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Harvard University is almost 400 years old and finally hitting its stride . 

The oldest university in Europe is the University of Bologna (Italy), founded in 1088 

just eight years before Oxford in England; they're both now enjoying a comfortable 

late-middle age. 

The oldest of them all, the University of Karueein has been providing higher education 

in Fez, Morocco since 859. 

Western Governors University is 20 years old; a newborn babe in university years. 

At twenty, Stanford University was struggling to survive in the aftermath of the San 



Francisco earthquake of 1906. I mention Stanford, now a toddler, because it opened its 

doors in the mid-1880s with a co-educational student body, making it a disruptor in the 

realm of higher education in its day. Disruptors, as I have previously written , are often 

controversial and can tread a thorny path, especially in their infancy, but ultimately to 

great success, 

WGU, founded by nineteen U.S. governors, isn't as regionally constrained as it sounds; 

it reaches throughout the U.S., today serving approximately 85,000 students. University 

President, Scott Pulsipher, is my guest on the Disrupt Yourself Podcast , and readily 

acknowledges that WGU is controversial (in fact, the University is embroiled in a battle 

with the federal government as I write; you can read the particulars of that here). 

Pulsipher quotes his old Amazon boss, Jeff 

Bezos, to the effect that to be a disruptor and 

inventor and innovator, "you have to be 

willing to be misunderstoodfor long periods of 

time and WGU is definitely in that category of 

being misunderstoodfor long periods of time." 

While the outcome of WGU's U.S. Department of Education appeal has implications 

for the future of any non-traditional institution of higher learning, my conversation with 

Pulsipher is focused on how WGU leverages technology to deliver the education they 

provide-and to whom. Their model is disruptive it's true, but that is only half the story. 

They're helping underserved individuals disrupt themselves as well-for good. 

"I would say that the disruption starts with the student-centricity. We focus more on 

what it is that the individual needs to gain from the higher education experience to be 

successful. We recognize that education probably still remains the single biggest 

catalyst for people to change their life and that centers back to our purpose: to change 

the lives of individuals and families. That's what they need from education; how do we 

make that a possibility?" 

WGU wasn't originally designed for traditional college-aged students. It's an 

opportunity for working adults, who sometimes have earned some college credits but 

not a degree. 

There are more than 35 million such adults in the U.S. Often they live in a rural area, 

where educational access is poor and the education ethos less well-developed. 



"On average WGU graduates are earning 

nearly $20,000 more in income than they did 

when they started. Our average age is 37 

years old." 

Pulsipher continues, "WGU 'was fundamentally designed around three simple things. 

One, how do you dramatically expand the access to higher education, especially to those 

underserved? Second, how do you improve the quality of that education, so that it 

increases or tightens the link, if you will, to higher learning and opportunity outcomes? 

By opportunity we [mean] jobs and income gains and employment opportunities and 

overall well-being. Third, we think specifically about how we continually optimize 

student success, and so we are a student-centered organization overall. 

"Everything that we do: how we design our 

curriculum, how we design our programs, 

how we teach, how we mentor, how we assess, 

how we place them into clinical rotations and 

demonstration teaching-whatever it is-even 

the programs we offer are all centered around 

improving the success of the student." 

WGU is fully online. No brick and mortar, no classrooms whatsoever. The motto is to 

"reach and teach the students where they are." 

Metrics for faculty quality are based on the achievement of student outcomes rather than 

a traditional university's emphasis on research, often at the expense of faculty teaching. 

As Pulsipher explains it, most universities have a mission to "advance knowledge" 

while WGU is solely focused on the "transfer of knowledge." Instead of paying 

outrageous tuition to perch amongst hundreds of other students receiving instruction 

from a teaching assistant, WGU students are educated via a disaggregated faculty; they 

have faculty instructors, but also have access to mentoring and support from advisors, 

student assistants, tutors and others. 

Perhaps the most disruptive feature of a WGU education is its competency-based 

model. "If you're competent then you're meeting those standards that are needed in the 

workplace environment for that core subject matter . There are no grades; you either pass 

or you don't." 

No grades may sound very appealing, but Pulsipher points out that the standard for 



proficiency would generally equate to a B average or better. It's hard to imagine what 

the graduation rate would be if that standard applied in traditional academic models. 

When a student meets the proficiency standard they have completed the course. 

"You don't have to keep sitting in lectures and 

keep going through course materials. The 

measurement in a competency-based model is 

competency, not time .... Some students can 

progress really quickly; other students take a 

little bit longer, but everyone can learn at their 

own pace." 

Pulsipher says that, like a classic disruptor, "much of the sector dismissed WGU in the 

first 10, 15 years even. They said, 'Oh, that's an interesting experiment; let's see how 

that works out.' WGU isn't right for everyone; nothing is. But for a sizeable piece of the 

adult population it offers an accessible, cost-effective alternative to the traditional 

university . WGU students graduate at a higher rate than the national average for 

colleges/universities. 

Perhaps most telling is the feedback of the students. "Gallup's done some great surveys 

around how our students are more than twice as likely to be performing in all five 

dimensions of well-being. That includes emotional, social, financial, career well-being, 

etc. They're more than twice as likely to refer friends and family to WGU than 

graduates of other universities, because .. .it was worth the cost. It's delivering real value 

within four years of graduation." 

Every innovation starts somewhere. A century later, who remembers that Stanford 

University was controversial for allowing women through the doors? WGU is a 

controversial disruptor today, but in higher education, the future may start here. 

Learn more about WGU and Scott Pulsipher on the Disrupt Yourself Podcast. 

Whitney Johnson is one of the world's leading management thinkers (Thinkers50 ), 

author of the critically acclaimed Disrupt Yourself: Putting the Power of 

Disruptive Innovation to Work and host of the Disrupt Yourself Podcast . You can 

sign up for her newsletter here. 
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