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The Association of Colleges (AoC) represents nearly 95% of the 257 colleges in 

England incorporated under the Further and Higher Education Act 1992. 

 

 

Introduction 

Publicity around a new building on campus can be difficult if you don’t plan for 

all eventualities. Your objective is always the same – to get your community to 

support the project. Good planning and communication with your audiences are 

vital to maximise positive PR and minimise the negatives. Whatever the size of 

your building/project, it has the potential to cause trouble and it needs to be 

carefully thought through. 

How? 

As soon as a new building is proposed and applications for funding are in, PR 

and marketing teams need to be involved. If the applications are successful you 

will need to be ready to communicate with several internal and external 

audiences. Staff, students, stakeholders and residents are just some of the 

audiences you will need to focus on, and a media strategy is also useful. If the 

project is likely to be controversial at any point, get your messages straight, 

ready for any media attention. 

Start by drawing up a communications plan as soon as possible to give yourself 

the maximum amount of time. Your plan should include the aims and objectives 

of the project, audiences, messages, a timeline of key milestones in the process 

and risks – such as delays to construction, problems with neighbouring residents 

or complaints from staff and students. It is likely that your principal is keeping 

your local MP informed as they could be a useful ally and prove to be an 

excellent spokesperson/supporter of the project. 
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Communication 

This may sound obvious, but it’s vital to keep communication channels open in 

both directions and this must be your number one priority. Keep internal and 

external messages the same to minimise the risk of leaks from inside the college 

and make sure everyone is kept fully briefed on progress. Use whichever 

method of communication works best for you, whether it’s through a staff or 

student newsletter, social media or letters to residents. 

Things to be clear about before starting: 

• Why is the new building being constructed? 

• How is it funded? 

• Who or what will it house? 

• Will it affect any neighbouring properties / businesses? This could be 

anything from noise and dirt during construction, disruption to parking or 

long-term issues such as blocking someone’s view or students using 

neighbouring streets for access. 

• How much disruption is there likely to be? Staff and students will need to 

be kept abreast of this as well. Think about the impact on evening classes, 

adult education and community use of sports and other facilities as well. 

• How long will the process take? It’s always best to over-estimate at this 

point to allow for delays. 

• Is the building replacing an old, out-of-date building? Is it a refurbishment, 

or are playing fields being sold off? In the latter case, you need to think 

carefully about your mitigation for doing this as the local media love these 

stories, especially if the land is sold to housing developers. 

When you know a project is going to over-run it is important to modify your 

messages accordingly. One college, which opened a year after planned, said: 

“Proceed with caution when providing public timescales. We reigned in the 

marketing campaign at an early stage and were softer with our messages than if 

we had been ahead of schedule or problem free. It was difficult at times to give a 

reality check to those in much more senior roles than myself, but it was the only 

way to do things.” 
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Key milestones  

These are your opportunities for getting good publicity around the project.  Key 

milestones include: 

• When the college secures capital funding for the project – remember to 

balance this against any other funding cuts / cuts to course programmes. 

Make sure your messages are tight in case the media find out about the 

project from someone who isn’t happy about the new building. 

• Architects plans / artists’ impressions drawn up – share these with 

stakeholders and the media. 

• Ground breaking – a good opportunity to get a picture of the principal and 

the project partners (construction companies etc.) in hard hats digging the 

first bit of ground. 

• Regular updates – keep audiences up-to-date with regular 

communications through website, newsletter, blog, or social media. This 

can be fed with pictures of the ongoing building work. One college used a 

webcam on the roof of a neighbouring building so people could watch as 

the new building grew. It also meant that at the end of the programme 

they were able to create a film of the building as it was put up.  

• Reactive PR – if there are delays to schedule; neighbours complain; 

staff/students/parents complain 

• Launch event for the building being finished / opening its doors 

• Staff and students moving in the new building and their opinions of it. 

It may be worth preparing for media interest when the college’s bid for funding 

is put in. If there is negative feeling at this point, the media could well be 

informed of it before you’re ready to make the announcement so it’s worth 

thinking about this ahead of time. 
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Tactics 

• Make use of the architect’s pictures and artist’s impressions – a picture 

creates a thousand words and may help to get people on side. However, 

remember that you can’t please all the people all the time, especially if 

your building is very modern. 

• Create a dedicated page on your website and update it regularly to keep 

the content fresh. Remember to include pictures and videos where 

possible. Share this regularly through social media. 

• Staff and students need to be aware of what’s happening and know what 

to expect. Create a noticeboard somewhere that everyone can see it and 

update it regularly with architect’s plans, photos etc.  

• Make sure there is somewhere comments or complaints can be registered 

and make sure these are handled quickly and professionally to prevent ill 

feeling. Make sure there is a named contact – either at the construction 

company or college – and that someone is always on hand, even out-of-

hours, to respond to any issues/queries (especially if this relates to 

intruders at the construction site or health and safety concerns). 

• Keep neighbours in the loop especially if they will experience construction 

traffic, dirt and noise, or staff and students parking in their street. Hold a 

launch event just for them and give them a chance to tour the building. 

Make sure they have a designated person they can contact if they have 

any problems/complaints and make sure that person acts on them. This 

will prevent neighbours getting frustrated or feeling ignored. 

Example 

One college, which was dogged by negative comments during their 

building process and afterwards when the students moved in, 

placated the complainants by inviting them to a three-course lunch in 

the new dining area, prepared by the catering students. This gave 

them a chance to experience the facility and led to letters of 

compliment to the principal and several becoming regular customers 

at the restaurant.  

• If the building project will affect staff and student parking, make sure 

they’re warned well in advance, so they can make alternative transport 

arrangements. Support them in this as much as you can. 
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• Think about financial considerations – if revenue funding /course funding 

is being cut, you will need clear messages about how and why this new 

building is being funded. Also make it clear whether the building will just 

be for students or whether it will be for the use of the community as well.  

• Make sure the ‘Notes to Editors’ section of your press releases includes 

details about the college, how many students attend, the types of courses 

available, pass rates etc. to remind the media about your college’s good 

reputation. 

• Think outside the box when it comes to press coverage – try construction 

or architecture magazines and if the companies involved are doing their 

own PR offer comments from your principal. 

• If you have design/construction students on campus, work with 

architects/construction teams to arrange work experience for them, and 

get media involved in it to show benefit to students. 

• Make use of college anniversaries, or time capsules, to create positive 

messages around the new build and its part in the college history. 

• If the new building has something new or unusual – such as a mock 

aeroplane cabin or hospital ward – invite regional TV along when it’s open 

and get students to demonstrate how it’s used and how it benefits them. 

If it’s for employer engagement, get a local employer in to talk to the 

media about how it benefits them. 

 

Above all, plan 

Planning is the key, making sure you know how to handle each phase and are 

prepared for flash points and crises if they arise. Keep your senior management 

team regularly updated on negative coverage and comments (as well as the 

positive ones) and make sure they have the most up-to-date messages if they 

are asked to respond. 

If you get stuck or need any advice/guidance, please do contact the AoC 

communications team.  

 

 

https://www.aoc.co.uk/funding-and-corporate-services/communications-advice/contact-the-communications-team
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