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ABSTRACT 

Author:     Liz Warner 
Title:      Campus Place-Making: Assessing the Intersection of  
     Outdoor Campus Spaces and Sustainable Landscape  
     Architecture to Create a Better Student Experience 

Supervising Professors:  Prof. Gregory Knapp  Prof. Katherine Lieberknecht 

 In this thesis, I aim to answer the question: How can the University of Texas’ campus be 

improved to better utilize outdoor spaces to serve the needs of the students? To address this 

question, I take a multifaceted approach that first analyzes UT’s campus to assess the ways that 

the University currently does or does not provide these spaces for students. This includes both a 

justification of my research, as well as a comprehensive history and analysis of the campus 

landscape. In the second part of my thesis, I propose a redesign of  the Honors Quad Courtyard, 

one of the University’s current outdoor spaces, as a way of exemplifying how areas can be 

revitalized for student use. To create a user-based design that placed student needs at the center 

of the proposal,  I collected data on the current use of this area through surveys and interviews. 

Through this proposal, I hope to show that the University could greatly benefit from the 

increased beautification and functionality of currently underutilized outdoor spaces. 

�3



 

�4



Acknowledgements 

 I would like to first thank my thesis supervisor, Prof. Gregory Knapp, who guided me 

through the many twists and turns that my thesis project took. Although I was not always certain 

where my research would take me, he always had a plethora of insightful, relevant information 

and sources that I could use to better my research. In addition, he encouraged me to explore 

alternative avenues of thought and delve deeper into my analysis, which helped to improve my 

thesis tremendously.  

 I would also like to thank my second reader, Prof. Katherine Lieberknecht, who provided 

me with valuable architectural knowledge and was instrumental in helping me focus on my 

different areas of thought. Her patience and dedication helped tremendously during this process.  

 Another thanks is given to the faculty at UT who helped me with the ins and out of UT’s 

campus and landscaping, as well as those who took the time to complete my survey. I know I 

bothered many people in hopes of receiving the most accurate results. 

 Lastly, a special thanks is given to everyone who heard me use the word “thesis” over the 

past year. The support my friends and family have given me through this process has been 

invaluable; from support cookies to long conversations about the campus and the Honors Quad, 

your patience has helped me tremendously this year. It would have been a much harder process 

without having people to both work through my ideas and complain to.  They know more about 

the Honors Quad than they would have ever wanted to, and for that I am both sorry and grateful.  

�5



�6



Table of Contents 

Introduction 8 

Chapter 1: Justification 10 

Chapter 2: A History of UT’s Campus 15 

Chapter 3: An Analysis of UT’s Outdoor Spaces 27 

Chapter 4: The Honors Quad 39 

Chapter 5: The Problem Areas of the Honors Quad Courtyard 52 

 Chapter 6: Design Proposal  61 

Conclusion 79 

APPENDIX A 81 

Bibliography 83 

About the Author 86

�7



Introduction 

I had always thought that college would involve more frisbee. A quintessential college 

sport, frisbee is featured in most mainstream college movies and represents what cliché films 

imply college should be. But there is another facet of frisbee, and consequentially of college, that 

is apparent in all of these films: the color green. Frisbee is not played in the parking lots behind a 

dorm or in a pavement plaza in front of a gym, but rather on a rolling, green quad where students 

enjoy the sun and relax with friends. 

It is hard to play frisbee at the University of Texas. One could head to Clark Field and 

fight for ten feet of turf space, or take the bus ten minutes north to play at the Intramural Fields, 

but when walking through campus, it would be a challenge to find an outdoor space that is 

suitable for recreational needs. As an out of state student from the Northeast, I initially thought 

that my disenchantment with the University’s campus was because I had unfairly expected UT’s 

campus to look like those of the rural Northeast; a campus with beautiful, rolling quads and 

inviting shaded areas where students could relax with frineds. However, after reflecting upon my 

experiences at UT, I realized the campus was not lacking large quads or peaceful sitting areas, 

but rather beautiful, outdoor spaces that foster both a community and a sense of place on campus. 

It was not the physical forty acres of grass to play frisbee on, but what that area represented; that 

campus is not just a place to travel through to get to classes and organization meetings, but a 

home.

It is because that I believe UT still has the potential to create a sense of belonging on 

campus that I am writing this thesis.  Though the University cannot change the current landscape, 

it does have the opportunity to improve a number of underutilized outdoor areas on campus 

which have neither functional nor aesthetic value, and as such, are rarely used. Though I will 
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identify a number of areas that could be redesigned, I will focus on the Honors Quad Dormitories  

and offer a proposal for a renovation of this area. 

To accomplish this, I will take a multifaceted approach that first introduces the concept of 

outdoor spaces and seeks to justify their importance and presence on college campuses. A deep 

understanding of the benefits of beautiful spaces will help to further emphasize the need to create 

and maintain these spaces on campus. Following this justification, I will then comprehensively 

analyze UT’s current campus, and discuss what events and players in history have guided the 

campus to where it stands today. This analysis will be fundamental in understanding the function 

of specific outdoor areas on campus and the different ways that they are utilized by students. 

The second half of this thesis will thoroughly detail my methodology and subsequent 

proposal for the revitalization of the Honors Quad courtyard. This outdoor area is encompassed 

by four dormitories that house primarily Freshman and Sophomore honors students. Though this 

dormitory is communal in nature, it does not encourage students to interact outside and the 

courtyard often sits unused and neglected. It is because the dormitories are so full of life that the 

outdoor space needs to be renovated to fit the needs of the students. 

My proposal then, will be a user-based design that focuses on student opinions. Driven by 

both observational and statistical data, I will outline how the Honors Quad dormitories are 

currently used, why they are used in that way, and how students feel the area could be improved. 

With this information, I will be able to assemble a number of proposals of area development that 

could drastically improve the area as it stands today. It is my hope tag with these proposals and 

the information presented in this thesis, awareness will be brought to the importance of outdoor 

spaces and a consequential urgency for the need to improve UT’s outdoor spaces. 
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Chapter 1: Justification 

 The University of Texas is a highly regarded institution within Texas and the United 

States, and as such,  has a number of factors that draw students to attend. Why then, would the 

University need to fund the improvement of outdoor spaces? Students will happily attend the 

university whether or not they believe that there is enough space to lie out on a quad or play 

soccer.  The problem that the beautification of spaces solves is not one of attracting students, but 

ensuring the success and happiness of the students who currently attend UT. A successful 

university will not only provide premier academic facilities and opportunities, but prioritize the 

well being of its students. There are many studies that document the benefits of beautiful outdoor 

spaces on an individual’s happiness and stress levels, as well as improve the student’s perception 

of the campus.   

