Chapter 8 
Excellence in Facilities 

Excellent training institutions have adequate academic, administrative and research facilities that are maintained properly. 

Not every training program needs a campus.  But it does need to exist somewhere.  Even if most classes are offered at off-site training locations using educational technology or part-time teachers, the school still has to have a base.  While many creative training programs began in borrowed facilities, sooner or later they need a place they can call “home.”   The bare minimum requires office space for the administrative staff, files and records, along with an adequate library to serve the educational programs being offered.  They probably also need at least one reasonably sized seminar room for thinking together, for staff and teacher training, or perhaps for an occasional modular class.  These basics could easily be expanded to include housing for staff or for visiting teachers.  But if you are not a residential campus, don’t become a residential compound!  

Bigger is not better.  As we will note in chapter 11, the changing nature of adult education, coupled with the tools of educational technology mean that training increasingly happens at multiple locations.  Training programs of the future are likely to function as theological resource centers serving a number of off-site programs, rather than as a single location where all teachers, classes, books and students can be found.  We may discover that we will need less space in the future than we do now, though with some significant reorganizing of the space we have.  

It should not be a requirement for a principal to possess all the skills of a building contractor.  However, as facilities tend to be among the largest projects and expenditures that training programs have, the leadership of these programs needs to understand the issues involved in having and maintaining excellent facilities.  In this chapter we want to think about how well we use and care for what we have. As we noted in chapter 3, a site plan is part of a strategic plan.  But what image do we project through our facilities?  How can we develop, administer and fund the right kinds of projects in order to have what we need? 

Using Your Space Effectively

The strategic plan for your training institution should identify how much space, and what kind of space, you need in order to do what you intend to do.  If money were no issue at all, it would be tempting for most schools to simply start over in a new location.  Most of our campuses, large and small, were not designed by anyone.  They are simply a random collection of buildings built at different periods of time during the school’s history with whatever funds were available at the time.  However, before you decide to start over, it is worth analyzing the adequacy of what you have.  To what extent are you using your space well?  Bear in mind that it can be helpful to have an office administrator who can sort out who it is that gets which office, etc.  Nevertheless, could what you already have serve better if it were to be remodeled or reconfigured?  

Your strategic plan should also estimate how much space, and what kind of space, you will need to have in five to ten years.   Your implementation plan should include specific suggestions as to what should be modified and what needs to be built.  This plan will not only estimate costs involved, but will make suggestions as to who should have responsibility for this and how funding can be found.  Blessed is the training program that has put together a good strategic plan!  

Site Plans  

A site plan maps out the details of what your overall campus should look like in the future.  It is good when students, faculty and staff dream about the future of their campus, though a site plan usually needs the input of an expert.  Perhaps there are local or overseas friends with competence who will volunteer to help you do this, but this is important enough that it may be worth hiring someone with the requisite knowledge and skills to do it right.  How much capacity will be needed for electricity, telephone, water or sewage, and where should these be placed (or not placed)?  Does the ground in all areas allow for proper foundations for buildings?  What kinds of walkways or roads will be needed for the normal flow of students and others?  Are there legal requirements regarding roads or parking?  Is there a maximum size for buildings that can be placed on a particular piece of property?  Are there zoning issues that allow for some kinds of buildings, but not for others?  What is more or less affordable in the appearance that might be desired in public buildings such as the chapel or auditorium? How close should student or faculty housing be to each other and to all other buildings?  Will there be noise that will distract students from studying, or unhealthy pollution from factories?  Etc.  Most of us wouldn’t have a clue as to how to answer these questions.  We need the expert advice of those who can help us have the answers to questions like these.  It is foolish to begin a project if you don’t have a long-term site plan and a clear sense as to what can and cannot be done.  

Maintenance Plans and Budgets


A friend of mine stayed in a guest house at a Bible school that actually began to fall apart during the night that he was there.  (I’ve seen the pictures of the caved-in wall and fallen roof!)  That’s not excellence in facilities.  We should not manage our resources by crisis, scrambling desperately to do maintenance that should have been taken care of yesterday.  It is imperative to have a staff person with practical and organizational skills who can oversee our facilities and properties.  There also should be a plan with a budget to make sure that what we have is appropriately cared for.  Training programs may raise massive funding for the construction of a new building, while not having any idea as to how their new building will be maintained once it is built.  Sadly, it is often easier to raise funds for building something new than to find donor sources for maintaining buildings.  I know of at least two campuses that were built in accordance with the dreams of donors.  The school neither needed that much space, nor can it now afford to maintain what it has. We should not build what we cannot take care of.

What Image Are You Trying to Give?

It is possible to build faculty offices, chapels or a library that are inappropriate to our purpose.  A church leader once expressed shock to me at the student housing we had at one of our Bible schools.  The rooms were not ostentatious, but his feeling was that we were creating expectations that would contribute to the graduates no longer being willing to serve in the denomination’s churches, unless they could have housing like this (or better).  This doesn’t suggest that we sacrifice security or beauty in order to do things as cheaply as possible.  Yet it is easy to overbuild.  Bible schools shouldn’t become monuments to themselves or to those donors who love to invest in massive projects that they can put their own names on. 


It is important to balance campus development with program development.  Large or expensive-looking offices, chapels or libraries may discourage churches and smaller donors from helping with operational costs as they sense that the school already has enough funding as seen in the beautiful buildings and offices that they have.  Inappropriate facilities may also contribute to internal resentment, as staff or students feel that the school’s leadership is more interested in finding money for construction than for salaries or for student textbooks.  Certain types of buildings may even be subject to taxes that schools shouldn’t normally need to pay. 

