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Western Governors U. improves its grade 
By Eric Kelderman, Staff Writer, Stateline.org 

After five years, an onlme umvers1ty launched by 19 Western governors 1s begmmng to flounsh. 
W cstem Governors Umvers1ty, which started offenng education via the Internet m 1999, doubled its 
enrollment to 3,000 students m the past year 

The virtual umvers1ty, chartered m 1996 by the Western Governors Association as a pnvate, non
profit mstitut10n, now offers 24 separate degrees m educat10n, busmess adm1mstration and 
mformation technology on the undergraduate and graduate level. This compares w1thjust 750 
students enrolled m mne different degree programs m 2002. 

WGU does not educate m the trad1t10nal sense. Usmg a computer and wntten course matenals, 
students study on theu own. They must pass a senes of tests and submit a portfolio of projects for 
theu degree. Potential teachers also must tram m a classroom . 

So far, WGU has awarded 160 diplomas 100 of them m the past year. Robert Mendenhall, the 
president of the school, 1s opt1m1stic that number will soon grow He said 1t was hard to attract 
students before the umvers1ty earned regional accreditation m 2003 the same academic stamp of 
approval given to mst1tut10ns such as Northwestern Umvers1ty , the Umvers1ty of Wisconsm and 
Stanford Umvers1ty 

To fund WGU, the 19 foundmg states pitched m $2.2 million m seed money Another $19 million 
was contributed by corporat10ns and foundations , mcludmg technology giants Microsoft, Oracle, 
Dell Computer and Sun Microsystems. Tmt10n, which ranges from $2,590 to $3,250 for each six
month term, now accounts for three-quarters of the school's budget and 1s expected to provide 90 
percent next year, Mendenhall said. 

WGU's growth 1s one of the factors ma projected 25 percent mcrease m onlme learmng nat10nw1de 
for 2004, accordmg to a report by the Sloan Consortnm1, a group of orgamzations dedicated to 
promotmg Web learmng. It is funded by the Alfred P Sloan Foundation. 

WGU 1s a member of the consortmm and the Sloan foundat10n 1s a member of WGU's nat10nal 
advisory board . 

The greatest number of onlme courses, where more than 80 percent of the class content 1s delivered 
electromcally, are offered by big name umvers1t1es. But the fastest growth m e-learnmg 1s at 
relatively new mst1tuhons, such as Phoemx Umvers1ty, said I. Elame Allen, a Babson College 
professor who co-authored the consortmm ' s study 

The average onlme learner 1s likely to be older than other college students and have a Job and family, 
Allen said. 

http .//www .statelme.org /statelme/?pa=story &sa=showStory lnfo&ormt= 1&1d=42 144 2 12/30/2004 



Statelme.org. Western Governors U unproves its grade - prmter-fiendly vers10n 

Web-based learnmg is providmg mcreased access to educat10n, said Burck Smith, CEO of 
Smarthmkmg .com, which provides onlme tutormg services for high schools, colleges and 
umversitles . 
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WGU's potential may be hmited because it does not have a physical campus to attract students, 
Smith said. Most onlme students also take face-to-face classes at theu college or university 

Student attachment to bnck and mortar is why onlme learmng has largely failed to revolutiomze 
higher educat10n, a Umvers1ty of Pennsylvama study concluded. 

In add1t1on, students and faculty have yet to adapt theu teachmg and studying methods to the 
possibiht1es of new technology, said Umvers1ty of Pennsylvama researchers Robert Zemsky and 
Wilham F Massy 

"Students do want to be connected, but prmc1pally to one another; they want to be entertamed by, 
pnnc1pally by games, music and movies; and they want to present themselves and theu work," they 
said m theu report. 

Send your comments on this story to letters @stateline.org. Selected reader feedback will be posted in 
the Letters to the editor section. 

Contact Enc Kelderman at: ekclderman @statelmc .org 
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