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By John Gravois

4
ohn Robinson was working nights as an emergency 
medical technician in Woonsocket, Rhode Island, 
when he decided to pull his son out of school. Da-

vid was a second grader with a penchant for acting out, 
and Robinson, as the parent who stayed home—however 
groggily—during the day, bore the brunt of the phone 

calls from the boy’s addled teachers. One afternoon in 
!""#, during a season of endless parent-teacher confer-
ences and emergency midday pickups, Robinson got a 
call saying that his son had wrecked a classroom in an 
uncontrollable fit. A short while later Robinson sat in 
the familiar grip of a meeting with school officials. “Do Da

vid
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Double duty: John Robinson, who works night shifts at an auto parts factory in Kentucky, is studying at Western Governors University 
to become a teacher of special education. 
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Robinson had heard of the University of Phoenix and 
Kaplan University, schools that cater to working adults 
via a mixture of online courses and classroom facilities in 
suburban office parks. But he also knew enough, vague-
ly, to feel he should steer clear of them. (“When you tell 
people, ‘I go to the University of Phoenix,’ it’s like, ‘Ha-
ha, that’s not a real degree’—you know?”)$

Robinson doesn’t remember exactly how he discov-
ered Western Governors University; he thinks he may 
have clicked on an advertisement generated by a Google 
search. He noticed that the school was accredited by the 
National Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education, 
a professional oversight body recognized by the U.S. De-
partment of Education; that seemed promising. (WGU 
happens to be the only all-online school that bears that 
distinction.) He also noticed that the university was 
founded by the governors of nineteen U.S. states, which 
seemed a legitimate, if unusual, provenance. A phone 
call with an admissions counselor sealed the deal. He en-
rolled in July !""%. 

With that, Robinson stumbled into one of the most 
unassuming but revolutionary institutions in American 
higher education. Western Governors differs in sever-
al respects from the crush of online schools that have 
mushroomed in recent years to serve working adults like 
Robinson. For one thing, unlike the Phoenixes, Capel-
las, Ashfords, and Grand Canyons that plaster America’s 
billboards, Web sites, and subway cars with ads, West-
ern Governors is a nonprofit institution. That means no 
&'"" million marketing budget, and no (" percent profit 
margin. For anyone actually enrolled at Western Gover-

you have any suggestions?” they asked him. “Yeah,” he 
found himself saying. “How about I teach him?”

The teachers persuaded Robinson to send his son to 
a school for kids with behavioral disorders. But after Da-
vid had been there for just a few weeks, Robinson found 
out that the boy was being physically restrained. So Rob-
inson began homeschooling David, arriving home every 
morning at seven from his eight-hour shift on the am-
bulance, making breakfast for the two of them, and then 
teaching through lunch. After that he would steal a few 
hours of sleep before heading back to work and starting 
the cycle all over again. 

The grueling schedule only accelerated Robinson’s 
growing fatigue with life as a third-shift EMT. “I was 
starting to feel the burnout,” he recalls, citing what is 
widely held to be an inevitable fact of life for emergen-
cy medical workers. He was desperate to climb out of his 
job. The problem was that there was no clear next rung 
on the ladder for him to reach for.

Robinson’s career had been a series of false starts. 
After serving as a military policeman during the first 
Gulf War, he’d studied criminal justice at a local com-
munity college for a while, then decided it wasn’t for 
him. He earned his EMT certification—a relatively quick  
credential—a couple of years later. Fully aware that 
ambulance work wasn’t really “a lifelong career kind of 
thing,” Robinson set his sights on a nursing degree, go-
ing so far as to earn all the academic prerequisites. But 
then, just before he pulled David out of school, Robin-
son ran aground in the great sand trap of contemporary 
American public higher education: due to a shortage of 
instructors, there was a two-and-a-half-year waiting list 
for the nursing program at his local community college. 
Other state schools, he heard, had wait lists as well. The 
system was maxed out. 

As Robinson’s name inched slowly up the rolls—
and as he continued his routine of homeschooling by day 
and sirens by night—he and his wife started to discuss a 
new idea. For years, he had been working with kids in his 
spare time: at a Sunday school, in martial arts lessons, 
in an afterschool program for children in public hous-
ing projects. And now, with his son, Robinson seemed to 
be making real progress. It was a giant leap—but what 
if he became a teacher? Better yet, what if he special-
ized in teaching kids like David, kids who needed special 
ed? By all accounts, the country was in dire need of such 
teachers, and the job promised security and solid bene-
fits, perks he had always lacked as an EMT. 

With newfound resolve, Robinson began his search 
for a degree program in special education. And for the 
first time in his life, he didn’t look to a nearby state col-
lege. Given his daily commitments, trucking to campus 
for a normal class schedule was out of the question. His 
best, and perhaps only, option, it seemed, was to step 
out into the wilderness of online education. 