 One study undertaken by the Regional Research Universities Program found that humans 

have a positive association with natural landscapes. In order to better understand the human 

brain’s response to rural and urban areas, the study analyzed the brain’s response to different 

visual stimuli.  In this study, rural landscapes included images of nature, whereas urban 1

landscapes showed buildings and concrete landscapes with no greenery. The conclusion of the 

study, which utilized 30 participants with both urban and rural exposure, suggested that humans 

have “an inherent preference towards nature-friendly living.”  The objective analysis of the 2

brain observed the different areas of brain activation while subjects viewed photos of rural and 

 Kim, Tae-Hoon, et. all,"Human Brain Activation in Response to Visual Stimulation with Rural 1

and Urban Scenery Pictures: A Functional Magnetic Resonance Imaging Study." Science of The 
Total Environment 408, no. 12 (2010): 2600-607. doi:10.1016/j.scitotenv.2010.02.025.
 Ibid. 2
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urban environments. Each subject was shown a two minute set of rural and urban environment 

photographs which began and ended with a thirty-second rest period. The study found that 

different parts of the brain were activated while viewing the photos. When a subject viewed the 

rural photos, the anterior cingulate gyrus, globes plaids, putamen, and head of caudate nucleus 

were activated, while the hippocampus, parahippocampus and amygdala were activated during 

urban photographs. The stimulation of the globes pallidus, putamen and head of the caudate 

nucleus is associated with positive emotions such as participating in enjoyable activities or 

viewing happy faces.  Rural areas could therefore be “considered as pleasant stimuli.” The urban 3

scenery show the opposite of the rural scenery results. The activation of the amygdala, as well as 

the hippocampus and parahippocampul gyrus, are common when an individual is assessing the 

danger of environmental threats. From this, it can be inferred that individuals are likely to have a 

negative association with urban environments.   4

 This idea is proven in the subjective portion of the Regional Research study, which 

evaluated subjects’ responses to questionnaires. This questionnaire asked the participants to 

assess their emotions when they viewed the photos on three different levels: peaceful, 

accustomed, and suffocated. The rural scenery photographs showed ’peaceful’ levels for 90% of 

the subjects, ’accustomed’ for 6.7% of the subjects, and ’suffocated’ for 3.3% of subjects. 

Contrarily, the urban scenery photographs showed ’peaceful’ levels for 0% of subjects, 

’suffocated’ for 53.3% of subjects, and ’accustomed’ for 46.7% of subjects.  An analysis of the 5

 Kim, Tae-Hoon, et. all,"Human Brain Activation” 3

 Ibid. 4

 Ibid.5
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emotional responses implies that though individuals differ in their emotional responses to rural 

and urban landscapes, people inherently prefer nature-friendly living.”   6

The case mentioned above provided scientific evidence about the importance of outdoor 

spaces, however the most compelling evidence about the necessity of outdoor spaces comes from 

students themselves. In a landmark study conducted by Clare Cooper Marcus and her class of 

environmental design students at the University of California, Berkeley, Marcus analyzed the 

relationship between students, nature, and their overall view of the campus.  One of the most 7

telling findings about the importance of outdoor spaces was the association that students had 

with “inside” and “outside.”  Students were first asked to spend five minutes inside the College 8

of Environmental Design and record how they felt. The data found that most of the stream-of-

consciousness impressions of their emotions revealed feelings such as “enclosed,” “bored,” 

“frustrated,” and “anxious.” However, when students moved outside, they recorded words such 

as “quiet,” “relaxed,” and “peaceful.”  The emphasis on the stressful emotions associated with 9

buildings correlates to the idea that buildings expect something from a student. Whether a 

student is studying, presenting a paper, or attending a lecture, both the physiological effects of 

fluorescent lights and computer screens and psychological acknowledgement of work come 

together to create an overall negative association with these places.  Outdoor spaces, however, 10

require nothing from the student and thus act as a meaningful area to relax and feel at peace.  

 Kim, Tae-Hoon, et. all,"Human Brain Activation” 6

 Marcus, Clare Cooper, and Carolyn Francis. People Places: Design Guidelines for Urban 7

Open Space. John Wiley Son, 1998.
 Marcus, People Places,179. 8

 Ibid. 9

 Ibid. 10
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 Students’ preference for outdoor spaces is reflected in another survey conducted by 

Marcus in 1981. In this survey, it was revealed that most students would rather have access to 

“more open spaces and greenery” than more malls and plazas.  They favored the creation of new 11

green spaces over the development of parking lots and other buildings. In the same survey, 

students were asked to identify their favorite places on campus. Significantly, most of the 

students were indicated a space with green environments. Of 219 students surveyed, 60 of them 

listed “naturalness, trees and greenery” as the reasons for choosing a favorite space, followed by 

peace and quiet (36), shade and sun (30), proximity to water (27), grass and open space (26) and 

feeling free and comfortable (12).  Their responses clearly indicate that many college students 12

not only enjoy using outdoor spaces, but actively favor them over buildings and concrete areas.  

 A similar study was conducted at the University of Hope Park in England, where students 

were asked to rank their most and least favorite spaces on campus.  The most frequently 13

selected area on campus was Rector’s Lawn, which is a large green space covered with 

flowerbeds and lush vegetation.  Alternatively, students chose parking lots, places that looked 

artificial rather than natural, and concrete areas as their least favorite places on campus. They 

remarked that the lack of greenery prohibited them from partaking in recreational activities that 

the green spaces allowed them.  This correlates to the study’s survey of 205 students, of which 14

84% stated that they used campus green spaces for recreation.  Recreational activities were 15

 Marcus, People Places, 189.11

 Ibid.12

 Speake, Janet, Sally Edmondson, and Haq Nawaz. “Everyday Encounters with Nature: 13

Students’ Perceptions and Use of University Campus Green Spaces.” Human Geographies 7, 
(1): 21-31

 Ibid.14

 Ibid.15
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quoted by the students as ‘socializing,’ ‘meeting points,’ and areas for ‘chatting with friends.’ 

There was no relation with the response to the student’s age, gender, or education, which implies 

that all people find these areas useful for recreation.  

As shown by numerous studies discussed in this chapter, students benefit from beautiful 

outdoor spaces on campus. These areas can help to reduce the stress and anxiety caused by 

rigorous course loads, and also serve as a place where students can relax and socialize. It is 

because of these factors that students list outdoor green spaces as their favorite spaces on 

campus, and remark that should the University fund a project, they would prefer those areas to be 

green landscapes. If UT prioritizes student happiness and success, it should prioritize improve 

current campus landscapes and developing new spaces in the future. 
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Chapter 2: A History of UT’s Campus 

As it has just been established that public outdoor spaces are important to a student’s 

experience in college, the next step in designing an outdoor space for students would naturally be 

to assess how and in what capacity the university provides these spaces to its students. However, 

it is first necessary to understand the history of the university and the events that shaped the 

creation of today’s outdoor spaces. UT’s current spaces are defined by years of planning, or more 

importantly the lack thereof, and are the result of the balance between the university’s need for 

funding, academics, aesthetic, and growth. The University’s largest campus planning mistakes 

have occurred when growth and prestige overpowered the other needs of the university, and the 

campus has suffered as a result. 

The campus that exists today resembles nothing of the campus of UT’s beginnings. 

