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Sean Coghlan, a National Guard medic, was studying 
educational testing in his "overheated, tin can aid 
station" in the Iraq desert a year ago when a 
squawking radio dragged his mind back to the war. 
Through the static he learned two of his buddies were 
caught in an roadside bomb blast while on patrol in a 
remote village and were headed in. 

Readying the station for the wounded men, Coghlan 
was struck by the "eternal paradox" of his situation as 
he noticed the bleeding-control devices strewn over 
his computer screen, propped open on the olive-drab 
field desk. 

"One minute I was fighting to save the lives of my 
fellow soldiers, friends and brothers, and the next I 
was fighting to figure out the correct APA [American 
Psychological Association] format for submission on 

Scott Sommerdorf I The Salt Lake Tribune Undersecretary 
of Education Martha Kanter (center) , stands betw enn 
Utah Governor Gary R Herbet (left) , and WGU President 
Dr. Robert W. Mendenhall (right) as the graduates file into 
the hall. Kanter later delivered the commencement speech 
at Western Governors University Commencement at 
Kingsbury Hall, Saturday , 7/17/ 10. 

a term paper for college , all without having to walk more than 10 feet," Coghlan told fellow graduates at 
Saturday's commencement exercises for Western Governors University. 

One of the few college students who earned most of his credits while in a combat zone, Coghlan 
exemplifies the kind of student served by the online, nonprofit private university based in Salt Lake 
City - independent adults who cannot take time from families and jobs to attend traditional campuses 
to get the credentials necessar y for meaningful employment. 

"Many students who come [to WGU] have some college, or they have been working in a job that's given 
them competencies and it's been cumbersome for them to figure out what they know and can do in 
terms of our system of degr ees and certificates, " said Martha Kanter, a senior education official in the 
Obama administration who addressed the WGU commencement at the University of Utah's Kingsbury 
Hall. 

"WGU has organized that for students so the y can get credit for prior learning, move into the areas 
they want to excel in and get on to a degree path way that will meet their needs, " Kanter said before the 
ceremony. 

As U.S. undersecretary of education, Kanter is President Barack Obama's point person on his 
graduation initiati ve, which seeks to make America the world's most educated nation by upping the 

sltrib.com/csp/cms/ .. ./printerfriendly.cs ... 1/2 



10/29/2010 Obama official: Online Utah school key ... 

portion of the adult population with college degrees from 40 to 60 percent. By 2020, he hopes for an 
additional 5 million community college graduates - and WGU offers a sound example of how to get 
there, administration officials say. 

"More than two-thirds of students who will reach this goal will come from exactly the kind of students 
that are here at WGU," Kanter said while preparing to take the Kingsbury podium . "It's the population 
that in the next 1 o years needs an education that takes into account what they have already learned 
and can do and help them advance in their careers." 

Launched in 1999 by 19 Western governors, WGU has experienced 40 percent annual enrollment 
growth in recent years and now serves more than 20,000 students from every corner of the nation. 
This year it awarded about 2,200 baccalaureate and master's degrees in its four focus areas: education, 
health, business and information technology. 

"We know adults come to higher education knowing different things and that we each individually learn 
at different rates," WGU President Robert Mendenhall told graduates. "Where the traditional system 
may say everyone needs to earn 120 credit hours and take the same required courses and every 
course takes four months ... we allow our graduates to demonstrate their competency, use computer
based resources to learn at their own pace and graduate when they are ready." 

WGU students on average take 30 months to graduate, even though two-thirds hold full-time 
employment, officials said. 

At 26, Coghlan, who serves with the 56th Stryker Brigade, is a decade younger than the typical WGU 
student. He started college at New Jersey's Montclair State University but dropped out because he 
lacked the financial ability to pay his own way. He learned about WGU from a Google search and found 
it offered the only accredited online program in his field of interest. 

"My principal said they had never seen a student-teacher better prepared for the classroom. I 
recommend Western Governors to all my fellow service members," he said. 

Facing possible redeployment, Coghlan teaches third grade at the Caldwell, N.J., elementary school he 
attended as a child. Above his desk hangs the famous Walt Disney quote "It's kind of fun to do the 
impossible." 
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