John Robinson ran aground 
in the great sand trap of 
American public higher 
education: due to a shortage 
of instructors, there was a 
two-and-a-half-year wait 
list at his local community 
college. Other state schools 
had wait lists as well. His 
best and only option was to 
step out into the wilderness 
of online education.
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nors, the biggest difference is simply its price. The av-
erage annual cost of tuition at for-profit universities is 
around &'),*"". Tuition at Western Governors, mean-
while, costs a flat rate of just under &*,""" a year.

The reason Western Governors can offer this kind 
of tuition (which is often, in practice, even cheaper than 
it looks; more on this later) is because of its signature 
twist on the idea of a university—a feature that sets it 
apart not only from its for-profit competitors, but from 
virtually every other institution of higher education in 
the country. This innovation allows WGU to offer its 
students a college degree that is of greater demonstrable 
value than what its for-profit competitors offer—and do 
so for about a third the price, in half the time. 

That value proposition is catching on with more and 
more Americans. With just over !),""" students today, 
Western Governors is growing at a rate of about (" per-
cent a year, and has done so for much of the past de-
cade. That kind of rapid expansion may not have been 

especially remarkable in the online education sector a 
few years ago, when the industry was booming, but to-
day it renders WGU a stark outlier. After ten years of 
breakneck growth, for-profit colleges are in damage con-
trol mode, having found themselves the recent target of 
congressional hearings, scathing news investigations, 
and a tightening regulatory regime. New enrollments at 
the University of Phoenix dropped by just over +" per-
cent in the first part of !"'', while tuition has only in-
creased. At Kaplan new enrollments fell by +# percent 
in the same period. These collapsing numbers are not 
merely the short-term results of bad press. The for-prof-
its are suffering because they have a business model that 
doesn’t quite work anymore; Western Governors is grow-
ing because it has one that does. 

-
o understand WGU’s big innovation, it helps to 
think first about the system we have now. In the 
United States today, a college degree can signal a 

variety of things. A diploma from an elite school, for in-
stance, broadcasts the culture, prestige, and exclusivi-
ty of the institution that stamped it. But as you move 
down-market into the vast middle range of American 
schools, those institution-specific signals either become 
very weak—verging on inaudible—or very geographical-
ly specific. (A diploma from Louisiana State University 
will get you a lot farther in bayou country than in San 
Francisco.) And yet colleges all across this spectrum pro-
duce the same four-year credential: a bachelor’s degree. 
So what is the common denominator between a diploma 
from, say, Cornell and one from Texas Southern Univer-
sity? Simply put: time. At bottom, every college degree is 
a blunt, dumb testament to its recipient’s persistence. As 
a recent report from the Center for American Progress 
put it, a degree means you sat through '!" credit hours 
of coursework and didn’t fail—whatever “fail” may have 
meant to your given crop of professors. 

This way of doing things has two main drawbacks. 
The first is that for employers a diploma doesn’t impart 
all that much useful information. (What does a C stu-
dent know? Half the material well? All the material by 
half?) The second major drawback is that for students 
without a lot of time on their hands—students like John 
Robinson—it entails a lot of sitting around. 

WGU’s answer to the status quo is to offer a degree 
that is based on competency rather than time. By gather-
ing information from employers, industry experts, and 
academics, Western Governors formulates a detailed, in-
stitution-wide sense of what every graduate of a given 
degree program needs to know. Then they work back-
ward from there, defining what every student who has 
taken a given course needs to know. As they go, they de-
sign assessments—tests—of all those competencies. 
“Essentially,” says Kevin Kinser, a professor of education 
at the State University of New York at Albany, “they’re 
creating a bar exam for each point along the way that 
leads to a degree.”

Those fixed standards enable a world of variation. 
At Western Governors, students aren’t asked to sit in a 
class any longer than it takes for them to demonstrate 
that they have mastered the material. In fact, they aren’t 
asked to sit in a “class” at all. At the beginning of a course, 
students are given a test called a “pre-assessment.” Then 
they have a conversation with their mentor—a kind of 
personal coach assigned to each student for the duration 
of their degree program—to discuss which concepts in 
the course they already grasp, which they still need to 
master, and how to go about closing the gap. The students 
are then offered a broad set of “learning resources”—a 
drab phrase, sure, but no more so than “crowded lecture 
hall”—that may include videos, textbooks, online simu-
lations, conversations with a WGU course mentor (an ex-
pert in the subject matter who is on call to answer ques-
tions), or even tutors in the student’s hometown.

