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On the job for two years, Grande Prairie Regional College president Don Gnatiuk recently signed an extension that will keep him at the helm of the college until June 30, 2014. 

Christopher Mills
	


Today we caught up with Grande Prairie Regional College president Don Gnatiuk to take a look at the coming year. 

What are you most looking forward to here at the college in the coming year? 

GNATIUK: For the last two years, we’ve been working on defining a culture that we’re going to pursue and we’ve been putting the right people in the right places. This is the first year we actually start moving forward and I’m hoping to start seeing the results of that activity. Fairview’s merged, there are new people in place, new programs, and we’re hoping now to start seeing some of the rewards of all that work, and I think we are in terms of numbers. 

What is the biggest challenge facing GPRC in 2009-2010? 

GNATIUK: I think the biggest challenge is going to be the economics. The forecast for the future is that funding equations are going to change, they’re going to be tightened up, and we need to prepare for how to weather that storm. Some suggest it’s a short-term thing, but we have to do our due diligence and ensure that we’re ready in the event that it’s a protracted event, but that’s going to be our challenge. This year we’re going to be working on preparing for the economic shortfall.

What are all of the new renovations going to mean for the staff and students? 

GNATIUK: It means more classroom space, it means more space for people, it means the ability to offer better services, all of those types of things. We’re going to have the fine arts and the new classrooms and labs in there, we’re going to have the gymnasium done, the new score clock, the bleachers, all of that’s done, the weight room is done, so I hope that our service and production levels will go up with what’s there. Not to mention that we’re going to have the extra dorms which means more opportunities for students. 

Right now, our staff, we’ve moved them, displaced them, squeezed them into corners, and I’m really looking forward to getting that space back so we can start getting people back into their offices. 

What are some of the next major projects on the horizon? 

GNATIUK:We’re trying to build an accountability framework inside college, that’s one of the things we’d like to do. We’re looking at introducing a balanced scorecard to the college, which is basically a balanced approach to measuring our impact and our success. 

We’re looking at collaborating with other colleges and bringing new programming to Grande Prairie and region, and we’re working on that. 

The other opportunity is the whole thing around research. We’ve been working with the Centre for Research and Innovation to get that up, get its profile up to where it belongs. It’s doing some wonderful work and that’s part of our mandate now, to be doing research and so we wanted to launch that as well. 

After two years, you have a new Students Association president. What impact do you expect that will have on the student body and school as a whole? 

GNATIUK: Every time leadership changes, the whole dynamic of the executive team changes, so I would imagine there’d be a change there. Chelsea (Greene) is going to bring a different skill set; Chelsea is from the arts and I’m looking forward to working with her. Chelsea will bring that and I hope that she’s advocating for fine arts, and I think she will, I think that’s where her heart is, so we’re looking forward to that. 

It was great to have someone in place for two years, that brings stability, but nonetheless, executives change and that means a change. We want to give the Students’ Association time to figure out where their feet are and let them tell us what’s important to them, so we transition. That’s what growth is all about. 

GPRC merged with Fairview College over the summer. How has that transition gone and what work remains? 

GNAITUK: It has gone exceptionally well. I was told by somebody, ‘you have to plan before you execute.’ You need to make sure your plan is done so when you’re executing, you’re executing deliberately, and we did do that planning and we did execute and it went very well. The provincial government, advanced education, NAIT, Northern Lakes (College), these people were just stellar in working with us and it was hard work, hard detail work. They were very, very accommodating. 

Now, we’re all under the same roof so we have to learn how to live together. That’s what’s going to start now for the next two or three years. We’re lucky though because we have common values, a common cultural definition that we’re all pursuing, so that’s going to help us keep on track. 

Nonetheless, it’s about bringing two cultures together and I anticipate another two or three years of adjusting this or adjusting that and being flexible and being nimble to meet our staff needs. I still strongly believe that if our staff are happy, then we’re way, way ahead in keeping our students happy. 

What about the merger most excites you going forward? 

GNATIUK: I think the number one piece for me is that we are now truly a comprehensive community institution. That means we offer the full gamut of every comprehensive community institution, so that position sits very well in our region. It means that we have a stronger voice, it means that we have clout that we may not have had before and I think that’s wonderful. 

That’s going to allow us to be a little more flexible, allow us to serve a little quicker and a little better and I think that’s a big part. I’m very proud of what this region has done and the people of Fairview and the people of Grande Prairie have embraced it too. They’ve embraced the merger and made it work. Now it’s time to start delivering and that’s the exciting part. Now we get to go and do what we do best. 

The college has undergone a lot of big changes since you became president. What does that say to you about the staff, students and community here? 

GNATIUK: I am so proud of these people and I think one of the things I did is I got out of the way. These people know what to do, they’re professionals, they have dreams, they believe in the student, they’re passionate for the student and if there’s one thing I’ve done, I’ve gotten out of their way and just let them do what they do best. 

If you don’t have the support of the community, why are you here? We’re a community college; our job is to support this region. If we don’t have the support of the region, then our existence is for naught. But you don’t get the support of the region without supporting the region. 

You have to give it away before you can get it back and we’ve been trying very, very hard to hear, we’ve been trying listen, we’ve been trying to be responsive to the region and the region has given us a chance to prove ourselves. I’m forever grateful to the community for that; it’s critical. A college without its community is nothing. 

If we provide the necessary services and we do a good job of it, we’re going to attract the right students and then the equation is self-fulfilling. Students create more energy, which creates opportunities for more students, so I think that our people have created an environment that attracts the right students. 

I’m impressed with our students because they’re not only learning here, but I see them throughout the community contributing in athletics, fine arts, academics and the volunteer scene. They’re everywhere. That’s what it’s all about. It’s about those who have, giving back to the system. 

What do you think that says to the staff, students and community about the kind of man you are and what you bring to the table? 

GNATIUK: I love the people here. I’m committed to this institution and I love this community. I’m one of those people, I’m all in or I’m all out, and I’m 100% in and I think people know that. I think people know that I really try to make my decisions based on the needs of the institution and not about my personal needs or my ego. I always try to make my decisions so that when I look back in 10 years, I’ll say I’m proud of those decisions. 

I believe in the college, I believe 100% in what we’re doing and I think this college has huge potential that’s nowhere near been reached. 

If you could choose one word to describe each of the following, what would it be? 

Grande Prairie: Can-do 

GPRC: Will-do 

Faculty: Stellar 

Students: Inspirational 

Education: Essence 

Final Thought? 

GNATIUK: I am working for the best board I’ve ever worked for, inside of a can-do town, with a staff that believes in the dream. What else can a guy ask for? This to me is an opportunity of a lifetime, to be in this time and in this place, not many guys get that opportunity. Some people get the right place or the right time, but to get the right time and place, wow. Simply, wow.
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