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The principal mission of

Western Governors University

is to improve quality and expand access to post-secondary educational
opportunities by providing a means for individuals to learn independent of
time or place and to earn competency-based degrees and other credentials
that are credible to both academic institutions and employers.

PR O LO G U E

THEIR “WHAT IFS...”

GREW INTO

AMBITIOUS

IDEAS

In a Park City, Utah, hotel conference room in June 1995, a group of 11 frustrated governors
commiserated off-the-record about the mounting problems of their states’ universities.
Enrollment was at record highs—that was a good thing—but the influx of students was straining
resources and infrastructure. They had already wrung every last cent from their overstretched
education budgets. Where would they find money for new campuses, buildings, and faculty?
The more they talked, the more the governors realized the impossible task they faced: At this
ever-increasing pace, funding would never catch up with the demands in higher education.
But what if, together, they took a novel approach to find a resolution?
What if they capitalized on new technology as a way to disseminate learning that also
eliminated other obstacles to education, such as affordability and proximity to campuses?
What if competency became a measurement for earning a degree, bridging the widening gap
between graduate knowledge and work force needs?
What if they scrapped the traditional higher education model altogether and created an
entirely new one?
Their “What ifs…” grew into ambitious ideas.
And those big ideas became the cornerstone of Western Governors University.

Governors sign the 1996 Memorandum of
Understanding (MOU) to create WGU.
“We hereby join together through this
Memorandum of Understanding to initiate
the establishment of Western Governors
University, which will, through the use of
appropriate advanced technologies and
educational practices, provide expanded
access to high quality post-secondary
education and competency assessments.
“We the undersigned agree to take such
measures as are appropriate to create
a policy environment that supports the
goals of WGU, including identifying and
eliminating unnecessary barriers to or
burdens upon the delivery of quality
educational services via telecommunications
and to the recognition of degrees and
credentials obtained through such delivery
systems.”

CHAPTER 1

THE BIRTH OF A BIG IDEA
Big ideas start small. Early in his first term as governor of Utah,
Mike Leavitt kicked around out-of-the-box solutions to the challenges
facing higher education. A curious visionary obsessed with the speed
and efficiency of a new-fangled technology called the internet, he
approached Dr. Clara Lovett, President of Northern Arizona University,
about her institution’s successful distance learning program. Leavitt
asked a simple question: Instead of each state working independently,
why couldn’t they pool their resources and use the internet to deliver
full degree programs to people left behind by the traditional higher
education system?

“I kept thinking back to the time I created a pilot school when my kids
wanted to learn to fly,” he said. “The point is, if you want to get a pilot’s
license, there are absolute standards you have to pass. And if you are
paying me to train you, then I need to know I’m getting the job done. The
tests are critical. I’ve got to be damn sure you know what you’re doing or
you’ll kill somebody.”

“It was a great idea—except for four things: regulation, bureaucracy,
tradition, and turf,” said Lovett. “And of course, the Governor’s next
thought was, ‘Who says we have to stay within the existing system?’”

“Universities measure the wrong
thing. They measure time. They
measure prestige. I wanted to base
a degree on performance—and that
was a real revolution,” Romer said.

That day, Leavitt learned an important lesson from Lovett. “It was
profound,” he said. “I realized that every system has its own parameters
and interests to protect, and they also have their own currency—
academic credit.
“But I knew that long-term sustainability in higher education was in
jeopardy and I had very little optimism that existing institutions could do
something about it, that they had the ability to approach the problem in
a different way.”

viii

In the neighboring state of Colorado, Governor Roy Romer grappled
with similar problems, fixating on the befuddling fact that companies
often had to train new graduates upon entering the job force. It made no
sense to his pragmatic nature.

In Romer’s mind, earning a degree by accumulating seat time amounted
to very little if you couldn’t perform. Likewise, if you could demonstrate
proficiency in an area, well, then, you should receive the credit.

That June day in Park City, Leavitt shared his concerns about higher
education and his idea for a fully online university without borders. Romer
chimed in, raising Leavitt’s vision with his push for competency-based
education. The other governors, swapping war stories from their own
states, rallied behind them in full support. Together, they carried clout and
another intangible: an irrepressible Western spirit fiercely independent
and unafraid to buck convention. The way the governors figured, history
and tradition may favor academia, but that didn’t necessarily mean that
academia knew how to do it right.
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WGU Founding Governors
Alaska

Tony Knowles

Arizona

J. Fife Symington

Colorado

Roy Romer

Guam

Carl T.C. Gutierrez

Hawaii

Benjamin J. Cayetano

Idaho

Philip E. Batt

Indiana

Frank O’Bannon

Montana

Marc Racicot

Nebraska

E. Benjamin Nelson

New Mexico

Gary E. Johnson

Nevada

Bob Miller

North Dakota Edward T. Schafer
Oklahoma

Frank Keating

Oregon

John A. Kitzhaber, M.D.

South Dakota William J. Janklow
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Texas

George W. Bush

Utah

Michael O. Leavitt

Washington

Mike Lowry

Wyoming

Jim Geringer

Wyoming Governor Jim Geringer was especially excited about creating a university from
the virtual ground up. Having grown up on a farm, “we were constantly solving problems,
and we didn’t wait to be told to do something—we took the initiative, even when we didn’t
know how we were going to do it.”

“That’s how I thought we should approach
higher education,” Geringer said. “Don’t be
satisfied with where we are: let’s look at where
we ought to be and lead the way.”
Big ideas are simple ideas, and for the next three years, as the group fumbled through
the regulatory, legislative, and academic quagmires, they kept this simple set of two
principles—competency and technology—central to their purpose.
“The governors got deeply invested in this,” remembers Mike Goldstein, a
Washington, D.C. attorney who guided WGU through legal issues. “When we started to
have meetings about moving forward, they didn’t just send their deputies—they showed
up, too. It was this shared notion that we were on a crusade.”
The project needed money—lots of it—but knowing that opposition would frown on states
funding such a risky experiment, the governors worked in the margins of their political
power, lobbying corporate America and the federal government for funding.
The group enlisted well-connected people unafraid to roll up their sleeves and tackle
hard problems. “With 19 governors now on our side, the one thing we didn’t get was
people not returning our phone calls,” said Goldstein.
It was imperative that the degrees conferred by WGU be legitimate, with true
academicians crafting WGU’s standards. Lovett was on board from the beginning.
Sam Smith, president of Washington State University, became a powerful ally. He
met with fellow university presidents and accreditors who felt threatened, diffusing
their unfounded anger and assuring them that WGU was not after their students and
elite faculty.

The Bipartisan
Effort That Created a University
NOT ‘YOU’ OR ‘ME’ BUT ‘WE:’
Politics aside, it took authentic
collaboration to create WGU. That
opposing parties worked together
made WGU’s vision and later reality
that much stronger.

They put their own reputations and
careers on the line to do what was
best for the citizens of the states in the
entire Western region.”
Sam Smith was amazed by the lack of
politics. “I know this comes as a surprise,
but governors often have strong
personalities,” he laughed. “But for
WGU, those strong personalities were
all saying the same thing—that we have
to increase the number of educated
people in our states.”

“It was absolutely extraordinary,” said
Mike Goldstein. “Mike Leavitt looked
like he walked off the top of a wedding
cake and Roy Romer looked like he just
finished plowing the fields on his farm.
But they worked together astonishingly
well. Leavitt, a classic conservative, was (L-R) Governors Roy Romer (Colorado), Ben Nelson (Nebraska),
Mike Leavitt (Utah), and Jim Geringer (Wyoming).
a techy interested in solving issues of
time and distance. Romer was a social
The governors could not have cared less
progressive, always asking ‘How do we make this accessible? How will
whether the students were Democrats or Republicans—as long as they
it give people value?’ They set aside their political differences to get were educated. “We had disagreements, but they were disagreements
things done.”
over how we could find better solutions,” said Jim Geringer. “The
governors at that time were not the types who pouted in their own
Lovett, who worked with WGU from the beginning, found it remarkable
partisan locker room. We saw a higher calling with personal gain for
that the energy to create a new model for higher education did not come the student and public gain to the states.”
from within the academy, but from governors outside the academy who
cared about the universities and understood their importance.
Above all, they valued teamwork over individual accomplishment. “It is
a partnership, and we’ve got to be bold about it,” said Romer at the
“Every one of those governors embraced the project,” she said. “Every
time. “I don’t care what your politics are, I don’t care where in the hell
one was able to look beyond his political career, beyond personal goals
you live, but this is an idea we got to make go.”
they might have had. In other words, there was genuine commitment.
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“There are some institutions which have
had an enormous impact on American
higher education. Harvard stands out as
the first college. Cornell is the crown of
the land grant movement. Johns Hopkins is
America’s first research university. Today,
like them, the WGU has the potential to set
the future direction for higher education.”
-Kevin Kinser in his 1999 Columbia University dissertation
about the creation of WGU.

“Our students didn’t need a student union. They didn’t need a football
team. They wanted a degree so that they could get ahead,” Smith said.

“Our goal from day one was to
provide education to more people
and to change the way higher
education is delivered,” Smith said.
The big idea of WGU disrupted the status quo of higher education
and set off a frenzy of discussion about its future. Many shared the
same concerns mentioned in a 1996 New York Times article: “The main
questions center on whether an education obtained at a keyboard and
a cathode ray tube can be as good as one earned amid the ivied halls,
sporting fields, and laboratories of the traditional system.”

“’Well, precisely. I told him that the folks we were trying to reach don’t
have the time or inclination to wander down his wonderful cobblestone
sidewalks. There are all kinds of different experiences and what we
tried to explain is that a lot of people don’t have the luxury of attaining
that kind of experience. This is just another way to help people get an
education.”
Despite the cynical editorials and opinionated debates, the group kept
plugging away. Their big idea had become a movement, and it was
personal.
“Nobody gave us a chance—nobody did,” said Farbman. “But the
governors saw the big picture—they knew that this was a game-changer.
And their excitement was infectious. We knew it wasn’t going to be easy,
and yet all of us knew that this was going to happen. We knew it was
going to be something special.”

“I remember talking to a Harvard professor early on, and the academic
arrogance was astounding,” said Max Farbman, the chief fundraiser
for WGU. “He said, ‘This concept will never work. This is just not the
way it’s done.’
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TIMELINE

MORE THAN A MISSION:

THE CREATION OF WGU
1995

1996

1997

FEBRUARY

JANUARY

SEPTEMBER

Governor Leavitt and
Dr. Lovett discuss the
possibility of multi-state
distance learning.

The governors release an
11-point plan to create a
virtual university.

Governors Leavitt and
Romer sign WGU’s Articles
of Incorporation.

WGU opens with 194
courses accessible through
the school’s website.

JUNE

FEBRUARY

Governors from 10
states agree to the
implementation plan and
sign the memorandum of
understanding to create
and support WGU.

WGU appoints
Dr. Jeff Livingston as
Chief Executive Officer and
Dr. Bob Albrecht as
Chief Academic Officer.

At the
Western Governors’
Association (WGA)
meeting in Park City,
the governors discuss
creating a new kind
of university.

DECEMBER
At another WGA
meeting in Las Vegas,
the governors meet with
higher education and
business leaders for
further discussion.

“I grew up in a single-parent family on welfare working in the fields. I’d like nothing
more in life than to find somebody that’s had a bit of a rough time and a little bit of
bouncing around and have them get a degree.”

1998

JANUARY

JUNE

“This Is Personal”
			

“I have seven kids and 22 grandchildren. I think about the lives of these children and
how the mind is the key to making life good and deep and valuable. The choices you
make in life are nurtured by how well you’re educated. To make life as meaningful as
possible, education is the key.”

Dr. Sam Smith

			
Governor Roy Romer

OCTOBER
WGU organizes the Board
of Trustees and approves
the mission statement.

-Roy Romer, Governor, Colorado (1987—1999)

“While teaching at City University of New York in the 1970s, I came to understand
what access to affordable higher education meant for students from less privileged
backgrounds. Participation in the WGU project in the 1990s opened my eyes to new,
unconventional ways of providing affordable access.”
			-Clara Lovett, President, Northern Arizona University (1993—2001)

Dr. Clara Lovett

“No one in my family had ever gone to college. When you come from that kind of
background and see how others are moving quickly because of college—that’s inspiring.
Then, Kennedy challenged us to put a man on the moon. It left an impression on me
that our goals ought to be far beyond where we currently are. That’s how I’ve always
thought about those in higher education—the ones who can see beyond.”
Governor Jim Geringer
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-Sam Smith, President, Washington State University (1985—2000)

			

-Jim Geringer, Governor, Wyoming (1995—2003)
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CHAPTER 2

DEVELOPING THE CONCEPT
Late one evening in 1996, Dr. Robert “Bob” Albrecht’s phone rang.
“It’s for you,” his wife said. “It’s the governor—at least that’s who he says
he is.”
Sure enough, Colorado Governor Roy Romer was on the line.

Doing so would require two essential components: acceptance and
awareness. In 1998, in what would later become a transformative event
in online education, Wyoming Senator Mike Enzi successfully pushed
an amendment to the Higher Education Reauthorization Act through
Congress specifically naming WGU as part of a “Distance Education
Demonstration Program” for developing financial aid rules for students
of virtual universities.

“Bob, are you free tonight?” Romer said. “If so, come on over to the
mansion. I want to talk to you about helping us start a university.”
And with that, Bob Albrecht, along with his Utah counterpart,
Dr. Jeff Livingston, found themselves as WGU’s co-directors in the
business of selling a big idea that was ambitious, intangible, and
unproven.
The governors, guided by Dr. Sally Johnstone from the Western Interstate
Commission for Higher Education (WICHE) and Dr. Dennis Jones,
President of the National Center for Higher Education Management
Systems (NCHEMS), had already formulated a working plan. “It was our
job to come up with a blueprint for a new university, said Johnstone. “It
couldn’t replicate what already existed in state universities. We weren’t
going to create new courses. We needed to fully integrate technology
so that this would be a real 21st century university. And it needed to be
competency-based to meet the needs of the workforce.
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“The whole notion was based on research—we didn’t make this up,” she
continued. “We looked at models all over the world of what worked and
what didn’t. The next thing was figuring out how to turn this thing into
reality.”

“The notion that students should be judged on
the basis of what they have learned, not the
number of courses they have taken—lies at the
heart of WGU. This was one of the marching
orders from the governors from Day One.
Additionally, we will measure skills, not courses
or seat time. This will be the biggest shift from
traditional higher education.”
-Dr. Dennis Jones, President, NCHEMS.
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What’s in a Name?
From the first meeting of governors in 1995, no one exactly knew what
to call the new university. As a result, the media and outspoken critics
began referring to it as a “virtual university,” complete with quotation
marks, each time it was mentioned.
“I fear people will prefer to attend a real university, not one that is
almost real; will want to send their children to a real university, not an
almost real university; and will want a degree from a real university,
not an almost university,” wrote Paul M. Norton, Vice President at
Utah State University in a letter of opposition to Utah Governor
Mike Leavitt.

“We live in a world of virtual classrooms, satellite downlinks, and
wristwatch computers,” said Enzi. “The amendments put some of the laws
governing distribution of higher education financial aid in touch with new
technology and ways of learning.”
The second component, creating awareness and educating academia
about the WGU concept, fell to Albrecht and Livingston. Both had
experience in higher education and distance learning, and just as
important, the stamina to see a big idea to fruition. “We each averaged
about 100 trips a year to various conferences and organizations to
discuss the WGU vision,” said Livingston. “People wanted to know: How
do you get students? What’s the content going to look like? At that point,
we weren’t even sure ourselves. We needed the states and academic

10

(Top and L)
February 6, 1998
Chronicle of Higher
Education
article featuring
Albrecht.

This image of the university didn’t sit well with the
Western Governors Association (WGA), who felt
that a “virtual education” would be viewed
fundamentally different from a “real
education.” As explained in a 1996
WGA newsletter, “A rose by any other
name might smell as sweet, but
the name ‘virtual university’ just
doesn’t cut it for what the western
governors are trying to create.
Governors, newspaper editorial
writers, and college professors
have all weighed in suggesting
that the word ‘virtual’ sends the
wrong message.”

In the end, the governors narrowed down the criteria for choosing a
name:
• The name should showcase the western regional nature of
the institution.
• It should demonstrate collaboration among states.
• The name should reflect the commitment of the governors as
initiators and leaders of the institution.
In 1996, after rejecting 15 different names, the governors settled on
“Western Governors University.”
“The name was finally decided during a flight between Salt Lake City
and Omaha,” remembers Governor Mike Leavitt. “We were on the state
plane, and the next day we were going to sign the charter.
The name we liked best was Governors University,” but
there was already a Governors College.
Western Governors University was the
runner-up.”
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In 1998, a USA Today article
noted that “in just three years,
WGU’s architects have created
a model that challenges just
about every convention in
higher education.”

WGU’s first employees, 1998.

bodies to understand the model because we needed their buy-in. We got
lucky because the timing was right, the use of technology in classrooms
was just developing, and the idea had clout because of all the governors
behind it.”
To keep from being overwhelmed, the team tackled issues head on,
worked to reduce bureaucracy, and lobbied for regulatory changes such
as financial aid eligibility for distance-learning colleges. They formed
strategic partnerships with private businesses to ensure their students
would be workforce-ready. They decided on a nonprofit status so that
the governors could sidestep their own systems of public education. “We
felt this required a disruptive innovation,” said Governor Mike Leavitt,
whose vision for the online university was so futuristic that he was dubbed
“Governor Leavittate.”
12

Their goal remained front and
center: developing an alternative
model of education that harnessed
technology, reinventing the process of
delivering and measuring education,
and marrying speed, efficiency,
collaboration, and competency.
13

(L-R) Tom Pelto (AT&T), Governors Mike
Leavitt and Roy Romer, and Jeff Livingston
announce a $500,000 grant from AT&T.