For an upfront investment 
of a little over !"# 

million—or the price of a 
nice new building on a single 

campus—Western Governors 
is providing states with a 
low-cost means to satisfy 

demand for higher education. 
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of Park City, Utah, and began trading war stories about 
their states’ higher education systems. It was a special 
closed-door session of the annual Western Governors 
Association meeting, and in the absence of reporters, 
the state executives vented. They all faced the same aw-
ful statistics: growing populations, state budgets failing 
to keep pace. It was painfully clear that public institu-
tions would need to find a way to scale up drastically, and 
cheaply, if they were to keep up with demand. But uni-
versities were fiercely protective of their inefficiencies—
and their worst-performing programs. One governor de-
scribed catching hell for trying to close a barely function-
al veterinary school. Others had similar tales. Whenever 
they tried to intervene in their public higher education 
systems, the governors agreed, they found themselves 
rebuffed and ridiculed. So, right then and there, they hit 
on the notion of starting a new university from scratch. 

The chief instigators of the idea were Michael 
Leavitt, then the Republican governor of Utah, and Roy 
Romer, the Democratic governor of Colorado at the time. 
Leavitt was a quintessential '%%"s futurist, so steeped in 
ideas about technology’s transformative potential that a 
Utah student newspaper dubbed him “Governor Leavitt-
ate.” It was Leavitt who proposed the then-novel idea of 
launching the university online, thus allowing it to op-
erate across state lines and reach students in the west-
ern hinterlands. Romer brought the idea of “competen-
cy-based” education to the table, partly as a means to 
hold institutions accountable—are students learning a 
commonly agreed-upon set of competencies, or aren’t 
they?—and partly to streamline the college experience. 
As the former head of a flight school, Romer saw the pro-
cess of acquiring a pilot’s license as a sensible template: 
if you can demonstrate your abilities, however you came 
by them, you should receive the credential. (He also liked 

If the course material is entirely new to a student, 
she might make her way through it in eight weeks, or 
eighteen—or eighty, for that matter. Then again, maybe 
the student is, say, an ex-pastor who’s been selling Nis-
sans in western North Carolina to make ends meet while 
he earns an MBA in human resources management—and 
maybe the course is Business Ethics. Ray Shawn McKin-
non, the former pastor in question, studied ethics in his 
early twenties for his bachelor’s in ministry and theolo-
gy, so he nailed the pre-assessment. Given that success, 
his mentor allowed him to immediately take the final, 
which he passed. With that, Business Ethics went down 
on his transcript—and McKinnon moved on to subjects 
that genuinely terrified him, like math. “If you can prove 
your competence,” McKinnon said, “why pay all of that 
money to sit through something you already know?” 

This is where the real power of the Western Gov-
ernors economic model comes in. Tuition at the school 
works according to the “all-you-can-eat buffet” principle: 
&*,""" covers as many courses as you can finish in two 
semesters. Given the freedom to move at their own pace, 
many students can finish more than a standard academic 
load each term. In fact, according to Western Governors, 
the average time to degree for people who complete their 
bachelor’s at the school is around thirty months. That’s 
a college degree in two and a half years—for a total of 
around fifteen thousand bucks. 

By comparison, most for-pro,t institutions—where 
the average time to degree is ,fty-seven months—have 
simply found ways to shave down the overhead costs of de-
livering an otherwise utterly conventional college degree. 
“Ninety-,ve percent of online education in the country is 
really classroom education delivered over a wire,” Robert 
Mendenhall, the president of WGU, likes to say. “It’s still a 
professor with ,fteen or twenty or thirty students on the 
other end, and they have a syllabus and assignments.” Giv-
en the academic industry standard—a hulking research uni-
versity—it’s not particularly hard to ,nd marginal e-cien-
cies in the way higher education is delivered. .ese institu-
tions are just farmers of low-hanging fruit. 

Moreover, while they’ve lowered the cost of produc-
ing an education, they have seldom lowered the price of 
acquiring one. Many for-profits have simply pegged their 
tuition at or near the maximum federal loan allowance, 
which is itself tied to the soaring tuition rates of tradi-
tional brick-and-mortar schools. This is a formula that 
has produced reliably fat profit margins and rising stock 
prices, if not necessarily high-quality educations. And it 
has been ripe for a takedown. 

5
estern Governors was always meant to be a rev-
olutionary institution. Its founders simply had 
the wrong revolution in mind. On a balmy Sun-

day evening in June '%%), eighteen governors sat down 
around a conference table in the mountain resort town 

With just over $%,### 
students, Western Governors 
University is growing at a 
rate of about &# percent a 
year. New enrollments at 
the University of Phoenix 
have dropped by just over 
"# percent. At Kaplan 
new enrollments have 
fallen by "' percent.
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to evoke the image of Abraham Lincoln studying law out 
on his own, by candlelight, before being admitted to the 
Illinois bar.)