Today, UT is one of the largest institutions in the United States. It houses over 50,000 students, 

employs 3,128 faculty, and sits on 431 acres of land with 156 unique buildings.  Administration 16

cannot keep up with the growing number of applicants and even incoming freshman are no 

longer guaranteed on-campus housing. Because of the size of the university, and its impressive 

architecture, culture, and facilities, many people are unaware of the university’s humble 

beginnings. 

When the University of Texas first opened its doors in 1883, it employed eight faculty 

members, housed 218 students, and had one building. The “city” of Austin itself had 11,500 

residents (compared to one million today).  As pictured in Fig.1b, the university was not the 17

 "Facts & Figures." Facts & Figures | The University of Texas at Austin. Accessed April 26, 16

2018. https://www.utexas.edu/about/facts-and-figures.
 Berry, Margaret C. The University of Texas: A Pictorial Account of Its First 17

     Century. Austin, TX: The University of Texas Press, 1980, 6.
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dense, urban campus it is today, but rather a picturesque park with ample room for strolling, 

sitting, and cow grazing.  Because campus was so open, there was plenty of outdoor space for 

students to utilize. One of the most well-known outdoor spaces on campus was the Peripatos, 

which was the tree-lined promenade that outlined campus (Fig. 1a).  Similar to the walk along 18

Rice University’s campus today, the Peripatos provide shade from the strenuous Texas heat and 

served as an area where couples could walk hand and hand while courting. Other areas, such as 

Waller Creek, which hugs the East side of the 40 acres, became a defining feature of the 

landscape where students went to escape the heat and their professors.  However, as the figures 19

below show, the campus was bare and lacked planning. This was largely due to the fact that the 

main building was the campus; completed in 1899 after three phases of construction, it housed 

all of the classrooms, faculty offices, administration buildings, and a cafeteria.  Even as campus 

grew though, and the number of buildings increased, the campus would not see any additional 

structures until the 1909.20

 Berry, The University of Texas, 36.18

 Berry, The University of Texas, 37.19

 Ibid.20
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Figure 1a: View of the Peripatus on Guadalupe 
Berry, 36.

Figure 1b: 1993 photograph taken by Paul McCombs in 
from 19th and University Ave. 

Berry, 34.



Cass Gilbert was appointed head architect in 1910 to provide a direction for the 

University’s growth. Gilbert was renowned for his work as a designer of a number of public 

works projects including the University of Minnesota’s campus and the Minnesota State 

capitol.  Inspired by Thomas Jefferson’s lawn at the University of Virginia, he designed four 21

main malls that extended from the main building with a prominent South Mall. He also planned 

for the addition of strategically placed plazas, courtyards and malls.  These spaces would be 22

well defined bin the linear line of construction he proposed for the buildings themselves. The 

spaces between buildings were designed for the everyday activities of students and faculty, 

whether that was studying, socializing, or relaxing. Unfortunately, due to financial constraints, 

only two of his buildings were ever built to completion over the course of his twelve years at 

 Cleary, Richard. The University of Texas at Austin (The Campus Guide). New York, 21

     NY: Princeton Architectural Press, 2011, 16.
 Berry, The University of Texas, 522
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Figure 1c: Students sitting in bluebonnets in the early 
1900s. 

 Berry, 36.

Figure 1d: Pecan St (6th St) in 1888.  
Berry, 23.



UT.  Financing for the university came largely from land in West Texas set aside for the 23

university, which generated income from grazing leases and was not enough to support the 

growth that the university needed.   Thus, though his designs and ideas would have a lasting 24

impact on the university, Gilbert would not be the one to push them into realization. 

When Herbert Greene was appointed the new architect of the University in 1922, people 

had few expectations about what he could reasonably achieve as the school did not have the 

money to finance large construction projects. However, in 1923, just one year after Greene was 

appointed, oil was discovered on the West Texas property.  This increased the property value 25

exponentially and allowed Green the opportunity to expand UT. The University was in desperate 

need of this expansion; though enrollment had tripled since the beginning of the Gilbert era, the 

number of facilities remained the same. Students had to attend classes in the wooden, temporary 

buildings (Figure 1e) that were built on campus during World War I as training barracks for 

soldiers. In order to solve this classroom housing crisis, Greene constructed twelve new 

buildings, including notable buildings such as Waggener, Garrison, and Gregory Gymnasium.26

 Cleary, The University of Texas, 17.23

 Ibid.24

 Ibid.25

 Cleary, The University of Texas, 21.26
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Fig.1e: Temporary structures built during WWI to house cadet 
corps. Berry, 39.



 Along with increasing the number of the buildings on campus, another pivotal decision 

was made during Greene’s era to keep the university’s location where it remains today. One 

notable donor, George Brackenridge, moved to relocate the campus to 500 acres of land he had 

acquired along the North bank of Lady Bird Lake.  This attempt to move campus was thwarted 27

by another notable donor, George Littlefield, who was strongly opposed to this relocation. He 

granted the university one million dollars provided that the campus remain in its original 

location. Ltitlefield’s offer was accepted and his funds were used to expand the university to the 

North and East. This decision had a definitive impact on the trajectory of the campus, as the 28

parallel development between Austin and the University has given rise to a unique urban 

environment not felt at many other universities.

In 1933, the University tapped Paul Cret, a renowned French-born, Philadelphia raised 

architect, to design the University’s first master plan for campus.  Known “not only as an able 29

designer, [but also] as a man of the most exquisite taste and a charming personality,”   Cret is 30

one the most recognized architects of UT’s campus and is responsible for creating the campus’ 

identity. During his career he designed some of the University’s most iconic and fondly 

remembered buildings and spaces that have set the precedent for the rest of campus. Cret’s 

planned focused on a “flexible formality” of building arrangements. Adhering to Greene’s axial 31

design, Cret designed buildings in H, I, L, or T shapes that provided flexibility for growth and 

encouraged the buildings to not only work with other buildings, but to define major and 

Cleary, The University of Texas, 22.27

 Ibid. 28

 Pelli & Associates, Cesar, and Balmori Associates. The University of Texas at 29

     Austin Campus Master Plan. Austin, TX: The University of Texas at Austin, 
     1999, 22.

 Cleary, The University of Texas, 25.30

 Cleary,  The University of Texas, 27. 31
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secondary spaces.  Some of his notable buildings include Robert and Prathers Hall as well as the 32

Home Economics Building, Architecture building, and the Texas Union.  His most remembered 33

building, of course, is the University Tower, which was completed in 1937 . The design of these 

buildings, as pictured in Fig. 1f, allowed for a fluid north-west, east-west transversal.  For 34

example, 26th street to 21st street contains a well-marked north-south path hindered only by the 

UT main tower. The North trail, much like south mall, features tree-lined pathways and grassy 

areas; much different from the concrete filled, building-dense area that exists today. 