CHAPTER 3

FINDING THE FUNDING
Max Farbman, WGU’s chief fundraiser, wasn’t naïve. He knew that behind
every start-up or big idea, a million-dollar question loomed: How much is
it going to cost?

Conventional fundraising wouldn’t work for the unconventional WGU
model. Instead, Farbman decided to approach WGU from the unique
perspective of a start-up.

In the case of WGU, no one knew. There were no viable online models
to emulate. Balance sheets from existing university systems didn’t apply.

“WGU was a start-up in every sense
of the word,” Farbman explained.
“There was nothing like it, and it
was not well understood. Remember,
this was in the late 1990s, back
in the Middle Ages as it relates to
technology. At that time, the only
community that I thought would get
this would be Silicon Valley.”

Early on, the founding governors each had committed $100,000 as
seed money from their respective state budgets, and Governor Roy
Romer persuaded Colorado lawmakers to kick in another $2.9 million in
February 1998. “I found some money in minerals or something like that
and got it into the hands of WGU,” Romer said. “I thought this was a
good idea and my excuse to Colorado was that it would help educate
kids in our state who otherwise weren’t going to get a chance.”

“Life’s choices and education shouldn’t be limited by
commuting distance from where you live. Technology can
bring education and opportunity to anyone, anywhere,
who has the will to learn and grow.”
-Michael Armstrong, CEO, AT&T.
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It was enough to fund initial studies to create the WGU model, but
Farbman knew that coaxing more state funding from the governors
for such a risky experiment would be frowned upon. The technology,
curriculum, and human capital needed to move forward required an
exponentially greater amount—so great that if the governors had known
then what they know now, the university might have never launched.
“A basic truism is that much of life is driven by people who don’t know
what they’re getting themselves into,” said Governor Mike Leavitt. “But
once we committed, I could feel the framework beginning to rattle and
vibrate, and I knew something good would happen. And we didn’t really
have another option: We had to keep going.”

Farbman and Leavitt landed a coveted 30-minute meeting with Scott
McNealy, CEO of Sun Microsystems. Three hours later, the two left with
a $500,000 personal check from McNealy.
McNealy strongly believed in self-paced, computerized education based
on a class he took at Harvard. “I started Monday morning and finished
by Tuesday evening,” he said. “I didn’t sleep or eat, and I bugged the

15

professor whenever I got stuck. I got an
A. If Harvard had been all self-paced, I
could have finished my degree in a year.
Gates, Ballmer, Ellison, Jobs, and other
dropouts would not have gotten a head
start on me while I was stuck getting my
degrees; I was dying to get out and get
a job and do something useful. That’s
why working while learning was a nobrainer idea for me.”

Scott McNealy, CEO,
Sun Microsystems

Perhaps more important than the money,
McNealy provided cell phone numbers
for other technology executives who
might be interested.

“It was incredible—John Chambers at
Cisco, Eric Benhamou at 3Com, Jeff Raikes at Microsoft, Lou Gerstner
at IBM, Eric Schmidt at Novell and later Google, and Mike Armstrong at
AT&T. It was the Who’s Who of Technology at the time,” said Farbman.

“We believe we are helping create
the kind of higher education system
that is required in the global society
and economy in which we live,” said
Eric Benhamou, Chairman and CEO
of 3Com.
Other supporters were fascinated by the WGU approach to education.
Tim McEwen, CEO of Thomson Learning, had been sold on the idea ever
since attending the Western Governors Assocation (WGA) meeting where

the university was created. In 1998, after months of internal meetings
and presentations, McEwen secured a $1.5 million donation paid in two
installments for WGU, the largest his company had ever made.

In 1999, the governors and Farbman recruited Bill Simmons, a
Washington lobbyist with the Dutko Group, to help sell the idea to
members of Congress.

“WGU was so new that I couldn’t even answer basic questions. My bosses
would ask, ‘How many students?’ I’d say, ‘Zero.’

“It was an unbelievable concept,
and at the time, no
one in Washington
really knew what
competency-based
education meant,”
said Simmons. “We
were pioneering a
movement in higher
Bill Simmons, WGU Lobbyist
education.”

“‘When will it launch?’ I’d say, ‘Soon.’
“’What programs of study?’ I’d say, ‘We don’t know.’”
The money from the private sector gave WGU a much-needed boost, but
financial support was also needed from federal sources.

While traditional academia struggled with the integrity and credibility
of WGU’s nontraditional, post-secondary paradigm, Silicon Valley
embraced the concept.
Moreover, the new electronic-based economy was quickly outpacing
the existing educational system, requiring tech companies to provide
extensive training—sometimes up to 18 months—for newly hired
graduates. If WGU delivered upon its competency-based promises, the
reality would be an influx of imaginative, talented, and educated workers
in the workforce.

“Google has pioneered the idea of access to
information. The reason Google thinks WGU is
such a good idea is because WGU has pioneered
the concept of competency-based education
whenever you want it.”
-Eric Schmidt, CEO, Google.
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TIMELINE

The Western Governors’
farsighted approach to using
technology to meet their
citizens’ educational needs is
to be applauded. The Sloan
Foundation is pleased to support
them [WGU] in their efforts.”

PRIVATE FUNDING
1996

1997

1998

OCTOBER

JANUARY

APRIL

$500,000
Alfred P. Sloan
Foundation

$500,000
Scott McNealy,
Sun Microsystems

$500,000
AT&T

FEBRUARY

-Frank Mayadas, Executive Director,
Sloan Foundation.

$250,000
AT&T

Senator Bob Bennett

OCTOBER
$750,000
International
Thomson
Publishing Inc.

1999
FEBRUARY
$500,000
AT&T

JUNE
$750,000
International
Thomson
Publishing Inc.

DECEMBER
Utah Senator Robert “Bob” Bennett was particularly instrumental in
working with his collegues in Congress to get funding. In 2000, WGU
received $2.4 million in earmarks, and the following year, $2.5 million. In
2001, WGU also received a $10 million grant from the Department of
Education to create a national teachers college.
A string of earmarks followed in subsequent years. With an equal split
between government funding and private capital, the university raised
$40 million to open its virtual doors—less than the cost of a new building
on a traditional college campus.
Raising money for an innovative but unproven education model with no
students, no accreditation, and no campus was downright audacious. It
took unbelievable courage from these early supporters to commit their
reputations, time, and money to a concept that was not yet reality.
18

“At the HP Company Foundation, we are working
toward our vision to bring technology and its
benefits within everyone’s reach. Our support for
educational organizations that share this vision,
such as Western Governors University, brings
all of us closer to a future where technology is
widely used to learn, to work, and to open the
door to economic opportunities.”
-Bess Stephens, President, Hewlett-Packard Company Foundation
and Vice President, Corporate Philanthropy and Education.

TIMELINE

FEDERAL FUNDING
2000
$2.4 million
distance learning
initiatives

2001

2002

$2.5 million
distance learning
programs

$1.8 million
distance learning
education and
technology
upgrades

$10 million
U.S. Department
of Education to
create WGU
Teachers College

$1 million
Bill & Melinda
Gates Foundation

2003
$2.3 million
distance
education
programs
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CHAPTER 4

LAUNCHING THE UNIVERSITY
At some point in the evolution of every big idea, there comes a time when
it sputters. Ironically, that time came for WGU on September 2, 1998,
when the university was launched.
With great fanfare, WGU rolled out phase one, a SmartCatalog of
194 courses open to students anywhere in the country. Rather than
create its own courses, WGU identified the best existing online
courses from other western universities and then compiled them into
a comprehensive catalog so that students could pick and choose as
desired. Governor Mike Leavitt described it as a “kind of New York
Stock Exchange of technology-delivered courses.”

Holtrop was one of 75 students to enroll in the first two weeks, far
less than the thousands touted three years earlier. The educational
revolution that was supposed to be WGU failed to materialize, morphing
instead into a university with a hodge-podge of courses across a variety
of disciplines—but no degree programs.
The media took note, billing WGU as a “virtual flop” with too many
“computer glitches and too few students,” the latest in a string of fiascos
aimed at fixing higher education. “WGU has grabbed headlines and
imaginations around the globe, but not so many students,” reported the
Salt Lake Tribune.

Yet few signed up.
No one had known what to expect, but everyone had expected more than
the trickle of students who enrolled. The first student, Teresa Holtrop,
enrolled September 12, 1998. A 42-year-old pediatrician at Detroit’s
Children’s Hospital, she signed up for an applied statistics course offered
by Chadron State. Holtrop fit the profile for the type of student WGU
intended to attract: an older adult seeking competence in one area who
did not have the time for, or accessibility to, traditional college classes.

(L-R) Northern Arizona University President Clara Lovett, WGU Chief Academic Officer Bob
Albrecht, WGU Chief Executive Officer Jeff Livingston, 3Com Chairman and Chief Executive
Officer Eric Benhamou, and Governors Roy Romer and Mike Leavitt symbolically launch
WGU with a click of a mouse. Said Leavitt, “It’s one small click for mankind, one giant leap for
distance learning everywhere.”
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“I’m a parent and spend my work week frantically trying to fit in too many
tasks,” she said at the time. “As a morning person, it seemed ideal to be
able to sit at my computer in my quiet basement home office and tackle
this rather dry subject before anyone else in the house was up.”

“Technological revolutions tend to not be as
rapid as we sometimes make them out to be.
They do take real, substantial time to make
their way. And, in changing the delivery modes
of education, you’re dealing not simply with
technological changes, but also with social
changes, which are notoriously slow.”
-Robert D. Friedel, Professor, University of Maryland, as quoted in
the Salt Lake Observer “User Error” article in 1998.
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Almost a year later, WGU implemented phase two, its first degrees:
the Associate of Arts, Associate of Applied Science in Electronic
Manufacturing Technology, Associate of Applied Science in Network
Administration, Associate of Applied Science in Software Application,
Analysis and Integration, and a Master of Arts in Learning and
Technology. Working with a council of industry experts, WGU identified
the skills and knowledge needed to meet the requirements for each
degree. A separate council of outside experts developed measurements
to assess the competencies.

“It was not as easy as you think because you really have to confront one
very difficult question: How good is good enough? What do you need to
know and how well do you need to know it? How do you demonstrate it?
Higher education was not accustomed to thinking like that,” said Leavitt.
WGU then proceeded to sign articulation agreements guaranteeing
admission of WGU’s associate’s degree graduates to four universities:
Thomas Edison State College, Empire State College, Jones International
University, and Regis University.
Again, few students signed up.
The low enrollment was disappointing to everyone involved. Lost
in the initial hype of this innovative, new kind of university was the
fact that WGU was a virtual unknown trying to sell a novel idea. In
addition, no students wanted to attend an unaccredited university.
And because the students knew that the courses originated
elsewhere, it made no sense to them to enroll through WGU when
they could pay less to take the same courses directly from the
university that created them.
The dire situation called for a drastic solution. If students wouldn’t
come to WGU on their own, then WGU would go out and get
them. With help from the governors and corporate partners, WGU
began raising scholarship money. The Learning and Technology
master’s degree was the only one of the three showing promise
at the time, so they focused on that program. “People will give
money to help teachers,” said Bob Mendenhall, WGU’s new
president, hired in 1999 to grow the university.

(L) WGU early website, 1999.
(Opposite) Journalists and higher education
officials lambasted WGU in the early days.
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In September 1999, 50 Utah teachers were the first to
receive scholarships for the Master of Arts Learning and
Technology degree. Recipients included 60 Washington
teachers in December and 26 Wyoming teachers in
May, 2000. While enrollment remained stagnant until
WGU received accreditation in 2003, the scholarships
provided the university with a concentration of students
in one field and a small measure of success.
In September 2000, with input from corporate partners,
WGU offered its first bachelor’s degree, a Bachelor
of Science in Business, IT Management. A Bachelor of
Science in Computer Information Systems was added in
2001. By 2003, it was apparent that students preferred
degree programs over pick-and-choose courses, and the
SmartCatalog was canceled altogether.
Whereas the for-profit online competitors gravitated
toward degrees that required no professional
certifications, WGU aligned its degrees with the
requirements of those certifications, educating students
with the proficiencies needed to pass. Indeed, it was
competency that external organizations hoped to measure
in their certifications. Perhaps the WGU model was on
track after all.

Said Mendenhall, “WGU’s
focus has always been on
developing a highly competent
graduate, not someone who
has accumulated credit hours.”
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TIMELINE

LAUNCHING THE UNIVERSITY
1998
SEPTEMBER

WGU opens.
The online
SmartCatalog
is launched.

1999
AUGUST

WGU launches the
first two degree
programs: an
Associate of Arts
and Associate of
Applied Science
in Electronic
Manufacturing
Technology.

SEPTEMBER

The Master of Arts
in Learning and
Technology, WGU’s
first master’s
degree, launches;
fifty Utah
teachers receive
scholarships
to enroll in the
program.

DECEMBER

Sixty Washington
teachers receive
scholarships for
WGU’s Master of
Arts in Learning
and Technology
degrees.

2000
MAY

Twenty-six
Wyoming
teachers receive
scholarships
for Master of
Arts in Learning
and Technology
degrees.

2001
MAY

WGU adds its
second Bachelor
of Science degree
in Computer
Information
Systems.

SEPTEMBER

WGU offers its
first bachelor’s
degree, a Bachelor
of Science in
Business, IT
Management.

“The success of WGU lies in the fact that we
stayed true to one of the primary things the
governors wanted to accomplish—serving the
underserved. I mean, it’s really a beautiful idea.”
-Dr. Bob Albrecht, Chief Academic Officer, WGU.
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CHAPTER 5

BOARD OF TRUSTEES
Who should govern the new university? The governors, of course.
From the founding of WGU, each participating state’s governor and a
designee formed an oversight committee charged by the original Memo
of Understanding to provide “strong, visible, and effective leadership to
assure cooperation among our states and with educational institutions
and private industry, and to secure a supportive policy environment.”
The structure worked in WGU’s infancy. The governors could make
decisions on the spot and push initiatives with speed and efficiency in
ways others could not. But as the work intensified, some governors, while
still committed, lacked the time needed to create, organize, and execute
a completely new model of higher education. “It was like herding cats,”
explained a Western Governors Association (WGA) staff member who
worked closely with the group.
Accreditors, concerned that politics might interfere with the educational
goals at hand, recommended a restructuring. They questioned the
working relationship of Co-Directors Dr. Bob Albrecht, who was based
in Denver, and Dr. Jeff Livingston, who worked out of Salt Lake City.
Although conflict was nonexistent, when WGU was incorporated in
January 1997, Livingston became Chief Executive Officer and Bob
Albrecht was named Chief Academic Officer.
Additionally, the original WGU Board of Trustees dissolved that fall.
Following accreditors’ recommendations, it was reshaped into a smaller
group “to allow members to be active as possible while maintaining
representatives of the key constituents who are critical to WGU’s longterm viability, namely state governments, business, and higher education.”
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The new WGU board included four governors, five industry members,
two foundation representatives, and three individuals from academia.
“These professionals carried a lot of weight and were instrumental in the
development of WGU,” said Livingston.

“Those first few years, we often
questioned whether WGU was
possible, but no one ever questioned
our intent,” added Mike Goldstein.
“No one ever said, ‘This isn’t going to
work—we’re wasting our time.’ And
that’s surprising because you would
ordinarily expect those moments to
occur.”
This attitude is still prevalent among WGU board members today. “You
can communicate the power of WGU, but you can’t communicate the
passion nearly as well without seeing it up close and being there in
person,” said Governor Jim Geringer. “That’s what probably keeps all of
us [board members] going. I don’t think any of us dread going to a board
meeting where you think, ‘Aww man, is it that time again?’ Not WGU,
because there’s always something unexpected.”
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WESTERN GOVERNORS UNIVERSITY

BOARD OF TRUSTEES
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Rick Bailey				

1997 – 1998

Governor Bill Richardson		

2003 – 2005

Eric A. Benhamou			

1997 – 2002		

Governor Olene Walker		

2004 – 2004

Dr. David Gardner			

1997 – 1998

Dr. Mark Milliron			

2004 – 2010

Governor Jim Geringer		

1997 – Present

Robert Evanson			

2005 – Present

Barbara Gordon			

1997 – 1999

Governor Jon Hunstman, Jr.		