That December, the governors organized a confer-
ence of state officials, higher education advocates, and 
technology entrepreneurs at Caesars Palace in Las Ve-
gas. The event was half symposium, half ambush. The 
organizers asked the hotel to set up its main ballroom 
as if for a prizefight. Their aim: to stage a showdown be-
tween the higher education establishment and the idea 

that eighteen governors had cooked up excitedly in a ho-
tel conference room a few months before. They called it 
the “Next Generation Virtual University.” 

.e proposed institution was scarcely more than a vision 
statement, but it was enough to set o/ three years of hype 
surrounding what came to be known as Western Governors 
University. A series of articles in the Chronicle of Higher Edu-
cation followed, along with a slew of heady pronouncements 
about WGU and the future of higher education. For tradi-
tional colleges and universities, wrote one prominent com-
mentator at the time, “the scare words of choice are ‘Western 
Governors University.’ ”

In '%%%, Kevin Kinser, then a young doctoral student at 
Columbia, wrote his dissertation about Western Governors. 
“.ere are some institutions which have had an enormous 
impact on American higher education. Harvard stands out 
as the ,rst college. Cornell is the crown of the land grant 
movement. Johns Hopkins is America’s ,rst research uni-
versity,” he wrote. “Today, like them, the WGU has the po-
tential to set the future direction for higher education.” 

Not long thereafter, Kinser’s dissertation adviser ac-
tually apologized for suggesting WGU as a subject for his 

research. By the start of the new millennium, the project 
looked like a total flop. When Western Governors began 
accepting applications in '%%#, it received only seventy-
five in the first two weeks. The next year, the headline 
“Virtual U Struggles to Get Real” appeared in the Salt 
Lake Tribune. By the end of !""", the school had all of 
!"" students, and a Utah auditor general was officially 
lambasting it for low enrollments and a failure to com-
pete with other distance education programs. In a year 
that saw the ignominious collapse of Pets.com, Western 
Governors was hard to distinguish from all the flotsam 
sloshing around in the wake of the dot-com bust.

Less pomp, more circumstance: A graduation ceremony this July at Western Governors, where the average student age is thirty-six.
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much the same playing field as many of the for-profits. 
But here again the school could offer something distinct. 
For-profit universities have often built their business-
es around supplying the sort of career training that re-
quires no external validation from a professional body. 
“They target fields where the credential from the uni-
versity is sufficient,” says Kinser. “So you don’t have a 
lot of nursing programs in the for-profit sector, because 
there’s an external nursing exam. You don’t have a lot of 
law schools, because there’s a bar exam. You have legal 
assistants or medical assistants”—professions defined 
only by the piece of paper a university hands you. That, 
of course, frees the for-profits from an element of ex-
ternal accountability—but at a cost to their credibility.

Western Governors, by contrast, found its model 
particularly well suited to degree programs that feed di-
rectly to an official test of proficiency, such as the Prax-
is national teachers’ exams. Such external tests dovetail 

naturally with the school’s system of competency assess-
ments, and in some cases are essentially folded in among 
them. For example, before he graduates with his MBA 
in human resources, McKinnon—the North Carolina ex-
pastor—will have to pass the national human resourc-
es management certification exam. In an online educa-
tion sector plagued by accusations of low quality, West-
ern Governors can show that its degrees are backstopped 
by the official guardians of various professions. (It also 
helps that WGU students tend to score higher than the 
national average on such professional exams.)

Western Governors attracted students at a steady 
clip through the mid- and late !"""s—but so did every-
one else in the online degree bazaar. The economic crisis 
of !""# and the ensuing waves of unemployment were 
pushing ever more Americans into the market for “re-
training,” where a gold rush was on. As public television’s 
Frontline pointed out last year, some of the for-profits 

But the school’s slow start was no accident. At the 
Las Vegas meeting, the founders of Western Governors 
had picked perhaps their biggest fight with the accredi-
tation establishment, the set of powerful nonprofit in-
dustry associations that function as the gatekeepers of 
academic legitimacy, determining which schools are el-
igible to take part in federal student financial aid pro-
grams. Leavitt, who saw the accreditors as a chief bar-
rier to new ideas in higher education, was determined 
to make Western Governors a kind of test case for the 
accreditation of geographically dispersed, online, com-
petency-based programs—and was willing to stake his 
political capital on making it happen. The process took 
years, and in the interim, students were naturally reluc-
tant to enroll in an unknown, unaccredited school. (As 
WGU was slogging through its earnest precedent-set-
ting exercise, meanwhile, for-profit schools with on-
line programs discovered a more expedient workaround: 
they figured out they could gain accreditation simply by  
acquiring existing but dying traditional institutions—
body-snatcher style—and inheriting theirs.) 

