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dédié à mes parents
il n’ya pas de mots 
pour ma gratitude

merci
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dedicated to my parents
there are no  words
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thank you
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a photostudy illustrating the potential 
vitality of the udm campus, showing there is 

a large student base to draw from 
and work with towards the creation of 

an inviting and captivating campus.

if the promise of a free hotdog can gather this many people...
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a photo study on the dichotomy of the 
student life  on the UDM campus.

only one hour separates these pictures.

which spirit do you celebrate?
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Why does a place feel livelier than 
another?  How does a place hold people’s 
attention and presence?  How does a place 
beget vitality?  Why does a place fall into 
abandonment?  How can it be revived?  Many 
people idealize life and vigor and growth 
within the student body of a university.  
Students create a community that breeds 
activity and vitality, yet a campus must 
not only foster the community through 
education and maturation but capture 
it with enticement, engagement, and 
enjoyment.   Utilizing the faded identity of 
the University of Detroit Mercy this thesis 
looks to investigate how it can be revived.  
First reasons for the superficial student 
interaction with the campus, the lack of 
urban community integration, as well as the 
lack of spatial and programmatic interest 
must be revealed.  All of these issues can 
be dealt with in the ideal of future planning, 
but instigating the change is a process; a 
process of layering opportunity, activity, 
necessity, community, and time (timely 
installations/expansion) to create and 
perpetuate a place of excitement and vivacity.

Thesis Abstract
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welcome to the university of detroit mercy
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introduction

understanding than a single visit and Google 
Maps could create; and the site should be 
in a stagnant state of lifelessness.  This 
criterion led me to the use of the University 
of Detroit Mercy McNichols Campus.  
 The University of Detroit Mercy is a 
typical American college.  It has almost six 
thousand students and enough dormitory 
space to house eight hundred on the campus 
grounds, while placed within an almost 
ideal urban setting having stores, eateries, 
and housing at the university’s doorstep, 
a stereotypical bustling community of 
students should be thriving.  But the 
UDM campus is generally lifeless.  The 
student body does not reside in the locally 
available housing, because of the unsafe 
image of the neighborhood.  Students 
develop a superficial relationship with the 
university, interacting with it on a purely 
academic level, keeping it at arm’s reach.  
 The image of the area and the 
university arise from the tumultuous 
history of Detroit.  The city of Detroit, once 
a small French settle, expanded and grew 
because of its ideal location.  Industrial 
manufacturing, ship building, and fervent 
shipping created the fertile grounds for the 
Ford Motor Company in 1904.  These thriving 
job opportunities brought workers from all 
over the country, especially the south, as 
well as immigrants.  This influx of differing 
races and social classes, growing at an 
impressive pace, led to an infamous tension.  
The tension erupted in notorious riots such 
as the 1943 riot that lasted three days and 
only stopped because the U.S. government 
stepped in.  People became fearful of the 
city’s violence, and the introduction of one 

thesis statement

This thesis is an exploration in revitalization 
in terms of the built form.  Revitalization in 
contemporary connotation generally refers 
to the reuse, repurposing, and re-facing of an 
old forlorn building into something new, hip, 
and modern.  Within the denotation the true 
matter lies, to give new life to something, 
be it warehouse, street, park, or plaza.  
There is so much more than just re-facing 
an old building, one need pay attention to:
How does a place hold people’s attention?  
Why does one feel livelier than another?    
How does it hold people there?  How does 
it beget vitality?  Why does a place fall 
into abandonment?  How can it be revived?  
These issues are woven within the physical 
and historical context of the site in 
which the place is set.  But the answer(s), 
in the broadest of terms, boil down 
to People, Activity, Beauty, and Need.  
Beauty entices the eye and feet.  People 
are the heart and soul of a place.  The 
fulfillment of a Need forever draws 
people in.  Activity fosters entertainment, 
spectacle, and spirit, feeding off its own 
energy.  The lack of these traits, especially 
People, destroys a place from within.  The 
creation of Opportunity begets the Beauty, 
Activity, and Need to draw the People.
To answer these questions seems simple, 
but it is far from it.  So to get more specific 
a concrete site is necessary for the 
exploration of the thesis.  The site should be 
of a public or semi-public nature to facilitate 
the natural flow of people; it should 
be readily accessible for examination, 
interpretation, and documentation, allowing 
the opportunity for repeated, direct use 
an observation and providing a greater 
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history - udm history - detroit

 The history of the University of 
Detroit Mercy parallels that of its city, 
with a renaissance entwining two colleges.  
Originally just the University of Detroit, 
the campus was located downtown.  But 
because of an inefficient and overcrowded 
site, a new facility was created at the corner 
of McNichols and Livernois, then just a vast 
rural farmland.  The original plan for the 
university had more buildings in a classic 
design creating quads.  But the design 
was compromised from the beginning and 
through the years had to accommodate the 
necessary evil of parking as the car took 
its hold on the city.  Eventually, the ever 
growing city of Detroit reached this rural 
escape and continued to sprawl past it.  The 
University of Detroit grew along with the 
city.  Mercy College appeared in 1940 and 
believed that teaching its female nurses in 
the urban setting of Detroit would benefit 
them, as well as the city, in its time of need.  
Eventually, in 1990, the University of Detroit 
merged with Mercy College and formed 
the current University of Detroit Mercy 
in hopes of “maximizing and expanding… the 
[effectiveness]” of their academic and social 
goals.  The original campus’s borders grew 
and there were streets that ran through the 
grounds integrating it to the neighborhoods 
around.  But after the white flight and 
the influx of poverty, homelessness, and 
violence, including an incident where 
a student was shot on the steps of the 
Holden dormitory, the University erected 
a fence all the way around the campus 
and shut it off from the neighborhood 
around it.  It is this fear and isolation that 
is still at the heart of the problem today.  