2005 – 2009

Governor Michael O. Leavitt		

1997 – 2003

Dr. Jerry Wartgow			

2005 – 2010

Dr. Clara M. Lovett			

1997 – 2007

Dr. Carl Cohn				

2005 – 2009

Frank Mayadas				

1997 – 2000

Governor Janet Napolitano		

2005 – 2008

Governor E. Benjamin Nelson		

1997 – 1998

Frank D. Alvarez			

2006 – 2016

Dr. David Powers			

1997 – 2005

David Simmons				

2006 – Present

Governor Roy Romer			

1997 – 2004

Dr. Blenda Wilson			

2007 – 2015

Eric Schmidt				

1997 – 1998

Kate Z. Driscoll				

2007 – 2012

Dr. Samuel H. Smith			

1997 – Present

Governor Bill Ritter			

2008 – 2011

Ann-Lee Verville			

1997 – 2000

Emily Stover DeRocco			

2008 – Present

Tom Pelto 				

1998 – 2006

Governor Mitch Daniels		

2009 – 2012

Kim Jones				

1999 – 2007

Governor John Hickenlooper		

2011 – Present

Governor Tony Knowles		

1999 – 2002

Lenny Mendonca			

2012 – Present

Governor Gary Locke			

1999 – 2003

Tammy Johns				

2013 – Present

Dr. Robert W. Mendenhall		

1999 – Present

Dr. Joe Hairston			

2014 – 2015

Sean Rush				

2000 – 2003

Governor Gary Herbert		

2014 – Present

Governor Judy Martz			

2001 – 2004

John W. Bluford, III			

2015 – Present

Dr. Tom VanderArk			

2001 – 2004

Dr. Charles Sorenson			

2015 – Present

Dr. Therese “Terry” Crane		

2002 – Present

Cole Clark				

2016 – Present

Bess Stephens				

2002 – 2008

Scott Pulsipher				

2016 – Present

Governor Kenny Guinn			

2003 – 2004

“The success of a virtual education
institution like WGU is vital as
our global economy continually
demands workers with updated
job skills.”
-Eric A. Benhamou, Chairman and CEO, 3Com.

“Attitude
and
aptitude
are two ingredients for
any professional. That is
where WGU’s competencybased programs are a key
differentiator—you can’t get
ahead by merely showing up
and staying awake.”

“Today, more than any other time
in our lifetimes, increasing the
number of highly educated people
in our country is absolutely essential.
Western Governors University is
playing an important role in teaching
tomorrow’s leaders how to compete
in a global marketplace.”
-Colorado Governor John W. Hickenlooper.

-Thomas Pelto, Regulatory Vice President, AT&T.
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CHAPTER 6

HIRING LEADERSHIP
WGU was at a crossroads. By 1999, Governor Roy Romer and some
other founding governors had left office. There were very few students.
The university’s novelty had worn off.
“We were running out of money,” said Governor Mike Leavitt.
“Everything we did was in the right spirit and for the right purpose, but
we kept running into walls.”

reviews, and chairing the college senate; ironically, his dissertation
adviser and friend was none other than Bob Albrecht.
“Like Bob, Chip was a perfect choice,” said Albrecht. “His experience
with private institutions and distance learning, plus his personal skills and
abilities, made him a good fit. Most people had very little understanding
of what we were trying to do in those days, but Chip was one of the few
who did.”

Something had to be done.
Leavitt and the WGU board began looking around for someone with
entrepreneurial business skills, experience in academia, and a passion
for education. Once again, they bucked tradition by hiring someone from
corporate America who had worked in the education sector.
Dr. Robert W. “Bob” Mendenhall, who became president and CEO
in March 1999, had founded and taken public a company that
developed computer-based education and training, and then became
General Manager of IBM’s worldwide K–12 education business.
“If you want to list the miracles that it takes for something like WGU
to survive,” said Leavitt, “Bob Mendenhall’s availability, willingness, and
capability coming at the point of time it did is one of them.”
Several months later, Mendenhall hired Dr. Douglas “Chip” Johnstone
from Cambridge College as Provost and Academic Vice President. In his
prior role, Johnstone had been fully immersed in academia, establishing
faculty standards, developing new majors, steering reaccreditation
30

Together, Mendenhall and Johnstone systematically started working
toward the next phase in the life of WGU: accreditation, enrolling
students, and growing the WGU model.
“Bob and Chip were a two-horse team,” said Dr. Janet Schnitz, who joined
WGU in 2003. “They checked and balanced each other. Together,
they helped the university reach its goals of creating educational
opportunities, growing enrollments, and exceeding standards on quality
and accountability.

“Bob’s entrepreneurial innovation
and visionary drive coupled
with Chip’s educational acumen
and experience propelled WGU
forward,” Schnitz said.
31

ll
a
h
n
e
d
n
e
M
t
r
e
b
o
R
Dr.
9–2016

(L) In 2005, Mendenhall was named to the
Commission on the Future of Higher Education.

WGU President 199

(Below) Mendenhall was one of 10 college presidents
and chancellors from across the country invited to meet
with President Obama in December 2011 to discuss
affordability and productivity in higher education.
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-Dr. Chip Johnstone, Provost, WGU.

President Bob Mendenhall
received the coveted
Harold W. McGraw Jr. Prize
in Education in 2010.

33

Dr. Douglas “Chip” Johnstone

WGU Provost and
Academic Vice President 1999–200
6
“From day one, I thought this was a

build this university and this model,

“Chip Johnstone was the perfect partner
for me to work with. He was a traditional
academic who understood hiring faculty,
quality curriculum, and accreditation, but
he had this commitment and openness to
doing things differently. He was always
willing to try something new, even though
it bucked academic tradition.”

dream job for me. I was so thrilled to

and I never lost that sense of wonder

and excitement about what we were

doing.

“One of the things I marveled at—an

heart of the idea, the soul of the wh

d still do—is that we held on to the

ole plan, this competency-based

education that delivered flexibility acc
ording to people’s individual
schedule, and yet balanced that wit
h enough structure so that we could
help students succeed. We did that
despite all the pressures from the
outside to become traditional and ort
hodox, and to award grades and
credits.

-Dr. Bob Mendenhall, President, WGU.

“The very idea that we could prevai

l with this model and have such an

influence in the higher education lan

time rewarding.”

dscape was amazing and at the sam
e

WGU Provost and Academic Vice President of Administration Chip Johnstone
presides over commencement.
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CHAPTER 7

ACCREDITATION AND
REGULATORY ACCEPTANCE
Sandra Elman, who had been in her new position as president of the
Northwest Commission on Colleges and Universities for less than a
month, recalled in a 1999 interview the first meeting she and fellow
accreditors had with the governors to discuss accreditation for WGU.
“On September 30, 1996, Governor Michael Leavitt very eloquently told
me and my two colleagues [Patsy Thrash of NCA and Ralph Wolff of
WASC-Senior] that it was his hope, and he anticipated, that Western
Governors University would receive regional accreditation by the
summer of 1997. Well, I can tell you, I sat there, I swallowed hard, and
I said, ‘With all due respect, Governor, regional accreditation does not
quite work that way.’
“And he listened. And we, my colleagues and I, explained to Governors
Leavitt and Romer what’s involved in becoming a candidate, and then
becoming an initially accredited institution. Well, I wouldn’t say their jaws
fell open, because they are too distinguished and too savvy for that, but
they were surprised. And the fact is that it was almost two years until the
university passed the eligibility requirement stage.”
In keeping with the novelty of their big idea and inherent Western
determination, the governors had grown accustomed to cutting large
swaths through uncharted territory. No one had ever built such a complex,
technology-based university. No one had ever created a comprehensive
competency-based university. And no one was going to keep them from
moving WGU forward, even if it meant rewriting the rules along the way.
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“They are basically making it up as they go along because they never had
to do this before,” said Kevin Kinser, who wrote his 1999 Ph.D. dissertation
on WGU. “As much as they don’t want to they are setting precedent.”
The same was true with accreditation. At first, the governors were
perplexed by the process. “I remember Hawaii Governor Ben Cayetano,
after listening to all the horror stories about the accreditation
process, saying, ‘Wait a minute: Who are these people?’” said
Governor Mike Leavitt. “And his higher education commissioner said,
‘Governor, I hate to tell you, but it’s us. Basically, it is a peer review system.
We decide what quality is, then we accredit each other.’”

“There is no certainty that the Western
Governors University will be accredited by the
several regional accrediting bodies that now are
studying the question. Nor is it clear how WGU
will scale the barriers created by the many
different higher education laws and regulations
in each of its member states.” -National Crosstalk, 1997.
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“We knew then that this wasn’t going to be easy,” Leavitt
continued. “So we met with the accreditors and subtly
reminded them that it was the states that paid for all of this,
and that we really needed their attention and help, and simply
saying that this wasn’t going to work was not good enough.”

Tensions simmered on both sides. The governors insisted that indeed,
WGU would be accredited—and sooner, rather than later. The accreditors
insisted that while WGU might be a different kind of university that
required different measurement tools, it must meet the same rigorous
standards required of other higher education institutions without
compromise, no matter how long it took.

At one point, Jeff Livingston remembers pushback by the
committee: “And Governor Leavitt said, ‘Well, maybe we will
create an accrediting board of our own.’ And that just tipped
the scales.”

-Deseret News, June 26, 2000.

IRAC began picking apart the standards, identifying those that
applied and spoon-feeding them to the WGU team. For those that
didn’t, the accreditors found ways to circumvent the system or create
new measurement tools.

In reality, the governors equally needed the accreditors. It had
become clear that for WGU to be respected and accepted in
higher education, it would be essential for the university to work
within the existing framework.

In turn, WGU withstood IRAC’s scrutiny, answering questions and
working methodically to meet the requirements.

The only problem was, there was no physical university. There
was no faculty. There were no classes developed by WGU.
And there were no students. The standard measurements—the
size of its library, square footage of its buildings, and facultystudent ratio—simply would not work. To complicate matters, the
member states of WGU were overseen by four different regional
accrediting associations—an unprecedented challenge.

“Looking back, I think we feared the process more than we needed to,”
said Chip Johnstone. “A lot of people in higher education wanted us to
fail because there was quite a bit of hype that WGU was going to put
everybody else out of business.
“We figured that IRAC agreed with them, and that made us paranoid
that they didn’t want us to succeed, that they would fight us at every
step.

To deal with the overarching problem of geographic boundaries,
the accreditors formed the Interregional Accrediting Commission
(IRAC) comprised of representatives of four accrediting agencies—
another first in academia.

“That wasn’t the case,” he continued. “They wanted us to reach the
standards that they defined, and we just had to work it through and do
it right.”

“I was literally buttering my bagel at breakfast with colleagues
when I had the idea,” remembers Elman. “They had asked me how
I was going to do this, and I said, ‘I’m not doing it alone—we have to
think outside the box and work collaboratively.’ We definitely didn’t
want to create a new commission because we would have had to go
through the federal government.”
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“The nontraditional university in which classes are
taught over the Internet has proved difficult for
the 16-member accreditation team to evaluate.”

Leavitt agrees. “The accreditors eventually rose quite admirably to the
task.”

Letter to IRAC from WGA governors.

“Actually, it turned out to be a success story for all of us,” said Elman. “Chip
[Johnstone] was masterful as the translator between the accrediting
commission and political players, all of whom had good intentions,
but didn’t understand the academic processes. Jeff [Livingston] and
39

“We hereby reaffirm our support
of WGU. We also agree that we
will work to implement it in our
states and accept its degrees
and other programs. We believe
that the WGU model of online
education and competency-based
degree programs is important
to establish.”
-Letter from Governors.

Bob [Albrecht] are to be credited for
getting the governors to understand the
importance of doing it right and taking
more time than they had originally hoped.
“And Bob Mendenhall had a political
savviness and ability to interact with
governors and handle the political
pressure. Still, they had their challenges,
like dealing with four commissions at one
time, and the process not going as fast as
they had wanted.”
Two years into the accrediting process,
Elman feared the governors might tire
of the long and arduous accreditation
process. Governor Jim Geringer said
that Elman’s concern was justified. “There
were a few of us who just hung on by our
fingernails,” he said.
Because regional accreditation was taking
so long, WGU approached the Distance
Education Training Council (DETC),
(L-R) Kathleen Assar, Governor Mike Leavitt, Sandra Elman, and David Powers worked on WGU’s accreditation.
a national accrediting organization
specializing in distance learning. Timely
and efficient, DETC completed the accrediting process within a year. On February 13, 2003, IRAC granted WGU full accreditation—a historic
On June 2, 2001, WGU received DETC accreditation, but still needed moment in the history of higher education.
the validation of regional accreditation.
“This represents a watershed event in American higher education,” said
IRAC managed to conclude its process in five years, a substantially Leavitt, “in that regional accreditation provides a significant external
shorter time than it usually took, especially given that WGU was an validation of competency-based education as an accepted, viable
alternative to the traditional credit-based system.”
entirely new university.
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TIMELINE

ACCREDITATION
1996

1997

SEPTEMBER

The Interregional
Accrediting
Commission
(IRAC) is created
to deal with
WGU’s complex
accreditation
request.

The governors
meet with
accreditors for
the first time.

1998

2000

2001

2003

MAY

FEBRUARY

JUNE

FEBRUARY

IRAC grants
WGU “Eligibility
for Candidacy”
status. Only one
member of IRAC
cast a “no vote”
on the principle
that an institution
without an actual
teaching faculty
was not, and
could not be,
an institution of
higher education.

IRAC conducts
site visit for WGU
candicacy.

WGU receives
accreditation
from the
Accrediting
Commission of
the Distance
Education and
Training Council.

WGU
receives initial
accreditation
from IRAC at
the associate,
baccalaureate,
and master’s
degree levels.

JUNE
IRAC defers
decision on
candidacy.

NOVEMBER
WGU receives
approval for
Candidacy for
Accreditation
from IRAC, the
first competencybased university
to do so.

“WGU is the first online, competencybased institution to receive accreditation
and the first time that four IRAC
members have collaborated to oversee
the evaluation process.”
-Sandra Elman, Executive Director of the Commission on
Colleges and Universities of the Northwest Association and
Executive Director of IRAC.
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CHAPTER 8

FIRST GRADUATES
When Gennie Kirch, a teacher in Roy, Utah, read that WGU was offering
scholarships to a small group of teachers in 1999, she couldn’t complete
the paperwork fast enough. For years, she had dreamed of returning
to school—she had even applied and been accepted by a traditional
university—but time, money, and family circumstances prevented her
from following through.
“And then notification came that I had been selected,” she said. “It was
a dream.”
Kirch buckled down, intent to finish her master’s degree in Learning
and Technology quickly in case “they changed their mind!” she said. “I
studied in the middle of the night when I had the time, and when the
internet was faster. Sometimes I wasn’t sure I could keep going. I didn’t
just have to ‘pay attention’ in class—I had to know the material. I was
a stakeholder in what I was learning. It was definitely as difficult as a
traditional classroom education, maybe harder.”
Kirch was one of 150 WGU students to enroll in the university that first
year, most of whom had been offered a WGU scholarship to increase
student enrollment to the level needed for accreditation.
Unbeknownst to Kirch and her scholarship recipients, the students were
also “test cases” for the WGU model. Kirch could not have cared less.
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First graduate Gennie Kirch. “Today we not only recognize Gennie’s
outstanding achievement, but we have the first example that WGU is helping
create the kind of higher education system that is required in the demanding
society and economy we live in,” said Governor Mike Leavitt.

“The entire time I was in school, I felt that everything at WGU was solely
dedicated to the student,” she said. “My mentor, Vince Shrader, was my
guide from the get-go. He knew what was needed to be successful in
the program and he looked at the skills I already had, then put the two
together to move forward.

“The degree changed my life in three ways,” Kirch continued. “I
became better at what I did and was able to apply the best practices I
researched and learned immediately in a plan that our school used for
several years.
“Second: I learned to mentor and deal with students in my classroom
the same way Vince had worked with me. I know it helped my students’
lives—I felt it, and they did, too.
“And last, I did earn more money because of getting my master’s, and
that has been a blessing.”
December 1, 2000, Kirch became WGU’s first graduate. Since
then, tens of thousands have graduated, all benefitting from
the WGU promise: to help students achieve their dreams for a degree
and career success by providing a personal, flexible, and affordable
education based on real-world compentencies.
Reflecting on her time at WGU, Kirch told a story: “I like to read
Johnny Tremain to my students. In the book, one of the British generals,
seeing the lights from the Continental Army’s fires in the distance, said
‘We are fighting an idea—that’s why it is very hard.’
“Like the British, there was a group of people who liked the status
quo,” she said. “But people with big ideas are hard to fight against—
that’s why the governors and companies who backed WGU from the
beginning prevailed.”
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Six months after Kirch graduated, WGU celebrated its second graduate, Terry Hamm, in a ceremony at the Alaska governor’s
office. The number of graduates doubled to four in September 2001, when Shauna Bagley and Kristy Yeschick received their
diplomas in a ceremony in the Gold Room at the Utah State Capitol. A year later, by December 2002, 33 graduates had earned
their degrees. The number increased exponentially to more than 65,670 graduates through the July 2016 commencement
held in Salt Lake City.
“Students can work school into the flexibility of their schedules. They aren’t limited by time and place, but by their
own willingness to commit and meet the requirements,” said 2007 WGU Commencement Speaker Bess Stephens,
President, Hewlett-Packard Company Foundation and Vice President of Corporate Philanthropy and Education. “That
appeals to us as a company to do work anytime, anyplace, anywhere, and have the tools to enter the workforce.”

Terry Hamm
Associate of Arts, 2001
In June 2001, Terry Hamm of Anchorage, Alaska earned an Associate of
Arts degree and received her diploma in a ceremony in Anchorage.
She enrolled at WGU to “jump-start the process to finally finish a
degree,” she said. “My husband was working full time and attending the
University of Alaska at Anchorage full time. I felt there was enough stress
in our life, so I chose WGU because it allowed me to study at home. Also,
with the flexibility of independent study I was able to continue with most
of my volunteer opportunities that mean a lot to me.”
Because Hamm was unable to travel to Salt Lake City for commencement,
WGU went to her. Alaska Governor Tony Knowles, one of the four
Western state governors on the WGU Board of Trustees at the time,
hosted the ceremony in his office. Lt. Governor Fran Ulmer made the
diploma presentation along with WGU Provost Chip Johnstone.
After earning her AA degree, Hamm enrolled in the WGU College
of Business to pursue a degree in Human Resource Management,
graduating in 2004.
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(L-R) Provost Chip Johnstone, Mentor Vince Shrader, Students Shauna Bagley and
Kristy Yeschnick, Governor Mike Leavitt, and President Bob Mendenhall.

