
Program Guidebook

Master of Science, Educational Leadership
The Master of Science in Educational Leadership is a competency-
based degree program that prepares qualified K-12 educators to 
become state-licensed school principals. The foundation of the 
program's philosophy is to create innovative instructional leaders for 
today's schools. The program is aligned to the NELP, SPA, and PSEL 
standards. The candidate learns contemporary theories while engaging 
in practices related to leading in 21st century schools, applying new 
learning at local practicum sites. Graduates of this program enter the 
field having demonstrated competencies in leadership practices and 
ethics, school law, exceptional child services, leading in inclusive 
schools with diverse populations, instructional leadership, human 
resource leadership, school financial management, systems and 
operations management, strategic planning, data literacy, and 
educational inquiry. The candidate is guided through the program by 
qualified program mentors, course instructors, and school leaders. The 
cumulative program activity consists of a capstone action research 
project that is conducted in the K-12 school setting.



Understanding the Competency-Based Approach 
Practically speaking, how do competency-based programs like those offered at Western Governors 
University (WGU) work? Unlike traditional universities, WGU does not award degrees based on 
completion of a certain number of credit hours or a certain set of required courses. Instead, you will earn 
your
degree
by
demonstrating
your
skills,
knowledge,
and
understanding
of
important
concepts.





Progress through a degree program is governed not by the amount of time you spend in class but by your 
ability to demonstrate mastery of competencies as you complete required courses. Of course, you will 
need to engage in learning experiences as you review competencies or develop knowledge and skills in 
areas in which you may be weak. To help you acquire the knowledge and skills you need to complete 
your courses and program, WGU provides a rich array of learning resources. Your program mentor will 
work closely with you to help you understand the competencies required for your program and to help you 
create a schedule for completing your courses. You will also work closely with course instructors as you 
engage in each of your courses. As subject matter experts, course instructors will guide you through the 
content
you
must
master
to
pass
the
course
assessments.





The benefit of this competency-based system is that it enables students who are knowledgeable about a 
particular subject to make accelerated progress toward completing a degree, even if they lack college 
experience. You may have gained skills and knowledge of a subject while on the job, accumulated 
wisdom through years of life experience, or already taken a course on a particular subject. WGU will 
award your degree based on the skills and knowledge that you possess and can demonstrate—not the 
number
of
credits
hours
on
your
transcript.



Accreditation
Western Governors University is the only university in the history of American higher education to have 



pre-assessments are there to help your program mentor form a profile of your prior knowledge and create 
a personalized Degree Plan.

How You Will Interact with Faculty
At WGU, faculty serve in specialized roles, and they will work with you individually to provide the 
guidance, instruction, and support you will need to succeed and graduate. As a student, it is important for 
you
to
take
advantage
of
this
support.
It
is
key
to
your
progress
and
ultimate
success.



Upon your enrollment, you will be assigned a program mentor—an expert in your field of study who will 
provide you with regular program-level guidance and support from the day you start until the day you 
graduate. Your program mentor will set up regular telephone appointments (weekly at first) with you, 
which you will be expected to keep. The mentor will review program competencies with you and work with 
you to develop a plan and schedule for your coursework. Your program mentor will serve as your main 
point of contact throughout your program—helping you set weekly study goals, recommending specific 
learning materials, telling you what to expect in courses, and keeping you motivated. In addition to regular 
calls,
your
program
mentor
is
available
to
help
you
resolve
questions
and
concerns
as
they
arise.



For many of the courses at WGU, you will be required to complete performance assessments. These 
include reports, papers, presentations, and projects that let you demonstrate your mastery of the required 
competencies. A separate group of faculty members, called evaluators, will review your work to 
determine whether it meets requirements. Evaluators are also subject matter experts in their field of 
evaluation. If your assessment needs further work before it “passes,” these evaluators, who review your 
work anonymously, will provide you with instructional feedback to help you meet evaluation standards 
and
allow
you
to
advance.


Connecting with Other Mentors and Fellow Students
As you proceed through your Degree Plan, you will have direct contact with multiple faculty members. 
These communications can take a variety of forms, including participation in one-on-one discussions, 
chats in the learning communities, and live cohort and webinar opportunities. As a WGU student, you will 
have access to your own personal MyWGU Student Portal, which will provide a gateway to your courses 
of study, learning resources, and learning communities where you will interact with faculty and other 
students.