of the most extensive highway systems in the 
U.S. created an easy manner to commute, 
and an even easier route for escape.  The so 
called “white flight” was the beginning of 
the dissolving of Detroit.  In its gilded glory, 
Detroit boasted nearly two million people, 
now it is just over nine hundred thousand.  To 
exacerbate the situation, the gasoline crisis 
of the 70s compounded economic crisis 
with the social issues of heroine, crack, 
and organized crime which swept through 
the streets.  In the 1980s, in an attempt to 
remove the hovels in which drug lords and 
users crowd, the city began demolishing 
tracks of vacant and dilapidated buildings.  
This attempt at a purge created vast areas 
of urban prairies, only adding to the image 
of desolation in Detroit.  But the spirit of 
Detroit has always endeavored and pushed to 
survive.  The term “renaissance” has always 
been a buzzword for political and social 
campaigns in Detroit, the epitome of this 
ideal, showcased in the Renaissance Center, 
was built in an attempt to transform the 
failing city.  The city has begun scratching 
towards a revolution by creating casinos, 
renovating the riverfront, and hosting some 
of the biggest events in sports, including the 
Super Bowl.  But shaking the image of social 
tension and violence is an arduous task, 
but the city has taken strides in the right 
direction, going from the sixth most crime 
ridden of the biggest U.S. cities in 2007 to 
decreasing that number by eleven percent in 
2008.  These steps are slow and uneventful, 
but it is long term planning that is needed, not 
showy, ineffective, and peremptory projects.  
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the vision

the original aerial image of the university 
of detroit, 1927, illustrates how the 
campus was designed as an  expansive 
escape from the city.

 Although the university needs to be 
a safe center for the students and faculty, 
the fence has become a symbol of isolation.  
The vast majority of the students commute 
to the campus and they spend as little 
time on the grounds as possible.  Even the 
residents stay locked away in their dorms 
while many even go home on the weekends.  
This superficial relationship is not the 
fertile grounds for growth of maturation, 
be it mental, spiritual, or social.  The main 
causes for this relationship are the fear 
associated with the area as well as the lack 
of activity and interest on and around the 
campus.  The nearest community with activity 
and safety is three miles away in Ferndale.  
The student body must be enticed to stay at 
the university and re-taught not to fear it.  
 The solution to this problem is a 
long term plan that focuses on the urban 
context of the school, already in place 
within its mission statement, as well as 
the revitalization of the campus itself so 
as to create the opportunities necessary 
to foster the beauty, activity, and need to 
generate the people required to transform 
the area.  A single, flashy solution is not the 
answer; it must be staged and sequenced, 
always working towards a greater design.
 There should be an urban plan in 
place, not necessarily a concrete blueprint, 
but a context for the overarching goals.  It 
needs to reintroduce the students and the 
neighborhood.  This should be done slowly 
and steadily to rebuild the trust between the 
student body and the neighborhood needed 
to flourish.  By buying and renovating old, 
vacant buildings in close proximity to the 
campus to rent to students would improve 
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the process

the community as well as bring the two 
groups together.  Introducing this layer of 
students into the area would also create 
a new pool to draw from for events and 
programs, perpetuating the vitality of the 
neighborhood and provide safe opportunities 
for students outside the campus; as well as 
establishing a new demographic for shops, 
restaurants, and other establishments to 
bring in a new revenue base bringing a new 
economic growth to get the area thriving.  
This slow introduction of students into 
the neighborhood would remove the 
stigma that looms over the situation.  
 Once the ideals for the area are in 
place, the design must be focused on the 
campus itself in the form of a master plan.  
The design should always work towards 
the overarching goals relating to the 
community.  Developing this plan shows the 
progression and steps that are necessary, 
on the campus, to allow the filtering out 
of programs into the neighborhoods; UDM 
must act as a catalyst for the revitalization 
of the community.  The university must 
address its internal spatial issues as well 
as its relationship with the space of the 
streets and homes; defining a strong face, 
identity, and anchor of the district.  The new 
face of the university needs to reinforce 
the streestscape, creating a proportion 
of space conducive to community growth, 
as well as strengthen the external axes 
that run through the campus, to integrate 
it into the neighborhoods.  With the growth 
of each college in mind, the grounds will be 
comfortably filled with more buildings to 
accommodate the expansion and improvement 
of university.  But the addition of structure 

the iconic clocktower at the center of 
the UDM campus captured in the 20s 

through blooming cherry trees, 
indeed a rural escape.
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the proposal

must never blockade the campus from its 
surroundings; it must remain open and 
accessible.  The physical permeability will be 
accentuated by the expansion of programs 
on the campus that enhance the community 
as well as bring it and student body 
together, mutually growing and learning 
from one another; programs such as a 
medical clinic, psychology clinic, athletics, 
and precollege programs all allowing 
UDM to improve upon the neighborhood 
as well as grow with it, becoming a part 
of it.  But the entirety of the master plan 
cannot occur at once, so the scope must 
again shrink in scale to find key steps.
 A single, superfluous architectural 
or programmatic answer would not solve 
all of the issues of the university and 
its surroundings because of the project 
would not be appropriate or economically 
viable.  So for the transformation to 
take place it must begin with small steps.  
Starting on the most intimate level there 
needs to be interventions that increase the 
beauty and activity of the campus.  These 
interventions are small enough to be done 
now, but important and enduring enough 
to last till the end of the transformation.  
They can be the micro catalyst that creates 
the opportunity to draw the people needed 
to launch the subsequent steps toward 
the master plan and the urban vision.  
 From the smaller installations 
activity and beauty can be established to 
create a drawing power for prospective 
students as well as current ones, fostering 
a growing community on the campus.  The 
student body’s continued growth needs to 
be cultivated.  The creation of an incubator 

the visage of the clocktower reflected 
in the surrounding structures, beautiful 
in its refraction; a model of what could 
happen with the neighborhood.



14  

for this community will allow for the 
development of the internal community until 
it is ready to mix and merge with the external 
one.  By mapping the travel patterns of the 
students on the campus, where the enter 
buildings, how much time they spend there, 
and how they interact with the landscape 
a location can be discovered that affords 
the greatest interaction with the commuter 
and residential student; this heart of the 
university is where the needs of student 
life should be addressed.  Through the 
research the central building on the UDM 
campus is the chemistry building.  It is one 
of the oldest buildings on campus, being 
built in the 20s, and needs considerable 
renovation to meet the needs and codes of 
the chemistry department.  So the proposal 
is to remodel the existing structure and 
revitalize the student body and university.  
By creating a center for student life the 
campus will have new drawing power for 
new and current students, as well as reason 
for them to linger, inherently creating more 
opportunities for growth and perpetuation 
of community.  As the student incubator 
fulfills its role and cultivates the community 
on the campus, it will inevitably need to push 
past the fence to mix with the neighborhoods.
 To invite the mingling of internal and 
external communities connections must be 
made that will break the barrier of the fence.  
A path that can make the transition across 
Livernois easier, but also can become more 
than a path.  It can again become a catalyst 
for the integration of the student body and 
the neighborhoods through the creation of 
destinations of interest and business.  This 
community bridge could act as the head of 

