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Improving 

grad rate

 
Reduction 
in average 
borrowing per 
student per year

$19,100 
Average income 
increase within 
4 years of 
graduation

$

The year 2016 was another year of innovation and advancement for WGU. Our unwavering 
focus on improving student experiences and outcomes resulted in increased student and graduate 
satisfaction, higher graduation rates, and greater career opportunities for our graduates. And, 
although we are constantly changing and adapting to meet our students’ needs, WGU’s purpose, to 
change the lives of individuals and families for the better, remains the same.

This report highlights the success of our students and graduates, provides some insights into key metrics, and underscores 
WGU’s role in transforming higher education. We are proud of the value we deliver to our students and of the contribution 
WGU is making to a better-prepared workforce. Our first 20 years have been incredible, but we are just getting started!

Scott D. Pulsipher 
President

SUPERIOR EXPERIENCE

PRESIDENT'S MESSAGE

WESTERN GOVERNORS UNIVERSITY 
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BETTER OUTCOMES

GREAT CAREER SUCCESS

Average ROI is less than 2 years.

98% of employers 
would hire another 
WGU graduate

$15,000

Average cost of 
bachelor's degree$

94% of employers 
say WGU grads 
exceed expectations

87% of WGU 
grads employed 
in degree field

97% would 
recommend  
WGU to others

86% satisfied with 
academic support 
at WGU

93% said WGU 
was the perfect fit 
for them

41%



HIGHER EDUCATION, REINVENTED   
Western Governors University (WGU) is an online, 
nonprofit university founded in 1997 by a visionary group 
of U.S. governors. These governors saw advancement in 
technology as an opportunity to expand access to 
higher education by making it possible to study 
and learn independent of time and place, as 
well as to demonstrate competency-based 
education (CBE) as an effective model for 
higher education.

CBE reimagines higher education by measuring 
learning rather than time. It recognizes that adults 
have different levels of knowledge and learning 
styles, so rather than having fixed course times, students 
advance as soon as they can demonstrate subject matter 
mastery. Students study and learn online, on their own 
schedules, with regular, individualized faculty interaction. 
Programs and curricula are designed with input from 
academic and industry leaders to ensure their relevance to 
employers and the workplace.

WGU’s defining principle is a focus on the student—every 
initiative and decision starts with our students. Student success 
and support are the focus of all faculty and staff. WGU faculty 

work as specialists: curriculum developers, who design 
programs, materials, and assessments; course 

faculty, who provide individualized instruction 
and subject matter expertise; faculty mentors, 
who provide regular guidance, support, and 
coaching; and evaluators, who anonymously 
review and evaluate student assessments.

The success of WGU’s learning model is 
demonstrated in outcomes—student, graduate, and 

employer satisfaction levels that are significantly higher 
than the national average; dramatically lower debt levels 
decreasing annually; and better employment outcomes for 
graduates. Today, competency-based education, pioneered 
and proven by WGU, is being accepted and implemented 
at institutions throughout the world.

OUR MISSION  
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.

"I pursued my degree with the idea that someday I 
would use it. Then someday became an immediate 
need. Today is the day that I have kept in my sight  
for the last three years. Today is my someday."
AMANDA SUNI LISONBEE  
B.A. Special Education (K−12)



75,01056,59241,49929,94020,220

GROWTH IN CUMULATIVE GRADUATES

41% compound 5-year annual  
growth in graduates
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STUDENT PORTRAIT

FOCUS ON STUDENT SUCCESS

• The average student age is 37; student ages 
range from 17 to 76.

• 71% of students are in one or more of the 
following underserved populations:

•  • 40% first-generation college students 

 • 28% ethnic minorities  

 • 24% low-income families 

 • 16% rural area residents

• 11% are active military, veterans, or military 
family members.

• 74% work full time; 12% work part time.

• 71% of students receive financial aid.

• 36% of undergraduates receive Pell Grants.

