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GUC AUHCF 2014 Speech 

Many of you would have heard myself and Director Meredith Wills talk 

about the evolution of the Geraldton Universities Centre at last year’s 

conference.  For those of you who didn’t, and to remind those who were 

how the GUC model works, I will start today’s presentation with a brief 

recap.   

Key to my presentation is how our community is central to our success 

and how the GUC would not exist, at least in the form that we are, 

without the active participation and support of the community.  I’ll explain 

the many forms that participation takes from governance to course 

development to financial support and how this then provides incentive 

for universities to partner with us.   

But also as importantly I will stress that it has to be a two way street.   

In a smaller community you cannot just be a taker, you also have to be a 

giver.   

That a uni presence will produce graduates in areas of need for the 

community is a given. 

It’s what the GUC does over and above our service promise that truly 

makes our organisation embedded in the community and why we can 

rely on its support when and where we need it. 

 

Quick GUC recap – the model 

So for the uninitiated, GUC is an independent, not-for-profit, 

incorporated body, supporting university courses in Geraldton, Western 

Australia, on behalf of a range of universities throughout Australia.  For 

those not familiar with Geraldton, its 4.5hrs north of Perth, population 

40,000.  

The GUC is not a university …. nor a campus of a university or an RTO.  

The higher education awards for the programs we support are offered 

and conferred by our university partners.   
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The GUC came about as a result of intense community lobbying which 

managed to secure 20 funded uni places specifically for Geraldton in 

2002 which were bid for by three Perth based universities who were also 

represented on the Board.  While GUC developed for a time, by 2008 it 

had stagnated and the board was no longer functional. 

In 2010, GUC was reconstituted into its current form as an incorporated 

not for profit, crucially with a regionally based board committed to 

meeting the demands of our community and working in close partnership 

with universities that share our values to deliver what our community 

needs. Currently those partners are all East Coast regionally based 

universities; CQUniversity, University of Southern Queensland and 

Charles Sturt Uni. 

In forming those partnerships the GUC operates under 3 guiding 

principles: 

 To utilise the best possible technology for high quality online 

experiences, always accompanied by local face-to-face support. 

 To ensure that the programs delivered to students at the GUC 

provide equity in terms of quality, services and value for money. 

 And importantly, that the agreements with our university partners 

be  mutually beneficial 

 

 

Supported Distance Education 

The GUC model then is one of supported distance education. We 

specifically target distance programs to support as opposed to fully 

internal delivery.   

When universities have already invested heavily in quality distance 

education and online platforms, our approach brings additional students 

into their existing distance cohorts without significantly adding to their 

costs as it is GUC that provides: 

 Marketing and recruitment of students 

 admin support through the application and enrolment process, as 

well as throughout the program 
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 access to facilities including study spaces, IT, some library 

resources, and where appropriate industry based facilities for 

practical placements 

 and importantly GUC tutors provide face to face academic support 

to students in every course, every week. 

This latter point is very important.  In regional areas, I’m sure many of 

you will appreciate the difficulty in sourcing academics. With supported 

distance ed we use sessional tutors from our local industry, vetted by us 

and approved by our university partners, willing to give a couple of hours 

a week of their time to tutor -  rather than having to find and fund full time 

academics.   

More over, the academic support is key to the GUC’s ability to cut a deal 

with university partners and given that is how we fund ourselves, 

absolutely essential to our financial sustainability. 

 

NONE OF THIS WOULD BE IN PLACE WITHOUT THE ACTIVE INVOLVEMENT 

AND SUPPORT OF OUR COMMUNITY 

What the community gives us 

So let’s have a look specifically then at what the community gives us 

starting with the most fundamental thing: 

Governance  

As explained in my recap, GUC has a regionally based board.  This 

Board is elected from the membership of our incorporated body, 

currently 25 people, most in executive positions in government agencies, 

local government shires, industry, education as well as some passionate 

community supporters.  This wider group meets formally a couple of 

times a year and informally at GUC events like graduation and so forth.  

They are also on hand to welcome visiting dignitaries, provide lobbying 

or support where required, open doors where we need it and lend 

expertise to broaden our view of what’s happening in our own 

marketplace and beyond. 

From this membership, we elect four of the representatives of our Board.  