Shauna Bagley and Kristy Yeschick

(L-R) Alaska Lt. Governor Fran Ulmer, Terry Hamm, and Provost Chip Johnstone.

Master of Arts, Learning and Technology, 2001
In 2001, WGU graduated Shauna Bagley and Kristy Yeschick with
master’s degrees in learning and technology. Noting the small graduating
class, Governor Mike Leavitt quipped during the ceremony that the
women could be “co-valedictorians.”

Said Bagley, “Because I live in rural Utah, pursuing my master’s degree
was only possible for me through this type of program because of my
professional and family responsibilities. It would be impossible for me to
travel two hours to a university to take classes. And because of my young
family and job, I wouldn’t have had the time. With WGU’s program, I was
able to work on it when my time permitted.”

Both Bagley and Yeschick worked full time, and each had a baby while
earning their degrees. Given their hectic professional and family lives,
going back to school is something that would not have been possible had
they enrolled in a traditional university.
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Early WGU commencements were hosted by Governor Mike Leavitt in the backyard of the Utah Governor’s Mansion.

Patricia Eardley
Master of Arts, Learning and Technology, 2003
Beyond the numbers, WGU’s success is best depicted in its students.
When Wyoming high school teacher Patricia Eardley graduated with
her master’s degree in 2003, she addressed her graduating class with
an analogy.
“As I was teaching my students about scientists, it made me think of
an analogy between science and WGU. For centuries, people believed
in Ptolemy’s theory of the universe, that the earth was the center and
everything else rotated around it. That’s what I thought of my traditional
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university. I went to classes when they said, I took what classes they said,
and I met with professors on their schedule,” said Eardley.
“When Copernicus came into the picture, he said the earth is not the
center, but the sun is. I like to think of myself and my education as the
sun in the center with Western Governors University revolving around
me. Now I get to pick my time schedule and I get to pick the classes
that I need and tailor them to what I need. So I became the center of
the learning universe.”

Commencement, July 17, 2004, Utah Governor’s Mansion.

Ammon Cookson
Bachelor of Science, Information Technology, 2005
By 2005, the WGU commencement ceremony had grown to 116 graduates
and represented 29 different states and one South American country.

“On December 20, I was unemployed,” he said. “On December 20, I got
word that my final requirements for my degree had been satisfied. My
whole perspective changed. No longer did I cringe at the want ads that
contained degree requirements.”

Ammon Cookson, who received a bachelor’s degree in Information
Technology, shared in his commencement speech about how he earned
his degree on the very day he lost his job.

Three weeks later, Cookson accepted a position as program manager
for GE Healthcare Information Systems. “I thank WGU,” he said. “I thank
my mentors and my tutors for enabling me to believe and achieve.”
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U.S. Secretary of Education Rod Paige, at a
press conference in his office on March 10, 2003,
announced the launch of the Teachers College.
(L-R) U.S. Deputy Secretary Bill Hansen,
WGU President Bob Mendenhall, Secretary Paige,
Utah Governor Mike Leavitt, and
Nebraska Senator Ben Nelson.

CHAPTER 9

TEACHERS COLLEGE
Three days after taking office in 2001, President George W. Bush
introduced “No Child Left Behind,” a comprehensive overhaul of
America’s education system. This new initiative pushed public schools to
ensure that children met important learning goals while being educated
in safe classrooms by well-prepared teachers.
No one denied the lackluster performance of the current education
system; however, almost every education official panicked at how to meet
these new rigorous guidelines. Of most concern was the “well-prepared
teachers” component. No Child Left Behind required all teachers of core
academic subjects to be “highly qualified,” meaning a bachelor’s degree,
full state certification, and proficiency in required competencies by the
end of the 2005–06 school year. New criteria also applied to teachers’
aides, who now needed a two-year degree or two years of post-secondary
study and competencies in core subjects.
Overnight, the already alarming shortage of teachers grew dire.
President Bob Mendenhall and Governor Mike Leavitt sensed that WGU
could be part of the solution, so in 2001, they met with Rod Paige, the
new U.S. Secretary of Education, to pitch the idea of a national online
teachers college. Bill Simmons, WGU’s lobbyist, had already laid the
groundwork with U.S. Deputy Secretary of Education Bill Hansen, who
had briefed Paige.
“Secretary Paige listened stoically as we explained the concept, and we
couldn’t tell if he loved it or hated it,” said Mendenhall. “After we finished,
he said, ‘This is the best idea I’ve heard since I’ve been in Washington.’”
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A few weeks later, Hansen called Simmons and asked if $10 million would
be enough to develop a teachers college. “We were going to launch a
teachers college even if we didn’t get federal support and had already
started developing the program, in part because of the popularity of
the university’s existing Master of Education, Learning and Technology
degree,” said Mendenhall. “But the funding was an incredible boost to
the program.”
Given that WGU had no students and was not accredited, the funding
underscored Paige and Hansen’s foresight to fund the Teachers College
and their belief in the power of the idea. “The Teachers College
will be a boon to states seeking training for current teachers and
paraprofessionals to help them meet education requirements under
NCLB and speed their licensure,” Paige said.

“WGU Teachers College maintains
rigorous standards for teachers
and ensures they demonstrate true
competence—not just that they’ve sat
through the required courses,” Paige
said. “This is a winning program. The
states benefit; current and future
teachers benefit. But the biggest
winners are our nation’s children.”
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As a national program, WGU faced two daunting tasks. All 50 states set
their own teacher certification requirements, which WGU had to satisfy.
Some state standards overlapped; many didn’t.
Additionally, WGU needed partners nationwide to provide student
teaching internships. With 15,000 school districts in the U.S., each
with multiple schools, WGU began building a network of qualified host
teachers, a process that took years to fully realize.
Dr. Marti Garlett, founding Dean of the Teachers College, logged over
100,000 air miles annually in the early years, visiting state boards of
education, government officials, school districts, teacher associations,
and licensure groups to create a web of partnerships.
Her message wasn’t always welcomed.
“At one conference, if I was at a table,
no one would sit near me, as if I was
poisonous,” Garlett remembers. Even
so, she kept pushing forward, motivated
by her passion for developing quality
teachers.
“It was exciting, but also controversial,”
Garlett said. “I wanted to shake up the
thinking about how to best educate and
Dr. Marti Garlett, Dean,
Teachers College.
license teachers. My biggest challenge
was convincing state universities that
we weren’t going to take over their jobs—we simply wanted to provide an
alternative to adults who already worked with children but didn’t have
the time, flexibility, and access to a traditional university.”
Simultaneously, Dr. Phil Schmidt, a nationally respected authority in
mathematics education and the preparation of math teachers, began
developing WGU’s mathematics and science degrees—two disciplines
that academics doubted could be successfully taught online.
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In 2003, the Teachers College began enrolling students for the bachelor’s
degree in Interdisciplinary Studies (elementary education) and master’s
degrees in Teaching Education and Mathematics Education. The existing
master’s degree in Learning and Technology moved from the College of
Information Technology to the Teachers College.
Dr. Janet Schnitz joined soon after as Associate Provost, Assessment,
to manage the college’s day-to-day operations and develop the student
teaching component.
Together with President Bob Mendenhall, who had extensive experience
developing curriculum for K–12 education, Garlett, Schmidt, and Schnitz
navigated their way, state by state, through policies and procedures.
They compiled a thick notebook with charts to clarify how WGU’s
requirements matched each state’s requirements. By the time they
finished, they had catalogued more than 40,000 standards.
In 2002, WGU received a $3.7 million “Transition to Teaching” grant
from the Department of Education to help school districts in Nevada
and Texas educate already-experienced teacher aides to become
licensed teachers. And in 2003, Texas, Utah, Arizona, and New Mexico
became the first states to approve WGU degrees for teacher licensure.
“School aides who desire to become certified teachers can access WGU’s
online programs wherever they live and earn a degree,” said Nevada
Governor Kenny Guinn. “Western Governors University is an important
resource to meet the growing demand for qualified teachers in Nevada.”
The early state approvals proved crucial to building a nationwide
program, and with each new state approval for teacher licensure,
enrollment increased. From March 2003 to June 2004, it jumped from
380 students to 1,900, then to 2,800 by June 2005. Students and
school officials praised the quality of WGU’s degrees. As the first of their
kind, the math and science degrees in particular received notice.

“We can be held to, and want to be responsible for, the same
standards as any other institution of high quality in the country,”
Schnitz said. “We’re not afraid to step up and be judged by the
same requirements.”
The state approvals led to reciprocal agreements with additional
states, yet many denied reciprocity for WGU’s alternative model.
Montana certification required a formal rule change. In Utah, where
WGU is headquartered, the State Board of Education and the
Dean’s Council had refused at first to certify the college, so WGU
appealed to the legislature. When a law passed approving WGU
programs for certification, the State Board and Dean’s Council
eventually came around.
There was no circumventing obstinate boards in other states, and
tracking reciprocity agreements and maintaining certification
requirements became a logistical nightmare. Tired but still
determined to make the Teachers College work, WGU applied
for national accreditation from the National Council for the
Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE).
“Our real goal at the beginning was to get approval from every state,
but it was taking forever,” said Schnitz, who became Dean when
Garlett retired. “We had the audacity to apply for accreditation
through NCATE, which usually takes traditional universities 18 months
to simply write the application. We finished everything in less than six
months.”
In October 2006, WGU received unconditional NCATE accreditation,
becoming the first exclusively online university to do so. Enrollment
in the Teachers College now exceeded 4,000 and soon after, the
U.S. Department of Labor gave WGU a $3 million grant to train
teachers in rural areas.
“America’s economy is increasingly knowledge-based and our future
success depends on today’s students excelling academically, especially
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in math and science,” said Secretary of Labor Elaine L. Chao. “With this
$3 million grant, Western Governors University will launch an innovative
program to boost the quality of education in rural areas though improved
and accessible teacher training.”
Today, WGU’s Teachers College—still the nation’s only online, accredited
competency-based program—has achieved more success than ever
dreamed. In 2014, the National Council on Teacher Quality (NCTQ)
recognized WGU’s secondary education program as first in the nation,
and ranked WGU’s elementary education programs 16th nationally.
WGU was one of only 10 institutions to make the top lists for both
elementary and secondary education.

The impressive statistics and accolades about WGU’s Teachers College
illustrate the quality and effectiveness of the WGU model. “Everyone
has competencies, but there is a difference in doing a full competencybased education where you are assessing the competence and
aligning it to outcomes that are expected by industry or professions,”
said Schnitz. “WGU has proven that you can still accomplish a highquality, high-value educational process by using alternative means and
methodologies. It’s a big difference, and WGU has demonstrated that
it is all right to be different.”

In their review, NCTQ noted that
“the top program in the nation for
secondary teachers is at Western
Governors University, which had
nearly perfect scores across the
board and whose online training is
accessible to any aspiring teacher in
the nation.”
Today WGU is the nation’s top educator for math and science teachers,
conferring in 2015 five percent of all bachelors degrees and 15 percent
of all master’s degrees in STEM teaching.
By July 2016, enrollment in the Teachers College skyrocketed to 15,000
students and more than 21,000 graduates.
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TIMELINE

Troops to Teachers
The Troops to Teachers Program helps returning soldiers
begin new careers as teachers. It also addresses the
ongoing shortage of teachers in public schools, especially
in high-poverty areas. A sister program, Spouses to
Teachers, extends the same benefits to military spouses.
Philip Breiding learned about the program while still in
the Marine Corps and decided to enroll at WGU because
of the tuition price. He graduated in a year and a half,
and upon obtaining his teaching degree, landed a job
teaching physical science and biology to ninth graders,
many of whom speak English as a second language and
are high risk, in a school district near Denver. He then
went to work on his master’s degree, finishing in two
terms. As a result of his professionalism and knowledge
base, Breiding was chosen as Rookie of the Year from a
pool of 21 new teachers.
“WGU has trained me to be a master teacher,” he said.
“Other experienced teachers have already commented
on the way I run my classroom and are surprised
that I have this skill since I am so new to the teaching
profession. The principals recognize the type of learning
environment I create for my students and the confidence
WGU has given me to stay in control of my class.”
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TEACHERS COLLEGE
2001

2002

2003

JANUARY
Dr. Marti Garlett
becomes Dean.

MARCH
Dr. Phil Schmidt
joins WGU to
develop math
and science
programs.

MARCH
The Teachers
College
launches its first
degrees: BA
Interdisciplinary
Studies, MA
Teaching, and
MA Mathematics
Education.

SEPTEMBER
WGU receives
$10 million
grant from the
U.S. Department
of Education
to create
a teachers
college.

SEPTEMBER
The Department
of Education
gives WGU a
$3.7 million
“Transition to
Teaching” grant.

JULY
Dr. Janet Schnitz
joins WGU to
oversee the
student teaching
component.

2006
OCTOBER
NCATE awards
accreditation to
WGU Teachers
College.

2007

2014

FEBRUARY
The U.S.
Department of
Labor gives WGU
a $3 million grant
to train teachers
in rural areas.

JUNE
NCTQ names
WGU the nation’s
top-ranked
secondary
education
program in
the country.

JULY
A new Master of
Science in Special
Education degree
launches.

AUGUST
Five more
degrees launch:
BA Mathematics,
BA Science, MA
Mathematics
Education,
MA Science
Education,
MA Teaching,
Science.

57

In 2004, WGU finally outgrew its small basement
office and moved into one floor of an eight-story
building. WGU now occupies most of that building
and several floors of a second building.

CHAPTER 10

COMING OF AGE
In the early 2000s, “several things happened that accelerated our
growth,” said President Bob Mendenhall. “We received regional
accreditation, created the Teachers College, and brought Pat Partridge
on board with new marketing strategies. We also modified and increased
our course offerings.”

In a short span of time, enrollment
increased 500 percent. The school
grew to 2,500 students. “Weeds and
teens don’t grow as fast as Western
Governors University,” the Deseret
News reported in 2004.
At every milestone, critics continued to berate the university’s
competency-based model, its online delivery, quality of its courses,
caliber of its mentors, and its lack of a physical location. “There were
days when the criticism was almost unbearable,” said Mendenhall. “But
we kept moving forward, and eventually, we reached a tipping point.
That’s when the university arrived.”
Accreditation, when it finally happened, was historic: On February 13,
2003, WGU became the first and only university to be simultaneously
accredited by multiple commissions. It was a giant step forward in
legitimizing the university in academic circles and among students. And it
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was a relief. Had WGU failed to meet the rigor required for accreditation,
most likely the university would not have survived.
With accreditation secured, opening enrollment for the Teachers College
in 2003 proved to be another significant event in the history of WGU.
Work behind the scenes had been ongoing for a couple of years, and
with its launch, the Teachers College gave WGU a unique offering in the
online market. Other online universities, while not competency-based,
featured business and IT programs, but none offered a teaching degree.
In little more than three years, the Teachers College grew to 60 percent
of WGU’s total enrollment.
Despite achieving the milestone of accreditation and the successful
launch of the Teachers College, WGU was still a little-known university.
In truth, there had never been a university like WGU, so there was
not an effective marketing model that the university could emulate.
Consequently, as the university muddled through challenges like
accreditation and recruitment, it was also forced to forge new paths in
marketing. Emphasis originally focused on potential students in Western
states, along with the idea that state employees might be a key market.
When Pat Partridge joined WGU in 2002 as Chief Marketing Officer,
the focus changed to a national digital marketing strategy directed at
prospective students who were actually looking online for information
about attending college.
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Pat Partridge,
Chief Marketing Officer, WGU.

“Within a short period of time, we
shifted to digital marketing and building
a national reputation,” Partridge
explained. “We also integrated the
enrollment process into marketing,
which was innovative in our field. By
doing so, we were able to think of
students and prospective students as
customers—and not just as people in
seats. It furthered our goal to be even
more student-centric, or customercentric, where everything we do is
measured by how well we are meeting
the needs of our students.”

Ever attentive to students’ needs, it became apparent to WGU after
launching its associate’s degrees that students weren’t as interested
as the university had projected. Furthermore, interest in random
courses with no related degree and certificates of competency
lagged behind that for traditional bachelor’s and master’s degrees
offered by other online institutions. As a result, the SmartCatalog was
cancelled in December 2003, and associate’s degrees were phased
out by October 2004.
“Around 2003, we realized that the original vision was not going to
work,” said WGU Provost Chip Johnstone. “There was no way that
WGU could compete with more comprehensive online catalogs. Plus,
we weren’t getting anywhere with the idea of people taking certificates
of competency from us. We had to ditch the whole concept and
concentrate only on degree programs.”
From 2003 to 2006, WGU launched 25 bachelor’s and master’s
degrees, in effect changing the educational direction of the university. “It
represented a seismic shift in our focus,” said Mendenhall. “No wonder
the university grew as fast as it did during that time.”
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WGU’s mission was further validated in February 2006 when, after
years of educating legislators about the benefits of competency-based
education, Congress made competency-based education programs
eligible for Title IV student financial aid.
At the close of 2006, the vision for a “virtual university” had become
reality. Enrollment skyrocketed from 1,650 in 2003 to 7,100. The
Teachers College enrollment was now 4,250. The Business College
enrollment jumped to 1,800 and the IT College enrollment went from
115 to 1,050. The total number of graduates was just as remarkable,
rising from 76 in 2003 to 1,224 by 2006.
Students no longer wondered whether WGU was a legitimate university
or a diploma mill. Critics were silenced by the strong numbers and quality
of WGU graduates.

