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For many universities, the public typically visits the campus on the way to see sporting events, particularly football and basketball contests. Visitors are good for campus, especially when they can leave satisfied they have been provided with an experience that is unique and reflects positively on the institution. Sporting events are a natural fit for colleges and universities in a culture that focuses so much attention on everything from the Little League World series to adventure racing. For smaller colleges and universities, in particular those without high-profile athletics programs, bringing the public to campus require a different tact. The challenge is to create and produce an event that can stand up to the entertainment options and cultural competitors that surround the campus. At UMass Boston, we must compete with the city itself. On a recent Sunday, there were 127 events listed in the Boston Globe’s Calendar magazine, the local bible for weekend planning and fun. These events ranged from movie screenings to plays to free concerts. On top of this, there are four professional sports teams in the city. Throw 60 other colleges and universities into the area mix and, well, you get the point. The challenge to our – or any other – campus is to offer a distinct product that both entertains guests and showcases the university to a new audience.


One of the vehicles that has proven particularly successful for our campus is the Annual Boston Folk Festival -- a three-day music series featuring blues, folk and roots artists. We have struck a chord with our community and provide sought after entertainment, while simultaneously positioning our urban campus in a very positive manner. This year marked the sixth Festival. As if all the ongoing opportunities that vie for people’s time and attention weren’t sufficient competition, this year the Red Sox were in the playoff hunt and The Patriots played the rival New York Jets at home!  However, due to the careful planning and building on each year’s success, the Boston Folk Festival more than held its own. In excess of 8,000 people attended the festival – some from half-way across the country -- many drawn to our 12,500-student commuter campus for the first time by a top-notch musical line-up, ranging from Koko Taylor to Tom Rush, Luther “Guitar Jr.” Johnson to headliner Emmylou Harris.

While the Boston Folk Festival is a production of our campus public radio station WUMB 91.9-FM, it is an event that enhances our campus as a whole, achieves many of our public relations and community outreach goals and brings positive press coverage to our university. Having paused to consider the accomplishments of this year’s festival, I have a few quick thoughts about how colleges and universities can make festivals and other public events a success that also achieves goals that strengthen the brand and mission of the institution.

1) Build on the logical connections and campus partnerships.


Our radio station is a professionally run, $1.6 million operation that receives foundation funding, listener contributions, campus support and Corporation for Public Broadcasting dollars. WUMB has an international audience thanks to the World Wide Web and boasts the only all-folk format in the country. The station is an island of folk tradition in an area with enough rock & roll to satisfy ears attuned to sounds ranging from Lucinda Williams to Limp Bizkit.  WUMB’s distinct identity, supportive listener base and top-notch staff allow the station to undertake an event that requires nearly eight months of planning and preparation. If you’re fortunate enough to have a public radio station on your campus, you know it walks a fine line between licensee needs and serving its other primary stakeholder, the audience. The station has worked hard to integrate the needs of both stakeholders into the Festival and both are beneficiaries of that diligence and commitment. Secondly, we are the Boston campus on the harbor, with excellent programs in environmental, coastal and ocean sciences. We actively incorporate both the setting and our marine operations into the festival. The main stage sits along Savin Hill Cove and each festival ticket holder is entitled to a harbor tour aboard Hurricane, one of our research vessels.

2) Use as much of your campus as possible.


For those who only drive by our campus as they motor along the Southeast Expressway, all they know are the square red brick buildings and the white stone façade of the John F. Kennedy Library and Museum, which shares our waterfront acreage. By setting up a second stage on our Campus Plaza and a coffee house-style stage in our primary student lounge, guests circulate throughout the campus and many of our buildings, introducing strangers to our photo-lined hallways and common spaces, as well a showcasing world-class sculpture exhibits that dot our campus thanks to our Arts on the Point program.  We all have unique attractions within our universities of which we’re very proud and help tell our story. We just need to identify ways of attracting the public to our campuses so they can witness them.
3) Make a special event even more meaningful.


On the festival’s second night, we host a VIP reception for WUMB donors, alumni, staff and other friends of the university. This year, 200 people enjoyed the intelligence, humor and showmanship of veteran performer Tom Rush. This is another aspect of the festival that acquaints and audience with the campus for the fist time in a truly relaxed and intimate setting. Following the show, some took advantage of unseasonably an unseasonably warm night to walk the 1 ½ -mile waterfront Promenade that rings our campus. There, they could see local residents wrapping up a balmy evening spent fishing for Striped Bass and feisty Bluefish. Again, these special experiences are made possible by a well-planned and professionally organized event that sparks a new interest in our campus with people who might otherwise overlook the city’s only public university.

4) Let your pros do their jobs.


Radio station general manager Pat Monteith serves as executive director of the Boston Folk Festival. She brings 35 years of experience in the folk music community to her annual role of impresario at the institution that is also her alma mater. She is assisted by her capable staff, with support from other campus departments, primarily our Facilities crew and our Office of University Communications and Community Relations – which oversee publicity, signage, advertising and invitations. It is Pat’s hard-won respect within the industry that consistently results in a superstar line-up and three days of seamless stage changes.  It is also her commitment to be an active partner in helping UMB accomplish its public service mission and outreach needs that brought the Festival into being in the first place.
5) Pray for sunshine.


Let’s face it, rain insurance is expensive. An outdoor event, especially in New England in late September, can run afoul of the weather. This year the one guest we didn’t invite was Isabel. Fortunately, by the time Saturday’s program had started; she had subsided, winding her way into Canada and leaving behind balmy, tropical weather. Sure, a little luck comes in handy when you venture into the competitive arena of special events. But the other steps that are taken can help ensure your event showcases your institution and leaves a public satisfied by their campus entertainment experience.
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