STUDENT SNAPSHOT

ENROLLMENT BY COLLEGE
 

(As of Dec. 31, 2016)

STUDENT MIX 
  (As of Dec. 31, 2016)

Health  
Professions

(20,250) 26% 22%

76%

24%

15%
37%Business 

(28,416)

Teachers
(16,597)

Information  
Technology  
(11,459)

Graduate
(18,457)

Undergraduate
(58,265)

76,722
Total students

wgu.edu

Recognized 10 years running as a top 
school for military service members, 
veterans, and their families.

ENROLLMENT GROWTH

21% compound 5-year annual  
growth in enrollment

76,72263,96553,853

43,42138,497

WGU’s one-year retention rate in 2016 was 
78%, while the average one-year retention rate 
at U.S. public four-year institutions was 74%.

4 wgu.edu
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DELIVERING A BETTER STUDENT EXPERIENCE

“WGU is providing 
better pathways 
to bachelor’s and 
master’s degrees 
for busy adults. 
This not only 
helps individuals 
improve their lives, 
it ensures that states 
like Colorado will 
have the trained 
workforce they need 
to maintain a strong 
economy.”  
GOVERNOR  
JOHN HICKENLOOPER 
State of Colorado

The 2016 National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) polled 322,000 students 
from more than 560 U.S. and Canadian institutions.

Students gave WGU very high marks, well above the national average, in the  
following key areas:

National WGU

How much has your experience at this institution contributed to your knowledge and skills?
(Quite a bit/Very much)

To what extent have your courses challenged you to do your best work?  
(Quite a bit/Very much)

Indicate the quality of your interactions with faculty at this institution. 
(Very Good/Excellent)

To what extent does this institution provide academic support for students? 
(Quite a bit/Very much)

If you could start again would you go to the same institution? 
(Probably Yes/Definitely Yes)

How would you evaluate your entire educational experience at this institution? 
(Good/Excellent)

80%

74%

72%

83%

94%

93%

69%

59%

60%

73%

83%

87%

National average for comparable institutions is 36%.
 
*Source: National Center for Education Statistics

6 YEAR GRAD RATE: UNDERGRADUATES

2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

36%
39%

41%

49%
50% 51%

WGU

WGU projected 33% of WGU students 
were referred by a 
student or graduate.

• Overall student satisfaction is 96%.
• 94% of WGU students are in good academic standing.
• The average time to a bachelor’s degree is 2 1/2 years.

Actual Projected

NATIONAL SURVEY OF STUDENT ENGAGEMENT RESULTS

5
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DELIVERING VALUE  
Comparison of results from a 2016 Harris Poll Online survey of 1,403 new college graduates 
nationwide with a survey of 1,207 WGU graduates.

Majority of competencies related to work

Recommend university to others

Satisfied with overall experience

Satisfied with academic help

Would choose WGU again

78%

84%

86%

94%

68%

76%

71%

81%

88%

Total employed

Employed in degree field

Employed full time

95%

87%

88%

92%

82%

71%

GRADUATE SATISFACTION

EMPLOYMENT OUTCOMES

97%

GRADUATE SUCCESS

WGU graduates, on average, increase their income $12,500 within 2 years 
of graduation. With an average cost of $15,000 for a bachelor’s degree, 
the return on investment for a WGU degree is less than 2 years.

—Harris Poll Online

“WGU offers high-
quality, affordable 
higher education, 
producing 
graduates with 
the right blend of 
knowledge, skills, 
and experience to 
succeed.” 

BRAD SMITH 
President and  
Chief Legal Officer,
Microsoft

AVERAGE INCREASE IN 
ANNUAL SALARY 

*Comparable insitutions

AVERAGE ANNUAL 
TUITION AND FEES 
Undergraduate programs

National WGU

Within 4 years of  
graduation

6 wgu.edu
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EMPLOYER SATISFACTION
2016 SURVEY OF 301 EMPLOYERS BY HARRIS POLL 

• 94% said WGU graduates exceed expectations; 
99% said that WGU graduates meet or exceed expectations. 

• 93% rated the job performance of a WGU graduate  
as excellent or very good.

