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Western Governors University-- one of the most publicized of the virtual universities that have opened up shop in the past few years
-- had about 200 students enrolled in its degree and certificate programs as of early last month.
While W.G.U. leaders say they are content with that number, it is significantly lower than the enrollment envisioned by the
university's founders two years ago. And one market analyst says the low enrollments may be evidence that W.G.U. leaders lost some
of their "market edge" by taking so long to plan the different facets of the university and roll out its programs.
The university, which was founded by the governors of several Western states, has three roles: It serves as a degree- and certificategranting university; it offers an online catalog that students can use to find and enroll in courses at a variety of institutions in member
states; and it runs a training programs for state-government

employees through its Web site (http:/ /www.wgu.edu).

W.G.U. started offering four degree programs this past summer -- a master's in learning and technology and associate degrees in
general education, network administration , and electronics manufacturing. By the middle of next year, W.G.U. leaders are aiming to
have 400 to 500 students in their degree and certificate programs .
But in 1998, organizers projected that by 2000 they would have 500 students enrolled in degree programs, 3,000 students in certificate
programs, and 10,000 students taking classes from other institutions through W.G.U.
"We feel pretty good about our numbers, considering that we just rolled out the degrees a few months ago," says Amy Tejral, a
university spokeswoman. "We are happy about the pace that we are on." The university does not have any concrete figures on how
many students have used the W.G.U. site to enroll in courses at member institutions .
Robert W. Mendenhall, the president ofW .G.U., says it can be misleading to compare the project's initial projections with current
course-enrollment

figures. "The governors were talking about thousands of students, but I think the idea behind thousands of

students was never degree-seeking students," he says. "I think the idea was that the catalog -- when first announced -- was a pretty
unique thing, and people were excited by the prospect of sharing these online courses and having students sign up for them ."
Leaders ofW.G.U. have sparked both criticism and praise by adopting a unique competency-based

model of education that allows

students to earn substantial amounts of credit by passing standardized tests or completing independent projects, rather than by
taking courses. Mr. Mendenhall says that the university has put together a council of academics and business representatives who
determine what it means to be competent in a given field, and what vehicles can be used to assess competency.
He says the university will concentrate on developing its degree and certificate programs in the coming months . "We did not set out
to be a portal," Mr. Mendenhall says. "We are a university offering degrees and certificates and online course opportunities for
people. We are not particularly focused on building our brand as a portal, as opposed to building our brand as a university. "
Richard P. Hezel, the president of Hezel Associates, a planning and research company specializing in distance education, says W.G.U.
has strong leadership and tremendous potential. But he thinks the project 's organizers took too long to set up the university .
"W.G.U. has taken so long to plan," he says, "that by the time they opened for business, they had lost the market edge -- the students
had gone to other institutions."
Mr. Hezel adds that some potential students may have been scared off by the novelty of competency-based

education. "I have a sense

that perhaps students were concerned about enrolling in an institution where there was portfolio assessment being done as a means
of giving credits," he says. "Some students may have been concerned about whether the degree would be considered second-class."
But now that W.G.U. has rolled out its degrees and formed so many alliances with both universities and businesses, Mr. Hezel says,
the university is well-positioned to attract more students and "overcome some of its millstones ."
"I have been waiting for W.G.U. to bear its fruit. And I am still waiting for it, and getting hopeful, but impatient as well."
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