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~ PREMIUM 

The State of Utah has released an audit of Western Governors University that criticizes it for low enrollment and poor performance. 

But the president of the university said Friday that the document is filled with inaccurate and outdated information and that the 

institution is actually thriving. 

The audit, performed by the state's legislative auditor general, reports that as of January about 200 students were enrolled in the 

online institution after three years of operation. It also says that getting an associate degree from W.G.U. costs $5,350 to $6,850, while 

an equivalent degree from a Utah college or university costs $3,200. 

"Because of a low number of tuition-paying students and other universities' expansion of distance-learning programs, W.G.U. has 

struggled to fulfill its original mission," says the audit, which was released September 14. 

Robert W. Mendenhall, W.G.U. 's president, said in an interview that the enrollment data from last January are outdated, and that the 

university expects a 50- to 100-percent enrollment increase by this coming January. The university started an intensive marketing 

campaign a few months ago and has already seen more traffic on its Web site and an increase in application inquiries, he said. 

Mr. Mendenhall criticized the state for auditing the institution at all, noting that W.G.U. had received only $516,000 from Utah -

$400,000 in 1997 and $116,000 in 1998. W.G.U. has received millions in corporate donations. 

"This audit has nothing in it -- this is not news," Mr. Mendenhall said. "What you have is a political document in an election year." 

W.G.U. has been heavily scrutinized ever since its creation, with much fanfare, in 1997. Its founders -- including Utah's Republican 

Governor, Mike Leavitt, who is running for re-election this year -- predicted that it would quickly enroll thousands of students in 

programs that would let them earn degrees and certificates through courses and competency-based assessments. The university has 

been repeatedly criticized for not living up to enrollment predictions that its current administrators say were wildly optimistic. 

The university has also been stymied in its efforts to win accreditation. It has not yet received candidate status because the four 

regional accrediting agencies are trying to figure out how to evaluate a distance-education institution as unique as W.G.U. 

Wayne L. Welsh, Utah's legislative auditor general, said that the auditors were not measuring W.G.U. against any specific standard, 

but that it appeared to them that the institution wasn't performing very well. "It seemed to us that they were not really up to speed," 

he said. 

The auditors reached that conclusion in part after interviews with others familiar with the institution, he said. Some of them said 

W.G.U. was going to perform well, but others were critical of the university, he said. 

"W.G.U. continues to face numerous challenges," the audit says. "Most of the parties we spoke with wondered whether W.G.U. will 

survive." 

Mr. Welsh identified the interviewees as "a past president ofW.G.U., a staff person at the state Board of Regents, and a legislator." He 

would not reveal their names, citing confidentiality. 

W.G.U. has only one past president, Robert C. Albrecht. But Mr. Albrecht said Friday that he had never spoken to an auditor about 

W.G.U. He suggested that perhaps the auditors had talked to other former W.G.U. administrators. 

Mr. Welsh also said W.G.U. was not cooperative in providing updated information . But Mr. Mendenhall said the auditors never asked 

the university for anything. 

Mr. Mendenhall was extremely critical of the audit for citing unnamed sources as critics ofW .G.U. "That's not a quote -- that's not 

even a source," he said. "What we've got is a bunch of unsubstantiated arguments from a bunch of people I've never talked to ." 

Mr. Mendenhall went on to say that he could name more people who were optimistic about W.G.U. 's prospects, including members 

of the Utah Board of Regents and other university presidents . He also said that companies who had entered partnerships with the 

university and given money to it included Oracle , Micron, Sallie Mae, and American Online . 

Such support from private industry has made up for a lack of tuition revenue, he said, allowing W.G.U. to finish $350,000 over budget 

this past fiscal year. 

"IfW .G.U. wasn't making it, I don't think we'd be attracting those kinds of companies to our side," he said. 
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