The learning resources in each course are specifically designed to support you as you develop 
competencies in preparation for your assessments. These learning resources may include reading 
materials, videos, tutorials, cohort opportunities, community discussions, and live discussions that are 
guided by course instructors who are experts in their field. You will access your program community 
during your orientation course to network with peers who are enrolled in your program and to receive 
continued support through professional enrichment and program-specific chats, blogs, and discussions. 
WGU also provides Student Services associates to help you and your program mentor solve any special 
problems
that
may
arise.




Orientation
The WGU orientation course focuses on acquainting you with WGU’s competency-based model, distance 
education, technology, and other resources and tools available for students. You will also utilize WGU 
program and course communities, participate in activities, and get to know other students at WGU. The 
orientation course must be completed before you can start your first term at WGU.

Transferability of Prior College Coursework
Because WGU is a competency-based institution, it does not award degrees based on credits but rather 
on demonstration of competency. WGU undergraduate programs may accept transfer credits or apply a 
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'Requirement Satisfied' (RS) in some cases.  Refer to your specific program transfer guidelines to 
determine what can be satisfied by previously earned college credits. In most cases, WGU does not 
accept college transfer credits at the graduate (master’s) level. Students entering graduate programs 
must have their undergraduate degree transcripts verified before being admitted to WGU. In addition to a 
program’s standard course path, there may be additional state-specific requirements.

Click here for the Student Handbook

WGU does not waive any requirements based on a student's professional experience and does not 
perform a "résumé review" or "portfolio review" that will automatically waive any degree requirements. 
Degree requirements and transferability rules are subject to change in order to keep the degree content 
relevant
and
current.



Remember, WGU's competency-based approach lets you take advantage of your knowledge and skills, 
regardless of how you obtained them. Even when you do not directly receive credit, the knowledge you 
possess
may
help
you
accelerate
the
time
it
takes
to
complete
your
degree
program.


Continuous Enrollment, On Time Progress, and Satisfactory Academic 
Progress

WGU is a “continuous enrollment” institution, which means you will be automatically enrolled in each of 
your new terms while you are at WGU. Each term is six months long. Longer terms and continuous 
enrollment allow you to focus on your studies without the hassle of unnatural breaks between terms that 
you would experience at a more traditional university. At the end of every six-month term, you and your 
program mentor will review the progress you have made and revise your Degree Plan for your next six- 
month
term.



WGU requires that students make measurable progress toward the completion of their degree programs 
every term. We call this “On-Time Progress,” denoting that you are on track and making progress toward 
on-time graduation. As full-time students, graduate students must enroll in at least 8 competency units 
each term, and undergraduate students must enroll in at least 12 competency units each term. 
Completing at least these minimum enrollments is essential to On-Time Progress and serves as a 
baseline from which you may accelerate your program. We measure your progress based on the courses 
you are able to pass, not on your accumulation of credit hours or course grades. Every time you pass a 
course, you are demonstrating that you have mastered skills and knowledge in your degree program. For 
comparison to traditional grading systems, passing a course means you have demonstrated competency 
equivalent
to
a
“B”
grade
or
better.



WGU assigns competency units to each course in order to track your progress through the program. A 
competency unit is equivalent to one semester credit of learning. Some courses may be assigned 3 
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required to demonstrate your skills and knowledge by completing the assessment(s) for each course. In 
general there are two types of assessments: performance assessments and objective assessments. 
Performance assessments contain, in most cases, multiple scored tasks such as projects, essays, and 
research papers. Objective assessments include multiple-choice items, multiple-selection items, 
matching, short answer, drag-and-drop, and point-and-click item types, as well as case study and video- 
based items. Certifications verified through third parties may also be included in your program. More 
detailed
information
about
each
assessment
is
provided
in
each
course
of
study.


External Content & Basic Skills Exams
Western Governors University requires that candidates pass the state-mandated content exam that aligns 
with their WGU program in addition to a basic skills exam (initial licensure programs only). Specific 
information regarding required content and basic skills exams required for each program and state can be 
found in the WGU Student Handbook. In many cases, it is the candidates’ responsibility to register and 
pay for the required exams and submit their official passing score reports to WGU.

