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I. Introduction 

A. Governors charged a WGA design team with 
• creating a design plan for a Western Virtual University 
• preparing an implementation plan describing how such an entity could be 

developed and financed 

B. The purposes of this entity and the criteria governing its design were s~ted in '-'From 
Vision to Reality" 

1. Goals purposes 

2. 

• expanding access to a broader range of postsecondary education 
opportunities for citizens of the West 

• reducing the costs of providing these opportunities and providing a vehicle 
for cost sharing 

• providing a means for learners to obtain formal recognition of the skills 
and knowledge they acquire through advanced technology-based learning
-at home, on the job, or through other means outside the formal 
educational system 

• shifting the focus of education to the actual competence of students and 
away from "seat time" or other measures of instructional activity 

• creating high performance standards that are widely accepted and serve to 
improve the quality of postsecondary education 

• demonstrating new approaches to teaching and assessment that can be 
adopted by more traditional colleges and universities. 

Criteria . market-oriented . independent 
• client-centered 
• degree-granting 
• accredited 
• competency-based-diagram 
• non-teaching . high quality 
• cost-effective 
• regional 
• quickly initiated 

C. This document draws on various activities being conducted by the WVU Design 
Team ( see appendix A for list of background documents). It represents the initial 
attempt to synthesize the results of these parallel activities and to describe the 
mission. functions, structure. and principles of operation of this proposed entity. 



II. Mission, Role, and Scope 

A. Mission 

1. To expand access to postsecondary education opportunities for individual and 
corporate citizens of the West; to remove barriers of both time and place. 

2. To provide ·ameans for.learners to obtain fom~.al recognition of the skills and · 
knowledge obtained outside a traditional higher education (campus) context 
and/or from multiple providers. 

3. To develop and demonstrate innovative, cost~effective approaches to delivering 
education and certifying learning. 

B. Basic Approach - In keeping with the governors' intent, the WVU will carry out its 
mission by focusing on those areas where it can effectively add value to existing 
initiatives and capacity. It will pay particular attention to: 

1. Creating broader markets for existing educational services rather than to 
creating an independent capacity to deliver those services. 

2. Fostering the development of new products and/or providers where unmet needs 
are identified and where sharing costs of materials development and promotion 
is possible. 

3. Utilizing incentive (market), rather than regulatory, mechanisms to ensure the 
effective functioning of the WVU. 

4. Removing barriers to interstate flows of educational activities and competency
based assessments. 

C. Roles - The roles to be performed by the WVU will be to provide: 

1. The means for assessing an individual's competence in several domains of 
learning 
• transferable skills 
• vocational skills 
• general academic knowledge 
• specific disciplinary knowledge 

2. A vehicle for identifying providers of educational programs/courses/modules 
that meet the needs of individuals seeking to enhance their levels of competence 
in one or more of these areas. 
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3. Support services needed to help ensure that barriers to access to these offerings 
are removed. 

4. A vehicle for acquiring and/or pooling the investment resources needed to 
promote the development of learning modules and assessment tools in areas that 
are a) of high priority and b) in which the market has not yet responded. 

5. Certification of learning through assessment ~f competencies 
• academic degrees 
• industry-recognized workplace certifications 

D. Scope 

The scope of learning opportunities and assessments made available through the 
WVU will eventually encompass those 

• provided by institutions of higher education, including the 
remedial/developmental functions of these institutions, as well as those 

• required to support generally accepted industry-wide (as opposed to company-
specific) certification programs. 

The strategy of the \VVU will be to take advantage of learning materials and 
competency-based assessment tools that are already available and move to a more 
expansive, well-rounded set of capacities over an extended period of time. 

III. Structure and Distribution of Functions 

A. General Structure 

1. A central \VVU responsible for 
• 
• 

governance 
policy 

• 
• 

creating and maintaining the assets of the WVU 
providing quality control 

2. Local/regional centers that 
• are essentially 44 franchised" 
• provide the point of access for individuals to the services of the WVU 

While some of these local centers may be newly created organizations, it is 
anticipated that most will be housed within existing organizations such as public 
libraries, county extension offices, educational institutions such as high schools 
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or community colleges. or local businesses that want to support WVU students. 