Given that we run with a Board of seven people, it means that the Board 

is always stacked in favour of community representatives.    
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I cannot stress enough what a difference this makes.  It’s the difference 

between being told what your community needs from those outside it to 

being directly in touch with what the community needs and being 

committed to deliver it.  It also means you’re directly accountable to the 

people you see every day, whether at the shops, at a sporting game, at 

other events, etc. 

Course Development 

Community support has also been critical in the development of new 

courses at the GUC.  Not least of all, letting us know what they want.  

Now of course its not as simple as saying we want this program and 

GUC saying of course, let’s bring it on.   

If we are to bring on a new course we need to see the business case for 

ourselves as well as to attract a university partner to provide a program 

at GUC.  That can be a time consuming and exhaustive process. GUC is 

an exceptionally lean organisation and there simply isn’t the funding or 

expertise to undertake this work without support.   

This is where industry has been prepared to put its money where its 

mouth is.   We have been able to form industry working groups to 

provide in some cases, but not all, financial support, but crucially unpaid 

expertise to scrutinize curriculum, select programs that best suit the local 

needs and help overcome obstacles like how might practical elements of 

a program be undertaken.   

If we have financial support, we can undertake targeted advertising to 

assess potential student interest and form some hard data to place in 

the business case. 

In these working groups we will typically see representatives from 

private industry and government, presenting a united front for the 

betterment of the community.  What they also provide is demonstrated 

collaboration to visiting potential university partners, building the 

confidence within them that partnering with the GUC is a good idea, not 

a risky venture. 
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Tutors 

It is industry too that provides the tutors for our programs once a deal is 

struck.  No tutors, no supported distance education model, no deal with 

uni partners, and ultimately no GUC.  It’s as simple as that.  

Our tutors are also one of our greatest selling points to our local 

community.  We promote that students gain access to curriculum from 

universities across Australia while being locally tutored by some of the 

best and brightest in our own community.  Our student’s future job 

networking starts from the day they walk into GUC and have their first 

tutorial with the locally practicing accountant, engineer, teacher, nurse, 

psychologist or journalist. 

Their experience is current and relevant.  Through their connections with 

their university partner academics and GUC’s own tutor supporter, they 

are also upskilling themselves as their teaching abilities grow and so 

GUC ensures our students receive the very best support to succeed in 

their given program. 

Financial support  

Of course financial support is critical, particularly to a small not for profit 

like GUC. 

And its not just industry donating to get a course that they want to meet 

their own needs. 

At the same time that we reconstituted the GUC, we also established a 

philanthropic arm known as the Hollomby Foundation.  Named in honour 

of a local charity worker, Joe Hollomby, who had been murdered in his 

own home aged 94, the Foundation had instant profile in the local 

community.   

Coupled with GUC’s promise to deliver more opportunities for local 

students, and the demonstrated delivery of this promise as more 

courses were progressively added to the GUC offering, that Foundation 

has provided more than $100,000 worth of scholarship for local students 

in the past four years and is set to further expand this amount with 

received donations and pledges for future years now approaching half a 

million dollars. 
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We are now moving into a space where we can start to offer 

scholarships to entice high achieving local school leavers to consider a 

GUC option rather than relocating to Perth as well as continuing to 

support those who financially could not otherwise access tertiary 

education. 

Our community links have also seen government organisations rally to 

our cause.  The State Government funded Mid West Development 

Commission has been especially important.  They are the local link to 

Royalties to Regions funding which you may have heard of – a WA 

scheme where 25% of mining royalties must be returned to regional 

communities. 

It’s not too big a stretch to say without Royalties for Regions, there may 

not be a GUC. The active involvement of the Commission with the GUC 

has helped us to access more than $4million in funding for services and 

our new stage 2 building in the last couple of years.  We certainly have 

had to meet all criteria just as any organisation must to receive 

government funding, but we’ve had the right people advising us and 

always open to encourage and answer our questions so that grant 

applications we submit have the best chance of succeeding. 

Uni Incentive 

So how does all this community support provide incentive for uni 

partners to deal with us? 

Let’s go back to presenting a business case.  As I have demonstrated, 

we couldn’t do that without the support of our industry working groups.  

But it goes much further than that.   

Inevitably during a negotiation process, a senior executive 

representative of the potential university partner will visit GUC as part of 

their own due diligence.  What they see when they get here is a united 

front of the leading people in our community in that discipline.  They’ll be 

in the room with the CEO of this organisation, the Chair of that, etc.  