By the time Western Governors finally secured its 
accreditation in !""(—from not just one, but four of the 
major regional accreditors—times had changed. The on-
line education marketplace was an increasingly crowded 
bazaar. For-profit schools, fortified by infusions of capi-
tal from Wall Street and multimillion-dollar marketing 
budgets, had begun their decade-long boom. No longer 
a pure symbol of online education’s upstart potential, 
Western Governors was just another player looking for 
an edge in a competitive field. 

Trial and error led the university to a tightly focused 
approach. Initially, the bulk of the school’s offerings had 
been associate’s degree programs aimed at students at-
tending college for the first time. But those students, 
who were relatively close in age and experience to the tra-
ditional college norm, floundered in WGU’s online, com-
petency-based program. By contrast, adult students with 
some college and workplace experience thrived. Ironical-
ly, that placed Western Governors squarely in contention 
not with the entrenched traditional institutions that had 
so frustrated the school’s founders, but with the bur-
geoning for-profit sector. At Western Governors the av-
erage age settled at thirty-six—exactly the same as in 
University of Phoenix’s online programs. Western Gov-
ernors was not competing with the sun-dappled quad. It 
was competing with the billboards on Interstate '".

The school decided on a curriculum offering bach-
elor’s and master’s degrees in four “high-demand” areas: 
education, business, information technology, and health 
professions, mainly nursing. (Though there are liber-
al arts components to the school’s bachelor’s programs, 
Western Governors professes no interest in churning 
out philosophy, English, or music history grads.) Those 
areas of curricular focus, too, put Western Governors on 

At bottom, every college 
degree is a blunt, dumb 
testament to its recipient’s 
persistence. It means you 
sat through ($# credit 
hours of coursework and 
didn’t fail—whatever “fail” 
may have meant to your 
given crop of professors.
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were spending more money on advertising than retail gi-
ants like Tide detergent and Revlon cosmetics. Western 
Governors enjoyed better press than its competitors, but 
as a nonprofit institution with a modest marketing bud-
get it remained a relatively quiet presence. 

Then, in !""%, with the arrival of the Obama admin-
istration, the earth began to shift under the for-profits’ 
feet. After a decade of regulatory inactivity under Bush, 
Washington began to focus a widening beam of scrutiny 
on the industry, whose business model had increasing-
ly come to consist of vacuuming up federal student loan 
dollars with little regard for the academic success of the 
students who brought them. In !"'", for-profit schools 
derived three-quarters of their revenue from federal 
grants and Title IV loans. Though for-profits accounted 
for just % percent of the nation’s enrollments, they at-
tracted !) percent of the available federal aid money—
and wore out plenty of shoe leather doing it. News ac-
counts, most notably by Bloomberg’s Daniel Golden, de-
scribed for-profit college recruiters bringing their hard 
sell to casinos, homeless shelters, and military barracks 

that housed veterans suffering from traumatic brain in-
jury. To many observers, their practices were reminis-
cent of nothing so much as the tales of subprime mort-
gage brokers circa !""0, hustling lower-class Americans 
into adjustable rate loans for houses they couldn’t af-
ford. (See “The Subprime Student Loan Racket,” Novem-
ber/December !""%.)

!"'" was a year of reckoning for the industry. In 
April, President Obama’s deputy undersecretary of ed-
ucation, Robert Shireman, gave a speech comparing 
for-profit universities to the Wall Street firms that had 
brought down the economy, and the stocks of Apollo 
(Phoenix’s parent company), DeVry, Strayer, and oth-
ers dove promptly. That summer, Senator Tom Harkin 
of Iowa, the chairman of the Health, Education, Labor, 
and Pensions (HELP) Committee, called a series of with-
ering hearings stressing the for-profits’ dropout rates, 
their accelerating loan defaults, and their degrees’ shod-
dy performance in the job market. Among those who tes-
tified was the hedge fund manager Steve Eisman—who 

had served as the bluff, de facto hero of Michael Lewis’s 
nonfiction account of the financial crisis, The Big Short, 
because of his prescience about the subprime mortgage 
market. “Until recently, I thought that there would never 
again be an opportunity to be involved with an industry 
as socially destructive as the subprime mortgage indus-
try,” he began. “I was wrong.” 