Providers ( of Leaming Modules and Assessment Tools) 

~ I / 
wvu 

Central 

Local Local 

Clients Clients 

B. Functions of the Central WVU 

WVU will provide centralized governance, policy guidance and quality control. It 
will: 

1. Supervise the perfonnance and serye as the gatekeeper of entries in the WVU 
virtual catalog. 

2. Provide quality assurance in the selection and adoption of assessment tools. 

3. Establish priorities and implementing processes for the development, 
acquisition and utilization of assessment tools, courseware, and learning 
modules. 

4. Establish criteria for and establish or enter into agreements with other 
organizations and entities for the operation of local and regional WVU centers. 

5. Develop training and monitoring procedures for the operation of local and 
regional WVU centers. 
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6. Provide centralized services including financial management and the 
maintenance of academic records regarding certification of competencies and 
program completion. 

7. Develop standards and implementation strategies for the provision of student 
services, including financial assistance, library/information services access and 
utilization , technical support~ counseling and advising. 

8. Conduct needs assessments, market analyses and ·determination of n~eds and 
priorities of individual learners and prospective and current employers. 

9. Establish requirements for degrees, certificates and other credentials offered by 
or through WVU and provide mechanisms to assure maintenance of academic 
quality and integrity. WVU will conduct the assessment processes leading to 
the awarding of a degree. 

I 0. Assure compliance with regulatory and accreditation standards. 

C. Functions of the Local/Regional Centers 

Local and regional centers, which will provide "one stop shopping" access to WVU 
services, will: 

1. Conduct pre-admission. interim. and final (within domain) assessments of 
competencies. [ Assessments leading to a degree will be handled through a 
process managed by the \VVU.] 

2. Provide individual counseling and advising, as well as assistance in accessing 
centralized services (such as the virtual catalog and on-line counseling and 
advising services). 

3. Provide access to information on learning resources, requirements for 
certification and credentialing, and assessment resources. 

4. Provide access to information technology and services, including computers, 
audio and video classrooms and Internet connections. 

5. Provide a local point of access for student services provided through WVU. 

6. Contribute to the needs assessment function of WVU by identifying unmet 
education and training needs in the local or regional area. 
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IV. Proposed Organization and Governance 

A. Criteria 

The organization and governance of WVU should provide: 

• accountability to the states for meeting their expectations and for efficient and 
effective utilization of available resources 

• 
• 
• 

responsiveness to the needs and priorities of its constituencies 
continuity of leadership and consistency of operations 
independence sufficient to allow for-initiatives that challenge the status quo 

• ' freedom from the regulatory and procedural burdens inherent in public entities 
• flexibility to allow its functions to be organized in the most efficient manner and 

for policies and initiatives to develop and evolve without organizational 
constraints 

• legal capacity and organizational flexibility to create subsidiaries and related 
entities, and to contract with other entities, organizations, individuals and 
institutions to enable it to carry out its functions. 

B. Legal Form and Status 

• private non-profit tax-exempt educational membership corporation 
• membership vested in the panicipating states ("participating" is to be defined) 
• voting rights of member states vested in their governors. 

C. Governance 

1. Size: the number of Trustees will equal twice the number of member states. 

2. Composition: 
• governance by a Board of Trustees composed of two classes 
• one "Class A" Trustee selected by each member state 
• Class A Trustees to be selected from among persons knowledgeable about, 

have a record of exemplary leadership in, or have a demonstrated 
commitment to meeting the postsecondary education and training needs of 
individual and corporate citizens of the West 

• Class A Trustees are not representatives of any specific constituency 
• Class A Trustees shall not be chosen from among current members of higher 

education coordinating agencies. institutional or system governing boards, 
or from among current institutional, system or coordinating board executives 

• one Class B Trustee for each Class A Trustee, each selected by majority 
vote of the Class A Trustees 
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V. Financing 

• Class B Trustees may be representative of learner populations, providers of 
educational and telecommunicat~ons services, business and industry or other 
interests 

• all Trustees to serve five-year terms, or until a successor is selected or 
elected. Initial Trustees to serve staggered terms chosen by lot 

• certain matters may require a supermajority of the full Board, or a majority 
or unanimous consent of the Class A Trustees (for example, matters 
affecting state regulatory interests may require consent of the Class A 
Trustees). 