• 98% said that they would hire another WGU graduate.

• 100% said that their WGU graduates were prepared for their jobs;   
75% said they were very well or extremely prepared. 
 

WGU GRADUATES HAVE GREAT JOBS  
AND GREAT LIVES
GALLUP SURVEY RESULTS

My university was the perfect school for people like me

I had a mentor that encouraged me

The university is passionate about the long-term success of its students

I was challenged academically

My education was worth the cost

93%

88%

80%

83%

91%

65%

48%

58%

78%

67%

On key measures of academic value, surveys of WGU graduates indicate that they were 
more satisfied with their investment and experience compared with peers from other institutions.

WGU alumni are almost twice as likely as graduates from other 
U.S. universities to be thriving in all elements of well-being—
purpose, social, financial, community, and physical.

 —Gallup 2016 Report

“WGU is a 
critically important 
partner and 
resource to help our 
employees expand 
their careers and 
build their skills 
so they can grow 
into new roles and 
responsibilities in 
our health system.” 

DENNIS MURPHY 
Chief Executive Officer,
IU Health

“Based on student and employer feedback, 
Western Governors graduates are doing well, 

getting jobs and promotions based on 
their degrees.”

National WGU



8 wgu.edu

MEETING WORKFORCE NEEDS
WGU's four colleges address critical workforce needs across the country. Regionally accredited by 
the Northwest Commission on Colleges and Universities (NWCCU), WGU offers 60 bachelor’s and 
master’s degrees in the high-demand fields of business, health professions, IT, and teacher education.

COLLEGE OF BUSINESS
• Member of AACSB, offering core business degree programs including B.S. 

Business Management, B.S. Accounting, and multiple MBAs
• Prepares students for real-world professional situations through business simulations, 

capstone projects, leadership development, and presentations
• B.S. in Human Resource Management aligns with industry standards set forth by 

Society for Human Resource Management (SHRM)
• Graduates hold positions at top U.S. companies, including Aetna, American 

Express, Coca-Cola, Delta Airlines, JPMorgan Chase, Pfizer, Tiffany, Toyota, 
United Airlines, and Visa

• College Choice's most affordable business program

COLLEGE OF HEALTH PROFESSIONS
• National League for Nursing (NLN) Center of Excellence (2015–2019)
• Fourth-largest producer of bachelor’s and master’s degrees in nursing for 

minorities
• Top programs include B.S. Nursing, M.S. Nursing, and Prelicensure Nursing
• New in 2016: M.S. Nursing—Nursing Informatics and the M.S. Integrated 

Healthcare Management degree programs
• Accountable Care Learning Collaborative in partnership with Leavitt Partners 

and the Brookings Institution

“By analyzing jobs 
data to identify 
competencies 
in demand and 
integrate them into 
courses, WGU 
has been bridging 
the talent gap, 
engaging with 
industry leaders to 
deliver graduates 
who are ready 
to work – and to 
lead.” 

MATTHEW SIGELMAN 
Chief Executive Officer,
Burning Glass Technologies

8 wgu.edu
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TEACHERS COLLEGE
• Largest producer of STEM teachers in the U.S., conferring 11% of the 

nation’s bachelor’s and master’s degrees in STEM teaching
• Member of 100Kin10, a group of education and industry partners 

focused on training 100,000 new STEM teachers by 2021
• Prepares students for licensure in all 50 states
• National Council on Teacher Quality (NCTQ) rated WGU’s 

secondary math education program as the #1 in the nation for quality, 
ahead of 2,400 traditional and online universities

• Top programs include elementary education, special education, and 
educational leadership

• Places students in local schools for their demonstration teaching

COLLEGE OF INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY 
• Incorporates latest industry-recognized certifications
• Microsoft IT Academy program member
• New in 2016: M.S. Cybersecurity and Information Assurance, B.S. Data 

Management/Data Analytics, and M.S. Data Analytics degree programs
• Software & Information Industry Association (SIIA) 2016 CODiE Award for Best 

Learning Relationship Management System
• Helping advance national cybersecurity research through membership in the 

National Cyberwatch Center
• Top programs include B.S. IT—Security, B.S. Software Development, and M.S. 