As also seen on Cret’s master plan is the attentive detail paid to outdoor spaces on 

Campus. Cret gave special attention to the creation of these spaces, as he recognized their 

potential to not only add aesthetic value to the campus, but communal value as well. Unlike 

Greene’s plans, which had placed buildings in large areas of open space, Cret designed buildings 

 Pelli & Associates, Master Plan, 25. 32

 Ibid. 33

Ibid.34
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Figure 1f: Cret’s plan for UT 
Pelli, 31. 



to create space. These courtyards, plazas, and malls, were lined with tall trees or shrubs to 

contain the spaces and encourage a sense of community.  He decorated these spaces with the 35

many trees he planted throughout campus, and fought hard to preserve the university’s beautiful 

live oak trees.  By doing so, he helped to maintain the natural landscape while simultaneously 36

pushing the university into a new era. 

After Cret’s unexpected death in 1945, the University rushed to find a replacement. 1945 

marked the end of World War II, which meant the return to civilian life and, consequentially for 

the university, a return of the younger generation to college.  Mark Lennon, a UT and MIT 37

graduate, was chosen to help sustain this growth.  Enrollment was listed at 17,620, which was a 

7,000 student increase from pre-war enrollment.  Throughout his fifteen years as the head 38

consulting architect, Lemmon helped to design fourteen new buildings which reflected a shift 

from the “beaux-arts” style that was common in the early 19th century to modernist 

architecture.  One of the most notable aspect of Lemmon’s career, however, was that he was one 39

of the last long-term consulting architects that the University would have for the foreseeable 

future. After Lemmon, the role of campus planner shifted from architects to administrative 

leaders who had decidedly different ideals that motivated their building. 

In his book, “Campus Landscape as Art,” Gaines states that, “a campus should be the 

collaborative product of social scientists, planners, architects, and landscape designers. But too 

often a campus’s aesthetic development has more to do with immediate needs, the college 

 Creary, The University of Texas, 31.35

 Ibid.36

 Ibid.37

 Creary, The University of Texas, 32. 38

 Creary, The University of Texas, 38.39
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administrations’ artistic sense and…chance.”   It is with this quote that the buildings of 40

1960-1975 can best be understood. This period, known as the Harry Ransom and Frank Erwin 

Era, was another period of rapid expansion for the university. This expansion, however, was not 

managed by architects, but rather by prominent Texas attorney, Frank Erwin. Known for his 

aggressive nature as much as he was for his successful attorney practice, Erwin was a well 

regarded figure in Austin and was elected chairman of UT in 1961.  Utilizing his many political 41

connections and a friendship with Lyndon Johnson, he dramatically increased funds appropriated 

to UT.  This sizable income increase was used to build what Erwin believed was most essential 42

in a university: buildings and athletics. 43

Many of the buildings that Erwin helped to construct were reminiscent of his “bigger is 

better” mentality.  He was instrumental in building some of the largest and unaesthetic buildings 44

on campus including Jester Dormitory, the PCL, and the Fine Arts Complex. Part of the reason 

for the wide and tall design of these buildings that dwarfed those that came before it is due to 

Harry Ransom, the chancellor of UT, and his decision to both contain all academic buildings to 

the original UT campus area, as well as to ensure that all of the buildings were within a ten 

minute walking distance from the main tower.  Both of these stipulations meant that new 45

buildings fell out of the place with the height and style guidelines of Paul Cret’s master plan, and 

that consequentially volume and efficiency took place over aesthetics and space functionality. 

 Gaines, Thomas A. The Campus as a Work of Art. New York, NY: Praeger Publishers, 40

     1991,4.
 Creary, The University of Texas, 37.41

 Ibid. 42

 Ibid.43

 Creary, The University of Texas, 39.44

 Creary, The University of Texas, 38.45
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The lack of planning and acknowledgment of the importance of outdoor spaces are well-

defined characteristics of this era. Such is exemplified in the event known as ‘The Battle of 

Waller Creek.’  During this infamous ‘battle’ in 1969, students protested the destruction of 37 

trees peppered along Waller Creek that were to be removed to for the expansion of DKR 

stadium.  Students and faculty, who believed that there was a way to recreate the path and spare 46

the trees, entered into fierce debates with the president over this matter.  While everyone 47

debated, Erwin called in state law enforcement and firetrucks to forcibly remove the protesting 

students. 27 students were arrested and all of the trees were removed, because “once the trees 

were gone, the students would not have anything to protest about.”  In defiance, the protestors 48

took the remnants of the tree branches and stacked them in front of the entrances at UT main 

tower. Today, one can see where the sidewalk juts into Waller Creek, supported by concrete 

pillars, to make way for the new stadium.  Erwin’s brazen and impulsive decision making during 

this incident characterized the entirety of his career as Chancellor. Though this era was one that 

undoubtedly helped the campus to grow, it did so at the expense of the functionality and 

aesthetics of the space. 

The years following the Erwin area were considerably less explosive but similarly 

unplanned. Two notable buildings were built, the UTC and the Petroleum Engineering building,  

but most of the work until 1990 was focused on renovating, rather than constructing.  Similar to 49

the Erwin years however, there was no campus master planner and campus building was not 

pushed in any particular direction. 

 Creary, The University of Texas, 38.46

 Grisham, Larry. "Administrators vs. Trees at The University of Texas." The 47

     Harvard Crimson, December 3, 1969. 
 Creary, The University of Texas, 38.48

  Creary, The University of Texas, 42.49
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UT saw massive growth during 1966 to 1990 with little regard to spatial awareness or 

outdoor functionality, and the campus reflected this. However, after almost 30 years without 

investing in a strong campus master plan, the university decided in 1990 to hire Pelli & 

Associates.  The addition of Pelli to the design team helped to bring Paul Cret’s masterplan back 50

to life. While the 1960s had focused on quantitative growth, Pelli focused on communal growth. 

Wanting to promote a strong sense of community Pelli and the newly elected campus planner, 

Austin Gleeson, worked hard to give the campus back to the students.  Among one of the 51

simplest, yet immediately effective ideas was to close Speedway to through traffic. It was not 

until after this passed that Gregory Plaza became the center for pandering, selling and socializing 

that it is today.  Other building initiatives include the construction of a number notable spaces 52

and buildings that students today tout as some of their favorite outdoor spaces, including the 

SAC (2010), the leisure pools at Gregory Gymnasium (2007), Belo Center for New Media 

(2012), and the Blanton Museum of Art (2010).  The creation of these spaces were additive to 53

the collective community of the school as they provide many social spaces for students to 

interact with.

The most recent master plan created in 2013 is similarly student oriented. It presents a 

user-based design approach to campus planning, which focuses on how students use the area and 

aims to give the campus back to students.  It has a number of different platforms it hopes to 54

draw upon to achieve this, but one of the major ones it focuses on is mobility. These plans 

 Pelli & Associates, Campus Master Plan.50

 Pelli & Associates, Campus Master Plan, 15.51

 Creary, The University of Texas, 44. 52

 Creary, The University of Texas, 45.53

 Sasaki Associates. The University of Texas Campus Master Plan: Spring 2013. 54

     Austin, TX: The University of Texas at Austin, 2012. 

