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Dividing Up Faculty Roles Makes Instruction More than 
the Sum of its Parts 
Jennifer Patterson Lorenzetti 

"[We needed to] avoid the stigma of 
being a diploma mill," says Dennis 

Bromley, Director of Business 
Programs for Western Governors 
University (WGU). Based in Salt Lake 
City, Utah, WGU is an institution 
founded with distance education in 
mind. WGU's model , Bromley says, is 
to "increase access to education to 

underserved populations." It serves as a 
portal to existing programs at a variety 
of other accredited institutions. But its 
competency-based approach to degree
granting had to be clearly distinguished 
from the "credit for life experience" 
pitch of the diploma mills. They did 
this with an inventive system of 
mentoring that "unbundles" instructing, 
advising and assessing. 

In the WGU model, students make 
progress toward a degree by demon
strating competence in an area, rather 
than by accumulating credits. For 
example, WGU offers a "lower level 
business core" that students can 
complete by demonstrating competence 
in areas like accounting and business 
law. In order to demonstrate compe-

tency in a given area, the student must 
show mastery of a list of learning 
objectives designed by subject matter 
experts. The students build proficiency 
in these learning objectives through 
selecting from a library of online 
courses from other universities, 

They found that students 

who passed three assessments 

in each of their first two 

terms had a graduation rate 

of90 percent. 

textbooks and study guides, and online 
modules developed by other content 
provider s. The students then take an 
assessment designed with the learning 
objectives in mind . 

The competency-based model is 
student centered, but it does have 
certain potential drawbacks. For one 
thing, it would be far too easy to design 
assessments with the abilities of current 
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students in mind, in order to cycle 
students through the program as 
quickly as possible. To avoid that, it 
was necessary to have those who build 
the assessments be different from those 
who work with the student s. So, the 
role (or roles) of the mentor was born. 

Enter the Mentor 

The mentor allows WGU to provide 
an experience of "high tech, high 
touch ." This is critical for WGU's 
student population, which has an 
average age of around 40 years old. 
Students live in 42 states and seven 
countries, and most are employed full 
time in addition to going to school. "It 
is a population very much at risk," says 
Bromley. 

The mentor help s cut this risk by 
helping the student throughout his or 
her academic program, including 
helping the student arrange pre-assess
ments, formulate academic action 
plans, select courses and module to 
facilitate learning , and prepare for 
assessments. "The mentor crosses the 
curriculum," says Bromley. 

Mentors were originally all Ph.D. 
faculty members, but it soon became 
apparent that there was what Bromley 
calls "a fair amount of administrivia" 
involved in helping students. This led 
to an original split into two roles, 
mentor and advisor, with the advisor 
charged with helping sn1dents with the 
repetitive tasks that every student faces 
while navigating the system. Howev er, 
it became clear that the academic 
mentor role was inextricably bound up 
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Dividing Up .. from page 1 

with th e administrative challenges, so 
WGU developed levels of mentors. 

Mentor I was tasked with managing 
student progress through the entire 
program, th e core activity of a mentor. 
Mentor II was charged with leading 
the online learning communities, 
requiring a bit more subject matter 
exper tise. Finally, Mentor III was 
required to have a Ph.D., as this person 
was also involved with evaluating 
student progress and performing cur
riculum development . 

The Mentor's Role in Student 
Retention 

Once the mentor program was in 
place in its initial functionin g form, 
WGU could look at the impact th at 
mentor's have on student retention, 
and they found some surprising results. 
WGU und ertook a study of mentors 
with the highest levels of student 
retention, and they found that sn1dents 
who passed three assessments in each 
of their first two 6-month terms had a 
gradua tion rate of 90 percent, with 
graduation rates falling off as studen ts 
passed fewer assessments in these first 
two terms. 

The institution determined that the 
first term is characterized by "noise," 
the challenges that arise as students 
learn to navigate the system indepen
den tly. "These are things that could be 
resolved through good customer service 
practices," says Bromley . He notes that 
th e mentors with the most successful 
studen ts were ones who were "quick to 
follow up and creative in finding 
solutions." These were the mentors 
adept at helping student s locate 
proctors to assist with their assess
ments, manage financial aid pro cesses, 
develop the ability to organize their 
time, and generally cultivate the inde-
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pendence necessary to succeed in the 
program. 

WGU determined that the skills for 
effective mentoring depend on where 
the student is in the program . 'We 
took these mentors [with the most 
early successes] and put them in the 
first term," says Bromley. These 
mentors are called "Starters," and they 
are charged with quieting the noise 
that distracts students during th e first 
term and managing the fast start 
necessary for successful completion. 

After a solid start , students are 
transferred to a "Con tinuer ," a mentor 
who specializes in facilitating indepen
dent learning . These mentors are more 
content-oriented than the Starters. 
Finally, studen ts tran sfer on to a 
"Finisher," a senio r faculty member 
who can provide guidance for the 
capstone project and for advanced 
assessments. There is some overlap, 
such as when a Continuer mentor is 
also a subject matter expert and can 
serve as a Finisher for a student in that 
particular discipline, but generally the 
move from mentor to mentor is 
designed to encourage independent 
learning and to discourage mentor 
dependence. 

WGU is in the pilot stage of testing 
this new system of mentor levels, but 
early results indicate that it may have a 
positive impact on student retention . 
"The preliminary indication is that it 
works," says Bromley . 

Lessons for Other Institutions 
Over the past 15 months, WGU has 

seen its enrollmen t double. Along the 
way, the mentor model has evolved, 
from a single mentor function to the 
mentor/advi sor split to levels of 
mentor s to the pilot project testing 
Starters, Continuers, and Finishers. 
With a December 2006 enro llment 

co1Ztinued on page 6 - - - ..,.... 

Distance Education Report 
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goal of 7,500, scalability will continue 
to be a challenge for WGU. 

However, Bromley has identified at 
least one important lesson that is trans
ferable to almost any other distance 
education program. WGU has faced 

Ask Naj .. :from page 3 

information technology programs on 
many campuses. The digital natives are 
leveraging the engaging 3D visuals and 
interactivity of the video games for 
"serious" non-entertainment purposes 
resulting in the emergence of "serious 
gaming" as a discipline on many 
campuses. Developing educational sim
ulations using game engines is not a 
trivial task. It requires knowledge in 
multiple disciplines such as physics, 
mathematics, artificial intelligence, 3D 
graphics programming, network pro
gramming, scripting language, and 
basic computing principles which 
makes it ideal for junior and senior 
level team projects. 

Distance education administrators 
like yourself should consider tapping 
into this resource and harnessing it to 
develop educational simulations. 

Best, 
Naj e 

Broadband .. :from page 8 

suggests that designers might want to 
include "compensatory activities" to 
replace the interaction , or conduct 
interventions "early-and-ofren" to be 

the same challenge of perception that 
faces many other distance (and tradi
tional) programs -- the charge of 
designing coursework that is exclusively 
meant to prepare srndents to pass 
assessments. "We try to find ways to 
validate what students learn through 
independent assessments," Bromley 

sure that the dial-up srndents arc par
ticipating fully. "How you treat your 
dial-up students should depend on the 
nature of the course," Turner 
concludes. 
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says. By unbundling the instructor role 
so th at different parties arc responsible 
for content development, assessment, 
and student mentoring, the criticism 
has much less validity. "It would benefit 
nearly any instirntion of higher 
education," Bromley concludes. e 

Philip Turner may be contacted at 
pturner@unt.edu e 
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