The Deseret News reported that the
university had finally come into its
own as a respected choice in higher
education, “widely recognized and
with an expanded student base,
financial support, partnerships, and
national influence.”
“WGU was created to deliver education in a cost-effective and effective
way, and we are accomplishing that goal,” Mendenhall said. “WGU is
here to stay.”
WGU began to garner significant national attention for its innovative
model and rapid growth. In November 2008, WGU was featured in
TIME magazine, and in July 2009, on NBC’s Nightly News.
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TIMELINE

COMING OF AGE
2003

2004

MARCH
WGU announces
the first three
teaching degrees.

JANUARY
WGU signs
ten-year lease on
new office space.

SEPTEMBER
WGU adds five
more teaching
degrees.

APRIL
U.S. Veterans
Administration
approves all
WGU programs
for financial aid.

DECEMBER
WGU adds five
new bachelor’s
degrees
in business.
WGU cancels
SmartCatalog
access for
non-degree
students.

WGU launches
four new IT
degrees.
OCTOBER
WGU phases out
all associate’s
degree programs.
DECEMBER
WGU launches
the first MBA
programs.
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2005

2006

NOVEMBER
Department
of Defense
approves WGU
for tuition
assistance.

MARCH
WGU launches
the College
of Health
Professions.

DECEMBER
WGU enrollment
reaches 5,000
students.

JUNE
Heather Snow
becomes
WGU’s 1,000th
graduate.
OCTOBER
NCATE awards
accreditation to
WGU’s Teachers
College.

A Partnership with the
U.S. Military
WGU’s flexibility makes it an attractive path to higher education for military
personnel around the world who have erratic schedules and are often required
to relocate.
In the early 2000s, WGU began lobbying the Department of Defense (DOD)
to approve tuition assistance for active-duty service men and women seeking
degrees at the university. After meeting with resistance, Bill Simmons, WGU’s
lobbyist in Washington, discussed the issue with Utah Congressman Chris
Cannon. Cannon immediately set up a meeting with Mendenhall, Simmons, and
the head of higher education for the DOD as well as the assistant secretary.
“We sit down in the Congressman’s office, and he kicks his feet up on the desk
and says, ‘You know, this is a really big problem—so big that it’s probably going
to be pretty tough to fix, so I have cleared my calendar for the next couple
days because we are going to sit here and work on this until we figure out a
solution,’” remembers Simmons.
“And the assistant secretary leans over to the head of the higher education
and says, ‘We won’t need your help—we’ll have it happen in the next 15 minutes.’
And with that, it was done and completed.”
In 2008, and every year since, Military Advanced Education magazine has
named WGU one of the top military-friendly colleges for its commitment to
access and diversity of educational opportunities for service members and
their families. That same year, WGU became part of the Troops to Teachers
Program, offering scholarships to current and former military personnel.
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WESTERN GOVERNORS UNIVERSITY

HISTORICAL TIMELINE
1996

1995

1997

1999

2000

2001

2002

JANUARY

FEBRUARY

JANUARY

APRIL

MARCH

FEBRUARY

FEBRUARY

MARCH

Governor Leavitt meets with
Northern Arizona University
President Clara Lovett,
sparking initial idea for a
multi-state, linked, distance
learning delivery network.

The governors release an
11-point plan to create a
virtual university.

Governors Leavitt and
Romer sign WGU’s Articles
of Incorporation.

WGU receives $500,000
grant from AT&T.

Dr. Robert W. Mendenhall
becomes the new President.

WGU receives second
congressional appropriation
of $2.5 million.

MAY

JUNE

WGU receives first
congressional grant
appropriation of $2.4 million.

University changes tuition
policy to a flat fee for
6-month term (includes
course costs).

SEPTEMBER

JUNE

WGU offers it’s first
bachelor’s degree: a
Bachelor of Science in
Business, IT Management.

WGU receives Distance
Education and Training
Council Accreditation.

MAY

JULY

SEPTEMBER

Student portal: my.wgu.edu
goes live.

WGU receives $3.7million
U.S. Department of
Education “Transition to
Teaching” grant.

JUNE
WGA discusses idea of
a virtual university at its
summer meeting in
Park City, Utah.

DECEMBER
At another WGA meeting
in Las Vegas, the governors
meet with higher education
and business leaders for
further discussion.

JUNE
Ten governors sign the
WGU Memorandum of
Understanding and commit
$100,000 each to support
the WGU launch.

OCTOBER
The Alfred P. Sloan
Foundation awards WGU a
$500,000 grant.

WGU receives $500,000
grant from Scott McNealy/
Sun Microsystems.

IRAC grants “Eligibility
for Candidacy.”

SEPTEMBER
FEBRUARY
WGU receives $250,000
grant from the AT&T
Foundation.
WGU elects first co-chairs
and appoints corporate
officers; Livingston as CEO,
and Albrecht as CAO;
adopts bylaws.

OCTOBER
WGU organizes the Board
of Trustees and approves
the mission statement.
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1998

Leavitt makes “one small
click for mankind.” WGU
opens its virtual campus
for enrollment.
WGU is named as part
of Distance Education
Demonstration Program.

OCTOBER
WGU receives $750,000
grant from International
Thomson Publishing, Inc.

WGU is approved for
federal financial aid as
part of Distance Education
Demonstration Program.
WGU receives $750,000
grant from International
Thomson Publishing, Inc.

NOVEMBER

AUGUST/SEPTEMBER
WGU launches its first
degrees.

IRAC approves WGU as a
Candidate for Accreditation
at both associate’s and
master’s degree levels.

OCTOBER

DECEMBER

Dr. Douglas “Chip” Johnstone
is named Provost and
Academic Vice President.

Genevieve “Gennie” Kirch
becomes WGU’s first
graduate.

SEPTEMBER

Pat Partridge becomes
Chief Marketing Officer.

U.S. Department of
Education awards $10
million Star Schools grant to
WGU to create the
Teachers College.

DECEMBER
WGU receives a $1 million
grant from the Bill & Melinda
Gates Foundation.
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HISTORICAL TIMELINE
2004

2003

2005

2008

2007

2009

2010

FEBRUARY

APRIL

JUNE

FEBRUARY

FEBRUARY

APRIL

JANUARY

MARCH

WGU receives accreditation
from IRAC.

U.S. Veterans Administration
approves all WGU
programs.

David Grow becomes
Chief Financial Officer.

Congress makes CBE
programs eligible for
financial aid.

U.S. Department of Labor
announces $3 million grant
to train teachers in rural
areas.

WGU wins U.S. Distance
Learning Association 21st
Century Award for Best
Practices in Distance
Learning for the first time.

WGU receives $500,000
grant from the
U.S. Department of Labor
for Nursing programs.

WGU receives $1 million
grant from Lilly Endowment
to create WGU Indiana.

MARCH
WGU launches the nation’s
only online, competencybased Teachers College.

SEPTEMBER
JUNE
WGU reaches 100
graduates.

JULY

OCTOBER

WGU enrollment reaches
1,000 students.

WGU ends all associate’s
degree programs.

DECEMBER

DECEMBER

WGU cancels SmartCatalog
access for nondegree
students.

WGU introduces nation’s
first competency-based
MBA degrees.
WGU enrollment reaches
3,000 students.

President Mendenhall is
named to the National
Commission on the Future
of Higher Education.
OCTOBER
WGU reaches 500
graduates.

NOVEMBER
Department of Defense
approves WGU for tuition
assistance.

DECEMBER
WGU enrollment reaches
5,000 students.
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2006

MARCH
WGU launches the College
of Health Professions.

MAY
WGU launches new master’s
degrees in Nursing.

HCA gives WGU a
$500,000 grant.

JUNE
WGU reaches
1,000 graduates.

OCTOBER
NCATE awards
accreditation to WGU
Teachers College.
DECEMBER
WGU enrollment reaches
7,000 students.

JUNE
WGU enrollment passes
10,000 students.

JUNE
JUNE

WGU Indiana launches.

The Texas Workforce
Commission awards WGU
$500,000 grant for
Nursing programs.

SEPTEMBER

NOVEMBER

AUGUST

WGU launches RN to BSN
degree.

WGU receives $900,000
grant for Nursing program
from the State of California.

JULY

NOVEMBER

WGU launches first
competency-based
prelicensure bachelor’s
degree of Nursing.

DECEMBER
$725,000 grant is received
for Nursing program from
Robert Wood Johnson
Foundation.

Nursing programs earn
accreditation from the
Commission on Collegiate
Nursing Education.

WGU is on
NBC Nightly News.

President Mendenhall
receives the 2010 McGraw
Prize in Education.
Enrollment reaches
20,000 students.

SEPTEMBER
WGU reaches 5,000
graduates.
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HISTORICAL TIMELINE
2011

2012

2013

2016

2015

APRIL

OCTOBER

JANUARY

JANUARY

JUNE

APRIL

WGU Washington launches.

Bill & Melinda Gates
Foundation grants
$1.2 million to WGU to
provide nine community
and technical colleges in
Florida, Indiana, Texas,
and Washington with
direct support in adopting
competency-based models
of higher education.

WGU launches Responsible
Borrowing Initiative.

WGU reaches
30,000 graduates.

WGU Nevada launches.

President Mendenhall
becomes President
Emeritus.

JUNE
WGU receives $4.5 million
grant from the
Bill & Melinda Gates
Foundation to support
state WGUs.

JULY
WGU reaches 10,000
graduates and 25,000
students.

JULY
FEBRUARY
WGU Missouri launches.

MARCH
WGU is named one of
“World’s 50 Most Innovative
Companies” by
Fast Company.

DECEMBER
WGU reaches
20,000 graduates.

JULY
WGU Tennessee launches.

AUGUST
WGU Texas launches.

OCTOBER

DECEMBER

WGU receives $2 million
grant from Houston
Endowment for WGU Texas.

President Mendenhall is one
of 10 college presidents and
chancellors invited to meet
with President Obama.
68

2014

JUNE
National Council on
Teacher Quality (NCTQ)
ranks WGU No. 1 for its
secondary education
program.

SEPTEMBER
WGU enrollment reaches
50,000 students.

The National League for
Nursing recognizes WGU
Nursing programs as a
Center of Excellence.

AUGUST
WGU reaches
50,000 graduates.

Scott Pulsipher becomes
the new President.
WGU issues first edition of
The Journal of CompetencyBased Education.

MAY
WGU enrollment reaches
70,000 students.

AUGUST
American Association of
University Administrators
recognizes WGU for
reducing student debt by
41 percent.

SEPTEMBER
WGU reaches
70,000 graduates.
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CHAPTER 11

EVOLUTION OF THE
ACADEMIC MODEL
The type of overwhelming success that WGU achieved through its
exponential growth in the mid-2000s does two things to an organization:
It uncovers what must remain constant—and what must change—in order
to survive.
For WGU, one obvious constant is the university’s unwavering commitment
to student success. From its inception, WGU has had one goal: to develop
a competency-based, technology-driven education model. President Bob
Mendenhall defined it in a single sentence: “We measure learning rather
than time.”
It’s really that simple. Performance—not seat time—is measured. The
quality of the education is just as rigorous as that offered by a traditional
university—but it is self-paced.
Oh, and it happens to be online.
In the WGU model, students with previous experience can apply their
learning to their degrees and, if they are committed, can graduate quickly.
One student completed an MBA in four and a half months, thirteen
and a half months ahead of a typical two-year schedule. An especially
determined student who cleared his schedule of all commitments other
than schoolwork, he studied up to 15 hours a day, seven days a week,
until he finished.
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“At WGU, we recognize that people
come to higher education knowing
different things, and learn at different
rates,” said Mendenhall. “Rather than
holding time constant and letting the
learning vary, we hold the learning
constant and let the time vary.”
Another constant that was riddled with early controversy is the online
piece of the WGU puzzle. When WGU launched, many critics honed in on
the impersonal, unproven online component. The word “virtual” became
associated with such negative connotations in the education world that
it was eventually stricken from all WGU materials.
However, with time, the issue resolved itself. Today, the internet is an
essential part of everyday life, and rather than being “impersonal,” has
become a new way for people to interact. WGU students are part of
learning communities where they connect with each other and faculty.
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A third constant is WGU’s use of outsourced content. Early on, the
university knew that to be a contender in academia, the quality of courses
could not be compromised. Rather than developing its own courses,
WGU looked externally for content with rigor and credibility.
“In many ways, I think our model was consciously overbuilt from the
beginning because no one wanted WGU to be seen as a lightweight
venture,” said Vince Shrader, WGU’s first Course Mentor.

WGU model was successful on many fronts. Yet Mendenhall and
Provost Chip Johnstone recognized that change was necessary to stay
competitive and attuned to students’ needs.
It wasn’t routine change, rather, “we looked at the evidence, then blew
up the model and started all over again,” said Johnstone. “But having
the chance to make mistakes, then get them right, is what has made this
university so successful and exciting to work for.”

“The way in which you earned your degree
leaves no doubt as to the mastery of
knowledge you have demonstrated.”

One of the first changes occurred in 2002 when Johnstone transitioned
the original open-ended course option, once considered a selling point
for WGU, to a structured, six-month term. “By allowing students to take
as little or long as needed to finish a course,” he said, “we realized that
they would enroll and pay the fee but then wouldn’t do anything. With a
beginning and an end to a term, students actually got things done.”

-Dr. Clara Lovett, President, Northern Arizona University,
speaking at a WGU commencement.

The six-month timeframe allows adult students flexibility in fitting
coursework around their work and family schedules.

At first, many of WGU’s courses came from traditional universities but as
the model has evolved, much of the content used today is commercially
produced by publishers, education companies, and the industry itself
to meet WGU’s standards. External councils of experts with a range of
academic and professional viewpoints approve degree content.
Continuing to outsource content creation gives the university ongoing
freedom to choose the best resources available. It also saves WGU
time and money in development and maintenance. “Companies and
universities that create their own courses must always defend them—
even if they aren’t the best,” said Mendenhall. “Licensing courses is
easier for us and it allows us the chance to provide the very best quality
to our students.”
Because of thoughtful guidance by academic experts, efficiencies
adopted from the corporate world, and dedicated leaders, the original
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In 2004, WGU defined a more structured course of study for each
degree. Previously, students selected desired courses from the WGU
catalog.
“Interestingly, we learned that students couldn’t handle the lack of
structure, so we created a course of study for each degree and an
order in which courses should be taken,” said Mendenhall. “This helped
students focus on meeting specific degree requirements.”
Another much-needed change also happened in 2004: defining
competency in terms that academia could understand. “It’s hard to buck
tradition in the university community when they don’t even understand
performance-based education,” said Governor Roy Romer.
WGU modified its original definition of “competency” to create a new
unit of measurement, the “competency unit.” The equivalent of a credit

hour of learning, the new measurement allowed WGU and
academia to finally speak the same language regarding credit
hours. It made it easier for students to transfer credits between
WGU and other institutions. More importantly, it created a
comparable measurement so that students could more easily
qualify for employer tuition reimbursement as well as military
and veterans’ tuition programs.
Perhaps the most valuable component of the WGU academic
model is the emphasis on faculty mentoring. In the beginning,
every WGU student was assigned a faculty mentor who stayed
with them from enrollment through graduation. A major
change occurred in 2009 when the mentoring role was split
between Student Mentors and Course Mentors. “Until then,
we had assigned Ph.D. mentors who were proficient in guiding
students academically,” said Mendenhall. “However, we found
that students needed support and guidance beyond academic
help in order to be successful.”
The creation of WGU Student Mentors not only solved the
problem, but graduation rates increased 20 points after the
mentor role was split. Student Mentors start with students on
day one and stay with the same students until graduation.
They counsel students one-on-one at least biweekly—and more
if needed—on everything from time management to study
skills. Student Mentors guide students through both schoolrelated and personal issues to keep students accountable
and on track for graduation. And they are not just advisors,
but professional role models with real-world experience in
their students’ field of study. In essence, the Student Mentor is
already the professional the student hopes to become.

Wilfrid Ky
Bachelor of Science, Information Technology—Network Design and
Management, 2008
Wilfrid Ky has cleared a number of hurdles in his life: moving from
Burkina Faso in West Africa to Seattle, learning the English language,
and pursuing his passion for computer and Internet technology. His
degree, which was tailored around his existing certifications and
background, is a good example of how the WGU academic model allowed
him to individualize his educational experience.
Ky spent long nights studying English under the guidance of his wife, and
managed to earn an associate’s degree in computer science in 2003. “I
finally felt a bit of relief knowing that my dream was possible,” he said. “I
knew that the sky was the limit and that doors would start opening for me.”
Working full time as a network engineer, Ky soon realized that to further
his career, he needed to further his education. He enrolled at WGU
because it was flexible and affordable. Even so, getting a WGU degree
wasn’t easy. “There are no shortcuts, even though all the assessments are
done online,” he said. “It’s like the testers know that you did not do your
best—they will catch you and you will not pass!”
In less than a year, Ky earned a bachelor’s degree in information
technology with a concentration in network design and management and
secured a position as a network administrator in charge of maintaining
40 servers.
“I recommend WGU to all my IT friends and colleagues on a daily basis,”
said Ky. “Once I’d seen the way Western Governors University had this
whole thing in motion, it’s like a well-oiled machine. It’s perfect the way
everything works. If you follow the program you will graduate. There’s no
way around it, there’s no room for failure here, and they will help and
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guide you until you succeed.”
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Keeping costs low has been a WGU priority. Since 2008, there has
been no tuition increase, and currently the average graduate pays less
than $15,000 for a four-year degree and generally finishes in two and
a half years.

