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Virtually
a university
Western governors
put higher
education
on line

Web site is www.wgu.edu
Academic offices are in Denver
The bookstore operates out of Chicago
Administrative offices are in Salt Lake City
The library is based at the University of New Mexico
The "back office" is at Washington State University
(registrar, bursar, etc.)
Sourt:e: USA TODAY research

By Jeny MOSEmak,USA TODAY

Distancelearningtakes
a giganticleapforward
By Mary Beth Marklein
USA TODAY
There's no ivory tower at Western Governors
University, no manicured quadrangle and no
football team. There's not even a facult y or
classrooms.
None of that matters to Donna AdIJ,,,What 's it like
taking an on-line
ams, a single parent
course? 3D
with seven years of
accounting experience but no degree.
" I wouldn't miss the parties and the football
games," says Adam s, 39, of Tucson, Ari z. "The
most important part of it for me would be the
degree, the education."
Adams, who wants to take on-line courses
from home through Western Governors Univer-

sity, is exactly the kind of person governors Roy
Romer of Colorado and Mike Leavitt of Utah
had in mind when they came up with the idea of
a virtual universit y.
Worried about dwindling higher education
budgets and aware of their growing populations
and the trend toward lifelong learning , they
wanted to pool resources and take advantage of
the tools of technology.
Now, admi nistrators are preparing to enroll
students this summer in a school without a campus that backers project could have nearly
100,000 students by the year 2006.
Dozens of universitie s already offer degrees
through distance education programs.
Please see COVER STORY next page IJ,,,

Summer start, severaldegrees
Fast facts about Western Governors University:
Academic offices: 800-456-7223.
Eligibility: Anyone, anywhere.
Opening date: Sometime this summer.
Those who register at its Web site will be notified when enrollments begin.
Degree programs: Associate of Applied
Science, Certificate in Electronics Manufacturing Technology, Associate of Arts degrees.
Brokered courses: During WGU's pilot
phase, its catalog wi!J contain 150 to 200
courses, with offerings such as literature , history of theater and algebra. Students can register through WGU, but credits are earned at
provider institutions .
Cost: For each course, students pay one
bill , including a $30 fee to WGU and tuition as
set by the provider institution .
Academic services: Counselors will be
available by phone or e-mail to answer ques-

tions and help them navigate the Web site.
Students enrolled in WGU degree programs will be assigned a mentor, who will
help them determine skills they already have
mastered, skills they need to master and
courses that can help them get there.
Class schedules: Courses may be delivered through various modes, whether offered
on line, via satellite TV or videotapes. Some
courses are tied to a traditional academic calendar and/or will be offered in real time. But
many will be asynchronous - that is, students do the work at their convenience.
Assessments: Rather than being graded
for taking required courses, students will take
courses that help them master competencies
required by their degree program. Students
who are ready to be assessedwill be directed
to a nearby center. The procedure will be
similar to testing for SATs or professional licensing, and would cost the same, about $75.

Meanwhile, competing for-profit
institutions and corporate training
programs are springing up that cater
to working adults, a market that already makes up about 44'7cof the nation's college students, studies show.
But many observers believe WGU,
which has financial commitments
from 17states and Guam, is uniquely
positioned to set the standard. "You
just can't ignore the political capital
that comes with 16-18governors who
come to the table and are willing to
use that clout" to press for change,
says WGU consultant Dennis Jones,
of the National Center for Higher
Education Management Systems,
Boulder, Colo. " More than anything
else, it will change the conversation
about higher education."
Some suggestit already has. In just
three years, WGU's architects have
created a model that challenges just
about every convention in higher
education.
WGU has played a key role in creating technology standards for online education and is helping to
shape accreditation guidelines that,
for the first time , won't be limited by
geographical boundaries. It 's bringing together experts to find new ways
to evaluate student ability. And it is
pressing Congressto make distancelearning institutions eligible for stu. dent financial aid.
1wo visions guided its design: Leavitt wanted a flexible structure that
could meet the needs of adult learners, especially in isolated areas of
the West. Romer has long championed a system that gives people credit for what they know rather than for
what courses they complete.
Instead of getting grades for
courses, WGU students will be assessed for competencies , determined by a panel of experts. That
could save time and money for people like Donna Adams who have
learned through life experience and
on the job.
WGU had hoped to start enrolling
students months earlier, but designers are still ironing kinks out of its
SmartCatalog, a powerful electronic
" nerve center" through which students will be able to browse, search
for and compare courses, read syllabi, register, pay tuition , check out library offerings, and buy textbooks.
Once that's fixed, "it 's just a matter
of opening the doors and seeing what
comes along," says CEO Jeff Livingston, one of seven WGU staffers who
works from an office suite in downtown Salt Lake City.
WGU hopes this year to enroll