the axis to Marygrove College and begin to 
draw students into the urban landscape.  
The introduction of different layers of 
installations and projects is the process 
to revitalizing a community.  By fostering the 
vitality of the student body, first on a micro 
level then increasing in to a campus level, the 
university will be able to grow and expand 
toward its borders, fulfilling its master 
plan.  Once the community within the fence 
has grown enough that it needs to push past 
the fence another installation will invite 
the mixing of the communities where the two 
can grow together and eventually actualize 
the urban vision.  It is a process, a series 
of steps; the installations as a community 
catalyst, the student body as a campus 
catalyst, the university as an urban catalyst.
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the face of the university, 
a barricade of propaganda.
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Ed mod modolorper secte feugait velit la 
aliquisse tem zzrit dolutat pratum dit in 

hore coLorperit aliquam, sum volorting 
eugait nim zzrit,Minisisi bla feugait ea 
conullum zzrit, commy nim vulluptat
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surrounding area
Population
total: 186,761
25+ years old: 126,285
 High school grad: 96,576 (76%)
 Bachelors: 16,977 (13%)
Disable: 52,974 (28%)
 5-20 years old: 5,598
 21-64 years old: 34,974 (49% in   
  workforce)
 65+ years old: 11,941
Housing
Total: 79,005
 Owners: 47,508 (60%)
 Renters: 25,947 (33%)
 Vacant: 5,531 (7%)
Poverty
Families: 8,544
 With kids under 18: 6,805
 With kids under 5: 3,200
     Single mothers: 6,277
      With kids under 18: 5,413
      With kids under 5: 2,563
Individuals: 40,258
 18+ years old: 23,956
 65+ years old: 3,432

university of detroit mercy
student body: 5,700+
     full time: 68%
     part time: 32%
 maile: 40%
 female: 60%
 ave. age: 27
     athletes: 237
     residents:803
staff: 843
     full time employees: 565
     full time faculty: 283

demographic study
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Vel dolore minisit lor sendipsum ing er si.
Vullum etumsandrem euisim zzrilit nis et, quisi bla 
autem enim quis eum vercin endrer sim dolestrud 

tiscil ecte commy nonse feugiam autpat. Um ese 
conum dolenibh exero consenit vent iriure ecte duip

Magna core vullam in henibh ectet vent ut 
vullumsan utpat, sit veniscin henit prat. 
Iquatie dunt wiscipit aliquisis erit ute con 
hent am quat. Ut ver sit lanOstoAliquat,Si. 
Ip exeril ut ing esequip ea feugiamet ex essi.

potential title
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The university of Detroit mercy sits within an 
urban environment that should be conducive 
to the production of a thriving campus 
community, yet it does not.  One of the leading 
factors in the downfall of the area is the 
stigma related to the violence, vagrancy, 
and vacancy of Detroit.  This image proves 
true in the area with there being thirty five 
vacant buildings that used to be businesses 
just on the streets directly encompassing 
the campus.  Even the businesses and food 
establishments increase the feeling of 
fear by enclosing themselves in their own 
fortresses, forcing the visitor to order 
through bulletproof glass for a pizza or 
coney dog.  The neighborhood has much to 
offer the student body; it has the basics 
and basis of eateries that should entice 
the students off the campus and there is 
plenty of housing that could become a 
new layer of diversity and vitality brought 
to the neighborhood by the students.  By 
renovating the vacant structures into 
businesses that pander toward the students, 
the community within the fence could be 
drawn into an interaction with the area 
around.  This interaction would be the slow 
introduction and integration of the campus 
to the neighborhood, creating a situation 
where the two entities can grow together.  
After the students become comfortable 
with the first few steps outside the campus, 
then rundown and vacant houses could 
be purchased by the university, renovated, 
and rented to the students.  One by one, 
house by house, the students would take 
steps farther from the fence and begin to 
entwine themselves with the city of Detroit, 
bringing life to it and growing themselves.

area resources Little Caesar’s pizza
Vacant x3
Miley miley shrimp shack
Conan’s Gardens Dental Center
Gregg’s pizza & bar-b-que
Wireless toyz: your cellular superstore
University coin laundry
McDonald’s 
Marathon gas station
Vacant x4
The buzz
Nefertiti African hair braiding
Nicky D’s Coney Island
Vacant x2
Metro home medical supply
Vacant x5
Liberty income tax
Check cashing
Vacant
Livernois bike shop
Vacant x2
Preferred specialty pharmacy

Vacant
Eric’s I’ve been framed shop

burger king

Bosco’s fish and seafood
Pied piper liquor store
church’s chicken
chase atm
U of D coney island
A-1 collision
Up from the world ministries
Curtis auto repair
CITGO gas station
Vacant
Mo’ money taxes
BP gas station



 

Magna core vullam in henibh ectet vent ut 
vullumsan utpat, sit veniscin henit prat. 
Iquatie dunt wiscipit aliquisis erit ute con 
hent am quat. Ut ver sit lanOstoAliquat,Si. 
Ip exeril ut ing esequip ea feugiamet ex essi.

vacant x3
University express lube

Gesu church and school
Sunoco gas station

Vacant x2
Bp gas station

Vacant x3
Mark V collision

Vacant 
Stop and go deli and liquor

demolished

housing

Vacant
Church of the new covenant baptist

Marathon gas station
Vacant x3

Better living center
Total home improvement co.

