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WGU Leads the Way in Competency-Based 
Distance Learning 

Through e-mails, phones 
and faxes, mentors -
all experts in specific 
fields of study - at 
Western Governors Uni
versity provide individual 
attention in the student 
assessment process, 
guiding students toward 
the courses and projects 
that will allow them to 
demonstrate the re
quired levels of mastery 
for a degree. Using tech
nology to overcome bar
riers of distance and 
time, WGU helps people 
to earn college degrees 
without incurring the 
expense and inconve
nience of traveling to 
a campus. 

By Dan Page 

Question: How many credit 
hours does it take to graduate from 
Western Governors University? 

Is the answer A 3~? B. 64? 
C. 1~8? D. Some other number? 

If you answered any of the 
above, Buzzz.You lose. 

Unlike traditional universi 
ties that are typically credit 
based, WGU is a competency 
based institution. Degrees and 
certificates are awarded based 
on a student's demonstrated 
knowledge and skills - not on 
accumulated credits . 

BUILDING FROM A 
MENTORING MODEL 

WGU regards competencies 
as skills and knowledge that 
have been identified by prof es 
sionals in a particular field as 
being essential for mastery of 
that field. "Our programs allow 
people to take advantages of 
their experience and expertise 
in a field," said Bob Menden -
hall, president ofWG . "Mas 
tery of the subject is more 
important than just putting 
in time in a classroom. That's 
what competency -based educa -
tion is all about . Of course , it 
puts the burden on us to define 
competenc , to determine how 
competency is measured and to 
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assess how coursework from 
various providers supports 
the essential skills and knowl -
edge that are required ." 

Working with mentors who 
are experts in specific fields 
of study, students at WGU are 
individually assessed to deter 
mine what competencies they 
have and what they will need in 
order to earn a degree . Through 
e - mails, phones and faxes , 
mentors provide individual 
attention in the assessment 
process, guiding students 
toward the courses and projects 
that will allow them to demon -
strate the required level of 
mastery for a degree. 

ACTION PLANS FOR 
COMPETENCY-BASED 
LEARNING 

good example of how all 
this works i WGU' popular 
master of arts in learning and 
technology program. WG 
identifies six essential domains 
of knowledge for this field: 
measurement and evaluation; 
instructional performance 
and design; technology and 
production proficiency; man -
agement and consulting; 
leader hip; and re earch fun 
damentals . "Students who are 

already proficient in one of 
more of these domains don't 
have to relearn what they 
already know " said Vincent 
Shrader , a mentor in the learn 
ing and technology program. 
"Rather , they can concentrate 
on the skills and knowledge that 
will build their overall compe 
tency in the field. " 

WGU students are working 
professionals with various lev
els of skills and understand -
ing. "When they are admitted," 
Shrader said, "we conduct an 
in - depth assessment and then 
draft an academic action plan 
that identifies skill levels in 
each domain, as well as overall 
strengths and weaknesses. 
That action plan becomes the 
student's road map toward a 
degree." 

'We aren't in the business of 
developing course content or 
online programs," Shrader 
noted . "Our role i to find the 
best course pro iders in the 
areas where we offer degrees. 
That way, we aren't duplicating 
someone else's effort , and it 
frees us to mentor students and 
help them reach their goals." 
WGU currentl offers approxi -
matel 900 courses from 48 
provider . 



In addition to a master of 
arts in learning and techno logy, 
stu dents can earn an associate 
of appli ed sciences degree in 
network administration; elec 
tronics manufacturing technol -
ogy; or software applications 
ana lysis and integration. WGU 
also offers an associate of arts 
degree for students who wish to 
estab lish a solid academic foun -
dation or to comp lete a course 
of study that may have been 
starte d earlier . 

SCHOLARSH I PS PRO 

MOTE LEARN I NG AND 

TECHNOLOGY AT WGU 

In February ~ooo , Wyoming, 
Utah and Washington launched 
a scholarship program designed 
to support teacher development 
in classroom techno logy appli -
cations. The program helps to 
fun d study toward a master's 
degree in techno logy and learn -
ing. Judy Catchpole, Wyoming 's 
superintendent of pu blic 
instruction said the program 
provides teaching professionals 
with "an opportunity to receive 
cutting - edge education , using 
distance -learning techno logy 
[so] teac h ers can remain in 
their communities while fur 
thering their education." 