Even as universities strive for
excellence, “there is a great deal
of room for improvement in U.S.
higher education,” said Mendenhall.
“Only a few will effectively harness
technology and competency-based
education to deliver affordability
and better learning results.”
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The shift to six-month terms and courses of study included consolidating
the cost of assessments and learning resources into the term charge
so that students weren’t nickel-and-dimed with fees. In 2011, WGU
went a step further by transitioning to ebooks for all textbooks, which
the university now provides free to students. “It had become apparent
that students wouldn’t buy books even though they needed them for a
course,” said Mendenhall. “For our demographic, the additional cost
was prohibitive.”

All quality learning requires trial and error, no matter if it occurs in the
classroom or in the boardroom. As such, WGU embraces such evolution,
understanding that it is essential for the university’s future growth. Indeed,
WGU and other educational institutions must continue to embrace
change if the challenges of the 21st century are to be met effectively.
Affordability, accountability, competency-based education, and the
idea of students as consumers who demand individualized educational
experiences are expected from the colleges of tomorrow.

THE STUDENTCENTRIC
MODEL Aid
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WGU Course Mentors are subject experts; most have a Ph.D. in their
respective fields of study. Besides interacting with students to make
sure they understand the coursework and are on schedule, they conduct
webinars, set up study sessions, and provide supplemental education
and materials to help their students excel.

One final, nuanced change took place in 2011: the move from Satisfactory
Academic Progress (SAP) to On Time Progress (OTP). To qualify for
financial aid, the U.S. government requires that students complete 67
percent of all attempted credits. “Our students figured this out pretty
quick and so we had a lot of them doing only 67 percent of the work,” said
Mendenhall. “When we switched to an OTP measurement for measuring
progress, our graduation rates went up.”
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“Students have to work hard for their
degree, and we help them see how
their classwork is relevant in the
real world,” said Teresa Ruminiski, a
Student Mentor in the undergraduate
business program. “We also motivate
them and point them in the right
direction to success. And we keep
them accountable.”
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(L-R) Mentor Lesele Rose with
graduate Lisa Santiago and her
mother, Carmen Santiago.

CHAPTER 12

MENTORING MAKES ALL THE
DIFFERENCE
A few years ago, a breakthrough academic study confirmed what
WGU already knew: Having a mentor keeps students in college and
increases their chance of graduating. Yet rather than read the statistics,
President Bob Mendenhall could read the thousands of letters the
university has received from students who credit their mentors for seeing
them through to graduation.
In WGU’s formative years, students picked classes randomly from the
SmartCatalog with little oversight from the university. That changed in
1999, when WGU offered its first master’s in Learning and Technology. The
university realized that while WGU students were capable of studying
and learning independently, progression and eventual graduation would
be easier if they had a coach.
“I was the first mentor hired,” said Vince Shrader. “We had a framework
that was student-centered, but we were basically figuring it out as
we went. I would have a student from the first day of enrollment to
graduation. I was even the chair of their capstone project.”
In 2009, when enrollment began accelerating, the mentoring role was
split into specializations, but each still requires the mentor to build
meaningful relationships with students. Course Mentors like Shrader
are faculty experts with deep subject matter knowledge for one or more
courses. They oversee learning communities and provide webinars and
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additional resources to help students excel in learning. Course Mentors
are course-specific and change with each course.
“We may start our conversation discussing academics, but it goes
much further than the material in chapter five,” said Alisa Affleck,
Course Mentor. “One gentleman failed my exam and was in tears. He
said, ‘I’m a 6’4” biker and I’m crying about my math homework.’”

“The reality is that students come to
us having failed before and so they
feel threatened or too intimidated to
ask for help,” Affleck continued. “Our
job is to meet them where they are
and help them realize that they can
overcome.”
Student Mentors are the professionals who students aspire to become.
Assigned to students from enrollment through graduation, Student
Mentors guide them through the emotional challenges of college by
providing advice and resources to help them succeed.
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Profound mentorship experiences have become a hallmark of the WGU
student experience, and maintaining a strong mentoring program is
essential for the university’s future success. According to a 2015 Gallup
poll, a majority of WGU graduates (68 percent) strongly agreed that
they had a mentor who encouraged them to pursue their goals and
dreams, compared with just 22 percent of college graduates nationally.
Likewise, WGU graduates reported that they met with their advisors
more frequently and overwhelmingly agreed that their professors
cared about them as a person—an interesting observation given that all
communication is remote.
It makes sense to Marcos Giraldi, a Student Mentor. “We form such
strong bonds that it’s like you are helping a friend,” said Giraldi.

“You want to see them do well. You
want to see them complete their
degree,” Giraldi said. “This job goes
beyond work. It makes you believe in
people.”
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CHAPTER 13

COLLEGE OF HEALTH
PROFESSIONS
In the mid-2000s, hospitals in the U.S. faced record shortages in
critical nursing and medical staff positions, and future projections were
even bleaker: Experts projected that within ten years, there would be
more than a million vacancies for registered nurses and other qualified
professionals in the health care field. Educational institutions simply
couldn’t keep up with the demand; healthcare organizations worried
about the consequences.
Governor Mike Leavitt had joined President George W. Bush in
Washington as Secretary of Health and Human Services in 2005.
Confronted with the dire circumstances facing America’s healthcare, he
wondered why the issue couldn’t be alleviated using the WGU model.
It was exactly the type of big problem that WGU, with its accessibility,
scalable growth model, and partnerships with corporate America, was
equipped to tackle. And with the success of the Teachers College, WGU
had already debunked the concern that online education couldn’t work
with high-touch professions.
In 2006, WGU founded the College of Health Professions with two
degrees targeting adults already working in healthcare: an MBA in
Healthcare Management and an M.S. in Health Education. Soon after,
the university began laying the groundwork for a nursing prelicensure
program leading to an RN license.
Hospital Corporation of America (HCA), signed on as the first
corporate partner. “We are facing a severe national shortage of health
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professionals and need more forward-thinking solutions like this,” said
Tom May, President of the Far West Division of HCA.
Soon after, three more healthcare corporations, Cedars-Sinai, Kaiser
Permanente, and Tenet Healthcare, partnered with WGU, advising on
the standards and practices essential for skilled employees to master.
The collaboration led to a focus on nursing degrees, including master’s
degrees in Leadership and Education and an RN to BSN degree in 2007.
In 2009, WGU launched the first online, comptency-based prelicensure
program in Nursing.

“CCNE accreditation represents a major
milestone for WGU’s nursing education
programs. It demonstrates that our approach,
which combines competency-based learning
with comprehensive clinical experience, will
produce graduates who are well prepared
to fulfill their roles in patient care, nurse
education, and leadership.”
-Mary Anne Rea-Ramirez, Director of Nursing Programs, WGU.
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“Our corporate partners provided a critical piece to the healthcare
education component: clinical sites across the country,” explained
President Bob Mendenhall.

years to wait to get into a traditional program,” said Mendenhall. “If they
already work in healthcare, they can build on their experience and learn
on their own time.”

Excited by WGU’s transformative approach to healthcare education,
several states and nonprofit organizations jump-started the nursing
prelicensure program with funding. In 2007, WGU received a $725,000
grant from the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, the nation’s largest
philanthropy devoted solely to health. In 2008, WGU received
$900,000 from the State of California, and in 2009, $500,000
from the U.S. Department of Labor, and $500,000 from the
Texas Workforce Commission.

While WGU healthcare degrees are equal in content, rigor, and scope
to degrees from a traditional university, the university took a completely
different approach to education. Students complete all coursework
first. Then, if clinicals are required, students undergo simulated clinical
experiences, and are subsequently tested on their skills. Only after
completing the first phases are they allowed to begin actual clinical
rounds.

The WGU program created a new avenue for working adults with
inflexible schedules to pursue education in healthcare—without the
wait for admission at traditional institutions. “Our students are older
and usually work full time while going to school—they don’t have three

“Instead of being in a healthcare setting five hours twice a week for
15 weeks, as is the case with most traditional programs, the student is
assigned a clinical coach and completes five 12-hour shifts,” explains
Dr. Jan Jones-Schenk, Chief Nursing Officer and National Director of
WGU’s College of Health Professions. “The benefit is the consistent,

hands-on contact with patients, experience in juggling multiple
patients over actual shifts, and working with one coach who
understands what the student knows and can push them to develop
clinical competency.”
Word spread about WGU’s program through endorsements from
corporate partners who encouraged their employees to consider
WGU and its degrees as a next step in their education. By 2010,
enrollment reached 2,000 students, and by the end of 2016,
exceeded 20,000 students. In 2015, the WGU Nursing programs
were named a Center of Excellence by the National League of
Nursing.
WGU helps students gain key competencies needed to begin work
immediately in the healthcare field.

“But what WGU is really doing
is helping people change their
lives,” said Jones-Schenk. “In turn,
our students graduate and leave
prepared to be highly successful
in their careers.”
In a 2012 WGU commencement speech, John M. Steele, Senior
Vice President of Human Resources for HCA, said that in an everchanging world, employers need people who are versatile, selfmotivated, able to learn efficiently and effectively, and who can
master change. “Those are the kind of people you represent as
graduates of Western Governors University,” he said. “We need the
right technical skills to be sure, but more than that, we need people
who have the calling, who understand what it is like to really care
for people.”
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Brett Lilley
Bachelor of Science, Nursing, 2012
MBA, Healthcare Management, 2014
When Brett Lilley suffered a
stroke that left him paralyzed on
one side, he lost more than his
health: He lost his house, his job
as an RN, and his independence.
As if that wasn’t bad enough, he
was recently divorced. Assessing
his situation, Brett realized he
had two choices: “I could sit
back and just slowly die, or move
forward and go for it,” he said.
With a young son who he coparents, Brett knew that “the job
experience I had wasn’t going to
work for me in this new condition, so I decided to go back to earn
my bachelor’s degree,” he said. “I found WGU Texas admissions
and began work on a nursing degree.” Brett graduated in
March 2012 and immediately went to work on earning his MBA
in Healthcare Management, graduating in 2014.
“The graduate program is a lot tougher because I had a lot of
knowledge and experience to help me with the BSN,” he said.
“But there are positions that will work for my situation when I
earn this MBA. There are higher-paying positions, and though I
am still disabled, I won’t be totally destitute with all the hospital
and doctor bills. I realize I’m lucky to have lived. Being able to
live on my own is a miracle. I can make it. I’m no spring chicken,
but I’m not done.”
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TIMELINE

COLLEGE OF
HEALTH PROFESSIONS
2005

2006

JULY

MARCH

JANUARY

Dr. Michael
Graham is hired
as Dean to
create WGU’s
first healthcare
degrees.

WGU launches
the College
of Health
Professions.

Master of
Science in Health
Education
launches.

HCA awards
WGU a
$500,000
grant.

MAY

NOVEMBER
WGU offers its
first healthcare
degree, an MBA
with Healthcare
Management
emphasis.
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2007

WGU adds two
new master’s
degrees in
Nursing.

NOVEMBER
RN to BSN
degree launches.

DECEMBER
WGU receives
$725,000 grant
from the Robert
Wood Johnson
Foundation to
develop online
nursing programs.

2008
APRIL
Dr. Jan JonesSchenk joins
WGU as Dean
and National
Director.

AUGUST
California awards
$900,000
grant for WGU’s
prelicensure
nursing program.

NOVEMBER
WGU Nursing
programs earn
accreditation
from the
Commission
on Collegiate
Nursing
Education
(CCNE).

2009

2010

JANUARY

DECEMBER

WGU receives
a $500,000
grant from the
U.S. Department
of Labor to
develop a nursing
program.

Enrollment in
College of Health
Professions
reaches 2,000
students.

JUNE
The Nursing
program receives
a $500,000
grant from the
Texas Workforce
Commission.

JULY
WGU launches
first competencybased
prelicensure
bachelor’s degree
of Nursing.
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“WGU Indiana will fill the clearest and most challenging
gap remaining in our family of higher education
opportunities, helping thousands of adult Hoosiers attain
the college degrees they’ve wanted and needed, on a
schedule they can manage, at a cost they can afford.”
-Indiana Governor Mitch Daniels, June 11, 2010.

Governor Mitch Daniels with
WGU Indiana Chancellor Allison Barber.

CHAPTER 14

ADOPTED “AGAIN” BY THE STATES
When Governor Mike Leavitt and President Bob Mendenhall approached
Indiana Governor Mitch Daniels about joining the WGU Board of
Trustees in 2009, Daniels had never even heard of the university. He
had no idea that his predecessor, Frank O’Bannon, had been a founding
governor of WGU, and was even more surprised to discover that
250 Indiana residents were currently enrolled in WGU.
Yet by the time the discussions were over, Daniels had latched onto the
idea of a state-endorsed WGU as a win-win proposition for his state.
With a decimated manufacturing sector, high unemployment, and college
completion rates trailing the rest of the nation, Indiana desperately
needed to educate its workforce.
“We had three-quarters of a million people in this state who started
college and didn’t finish,” Daniels said. “We had worked hard to get all
the building blocks in place to fuel our economy—strong tax systems,
regulatory systems, litigation systems, and infrastructure. Yet the one
thing that could hold Indiana back is an under-educated workforce.”
Not only did WGU expand the state’s higher education offerings, but it
provided a flexible, accessible, and affordable way for adults who had
dropped out years earlier to finish their degrees.
On June 11, 2010, with no legislative action, state funding, or political
opposition, Daniels established WGU Indiana by executive order. It was
the first state-based WGU, and in Daniels words, “Indiana’s eighth state
university.”

from the Lumina Foundation, WGU Indiana cost the state next to
nothing, but even if the state had funded its creation, it would have cost
only $5 million.
Though WGU had been operating nationally for years, there were
benefits to being state-based. For one, Hoosiers felt like the university
was in their backyard, not some unknown, online college five states
away. The Indiana moniker raised visibility within the state, which raised
enrollment. For another, they could apply for state financial aid to use
toward a WGU degree. Being claimed as Indiana’s own also brought
tremendous credibility to the already-respected WGU name.
The challenge, however, was getting the word out. Governor Daniels was
featured in television commercials promoting the new university, which
gave it instant credibility.
“My first official duty was a press conference with the governor of the
state,” remembers Allison Barber, Chancellor, WGU Indiana. “My second
duty was standing at the State Fair table passing out fans and telling
people about WGU. But it was a perfect place to launch. At some point,
the head of the fair came by and said, ‘You know, Allison, all of the other
universities have tables inside in the air conditioning.’ And I replied,
‘Well, our students are out here on Main Street because they are parents
walking around with their kids. It took us two years, but we finally landed
students or alumni in all 92 counties in Indiana. Once we did that, I knew
that success was certain.”

Funded by grants, including $1 million from the Lilly Endowment,
$750,000 from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, and $500,000
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The success of WGU Indiana became a model for other states. As of 2016, there are six WGU state-based
institutions representing 39 percent of the university’s total enrollment. Funding has come from different sources,
including grants and state funding. The most important seed money was provided by the Bill & Melinda Gates
Foundation, who after supporting WGU Indiana gave the university a $4.5 million grant that created the next
four state WGUs—Washington, Texas, Missouri, and Tennessee. State WGUs have been founded in a variety of
ways—from governor’s executive orders to legislative action. Even the reasons for creating WGU state brands
vary. Yet regardless of the differences, the quality of a WGU education remains rigorous and constant across
state lines, and enrollment continues to grow.

WGU Indiana

June 11, 2010: By Executive Order 10-04, Governor
Mitch Daniels establishes WGU Indiana, the first statebased university for WGU and the “eighth state university”
in Indiana.

“WGU helps people live their best
life—that’s our mission. Now, their
best life won’t look like my best life,
but it’s really hard to find someone
living their best life if they don’t
have a foundation in education.”
-Allison Barber, Chancellor, WGU Indiana.

Indiana Governor Mitch Daniels and President Bob Mendenhall.
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WGU Washington

April 22, 2011: WGU Washington is established by HB 1822.
The bill is initiated by the legislature and signed into law by
Governor Christine Gregoire.
Bob Mendenhall found out about the plans to establish WGU Washington
through a Google alert. “State Senator Jim Kastama was sponsoring a
bill to create WGU Washington, so I called and said, ‘We are totally in
favor, but what exactly are you doing?’”
Kastama learned about WGU through State Board Deputy Director
Jan Yoshiwara, who in turn learned of WGU through Melinda Gates of
the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, a WGU supporter. Together, they
recognized WGU’s potential to address a growing problem in Washington:
the limited transfer capacity available for community college graduates
in the state’s universities. They had been so focused on getting the bill
written that no one had thought to inform WGU.
When Mendenhall learned of the bill, he quickly jumped on board. In
2011, HB 1822 passed with a 70-26 vote to establish WGU Washington.
Completely funded by WGU and a grant from the Bill & Melinda Gates
Foundation, the new university made it seamless for community college
graduates to transfer to WGU Washington to complete a bachelor’s
degree. By the end of 2016, WGU Washington was the largest private
university in the state, approaching 10,000 students.

“What we do at WGU is noble, and
very fulfilling. How many people
can say that they’ve helped people
change their lives for the better?”
-Jean Floten, Chancellor, WGU Washington.
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(L-R) In Washington, State Senator Jim Kastama,
Governor Christine Gregoire, President Bob Mendenhall,
and State Representative Phyllis Gutieriez-Kenney.