Vacant x5
Brea church of god in Christ

Pilgrim village new apartments
College liquor store



 

a map of the travel patterns , as drawn by 
the students themselves,  which illustrates 

a vortex of movement around, even 
through, the chemistry building. 
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To gain hard information on the thoughts 
and actions of the student body a survey 
was circulated to the populace.  By doing 
this more objective information can be 
gleaned than by observation alone.  The 
survey focused on where the student 
spends their time and how they move about 
the campus.  Over thirty percent of the 
students surveyed spent less than three 
hours on the campus per week, while most 
of the students who spend more time are 
either in the work study or architecture 
program.  While the most common places 
for students to go between classes were 
the library and the student lounge and 
study area in the engineering building it 
would seem logical to specifically ask 
about the usage of the current student 
center.  While the usage was a bit over fifty 
percent, the actual activities occurring 
there needed to be explored; within the 
group of people using the student center 
over forty percent of them only use it to buy 
books or food while in the non-users fifty 
percent had no need to use it while nearly 
twenty percent did not even know that the 
student center existed.  The lack of time 
spent on the campus, even knowing about the 
campus, can be correlated to the feelings 
about the campus and its relationship to the 
neighborhood around it; forty five percent 
of the surveyed had a negative view of the 
campus while only thirty four percent 
thought it at least fine.  Not only does one 
need to know where the students go, but 
how they get there.  The survey asked for 
the student to draw their walking route, 
so as to derive a common and best location 
for an installation or catalyst for change.

how would you feel if the fence around the campus was taken down?
“NO! NO! NO! NO! NO!”  /  “unsafe...would probably transfer.” /  “scared”
“no different, they don’t stop much anyways.”  /  “this school would go 
to shit”  /  “i feel like the fence offers a false sense of security...”  /  “not 
safe!...maybe replace it with an electric fence.”  /  “awesome...”

survey information
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potential title

(1)
(4) (5) (6)

(2) (3)
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Magna core vullam in henibh ectet vent ut 
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To discern the relationship of buildings and 
their subsequent spaces a series of figure 
ground studies are represented.  The main 
figure ground (7) illustrates the lack of 
density within the campus itself.  The large 
open spaces at the corners are mainly vast 
expanses of parking and unused land.  These 
areas coupled with the black iron fence 
create a fortified moat of cars and space 
that the university uses to isolate itself.  
The area around the campus shows a great 
density of houses to the north and east 
but a higher vacuity as one gets closer to 
the lodge freeway.  The profusion of homes 
is replaced at the arterial streets with 
storefronts and eateries.  But because 
of the economic and social standing of 
the area many of the stores and homes go 
vacant or untended, dragging it down and 
driving people away.  This only increases the 
potency of the perfunctory relationship of 
the student body to the campus, creating 
a vacuum of activity filled with parking (2).  
But the few spaces that UDM has fail at 
survive because they lack the definition of 
space to hold the activities and pedestrians 
(4), they become extra large thoroughfares.  
Along with the public space acting as 
pathway instead of plaza, the service drives 
and entrances have been appropriated as 
the main axis and access of travel for the 
university (1), adding to the dingy presence.  

[roads (1); parking (2); trees (3); 
public space (4); green space (5); 
sidewalks (6); figure ground (7)]

figure ground study

(7)
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Ed mod modolorper secte feugait velit la 
aliquisse tem zzrit dolutat pratum dit in 
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A tale of two catholic colleges, so 
close and never knowing; Marygrove 
College and UDM lie just over a half 
mile from one another, but it seems 
they are forever apart.  Both schools 
use fences and open spaces to isolate 
themselves from the decaying city.  But 
ironically enough, both institutions have 
within their mission statements praise 
of urban condition and experience as 
well as promise of service to Detroit.  
By opening the cut off roads within the 
neighborhood, a straight axis between 
the two schools presents itself.  This 
path would be converted to a pedestrian 
highway to keep the intimate feel of a 
neighborhood and eliminate the vehicle.  
Along this new avenue would be shops, 
cafes, and boutiques that would cater to 
the tastes of the student demographic, 
utilizing unused homes and vacant 
properties.  This new minute economy 
could be the impetus to revive the 
faltering area.  The udm / marygrove axis 
acts as an artery connecting the schools 
to their context, bringing students 
and neighborhood residents together.  
Off the main artery a series of smaller 
tributary paths would flow, weaving the 
campuses and their students together 
with the city around.  These paths could 
begin as urban trails, wandering through 
the landscape, activating vacant land 
as parks and plazas, introducing the 
two demographics.  Another important 
concept to promote the beneficial 
interaction of the two communities is 
the development of the university’s 
own health clinic, psychology clinic, 

udm / marygrove

i / 2 mile is all that separates these two 
anchors of the community.  Tieing them 

together with students and enliving the 
previous void with pedestrian activity 

strengthens this new layer of vitality.
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the student would diffuse from the two 
campuses and the axis into the urban 

landscape.  the two communities would  begin 
to mingle and merge, feeding off one another, 

better each other, and growing together.
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The current number of vacant houses and 
apartments, as well as the  commercial real 
estate, are surprisingly high in the area.  
beginning as pockets of students these 
vacancies are the first steps outside UDM.

career center, and any other program 
that could bring the neighborhood 
into the campus and allow for the two 
groups to learn from each other and 
grow together.  After udm has brought 
the neighborhood in it needs to reach 
out, to become a force for change in 
the community.  The preliminary steps to 
this goal come from student housing 
in the neighborhood.  Ideally students 
would filter out from both campuses 
and the academic axis and would create 
a whole other layer of life that would 
merge with the neighborhood.  Even now 
there is a large number of vacant, for 
sale, and for rent homes and apartments 
in the area that could be the stepping 
stones outside the fence.  There 
could initially be pockets of students, 
clusters of houses that give them the 
sense of security needed to venture 
out.  These remote student housing 
locations would be the beginnings 
of the familiarization process.  Once 
the students and neighborhood gain a 
sense of trust and the barrier of fears 
comes down, student housing may begin 
to rise and flourish, creating an ever 
expanding halo of activity and growth 
around the university.  It is a process, 
a series of steps, not always fast, but 
always working towards the goal of 
activation, integration, and perpetuation.  

potential title
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Focusing down in scale from the greater 
urban context one of the most important 
areas is the first few streets around the 
university.  This ring around the campus 
needs to be a halo of interaction, it 
needs to be a haven of activity between 
the campus and the neighborhood.  The 
area to the east has residential in the 
form of houses as the plurality on the 
western edge of the campus there is 
great potential.  Currently there are 
a handful of shops spread few and far 
between, but to get a more accurate 
representation of the area one can 
look at elevational pictures.  These 
images illustrate the character of the 
area and by turning them into figure 
ground studies one can get a sense of 
the density and scale of the street.  The 
figure grounds also clearly show the 
vast amount of void space on the retail 
front.  The next set of images fills in the 
voids and vacancies with program.  The 
different colors represent different 
types of establishments, commercial, 
entertainment, food, etc, ranging 
from cafes and book stores to yoga 
studios and computer repair shops.  
The programs are arranged to create a 
great variety and diversity that would 
allow the area to flourish.  While the 
new buildings also fill in the voids 
to create the appropriate density and 
streetscape proportion to give a more 
inviting feel when experiencing it as a 
pedestrian.  This ring of interactivity is 
the first step outside the campus and is 
important in the fact that it is here were 
the two communities come together.