The chief regulatory threat to the for-profits co-
alesced in the form of something called the “gainful em-
ployment rule.” The federal Higher Education Act states 
that, in order to be eligible for federal aid money, career-
oriented schools must “prepare students for gainful em-
ployment in a recognized occupation.” And so the Educa-
tion Department set out to define “gainful employment” 
as a ratio of student loan debt to income. If students 
weren’t earning enough in the workforce to service their 
debts after leaving a school, the idea went, then the 
school should not be eligible for aid. The very premise of 
the rule shook the foundations of the for-profits’ busi-
ness model. Their stocks dropped to four-year lows. New 
enrollments started to plunge as waves of bad press re-
verberated through the market, and as schools began re-
engineering their models away from the old boiler-room 
recruitment schemes. The entire industry was suddenly 
pitched against a ferocious headwind. 

Western Governors, however, continued to grow. The 
school’s enrollment was verging on !),""" students— 
up from just )"" in !""(—and its yearly revenues had 
climbed from &(! million to &''' million. And if !"'" was 
the worst of years for the for-profits, it was among WGU’s 
best—not least because of a remarkable announcement 
made by Indiana’s governor, Mitch Daniels, that June. 
With the stroke of a pen, he declared that he was creat-
ing a new state university: WGU Indiana. 

With a decimated manufacturing sector, high unem-
ployment, and college completion rates trailing the rest 
of the country, Indiana was desperate to graduate more 
students. (Hand-wringing about the value of a college 
education aside, the numbers are clear: bachelor’s degree 
holders earn &!",""" a year more, on average, than high 
school graduates, and enjoy )" percent lower unemploy-
ment.) Daniels saw WGU as a way to expand the state’s 
raw higher education capacity, and also to catch Hoosiers 
who had dropped out of college years ago, giving them a 
clear route to finishing their degree as working adults. 
In practice, the creation of WGU Indiana was a wave of 
the legal wand; it simply meant that students could ap-
ply state financial aid toward a degree at Western Gover-
nors. But the deal also gave the school the credibility of 
state backing, along with some free TV spots featuring 
Governor Daniels himself. Enrollment in the state im-
mediately shot up to twenty times the rate in the rest of 
the country. And for its part of the bargain, Indiana paid 
almost nothing. Startup costs for the venture were cov-
ered by the Gates and Lumina foundations. 

For-pro)t college recruiters 
brought their hard sell to 

casinos, homeless shelters, 
and military barracks that 
housed veterans su*ering 

from traumatic brain injury. 
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average rate among for-profit colleges, and it is far from 
heartening. But the statistic comes with a number of ca

-veats. As a matter of policy, the government determines 
graduation rates by looking only at students who are 
attending college for the first time and on a full-time 

 basis—in short, the most conventional undergraduates. 
Like most schools that serve the “nontraditional” demo

-graphic, WGU points out that this set of criteria leaves 
out the vast bulk of its own student body. ( e standard 
retort is that, even if such conventional students make 
up a tiny proportion of a school’s enrollment, they are 
the ones most likely to graduate in most circumstances.)

In WGU’s case, there are more caveats. e school’s 
most recent six-year graduation rate was published in 

programs didn’t exist yet, its enrollment stood at around 

less-than-successful complement of associate’s degrees. 
In short, Western Governors may simply be too young 
for this to be a great measure of its success. (Like most 
schools, Western Governors calculates its six-year grad

-uation rate to include part-time students and those re
-

A few months later, the state of Washington signed 
on to a similar deal, creating WGU Washington. Rumors 
of talks with more states followed. 

Suddenly, WGU had begun playing a role not un
-like the one it was designed to play. e economic cri
-

circumstances that members of the Western Governors 

high distress and populations surging, many universi
-ties are capping enrollments, and most are passing more 

and more of their costs on to students. Western Gov
-
-ments from the states in the Western Governors Asso
-
-

the price of a nice new building on a single campus—
 Western Governors is providing states with a low-cost 

means to satisfy demand for higher education. “WGU 
was developed by states, for states,” said a very pleased 
Mike Leavitt in a recent interview, “for just exactly this 
type of circumstance.” 

i
f there is one statistic that should give anyone pause 
about Western Governors, it is the school’s six-year 
graduation rate as calculated by the federal govern

-

Another statistic that college watchdogs prize is a 
school’s retention rate, which gauges whether students 
persist beyond the first year of study. And here Western 

-
cent of its first-year students hung on for a second year, 
higher than the national average at both for-profits and 
traditional schools. (According to the Online Education 
Database, Western Governors ranks fourth among on-
line schools on this measure.)

