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The Topi c 

Robert W. Mendenhall, president of Western Governors University , an online , 
nonprofit institution , will answer questions about the quality of distance education and 
the idea of awarding degrees based on competency assessments instead of traditional 
measures of grades and seat time. 

A transcript of the chat follows. 

Dan Carnevale (Moderator): 
Welcome everyone to today's Brown Bag. I'd like to thank Bob Mendenhall for taking 

time to answer our questions. Let's get started with a short introduction from our guest 
today. 

Robert W. Mendenhall: 
Western Governors University is a private non-profit university created by I 9 western 

governors. University degree programs are delivered entirely online , and are the only 
degrees in the country based on demonstrating competency -- what students know and 
can do -- rather than accumulating credit hours. 

We offer bachelor's and master's degrees in business , IT, K-12 teacher education , and we 
will soon be launching a fourth degree area in health professions. We have over 6,000 
students across all 50 states. Our students are primarily working adults , average age 38, 
and over 70% are working full-time. 

Question from Scott Faulstick, a national accrediting agency : 
I'm used to hearing "competency assessments" in terms of vocational education. How 

does it translate to a more "academic" setting , or is such a translation even necesary? 

Robert W. Mendenhall: 
Competency assessments can be used wherever competencies can be defined . We 

spent (spend) substantial effort on defining competencies for general education . It is 
somewhat easier for majors in business , IT, and teacher education. In our case , we form 
for each degree area a program council of outside experts from the profession as well as 
academia to define the competencies they would expect of a college graduate in that 
field . We have a national assessment council of outside experts that work with us to 
define the assessments -- a combination of objective tests , performance tasks , portfolios , 
projects , etc. -- to measure these competencies. 

Question from Donna Campbell, Post University : 



We have a very large online course offering , and a growing student population. How 
can you guarantee that the integrity of the institution won't be compromised, and the 
student is actually doing the work? 

Robert W. Mendenhall: 
In the case of WGU, we have a national network of over 300 testing centers and our 

students are required to go to secure testing centers and show their ID to take the 
competency assessments. Teachers do student teaching , and we have clinical supervisors 
to grade that performance in every state. Our faculty mentors work closely with students 
on a regular basis to discuss the student work. 

Question from Mike Lambert, DETC, accrediting agency: 
Bob, How do you see a "competency-based" education model achieving the Federal 

goals of greater public accountability and more effective outcomes assessment in higher 
education that many are professing they do , but few are accomplishing very well? 

Robert W. Mendenhall: 
Actually , competency-based education is designed precisely to meet the demand for 

greater accountability from higher education. It requires that we define up front the 
competencies required to graduate , and to measure those competencies directly through 
assessment (rather than indirectly through credit hours and grades). Thus we guarantee 
exactly what our graduates will all know and be able to do. 

Question from Denise Tanguay, Eastern Michigan University: 
What makes an online course /program one of quality in your experience? What can an 

online environment provide to a student that a "bricks and mortar" environment cannot -
and what can "bricks and mortar" provide that online cannot? 

Robert W. Mendenhall: 
Online education is effective if it is interactive , rather than passive. The great strength 

of technology is that it can individualize to every student -- both what they study, but also 
individualized feedback. A teacher can't do that very effectively in a classroom of 30 
(much less 300). 

Good online education provides multiple opportunities for collaboration among students 
and faculty , using a broad range of communication tools (email , threaded discussions , 
instant messaging , shared workspaces , etc.) 

Actually, increasingly the world of work is on line -- most of our business interactions 
today are with people around the country and around the globe, so in many ways an 
online education better reflects the workplace than the classroom. 

Obviously , the classroom can provide hands-on experiences for laboratory science , 
engineering , clinical training of nurses , etc. 

Question from Todd Rickel, Knowledge Jnvestment Partners LP: 
Dr. Mendenhall , what do you see as the primary impediment to replicating your 



content mastery and assessment model throughout not-for-profit higher education? How 
do you believe for-profit education schools could benefit from your model ? 

