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“States clearly

have an obligation
to be vigilant, but
Just as clearly

they shouldn’t be
stubbornly resistant
to new models.”

— ALAN CONTRERAS,
DIRECTOR OF THE OREGON

OFFICE OF DEGREE
AUTHORIZATION

will be put forth at the October 2011 meeting
of The Presidents’ Forum, to which legislators
from across the nation and both for-profit and
nonprofit providers of online higher education
will be invited.

NEW ATTITUDES

State regulations have not kept pace with the
changing ways in which people learn, Shiff-
man says.

One reason for that, he says, is “the myth that
the quality of online [instruction] is inferior to
traditional, face-to-face classroom instruction.”

Shiffman, Mendenhall and others point to
the findings of a meta-analysis of hundreds of
research studies of online learning commissioned
in 2009 by the U.S. Department of Education.

Among the key conclusions of the federal
report: “On average, online learning at the
postsecondary level is not just as good as but
more effective than conventional face-to-face
instruction.”

Washington Senator Jim Kastama, a vet-
eran legislator who chairs the Senate Economic
Development, Trade and Innovation Commit-
tee, has become an ardent champion of online
learning. He is the sponsor of a bill this session
that would create a new higher education entity,

WGU Washington, in partner-
ship with Western Governors
University, at virtually no cost
to the state.

Washington would become
. the second state to create such
a partnership. In June 2010,
Indiana Governor Mitch Dan-

SENATOR
NMKAsTAMA  iels announced the launch of
wasHineTon  WGU Indiana, offering more

than 50 accredited bachelor’s
and master’s degrees in high-demand fields.
Daniels described the new entity as “our eighth
state university,” on an equal footing with tradi-
tional postsecondary institutions.

Kastama says Washington and Indiana are
taking advantage of “a fabulous opportunity to
expand higher education capacity by embracing
technological advances.”

Kastama is a former businessman who
graduated from Claremont Men'’s College and
the University of California at Berkeley. He
admits that he was “somewhat skeptical, ini-
tially, about the relative merits of online educa-
tion versus the traditional college experience.
But I’ve come to see that that was an extremely
narrow view.”

His bill has drawn strong and widespread

support, including from Washington Governor
Christine Gregoire, the superintendent of K-12
education, the state’s Higher Education Coordi-
nating Board, the Washington Economic Devel-
opment Commission, philanthropic organiza-
tions and business groups.

The proposal has encountered no opposition
among legislators. “I was really surprised, hon-
estly,” Kastama says. “But I think that just shows
how much of a priority it is for all of us that our
residents have access to higher education.”

Kastama estimates that it will cost about $3
million to launch WGU Washington—and these
costs will be picked up by some of the same
foundations that helped launch WGU Indiana,
including the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation.

Mendenhall noted that in both Indiana and
Washington, traditional colleges and univer-
sities have not opposed the state partnerships
with WGU.

“Our higher education system has been a
leader for so long, and it does its job very well.
But its job has never been to educate the work-
force,” Mendenhall says. “I think, today, lead-
ers of colleges and universities realize we’re
addressing a totally different market. We’re
filling the last big hole in our higher education
system.” )
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