State Licensure Requirements

https://cm.wgu.edu/t5/Frequently-Asked-Questions/Can-I-use-my-mobile-device-for-learning-resources/ta-p/396


any transfer units would look similar to the one on the following page. Your personal progress can be 
faster, but your pace will be determined by the extent of your transfer units, your time commitment, and 
your
determination
to
proceed
at
a
faster
rate.
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Standard Path for Master of Science, Educational Leadership



Areas of Study for Master of Science, Educational Leadership
The following section includes the areas of study in the program, with their associated courses. Your 
specific learning resources and level of instructional support will vary based on the individual 
competencies you bring to the program and your confidence in developing the knowledge, skills, and 
abilities required in each area of the degree. The Degree Plan and learning resources are dynamic, so 
you need to review your Degree Plan and seek the advice of your mentor regarding the resources before 
you purchase them.

Educational Leadership

Leadership Foundations and Ethics
Leadership Foundations and Ethics presents candidates with a variety of leadership theories and strategies used by PK–12 
educational leaders to develop, sustain, and evaluate a coherent system of academic and social supports that meet the full 
range of students' needs. Foundational knowledge addresses the importance of developing mission, vision, and core values 
in collaboration with faculty, staff, and the school community to advocate for student success. The course also covers 
communication strategies, interpersonal skills, and using data to build community, influence school culture, and manage 
change for continuous improvement. In addition, candidates are introduced to the significance of following professional 
ethical codes and the importance of modeling and advocating ethical behavior with all stakeholders.  

This course covers the following competencies:

● Begin your course by discussing your course planning tool report with your instructor and creating your personalized 
course plan together.

● The graduate evaluates strategies for establishing and sustaining an inclusive culture for internal and external 
stakeholders.

● The graduate evaluates professional leadership practices to promote organizational improvement and success of 
students, teachers, staff, and leaders.

● The graduate evaluates strategies for change management with internal and external stakeholders to promote school 
success.

● The graduate develops a personal ethics statement that incorporates essential leadership values (e.g., democracy, 
community, individual freedom, responsibility, equity, social justice, and diversity) for an inclusive and equitable school 
community.

School Law
School Law prepares candidates to understand the appropriate application of laws, rights, policies, and regulations to 
promote student success. The course emphasizes the importance of understanding the history of and relationship between 
federal and state laws, legal decisions, local education policies, and practices at the local school level to ensure compliance. 
The course further focuses on understanding the legal rights and protections provided for all students, including those with 
disabilities, as well as school staff. It also addresses curriculum and instruction that help stakeholders understand the 
possible effects these rights may have on administrative decisions. Candidates are also provided the opportunity to 
demonstrate their capability to evaluate legal consequences of administrative decisions. 

This course covers the following competencies:

● Begin your course by discussing your course planning tool report with your instructor and creating your personalized 
course plan together.

● The graduate explains how federal law, state law, and case law has impacted American schooling since the 1800s.

● The graduate applies federal law, state law, and case law in decisions related to matters of race, religion, and 
instruction
in
public
education.



● The graduate applies federal law, state law, case law, and local school policies to protect students and their rights.

● The graduate applies federal law, state law, and case law to ensure the rights and protections of teachers in an 
educational setting.

● The graduate applies federal law to protect the rights of students with disabilities in an educational setting.

Leadership of Curriculum Design and Instruction
Leadership of Curriculum Design and Instruction prepares candidates to evaluate and implement curricular programs and 
instructional methods observed at the school levellpsng.



and implement cohesive systems of curriculum, instruction, and assessment. Importance is placed on responding to student 
needs, embodying high expectations for student learning, aligning with academic standards within and across grade levels, 
and promoting students' academic success and social and emotional well-being. This course also covers the selection and 
use of appropriate technologies to monitor student progress and improve instruction support for assessment, data collection, 
management, and analysis. Candidates are prepared to build a professional culture of trust and collaboration to ensure they 
are able to work with school personnel in creating curricular programs and instructional methods that are engaging and 
challenging and relevant to student needs, experiences, and interests. This course is designed to be taken after successful 
completion of D017: School Law.

This course covers the following competencies:

● Begin your course by discussing your course planning tool report with your instructor and creating your personalized 
course plan together.

● The learner evaluates curricula in order to make recommendations for improvements that will address academic and 
non-academic gaps.

● The learner creates a plan for curriculum implementation to ensure academic program quality and alignment.

● The learner evaluates academic and non-academic instructional practices and services in order to make 
recommendations to support equitable access to learning for each student.

● The learner uses data from formative and summative assessments to make recommendations to improve instruction 
and promote student learning and well-being.