�24



include transforming unaesthetic, car-based roads to pedestrian-friendly, beautiful spaces. For 

example, a proposal has been made for the redesign of W. 24th St, as pictured in Figure 1G and 

IH.  Vehicle space is drastically reduced to make room for significant increases in pedestrian and 

landscape areas. This change will improve the functionality of the areas as well as how 

comfortable students feel when utilizing it. 

UT is slowly making efforts to give campus back to students, and rightfully so. A campus 

is not only a place to learn, but is also a home. Students live on campus, eat on campus, socialize, 

and study on campus, and the design of the campus should reflect those needs. In the next 
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Figure 1G: Existing condition of W. 24th St.  
Sasaki Associates. Campus Master Plan, 133. 

Figure 1H: Proposed condition of W. 24th St.  
Sasaki Associates. Campus Master Plan, 134. 



chapter, I will analyze the outdoor spaces at UT to assess if those needs are met and that UT is 

doing what it can for its students. 
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Chapter 3: An Analysis of UT’s Outdoor Spaces 

From the masterful designs of Philippe Cret to the haphazard building of the Erwin Era, 

UT’s campus has undergone numerous renovations to maintain the school’s reputation as a top 

university. Unfortunately, what stands today as a result of this planning does not encompass the 

needs of today’s students. In the haste to grow the buildings taller and expand the campus wider, 

the university neglected the spaces in between. These are the pedestrian spaces, where students 

have the ability to interact with their surroundings and fellow students. As explained in Chapter 

One, students benefit from beautiful, utilitarian outdoor spaces. It is in these areas where students 

have the opportunity to relax, socialize, or study independently. When analyzing the spaces 

available to students today, it becomes abundantly clear that UT’s campus was not built with 

these spaces in mind.

A brief overview of the campus alludes to this lack of student-centered planning. Figure 

2a, taken from the 2014 UT Landscape Master Plan, shows the landscape typologies that 

characterize campus.55

 The University of Texas at Austin Landscape Master Plan and Design Guidelines. 55

     N.p.: The University of Texas at Austin, 2014, 27.
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Figure 2a: 
Existing Campus 

Landscape 
Campus Master 
Landscape Plan, 

27. 



The color orange is the most immediately striking part of this image. This color 

represents areas designated as “street” on UT’s campus, and comprises 107.6 acres, or 32% of 

the total campus acreage. This totals more than civic (12.9 acres), parkland (44.7) acres, courts 

quads & plazas (18.4), and connective landscapes (18.7) combined. The second highest acreage 

of land on UT’s campus is service and parking, which accounts for 80.7 acres, or 24% of 

campus.   Though much of the service and parking areas are located away from the main 56

campus, the high percentage of campus devoted to non-pedestrian alludes to a vehicle-centric 

rather than pedestrian-centric design of campus. Instead of having numerous pedestrian pathways 

and outdoor spaces, the campus is dominated by pavement and parking. Furthermore, when 

searching for shades of green on the map, which represent civic, parkland, and courts, quads and 

plazas, one finds that apart from South Mall, the largest areas are pushed to the outskirts of 

campus. Because they are not in the heart of campus, they don’t become defining features of a 

student’s experience or the university.

In order to provide further context as to what is lacking from UT’s, some comparisons 

must be made. The figures below compare Columbia University’s campus (Figure2b) to UT’s 

campus (Figure 2c). Much like UT, Columbia is located in an urban environment, but the 

differences between the universities are notable. First and foremost, Columbia’s campus is 

contained within the boundaries of New York City’s grid design. The buildings run parallel with 

the north-south and east-west axis of the streets, which makes navigation easier and the campus 

more symmetrical. This design has been utilized to minimize pavement usage and roads that 

transverse the interior of the campus. Whereas UT’s campus has vehicle access to three of it’s 

four major east-west axis on the main campus, Columbia’s campus is closed to through traffic 

 Ibid. 56
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and is instead installed with pedestrian pathways throughout the entirety of campus. Certain 

areas along College Walk, as exemplified in Figure 2d, allow vehicles to pass through if 

necessary, but are well maintained and unpaved.  The difference in the number of green spaces 

on each campus is also evident. Whereas UT’s green spaces are hidden or pushed to the outside 

of the campus, Columbia’s campus is has an abundance of green spaces that are located in the 

heart of the campus. This improves the overall aesthetic of the university, as well as contributes 

to a student’s sense of belonging at the school. Based on the design of Columbia’s campus, UT 

could benefit from expanding north or west, rather than east, as well increasing the emphasis on 

outdoor spaces when constructing new buildings.                            
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Figure 2c: Existing Campus Landscape 
Campus Master Landscape Plan, 27. 

Figure 2b: Columbia University’s Campus 
“Campus Map,” Columbia Law School, http://

www.law.columbia.edu/millsteincenter/2015-millstein-
governance-forum/forum-venue

http://www.law.columbia.edu/millsteincenter/2015-millstein-governance-forum/forum-venue
http://www.law.columbia.edu/millsteincenter/2015-millstein-governance-forum/forum-venue


The underutilization of spaces and the general design flaws of UT’s campus have not 

gone unnoticed. Beginning in 1990, the university committed itself to redesigning the campus for 

the students and has developed a number of student-centric design principles to guide this 

process. Figure 2d shows the 2013 Proposed Campus Landscape Master Plan which indicates a 

generous shift away from vehicles and towards pedestrians.  Such is exemplified by the 57

renovation of Speedway, which turned a heavily trafficked, concrete street into a beautiful 

pedestrian path. Areas along the Speedway, such as Gregory Gym, have been similarly 

redesigned for students and offer picnic benches, food trucks, and natural landscaping to increase 

the student experience. There are other renovations and buildings that have been undertaken 

since the 1990s that are some of UT’s most successful projects since Cret’s master plan. These 

buildings include the SAC, COLA, and most recently, the new engineering building.  These 58

buildings are always packed with life both inside and outside of the building, and have been 

provided meaningful, communal spaces for students for everyday use. 

 Ibid. 57

 Ibid.58
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Figure 2d: Columbia College Walk 
Screenshot, Google Maps, Accessed April 10th, 2018. 



Analysis of Student Function of Campus Spaces

 The University’s shift to student-based designs in campus planning makes it imperative 

emphasizes the importance of understanding how outdoor spaces at UT are used. Without a 

proper knowledge of how these spaces fit into a student’s life, it would be impossible to design 

them to best suit their needs. In order to understand how the spaces at UT are used, I will not be 

utilizing the terminology given in the Campus Master Plan, as terms such as “civic” and 

“parkland” do little to describe how students utilize these areas. Rather, I will be using phrases 

taken from Marucs’ book, People Places. Her terminology, which classifies areas into “front 

porches,” “front lawns,” “back porches,” and “plazas,” allow for a deeper understanding of the 

emotional and physical responses students have to campus spaces.   An analysis of UT’s campus 59

with Marcus’ guidelines will showcase the University’s successes and failures of campus place-

making.

 Marcus, People Places, 177.59
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Figure 2c: Existing Campus Landscape 
Campus Master Landscape Plan, 28.



