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Getting Higher Education On-Line 

B 
UILDING a new university sys
tem the size of the State Univer 
sity of New York or the state sys
tem of higher education in Cali 
fornia would be a major under 

taking for any state these days . The polit
ical and economic discussions alone would 
probably drag on for years, and the end 
creation would probably look like an in
stitution out of the past, not a university 
for the 2 ! st century . 

When IO members of the Western Gov
ernors' Association signed on to the imple
mentation plan for a new "on-line univer 
sity," they took a step jointly that none of 
the states could have taken alone. Although 
last year the project was dubbed the West 
ern Virtual University, at this year's meet
ing in Omaha in June a new name - West
ern Governors University- was chosen , 
and a work plan devised by 50 members 
of a regional advisory group representing 
13 states was presented. 1 The result was 
a virtual university designed for two main 
purposes: 

• to broaden access to higher educa 
tion by fostering the use of advanced tech 
nology for the delivery of educational ser
vices and 

• to provide mechanisms for the for
mal recognition or certification of learn
ing achieved, regardless of the source . 

Building on these purposes, 11 design 
criteria were identified to ensure that the 
new university would be a market-orient 
ed, independent, client-centered , degree
granting, accredited, competency-based , 
nonteaching, high -quality, cost-effective, 
regional, and quickly initiated institution . 
At the Omaha meeting, Arizona, Colorado, 
Idaho, Nebraska, New Mexico, North Da
kota, Oregon. Utah, Washington, and Wy
oming signed the agreement to move ahead 
with the implementation plan . (More states 
are expected to join in the near future .) 
Initially, each of the states will contribute 
$ I 00,000 to continue planning, with the 
full start-up costs pegged at $6 million to 
$10 million. 

Many states in the West are facing pop-
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ulation increases along with increasing de
mands from high-tech employers for trained 
employees. The existing structure and cur
rent resources of higher education will find 
these new demands difficult to meet. 

Gov . Michael Leavitt of Utah and Gov. 
Roy Romer of Colorado were leaders in 
pushing for the virtual university. At the 
signing meeting, Gov. Leavitt said that this 
is not a replacement for the existing sys
tem of higher education . Gov. Romer called 
the new university a supplement, a way of 
creating new choices and opportunities. 
Both governors stressed the need to use 
technology to fill the gap between exist 
ing systems and the job needs of adult stu
dents in a rapidly changing workplace . 

Still on the drawing board is a central 
entity that will have the responsibility for 
governance , policy decisions , the mainte
nance of assets, and making provi sions for 
quality control. Each participating state 
would have local university cer.ters that 
would act as franchises of the central en
tity. These centers would provide points of 
access for individuals and could be housed 
in public libraries, county extension offices, 
high schools, higher education institutions, 
or local businesses. 

One of the first products (anticipated 
by June 1997) is the virtual catalog that will 
link learners and providers of advanced 
technology -based courses , program s, and 
learning modules . The catalog will prob 
ably never exist in paper form but will in
stead be interactive , providing initial ad 
vice so that learners can assess their readi 
ness for specific learning experiences. 

Working papers and background doc
uments that have been or are being de
veloped for Western Governors Universi 
ty include: 

• "Best Practices in Implementation of 
Advanced Educational Technologies"; 

• "Leamer Support Services" - an ex-

ploration of the administrative services, 
learning resources , and degree of access 
to technology that students will need in 
order to be successful; 

• "Implementing a Credentialing Sys
tem " - a detailed pre sentation of asses s
ment options and potential cont ent and of 
skill areas in which work should begin ; 

~ "Draft Criteria for Reviewing the 
Adequacy of Assessment and Certifica 
tion Proces ses"; and 

• "Recommendations on Skills Focus 
Areas" (partners from industry and aca
deme chose math and quantitative skills, 
along with electronics-related manufactur
ing skills, as areas in which to demonstrate 
the feasibility of assessment). 

Challenges and Barriers 

The virtual university has drawn con 
siderable press attention in the western 
states. As might be expected, acceptance 
ranges from high to low, but for the time 
being the governors have generated enough 
initial support to keep things moving. 

Gov. Leavitt did publicize a note he re
ceived from a state university official who 
was concerned over the use of the word 
virtual in the institution's original title. "I 
fear people wi II prefer to attend a real uni
versity, not one that is almost real; will 
want to send their children to a real uni
versity, not an almost real university; and 
will want a degree from a real university, 
not an almost real university," wrote the 
official. Concerns such as this probably 
triggered the name change . 

Many practical and policy questions 
remain to be answered. The quality issue 
will probably be dealt with slowly and 
through the careful selection of the initial 
program offerings. The big questions are, 
Can the governors create a new system of 
higher education at the same time that 
they are responsible for the existing sys
tem? And can they remove enough of the 
bureaucratic regulations and long -stand
ing traditions to be successful on two fronts 
at once? 

I. Documents on the Western Governors University 
are available on the Western Governors' Association 
Web site : http ://www .westgov .org/smart/vu . K 
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