People and Talent in Educational Leadership
People and Talent in Educational Leadership prepares candidates to understand and implement practices used to recruit, 
hire, and prepare school personnel to provide students with an optimal learning environment. Various school professional 
development practices, such as professional learning communities, collaborative learning communities, beginning teacher 
induction, and mentor programs, will be covered. Additionally the course covers methods to evaluate school personnel 
appropriately based on data-driven decisions; providing realistic and actionable feedback to school personnel to 
continuously drive improvement; engaging all school personnel in the use and evaluation of competing school-wide 
initiatives; creating and sustaining a professional culture of engagement and commitment by developing workplace 
conditions that promote employee development, well-being, and professional growth; and continuously supporting school 
personnel to improve their instructional practices through ongoing professional development. The candidate will also reflect 
on leadership standards in order to develop a personal professional growth plan. A prerequisite for this course is D017: 
School Law. 

This course covers the following competencies:

● Begin your course by discussing your course planning tool report with your instructor and creating your personalized 
course plan together.

● The graduate will apply policies and procedures that reflect best practices for determining the personnel needs of the 
school and acquiring appropriate people and talent to address the identified needs.

● The graduate evaluates school and individual performance data to create professional growth plans for staff and 
personal development that promote leadership, well-being, and professional growth to support a school's mission, 
vision, and values.

● The graduate evaluates faculty and staff performance to create a productive work environment that supports a school’s 
mission, vision, and values, and adheres to human resource law, policy, and ethical practice.

● The graduate applies best practices for the discipline and end of employment of school staff that adhere to laws, 
policies, and appropriate labor relations.

Practicum in Educational Leadership - Focus on Professional Practices
Practicum in Educational Leadership - Focus on Professional Practices provides candidates with an authentic, real-world 
work experience as an educational leader in a K–12 school environment. This is the first of a two-part experience designed 
to take place under the leadership and supervision of a practicing school principal or assistant principal at an approved 
practicum school site (K–12). This course includes an emphasis on the application of knowledge and skills to areas directly 
or indirectly affecting students. Collaboration within the school and local community is a focal point for this course. The 
course also includes the completion of assigned administrative duties in a K–12 setting, as defined by the candidate's state 
of residence, under the supervision of the cooperating administrator of the candidate's approved practicum site. Prior to 
enrolling in this practicum course, the candidate must complete a minimum of 18 CUs.

This course covers the following competencies:

● The graduate evaluates professional practices to support the school’s mission, promote professional norms, sustain 
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cultural responsiveness, and encourage community collaboration.

School Financial Leadership
School Financial Leadership focuses on financial policies, practices, and issues connected to PK–12 school operations. The 
course describes various sources of school funding, the impact these sources can have on managing school budgets, and 
the challenges connected to finances that are often encountered by school leaders to ensure equitable financial support for 
all students. Candidates learn how to analyze different types of school budgets and understand the principal's role in the 
budgetary process to ensure alignment to the school's mission, vision, and values. This course also identifies and explains 
various types of commonly used accounting regulations, rules, and professional ethical principles used to create, maintain, 
and evaluate school budgets to ensure the equitable and ethical use of financial resources. This course is designed to be 
taken after successful completion of D017: School Law. 

This course covers the following competencies:

● Begin your course by discussing your course planning tool report with your instructor and creating your personalized 
course plan together.

● The graduate applies knowledge of school funding sources to support equitable distribution of school funds when 
managing school resources.

● The graduate analyzes the budgetary processes to ensure alignment with the school’s mission, vision, and core 
values.

● The graduate analyzes school accounting systems to ensure legal and ethical use of financial resources.

Systems Management and School Operations
Systems management and school operations instruct candidates on the operational aspects of school leadership that are 
essential to developing, monitoring, and evaluating school management, school systems, and services that address and 
support the needs of students and school personnel. Topics presented in this course include systems thinking; 
development, implementation, and evaluation of data-based strategic planning; and school improvement processes. 
Candidates will evaluate the use of appropriate operational technology and the development of communications systems 
that provide actionable information to internal and external stakeholders for use in classroom and school improvement and 
community engagement. Each of these topics emphasizes the importance of efficiently and effectively managing school 
resources to build, maintain, and evaluate a cohesive system of academic and organizational supports, services, 
extracurricular activities, and accommodations to meet the full range of needs for each student. Prerequisites for this course: 
Leadership Foundations and Ethics and School Law.

This course covers the following competencies:

● Begin your course by discussing your course planning tool report with your instructor and creating your personalized 
course plan together.

● The graduate applies principles of systems thinking to organizational management in preparation for leading a social 
system.

● The graduate applies principles of strategic planning in a school improvement plan to address an area of academic 
need within a school setting.

