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Context 
In 1998, 19 U.S. state governors launched an online 
competency-based university, the Western Governors 
University (WGU). By 2005, the federal ''No Child Left 
Behind Act" requires teachers and classroom aides to 
upgrade their training. To help meet this need, the WGU 
opened an online teacher-training facility earlier this 
month. The idea of online training -- while widely heralded as one of the hallmarks of 
the Information Society -- is still opposed by some brick-and-mortar institutions. 

The Western Governors University, the online, competency-based institution launched 
by 19 Western governors in 1998, has opened what it says is the first fully online 
teacher's college. In doing so, WGU hopes to help thousands of current teachers and 
classroom aides who won't qualify for their jobs when the federal No Child Left Behind 
law takes effect in 2005. 

According to U.S. Secretary of Education Rod Paige -- who on March 10 announced the 
formal opening of the WGU Teachers College along with Utah Gov. Michael 0. Leavitt -
the new online school will be a boon to states seeking training for current teachers and 
aides to help them meet requirements under the No Child Left Behind Act. Under that 
legislation, all teachers will be required to have certification and college degrees in the 
subjects they teach, while all classroom aides, substitute teachers and support staff will 
be required to have at least an associate of arts degree in order to remain on staff. 

By attending the new online Teachers College, WGU says uncertified teachers and aides 
already working in classrooms will have the opportunity to earn a degree or certificate 
via the Internet based on their competency much faster than they could through a 
traditional university. 

"We're addressing populations that are already in schools and committed to schools," 
said Bob Mendenhall, WGU president. "We estimate there are about 750,000 uncertified 
teachers teaching nationwide today. Additionally, there are 500 ,000 paraprofessionals. 
Many are minorities , most are in urban districts. Frankly, they've been there long 
enough that many of them have the competencies of teachers, they just don't have the 
formal education." 

According to Paige, the WGU Teachers College will "provide an innovative option for 
individuals who would be turned off by the hoops and hurdles of traditional teacher 
preparation and certification programs." 

Easing a Teacher Shortage 
The WGU Teachers College was created by the Western Governors University through a 
$10 million Star Schools Grant from the U.S. Department of Education, with additional 
funding provided by foundations and corporate partners, as well as additional federal 
grants for teacher education. 

In helping current teachers and aides meet the requirements of No Child Left Behind, 
and by giving those interested in becoming teachers a faster way to get there, WGU 
hopes it will also help eliminate the huge teacher shortage predicted for coming years. 
"In the next 10 years we need 2 million new K-12 teachers in this country," said 
Mendenhall. "Traditional schools of education focus mainly on high school kids who 
think they want to be teachers. But studies show 40 percent of the graduates in those 
programs aren't teaching in public schools four years later. We want to focus on helping 
those folks who are already committed to education." 

Debra Drewien, a WGU student based in the small town of Hailey, Idaho, is working 
toward a master's degree in education. Drewien was previously enrolled at Idaho State 
University, but with a job as a technology integration specialist with a local school 
district and family obligations, Drewien found it increasingly difficult to commute 70 
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miles each direction to attend classes. Enrolling at WGU has allowed Drewien to 
continue pursuing her degree. 

"The curriculum is much more practical for classroom application than what I was being 
taught at Idaho State," Drewien said . "There are performance tasks I have to do to prove 
learning competencies and I feel it's a better indicator of my progress and overall 
knowledge than participating in a traditional classroom." 

Students enrolled in WGU's Teachers College who are seeking a teaching certificate will 
be able to complete all but a teaching demonstration online. But because many are 
already working in the classroom , Mendenhall says the demonstrations should be easy 
to arrange. "We'll work with the district where these people already work to give them 
the opportunity to demonstrate their teaching," he said. 

Three states --Texas, Arizona and Nevada -- have formally agreed to recognize WGU 
teaching certificates. Through reciprocity agreements with those three states, WGU 
licensure for teachers is accepted in a total of 46 states. WGU is now in the process of 
gaining formal acceptance from all states individually, a process that Mendenhall admits 
is being met with some resistance. 

"To some extent existing schools of education in various states view us as a threat," he 
said. "They really shouldn't. Most of that stems from misunderstanding. Ninety-five 
percent of their students are residential students that aren't working. That's not our 
audience. We're providing opportunities for students that can't go to traditional schools, 
so it's very unlikely we'll take students from existing institutions." 

WGU is also dealing with opposition to the concept of competency-based degrees, 
Mendenhall said. "There is no question as we go to these states to be approved that 
traditional educators struggle with this new idea," Mendenhall said . "We're getting them 
comfortable with it but they rarely get it in the first meeting." 

But Mendenhall said resistance appears to be melting as more and more K-12 schools 
adopt standards requiring students to demonstrate competenci es in order to progress to 
the next grade or to graduate. 

Fast and Flexible 
Despite resistance, WGU has been growing steadily since 1998. The university offers 
associate's, bachelor 's and master's degrees in information technology, business and 
education and currently enrolls students from the U.S. and eight foreign countries. "We 
are growing faster than 10 percent a month at the moment , and we just launched the 
teacher's college two weeks ago, so that part of the growth really hasn't even kicked in 
yet," Mendenhall said. 

WGU recently received accreditation from four regional accreditation commissions and 
also won a $3. 7 million grant to work with the Clark County School District in Nevada 
and the Region IV district near Houston. The grant will pay for more than 600 

paraprofessionals to go through the WGU program and be certified as teachers. 

Administrators at WGU believe their new endeavor will benefit teachers and would-be 
teachers immediatel y, who will have a more flexible way to meet the requirements of No 
Child Left Behind. In the longer term, WGU hopes it will be able to train more people to 
become teachers faster, helping keep the teacher-to-student ratio at a reasonable level, 
principally in the urban districts, where teachers are already often in short supply. 

"The WGU Teachers College will be particularly important to large , urban districts that 
have the largest populations of paraprofessionals and uncertified teachers, as well as the 
greatest need for more qualified teachers," said Dr. Marti Watson Garlett, dean of the 
Teachers College. 

Justine Brown is afreelanc e writer based near Sacramento, Calif. 
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"It is not the critic who 
counts, not the man 

who points out how the 
strong man stumbled, 
or where the doer of 

deeds could have done 
better. The credit 

belongs to the man who 
is actually in the arena; 
whose face is marred by 
the dust and sweat and 

blood; who strives 
valiantly; who errs and 
comes short again and 
again ; who knows the 
great enthusiasms, the 

great devotions and 
spends himself in a 

worthy course; who at 
the best knows in the 

end the triumph of high 
achievement, and who 
at worst, if he fails, at 
least fails while daring 



greatly ; so that his 
place shall never be 
with those cold and 

timid souls who know 
neither victory or 

defeat." 

Theodore Roosevelt 
from Citizenship 

in a Republic 
(Paris Sorbonne , 1910) 
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