the top images are of the northern edge 
of the campus while the bottom set are the 
sourthern front.  these lack a significant 
visual build up because they have schools 
and residents along their length.

elevational studies
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the top images are of the eastern side of 
the campus, which is dominated by houses. 
the bottom is the western edge, where 
there is a largely vacant commercial strip 
where most of the development takes place
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conglomerate of studies (1) ; trees (2); 
figure ground (3); traffic  (4);

parking (5); public space (6)

The state university of New York (s.u.n.y.) 
college is located on the outskirts of a 
small urban area but it is the planning and 
orientation of the buildings that make it 
interesting.  The university was designed as a 
large interior courtyard, or more accurately 
a series of courtyards.  The buildings 
themselves no longer stand on their own, 
but act as a single wall to define the space 
within.  This manner of creating space is very 
powerful and tends itself to the formation 
of very structured and manmade landscapes.  
It shows how man and the built environment 
can control nature and shape it.  But even 
with its strong presence and definition 
of space, S.u.n.y. College is lacking in a 
sprightliness.  Based on the figure ground 
studies one can see the lack of vegetation 
as well as vast seas of parking outside the 
plazas, coupling these characteristics 
together create a barren feeling; well 
maintained and potentially beautiful but 
empty.  Although the interior spaces are 
strong among themselves, the literally 
turn their back to the neighborhoods 
around them creating an isolationist air.  
The university is designed as a cloister of 
academia.  But within the campus there is a 
series of roads, both for parking access 
and service, that severs each courtyard 
from the other, adding the isolation to the 
inner working of the college as well as the 
urban issue.  This university illustrates the 
need to allow a certain amount of natural 
elements to enter into the design and not 
allow the built to overpower nature; as 
well as to open the borders of the university 
and not become a hermitage for the 
learned, but a community growing together.

s.u.n.y. college at potsdam

(1) (2)

(3) (4)

(5) (6)
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Saint Catherine University, like the university 
of Detroit mercy, is located within an ocean 
of urban homes, but uses its planning in a 
different manner.  The context in which saint 
Catherine university is set may seem similar, 
but the actual demographic is much less 
depressing; the streets are lively and green 
and seem like a stereotypical neighborhood.  
This already sets the stage for the campus to 
be more open and thriving than udm.  At first 
glance the campus seems like a beautiful 
setting to learn and grow.  This impression 
comes from the copious amounts of natural 
landscaping, or lack thereof, and how the 
buildings seem nestled into the arbor.  The 
buildings are more or less oriented around 
a single plaza, it is not strictly arranged 
or ordered and that is another element 
that gives it character.  But by recessing 
the structures away from the street edge 
the university becomes a very distinct 
destination; this can be good by defining 
its space as place but the open green space 
also works as a barrier, more efficient and 
beautiful than any fence.  With the likable 
character of the ad hoc building locations 
comes the inevitable introduction of service 
roads and parking and saint Catherine 
university suffers from a few stray roads the 
punch through the nice landscape as well 
as large areas of surface parking.  On the 
university of Detroit mercy campus needs to 
create a balance between the manmade and 
the natural needs to be found so that it has 
the character and beauty of St. Catherine 
University but also practicality and the 
urban reinforcement its context demands.

trees (1) ; conglomerate of studies (2); 
traffic (3); figure ground (4);
public space (5); parking (6)

saint catherine university

(1) (2)

(3) (4)

(5) (6)
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conglomerate of studies (1) ; trees (2); 
figure ground (3); traffic  (4);

parking (5); public space (6)

Although the University of Cincinnati is much 
larger than the university of Detroit mercy, 
they once had similar issues relating the 
student body to the campus.  The university 
of Cincinnati has dealt with, over the past 
few decades, drawing students back to 
the university and holding them there.  At 
one point UC had an over abundance of 
surface parking, removing the beauty and 
presence of the campus.  The student body, 
mostly commuters, tried to spend as little 
time on the campus; some would even eat 
their lunch in their cars instead of on the 
grounds.  To transform the campus to 
what it is now has taken a long process of 
expansion, redevelopment, and installation.  
One of the most important steps was that 
all of the parking was consolidated into 
parking structures; this opened up space 
for architecture as well as green space.  
The new landscape was designed to create 
plazas as well as path, drawing pedestrians 
into the heart of the campus naturally and 
beautifully.  The architecture, created by 
some of the most renowned architects in 
the world, is not there purely as sculpture, 
the pieces are used as spatial definers.  The 
most impressive piece of architecture that 
shows the relationship between building 
and space is the student life center by 
Moore Ruble Yudell as it is a sliver of 
structure that creates not only the main 
axis, known as mainstreet, but also a quiet 
garden between it and another existing 
building.  It shows how one installation 
of architecture can transform a place by 
redefining its space as well as injecting 
program designed to bring activity and 
life to the student community and campus.  

university of cincinnati

(1) (2)

(3) (4)

(5) (6)
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university of cincinnati

the  spine of the campus is created like 
a main street in a town and has the same 

intimate aura, while the streets of the city 
do not just dead end into the campus, they 

penetrate it and create a  transitional zone
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precedent study - presence and program

using architecture to define space creates 
interesting places and by having the campus 
be pedestrian only the visitor is forced to 
interact intimately with the campus and see 
its blend of nature and famous structure.
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potential title

these are currently place holders to 
remind me to create a new, more graphic 

and less realistic master plan image.
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there, such as the student center, clinics, 
library, and core curriculum classrooms; 
this would bring a diverse number of people 
together at the heart of the university.  Off 
of these axes the master plan also creates 
interior plazas by defining places that 
used to die off into the vacuity of streets 
and parking lots, and by using a building to 
expand a college, define the street, and 
enclose the courtyard the campus becomes 
more inviting and able to hold people to its 
grounds.  Another tool to facilitate the 
creation of more effective campus spaces 
was the consolidation of surface parking 
into parking structures thus opening up 
space for possibility, instead of idle cars.  
But this construction and growth cannot 
just happen because it would make things 
better; it must happen because it is needed, 
there must be enough students to dictate 
the creation of new buildings and program, 
otherwise they will go unused and vacant, 
mirroring the stigma of Detroit.  To create 
the need, there must be more students, both 
in attendance and presence, so the campus 
and its student body must both be revitalized 
to entice prospective minds.  With more 
people staying on the campus and enjoying 
its amenities and spaces it will inherently 
breathe an energy to the students and 
staff that will draw new students, growing 
and building upon itself till its expands to 
the campus border and then, overrunning 
the fear and the fence, flow into the 
urban landscape.  By taking the necessary 
steps, though small and methodical 
they may be, the campus can evolve and 
expand till it can influence and grow 
together with the city toward the future.