IT—Cybersecurity

Rachael is the oldest of six kids and the first in her family to graduate from 

college. A successful mother of two young boys, Rachael entered her 

first year of teaching in 2016 after graduating from WGU, but her early 

life was full of challenges. “I grew up impoverished, a prison inmate’s 

daughter, neglected and abused, hungry, uneducated, and destined 

to be unsuccessful.” Now, as a teacher, she creates an engaging 

environment for her 9th grade biology students inspired by the wisdom of 

Dr. Seuss’ Lorax: “It’s not about what it is, it’s about what it can become.”
Rachael Black 
B.A. Science Education (5–12)

“Our collaborative 
partnership with 
WGU, and its 
innovative nursing 
programs, is an 
important addition 
to our programs to 
prepare individuals 
to enter the nursing 
profession.” 

LINDA BURNES BOLTON
Vice President, Nursing
& Chief Nursing Officer,
Cedars-Sinai
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  One-tap access to 
faculty support.

WGU focuses on process and technology innovations that enhance the student experience and improve 
student outcomes.

ENHANCING ACCESSIBILITY

Mobile app
• On any device, at any time, for students and  

prospective students
• Push notifications based on student preferences
• Immediate access to test and assessment results

Proctored testing online
• Students take tests at home, 24/7, observed by a live proctor
• Eliminates need to schedule and travel to testing centers
• More than 30,000 per month, used for 94% of objective assessments,  

20% growth in 2016 

INDIVIDUALIZED LEARNING

• Develop learning personas that guide each student's learning experience
• Change student psycho-social framework to develop competency in both affective 

and cognitive domains
• Personalize learning resources based on student attributes
• Observe and measure outcomes for adaptive adjustments
• Deliver consistent outcomes for students with disparate learning styles 

IMPROVING STUDENT SUCCESS

• Foundations for Success course is delivered in first term, providing social support 
and developing self-reflective awareness to prepare students for demands of 
their degree programs

• First-term on-time progress for students enrolled in this course increased 8% and 
second-term on-time progress increased 10% (compared to students not enrolled)

• 60% of students reported being “changed as a result of the course”
• Received the OLC Effective Practice Award 

ADVANCING COMPETENCY-BASED LEARNING 

• WGU sponsors the Journal of Competency-Based 
Education, a peer-reviewed, online journal focused on 
best practices, trends, and developments related to 
competency-based learning.

• WGU’s 150,000 students and graduates provide an 
excellent source for data gathering. WGU collaborates 
with researchers at Harvard, Stanford, Carnegie 
Mellon, Excelsior, and the University of Chicago to drive 
innovation in student outcomes.

• WGU regularly hosts day-long seminars for educators and policy makers 
interested in learning about CBE and program implementation.

The Journal of 

COMPETENCY-BASED
EDUCATION
ADVANCING THE KNOWLEDGE AND RATIONAL EVOLUTION
OF COMPETENCY-BASED EDUCATION

cbe2_1_1_ofc.indd   1 4/18/2016   10:03:29 AM

INNOVATION FOR THE FUTURE OF   HIGHER EDUCATION 

“Working with 
WGU on research 
has provided 
valuable insight—
their competency 
based-model and 
focus on student 
learning have 
allowed Carnegie 
Mellon and WGU 
to explore rich 
areas for improving 
educational 
science." 

JOHN STAMPER
Assistant Professor of  
Human-Computer Interaction, 
Carnegie Mellon University

10 wgu.edu
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WGU's 3-year loan default rate is 
4.8%, compared to the national 

average of 11.3%

INNOVATION FOR THE FUTURE OF   HIGHER EDUCATION 
RESPONSIBLE BORROWING

With student loan debt surpassing $1.3 trillion nationally, WGU is committed to 
helping students make informed and responsible borrowing decisions. In 2013, the 
university introduced education programs aimed at encouraging students to borrow 
only what they need. Since then, the average borrowing per year per student (of 
those who borrow) has decreased by $3,250, or a reduction of 41%. Total debt per 
graduate has decreased annually.

