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Online 
College 
Reboots 
VI es tern Governors 
Un iversity takes steps 
to boost its enrollment 
after a slow start 

BY .HM RASMUSSEN 
WORLD -HERALD STAFF WRITER 

When Western Governors University 
went online early in l 998, it carried 
high expectations and a lot o_fhype. 

It was called revolut10nary: a 
"virtual university" without a physical 
campu s, linking students with courses 
over the Internet and through other 
Iona-dist ance means of delivery. 

S~venteen s tates. including 
Nebraska. had spent $100,000 each to 
launch the idea, which was developed 
at a meeting of the Western Governors 
Association~ Proponents talked of 
enro lling l.000 students the first year. 

Two years later. just 200 students are 
enrolled in degree programs , and an 
additional 150 are takmg classes 
through the universit y's ontine course 
cata lo~e.. -

Although those numbers haven't 
lived up to the early expectations, 
universit y officials and supporters say 
they're not discouraged. The university 
is adding degree . programs and 
increasing its marketmg efforts to try 
to add students at a faster rate . 

New projections call for increasing 
enrollment to 725 students in degree 
programs by December and 1,400 by 
the end of 200 I. 

"I expect the university to grow to 
certainly thousands of students and to 
be very successful as an alternative for 
certain types of people." said Robert 
Mendenhall. who was hired in 1999 as 
president and chief exe_cutive officer at 
Western Governors Umvers1ty. 

Mendenhall is one of 24 paid staff 
members at the university, which has 
o ffices in Salt Lake City and t)l.e 
Denve r suburb of Aurora , Colo. 

He said several factors kept Western 
Governors from growing faster: 

GI The university took too long to 
begin offering degree programs . It 
rolled out its first programs last July 
and now offers five degrees, including 
four two-year associate degrees and 
one master's degree program for 
teachers. Three more degree programs 
are scheduled to begin later this yea_r. 

E'f.11 The university is not accredited. 
Tha t hurts student recruitment. 
Mendenhail said the university is ~on 
track~ to be accredited. A regional 
accred iting agency could decide_ this 
week whether to grant candidacy 
s tatus . a preliminary step to 
accredi tati on. 

Iii Early expecta tions were 
unrealistic.-"It's a very bigjob to start a 
brand new university and develop the 
marketing and gain brand recognition," 
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Me ndenh all sa id. 
He sa id he believes the university 

event ua lly will thr ive. Mende nha ll said 
the re is a b ig demand for higher 
ed uca tion in the schoo l's target marke t 
- working adults. And he be lieves 
Weste rn G~overnors' uniqu e academic 
mode l is ga inin g accep tance among 
stude nt s and emp loyers . 

Un like tra diti ona l universities that 
require a stud ent to amass a certain 
numbe r of credi t hours to grad uate, 
Wes tern Gove rnors requir es \ tud ents 
to demonstrat e ucompetenc ies," or 
know ledge . T his is measured by 
"assess me nt s" th a t h ave bee n 
deve lope d by teams of educa tors and 
industry rep rese ntati ves. 

Thi s app ro ach a llows student s to 
rece ive credit for knowledge they 
a lready possess , perhaps from work 
experience. 

To obt a in th e knowledge they lack, 
they can choose from an online cata log 
of about 975 courses. Those courses are 
offe red by 43 co lleges and univers ities, 
includin g four in Ne braska (Bellevue 
U niversity, Chadron State Co llege, 
Met ropolitan Co mmunit y Co llege and 
the Univers ity o f Nebraska-Lin coln). 

Wes tern Gove rnor s offers no courses 
on its own . but it employs mentors who 
ac t as one-on-one advisers to help 
studen ts deve lop an academic plan. 

Chadron St ate became the first 
co llege to enr oll a student through 
Western Go vernors in 1998. Roger 
Wess, an edu cation prof essor at 
C hadr on who helped coordin a te the 
v irtu a l univ ers it y 's startup in 
N ebra ska, said enrollm ent growth has 
been slower than he expected . 

Wess charact erized the early efforts 
as "a group of educators puttin g 
togeth er something that prob ably 
needed a bett er business plan ." 