A. Cost Centers - the costs associated with operating the WVU are divided into two 
distinctly different categories: 

1. Start-up costs/predominantly one-time costs 
• legal and other fees associate with establishing a new entity 
• software for virtual catalog and assessment information 
• acquisition/development of student support service capacity 
• development of local service center network--selection and training 

2. Ongoing costs 
• central WVU staff 
• maintenance of systems 

learning module/assessment catalog 
student support services 

• quality control processes 
entries into the course catalog 
selection of assessment tools 

• development of additional WVU capacity 
assessment instruments/methods 
new learning modules/courseware 

B. Potential Sources of Revenues 

1. From providers 
• listing and maintenance fees for entries in the virtual catalog 
• contributions to underwriting joint development activities (either courseware 

or assessments) 
• fees for "mining" databases 
• fees for "hits'' on the catalog. 
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2. From clients/users 
• tuition and fees for courses/modules enrolled in through the WVU 
• fees for assessment and credentialing services 
• while tuition and many assessment fees will be remitted to providers , it is 

anticipated that the Central WVU and local centers will share a fee 
associated with providing access to these services 

• fees for posting resumes in an employment marketplace component of the . 
system · 

3. From lo.cal centers 
• "franchise" fees 

4. From employers/corporate partners 
• fees for instructional/assessment services provided to employees on a group 

basis 
• contributions to joint development activities--either learning modules or 

assessments (most likely those for which there exists an industry-wide 
interest/need) 

• fees for posting Hhelp wanted" notices in the employment marketplace 
• franchise fees for local learning centers created under their auspices. 

5. From states-this is the area in which the greatest uncertainty exists. 
Possibilities include: 
• annual membership fees 
• support--directly or indirectly-for the creation and maintenance of the 

state's network of local learning centers 
• contributions to joint development efforts. 

6. From philanthropic donors 
• most likely--creation of new learning modules or assessment tools 

C. Basic Principles Regarding Financing of WVU 

There are several possible sources of funds to be utilized in meeting the start-up costs 
of the WVU. These include: 
• gifts and grants from philanthropic organizations 
• state appropriations 
• franchise fees 
• investment funds 

Given the nature of the ongoing costs that will be incurred by the WVU and the 
potential sources of revenue. the following basic principles are suggested: 
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1. Since the primary objective of the WVU is to expand access to. and use of, high 
quality competency-based learning opportunities, certification and credentialing 
throughout the West. net revenues generated by the WVU will be reinvested in 
expanding and improving its services through 
• commissioning development of new learning modules and assessment tools 
• improved information systems 
• enhanced learner interfaces 

2. Providers whose courses/modules are included in the WVU virtual catalog will · . . · 
pay a reasonable listing and maintenance fee. 

3. Access to the WVU virtual catalog will be without charge to the individual user. 

4. Users will pay tuition and fees for specific courses/modules made available to 
WVU users by institutional or other providers. These fees will be negotiated by 
WVU to achieve the maximwn degree of uniformity and fairness consistent 
with reasonable cost recovery, including creation of a reserve for program 
enhancement. Tuition and fees for courses/modules owned (either directly or 
through a rights agreement) by WVU will be set at levels that are fair and 
reasonable. allowing for reasonable cost recovery, including creation of a 
reserve for program enhancement. 

5. Users will pay for WVU services such as assessment and credentialing separate 
and apart from course/module tuition. 

6. Revenues will be shared between WVU and local and regional WVU centers. 
States and communities will be expected to contribute to the establishment of · 
local and regional centers. and to the interconnections between such centers and 
wvu. 

7. To accomplish these goals. WVU will: 
• negotiate agreements with states , localities, institutions of higher education, 

schools, libraries, social service agencies , businesses and industries for the 
provision of goods and services 

• commission and acquire the rights to courses/modules necessary for its 
programs 

• negotiate with telecommunications entities for least-cost delivery of WVU 
services 

• enter into joint ventures, partnerships and other relationships with any or all 
of the above to provide the necessary services and operations 

• establish subsidiaries and related entities to carry out components of its 
tasks. · 
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APPENDIX A 

BACKGROUND DOCUMENTS 

Constructing a Virtual Catalog: A Conceptual Framework 

Best Practices in Implementation of Advanced Educational Technologies 

Learner Support Services of the Western Virtual University 

Request for Proposal: Verifiable Applied Quantitative Reasoning Skills 

Implementing a Credentialing System for the Western Virtual University: Some Basic 
Considerations 

Selection of Initial Areas for Competency Assessment 

Western Virtual University Sample Performance Descriptions for Quantitative Reasoning 

Draft Criteria for Reviewing the Adequacy of Assessment and Certification Processes--Western 
Virtual University 

The above materials are available on the Western Governors' Association website at 
http://www.westgov.org/smart/vu 
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