The university of Detroit mercy needs to not 
shirk away from the city; it needs to present 
itself as a strong force of growth, integrity, 
and prosperity.  By bringing new buildings 
to the edge of the campus they reinforce 
the street space; not only does it create a 
strong face for the university but by defining 
the streetscape with structure it confines 
the actions that would take place there, 
giving it purpose instead of disappearing 
into openness.  But the buildings must not 
create a barrier between the two, where the 
streets intersect the campus there would 
be visual recesses of greenery and pathway 
for pedestrian travel and the buildings 
would remain at a scale appropriate to 
the street, about three stories, as well 
as be spaced apart to allow pedestrian 
permeation.  It is this permeability that 
needs to occur to integrate UDM into the 
urban landscape.  To increase the potential 
interaction with the community the current 
programs of medical and psychological 
clinics, career education and training, as 
well as recreational facilities would be 
expanded and open to the public, allowing 
the university and the community to grow and 
better each other.  The campus is planned 
around two main axes, one connecting 
the academic and residential ends of the 
campus while the other connects it with the 
neighborhood, and with all of the service 
and access roads around the central area 
of campus the university remains at a walk 
able and intimate scale.  These axes act as 
the main thoroughfares for students and, 
potentially, people from the surrounding 
areas, that is why the more public and 
highly utilized buildings need to be located 

master plan
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Activation of stagnation, this is the purpose 
of the micro intervention.  One of the main 
problems facing the campus is its quality of 
space.  The student body interacts with the 
service side of almost all the buildings.  For 
every student that lives on campus, uses the 
engineering building, or eats at the cafeteria 
will inevitably travel down the main axis of 
campus.  This broken spine is in fact waste land 
of loading docks, parking lot, and dumpster 
niches that the students interact with on 
a daily basis; it is sadly something that one 
gets used to and does not enjoy.  To purge 
the stagnation from this forgotten place 
an activity needs to be injected.  Just taking 
the basic essence of the current space, with 
its large concrete cliffs and shear building 
face, it automatically lends itself to being 
transformed into a climbing wall.  This 
adaption of space creates the activity, a place 
to go to instead of a space to walk through.  
By activating the space with movement it 
can become a destination, students will go 
there to exercise, compete, and enjoy; even 
if they don’t go there they will stop, or at 
least pause, at the commotion, creating an 
eddy of activity drawing people to it and 
perpetuating it.  The university could even 
gain fiscally if it were to add a small shop 
to sell quick food for students on the go 
or refreshments for the climbers.  But even 
more important is that this would energize 
the community and bring the student body 
together, reviving if from its lassitude.  It is 
the creation of such interesting niches that 
provide the wow factor that could help 
pull more students to udm to facilitate the 
expansion of programs and the actualization 
of the master plan and urban goals.

climbing wall
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Beautification of stagnation; the micro 
intervention is small enough to be done now, 
but important and transient enough to last 
till the end of the campus’ transformation.  
The spine of the campus bends and contorts 
around the chemistry building, and this rock 
in the river forces students to walk between 
it and the library.  But the new skewed axis is 
again a valley of service entrances, loading 
docks, and mechanical units.  Since the 
students swirl in and around the chemistry 
building it would seem that the quality of 
these spaces should be improved.  Again 
looking to the natural state of the current 
situation; there exist stale alcoves of 
concrete kept perpetually in shade by the 
structure.  Taking these qualities drive a 
design for a garden that is zen in character 
and uses xeriscaping in its construction.  
These zen gardens would transform the 
manmade hardscape that leaves the place 
cold and desolate and convert it into a 
warm inviting area with natural stone.  By 
specifically choosing plants that thrive in 
the shade the niche will be softened and 
brightened with greenery.  By adding beauty 
to these locations of perpetual use but 
torpid presence the overall appearance of 
the campus will be improved and it will have 
greater appeal to prospective students, 
again pressing toward the goals of the 
university regarding its own design and 
that of the neighborhood around it.  But 
in the now, this aesthetic improvement will 
draw students to it before, between, and 
after classes, creating a location for 
the blossoming of community interaction, 
the beginning of a revitalization.  

zen garden
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Transitional elements give the micro-
intervention its enduring qualities.  
Between Briggs and Commerce & Finance 
the internal axis of the campus dies; 
it fades into a backdoor, loading dock, 
and parking lot.  Yet this is a major space 
of student movement because it is at the 
head of the axis and near main entrances 
to two buildings.  By creating a focal 
point, a figurative, and literal, place of 
reflection it can become a destination 
rather than a highway.  People could come 
and sit, relax, and enjoy the outdoors 
near the water’s edge or just jump in to 
cool off.  The reflecting pool also has 
a supplemental nature in that, during 
the winter, it can be converted into an 
ice skating rink.  This adds a new layer 
of activity and life to the void space, 
bringing people here to exercise, go on 
dates, or a place for the new hockey team 
to practice.  But this area remains void 
without definition, the gateway acts as a 
spatial definer creating the place from the 
space. The gateway is also the transitional 
element that truly adds to the permanence 
of the instillation.  The reflecting pool and 
gateway would currently act as a terminus 
for the internal axis of the campus, visually, 
spatially, and for activity.  But, in the master 
plan there is a large plaza that is created 
on the North-West corner of the campus, 
the gateway would act as a transition 
from the spine of the campus into the 
great courtyard.  By defining and adding 
an activity to the space between buildings 
another layer of activity and people can be 
created that can link the future laid out 
in the master plan with the needs of today. 

