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How flat-rate tuition models are being used to better serve nontraditional students 

A 
dult students are treating themselves 
to a higher ed buffet through a hand
ful of programs where all-you-can

learn tuition lets them move as quickly as 
they can coward a degree and advancement 
in the workforce. 

Several "all-you-can-learn" programs 
now in place ac U.S. institutions work on 
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che competency-based learning model, in 
which che credit-hour has been abandoned 
as one of the key measurements of learn
ing. In stead, these students pay a flat race 
for a period of time , generally four co six 
months, during which chey work co master 
secs of skills instead of traditional, semes
ter-length classes. 

This flips the traditional higher educa
tion model, in which courses are organized 
on a semester schedule chat does not cake 
inco account what students have learned, 
says Bob Mendenhall, president of Western 

Governors University , an online institution. 
"Real competency-based education means 

you measure learning rather than time-and 
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char mearts time becomes the variable and 

learning is constant," Mendenhall says. 

All-you-can-learn programs also mean 
new bu siness models and new ways of 

educating students , says Paul LeBlanc , 

president of Southern New Hampshire 
University . But rhe programs can be self
sustainable financially and reach more than 
just vocational skills. LeBlanc's institution 

launched the online "College for America" 

all-you-can-learn program last year. 
"For a lot of people, 'competency-based ' 

sounds vocational , like basic skills-the 

inference is that you can't do competency 

around higher learning or critical-thinking 
skills or the hum anities," LeBlanc says. 

"But competencies can work equally as well 

with critical thinking, problem solving and 
English as they work with foundational 
skills, like writing and math." 

Below are snapshots of three institutions 

with all-you-can-learn programs that allow 
adult learners to work at an accelerated pace 

and on their own schedule in the hopes of 
getting accredited degrees at lower costs. 

Western Governors University: 
Return on investment 
The pioneering-and still largest scale-all
you-can-learn program may be at Western 
Governors, which has about 43,000 stu

dents overall. Competency-based programs 
run on six-month terms that cost about 

$3,000, which allows students to take as 
many -courses as they want. Another key 

aspect 9f competency-based education is 
that students can get credit for the skills they 

have when they enroll, and graduate more 

quickly. 
"O ur model provides an incentive for 

the student to go faster," Mendenhall says. 

"If you're able to dedicate the time and ef
fort or you come with a lot of competen

cies, your degree is going to cost you less." 
Tuiti on at Western Governors covers 

mo st online textbooks and assessment s. 
There are additional fees for some pro

grams , such as teaching and nursing . The 
competencies are divided into self-paced, 
online cour ses. The re are no lecture s, so 

each faculty member's role is co mentor stu

dent s and lead online discussions, he says. 

Stu dents cake assessme nt rests only 
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when they and their mentors agree they 

are ready to demon strate a competency. 
The rests range from computer-scored as

sessments to project s, such as writing and 

portfolios , Mendenhall says. 
Bachelor 's and master 's degrees are of

fered in a range of subjects, including busi

ness, information technology, teaching and 
health care. On average, it rakes about three 

years to get a degree at Western Governors , 

which would cost about $18,000. About 

three percent of students earn a bachelor 's 
degree in a year, he says. 

Surveys done by the uni versity show 

that its 30,000-plus graduates have an op
portunity to cover the costs of their de

grees. On average, students earn $9,000 a 

year more the first one to three years after 
graduation than they had earned before 

getting their degrees, Mendenhall says. 
That would mean graduates who paid 

the average $ I 8,000 for a degree have a 
shot at making the money back within 

two years. "I don 't think there's a univer

sity in the country that has a two-year re-

turn on investment," he adds. 

Western Governors also is in the busi
ness of educating ocher colleges and 

universities. Ir offers seminars twice a year 

for institutions looking to create similar 

programs . The U .S. Department of Labor 

and the Gares Foundation have given grants 
to Western Governors to help community 

colleges develop all-you-can-learn , compe

tency-based programs, Mendenhall says. 

Southern New Hampshire University: 
College for America 
College for America began at Southern 
New Hampshire in Januar y 2013 and 

now has about 500 students. The program 
offers a general studies associate's degree 

with a concentration in bu siness. For a 

six-month term, students pay $1,250, and 
there are no additional fees for textbooks 

or technology . 
Instead of credit hour s and courses, stu

dents must demonstrate a set of 120 com

petencies that were designed with the needs 
of employers in mind , LeBlanc says. 

For-profit's focus on flat-rate tuition 
Since last June, students at the for-profit Patten University have been able to take all
you-can-learn, competency-based programs on line and at the institution's campus in 
Oakland, Calif. 

Unde·rgraduate tuition is $1,316 for a four-month term or $350 for a month. Students 
can take as many classes as they can fit into their schedule. The average student takes 
three classes per term, says Gene Wade, CEO of Patten's parent company, UniversityNow. 

"We think it's not just all-you-can-learn," Wade says. "We think there's some funda
mental changes to how the classroom works that are going to make it more likely that 
people are successful." 

P11tten keeps data on students that, among other things, indicates when a student 
is struggling with a concept and needs help from a faculty member. The data also show 
when a student is likely to pass a final assessment exam and complete a course. "In our 
model, you can't sit for the exam until we know you can pass it," he says. "You know 
going into an exam if you're likely to pass because we're giving you data and we're forc
ing you to do the work." 

Private, nonselective colleges that depend on tuition may be the first tier of 
nonprofit higher education to lose students to more affordable, more flexible all
you-can-learn programs, Wade says. 

"The fastest growing segment of the market is working adults and they love all-you
can-learn," he says. "They're not going to school to get socialized, they don't want to sit 
down with the professor and have the professor tell them what to do when they grow up. 

