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W H A T  M A T T E R S    A  P K A L  E S S A Y

THE PLANNING PROCESS: CAMPUS & FACILITY 
PLANNING
Planning is a decision making process— within a college or university it should 
be on-going and conti nuous. Oft en, it is seen as a one-ti me event. A campus plan 
is less eff ecti ve if it is perceived as fi nal— life is not that simple. All plans should 
be capable of changing as assumpti ons, circumstances, resources, and prioriti es 
change— as they assuredly will. 

The design of a building should anti cipate change as well— especially a science 
building where changes in the disciplines and our knowledge of how students 
learn has had, and is likely to conti nue to have, a dramati c impact on faciliti es. 
Planning for a new building should not be considered an independent event, but 
should be done in the broader context of insti tuti onal planning.

Colleges and universiti es are a complex web of interdependent and interrelated 
programs, departments, individuals and communiti es of students, faculty, staff , 
and administrators all centered to some extent on the insti tuti onal mission. At the 
core is knowledge— learning it, creati ng it, sharing it, transferring it, transforming 
it, and storing it.

Mission describes the purpose of this wonderfully complex and creati ve organism 
called a college or university. Mission, the guiding purpose of an insti tuti on, 
changes rarely.

Vision, on the other hand, is about the future and, as such, is a criti cal and 
essenti al beginning to the planning process. It is a statement, consistent with 
the mission, about what the insti tuti on, the division, or the department wants 
its future to be— of what it will become. One defi niti on of vision comes from 
Bert Nanus, Professor Emeritus of Management at the University of Southern 
California, Nanus defi nes vision as: a realisti c, credible, att racti ve future for an 
organizati on.

Planning starts with a vision for the future. The vision refl ects the mission and 
provides a sense of directi on and a set of goals to be realized. The academic plan 
further defi nes the vision. It is here that the insti tuti on establishes its goals for the 
future, which include a point of view about such things as: 

new or changing degree programs

changes in faculty distributi on

departments that will grow or change

programs to be nurtured

desired enrollment targets

student/faculty rati o

and faculty loading. 

All other insti tuti onal planning will fl ow from the goals, objecti ves, and prioriti es 
of the academic plan. 

KEY POINTS

Planning starts with a vision and 
several fundamental questions: 
what do you want your students 
to know and be able to do? How 
do you want them to learn?

Th e vision is consistent with 
the mission, about what the 
institution, the division, or the 
department wants its future to 
be— of what it will become. 

To be eff ective, comprehensive 
planning must weave academic, 
fi nancial, and student life 
planning together with campus 
and facility planning.

Comparisons to real and 
aspirational peer institutions 
is valuable data for decision 
making and for guiding planning 
discussions. 

Arthur J. Lidsky
President
Dober, Lidsky, Craig  & Associates, 
Inc.



Volume IV: What works, what matters, what lasts
© Copyright 2008 - Project Kaleidoscope

2

W H A T  M A T T E R S    A  P K A L  E S S A Y

THE PLANNING PROCESS: CAMPUS & FACILITY 
PLANNING
Planning, then, is a deliberate process 
to realize the vision. To be eff ecti ve, 
comprehensive planning must weave 
academic, fi nancial, and student life 
planning together with campus and 
facility planning.

Of all these interwoven plans, it is the 
academic plan that is fundamental. 
All other plans within a college or 
university should be designed to 
accomplish the academic plan and thus 
the vision. 

All college and university planning, 
whether for the enti re campus 
or a single building, has the same 
consti tuent elements or steps. The 
more collegial the process (which 
it should be), the greater the 
parti cipati on of faculty, staff , students, 
and administrators, the more positi ve 
the outcome – and the longer the 
ti meframe for developing the plan. 
Genuine parti cipati on, however, is 
essenti al for building consensus.

Coincident with the development of an 
academic plan, the insti tuti on should 
prepare an assessment of the current 
situati on. A Strengths, Weaknesses, 
Opportuniti es, and Threats (SWOT) 
analysis is common during this step.

So too is an audit and assessment 
of the existi ng buildings, campus, 
infrastructure, and environs and an 
analysis of the degree to which spaces, 
buildings, and environs support current 
programs and planned changes in 
learning, teaching, and research. 

At the same ti me, fi nancial resources 
should be assessed in terms of such 
factors as operati ng costs, existi ng and 
planned capital costs, and deferred 
maintenance. 

Benchmarking is a useful tool at 
this point. Comparisons to real and 
aspirati onal peer insti tuti ons is 
valuable data for decision making and 
for guiding planning discussions. 

The academic plan becomes the 
embodiment of the insti tuti onal vision. 
The assessment of campus, faciliti es, 
infrastructure, and fi nancial resources 
describes the current situati on of the 
college or university. 

The next step in the planning process is 
to defi ne the programmati c, fi nancial, 
staffi  ng, and faciliti es required to 
achieve the insti tuti onal vision. 
Essenti ally, this is a descripti on of 
needs – prioriti zed needs.

Once the needs are described and 
prioriti zed, the insti tuti on can explore 
various alternati ves for meeti ng the 
needs. These alternati ves can be tested 
and costs and benefi ts developed.

 

Those alternati ves that more fully 
support the insti tuti onal mission, 
address prioriti es, and have a greater 
impact on achieving the vision will 
most likely be selected as fi rst-
phase projects. The plan is then 
documented for fund-raising and for 
implementati on.

At a diff erent scale and a diff erent 
focus, this same process can be 
applied to the planning for Science, 
Technology, Engineering, and 
Mathemati cs (STEM) programs and 
faciliti es. It all starts with a vision and 
several fundamental questi ons: what 
do you want your students to know 
and be able to do? How do you want 
them to learn?

The academic plan becomes the 
embodiment of the insti tuti onal 

vision. 