Moreover, some data suggests that Western Gov-
ernors does rather well at seeing older students—its 

study funded by the Gates Foundation and carried out 
by McKinsey and Company compared WGU’s graduation 
rate, broken down by different age brackets, to that of 
an anonymous but typical state higher education sys-
tem. For students beginning a bachelor’s degree in their 

-
age points higher than the control. For students in their 

surprisingly, only students who entered college in their 
late teens fared better in the conventional state system. 

ose who do graduate from Western Governors 
credit their mentors with being the single biggest fac-
tor in their success. Playing a role with no real analog 
in the wider world of higher education, WGU’s men-
tors operate from home offices and kitchen tables scat -
tered across the country. (But unlike the armies of ad-
juncts and graduate students who do most of the teach-
ing at both for-profit and traditional schools, mentors 
work full-time with benefits.) ey might advise a stu -
dent on time management one day and on finding an at-
torney the next. McKinnon, the ex-pastor studying for 
his MBA, was working sixty hours a week at the Nissan 
dealership earlier this year, and his studies were begin-
ning to crumple under the workload. His mentor, Me-
lissa Prentice, gently raised the issue with him during 
their regular conversations, and McKinnon started dis-
cussing his sense of diminishing returns with his wife. 
Eventually the three of them—as if in a kind of family 
meeting—jointly decided that it would be best if he quit 
the dealership to focus on finishing his degree. Remark-
ably, given the scope of her role in his life, McKinnon 
has never actually met Melissa—nor is he exactly sure 
where she lives. “Melissa, I think, is in Seattle,” McKin-
non said recently, “or Colorado. She’s incredible.”

e school’s mentors are also in a unique position 
to survey just how arduous it can be for a grown man 
or woman in America to finish college and make a fresh 
start. A few months after John Robinson enrolled at 

-
bulance company. His wife had lost her job the year be-
fore. In the grim Rhode Island economy, Robinson tried 
his hand at running a small business, renting a store-
front in Woonsocket and opening a martial arts stu-



  

manistic contemplation. But it’s worth remembering that 
not all crucibles look alike. Before he enrolled at Western 
Governors, John Robinson says, he had never written a pa-
per in his life. Now he has written more than a score of them, 
and the experience has given him newfound con dence in 
his own thinking. “Ideas are owing, I’m making notes of 
things,” he says. “When I get an idea, I write it down.” e 
other day, he sat down at his computer with his morning cup 
of co ee after sleeping o  a shift at the factory and discov-
ered, via Facebook alert, that an essay he had submitted to a 
Christian online magazine had been published. 

e education of “nontraditional” students has 
been a subject fraught with cognitive dissonance in 
America, where much of the discussion surrounding 
higher education is unduly preoccupied with matters 
of prestige and exclusivity. In this context, leaders of 

for-profit colleges have held up their neglected, under -
served student populations as a badge of moral serious-
ness. “What we do is educate people who would never 
have a shot, thank you very much,” a former Kaplan ex-
ecutive said in a recent Washington Post article. In ef-
fect, the for-profit schools have accused their presti -
gious critics of looking at the world of working-class, 
adult students and saying, for all intents and purpos-
es, “Let them eat cake.” And despite their many flaws, 
the for-profits have a point here. at’s why the coun -
try needs more institutions like Western Governors— 
innovative, low-cost schools offering degrees of demon-
strable value—that put both the snobs and the profi -
teers to shame.

Looking forward, all signs point to WGU’s contin-
ued growth. In a recent interview with the online mag-
azine Inside Higher Ed, Mendenhall was bullish about 

dio. He managed to cultivate enough paying students to 
cover his overhead, and he started coaching a couple of 
mixed martial arts cage fighters on the side. But he nev -
er cleared much of a profit. 

And so, earlier this year, Robinson shuttered his 
business and moved away from Rhode Island, where 
he had lived most of his life. He took a job in an auto 
parts factory in Richmond, Kentucky, where his brother 
works. ese days, Robinson’s schedule is more gruel -
ing than ever. He works overnight shifts that can last 
up to twelve hours, painting shock absorbers on an as-
sembly line—then commutes home at five a.m. through 
a strange landscape of Baptist churches and fields full 
of cows. 

Robinson’s load has lightened in at least one re-
spect, however. Soon after the family’s move, his son 
tried going to school for the last part of the year. e 
experiment went well enough, and David was anxious 
to play drums in the school band and join the wresting 
team. So this fall he is entering junior high, and Robin-
son is putting his homeschooling days behind him. “It 
had its season,” he says. 

