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π ECONOMY MAILERS 
LIGHTWEIGHT BUT TOUGH
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Strategic Vision and Early Planning
The success of a new performing arts or auditorium facility is 
determined long before ground is broken. Discussions around the 
project must be framed within strategic priorities, accreditation 
standards, long-term enrollment goals, and donor relations.

The earliest planning phase should include:
•	 Needs assessment. Engaging academic leadership in the 

performing arts, faculty in music, theater, dance, and 
communications, as well as student affairs and events 
management, ensures alignment with functional needs 
and programming aspirations.

•	 Market analysis. Understand your institution’s compet-
itive position regionally. Benchmarking against similar 
private colleges and identifying regional gaps in cultural 
venues will shape capacity, programming goals, and 
community use.

•	 Community partnerships. Whether through regional 
arts organizations, K-12 partnerships, or local tourism 
boards, community collaboration from the outset helps 
define how the facility can serve beyond the campus.

From an executive standpoint, the key deliverable at this stage 
is a comprehensive programming statement—what the facility 
needs to be, whom it will serve, and how it will function within 
the larger university ecosystem.

Architectural and Acoustic Design Challenges
Next is conceptual and schematic design with your architects, 
acousticians, and engineering consultants. This is a phase that 

Elevating Campus 
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In private higher education, auditoriums and performing arts centers 
represent a significant intersection of cultural ambition and institutional 
mission. They are more than bricks and mortar—they are beacons of 
creative expression, recruitment magnets, and vital community connectors.

As institutions respond to evolving expectations, campus leaders are 
increasingly viewing these facilities as central to a thriving academic and 
cultural identity. For campus leaders tasked with shepherding a performing 
arts facility project from concept through completion, we’ve created an 
executive-level roadmap. 
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demands active oversight from campus execu-
tives, as decisions made here determine not 
only functionality but also future operating 
costs and revenue potential.

Key Considerations:
•	 Sightlines and seating. Consider 

whether a traditional proscenium 
theater, black box space, or convertible 
stage area is most appropriate.

•	 Acoustics. The nuances of spoken 
word, amplified sound, orchestral 
performance, and live theater require 
different acoustic profiles. Variable 
acoustic systems (e.g., adjustable panels 
and curtains) allow one space to meet 
multiple needs.

•	 Technical infrastructure. Today's 
auditoriums demand advanced rigging 
systems, lighting grids, soundboards, 
and projection capabilities. Ensure 
systems are future-proofed with appro-
priate conduit, catwalks, and digital 
backbones.

•	 Back-of-house and support spaces. 
Dressing rooms, rehearsal studios, 
scene shops, green rooms, and loading 
docks, and storage space must be sized 
for production scale. 

Architects must also navigate context. 
Many private college campuses have strong 
architectural identities; new facilities should 
fit the existing character while allowing for a 
contemporary expression of creativity. 

Financing the Facility: Balancing 
Ambition with Affordability
Constructing a performing arts center is 
among the most expensive types of campus 
building projects, often ranging from $20 to 
$100. Executive leaders must be prepared to 
craft a sophisticated financing package.

Common financing mechanisms include:
•	 Capital campaigns. Performing arts 

centers provide compelling naming 
opportunities, from the main stage to 
rehearsal rooms and donor lounges. 
Alumni and cultural patrons are partic-
ularly responsive to supporting the arts. 

•	 Bond financing. For institutions with 
strong financial ratings, tax-exempt 
municipal bonds remain a standard 
mechanism. Bonds must be structured 
with a clear understanding of debt 
service impacts on operating budgets.

•	 Public-private partnerships (P3s). 

Some universities have successfully 
partnered with local governments or 
regional performing arts organizations 
to share use and costs. While P3s can 
be complex, they may unlock unique 
funding combinations.

Cost containment is paramount. A rigorous 
cost estimating process at each design 
milestone—schematic, design development, 
construction documents—helps ensure budget 
alignment. Executives should consider hiring 
an owner’s representative to safeguard the insti-
tution’s interests during construction.

Construction Management 
and Timelines
With design finalized and financing secured, 
the project transitions to pre-construction and 
construction phases. 

Executive Priorities:
•	 Selecting a delivery method. 

Design-Bid-Build remains common, 
but Construction Manager at Risk 
(CMAR) or Design-Build methods can 
improve coordination and cost control. 

•	 Project management oversight. 
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Weekly owner/architect/contractor 
(OAC) meetings keep the project on 
schedule and flag issues early. 

•	 LEED certification and sustainability 
goals. If sustainability is a campus 
priority, aim for LEED Silver or higher. 
Energy-efficient lighting, solar-ready 
roofing, and geothermal systems can 
be integrated in early design. Investing 
in high-efficiency systems can yield 
operational savings.

•	 Commissioning and testing. Before 
opening, rigorous commissioning 
ensures mechanical, electrical, acoustic, 
and safety systems function as intended. 
You don’t want to shortchange the time 
allowed for this process, even when 
everything appears to be in order and 
everyone’s eager to get the show going. 

Construction timelines typically range 
from 18 to 30 months, depending on scope 
and weather impacts. A soft opening several 
weeks prior to grand opening allows time to 
resolve punch list issues and test systems with 
real audiences.

The Ripple Effects: Institutional 
and Community Benefits
Once completed, the real work 

begins—activating the space to fulfill its 
promise. A state-of-the-art performing arts 
facility is a multifaceted asset to a private 
college campus.

Institutional Benefits:
•	 Recruitment and retention. The facility 

is a visual and experiential differentiator. 
Prospective students—especially those 
in the arts, education, and communica-
tions—view it as a sign of commitment 
to creativity and student life.

•	 Academic integration. Performance 
spaces support coursework in music, 
theater, dance, media studies, arts 
management, sound design, digital 
production, and even business and 
marketing.

•	 Event hosting. A well-designed 
auditorium can host guest lectures, 
symposia, commencement ceremonies, 
and donor events—enhancing the insti-
tution’s public image.

Community Impact:
•	 Cultural anchor. The center becomes 

a hub for local arts groups, K-12 
outreach, and civic engagement. 
Rental income from community 

performances or regional orchestras 
can offset operating costs.

•	 Economic driver. Performing arts 
centers draw visitors who eat, shop, 
and stay locally. In many towns with 
a private college at the center, these 
venues become downtown revitalizers.

•	 Philanthropic gateway. High-
profile events provide occasions to 
engage donors, host recognition 
ceremonies, and generate goodwill 
among alumni and local leaders.

A Legacy That Resonates
For private colleges looking to elevate their 
cultural profile, enhance academic offerings, 
and forge deeper ties with the community, 
few investments match the resonance of 
a performing arts facility. Success means 
maintaining clear sight of the institution’s 
mission while navigating thousands of decisions 
across years of planning. But the result—
an auditorium filled with the voices, lights, 
and energy of a new generation—cements a 
legacy of creativity, learning, and community 
connection that will echo for decades to come.
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ABOUT THE AUTHOR:  Ed Bauer has been in 
publishing for over twenty years. He worked on the 
staff at Mount Union College.
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