn.org 

~ llliwnilyl.adGowmcn 
Go, Roy Raner, COknlo 

Gol' llidlid O Ltavill, ~ 

Go,, Gmy l )Ohnson. New Mexico 
Gov. Floun C. Tenorio, 
Nonhem Marin Islands 

Gov. john Kuhm, °"P 
Gov. \Whim J. Jri)ow, 

South Dakoca 
Gov. Geolge W Bush. Texas 

Gar. Ille loll'!)', ll'aslungtoo 
Gor .• Genngef, Wyoming 

(303) 623-9378 
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Association of State Universities and 
Land-Grant Colleges, the American 
Association of State Colleges and 
Universities, and the American 
Association of Community Colleges. 

They also met with the U.S. Depart
ment of Education, the Annenberg/CPB 
Projects, PBS Adult Learning Services, 
and the Nalional Science Foundation. 

LaVarr Webb spoke al a 
distance learning seminar with 
about 50 members of the Panel on 
Postsecondary Education of the 
American Council on Education on 
March 5 in Washington, D.C. 

Participants noted that the WGA 
initiative is by far the biggest distance 
learning project underway anywhere 
in the country. 

Sally Johnstone spoke to the 
West Texas Presidents' Symposium 
on Technology and Distance Learning 
in Higher Education at Texas Tech in 
Lubbock at the end of January. She 
also spoke at the Law Education and 
Public Policy Conference in San Diego, 
at the end of February. She found that, 
in general, university policy makers 
take the initiative very seriously and 
are watching it with great interest, 
while faculty members seem split 
between those who are excited and 
those who are dubious. 

Jeff Livingston will describe the 
WGA initiative in a speech at the 
annual convention of the American 
Federation of Teachers on March 30 
in California. 
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