3,000 to 4,000 students. That would
include students pursuing WGU degrees or simply taking a course.
WGU itself develops no courses;
instead, it "brokers" courses provided by others. During the pilot phase,
for instance, its SmartCatalog will list
150-200courses offered via distance
learning by about 20 institutions.
More than a dozen degree programs are in the works, but WGU
will kick off with three credentials:
associate degrees in arts or applied
science, and a certificate in electronics manufacturing technology. While
no specific courses are required to
earn a degree, students will be
steered toward courses that " map"
to the competencies they must master.
For example, one competency required for the electronics certificate
is business communication, so students who lack that skill would likely
be mapped to courses such as technical writing or public speaking.
WGU's target is working adults,
but it also wants to attract 18-to 22year-old undergraduates who want
certain courses not offered on their
campus or that better fit their schedule. Eventually, the governors hope
WGU can save states the cost of new
campuses to serve those traditionalage students, a population that is expected to grow 31'7c in the West by
2012.
Interest in WGU has extended far
beyond the West, however. Anyone
in the world can enroll. Along with
existing partnerships in Japan, Canada, Mexico and Great Britain, WGU
is set to formalize an agreement next
week with China.
That's a once unfathomable opportunity, says Sam Smith, a WGU
board member and president of
Washington State University, which
will offer courses through WGU.
" Very frankly," he says, WGU "is
helping enlarge the total market."
If WGU has its cheerleaders, it
also has its critics .
"A lot of times you hear that students are begging for this kind of
thing," says Kate Finger, 20, who is
majoring in science, technology and
society at Pomona College, Claremont, Calif. "That 's not necessarily
the overwhelming student view .
Education requires a certain emotional engagement and I don't think
you can get that from the Internet."
Even some supporters wonder if
WGU can deliver a competencybased education in subjects such as
philosophy or literature - standard
fare in bachelor 's degrees programs.
" It 's a terrific conceptual design
. . . (but) whether it's going to be as

successful as an educational institution, I don't know," says Jane Wellman, a policy researcher with the
Washington-basedInstitute for Higher Education Policy. "It 's going to be
hard to take a curriculum and translate it into bite-size pieces with competencies associated with it."
At work on that issue are faculty
experts and industry specialists in
various disciplines, who meet in cyberspace and at WGU's academic offices on the old Lowry Air Force
Base in Denver. But elsewhere, some
faculty argue that the changes afoot
will hurt the quality of education.
"What's happening is not a technological transformation. It 's a commercialization of the universit y,"
says historian David Noble, visiting
professor at Harvey Mudd College in
Claremont, Calif., and a co-founder
of the National Coalition for Universities in the Public Interest, in Bethesda, Md.
He paints a scenario in the not-toodistant future in which faculty are little more than shop-floor workers
who design educational products
commissioned by universities, which
then sell to consumers.
As evidence, he points to the hightech industry's role in developing
WGU. Still financiall y fragile , WGU
has raised $10 million , with $1.8 million contributed from states and the
rest from private foundations and
technology companies. Of the 14
trustees, five are corporate executives, representing Novell, Inc., IBM ,
AT&T, 3Com and Sun Microsystems.
Four are governors, two represent
foundations, and three come from
higher education administration.
"The Western Governors stuff, if
you read their original prospectus,
it's explicit ," he says. "They' re looking for markets. For who? For their
friends (in industry) ."
Leavitt acknowledges that longterm financial viabilit y remains a
challenge, and that without corporate help, "I don't think it would have
been possible" to create WGU. But
he says trustees are considering
whether to create a separate, forprofit alliance with corporations for
some WGU business.
"We really are pioneering, (and)
that · rarely goes without difficult y,"
he says.
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