Robert W. Mendenhall: 
The biggest impediment to implementing any new model is the inertia in the status 

quo . People don't like change , especially academics. Having said that, many educational 
institutions are doing a better job of defining their learning objectives and seeking to 
measure them and report on their accomplishment. This is a very positive move in the 
right direction. But it is important for institutions to establish independent measures of 
learning in addition to the judgement of faculty (most of whom are not trained in 
assessment). For profit schools could benefit in the same way as non-profit schools. For 
both , there is a benefit to being clear about what is being taught and measuring the actual 
learning accomplished. 

Question from Mindy Hershberger, Eduventures Online Higher Education Program : 
My question surrounds your K 12 Teacher Education . Have you encountered any 

licensure challenges with your students in diverse geographical areas , in addition to your 
competency assessments versus a more traditional academic grading system? 

Robert W. Mendenhall: 
Actually , we are the only Teachers College to have our graduates able to directly apply 

for licensure (and be granted licensure) in 36 states. We are working on the others, but for 
the present our students can use reciprocity from a neighboring state , so we have licensed 
graduates in all 50 states. When we created the programs , we created a large database of 
the standards required by the states (as well as national standards where applicable), and 
developed our competencies to meet those standards. We have met with the various states 
to show how our competencies align with their standards . 

Question from Mary Tebes - Lynn University: 
What training do you have in place to assist faculty in thinking in terms of competency 

based assessments rather than traditional testing? 

Robert W. Mendenhall: 
Our model is quite different. Our faculty do not develop or teach courses -- we utilize 

the best online courses we can find from multiple sources , and acquire the rights to them 
for our students. Our faculty serve as student mentors: guiding their progress , answering 
questions , referring them to resources , encouraging success. 

The assessments are developed , administered and graded by a separate assessment group, 
with specific expertise in assessment. 

Question from Chris, Monster.com: 
Many online colleges must work very hard to build a reputation with employers to 

show that their degrees are just as valid as those obtained at 'traditional' colleges. What 
has WGU done to enhance the employment opportunities for its graduates? 

Robert W. Mendenhall: 



We involve major corporations in the development of the degrees from the very 
beginning. The competencies for our degrees are developed by external Program 
Councils , made up of experts from the industry as well as academia . We want businesses 
to define the competencies they expect (and in many cases aren't getting) from college 
graduates . We have 23 major corporations as significant partners , financially and 
educationally. Most of our students are already working -- the degree enhances their 
career progress. 

Question from Doug Brown, Lake City Comm. College, FL: 
Where does college credit for work experience and credit for vocational training not 

originally for college credit fit in your system? 

Robert W. Mendenhall: 
The beauty of our system is that we don't have to worry about evaluating credit for 

prior experience. If people have the required competencies , they are not required to take 
courses anyway just to accumulate credit hours -- they simply demonstrate that they have 
the competencies through our assessments and they can graduate. 

We measure what students know and can do -- we don't care how or where they gained 
the competencies , as long as they can demonstrate mastery of them. 

That's the advantage of measuring learning rather than time . 

Dan Carnevale (Moderator): 
We're about half way through the chat. Keep those questions coming . 

Question from Della Pack, Big Sandy Community & Technical College: 
How do you measure the quality of the course design? 

Robert W. Mendenhall : 
We mea sure the quality of the degree programs by 1 )having students take nationally 

recognized assessments where they exist (ie . the C-MBA exam for our MBA students , 
the SHRM exam for our Business-HR students) , 2)by surveying graduates as to the 
relevance of the competencies of their degree in their current job (over 90% relevant) , 
and 3)asking employers whether they are getting the competencies needed in our 
graduates. 

In terms of individual courses , because we independently assess the competencies gained , 
we can measure the effectiveness of every course by the pass rate and score of students 
on our asse ssments after taking the course. 