"They have a different set of priorities, so you've got to cater to that market or risk 
being not relevant or risk having your prices fall." 

Models like Patten's could also bring new students into the market, such as adult 
workers who didn't think they could afford higher education or fit classes into sched
ules that can include working long overtime hours. 

"Let's get away from credit hours, let's get away from seat time as a 'measure of 
service, and talk about people learning," Wade says. "Here, people are getting as much 
time or as little time as they need-what they're paying for is access to the university." 
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Western Governors University's 43,000 on line students (left) make for the nation's largest all-you-can-learn program. Online students in 
Southern New Hampshire University's College for America (right) must demonstrate a set of 120 workplace skills to earn an associate's degree. 

The competencies, says Colin Van 
Ostern, director of marketing at SNHU, 
are "can-do" statements , such as: 

• can use marketing terminology and 
concepts, 

• can generate a variety of approaches to 
addressing a problem, 

• can distinguish fact from opinion, and 
• can convey information by creating 

charts and graphs. 
Students demonstrate competencies 

by completing projects based on work
place situations , such as analyzing pro
posals from two vendors and writing an 
evaluation, he explains. · 

College for America is currently design
ing additional associate's degree concentra
tions, in health care and retail, among other 
subjects. It also is developing a four-year 
degree in communications, LeBlanc says. 

The "all-you-can-learn" model required 
development of a specialized LMS. SNHU 
also had to work with the U.S. Department 
of Education to manage the disbursement of 
financial aid to students whose studies aren't 
measured in credit hours, LeBlanc says. 
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Another big step in chis type of pro
gram is getting buy-in from faculty. 
"Competency models can be hard to sell 
on traditional campuses because they can 
feel threatening to faculty," he says. "Our 
faculty see us making a real investment in 
the traditional campus, so this doesn't feel 
threatening. And I think the mission reso
nated with them-our competency-based 

are being embraced because they promise 
lower costs to students. But that disrupts 
the business model of institutions that are 
struggling to keep top-line revenues up." 

Northern Arizona University: 
Unlimited access 
The online Personalized Learning pro
gram at Northern Arizona, which started 

'Competency models can be hard to sell on traditional 
campuses because they can feel threatening to faculty. 

Our faculty see us making a real investment in the 
traditional campus, so this doesn't feel threatening.' 

-Paul LeBlanc, Southern New Hampshire University 

program reaches out and serves students 
who are otherwise not coming to campus." 

The lower-tuition model depends on a 
higher volume of students to be successful. 
LeBlanc says the model can be self-sustain
ing at scale. "Competency-based models 

in June 2013, offers bachelor's degrees in 
small business administration, computer 
information technology and liberal arts. 
Students pay $2,500 for si.x months of un
limited access to online courses, including 
all course materials. 
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The program now has about 130 
students-and it is adding about one stu
dent each day, says Fred Hurst, Northern 
Arizona's senior vice president for ex
tended campuses. 

Before starting a course, students take a 
version of the final exam and can potentially 
test out of all or portions of the course. "It 
honors what they already know-students 
gee bored when they have co review mate
rial that they already know well," Hurst says. 
"Students do much better when they are 
challenged on an ongoing basis." 

The program offers students multiple 
learning methods. For example, students 
can watch video lectures or multi-media 
presentations, or play games. If students 
have trouble with one method, they 
can switch. 

Students choose to take the final assess
ments when they feel like they are ready. 
Students must earn an 86 percent to pass. 
Students who don't get that score don 't 
flunk-they can go back into the course 
and study the concepts they didn't under
stand. Students also don't have to complete 
all courses in six months . If, for example, 
they are halfway through a course at the 
end of six months, they can sign up for an
ocher term. 

''.All of che research tells us the longer a 
student is in a program, the less likely they 
are to finish," Hurst says. "Getting a student 
chrough che process as quickly as they can, 
and yet ensuring chey have a mastery of che 
subject matter, is really important." 

The Personalized Learning program 
keeps a traditional transcript of what the 
student studied but also gives students a 
"competency transcript" designed to show 
employers what skills che student has mas
tered, Hurst says. Rather chan simply listing 
that a student passed three history courses, 
the "competency transcript" would, for 
example, tell a potential employer chat a 
student has learned the historical context 
of certain business laws and also mastered 
writing skills and critical chinking. us 

MORE ONLINE @ 
www.universitybusiness.com/ 
allyoucanlearn 
More flat-rate tuition examples 
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Want recognition 
for your innovative 
use of technology? 

The >.t~ 
Innovation Awards 

@UBTE.'ch 
Cal! for entrie s dose April 15, 2014 . 

At higher educati on institutions around the world, 
technology is improving the campus experience by 
enhancing the way faculty teach and students learn , 
reducing service and support costs , and increasing 
energy efficiency. Is your campus doing something 
inno vat ive and new? We want to hear about it. 

To learn more about the 2014 AMX Innovation 
Awards and enter to win, p lease visit: 
www.amxcampus.com/innovationawards 

2013 Award Winner s: (~pictured) 

• Queensland Uni•.,ersity o{ Techno logy 1 Science Eng ineering Centre, 
Brisbane, O LD. A ust ralia ;, 

., Temp!e University, Philadelph ia. Pennsyl vani2 ~ 
• University of Ottawc>. Muhim~dia Se0,ice::. Departm ent , Ottav>'?., 0/\J, Canada ,. 
• Te}'.a!: ~ &r,.'i Uni -_1e:·sity, Carr,pu~ J.\\//ff Depa rt rn0r-1t, Coil-29e Stc t ion , Texas 
" Pcr:n St2-te Uni,,2,si1y, Srr:r:c:I College ol 8u si:'1e:;s, Univi~r~ity Parl~ .. Penn5y!vania 
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