In June 2016, WGU received an 
exemplary model award from the AAUA 
for its "excellent solution to a common 
problem in higher education."

NATIONAL RECOGNITION FOR WGU'S RESPONSIBLE BORROWING INITIATIVES

In October 2016, WGU received 
the WOW Award from the WICHE 
Cooperative for Educational Technologies 
for its "simple process which dramatically 
changes student behavior." 

AVERAGE STUDENT LOAN DEBT PER GRADUATE

WGU’s tuition of less than $6,000 per year for 

most programs has not increased since 2008.

“WGU is a 
disruptive innovator 
that has reduced 
costs dramatically 
to make high-quality 
higher education 
within reach for 
many students who 
otherwise would 
not have access to 
college.” 

MICHAEL HORN 
Co-founder and  
Distinguished Fellow,  
Christensen Institute

2013

$10,000

$20,000

$30,000

$40,000

2014 2015 2016

$16,862

$37,172 
$34,942 

$33,000 

$19,050
$19,917

$21,102

National WGU
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A STUDENT-CENTRIC MODEL

WGU faculty and staff are committed to focusing on students in every aspect of 
their work. Innovation, ownership, a sense of urgency, and continuous learning are 
part of every employee’s job description. 

MORE INNOVATION/SAGE TALKS JOURNAL OF CBE

A STUDENT-OBSESSED CULTURE

4,375 employees
in 49 states

2,904
are faculty
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CBE Courses

Student Mentor

STUDENT

66%

“What I love about my faculty role at WGU is that I spend 100% 
of my time helping students. I'm excited about helping students 

graduate and providing opportunities to transform along the way.”
Kevin Hall 
Faculty Mentor

“After 11 years of supporting WGU students, I find myself even 
more excited and committed to helping students achieve their 
goal of earning a college degree.”

Rian Williams 
Faculty Mentor

Meet Sage

Sage the Night Owl is WGU’s mascot. Sage pays homage to 

WGU’s wise students, who fit their studies into their busy lives—

often working late into the night.

12 wgu.edu
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Eric grew up in a low-income family and was taught by his mother to “be content with what 

you have.” He lived by that motto into his adult life as a college dropout settling for a “dead-

end job.” He was content but his girlfriend, who would later become his wife, convinced him 

he could be so much more. Eric went back to school at a community college, earning an 

associate’s degree in IT. When a co-worker introduced Eric to WGU, he learned he could 

earn his IT certifications and a bachelor’s degree all at the same cost, and he immediately 

enrolled. After completing his bachelor’s degree, Eric doubled his salary with his new 

position as a technology support specialist for the county public library system.

In 2016, WGU launched the Sage Talks lecture series intended to provide personal and 
professional development, inspiration, and continuing education opportunities for WGU 
students, graduates, and the larger community. The series features leaders and innovators 
in fields represented by each of WGU’s four colleges: business, education, healthcare, 
and information technology, with lecture topics centered around leadership, new 
innovations and disruptions, and how education shapes the future. The lectures take place 
in Salt Lake City and are live-streamed across the country.

A COMMUNITY OF SUPPORT

Provided to all students at no additional charge, WGU’s WellConnect program provides 
students with services in mental health counseling, budget and debt consultation, legal 
consultation, new parent transitioning, and community referrals.

WGU’s new online community and content hub, “Hey Teach,” provides K–12 educators 
with free classroom resources, insights from veteran teachers, and humor to improve their 
teaching. The site will enable WGU—one of the nation’s leading providers of teacher 
licensure programs—to advance the dialogue on major education issues and offer 
support to teachers everywhere.

Eric Gardner 
B.S. Information Technology

A WGU
LECTURE
SERIES

“WGU's model is 
founded on flexibility, 
affordability, and 
quality. None of the 
three is sacrificed. In 
fact, they all work 
together. I would say 
to anyone seeking 
a relevant degree 
in today’s modern, 
hectic world that 
WGU is the perfect 
model.”