Bob Mendenhall added that 
the program allows students to 
maintain their full -time careers 
whi le they "learn at their own 
pace an d at their own place." 
According to Mendenhall, WGU 
is he lping to bui ld a "learning 
community of teachers who can 
take what they learn back to 
their individual schools and 
districts and help other teachers 
benefit from technology -based 
learning." 

STUDENTS GI VE 

WGU HI GH MAR KS 

Mike Robinson teaches 
fifth - and sixth -graders in the 

town of Parowan , Utah. There is 
only one uni versi ty nearby , but 
it's ~o mil es away and has only 
recentl y begun a te chnical edu 
cation program. Tve taught for 
16 years ," Robinson explained , 
"and I was an early user of com
puter systems in my school 
system . WGU gives me an 
opportuni ty to us e my knowl 
edge toward an advanced degree 
and I don 't just have to sit in 
one class after another just 
because it 's a requirement for 
the degree. " 

Robinson looked at several 
master 's pro grams , but the 
trav el and ti m e away from his 
family were discouraging barri 
ers. "Th e WGU master's pro 
gram lets me do th e work on my 
schedule and it gives a different 
slant on som e key issues. It's 
not just about technology, but 
how to h elp th e students . The 
cours ework emphasizes solu 
tions that work in a broad way." 
Robinson also said that the peo 
ple at WGU have been helpful 
and interested , providing fast , 
good feedback via e- mail for a 
positiv e experience. 

Another scholarship stu -
dent , Dan Matthews, is a project 

leader with the U.S. Departm ent 
of Education Challenge Grants. 
Located in nort h central Wash 
ington , Matthews fin ds it diffi -
cult to get to a near by coll ege. 
'Tm on the road a lot," he said . 
"There wouldn't be time for me 
to attend class on a regu lar 
basis." His diverse backgroun d 
in science , math and engineer 
ing is contrib uting to his mas 
ter's degree thr ough WGU. 'Tm 
current ly workin g on a very 
sophisticate d videoconferenc 
ing program as part of my job , 
and that fits well into th is pro 
gram," he said. "When I can 
find a few minutes in the day, 
I'm online doing my classwork. 
Hotels , airports - that's where 
I find the time to fit in the work. 
It's ideally suite d to my learn ing 
style." 

Kathy Schlendorf is using 
her learning and techno logy 
scholarship to explore new ways 
of motivating sevent h - an d 
eighth -grade students who are 
academically at risk. Her men -
tor at WGU approve d her pro 
ject and put her in touch with a 
wide range of online resources. 
'Tm involving my whole class in 
the project ," she said , "and they 

ar e usin g th eir b est learning 
skills to cr eat e programs that 
at - risk students will use next 
year. If s p ee r learning at its 
best. " Schlendorf said she does 
som e of h er b est work from 
two to five in the morning . 

THE WGU ADVANTAGE 

For students throughout the 
Unit ed States, WGU offers tan 
gible advantages in terms of the 
choic e of class es , degrees and 
certificat es that ar e availabl e; 
th e convenienc e of online 
enrollm ent and att endanc e; 
the flexibili ty to learn anywhere, 
anytime; and th e ability to apply 
life experiences and competen -
cies toward a degre e. 

Using technology to over 
com e barriers of distance and 
tim e, WGU helps people to earn 
college degre es without incur 
ring th e expense and inconve 
ni ence of traveling to a campus . 

The Int ern et , videoconfer 
en cing and oth er forms of 
te lecommunication bring stu -
dents and professors togeth er 
in inno vative and powerful ways 
that promote learning and th e 
valuabl e interaction that is 
so ess ential to th e learning 
pro cess . • 

CONTACT I NFORMATION 

Bob Mendenhall 
President and CEO 
Western Governors University 
801.27 4.3280 

< rwm@wgu.edu > 
<w ww.wgu.edu> 

Dan Page has written about the 

Internet and technology since the 

early '70s. His work appears in mag 

azines, a book and more than ~so 
c01porate annual reports. E-mail, 

<dmpage@aol.com>. 

RELATED CONVERGE ARTICLES • Jan. '99, "Distance Learning: The Faculty Is On-Board" • Nov. '98, "Trends in Organizational Changes for Teaching Online" • Oct. '98, "Virtual University 
Prepares for the 21st Century• 


	wgu_archives_aaron_211
	wgu_archives_aaron_212