When analyzing the University’s campus, it is apparent that the largest green outdoor 

spaces are the farthest distance away from UT’s main tower. This has important implications in 

analyzing what Marcus describes as the “front yard” areas of a campus.  Much like that of a 60

residential home, a campus front yard is a significant green space situated near the entrance of a 

building that can be used for relaxing, socializing, and studying. An effective design will contain 

physical markers, such as benches or trees, that outline the green space and provide visual cues 

that a student is welcome to sit there. Moreover, there should be appropriate and adequate seating 

for students, as well as shaded areas to help control the climate.  UT’s most notable front lawn 61

is the South Mall, where many students love to gather on warm days and enjoy time between 

classes. Although the grass is difficult to maintain in the wintertime, many students tout it as one 

of their favorite places to sit outside. There are also physical barriers, such as beautiful live oak 

trees that line the sides of the grassy area, which provide ample shade for those who prefer to 

stay out of the heat.

 Marcus, People Places, 179.60

 Ibid. 61
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Figure 2d: example of a Front Yard 
Marcus, People Places, 180.



However, the other ‘front lawns’ of UT are not in the centralized location of the South 

Mall.The most notable lawns, such as the George Sanchez Building and the LBJ Lawn, are not 

located in heavily trafficked areas. Though beautiful, they are pushed to the farthest ends of 

campus where students would have to travel to use them. The old engineering building can also 

be classified as a front lawn; it’s large sloping grassy area has more than enough space for 

students to sit down. This area too, poses problems. Although there is heavy traffic in this area, 

the grass is only present on a steep slope that faces a main road with a large amount of cars and 

trucks that pass by. This discourages student use as it makes users unsafe and uncomfortable. 

The lack of comfortable, green areas in areas that are heavily used is problematic. For 

example, the PCL is regarded as one of the most stressful places a student can be on campus. 

Buildings often require something of a student; when they enter the building he or she will likely 

remember the homework that was due in class today, the paper that they need to write in the next 

three hours, or the room where they will study for their test the next day. The library, is of course, 

the building on campus that expects the most. Even with the recent improvements to Speedway, 

which transformed the brash, unaesthetic pavement into a pedestrian-oriented walkway, the 

PCL’s entrance is ominous.  As pictured below, the building entrance is covered in concrete, with 

minimal vegetation and no signs of any landscaping. When students leave the library, and walk 

towards west campus or east campus, they are not greeted by an open area until they reach the 

LBJ lawn or south mall. In an experiment performed by Marcus with Berkeley students, students 

reported that spending time inside buildings made them feel, “frustrated, anxious, and bored.”  62

After they moved outside to an open, green area, their responses changed to “quiet, calm, and 

 Marcus, People Places, 179.62
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relaxed.” Providing a front lawn area then, would help students to cope with their academic 

anxieties before and after leaving the library, or at the least make it less foreboding to enter.

 

The PCL is not the only example of a space that could benefit from a front lawn, as many 

other major buildings lack these areas as well. Buildings such as the McCombs School of 

Business, RLM, and the College of Communications building face similar problems. Though 

they are home to many classes and boast high levels of activity, they lack the proper outdoor 

spaces that students can utilize. This absence of front lawns dissuades students from finding what 

Marcus coined their “home base.”  These are areas on campus where students frequent often 63

and become familiar with the sights, smells, and people who visit the areas at similar times. This 

 Marcus, People Places, 177.63
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Figure 2e: the South Mall is example of a 
successful front yard 

Photo taken March 25, 2018. 

Figure 2f: The entrance of the PCL is not a successful front 
yard, as it lacks landscaping and vegetation  

Screenshot, Google Maps, Accessed April 9, 2018.



sense of belonging to a place encourages a specific comfortableness with an area.  A student 64

who primarily frequents the McCombs Business school for example, would likely feel more 

comfortable relaxing in areas close to the McCombs building than the Engineering building. Just 

as it is important for a student to have a sense of “home” on campus, it is equally important that 

the University provides adequate outdoor spaces near these areas. UT’s failure to create front 

lawns for major buildings therefore strips away both aesthetics and comfort from the students.

Front Porches

In recent years, the University has attempted to make up for the lack of front lawns with 

the addition of “front porches.”  These areas are essential to campus life and have been highly 65

successful. Found wrapped around a highly trafficked building, a front porch provides spaces for 

sitting, sunning, and socializing. Typically built of materials such as brick, stone, or concrete, 

they are also found close to food venues and provide steps or picnic-type tables for eating.  Due 66

to the hot climate of Texas, there should be ample shading under seating which is designed for 

both small groups of people and individuals. This multi-use functionality of the front porch 

provides valuable spaces for the University and helps to make up for the absence of front lawns 

on campus.  

 One of the most notable porches is located at the SAC, which provides low-cost dining 

options to students as well as numerous tables outside of the building. This is a central hub for 

many students during lunch time and even in the colder winter weather, students can be found 

enjoying their meals at one of the tables outside. Located adjacent and across the SAC are the 

 Ibid. 64

 Ibid. 65

 Marcus, People Places, 178.66
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College of the Liberal Arts and Jackson School of Geosciences buildings respectively. These two 

buildings also offer students a front porch, as pictured in Figure 2g. The Geosciences porch is 

situated outside of a coffee shop, and provides ample seats for students to meet with professors 

or talk quietly among themselves. The COLA similarly has a back porch that extends around the 

back of the building. This is a preferred spot for students as it is located close to the SAC and 

classes in the COLA, and is both beautifully landscaped and comfortably secluded. 

Plazas

Just as it is important for a university to have spaces for students to relax, it is similarly 

important to have spaces where large groups of students can congregate. The campus plaza, then, 
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Figure 2g:example of a successful front porch design 
Marcus, People Places, 180.



is an essential piece of the university.  UT’s main plaza is located at the heart of campus: the 67

main tower. The tower is where students take their first day of school posts and were they will 

take their graduate photos after four long years of hard work. Though it is one of the most iconic 

symbols of the University, it is in reality empty and full of passersby.  Marked by an 

exceptionally large, open area with small landscaped areas in the middle, the plaza is rarely 

utilized by students. It has no chairs, benches, or tables to sit at, and lacks any reprieve from the 

sun. It is instead used largely for transit; thousands of students walk through the plaza every day, 

but few bother to stay. In contrast UT’s successful plazas, such as those located on the West Mall 

and Gregory Gymanisum, the tower offers little functionality to students. West Mall and Gregory 

Gymnasium are both plazas that function as hubs of social activity. Every day, one can expect to 

walk by organizations tabling for their cause, selling baked goods for fundraisers, or passing out 

fliers. Each area, though different, offers open spaces for students to put up their tables, as well 

as walls or picnic benches for seating and casual conversation. Thus, when comparing the tower 

to other successful plazas on campus, it is impossible to shirk the feeling that the tower is 

underutilized. Though the current area provides an aesthetic value to the campus, it is most 

certainly could be improved to better the campus climate and student experience. 