reflecting pool & gateway
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Definition allows prosperity.  The difference 
between space and place is a purpose and 
a boundary.  A lively public space needs a 
centerpiece, seating, and definition.  The 
main greenspace on the university is the 
Fountain Plaza and has the focal point in 
the fountain itself, seating around it, but it 
is only defined on three sides.  The Student 
Union and Library contain the space that is 
the plaza with their strong facades but the 
space dissipates and dissolves into a parking 
lot and Livernois.  Losing its definition 
on the Western side, people congregate 
along the Student Union sidewalk under 
the buildings overhang, using the columns 
as a replacement border.  The micro-
intervention would be a spatial definer and 
point of interest.  The wall could be a green, 
eco icon adding to the natural presence 
of the plaza as well as potentially being a 
grey water filter for the campus.  The wall 
could also be a digitally interactive surface 
that could bring people to the plaza to get 
news, watch movies, learn lessons, or play 
games.  With either the green or digital 
option the area would have a secondary 
attraction to bring more people to the 
plaza; along with more amiable seating, the 
Fountain Plaza could gain a new life and 
become the center of the University like it 
was meant to be.  The micro-intervention 
is a cheap, easy solution for the current 
situation but in the master plan there is an 
entire building that fills out program and 
colleges as well as defines the quadrangle.  
But the fountain backdrop can continue 
to endure as it can become woven into the 
fabric of the façade of the new structure, 
linking the old and new, past and present.

fountain backdrop
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The library is one of the key buildings to 
any university.  The library is at the heart 
of the academic activities of the student.   
In recent years libraries have been trying 
to encompass more than just books within 
their walls, including IT, computer labs, 
learning services and tutoring, and even 
food and digital entertainment.  On the UDM 
campus, the library is one of the main hubs of 
student life because of its books.  But with 
one entrance and solid, windowless walls 
it turns its back to the main outdoor space 
on the campus, the Fountain Plaza, creating 
dissolution of the campus and isolating 
the students within the library stacks.  
The library’s structure is a monumental 
impediment to student movement; it stops 
the progress of their travel and pulls 
them in, withholding them from the rest of 
the campus.  This disengagement has left 
the Fountain Plaza vacant and lifeless.  
Utilizing the current footprint and façade 
of the library, an alcove presents itself 
with a southern glass façade, facing the 
future quadrangle.  Within this space an 
installation can be inserted that creates a 
Library Courtyard.  This courtyard exists as 
a space where the interior and exterior can 
mingle.  This becomes a place where students 
can linger, enjoying the fresh air while 
focusing on their studies.  This intervention 
is closely associated with the Fountain 
Backdrop installation because of their 
proximity, the two work in tandem to buttress 
the newly animated space the students 
will create.  So by linking the Fountain 
Plaza and the Library the two places can 
become activated with student life instead 
of segregating the space and vivacity.

library courtyard
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discovering a site

Once the micro-interventions have taken 
hold and had the chance to entice new and 
old students back to the university and hold 
them there, thus bolstering the student 
body’s presence on the campus.  Once this 
community begins to flourish it needs a place 
to be fostered, an incubator in which it can 
grow and mature, so that it can eventually 
expand past the fence and consolidate 
with the surrounding neighborhood.  The 
placement of this program would need 
to be at a point where it would have the 
most impact on the students.  A place 
where the greatest number of students 
are, go, or move through, a place where 
the residents and commuters intermingle, 
a potentially central location near the 
figurative heart of the campus.  To derive 
the placement of this internal incubator 
the student path analysis from the surveys 
clearly illustrates a vortex of activity 
in and around the chemistry building. The 
chemistry building has a perfect location 
being situated on the two main axises of the 
campus with proximity to library, fountain 
plaza, and dining services.  Because of its 
location students must interact with it 
when traveling the campus, and they have a 
tendency to even walk through it on rainy, 
cold, or lazy days.  Since the chemistry 
building is one of the oldest buildings 
on the campus, being built in 1926, it is in 
serious need of renovation to fit the needs 
and codes of the chemistry department.  So 
the proposal of relocating the chemistry 
program to a new facility while repurposing 
the old structure as a student center is the 
next step in the series of layering growth 
involved in the revitalization of the university.
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Utilizing the chemistry building’s 
location directly on the spine of the 
campus, a design arises that accents the 
path of the axis through the building, 
drawing students to the new student 
center and defining it as a destination.  
This axis, and how it subsequently 
connects to the nearby exterior 
spaces, divides the building into its 
programmatic parts.  The different 
zones provide the student with areas 
to congregate, relax, enjoy their time 
on the campus as well as study and 
expand their minds.  But even though 
these areas seem separate and distinct 
they are allowed to be open and inviting 
because the structural system permits 
most of the walls to be removed.  The 
structure of the floor system, a pan-
cast concrete beam and joist system, 
allows the different levels to be 
opened up to one another creating a 
layering of space, activity, and people.  
By having more visual interaction 
between persons and floors, a greater 
sense of belonging to a community is 
established.  This phase of the process 
is about actualizing a place where the 
student body can flourish and mature, 
so that it can, eventually, push through 
the fence and become a shepherd, a 
driving force in the revitalization of 
the urban fabric.  To weave the different 
layers of the thesis together, the new 
student center has embraced the zen 
garden installation.  A new vertical 
garden, extending through and linking 
all the levels of the building brings in 
a beautiful aesthetic as well as acts as 

designing a destination

VERTICAL GARDEN

SERVICE CORE

GAME ROOM / CAFE

STUDY / SLEEP CENTER

GALLERY / EXHIBITION

BAR / LOUNGE
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a green machine, processing grey water 
from the building.  Most importantly, 
the vertical garden is a link to the 
micro-interventions, it brings the zen 
garden into the building, merging the 
interior and exterior space, binding 
the installations and the structure.
 By working towards a more 
defined floor plan, designating seating 
areas, pool tables, and water closets, 
the interior begins to illustrate its 
open and inviting appearance.  But with 
all the changes and modernization 
occurring on the interior, the exterior 
requires some attention.  The façade of 
the student center has been modified 
so that it can showcase the dynamic 
changes that have gone on inside.  The 
history of the original stone is a key 
element in remaining cohesive with the 
rest of the campus as well as having 
a timeless nature.  So by pulling in 
the stone walls and revealing strips 
of glass another layer of modernity 
is added and due to its transparency 
it accents this layered quality.  To 
break the box of the original building 
a number of glass staircases were 
wrapped around the corners of 
the building to add another modern 
element.  These stairs also interlace 
the floor and allow for a flowing of 
people through the spaces.  Coupling 
the delicate transparency of glass and 
metal with the power and presence of 
stone the building becomes an elegant 
sculpture, brought to life by the people 
inhabiting it.  The student center can 
be considered a metaphor of this thesis 

facade and floor plan

basement floor plan
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history and modernity

and the university.  The opening up of 
the floors and the layering of the 
spaces brings movement, interaction, 
and activity to the structure.  Similar 
to the activation of void space by the 
micro-interventions the programs 
of the student center fulfill a need 
on the campus, bringing activity to 
stagnation.  The layering of the floors, 
the overlapping of modernity and 
history in the façade illustrate how it 
is all about a weaving of steps together 
to create a greater discourse, a more 
robust answer to the revitalization 
of space.  The student center is an 
incubator for the campus community, 
it is a catalyst for the university so 
its student body can grow and become 
a catalyst for the neighborhood.
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Showcasing the accent on the axis through the 
building and its dramatic verticality, finished 

with a skylight to flood the interior space, the 
longitudinal section also depicts the weaving 

of movement and people through the space.