To Ephrata and Beyond
In 2011, when WGU Washington was founded, the university launched a
series of television commercials featuring a billboard.
“The commercials explained that WGU Washington was new, and that
we didn’t have a lot of money for marketing, so we bought one billboard
in Ephrata, which is a teeny little truck stop drive-through town in the
center of the state,” said Jean Floten, Chancellor, WGU Washington.
“We put a webcam on the billboard, but of course, it registered absolutely
nothing. It was hysterical. It was the sleepiest webcam you’ve ever seen,

but it captured people’s fancy, and they couldn’t stop talking about it.
Even when a spider took up residence in the lens, people commented on
the fly that it caught.”
Eventually, the billboard was placed on the back of a truck and driven
around the state of Washington, with students and graduates clamoring
to pose in front of the billboard for pictures.
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WGU Texas

August 3, 2011: WGU Texas becomes the third WGU statebased university, created through Executive Order RP 75 by
Governor Rick Perry with the support of Dan Branch,
Chair of the House Committee on Higher Education, and
Judith Zaffirini, Chair of the Senate Education Committee.
WGU Texas transformed the idea of state-based universities into a
proven concept. It was a more expensive endeavor because of the state’s
size. As with other states, WGU formed a statewide community college
partnership guaranteeing admission to WGU and providing a 5 percent
discount to graduates of Texas community colleges. In 2013, WGU
received a $2 million grant from the Houston Endowment to increase
enrollment in the greater Houston region.

“Texas needs legions of new, sharp,
credentialed minds to succeed
in a knowledge-based economy.
WGU Texas provides yet another
flexible, affordable way for Texans
to fulfill their potential and
contribute their talents for
years and decades to come,
without any need for state
funding.”
-Texas Governor Rick Perry.
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Mind Over Matter

WGU Missouri

February 15, 2013: WGU Missouri is established by Executive
Order 13-04.

In 2012, at age 80, Robert Titus finished his bachelor’s
degree in Marketing Management at WGU Texas to
make good on a promise to his mother. As a young man,
Titus dropped out of college after his freshman year to
join the service. His mother, distraught with his choice to
enlist before completing the degree, made him promise he
would one day complete his degree. “To me, it was a major
accomplishment,” he said.

In 2012, Mendenhall met with Missouri Governor Jay Nixon and his
education advisor, Mike Nietzel, to discuss collaborating on education
projects.

Titus tried the traditional route to college numerous
times, but the Army, a family, and career kept getting in
the way. Finally, he enrolled at WGU Texas because of its
affordability. When he graduated, he placed his diploma
above his fireplace.

Mendenhall explained that it would cost $5 million to launch a statebased WGU.

“Sometimes you just want to prove to yourself that you can
do it,” said WGU Texas Chancellor Mark Milliron. “That’s
right on target for who we are.”

“We talked about various programs, but we had never considered
creating WGU Missouri,” Mendenhall remembers. “When we finished
talking, the Governor said, ‘But I want to create a state WGU like WGU
Indiana.’”

“Okay,” Nixon said. In 2013, WGU Missouri became the fourth statebased WGU. Underwritten using federal economic redevelopment funds,
it was the first state-based WGU funded by the state.
“We partnered with WGU because we recognized that Missouri needed
to expand its educational options, offering working adults an affordable
way to earn their degrees while balancing work, family, and other
commitments,” Nixon said. “WGU Missouri is a viable way for adults to
earn their degrees and for our state to build a highly skilled workforce
that leads to higher-paying jobs, growing businesses, and thriving
communities.”

“This is big. For a large number of
first-generation college students, a
significant percentage of minority
students, and a number of folks who,
frankly, have yet to have had the
right opportunities in their life, we
now have WGU Missouri as a way
to create a much better future for
themselves.”
-Mike Nietzel, Education Advisor to Governor Nixon and former
President, Missouri State University.

President Bob Mendenhall and
Governor Jay Nixon at the launch of
WGU Missouri.
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WGU Tennessee

WGU Nevada

July 9, 2013: WGU Tennessee is established by Memorandum
of Understanding and funded by a $5 million appropriation
by the legislature.

June 15, 2015: WGU Nevada is established by proclamation.
WGU Nevada launched in 2015 with a $2 million grant from USA
Funds, whose CEO, Bill Hansen, as U.S. Deputy Secretary of Education
in 2001, faciliated the $10 million grant from the U.S. Department of
Education to create the WGU Teachers College. “USA Funds supports
the launch of WGU Nevada to help thousands of Nevadans benefit
from an innovative, competency-based approach that provides a more
flexible and affordable path to a college degree and the enhanced
opportunities that college graduates enjoy,” Hansen said. “We’re
delighted to partner with the state of Nevada and WGU, in keeping
with our focus on Completion with a Purpose, to increase student
success in college and career.”

To complement the launch of WGU Tennessee in 2013 and the university’s
efforts to provide Tennesseans better access to higher education,
WGU Tennessee Advisory Board Chairman John R. Ingram created an
endowment to provide scholarships to qualified Tennessee residents who
demonstrate financial need and are enrolled at WGU Tennessee.
“Education is the key to opening doors of opportunity, but for many
people the cost of a degree is not feasible,” Ingram said. “I’m proud to
support WGU Tennessee through the scholarship fund that will enable
more Tennesseans to reach their goals.”

“WGU Tennessee will give adult
students with some college credits
the opportunity to earn a degree.
Today in Tennessee, only 32 percent
of our citizens have a two-year
degree or higher, and our goal is to
raise that number to 55 percent by
2025. We’re calling it the ‘Drive to
55,’ and WGU Tennessee will play
an important role in our success.”

Governor Bill Haslam signs the Memorandum of Understanding creating
WGU Tennessee.

“Affordable access to accredited
education is the key to our future and
essential to bringing more jobs to
Nevada. WGU Nevada will make it
possible for more Nevadans to earn
the degrees they need to advance
their careers and provide better for
their families.”
-Nevada Governor Brian Sandoval.

-Tennessee Governor Bill Haslam.
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CHAPTER 15

THE BUSINESS MODEL
“I don’t know if I am an accountant because I am a worrier, or if I am
a worrier because I am an accountant,” said David Grow, WGU’s
Chief Financial Officer. “I do know, though, that when I arrived at WGU
in 2005, I was worried.
“I had heard the stories about the early days of having to rustle up
donations to make payroll. It wasn’t quite that bad, but WGU was still
unable to meet its goal of being self-sustaining solely on tuition.”
In WGU’s infancy, state and federal dollars and corporate donations
kept the university solvent while it worked through issues like
accreditation and curriculum. But the WGU Board of Trustees knew that
outside support wouldn’t last forever—and they didn’t want it to. In yet
another innovative approach completely different from its traditional
counterparts, WGU was designed to financially stand on its own.
“The amazing thing is that when we finally grew from 4,000 to 7,000
students, we broke even,” Grow continued. “That was in 2006; I could
finally breathe easier. In 2008, we raised tuition by $100 to $2,890 per
six-month term for most programs, and we haven’t raised tuition since.”
Most brick-and-mortar universities struggle with maintaining just that:
the brick and mortar of an ever-expanding physical campus. Online
programs, most of which are for-profit, are constantly pressured and
pushed to make money. The strength of WGU’s financial model is that
neither of these are considerations.
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“It makes all the difference in the world because when we do get
donations or grants, we are able to use those monies for special projects
and improvements for student experiences,” said Grow. “It’s the exact
opposite of what I was taught as a finance guy: to grow, grow, grow
the bottom line. Instead, WGU is growing the top line. We are growing
enrollments and using that money to fund better education.”

“That’s the secret to controlling our costs—
we’re focusing on doing just a few things
well, not trying to do everything.”
						
-President Bob Mendenhall.

The beauty of functioning as a nonprofit is that WGU has never had to
focus on how fast enrollment grows or how much money the university
makes. “It’s never been about numbers,” said President Bob Mendenhall.
“It’s always been about people and students. It’s a lot easier to be studentcentric when you don’t have to be shareholder-centric.”
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How does WGU do it?
That WGU has managed to keep tuition costs low and remain
self-sustaining makes it easy to assume that competency-based
education is more cost effective. This isn’t necessarily true. Rather,
WGU capitalizes on ways to keep expenses down. This includes:
• Offering limited degrees in high volume. There are fewer courses
and an increased focus on quality.

Getting Ahead
Without Going Broke

• Using third-party curriculum instead of creating and updating
courses internally.
• Using technology to automate as many administrative and
educational functions as possible.

Currently at $1.3 trillion dollars owed, student debt is a national epidemic
in higher education. In 2013, WGU introduced a responsible borrowing
initiative to help students stay fiscally responsible.

• Operating as much as possible “online,” with 75 percent of employees
working from home—a big savings on physical facilities costs.

• Focusing on student success with low faculty/student ratios (30:1)
and more student/faculty interaction.

• Committing to improve productivity by at least 5 percent each year.

• Adapting faculty roles so that specific skill sets align closely with
defined responsibilities.

• Using technology to increase productivity by automating laborintensive operations such as remote proctoring and self-scheduling.

“WGU’s focus on providing an affordable education that leads to career
success has lifelong benefits for our alumni, but they’re not the only
beneficiaries. It also helps prevent loan default, saving taxpayer money
too,” said Bob Collins, Vice President of Financial Aid and the architect
of WGU’s Responsible Borrowing Initiative.
Historically, a student’s financial picture determines the amount of aid
available, and that amount is what most students borrow—even if they
don’t need it all. WGU’s approach is completely opposite.
The WGU “My Financial Aid Plan” program explains all facets of financial
aid and provides supplemental information about nonfederal financial
resources. There are specific recommendations for students to borrow
only direct costs like tuition and fees, minus grants and scholarships,
rather than the full amount of eligibility.

David Grow was
named CFO of the
Year by Utah Business
magazine.
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Washington Monthly, September/October, 2011.

Since its inception in 2013, the program has reduced borrowing by
$3,153 per student a year, a reduction of 41 percent or $400 million.
Currently, the average student loan amount at WGU is less than half the
national average at graduation; 65 percent of WGU students accept
the recommended, lower loan amounts and 10 percent decline all loans.
The best news of all? WGU’s student loan default rate is 5 percent, one
of the lowest in the country as of 2016.
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CHAPTER 16

FOCUS ON STUDENT SUCCESS
There is a prevalent belief in the business world that the more a company
grows, the more removed it becomes from its customers. Reputation falls,
service decreases, and it eventually fails. There is also a common-sense
fact that no matter how good you are, customers are never satisfied.

in their careers. The WGU Student Promise states it clearly: We help
our students achieve their dreams for a degree and career success by
providing a personal, flexible, and affordable education based on realworld competencies.

“So you are never done—you are
always inventing new ways to
serve and support every customer
engagement,” said Scott Pulsipher,
who joined WGU as President in
2016. “Yet if done correctly, that
service becomes even better as a
company gets bigger because of the
resources that come from growth.
That is what we are doing at WGU.”

How does WGU follow through? The most tangible way is through oneon-one support. Student Mentors coach students through the ups and
downs of college life, checking in bi-weekly—or more often if needed—to
keep students on track. Course Mentors advise on specific courses and
hold study groups and webinars to help students excel.

WGU is student-centric, not competitor-focused. The mission has always
been to provide quality, competency-based online education, with the
ultimate goal of graduating high-caliber students and seeing them thrive
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“I told my Enrollment Counselor that I was nearly 40 years old and did
not need someone calling to check up on me,” said Stephanie Ruggiero,
a graduate from WGU Teachers College. “Now, the thing that surprises
me is how much I need it! Weekly encouragement and accountability are
a huge factor in my success at WGU. When I went to college straight
out of high school, I never had a professor who was as interested and
invested in my success as Karen, my Student Mentor.”
Supplemental resources, like online student support groups, a writing
center, math center, access to the online library, online textbooks, and
Welcome Kits to motivate and engage new students are also part of
WGU’s tuition.
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Continual improvements have contributed to the steady increase of
student success and graduation rates through the years, but there are
students who drop out despite the extraordinary efforts of their mentors
and all the extras.
Why? The university wants to know, so since its founding, WGU has
communicated consistently with students, graduates, and employers. “We
are constantly listening to find out ways to help students be successful,”
said President Bob Mendenhall. “There is no reason for us to exist other
than to graduate highly qualified graduates. If we can’t do that, then why
are we in business?”
Aside from mentor observation, the most effective communication tool
has been comprehensive surveys by outside parties that glean insight
into how WGU can help students succeed. When mentors realized that
students weren’t buying textbooks to help with essential classwork, the
surveys reported that students couldn’t afford them—so WGU made
e-textbooks free.

Another survey measured retention and found that students who
dropped out did so, not for academic reasons, but because of life
issues like divorce and poor health—the same life issues that WGU
graduates faced but somehow persevered through. WGU partnered
with WellConnect to provide free, licensed counseling in every state so
that students could get the help they needed to stay in school.
The surveys help WGU identify and then remove the obstacles in the way
of students’ academic success. They also keep the university accountable
to its students by measuring student, graduate, and employee satisfaction.
“We want to know where we can improve,” said Mendenhall. “When our
student satisfaction ratings reached 95 percent, we changed the top
measurement to ‘very satisfied’ because we know there are areas we can
still improve.”

WGU STUDENT PROMISE:
(L) Items from the Welcome Kit that WGU
sends to every student.
(Opposite, top) In earlier years, WGU
posted its goals and tracked them monthly
online and on flip charts posted in the
WGU offices. Note that by June 2016,
13 month retention was 78%, students very
satisfied was 59%, students on SAP was
95% and total graduates were 65,670.
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We help our students achieve
their dreams for a degree and
career success by providing a
personal, flexible, and affordable
education based on real-world
competencies.
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KEEPING THE WGU PROMISE
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Another key component to WGU’s laser-sharp focus on students is the
university’s obsessive use of technology. An online university should
obviously employ the latest technology, and WGU does this across all
departments. Processes are routinely tweaked to make students, mentors,
and WGU staff more efficient. One example is the online dashboard for
mentors. When mentors log on, everything they need to know about the
student is displayed before them, including proficiencies and weaknesses.
Having this kind of detailed information at their fingertips helps mentors
target floundering students—which supports retention and graduation
efforts.
Another example is the use of online proctoring for tests. Originally
students had to schedule tests in advance and drive to the nearest
testing center. For those in rural areas, this might mean a two-hour
drive one way to take a test—a common excuse for students with
incompletions. Now, using state-of-the-art technology, a student can
sign up, and in a matter of minutes, take the exam at home any time
and any day of the week.
At WGU, a massive data infrastructure is the foundation for
understanding student progress and making decisions to improve it.
Date analytics are highly specific, sophisticated, and nuanced.
“We are sitting on top of one of the richest data assets in all of higher
education,” said Jason Levin, Vice President of Institutional Research.
“Researchers from Harvard and Stanford come here to do research
using data compiled from our students. One of the reasons is that our
data is stripped of much of the unconscious bias and variances found
in assessments given by professors in traditional universities. Another
reason is because of our large student and graduate population and the
sheer volume of data we have available.”

Levin and his team monitor trends and patterns in learning, test
interventions that might affect student success, and hold controlled
trials—anything that can increase retention and keep students on the
path to graduation.

Though Levin is a numbers guy,
he came to WGU because of its
student focus. “I worked for another
online university and realized
that measuring learning is really
complicated and has huge impacts
on students,” he said. “Yet very
few of that school’s students were
graduating—and it was concerning
to me. When Bob called, I moved my
entire family sight-unseen across the
country to Utah to be part of WGU. I
wanted to help change lives.”

WGU
Demographics
• WGU serves the 37 million working adults in
the U.S. with some college and no degree who
are generally not well-served by the traditional
higher education system.
• The average student age is 37; student ages
range from 17 to 76.
•

71 percent of students are in one or more of the
following underserved populations:
• 40 percent first-generation college 		
students.
• 28 percent ethnic minorities.
• 24 percent low-income families.
• 16 percent rural area residents.

• 11 percent are active military, veterans, or
military family members.
• 74 percent work full time; 12 percent work
part time.
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“Western Governors University is
one of the innovators implementing
promising practices that offer
breakthroughs on cost, quality, or
both.”		 -President Barack Obama.

CHAPTER 17

GROWTH AND ACCEPTANCE
WGU enrollment rose rapidly from 2003 to 2008, making it evident
that WGU was here to stay. When growth accelerated from 2008 to
2016, the university became a significant force in higher education and
a model of what was possible.
It wasn’t easy, and without the clout of Western governors and the sheer
determination of President Bob Mendenhall and the WGU team, the
concept of a “university without walls” would have never gained traction,
much less become a catalyst for change.
Today, four pillars support the WGU model. The first two, competencybased education and technology, have been in place since the university’s
founding and have helped WGU establish a reputation for itself in
the world of higher education as a high-quality alternative. Just as
transformative is the university’s adoption of two more pillars: a studentcentric focus and data-driven decisions.
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“Every decision we make is based
on what’s best for the student,” said
Mendenhall. “We can do this by being
data-driven. We are obsessed with
analyzing metrics and measuring
everything we do so that we can
continually improve.”

