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University (WGU). Sean overseas the WGU accreditation process in 50 U.S. States. Sean has 
worked with WGU since 2004 and previously was a Department Chair where he developed and 
maintained online, competency-based curricula and assessments for science education. Sean’s 
personal mission is to help individuals, universities, organizations and companies fulfill their 
purpose personally and professionally. 
 
Western Governors University was founded in 1997 by the governors of 19 U.S. states. The 
principal mission of Western Governors University is to improve quality and expand access to 
post-secondary educational opportunities through competency-based learning, independent of 
time and place. WGU online degrees are based on real-world competencies. WGU is serving 
more than 50,000 students from all 50 states. 
 
NOTE: Links to sources referred to in this text can be found at the bottom of this page 
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TECHNOLOGICALLY-ENHANCED LEARNING 
 
The basic idea is that our students these days have a phone in their hands. They have 
technology with them. Yet teachers are not evolving along with the students. However, we think 
of technology as something separate from the learning instead of it being a blended-classroom 
where it’s really a part of the learning. Again, that’s where our students are headed, so we kind 
of need to evolve with that. So that’s really what it is all about. Technology enhances the 
learning in many ways. One way, which was kind of the theme of my presentation earlier, is 
because it’s really where our students are right now. Their phones, their iPads are part of their 
life and if we want to; communicate with them and to participate with them; we’re going to have 
to speak their language. Technology is their language.  
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Technology also helps expand our classroom environment beyond just the 3 or 4 hours a week 
that we have them. Outside of that classroom time we can include things like; a discussion 
board and videos and that’s where you start getting into a flipped-classroom. The flipped-
classroom means you do your lecturing and you’re content outside of the classroom. Therefore, 
when the students come back to the classroom you work on; problems, questions and other 
issues that they have about you’re lecturing or activities they completed outside the classroom, 
so it’s been flipped. 
 
COMPETENCY-BASED LEARNING (1:48) 
 
With regards to competency-based education and online education; when online education first 
started it opened up education for those that didn’t have access to the traditional educational 
environment. Traditionally (in higher education) we’re talking about a younger student who can 
take three or four years out of their life to participate in a classroom environment. Online 
education opened up that classroom environment to people outside of that realm; working class 
individuals, single mothers, people that live in a rural setting who couldn’t afford to come in for 
whatever reason and others. Competency-based education I believe takes online education 
even farther. Competency-based education brings in the time factor and it enhances that time 
factor. So if someone is coming from an engineering background and doesn’t have time or 
maybe doesn’t even have the inclination to sit through a math class for example, competency-
based education allows them to progress or show their competence in that mathematical 
content in a quicker amount of time, rather than sitting for ten weeks or 18 weeks in the 
classroom. They may already know the required information and therefore, they can now 
display their competencies in these competency-based education programs. Therefore, online 
education combined with competency-based education can together help students save money 
and it also provides access to the higher education experience that didn’t exist before.  
 
I think competency-based education enhances online education and works well within online 
education; however a traditional program can become competency-based as well. Again, you 
should start with the standards and develop competencies in a traditional program or an online 
program.  
 
LEARNING OUTCOMES AND COSTS (3:38) 
 
The completion rates are very similar if not better. At Western Governors University our average 
age student is 37, so that helps us a little bit. Therefore, we get a more motivated and dedicated 
student, instead of an 18-year-old who maybe doesn’t quite know where they’re headed. 
Education means more to that adult student. Furthermore, their money means more to them 
when they’re spending that money and their time means more to them when they’re using that 
time. Therefore, when you’re talking about a 37-year-old student who’s maybe on their second 
career, they’re going to be a little bit more focused and maybe even easier to teach to than an 
18-year-old that doesn’t quite know what they’re doing 
 
 
 
 

http://www.onlineedureport.org/


 Online Learning In Higher Education 
The Impact on Learning Outcomes & Costs 

3 | P a g e  
Institutional Policy www.onlineedureport.org S. Spear 

 
 
 
 
 
 
COMPLIANCE AND ACCREDITATION (4:26) 
 
My background has been is in teacher education. When I first came to Western Governors 
University, I actually came as a faculty member. Then I became a Department Chair and 
developed the online competency-based programs. Now I have moved into the accreditation 
and compliance piece. Regarding the accreditation piece, I got attracted to that through the 
NCATE process. NCATE is the accrediting body that accredits teacher college programs. I was 
at the spearhead of that for Western Governors University and after participating in that, I was 
attracted to the accreditation process. From there, I just spanned it out and now we’ve have 
been accepted by more accrediting bodies, we have regional accreditation and we also have a 
nursing accreditation. So I’ve just taken from the NCATE experience and moved that into the 
other accrediting bodies and then from there into other U.S. States as well. Every state has 
separate regulations for higher education. If you want to offer a program in a particular state, 
you have to make sure you meet their standards and guidelines. So I make sure that the whole 
university; the faculty, administration and staff, are all aware that our programs must meet the 
standards of the accrediting bodies along with the individual states compliance standards. 
 
There have been many lessons learned. The idea of competency-based education is; students 
demonstrate they are competent and possess certain skills. Therefore, you must take those 
competencies and skills and attach them to the accrediting body standards from the beginning. 
The majority of programs out there (educational programs) have accreditation standards that 
you have to meet. Therefore, one must take those accreditation standards as the base and then 
bring in educational experts and subject matter experts within a particular program area and 
design the competencies which students must demonstrate. In this way you have developed the 
competencies based on the accreditation standards. Furthermore, because the competencies 
have from the beginning been attached to the accreditation standards, when you’re trying to get 
accreditation it becomes easier because your competencies were built directly from those 
standards. Therefore, because of the process employed you can now take everything into the 
accreditation review; learning resources used to teach proficiency in those students, 
assessments etc. In other words everything is attached to the accreditation standards. Then at 
the point when the accrediting body comes in and asks; “How can you display that your 
students are learning these standards”? Well, your whole program was designed from the 
beginning on those standards because all of your competencies were built from the standards. 
Therefore, accrediting bodies, which is kind of what we’re trying to satisfy and make happy, can 
see that from the very beginning to the end you have built your program on their standards. The 
lesson is; start with the accrediting body standards and develop competencies from there. 
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LINKS 
 
 
Western Governors University:  
http://www.wgu.edu/ 
 
Blended Learning: 
http://www.educause.edu/library/blended-learning 
 
7 Things About Flipped Classroom:  
https://net.educause.edu/ir/library/pdf/ELI7081.pdf  
 
7 Things About Competency-based Education:  
https://net.educause.edu/ir/library/pdf/ELI7105.pdf  
 
NCATE  
http://www.ncate.org/  
 
NCATE Preconditions & Documentation:  
http://goo.gl/p1ugvG 
 
NCATE Unit Standards 
http://www.ncate.org/Standards/UnitStandards/UnitStandardsinEffect2008/tabid/476/Default.asp
x 
 
NCATE Program Standards 
http://www.ncate.org/Standards/ProgramStandardsandReportForms/tabid/676/Default.aspx 
 
NCATE Standards for Professional Development Schools 
http://www.ncate.org/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket=P2KEH2wR4Xs%3d&tabid=107 
 
Open Educational Resources In U.S. Higher Education: 
http://www.onlinelearningsurvey.com/reports/openingthecurriculum2014.pdf 
 
2015 Grade Level: Tracking Online Education in the United States 
http://www.onlinelearningsurvey.com/reports/gradelevel.pdf 

 
 
 
FURTHER INFORMATION: 
 
Dr. Gerard L. Danford 
gerard.danford@haaga-helia.fi 
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