Appropriate Building Projects

Projects need to make sense in function and size, given the number of students, faculty or staff that will be served.   It is cheaper to fly every single one of your doctoral students to an overseas library once a year than to invest huge funds in research materials that might be used by only one graduate student every ten years or so. You don’t need dormitories or classrooms that will accommodate 500 if you currently only have an enrollment of 50.  

It also is important to make sure that the project is appropriate for your cultural context as well as being a reflection of your goals and values.  A training program in Kenya was being pushed by authorities to build different sized offices for each of the many different categories of workers that the school had.  In accordance with cultural norms that showed greater honor to people of greater importance, the school was told that the principal’s office was to be slightly larger than the vice-principal’s, which was to be larger than faculty offices, which were to be larger than secretarial offices, etc.  Besides being a costly way to build an administrative building, this undermined the school’s commitment to equality among its staff.  The school stuck to its values, and was able to argue successfully for something much simpler. 


Appropriate construction should obviously bear in mind local climatic conditions.  Outside “experts” may not know how to build without including unnecessary and expensive centralized heating or air conditioning.  In areas of intense heat, buildings probably have open courtyards, with high ceilings and carefully placed windows for natural ventilation.  Local contractors will understand how to design structures to avoid the heat of direct sunlight in the summer while taking advantage of it in the winter.  They will also understand things like prevailing winds and how to avoid both the noise and penetration of heavy rains.  

 Well-designed Building Projects  


Before a building project can be initiated, our ideas and sketches need to become blueprints and master plans that will need to pass through multiple layers of officialdom.  You will need expert help to do this correctly, perhaps even your own on-site building manager to be your advocate through the process.  Government regulations and permits need to be obtained.  Verification will be needed to show that no unusual site conditions exist or that there are no potential complications with roads, landscaping, drainage or access to utilities, such as electricity water and sewer.  Buildings may need special certification to be wired for Internet or internal communications.  Security issues can be very complicated as they affect different aspects of a project.  Sorting through legal contracts may require the help of a lawyer.  

Multiple bids will be needed to find a competent and sympathetic building contractor (who most likely should not be a close relative of one of your school’s leaders).  You may discover that hiring local contractors and using local workers is not only cheaper, but it can be good way to develop positive feelings towards you and your program from the community.  


Along with a plan for ongoing maintenance, good project design also requires thinking through what furnishings a new facility will need – tables and chairs, white boards, computers, etc.  There’s not much point in having a fancy new building if it can’t be used!  

Funding Your Building Projects 

Construction projects normally require major fund-raising efforts.  The key to being effective is in demonstrating how your program will be a better program because of this particular project.  This is another way of stating that all building projects need to grow directly out of your strategic plan.   

It is not wise to start building until you have adequate funding, or secure promises of funding, in hand.  It can be a bit of a dance to achieve this as one can’t develop specific plans without clear promises of funding, and most donors won’t make promises until they know that there are specific plans.  One also needs funds to raise funds, as donors often won’t promise their part until they know of the promises or gifts that others have already made.   

We will discuss fundraising more in the next chapter.  However, note that it is good to begin any fundraising project by visibly involving lots of local people.  On the basis of local giving and local enthusiasm, there is a higher probability that international donors will also become interested in your project.  It is good if major projects can be done in stages that can be built on at a later point, while still being useful even if there is never additional funding for the project.  Subsequent phases of the project can be undertaken, as funding becomes available, and as it is clear that there still is a need for this. 

Estimates for construction projects need to be carefully put together by experts.  Some funds will obviously be needed up-front for architectural fees, for legal documentation, and for the purchase of materials.  However, for ongoing payments there should be an agreed-upon plan.  Credible contractors will provide construction flow-charts that allow progress to be observed against a timetable.  Specific funds will only be needed as stages are successfully completed.  It may be wise to designate someone who is “yours” to closely monitor every aspect of a building project. 

While there are many reasons why projects can cost more than original estimates, legitimate contractors will know how to control what they spend.  It is normal to build an extra 10% into the construction budget for contingencies, though changes that become necessary during the construction process should be handled in accordance with the agreement made before the construction ever began.  One should not start until these things are clear.  It is also normal to retain about 5% of a final payment until one is satisfied that everything has been done in accordance with what was agreed upon.  

One important thing to remember is that as the project is underway all donors need to be receiving photographs and regular reports of the progress.  That includes an explanation of all income and expenses for the project (not just their contributions).  Should donors choose to visit your project, you don’t want them to discover surprises.  And when a project is completed, invite the entire community to publicly celebrate everything that you finish!  

Conclusions: 

If we have done a careful job in developing a strategic plan, it is easier to evaluate the use and development of our facilities.  We will find ways to maximize what we have, and we will only build or rebuild that which will realistically enhance the quality and effectiveness of our program.  Although we should lovingly care for what we have, there is something wrong if we have more pride in our facilities than in our graduates.  Our facilities are only one of the resources that we have to carry out our task of equipping students for ministry.

Discussion Questions Regarding Your Facilities:

1. Does your strategic plan give you an adequate understanding of how much space and what kind of space you need now?  Do you know how much space you are likely to need within five years, and what you might need 10+ years from now?  

2. To what extent would restructuring or remodeling existing buildings solve current or future needs?  

3. Do you have a site plan?  A maintenance plan and a maintenance budget?  

4. How do other people perceive you when they look at the facilities that you have?
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