longitudinal section
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The transverse section illustrates the 
blending of the micro-intervention zen 
gardens and the student center.  The vertical 
garden links the floors of the building and 
laces the interior and exterior spaces.

transverse section
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Continuing from the organizational and 
two dimensional planning, the interior 
spaces needed to be detailed out to 
attempt to illustrate their true presence.  
By opening up the walls, floors, and 
ceilings the structure is put on display, 
revealing the truth and the history of the 
building.  Because the structure is steel 
and concrete and normally come across 
with a more cold and industrial feeling, 
the floors are acid washed to give them 
a rich, warm tone and pattern.  The walls 
use accent lights and oversized artwork 
to attract the eyes and create focal 
points along the dramatic masonry walls.  
To keep the contrasting glass powerful 
and open a low profile spider connection 
glazing system is used to allow for floor 
to ceiling coverage.  The glass is used to 
create a layering effect on the façade, but 
in the interior it is used to define the quiet 
study room.  The glass allows the room to 
feel as though it were still a part of the 
vitality and movement of the main hall but 
also be isolated enough to have a calm, 
quiet place to focus on academia.  The glass 
room cuts through the floor slabs and 
is not only isolated audibly but visually, 
it creates a vertical chamber of study.  

inspired interiors - study space
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The main hall accents the axis through 
the student center by creating a dramatic 
vertical space.  By removing the roof and 
adding a skylight that travels the length 
of the building the sense of interior and 
exterior space becomes blurred as the 
central hall is flooded with light.  The 
different floors are cut away and the 
layering of people’s activity creates a 
sense of belonging to the community.  
When traveling down the axis of the 
building, the speed and movement are 
relieved at a pair of vertical gardens 
where the micro-interventions begin to 
merge the layers of time and installations.  
The vertical garden is an extension 
of the zen gardens from the previous 
phase, mingling outdoor and indoor, 
creating a place for students to linger 
and filter into the rest of the building.  
Because of the crisscrossing walkways, 
open floor plan, and exterior views the 
student center will always be bustling 
and buzzing with activity and vitality. 

hall of interaction
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One of the main concerns voiced by the 
students in the surveys is that there is 
a lack of activity areas.  There are no 
places that students can gather together 
and have fun, to blow off steam and 
escape from their academic life.  So the 
new student center provides a haven for 
student to come and relax while playing a 
variety of games, including pool, ping pong, 
video games, and table top games. There is 
a large three story space that links the 
different levels of structure, allowing 
the interaction of people amongst all 
the layers and empowering the place to 
resonate with activity.  Not only does 
the student center attract students 
casually with people coming and going 
between classes but it can also be used to 
hold large events such as tournaments.  
These competitions could be used to 
bring large numbers of people together 
for fun and excitement, such as pitting 
the fraternities against one another 
during greek week or a contest between 
the different colleges; it is a space 
that brings people together through 
relaxation and friendly competition.

relaxation and competition
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Most colleges have places or even museums, 
where they are able to showcase student 
works, be they engineering projects or 
artistic paintings.  This is a great way to 
praise and reward the student’s hard 
work as well as show others the prowess 
of the college.  An art gallery space also 
has the benefit of fostering the creativity 
of the student body, fulfilling one of the 
long standing ideals of college in that it 
is a place for the mind to grow and mature.  
The art department, the digital media 
studies, the architecture department, and 
the musical and theater companies could 
all use the gallery to showcase their work 
and hold events.  The university of Detroit 
mercy, with its proximity to the Auto show, 
could potentially even hold a miniature 
show in the exhibition space.  The gallery 
/ exhibition room is a flexible space that 
allows for the creativity of the student 
body to be fostered and reflected upon.  

fostering creativity
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A great place for people to get together 
and have a good time is at a café.  The 
bistro bum has become a stereotype of 
the college student and it is rightly so.  
Lounging around discussing politics, art, 
and books over a cup of coffee is a great 
way to expand one’s mind as well as social 
skills.  The café is also the quintessential 
location for the introduction of music into 
the student community.  The new student 
center would have a three level café 
with a stage so that fledgling musicians, 
rappers, and poets can be in the spotlight.  
But the café is only the daytime side this 
space, at night it transforms into a bar.  
Again, the bar is forever coupled with the 
college student and it can be a great place 
to relax and socialize.  Another reason to 
locate a bar on campus would be so that 
the school could reap the revenue, as 
well as potentially monitor and limit the 
consumption, especially by minors.  The 
café / bar could become an icon for the 
school, a destination that everyone knows, 
a place where people can grow and relax.

brewing community
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Once the interventions within the 
campus have promoted the growth of the 
student body then it will inevitably need 
to push past the fence.  To encourage 
the expansion of the campus community 
outward the next step would be to create 
a passageway into the halo of interaction.  
Livernois performs like a barrier because 
of its sheer size and the potential danger in 
crossing it.  So a pedestrian bridge could 
be designed that would allow for the safe 
transition from the university to the area 
around.  The bridge would be located so 
that it would be on the external axis of 
the campus.  It will act as a visual terminus 
for the axis as well as create a courtyard 
around the gardella honors house.  The 
fact that it is completing the external axis 
of the campus to the neighborhood, it is 
linking the two communities and becoming 
the head of the academic axis to marygrove 
college anchoring it to the urban fabric.  
But the bridge does not only act as a 
path, with its arcing ramps crossing over 
livernois it creates a place, a destination 
to sit and relax between worlds 
overlooking the activity and movement of 
the street below.  This again is just another 
stepping stone, another layer in the 
process that furthers the revitalization 
of not only the university of Detroit 
mercy, but of the entire neighborhood.  

pedestrian bridge
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a wise man once said  nothing...

final thoughts
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