Back Yard

Lastly, and most relevant to the characterization of the Honors Quad space, is the 

“backyard.”  A backyard space has the opposite function of a front yard space; whereas the front 68

yard is an open area, highly trafficked area, the backyard is a fully or partially enclosed space 

 Marcus, People Places, 186.67

 Marcus, People Places, 182.68
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that is used for private relaxation and intimate social recreation. Described as “quiet, sheltered, 

and unhurried,” the backyard space gives students a greater sense of belonging. Because fewer 

people visit the area, a greater personal connection with the area is established.  People will 69

often frequent these spaces to enjoy quiet lunches with friends, relax by themselves, or attend the 

occasional special event in the area.70

 There are a number of backyard areas at UT, such as the courtyards at the Six Pack, but 

the most notable and relevant to the discussion of this thesis is The Honors Quad. Enclosed by 

four dormitory buildings and filled with grass, pavement, and peripheral seating areas, it is used 

largely for individual studying or light recreation. Because it shares an area with Littlefield Cafe, 

where both residents and non-residents enjoy their meals, there are also a number of students 

who utilize the quad for dining purposes.  This area is particularly recognizable because it is an 

area where students with similar classes and majors live. A sense of belonging is already 

attributed to the buildings themselves, and the space is utilized as a common area for social 

interactions outside of the dorm. Moreover, the surrounding buildings makes it feel safe, which is 

amplified by the fact that it is a gated community that closes to non-residents after 10 pm. This 

area has many benefits to it, however, as will be discussed in the next chapter, it remains 

relatively underutilized and can be improved upon to foster a greater sense of community

 Ibid.69

 Ibid.70
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Chapter 4: The Honors Quad 

Methodology

The creative crux of this thesis is the redesign of the Honors Quad Dormitory courtyard. 

Though, as discussed in the previous chapter, there are a number of outdoor spaces on campus 

that are in need of renovation, I believe that a redesign of the Honors Quad courtyard would 

provide valuable communal spaces for undergraduates who want to make campus a home. 

Dormitories play a pivotal role in a student’s first year, and because of this, should have both 

indoor and outdoor spaces that encourage residential interaction. The Honors Quad courtyard 

currently does not accomplish this, and as such, should be redesigned with students, purpose, and 

beauty as guiding principles.

The next half of this thesis will be devoted to proposing this redesign. This proposal will 

be guided by user-based design principles that place the user at the center of all decisions. Such 

an approach is appropriate for this project as I believe the Honors Quad courtyard should 

represent the needs of the students who are using it. If, for example, the respondents say they 

need a better outdoor study area, I will use what they like and dislike in a study space to guide 

the principles of the proposal. To accomplish this I divided my efforts into two parts: 

understanding how students currently use the area, and understanding the reasons that drive this 

behavior. This chapter will focus on the former, which will provide insights on how and when 

students frequent the courtyard, while the next chapter will focus on the latter. 

The data utilized for this analysis is taken from personal research conducted at the 

University of Texas at Austin. To collect this data, I used direct observational analyses, 

conducted interviews with current UT students, and distributed an online survey to students in 
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person as well as via Facebook. The interview and survey questions were crafted to assess the 

towards thoughts and emotions associated with the outdoor spaces of both UT and the Honors 

Quad, while the survey focused on data-driven questions such as “How often do you frequent the 

Honors Quad outdoor area” and “For what reasons do you not use the area.” The combined use 

of these methods allows for a comprehensive analysis of the area.

In this chapter, I will first outline the Honors Quad to provide context and visuals for the 

area. Following this, I will summarize the interviews and surveys I conducted to assess how and 

when students use the space. This information will then be used in the following chapter to 

further understand why students do or do not use the area, and what can be done to address those 

issues. 

Area Overview

The Honors Quad is first and foremost a community. Built between the years 1926 and 

1954, the Quad consists of four main residential buildings: Andrews, Blanton, Carothers, and 

Littlefield. The four buildings are situated in a traditional rectangle layout that mirrors northern 

colleges such as Yale and Harvard. Much like the Yale and Harvard dormitories, there is a large 

outdoor courtyard inside these four main buildings to foster both a social and academic 

community.  This sense of community is furthered by the connectives of the area. Students can 71

access their respective dormitories through the entrances in the courtyard or the main entrances 

located street side. There are also hallways that connect Blanton, Carothers, and Andrews, so that 

students can travel from one dorm to the next without leaving the building. One of the most 

 Stark, Meredith. "Effects of Dormitory Architecture on Resident Behavior and Community  71

Development at the University of Texas at Austin." Undergraduate thesis, University of Texas at 
Austin, 2016. https://drive.google.com/file/d/0ByE7LI5O4fC4eW9RbGM4OE1DR00/view. 
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communal aspects of the Quad comes not from the architecture however, but from the nature of 

its students. The Honors Quad is an area that houses only students in honors programs at UT. 

This allows students to interact with their classmates outside of the classroom as it creates more 

opportunities for casual conversations and hangouts. The communal style of the dorms, which 

features two bunks to a room and a communal bathroom, ensures that each student will see at 

least one friendly face in the hall. Outside of their dorm rooms, residents can study, play pool, or 

relax in common rooms and lobbies in each dormitory. The students I interviewed for this project 

fondly reminisced about their days at the Honors Quad, and felt that the strong community ties of 

the Quad spurred some of their most meaningful college friendships. 

Location

As pictured in Figure 3b, the Quad borders four streets: Whitis Ave, Dean Keeton, 

University Ave, and W 24th st.  Located in the Northwest corner of campus, the Quad is roughly 
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Figure 3a: Aerial View of Honors Quad 
Screenshot, Google Maps, April 10, 2018.



a five minute walk to the main tower. This close proximity to the tower makes it easy for 

students to navigate their way around campus and ensures that students will be able to make it to 

their classes with a maximum fifteen minute walk. For dining, students often visit Kinsolving, a 

dormitory situated directly to the north of the quad, or Littlefield Cafe, which is attached to 

Littlefield Dormitory.

Outdoor Space

Situated within the four dormitories is an outdoor courtyard that is open to all students 

during the daytime. Most students typically use the courtyard as a shortcut from University 

Avenue to Dean Keeton when they make their way home to West Campus. Those who choose to 

stay at the Quad typically meander over to Littlefield Cafe, which is connected to the East end of 

�42

Figure 3b: Location of Honors Quad 
Campus Master Landscape Plan, 28.



Littlefield and overlooks Burdine. Serving breakfast, lunch, and dinner, Littlefield is a low-cost 

option for both students and faculty alike to visit when they cannot go home to eat. After 10pm 

however, the Honors Quad is closed to all non-residents and the outdoor area is only accessible 

through the entrances located in the dormitories.  This creates a safe environment for students to 

be in the Quad after dark. 

