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EDUCATION

Online university gaining popularity with working adults
By Renee C. Lee
Cherlyn Jones works 12-hour
shifts as a registered nurse,
rears two children and is studying for a master's degree in
nursing. She hopes to finish the
two-year nursing program next
December - six months ahead
of schedule.
The Pearland mother says
she's able to juggle her responsibilities because she can
attend classes when it's most
convenient for her. She can even
pull up her coursework on a
cellphone app when she has a
few minutes to spare.
Flexibility is what Jones
likes about Western
Governors
University Texas, a nonprofit
online university created two
years ago through an executive
order signed by Gov. Rick Perry.
It is the state's only competency-based university, meaning
students can accelerate their
degree program if they demonstrate mastery of a subject. It's
primarily for working adults
who want a degree but don't
have time to attend a traditional
university.
"I have more freedom,'' said

Onlinecontinueson B4
Jones, 37."School doesn't
hinder me. Working full
time and earning a master's is doable."
Tuition is a little less
than $6,000 a year, she
said; the school is supported fully by tuition. In
Texas, the average in-state
tuition was about $7,400
in2011-12.
The regionally accredited institution is a branch
of Western Governors
University, a national
institution based in Utah
that launched in 1997.
"The idea was putting
together a different model
of education where tech-

nology is used to deliver
education an innovative
way,'' said Western Governors Texas Chancellor
Ray Martinez.
The Texas branch, one
of five state affiliates , has
grown to about 4,000
students across the state,
with almost 400 students
in the Houston area. The
average student age is 37,
and the average completion for a four-year degree
is 35 months compared to
6o months at a traditional
university.
'A very good option'

The university is
part of a rapidly growing online movement in
higher education, said
Pamela Tate, president of
the Council for Adult and
Experiential Learning.
"I would say there's
never been a time like
now when we're seeing
all these innovations
popping up,'' Tate said.
"What makes (Western

Governors) distinctive is
it has a competency -based
approach . It's one of the
innovators of this. It's a
high-quality institution
and a very good option for
older adults."
Western Governors
University offers bachelor's and master's degree
programs in business,
information technology
and health professions,
considered high-demand
job areas.
Students can take as
many classes as they want
during a six-month term
for a flat rate of $2,890.
They also pay $145for all
online textbook and other
resources. Tuition hasn't
gone up in five years,
school officials said.
Earned two degrees
Western Governors
awards credit based on
what students know
or have learned rather
than time spent in class.
Students with years of
working experience in a
certain area can skip competencies if they can show
mastery through a test, an
essay or a project.
Michael Stewardson,
46, of Humble, earned a
bachelor's and master's
degree in information
technology at the university, and is now working
on his second master's
degree in business.
Stewardson, who
earned an associate's
degree in 1993,taught
computer technology at a
community college for 17
years before returning to
school.
"I understood the
importance of education
and having an advanced
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degree, but going to a
brick- and-mortar university wasn't convenient,"
he said.

Mentors assist
The married father of
five was able to complete
his bachelor's degree
in one year because his
community college credits
and his ability to pass
competency tests shaved
off some coursework. He
also finished his master's
degree in one year and
earned 15prof'essional
certifications during
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responded by assigning
course mentors who are
experts in their fields to
offer students guidance
and support, she said.
The university also
assigns each student a
personal mentor who contacts the student weekly.
The mentors also help
students develop degree
plans and make sure their
learning experience is going smoothly.

his first two years at the
university.
The program is not for
everyone. Students must
be able to work independently and motivated
to learn, Martinez said,
noting that less than 3
percent of the university's
students are 18 to 24.
Online learning can
have some down sides.
The quality of instruction can sometimes be
an issue as well as the
absence of social interac tion, Tate said. Western
Governors University has
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Cherlyn Jones, a registered nurse, recently completed her bachelor's degree at
Western Governors University Texas and is now working on her master's.
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