Question from Helen MacDermott, Web Content Administrator, eLearners.com : 
How does WGU inform prospective students about what competency-based education 

means for them? Also . what kind of articulation agreements does WGU have in place 
with other institutions ? 

Robert W. Mendenhall : 



The basic information on WGU and competency-based education can be found at our 
website at www.wgu.edu . 

In addition , students talk to enrollment counselors about their specific questions. 
Competency-based education works best for individuals that have competencies and are 
not test-averse. 

We do not have many formal articulation agreements , but because we are regionally 
accredited , our graduates are accepted into graduate programs virtually everywhere. We 
accept accredited associate's degrees and bachelor's degrees earned elsewhere as starting 
points into our programs. 

Question from Jim Bowling, Grace College, small liberal arts college: 
My first question was answered .... How much , if any , face-time do students have with 

the faculty mentors? Are the faculty mentors site-based or is there a cadre' in a central 
location? 

Robert W. Mendenhall: 
Students do not generally meet their mentors in person. We have faculty mentors in 28 

states and students in all 50 states. Most mentors work out of their homes with a 
computer and a telephone. But because a faculty mentor stays with a student from 
enrollment through graduation , a very deep and meaningful relationship is formed (via 
telephone , email , other electronic communications) that one normally wouldn't get in a 
traditional undergraduate education. 

Question from Jessica Somers, University System of Georgia : 
In addition to the clinical supervision and mentoring of student work , what types of 

assessments are administered at the testing centers? Are you using portfolios , authentic 
tasks , performances , etc. to measure the competencies? 

Robert W. Mendenhall: 
Most of the assessments delivered at testing centers are the objective assessments. We 

do also require portfolios , authentic tasks, performance tasks , projects, etc. as part of the 
battery of assessments , including a capstone project and oral defense at the end of many 
degrees. 

Question from Jeff Schillinger, Indiana Business College: 
What qualifications do you look for when recruiting members of your assessment 

council? 

Robert W. Mendenhall: 
They are PhD's in assessment and psychometrics and related areas with an extensive 

background in measurement and assessent -- a former VP of ETS , a current VP of 
NCHEMS , a Sr. Research Scientist at Rand , etc . 

Question from Susan Brynteson, University of Delaware: 
Could you please comment on access to library collections , licensed electronic 



databases and library user education? Thank you . 

Robert W. Mendenhall: 
We use an online library provided by the University of New Mexico. This includes 

electronic collections established by our faculty for the various degrees. All students 
enrolling at WGU take an initial course , Education ,vithout Boundaries, that orients them 
to the technology tools, the library, research , time management , competency-based 
education, etc. 

Question from Ritchie Boyd, Montana State University: 
Can you talk a bit more about the kinds of asses sment you do? Are there any 

assessments based on participation, written work , etc.? 

Robert W. Mendenhall: 
One-third or more of our assessments are based on written work. We have an extensive 

focus on ensuring that our graduates are able to write well. 

We do not "grade" participation per se. For example , the research on learning 
communities suggests that they are important, but they only work if they are made part of 
the grade. From the beginning, we said that our learning communities would have to 
provide such value that the students would choose to participate . We are still working on 
this , but participation has risen from 20% to over 75%. 

Question from Lesley Greene, Eduventures Online Higher Education: 
What is the average length of time bachelor students and master's students take to 

finish their degree programs? I am curious how much program length is actually 
shortened by the competency gained from work experience versus in the classroom . 

Robert W. Mendenhall: 
Since three and a half years ago we only had 500 students (compared to over 6,000 

currently) , we don't have enough data yet to be definitive about average time to graduate. 
However , for some students competency-based education significantly shortens the time -
we have had students gain a bachlor's degree in less than a year (for example, one student 
in IT, who has been running his own IT consulting company for 15 years, he just never 
had a degree). 

But for most students , a master's degree is taking about three years and a bachelor's 
degree is taking 4-5 years (but remember that they are also working full time while 
attending WGU) . 

Some students will end up taking longer than traditional education -- because they can 
take all the courses , but if they can't demonstrate competency they don't graduate. 

