
Western Governors University: Helpini 
Adults Find an Online Education Fit 

n the U.S. online education is now 
mainstream. For adult students (over 
age 23) on line study is often the first 

choice. The reasons are obvious: flexibility, 

convenience, and self-pacing. Consequent
ly, online education continues to grow dra
matically, both at online schools, such as 
Western Governors University (WGU), and 

at traditional campus-based schools that 
have added online programs. Nationally, 
more than I.SM students are now enrolled 
in fully online programs. 

But not every student is a good fit for 
online study . Nor are all online programs 
alike . The differences between online 
schools can be as great or greater than the 
differences between traditional schools. 
Both the student and the school are best 
served when there 's a good fit. 

At Western Governors University, 
founded by 19 U.S. governors to expand ac
cess to higher education , "finding fit" per
meates everything we do in marketing and 
enrolling students . Because online study 
is anything but easy, we want to increase 
the likelihood the new student will per sist , 
maintain satisfactory academic progres s, 
and graduate as quickly as possible . 

We start finding fit in our earliest mar
keting communications. From the simplest 
Google ad to microsites and landing pages 
to printed literature, all marketing efforts 
emphasize the distinctive characteristics of 
WGU's programs - namely, that WGU is 
"competency-based ," self-paced but essen
tially full-time, and best suited to strong 
independent learners. And we stress that 
the student should expect a challenge . 

Coun s eling Withou t 

Carnpus Visit s 

WGU's integrated enrollment com
munications model focu ses on develop-
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ing an informed rapport between each 
prospective student and his or her assigned 
enrollment counselor. Because WGU 
enrolls students every month, enrollment 
counselors are constantly in touch with 

new batches of inquiries. Since campus 
visits aren't possible, one-to-one rapport 
must be established at a distance . Person
alized (yet automated) e-mails are sent 
from the counselor to the prospect over an 
established schedule, the first e-mail sent 
out within minutes of the prospect inquir
ing. Other scheduled e-mails are sent from 
Admissions , the academic program leader, 
and graduates. 

More importantly, WGU proactively 
contacts new inquiries via phone, ideally 

the same day the prospect inquires. The 
conversations that ensue, often several 
over a span of weeks or months, provide 
detailed information about the program of 
interest, admissions, transferring credits, 
financial aid, and, most importantly, the 

prospect's readiness for online study at 
WGU. 

Printed literature, sent via first-class 
mail within two days of the inquiry , 
provides a tangible reinforcement of the 
message and helps convey that WGU is 
credible . 

By the time an incoming student com
pletes the enrollment process, we feel good 
handing off the student to the assigned 
academic mentor, whose principal job is to 
continue with one-to-one support until the 
student graduates. 

Facing To ugh Cornpetition 

Marketing online programs isn't for the 
faint of heart. The competition is intense . In 
some degree areas, such as MBA program s, 
students can choose from over 100 online 
programs . Where traditional student s 

typically consider schools based upon geo 
graphic proximity , the limitation goes awa 
for the online student , and adult students , 

in particular, are less likely to care about 
the physical proximity of the school. 

Major for-profit online schools, such 
as the University of Phoenix, have very 
deep pockets for marketing and enrolling 
students . Phoenix, for instance, employs 
over 5,000 enrollment counselors . Phoeni 
is by no means the only major aggressive 
for-profit school, and the top 10 schools 
combined spend over a billion dollars a 
year on marketing and admissions. 

In this tough arena , non-profit WGU ha 
earned a good measure of success . Where 
five years ago WGU enrolled under 1,000 
students, we now enroll over 10,000. We 

offer more than 40 degree programs in fou 
areas - business, information technology 
education, and health professions (includ
ing nursing) . WGU received full regional 
accreditation in early 2003 and recently 
received its five-year renewal. The WGU 

Teachers College is the only completely 
online teaching program to receive accredi 
tation from the National Council for Ac
creditation of Teacher Education (NCATE). 

WGU's future growth will come from 
reaching out to more adult students for 
whom online study is a desirable option. 
This will include adult community college 
graduates who aren 't good candidates to 
transfer to traditional four-years schools . 
The key to success, however, will be to 
continue helping each prospective student 
determine if WGU is the right fit for him 
or her. rim 
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