Bill Simmons, WGU’s Washington lobbyist, recalls a story that a WGU
graduate shared at one of the first commencements.
“He gave a wonderful analogy about a blue whale and a sardine,”
Simmons recounted. “The blue whale is the largest animal on the planet,
with a mass the size of a 747 jet. It is so large and cumbersome that it
takes a full five minutes to turn around. The sardine, however, is much
smaller and travels in schools which have a mass much large than the
mass of a whale. But the interesting thing is that when one sardine
chooses to change direction, within five seconds the entire school has
altered its course.”
Like the blue whale, higher education is not known for revolutionary or
rapid change, which is the reason the governors started a new university
instead of trying to change the ones they had. And like that one sardine,
WGU has been able to rapidly change and improve, becoming a catalyst
for disruptive innovation in higher education.
“Over the past few years, the challenging economic situation, growth of
alternative models such as WGU, and forays into new technology-based
education by America’s most prominent universities suggest we may
have reached a ‘tipping point’ that will result in more rapid acceptance
of alternative, technology-focused education,” said Mendenhall.
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The proof is undeniable. Consider that:
• WGU gained full recognition in the academic community in 2005
when Mendenhall was appointed to the Spellings Commission on the
Future of Higher Education.
• In 2008, WGU passed a milestone by growing to 10,000 students.
That same year, TIME magazine called WGU the “best relatively cheap
university you’ve never heard of.”
• In 2009, NBC Nightly News featured WGU on its “What Works”
segment.
• A 2010 survey by the National Study of Student Engagement reported
that WGU performed equal to or better than other private, nonprofit
universities based on academic challenge, quality of advisors, and
overall educational experience. Also in 2010, Mendenhall received
the Harold W. McGraw Jr. Prize in Education, the “Nobel Prize” of
the education field, for his role in creating a compelling competencybased, technology-driven academic model.
• The next year, a survey concluded that 98 percent of employers of WGU
alumni rated the preparation of WGU graduates as equal to or better
than graduates of other universities—and 42 percent rated it better.
• In 2011, WGU enrollment reached 25,000 students.
• By 2013, enrollment exploded to 43,000 students and WGU made
Fast Company’s list of the World’s 50 Most Innovative Companies,
registering at No. 28.
• In 2014, WGU’s Secondary Education Program ranked No. 1 on
the National Council on Teacher Quality’s (NCTQ) list of the best
preparation programs in the country for future high school teachers.
Accolades followed from The Chronicle of Higher Education, which
said that the university was ahead of its time and acknowledged that
Mendenhall kept the nonprofit institution moving through his “sense
of mission” for low-cost, competency-based education. “Bob believes
he’s changing the world a bit in higher education,” said Governor Mike
Leavitt. “And he’s right.”
Today, WGU is the most respected online, accredited university in the
country, over 75,000 graduates strong, with 76,000 students at the
end of 2016—and numbers that increase daily.
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Mark Bauerlein, in the essay, “What Western Governors Does Well” on
mindingthecampus.org, sees WGU as the future of higher education.
“The delivery, flexibility, low cost, and quality control are too strong not
to become a national model,” he said.
How big can it grow? “We don’t know,” said Scott Pulsipher, who became
WGU President when Mendenhall retired in 2016. “We don’t even know
what’s it’s like to make those sorts of projections because our success is
not defined by the university’s size. We don’t set target goals of having a
certain number of students by a certain timeframe, or becoming number
one—because then what do you do? How do you measure success if
you are already ‘the best?’ Instead, we ask ourselves how we can serve
different types of students effectively. What innovations can be used to
improve individual outcomes?”

From the start, Governor Leavitt
dreamed that WGU could become
more than a rock thrown into the
pond of academia—it could become
the ripples that transformed the
whole of higher education. “Others
have stepped up in the past with big
ideas to create great institutions for
society,” Leavitt said. “WGU can be a
legacy for our generation.”

“I’m impressed by the results in places
like Western Governors University.
Its low-cost online programs rely on
competency-based progression, not
class time or credit hours. It uses
external assessments to evaluate
student proficiency.”
-Bill Gates, Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation.
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CUMULATIVE GRADUATES

By ANNIE KNOX The Salt Lake
Tribune
Published: August 9, 2015 09:23PM
Updated: August 10, 2015 07:55PM
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Education innovation • The
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as model for education over
the Internet.
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But she needed a master’s
degree to do it.

(Leah Hogsten | The Salt Lake Tribu
ne) "It’s brilliant," said Valerie Lam
biase of Western
Governors University, August 6, 2015
. "It really is proving what you know
." Lambiase, a
2012 graduate, says her master’s
degree helped her get a managem
ent
job after years
of being a nurse. Lambiase is an
infection prevention specialist at
the Veteran’s
Administration Medical Center in
Salt Lake City.

After researching online,
Lambiase enrolled in Western Go
vernors University, the Utahbase
d online program that
grew from one lonely student in 199
8 to its current student body of 59,
000 nationwide.
On Saturday, about 13,000 gradua
tes will be honored at a Salt Lake
City commencement.
Saturday’s ceremony comes roughl
y 20 years after western governors
— including thenUtah
Gov. Mike Leavitt — first talked abo
ut revolutionizing higher education
by offering classes
over the Internet. Now, even trad
itional higher education institution
s have picked up on the
trend.

“WGU is an affordable, online,
nonprofit institution that measures
the success of its students—most
of them working adults—not by
credit hours but by demonstrated
mastery of a subject, whether it is
information technology, nursing, a
field of business, or preparation to
teach. While such programs [like
Western Governors University’s]
are now the exception, I want
them to be the norm.”
-Arne Duncan, U.S. Secretary of Education.

“For somebody who’s got a strong
intrinsic motivation,” the school is
a good choice, said
Lambiase, who graduated in 201
2 with a master’s in nursing. She
believes the degree was
key in landing her current job in infe
ction prevention at Salt Lake City
’s Veterans Affairs
medical center.
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“I don’t need a lot of people telling
me, ‘You have to do this now and
you have to do that
now,’” said Lambiase, who sailed
through digital assessments, ear
ning course cred
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CHAPTER 18

GRADUATE SUCCESS
Sandra Braedt from Seattle, Washington was laid off, her husband’s
business closed, the couple filed personal bankruptcy, they lost their
house, and eventually divorced. Earning her WGU bachelor’s degree in
business gave her stability and a future.
Bob McMillen, founder of a successful network consulting firm in
Beaverton, Oregon, completed his bachelor’s degree in IT–Network
Administration for legitimacy. Though he had built a successful business,
he had spent his entire career wanting to confirm his knowledge by
attaining an accredited degree.
Julius Giron, the son of immigrants, vowed to himself as a boy that one
day he would live in a house on a hill like the one where he worked pulling
weeds. As a WGU graduate and the first in his family to go to college,
he is proud to say that “I’m pulling weeds in the backyard of my very
own house on a hill, thanks to the knowledge and skills I earned from
WGU Washington.”
For all the talk of big ideas and revolutionizing higher education, no one
tells the story of WGU better than its graduates. It’s the Sandra Braedts,
Bob McMillens, Julius Girons, and tens of thousands of other graduates
of WGU who give the university its purpose. WGU’s goal has never been
about the numbers—but always about the students.
In all, 75,000 students have graduated in the university’s 20-year
history—nearly 55,000 students since 2012 alone. Of these, 37,000
(67 percent) are part of an underserved population: low-income, first118

generation, minority, or rural students. And the momentum continues to
build at a 20 percent increase in graduates annually, with no indication
of slowing.
“WGU is here for students who can’t afford the time and money for
a traditional college format,” said President Bob Mendenhall. “The
American college system works fine for 20 or 30 percent of the
population, but what are we doing for the other 70 percent? At WGU, we
measure learning rather than time. Because it recognizes that students
know different things and learn at different rates, we believe the WGU
model is the future of higher education.”

“WGU is what the country needs more of. It
is one of the very few universities that puts
students first. It’s all about students and
their success. It creates flexible schedules
and it provides students the support they
need to achieve their dreams.”
-Hilary Pennington, Director of Education,
Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation.
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Yet even as WGU forges ahead as a disruptive innovator, it has no
interest in replacing traditional colleges. Indeed, the transformative
power of WGU extends beyond its success in education to something
much more important: changing lives.
No modern institution of higher education has done more to create
change and opportunity through education than WGU. The university
pioneered and grew to scale a new approach to higher education—
competency-based education delivered with the efficiency of
technology. It is a model now recognized and emulated in both online
and traditional educational settings. Costs are lower, the time needed
to complete a degree is less, the quality of the curriculum is exceptional,
and the educational experience as a whole is individualized in a way
that cannot be replicated in the current cost-prohibitive, dominant
factory model of academia.
Governor Mike Leavitt agrees. “WGU is one of my proudest
accomplishments. It is incredible that this big idea has grown into
something that has blessed the lives of tens of thousands—hundreds of
thousands of people.

“I can’t go to a graduation without
seeing that WGU has created
so much more value than I ever
dreamed it could,” Leavitt said. “It’s
a credit to the power of an idea and
the determination of the people who
made it happen.”
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IN THEIR OWN WORDS...
Warren Guess
Bachelor of Science, Accounting, 2010
“Imagine a boy born to parents living in poverty with education levels no
higher than the eighth grade. Imagine him at 10 years old, visiting two
brothers in prison twice a year, having no father figure in the house for
guidance and making enemies faster than friends just because he talked
differently. Imagine him at 14, living with his friend’s family rather than
his own; at 16, working in roofing to pay for rent and other bills; and at 17,
dropping out of high school to work construction and maintenance.
“Fast forward and imagine him at 25 years old with no job, no money,
no direction, no purpose, no support, no future, and no resources to
change the situation. Sound familiar? Well, in past years, the life you just
imagined was my excuse for every failure I allowed to happen.
“In 2008, those excuses stopped and I decided to take control of my own
future. I enrolled in community college, and in June 2010 I graduated
with two associate’s degrees. That same year I enrolled in WGU Indiana,
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and 18 months later I completed a bachelor’s degree in accounting. Just
26 days later I enrolled in WGU Indiana again, this time to earn my MBA.
Make no mistake about it—I am living proof that earning your college
degree means a clean start.
In fact, an education not only helps you earn a promotion or land a
dream job, but it helps everyone around you. An education can help
you, your family, and your future descendents to escape poverty,
become productive members of society, and live out hopes, dreams, and
aspirations to the fullest.”

Rachel Overberg
Bachelor of Arts, Interdisciplinary Studies, 2012
“Six years ago, I was newly divorced, a single mom, and a survivor of
domestic violence. I had fled a home with furniture, a yard, and a
swimming pool and was starting all over in an apartment with a bed
and two lawn chairs. Although I had a full-time job that was in the travel

industry, I noticed that industry was quickly changing. I saw that it would
not be long before the position I held would no longer be necessary. As
I pondered the future of my life and the life of my child, I knew it was
important that I return to college. I remember having a desire to teach
since I was in the first grade, and that desire never left my heart.
“I began searching for a university to attend so I could obtain a bachelor’s
degree in elementary education. I quickly realized that attending a
traditional brick-and-mortar school would not accommodate my needs.
Then, by chance, I came across the website for WGU and did some
research, and realized this was the university for me. It was affordable,
flexible, and offered an accredited teaching degree.
“During my time at WGU I received a lot of support. Not only was my
mentor, Sally Peterson, diligent about keeping me on track for academic
success, she went above and beyond her job requirements and listened
to my life’s struggles. In addition to working a full-time job and going
to school full time, being a single mom, my son was often sick. I had no
family close by to help during those times. Sally would always remind me
to take one day at a time, one assessment at a time. The support and
understanding of my WGU mentor, Sally, was vital to my success. Due to
the flexibility that WGU offered, I could be a student on the go. This was
another vital quality that led to my success.

Chris Cox

“Now, four and a half years later, I am
standing here with a lifelong dream
fulfilled. I have a bachelor’s degree
in teaching and I have my own fifth
grade classroom.”

“I found my calling when I discovered I had a hidden talent for IT—I knew
I wanted to use technology to help people. But enrolling at WGU to earn
my bachelor’s degree in IT was a scary decision. I wasn’t sure I would
fit into this new realm of online education. Also, I knew my degree plan
would consist of coursework and certification tests I needed to pass to
graduate. I had never taken a certification; I had gotten close, but I was
too afraid to complete the test.

Bachelor of Science, Information Technology, 2015
“I had doubts about being able to achieve what I wanted, but I also knew
I didn’t want to be that guy sitting around the house all day dreading
‘poor me’ moments. I have cerebral palsy, which only affects my physical
limitations. My mind is strong, and I wanted to achieve my full potential.
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“But then I met my mentor, John Porter. I’ve worked all my life to
overcome the deterrence of doctors telling me, ‘No, you’re not able
to do that because, well…you just can’t.’ My mentor, John, knows the
power of saying, ‘Yes, you can.’

The two provided encouraging words to support Sara and her family,
even sending clothes and money to help. “It took me a couple months to
get into the swing of things, and they pushed me along and helped me
out,” Sara said.

“For the next 2 years, 5 months, and 23 days, I progressed with John’s
help, and the help of course mentors and so many other supportive staff
at WGU that we became known as ‘Team Cox.’ There were times I didn’t
think I even had the strength to complete my degree even with their help.

“I don’t know anyone else in her situation who could pull this off,” said
MaryEllen. “She lost everything, and she had to start again from scratch.”

“It took a lot of time and effort to accomplish my goal, and I would like
all students everywhere to remember you can accomplish whatever you
set your heart and mind on. There will be hardships along the way, but
all you have to do is believe you can do great things and you will triumph
in the end.”

Sara Miller, MaryEllen Wagstaff, Katie Gray
Master of Education, Learning and Technology, 2006
Sara Miller from Mississippi, MaryEllen Wagstaff from Utah, and
Katie Gray from Michigan began studying toward their Master of
Education degrees in March 2005, chatting online almost every Sunday
evening. The three women exchanged papers and edited each other’s
work, often sharing opinions so that each would have the benefit of the
others’ thinking. “We didn’t always talk about school,” said Katie. “We
have come to know each other and our families through our Sunday
chitchats, which often exceed an hour or two.”
When Hurricane Katrina filled Sara’s home with 32 feet of water to the
roof and left 4 feet of mud in the aftermath, she fled to a friend’s home
in Alabama with her family. Her computer, books, and papers were lost
in the devastation.
“Luckily, I am one of the most fortunate students in the world,” said Sara.
“When I contacted Katie and MaryEllen, they had saved all my papers
on their computers! They were my saviors.”
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Through mutual support, the three finished their courses and exams and
chose to walk together to receive their diplomas. Said Sara, “I really
don’t think I could have gone on without Katie and MaryEllen because
they called constantly and helped me get through.”

Charice Black and family
Master of Education, Learning and Technology, 2008
College is a family affair for Charice Black and her father, sister, and
brother-in-law, all of whom graduated from WGU.
“It was nice to be able to talk to them, celebrate, complain, and get
encouragement as we all shared the WGU experience,” Charice said.
Her father, Dale Nelson, was the first to enroll when he received his initial
licensure for teaching through WGU and returned to pursue his master’s
degree after working in several
different professions.
Charice followed by graduating
with her master’s degree in learning
and technology after her divorce,
saying she needed a challenge.

(L) Charice Black and family.

WGU Missouri graduates with Governor Jay Nixon
and WGU Missouri Chancellor Angie Besendorfer.
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“By enrolling at WGU,
and completing a degree
here, you’re on the leading
edge of education…you’re a
revolutionary.”
-Florida Governor Jeb Bush.

Soon after, Charice’s sister, Dottie Brereton, who lives in a rural area
of Utah, decided to get her elementary education degree. “Had I been
attending another school, my education would most likely have been put
on hold,” Dottie said. “But because of the flexibility and mobility of WGU,
I was able to continue working toward graduation.”
Dottie’s husband, Dean, who was in the U.S. Army Reserve and served as
the officer in charge of the EMT-Triage section of the Combat Support
Hospital, joined the group by working on his master’s in Nursing with an
emphasis in education. “I was looking for an online program that would
fit my schedule, and I needed something flexible so I could stay on track
when deployed with the Army,” said Dean. “My wife and I motivated each
other to keep on track with our studies.”

Amanda Suni Lisonbee
Bachelor of Arts, Special Education, 2016
Amanda Suni Lisonbee lost her husband when she was pregnant. In her
graduation speech, she spoke about the challenges and triumphs of
earning her WGU degree.

“’Someday’ was only an abstract concept of a distant future and I was
not in a rush to get there. On September 18, 2013, I got a knock at the
door. My husband would not be coming home. At that moment there was
only that moment. And then in the next instant ‘someday’ became an
immediate need. I needed to provide for my children. I needed to be
strong for my children. I needed to show my children that tragedy is an
obstacle, and an obstacle is meant to be overcome. I needed a plan and
a direction and a goal because I needed to not fall apart.
“Today I am celebrating my graduation, but I am also celebrating the
strength, love, determination, and sacrifice of my family. My children are
the biggest heroes of my story. During one of my school terms, many of
which were completed in my bathroom with the door locked, I completed
36 units. The previous term had been so low I had barely done anything,
but with the support of my family I came back strong.
“My kids and I had a hard row ahead of us. I am proud of myself and my
family, because we pulled together and this is a shared success.”

“Today is my ‘someday.’ As a stay-at-home mom, I pursued my teaching
degree with the idea that ‘someday,’ I would use it.
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a better-paying job.

I am so pleased with myself, but I cannot take all
the credit. Without an
experienced Mentor/Teacher like Judy Austin, I do
not believe I would have
graduated this early or perhaps graduated at all.
I wish I could express how
comforting it was to have someone helping me, guidin
g me, caring for me, and
pushing me to be the best I could be. She never let
me quit and gave me the
confidence to take on the world. Thank you, Judy,
from the bottom of my
heart, thank you!
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