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Online degrees multiply 
Utah-based college 
sees soaring numbers 
of students, graduates 
By Erin Stewart 
Deseret Morning News 

Bryant Mills thought his 
dream of finishing a college 
degree was long past. He even 
kept it a secret that he had 
dropped out of college, worried 
the men working beneath him 
would realize they were more 
educate d than their boss. 

But now a business degree 
hangs in the office· of the 54-
year-old North Salt Lake resi
dent, who finished an online 
degree from Western Gover
nors University last month. 

"I just needed something 
that could work around my 
schedule because I work full 
time," said Mills, an account 
manager for a technology dis
tribution firm. "I wanted to do 
something that was accredited 
because there's a lot of online 
opportunities, but when you 
start looking at thein, they just 
don't amount to a hill of 
beans." 

Mills found the school he 
was looking for- Western Gov
ernors University, a Salt Lake
based school that has grown to 
5,000 students from only 450 in 
2002 when it gained accredita
tion. Three years ago, the 
school was enrolling only about 
30 new students a month but · 
now accepts up to 400 students 
a month. 

Along with that surging 
enrollment, WGU awarded 243 
degrees last month. 

Pat Partridge , vice president 
of marketing for WGU 
attributes much of that growth 
to the spread of online learning 
throughout the nation. Online 
classes are common now at tra
ditional universities, he said 
and acquiring full degree~ 
through online schools like 
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WGU is quickly moving into the 
mainstream of education. 

Add to that the growing num
ber of adult s going back to 
school for degrees and online 
universities are set to continue 
expanding, he said. 

"While we tend to think of 
college as being the 18-22 year 
olds, the adult education mar
ket has been growing at a much 
faster clip," Partridge said. 
"Online education is flexible, it 
fits into carrying a regular job 
and possibly a family." 

Of WGU's 5,000 students , 
about 70 percent work full 
time, with the average age 
about 38. The competency
based approach at the school 
allows students to move 
through bachelor's and mas
ter 's degrees at their own pace 
setting their own coursework 
and only taking classes they 
need to supplement their life 

experience. 
Mills, for example, had 

already worked for years as an 
account manager and was able 
to complete his degree in a 
year. 

"It just made more sense that 
I had already learned a lot of 
that," said Mills, who graduated 
in January. "But a lot ·of places 
won't let you do that. You have 
to sit in a classroom semester 
after semester." 

WGU's growth in the past 
three years has pushed outside 
Utah's borders, with students 
in every state and 11 countries. 
Texas and California now top 
the list for WGU enrollment 
with Utah at third with about 
411 students. 

That growth has put pressure 
on the university as school offi
cials hired 100 faculty in the 
last year and a half and con
tinue to add 10 to 20 new 
employees each month. 
Although the school is online 
WGU still employs instructor~ 
and faculty mentors to help stu
dents c;reate a course of study 
and guide them through the 
degree. 

Ken Sorber, vice president of 
strategic relations, said the 
growth rate could push the uni
versity up to 10,000 students by 
2007. 

Sorber added one of the most 
popular . programs at WGU is 
the recently created Teachers 
College, which has already had 
3,400 students go through the 
program or who are currently 
enrolled . 

"There's a shortage of teach
ers, and there's a particular 
shortage of science and math 
teachers. Hopefully, we're mak
ing an addition to that pool of 
possible educators by tapping 
into the working adult area " 
Sorber said. "It's really for the 
35-year-old who has always 
wanted to be a teacher but has 
never found a way to get that 
education." 
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