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WE SAY HIGHER EDUCATION 

Degree from WGU a credible option 
Sometimes, for some, life gets in the 

way of finishing a college degree. 
Only 59 percent of first-time under

graduate students who began their 
pursuit of a bachelor's degree at a 
four-year degree-granting institution 
complete their studies, according to 
the U.S. Department of Education. 
Western Governors University, in its 
15th year as an onhne-only mstitution, 
has proven to be a legitimate solution 
for those who have abandoned their 
studies but want to go back in order to 
advance their careers and earn more 
money. 

There are many reasons why stu
dents drop out of college - high price 
of tuition, family obligations or sim
ply feeling that traditional college is 
not for them. Once a student leaves, it 
can be difficult to return to his or her 
studies. 

Online for-profit universities have 
been harshly criticized for their role in 
driving up student debt burdens with 
low-completion rates and sometimes 
questionable outcomes. While non
profit WGU doesn't address all of the 
concerns with the new breed of higher 
education, it is on firmer footing than 
most of its for-profit cousins. 

The Texas branch ofWGU has no 
brick-and-mortar classrooms for its 
bachelor's and master's degree pro
grams, which focus on high-demand 
fields such as teaching, business, 
health professions and information 
technology. 

It is the only state-endorsed online 
university. It is fully accredited by the 
Northwest Commission on Colleges 
and Universities, one of the major ac
crediting commissions recognized by 
the U.S. Department of Education. 
And, large corporations, such as Goo
gle, Microsoft and AT&T, are current 
members of the school's national advi
sory board. 

Its genesis as a nonprofit was a solu
tion to a public policy problem: pro
viding access to higher education in 
states where money for public institu
tions was limited. As its name implies, 
WGU was formed in 1997 by 19 gover
nors, including then-Gov. George W. 
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Bush of Texas. Each of the 19 states 
contributed $100,000 in startup fund
ing. At the time, Western Governors 
had more than 25,000 students in 50 
states, including 1,600 in Texas. To
day the school . has more than 40,000, 
including more than 5,000 in Texas 
alone. 

In 2011, Texas Gov. Rick Perry is-
sued an executive order calling on the 
state's education and workforce agen
cies to help Western Governors estab
lish WGU Texas, essentially creating a 
spinoffinstitution for the state. 

Aside from the initial startup mon
ey, WGU does not receive any state 
money. It is essentially self-support
ing through tuition, which runs about 
$6,000 a year. In contrast, tuition and 
fees run around $9,500 at Texas State 
University and $9,800 at the Universi
ty of Texas. 

While not exactly the $10,000 de
gree called for by Perry, it can be an af
fordable option for those motivated 
enough to stick with the online degree 
plans. In 2012, WGU had an almost 30 
percent graduation rate for first-time, 
full-time student degree seekers, how
ever most of the university 's student 
do not enter as freshmen. 

WGU programs are competen
cy-based, so students advance at their 
own pace rather than by accumulating 
credits. It's a model that other public 
institutions are experimenting with, 
including Texas A&M and Austin Com
munity College, which is one of WGU's 
partners. 

It provides the flexibility a work-
ing person needs to complete their un
dergraduate or graduate degree to ad
vance their careers while they meet 
work and family obligations. 

That's good news. 
The faster a degree is earned, the 

faster that person can make more 
money. People in high-paying occupa
tions can out-earn their counterparts 
with advanced degrees. 

Statistics show that people with a 
bachelor's degree make 84 percent 
more over a lifetime than high school 
graduates. On average, a doctoral de
gree graduate will earn $3.3 million 
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over a lifetime, while someone with an 
undergraduate degree will earn $2.3 
million compared with $1.3 million for 
those with only a high school diploma. 

Online schoo ls can be difficult for 
some, especially those who have trou 
ble with self-discipline . Students must 
be able to reach out to their professors 
or mentors and take responsibility for 
charting their own path - character 
istics often learned in the workplace 
well after high school graduation. 

WGU will never take the place of ei
ther a community college or a tradi 
tional college setting , but it is good to 
know that determined , hardworking 
Texans have credible higher education 
options . 
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The Texas branch of Western Governors University graduated its first class in 2012 with 
WGU President Dr. Robert W. Mendenhall on hand . There are now more than 40 ,000 
students, Including 5,000 Texans, enrolled In the onllne program . ALBERTO MARTiNEZ; 
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