● The graduate integrates operational systems to create a school environment conducive to learning.

Practicum in Educational Leadership - Focus on Instruction and Operations
Practicum in Educational Leadership - Focus on Instruction and Operations provides candidates with an authentic, real-
world work experience as an educational leader in a K–12 school environment. This is the second of a two-part experience 
designed to take place under the leadership and supervision of a practicing school principal or assistant principal at an 
approved practicum school site (K–12). This course includes an emphasis on the application of knowledge and skills to 
areas affecting school operations and school personnel. The course also includes the completion of assigned administrative 
duties in a K–12 setting, as defined by the candidate's state of residence, under the supervision of the cooperating 
administrator of the candidate's approved practicum site. Prior to enrolling in this practicum course, the candidate must 
complete a minimum of 18 CUs.

This course covers the following competencies:

● The graduate develops leadership strategies to maximize the effectiveness of instructional, operational, and human 
capital capacities.

Educational Leadership Capstone
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Educational Leadership Capstone serves as the culminating experience of this degree program, uniting content area 
knowledge with the execution of a problem-based learning project. Under the guidance of program faculty, candidates will 
apply their data literacy and research skills authentically and to topics appropriate to the candidate's degree program and 
future career goals. Projects will include action research or program evaluation and the qualitative or quantitative research 
methods necessitated by the project's purpose. Prerequisites include Data Literacy and Educational Inquiry, as well as all 
content area courses and field experiences prescribed in one's area of study. This course is designed to be taken after 
successful completion of all courses with the exception of Educational Inquiry, which may be taken concurrently.



● Begin your course by discussing your course planning tool report with your instructor and creating your personalized 
course plan together.

● The graduate applies research sources and data types useful in the graduate's field of specialization to improve 
learning and development opportunities for all P–12 students.

● The graduate applies data literacy and analysis skills appropriate to the graduate’s field of specialization to enhance 
learning and development opportunities for all P–12 students.

● The graduate recommends evidence-based practices based on emerging trends in data use appropriate to the field of 
specialization.

Cultural Competency and Social-Emotional Learning
Cultural Competency and Social-Emotional Learning focuses on empowering educational leaders with the knowledge and 
skills necessary to foster cultural competency, deepen their understanding of diverse learner populations, and apply 
culturally responsive pedagogy. This course places a strong emphasis on promoting social justice, equity, and inclusivity 
within educational contexts. Students in this course will engage in immersive learning experiences aimed at equipping them 
with the capacity to lead social-emotional learning initiatives that cater to the social and emotional needs of all learners. The 



Accessibility and Accommodations
Western Governors University is committed to providing equal access to its academic programs to all qualified 
students.
WGU’s
Accessibility
Services team
supports
this
mission
by
providing
support,
resources,
advocacy,

collaboration, and academic accommodations for students with disabilities and other qualifying conditions under the 
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA). WGU encourages student to complete the Accommodation Request Form as 
soon as they become aware of the need for an accommodation.  Current and prospective students can reach the 
Accessibility Services team Monday through Friday 8:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. MST at 1-877-HELP-WGU 
(877-435-7948) x5922 or at ADASupport@wgu.edu. 

Need More Information?  WGU Student Services
WGU’s Student Services team is dedicated exclusively to helping you achieve your academic goals. The 
Student Services office is available during extended hours to assist with general questions and requests. 
The Student Services team members help you resolve issues, listen to student issues and concerns, and 
make
recommendations
for
improving
policy
and
practice
based
on
student
feedback.





Student Services team members also assist with unresolved concerns to find equitable resolutions. To 
contact the Student Services team, please feel free to call 877-435-7948 or e-mail 
studentservices@wgu.edu. We are available Monday through Friday from 6:00 a.m. to 10:00 p.m., 
Saturday
from
7:00
a.m.
to
7:00
p.m.,
mountain
standard
time.
Closed
Sundays.




If you have inquiries or concerns that require technical support, please contact the WGU IT Service Desk. 
The IT Service Desk is available Monday through Friday, 6:00 a.m. to 10:00 p.m. and Saturday and 
Sunday, 10:00 a.m. to 7:00 p.m., mountain standard time. To contact the IT Service Desk, please call 
1-877-HELP-WGU (877-435-7948) or e-mail servicedesk@wgu.edu. The support teams are generally 
closed
in
observance
of
university
holidays.





For the most current information regarding WGU support services, please visit “Student Support” on the 
Student Portal at http://my.wgu.edu.
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