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Governors' School 

Even critics would have to admit that Leavitt did right with the 
WGU. 

by Terri Holland 
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No one expects all that much when politicians sit down to lunch. Behmd the scenes deal-makmg rarely 
leads to anythmg positive. But there are times when even pohticrnns have concerns not so different from 
our own. 

Late m 1997, then Utah Gov Mike Leavitt and Colorado Gov Roy Romer sat down for a midday meal 
to discuss the serious phght of fundmg for higher-educat10nal mstitutions. Both were members of the 

· · Western Governors Association (WGA) , an independent, nonpartisan · organization established in 1984 ' 
The association had long addressed pohcy and governance issues important to Western states . It also 
acted as a center of mnovation, promotmg the shared development of solutions to reg10nal problems. 

While lamentmg the escalatmg costs of higher educat10n, the two hatched a plan to harness and utilize 
the powerful force of the Internet. Unlike other bnck and mortar umversit1es offermg a smattermg of 
classes online , Leavitt and Romer boldly envisioned a umversity through which students could not only 
earn degrees completely onlme, but also earn credit toward an accredited degree program by 
demonstratmg genume proficiencies m particular areas . Without classrooms, teachers or even a class 
syllabus, "seat time " attendance no longer mattered. If a student knew how to forge a busmess plan , 
calculate an algonthm; format a Website , write a coherent narrative ; understand philosophy , humamties , 
math and art, he or she would be awarded credit for that knowledge. A new standard was created, a 
umque alternative that allowed adult students to earn a degree more qmckly, use knowledge gamed from 
hfe or work expenence , and earn the1r degrees at home dunng the middle of the mght , m the1r paJamas 
if they wished. 

With great fanfare and high expectat10ns m 1998, WGU enrolled two students and began offenng 
degrees . Five years later, and after a move to larger digs , it hosts programs for several degrees and has a 
class of more than 2,000 students. It is supported by 19 states and governors , and more than 20 leadmg 
corporate and foundat10n partners , mcluding Amenca Onlme , AT & , Bill and Melmda Gates 
Foundation , Cisco Systems , Farmers Insurance Group , Hewlett Packard , IBM , Microsoft , Sun 
Microsystems and Dell. 
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Because WGU degree programs are accessible regardless of students' physical locat10n, there is no 
residency reqmrement. Students attend from all over the country and, with several mternat1onal students , 
even the world. Students residmg outside the Umted States and Canada simply assist WGU m locatmg 
an adequate assessment center (typically a umvers1ty testing center) near their homes where they can 
take WGU assessments ma supervised, proctored environment. 

Mentors help each student map out an academic act10n plan so that they pass reqmred assessment tests. 
These tests, taken onlme, show students which areas they must demonstrate more proficiency m. WGU 
students must be d1sc1plmed and self-motivated enough to find ways to acqmre the comprehensive 
mformat10n necessary to pass assessments. For this reason, WGU 1s not for everyone. Yet, 1t contmues 
to thnve, grow, and attract new students every month. 

Western Governors Umvers1ty 1s the first and only umvers1ty to be accredited by four reg10nal 
comm1ss1ons the Commiss10n on Colleges and Umversities of the Northwest Associat10n of Schools 
and of Colleges and Umversitles, the Higher Learning Commission of the North Central Association of 
Colleges and Schools, the Accreditmg Commission for Commumty and Jumor Colleges of the Western 
Association of Schools and Colleges; and the Accreditmg Comm1ss10n for Senior Colleges and 
Umvers1ties of the Western Assocrnt10n of Schools and Colleges. This makes transfernng your degree to 
other schools easy and acceptable. In 2001, the Department of Education awarded WGU a $10 million 
Star Schools grant to fund the creation of a nat10nal Teachers College prov1dmg onlme, competency
based degrees and certificates to a range of educators and second-career profess10nals. 

At a recent fund-raiser and farewell party for Leavitt, fundmg for WGU was raised from local 
philanthropic md1v1duals and compames. Throughout the mght, test1momals were dehvered by current 
and former students of WGU 

Two politicians with a problem to solve sat down for lunch . They were farsighted and mgenious. The 
result was an accredited, funct1onmg, mnovat1ve educational solut10n for adults unable to attend a 
traditional umvers1ty. WGU sought those students and found them everywhere. Good one, Mike. Now ... 
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