They’ll also meet potential tutors, see them for the quality individuals that 

they are. 

  



 
 

 

 

F:\2014\8 PARTNERSHIPS\3 Membership\AUHCF\GUC Presentation\AUHCF 2014 Speech - Communities and 

Campuses.docx/1/15/2013 8:40 PM 
7 / 9 

 

They leave with a confidence that their university brand will be in safe 

hands if they extend it to Geraldton.   

The confidence that the academic integrity of the programs can only be 

enhanced by the quality of the tutors that will be working on the 

supported distance ed model.    

And ultimately therefore the confidence to enter a financial and legal 

arrangement with GUC for supported delivery of their programs. 

This is how the GUC funds itself. The GUC receives no direct 

government operational funding and into the future we must be able to 

sustain ourselves solely through the share of EFTSL funding that we 

receive from our university partners.  

This can only be achieved with the community collaboration that makes 

the GUC model attractive to a university partner. 

 

Two way street 

So its not hard to see what the community gives the GUC.  But, as I said 

at the start of this talk, it has to be a two way street.  GUC can’t be all 

take, we have to give and educating students and producing graduates 

for the region is not enough – that’s a given.  That’s what we’re here to 

do. 

If we want the community to give so much to us, we need to give to 

them.  How do we do that? 

Valuing other organisations programs 

It starts with valuing other organisations and their programs.  

We’ll sit on Boards such as the local Chamber of Commerce 

representing 700 local businesses, on the regional Development 

Commission contributing to the overall direction and vision for our 

region, on the Board of a local independent public school which is still an 

experimental concept in the WA education system, we’re helping to 

establish and grow a Mid West Sports Academy and supporting the 

Bundiyarra Aboriginal Community Corporation to promote Aboriginal 

culture and opportunity in our region. 
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GUC provides representatives to sit on organizing committee and 

participate in events run by other not for profits or organisations like 

Health Expos, Youth Science Summits, Careers Expos and the like and 

steering groups working to develop local workforce strategies and 

collaborations in health, education and training. 

We’ll hold networking opportunities not only for our own members but 

business groups or those in the human services industries and attend 

those run by others. 

Other not for profits run mentoring programs and regularly bring their 

mentees to GUC so we can sit with them one-on-one.  

We make ourselves available to local schools to help meet their needs 

for career advice and development.  We host what is effectively our 

competition, the Perth unis at GUC to speak to all Year 10 and 12 

students once a year because our young people do need to understand 

their choices and how the whole system works. 

It’s a community service and we’re a community organisation. 

We provide schools with our rooms for free so they can run career 

sessions for year 9 students for example off their own campuses.  We 

offer our services to sit with year 12 students at their school and answer 

their multitude of questions when they are finally at the pointy end and 

ready to make application to university.  

Our Aboriginal Student Support Officer is embedded in the public high 

schools Follow the Dream program to assist Aboriginal students to 

aspire to university and achieve university entrance.  GUC has hosted 

their transition programs from year 9 to year 10, provide rooms for 

tutorials and taste testers on courses and have arranged some of our 

Education students to tutor school students.   

We provide encouragement awards at all local primary schools and high 

schools to try and help build aspiration for university from an early age. 

Not bad for an admin staff of just 6 people.  We do still make time for our 

own core business! 
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Valuing those involved with us 

We are also committed to providing extra special value for those people 

who support us. 

We run a Community of Practice for our tutors so they can network with 

like minded people but also discuss their issues and work on honing 

their teaching skills. 

We’ll stage regular events for our members and wider Friends of the 

GUC and Foundation supporters.  Our Graduation ceremony is a 

fantastic community event attracting as many as 400 people, 

showcasing and celebrating individual achievement. 

Staying True to our Values 

Ultimately, what is critical for the GUC and what we give to the 

community is that we stay true to our values.  There’s no selling out if 

numbers get thin – we stay true to the promise of using the high quality 

online experiences, always accompanied by face-to-face support.  In 

this way we ensure that the programs delivered to students at the GUC 

provide equity in terms of quality, services and value for money.  That’s 

what our community wants.  Its what our community expects.  And it 

what our community deserves. 

This is what GUC is committed to deliver. 


