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WGU Closer to Accreditation, Awards 1st Degree to Roy Woman 
BY KIRSTEN STEW ART 

THE SALT LAKE TRIBUNE 

Western Governors University, Gov. 
Mike Leavitt's virtual brainchild , logged 
two milestones this week which adminis
trators say demonstrate the credibility of 
the experimental online college. 

The Interregional Accrediting Commit
tee, a consortium of four regional review 
agencies, granted WGU "candidate for ac
creditation" status earlier this week. And 
today, the online college will award its first 
degree, a master of arts in learning and 
technology, to Gennie Kirch, a teacher at 
Roy Elementary School. 

"As a unique, online, degree-granting 
institution that offers competency-based 
degree programs, this is a great show of 
progress for WGU and for distance educa
tion as a whole," said Bob Mendenhall, 
university president. 

The upgrade in WGU's accreditation 

status is perhaps most critical, because 
without candidacy, WGU students cannot 
easily transfer to other institutions or ap
ply for financial aid. 

Full accreditation could take as long as 
two to five years. But candidacy , the second 
in a three-step process, should help WGU 
boost enrollment, said Patrick Ford, mem
ber of the accrediting team and chairman of 
the Northwest Commission on Colleges. 

The 16-member team deferred a vote on 
WGU's candidacy in May because it 
couldn't fairly judge the school using tra
ditional criteria. This development was 
followed shortly by a Utah legislative audit 
that criticized WGU for its lack of accredi
tation and low enrollment , casting doubt on 
the college's potential to compete in the 
growing field of distance education. 

But Ford said it's not unusual for devel
oping universities to struggle with enroll
ment in the beginning. As of last January, 
about 200 students were enrolled in WGU, 

and the school anticipates having 300 stu
dents by next January, said Mendenhall. 

"Now that WGU has candidacy we'll see 
how it does," Ford said. 

Founded in 1997 by 13 western states and 
22 Fortune 500 companies and foundations, 
WGU doesn't develop its own curriculum. 
Instead, it pools courses already available 
at other universities and administers their 
instruction over the Internet. 

The university's competency-based in
struction is also unique. Under this model, 
students don't receive grades or credits for 
completed courses, but are tested on their 
competency in a subject area. This allows 
students, who are already competent in a 
given area, to test out of required courses 
and move through programs more quickly. 

The university offers associates , bache
lor's and master's degrees in technology, 
business and education. 

Kirch, WGU's first advanced degree 
graduate, said the school's flexibility is 

what prompted her to enroll. She was also 
the recipient of one of 50 full-tuition schol
arships awarded to K-12 school teachers in 
the lntermountain West. 

"For the past 15 years, I've wanted to get 
my master's degree and was even accepted 
in a traditional university . But time , 
money and family circumstances pre
vented it from happening," she said . 

Kirch, who enrolled in Sept. 1999, said 
the program was rigorous , requiring 20 to 
30 hours of study a week. 

"I often studied in the middle of the night 
when I had the time, and when the Internet 
was faster, but sometimes I wasn't sure I 
could keep going. It was definitely as diffi
cult as a traditional classroom education , 
maybe harder," she said. 

Kirch will receive her diploma this 
morning at a special ceremony in La Jolla , 
Calif., organized in conjunction with the 
Western Governors' Association meeting . 
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