Question from Fiona O'Fallon, educational corporation: 
Since your K-12 teacher licensure programs seem to have a national reach, what are 

the biggest regulatory barriers you've faced with your K-12 teacher licensure programs 
and how are you overcoming them? 



Robert W. Mendenhall: 
We have had to meet with most of the states to explain comptency-based education and 

relate our competencies to their standards. Some states have been resistant. Yet we are 
largely past the regulatory challenges , with acceptance of our graduates in 36 states 
directly , and in the others through reciprocity. 

Question from John Merren, Pima Community College: 
An enduring issue in online instruction is creating community among students. Does 

this occur at WGU and, if so , how? 

Robert W. Mendenhall: 
All students are part of one or more learning communities from the day they start at 

WGU and for a year after they graduate (we provide a year of free mentoring after 
graduation). Over 75% of our students actively participate (of their own choice) in these 
communities, and over 90% of these report that they feel a strong sense of community 
and that it has helped in their education . 

Our communities share telephone numbers (with permission) , email addresses and utilize 
threaded discussion groups, shared workspaces , instant messaging , etc. 

All communities are led by faculty mentors who actively engage students . 

Question from Christy Hudson, California University of Pennsylvania : 
Military students stationed in war zones or overseas have very specific needs in 

relation to deadline forgiveness , extensions, etc. Many may not be able to visit a testing 
center or even have one near them . How do you ensure /guarantee quality of education for 
these students? 

Robert W. Mendenhall: 
We allow our military students the flexibility needed (including leaves of absence 

when needed) to work their education around military duties. We utilize DOD testing 
centers for testing. They sti II need to complete all the comptency assessments required for 
graduation. 

Question from Liz Gillette, California University of Pennsylvania: 
We have teachers in our traditional face to face graduate program whose school 

districts will compensate them for face to face courses , but not online courses. The 
administrators or board members in those districts do not believe that on line courses are 
meaningful learning experiences. Any way to change the minds of these nonbelievers? 

Robert W. Mendenhall : 
Could we get them to take a good online course? -- recognizing that there are lots of 

lousy online courses just as there are lots of lousy classroom courses. More seriously , the 
call for institutions to actually measure and report learning results goes to the heart of this 
issue. It is a belief system. We actually don't know the quality of classroom instruction or 
the quality of online instruction , because we don't measure or report it. So we're left with 



people's opinion. 

Question from Deb: 
So, obliquely, is this an extension of CLEP where degrees (credits) are awarded based 

on the demonstration of competencies from life experience rather than "by the book" 
from a classroom? 

Robert W. Mendenhall: 
It is certainly an extension of measuring what people actually know and can do, rather 

than just requiring a certain amount of seat time. The assessments are more broad and 
varied, but are designed to measure actual competencies. It's not much different than 
classroom instruction , where the student skips class and passes the tests and the course. 
We require students to take courses only where they lack competencies and need the 
extra instruction. 

Question from Doug Brown, Lake City CC, FL: 
If your faculty doesn't teach , how does your accrediting body assess the credentials of 

instruction providers? Is this an issue for you? 

Robert W. Mendenhall: 
Great question that gets at the heart of the whole thing. The accreditors review that the 

competencies are in fact the right ones, and constitute the knowledge and skills a 
graduate of a certain degree should have. They then assess whether the assessments 
adequately measure those competencies. If so, the credentials of instruction providers 
(and faculty) shouldn't matter -- if they are successful in teaching the right competencies 
to a mastery level , they are de facto qualified. 

Dan Carnevale (Moderator): 
That's it for today's chat. Sorry we were unable to answer everyone's question . Thanks 

again to Bob Mend enhall for his time and his thoughtful answers. Join us again next 
week for the next installment of the Brown Bag. 

Take care. 

Robert W. Mendenhall: 
Thanks for the discussion. You can find out more about WGU and our unique model of 

competency-based education at www.wgu.edu . 

r . 
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