In one earl y misstep, Western 
G overnor s cha rged stud ents a $30 fee 
when they signed up for courses 
thr ough the onlin e catalog. Many 
stud ents decided to enroll in the 
courses dir ectly a t co lleges and 
universities and bypass the fee. 

"We do n ' t know how many 
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Western Governors 
University 
What: Distance education offered via 

the Internet, satellite, CD-ROM and 
other long-distance methods. 
Began offering courses online in 
1998. 

Enrollment: 200 students in degree 
programs, 150 other students 
signed up for classes 

Degree programs: Master of arts, 
learning and technology: associate 
of arts, general: associate of 
applied science in three fields net
work administration, electronics 
manufacturing technology and 
software applications analysis and 
integration Plans to offer associate 
and bachelor's degrees in business 
and associate degree in informa
tion technology later this year 

Participating: Alaska, Arizona, 
Colorado, Hawaii, Idaho, Indiana, 
Montana, Nebraska, Nevada, New 
Mexico, North Dakota, Oklahoma, 
Oregon, Texas. Utah, Washington, 
Wyoming and the territory of 
Guam 

Offices: Salt Lake City and Aurora, 
Colo. 

enrollments we genera ted" for other 
schoo ls. said Amy Tejra l, Weste rn 
Gove rnors' dir ector o f uni versi ty 
affa irs. 

1 he univers ity dropped the fee an d 
now takes a cut of the tuition when 
stud ents enroll through its Web site. 
Stud ent s also pay Western Governors 
to take the competency assessmen ts 
and to use services such as its onlin e 
libra ry and boo kstore. 

Chadron 's Wess said he believes the 
university has improved its business 
experti se recentl y. Its new president, 
Mendenh all, had worked for IBM and 
had found ed a company that develope d 
academic materials for comput er-based 
instru ction. 

Alth ough Wess said he expects the 
university to stru ggle, he think s it will 
survive. 

ult' s taken .them a while to see what 
their tru e role is and true market is," he 
said . 

Th e nonp ro fit university has an 
annual budget of more than $4 million, 

Tejra l said. 
Fu nding comes from tuition and 

fees. do natio ns from corpora tions and 
private founda tions. and gran ts from 
the federa l governmen t. Microsof t 
Chairma n Bill Gates kicked in $ I 
million from his private found ation las t 
year. and Congress prov ided $2.2 
million last fall as par t of a program to 
boos t d istance educa tion . 

The states tha t started the university 
haven 't provided any more money tha n 
the ir origina l $ 100,000 each. 

Othetobserve rs agreed tha t the ear ly 
hoop la abou t Weste rn Governors was 
overdone. 

"It was overso ld in the sense tha t it 
was given a lot o f hype. beca use it was 
a bra nd-new concept," said David 
PO\vers. executive directo r o f . the 
Nebraska Coord inat ing Commission 
for Pos tsecondarv Edu cation. 

Powers, who, is on the Western 
Gove rn ors U niversi ty Boa rd o f 
Trustees, said the university's relat ively 
low enrollmen t doesn' t measure its tru e 
impac t. 

He sa id Weste rn Gove rnors has 
served a valuable role as an Internet 
po rta l genera ting untold numb ers o f 
stu den ts for the colleges that offer 
courses in its catalog. 

Powers sa id the university also has 
broke n down geograp hical barriers to 
highe r educa tion for Nebras kans an d 
ot hers. He said it has helped sta tes 
share the cost o f develop ing a quality 
a rray of distance education courses. 

ul'm de lie.hted that Nebra skans can 
take wonderfu l courses developed a t 
the cos t of the taxpayers of U tah, 
Co lorad o and Idaho," he said. ult 's the 
concep t o f makin g all of thi s 
knowledge ava ilab le to Nebra skans, no 
ma tter whe re they live." 

Former Nebra ska Go v. Ben Nelson , 
one of four governors who hatched the 
idea o f the university in 1995, said it 
has made an impact on higher 
educ ation. 

He said the governors saw a need for 
better access to education for people 
who lived long di stance s from 
un ive rs it y campu ses. We s te rn 
Gove rnors helped spark universities 
ac ross the count ry to increase offerings 
of distance teamin g via the Internet, 
sa tellite-video hookups and other 
long-distance means. 

"I think it set a standard," Nelson 
sa id. "I think it has served an excellent 
purp ose." 
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