While Robinson was in the midst of uprooting his 
life and replanting it in the Bluegrass State, he had to 
take a few weeks off from Western Governors; he was 
simply too exhausted to log on. At another school, the 
semester might have swept past him. But Robinson’s 
mentor told him, “You just do what you need to do.” 
When things had settled back down, he was able to pick 
up where he had left off. Today he is a little more than 
halfway through his degree in special education.

ough WGU’s brand of competency-based edu -
cation may sound high concept, Robinson has found 
it perfectly intuitive in practice. “To me it made more 
sense than being in a classroom,” he says. “As soon as 
you’re done with the work, you get to move on. at 
just makes more sense.” Now, when he looks back at his 
prior experiences in college, it is with exasperation. “No 
offense to the younger kids, but you know, I’m in my 
thirties. You go in there with eighteen- and nineteen-
year-olds, and it’s more of a social thing for them,” he 
says. “You go sit in a classroom and listen to people ask 
stupid questions, and the teacher has to go over things, 
over and over. I was like, oh my gosh, this is just break-
ing me.”

is time, however, he is determined to finish his 
degree. “I just don’t have an option anymore. I’m gonna 
turn forty next year, and now what? I’m not gonna work 
a dead-end job,” he says. “I’m not a twenty-one-year-old 
college kid anymore.”

No matter how much market share it seizes from the 
for-pro ts, Western Governors is unlikely to re the 
imaginations of those who like to think of college as a 

crucible of open-ended inquiry, critical citizenship, and hu-
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the template set by the school’s deal with Indiana. “Over 

see where that takes us,” he said. In early August, Gov-
ernor Rick Perry announced the creation of WGU Texas, 
and California’s legislature is exploring the feasibility of 
its own Western Governors subsidiary. Other rumored 
possible partners include Arizona and Louisiana. Enter-
ing into similar agreements with states “would be a rath-
er difficult model for the for-profit sector to duplicate,” 
says Kevin Kinser. Last summer, California’s communi-
ty college system tried to arrive at a similar partnership 
with Kaplan, but the school’s for-profit status made the 
deal unworkable. (Its increasingly horrible press did not 
help either.)

In June, the Department of Education handed down 
the final version of its gainful employment rule. ough 
more watered down than some reformers had hoped, 

-
cent of for-profit programs ineligible for federal aid—

just as dramatic are the effects the rule is already having 
on the industry, as schools clamber to reengineer their 
business models so as not to run afoul of Washington. 

 
colleges defaulted on their student loans within three 
years. In order to survive, schools will have to find some 
way to bring those numbers down. Phoenix, which not 
long ago compensated recruiters according to the num-
ber of students they enrolled (homeless, addicted, brain 
injured, or no), has instituted a mandatory three-week 
student orientation period. e entire sector is grap -
pling with the shock of suddenly having a stake in its 
students’ success. 

WGU, whose model needs no overhauling—and 

only benefit from its competitors’ time in the wilder-
ness. e demand for higher education, after all, is as 
stronger than ever. 

What’s more, it may only be a matter of time before 
the Western Governors model begins to pose its found-
ers’ challenge to traditional higher education as well. 
Consider WGU’s college of business, the school’s second 
largest academic program. Business is the most popular 
undergraduate major in America. But recently, the soci-
ologists Richard Arum and Josipa Roksa found that un-
dergraduate students of business learn measurably less 
than students in other fields. e scholars examined the 
results of a national essay-based exam called the Col-
legiate Learning Assessment, and measured how much 
students’ scores improved over the course of four years 
in college. Business students’ scores improved scarcely 
at all. 

Colleges across the country regularly administer 
the Collegiate Learning Assessment. But schools closely 
guard the results—so loath are they to reveal what their 
students are, or aren’t, getting out of their studies. By 
contrast, a Western Governors degree is a fairly straight-
forward testament to what a graduate knows. It doesn’t 
seem much of a stretch to imagine that, given the choice, 
employers might come to prefer the latter. 

Earlier this year, the Center for American Progress 
published a report called “Disrupting College,” by the 
Harvard business school professor Clayton Christensen 
and three coauthors. Research universities, Christensen 
argues, simply weren’t designed to do what we are in-
creasingly asking higher education to do: educate stu-
dents from wildly different backgrounds for jobs outside 
the academy in ways that can be measured and assessed. 
Christensen and his coauthors describe the for-profit 
and online schools that have cropped up over the past 
twenty years as a “first wave of educational disruptive 
innovation.” But that wave arose under a system of regu-
latory incentives that didn’t either reward student suc-
cess or punish failure, and so it could break up against re-
forms like the gainful employment rule. Some schools in 
that first wave will survive, and others won’t. Phoenix, 

fiercely trying to adapt—and, with its multibillion-dol -
lar revenues, it probably will succeed. Corinthian Colleg-

-
age in the sector—might not. 

still a rounding error in the grand scheme of American 
higher education. e school’s curriculum is relatively 
narrow, and its model may require a degree of discipline 
and self-motivation that many students don’t possess. 
But perhaps more than any other institution out there, 
Western Governors is aligned with the new pressures 
shaping the higher education market. e only question 
is how big it can get.  

John Gravois is an editor of the Washington Monthly.
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students a college degree that 
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do so for about a third the 
price, in half the time.
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