PHYLLIS CAMPBELL  
Chairman, Pacific Northwest,  
JPMorgan Chase & Co.

"No student goes without the attention 
they need to succeed at WGU."

–Lauren Vagelakos  
MBA Healthcare Management

13
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• Raised $150,000 in new scholarship funding to meet needs of displaced  
ITT Tech students 

• Initiated new pilot for private-label associate's degree through Ivy Tech
• Launched new partnership with Comcast

STATES

ADDING AFFORDABLE CAPACITY TO STATE 
HIGHER EDUCATION SYSTEMS
As part of the university’s ongoing commitment to helping U.S. states expand access 
to affordable higher education, WGU partners with states to add affordable capacity 
to state higher education systems. WGU’s state-branded institutions are important 
elements in the state’s strategies for increasing the percentage of adults with bachelor’s 
or master’s degrees—a critical need across the country. Each state-based WGU has 
been endorsed by the state, and students may be eligible for state financial aid in 
addition to federal financial aid.

WGU'S STATE-BASED AFFILIATES

“By working with 
employers to align 
its curriculum with 
workforce needs, 
WGU is able to 
equip students with 
the skills they need 
to succeed in the 
workplace.”

GOVERNOR BILL HASLAM
State of Tennessee

250 4,2004,700

Starting
Enrollment

Current
Enrollment Graduates1801%

GROWTH

Launched in 2010

450 1,3002,300

Starting
Enrollment

Current
Enrollment Graduates420%

GROWTH

Launched in 2013

• Established 17 new partnerships with Missouri companies
• Named St. Louis Arcus Educational Attainment Finalist for the 2nd year in a row
• Received the Focus St. Louis “What’s Right with the Region” award for helping 

underserved students complete their degrees

14 wgu.edu
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• Became Nevada’s third-largest university by enrollment with students enrolled in 
every one of Nevada’s 17 counties

• Fourth-largest teachers college in Nevada
• Awarded more than $400,000 in scholarships in collaboration with organizations 

including the Latin Chamber of Commerce, Southern Nevada Cybersecurity 
Alliance, and the Nevada System of Higher Education

WGU'S STATE-BASED AFFILIATES

“WGU has been a 
major contributor to 
expanding access to 
higher education in 
our state, especially 
among those who 
otherwise would 
not have been able 
to attend college. 
The results over the 
past five years have 
improved the lives 
of our residents and 
delivered significant 
economic benefits to 
our state economy.”

GOVERNOR JAY INSLEE
State of Washington

900 1,3002,100

Starting
Enrollment

Current
Enrollment Graduates141%

GROWTH

Launched in 2015

700 1,8002,900

Starting
Enrollment

Current
Enrollment Graduates324%

GROWTH

Launched in 2013

1,800 5,8008,300

Starting
Enrollment

Current
Enrollment Graduates365%

GROWTH

Launched in 2011

1,000 7,4009,600

Starting
Enrollment

Current
Enrollment Graduates861%

GROWTH

Launched in 2011

• Named a ‘Best Place to Work’ by The Tennessean for the third consecutive year
• Formed a partnership with the Metropolitan Government of Nashville and  

Davidson County
• Expanded enrollment to include students in 92 of Tennessee's 95 counties

• Received proclamation from Texas Gov. Greg Abbott commending WGU Texas’ 
work and “commitment to providing a rigorous, well-rounded education”

• Awarded 10 El Paso Achievers Scholarships, valued at $50,000, as part of the 
Education that Works for El Paso initiative

• Added 11 new strategic partnerships including the State of Texas’ Department of 
Health & Human Services and the City of Austin 

• Largest private university and sixth-largest university overall in the state
• Received formal recognition from Gov. Jay Inslee for providing a high-quality and  

career-focused educational option to Washington residents
• Established partnerships with all nine educational service districts across the state

15
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WGU STUDENT POPULATION MAP
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