One of the most noticeable features of the outdoor space at the Quad are the numerous 

pathways that cut through the grass. As pictured in Figure 3d, these pathways and streets are 

concrete and ill-maintained, and take away from the aesthetic value of the space. The largest 

street is a large, U-Shaped road that connects the back entrances to the dormitories. Though it 

takes up a substantial amount of the area, it is only used for occasional deliveries and for move 

in/out day for university students. Within the area carved out by the U-shaped road, there are 

three pathways that cut through more of the open grass area. Though intended to make the space 

easily traversable, the paths simply segment the green area into even more pieces, reducing its 

aesthetic and functional value. 
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Figure 3c: Entrance to the Honors Quad on Whitis Ave 
Photo taken Feb.1, 2018.



Amenities 

Though spacious, the Honors Quad provides very little seating, tables, or recreational 

activities for students. The most seating is located on the Carothers’s patio above the Joynes 

Reading Room. Here, there are six tables and fifteen chairs that are available for student use. The 

large oak tree branches that hang low over this patio provide valuable shade and relief from the 

sun on hot summer days, and it is common to find students studying or talking with friends. On 

the actual lawn itself, however, it is rare to see students enjoying the outdoor area. Other than a 

hammock hanger in the far southwest corner and three picnic tables underneath the oak trees, 

there is not much that draws a person to the space. Apart from the items listed above, there are 

two benches, one statute, two grills, and two trashcans. The main lawn area noticeably lacks any 

seating, and the space itself has no moveable chairs or tables. Students are pushed to the edges of 

the lawn to find anywhere but the grass to sit down and relax. 
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Figure 3d: View from Joyne’s Patio of the concrete 
pathways that cut through the outdoor space  

Photo taken Feb.1, 2018.



Vegetation

The courtyard boasts beautiful live oak trees which are rightfully protected by the 

university. Though these trees add aesthetic value, the areas designed around them do not 

function within the limitations of live oaks. Live oak trees are notoriously difficult to plant 

around as they produce a chemical that prevents various plants and grass types to grow. Because 

of this, areas around them typically turn to dirt. This phenomenon has occurred at the Honors 

Quad. As pictured in Figure 3e, the area around the live oak tree lacks life. The grass has turned 

to dirt and the constant foot traffic from students using the picnic tables underneath the oaks 

destroys the area further.

The grass, known as St. Augustine grass, has problems growing in other areas as well. 

Even when spring is in full bloom, there are large patches of dirt on the main lawn, and it is 

unsightly and uncomfortable to sit on. As pictured in the figures below, the grass resembles 
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Figure 3e: Landscape surrounding live oak tree, with 
noticeably no living vegetation 

Photo taken Feb.1, 2018.



weeds than grass;  it is stiff and individual blades are quite far apart from each other, exposing 

large amounts of dirt to the surface. There are many actual weeds in the grass itself, which make 

it unlikely that any student will utilize the area without protection from the surface, such as a 

picnic blanket or sweater. 
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Figure 3f: Different areas of grass on the main lawn.  
Photo taken Feb.1, 2018.



Student Use of Space

The different aspects of the Quad are central to understanding how the space is used by 

students. To assess if the outdoor space is actually underutilized, I used both observation and 

survey analysis to determine student usage. If the space is not being used by students, it would 

provide justification for renovation.

Observational Analysis

The best way of assessing student use of the Quad was through direct observation. Over 

the course of the semester, I visited the Quad eleven times at different hours of the day to 

document how the area was being used. To record this, I indicated where students were sitting 

and noted the number of students using those areas. The major areas I categorized were the main 

lawn, the hammock area located to the outside of the Andrew’s entrance, and the picnic tables 

adjacent to the Joynes Reading Room. Regretfully, I did not record the student use of the 

Carothers’ patio, although I recognize that this an important area where I often saw students 

studying. In addition, I visited the Quad on days when it was not rainy based on the assumption 

that outdoor spaces are not used during in climate weather.  These observations are only meant to 

be a general guide as to how students use the area, as it was not possible to continuously monitor 

the Honors Quad. In order to improve these observations, a greater quantity would be preferred. 
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As these observations show, there are often no more than three students using the outdoor 

space at the Honors Quad at any given time.  This of course does not mean that there are never 

more than three students who use the quad, but rather gives an estimate of the number of students 

one would expect to see.  These numbers do however, provide a number of insights. The data 

shows that students currently use this area independently. Most often students will sit quietly on 

the lawn, or do homework at the picnic benches. The largest gathering observed was three 

Date Weather Lawn Hammock Picnic Tables

Feb. 1
12:30pm

72; partly cloudy 2 0 0

Feb 26
5:01pm

66; partly cloudy 1 1 0

Mar. 1
3:21pm

71; partly cloudy 0 0 0

Mar. 5
4:30pm

83; sunny 1 1 1

Mar. 6
2:06pm

73; sunny 1 1 0

Mar. 7
4:59

67; sunny 0 2 0

Mar. 8
3:53pm

70; sunny 0 1 2

Mar. 20
6:01pm

73; sunny 0 0 1

Mar. 30
11:00am

73; sunny 0 0 3

Apr. 3
4:00pm 

83; sunny 0 1 0

Apr. 4
3:02pm

68; sunny 1 1 2

Total People 6 8 9

# days observed 5 7 5
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students who appeared to be working on homework together. Secondly, students use amenities 

when they are provided. Students were using the hammock hanger six out of the ten days of 

observation, which is higher than the four days both the lawn and the picnic tables were in use. 

Students tended to use these independently as well, however on one day of observation there 

were two students who were talking to each other on the hammocks. Lastly, these numbers point 

to the fact that this area is underutilized. As will be discussed next in the survey results, students 

want to use the area, but find it hard to do so. 

Survey Results

The second part of my research analyzed surveys that were distributed among residents 

of the Honors Quad and classmates via Facebook. This approach was used to provide insight as 

to how students use the Quad and the motivations behind these actions. As with direct 

observations, there are a number of limitations associated with both the survey and the 

interviews. The survey was distributed via a number of Facebook pages including the UT Class 

of 2018, Plan II Class of 2018, and my personal network of friends. In order to offset the number 

of upperclassman who were likely to take the survey, I visited the Honors Quad and asked 

students to complete it in person. Though this helped to maintain a better balance of responses, 

there is still a survey bias towards honors students, which is important to keep in mind, but not 

directly harmful to the results.

The survey was distributed over the course of two days and recorded the responses of 48 

students.  To properly analyze the results of the survey, I will break the respondents into two 

groups: residents or daily visitors, and non-residents. Daily visitors are grouped together with 
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residents as they interact with the area with the same frequency as the residents. Those in the 

non-resident group are categorized as those who frequent the Honors Quad less than once a day. 

My results found that naturally, the residents of the Honors Quad dormitories frequent the 

outdoor space more often than the non-residents, but few residents can be classified as frequent 

users. Figure 3g below provides the statistical usage of the area for residents and people who use 

the quad daily, and non-residents. Using the term ‘frequent’ to be defined by those who use the 

outdoor space at least once a week, 27% of residents are frequent users of the outdoor space and 

72% are infrequent users. In comparison, only 7% of non-residents are frequent users of the 

space, which leaves 93% of the non-resident population categorized as non-frequent users. This 

distinction between the two groups is natural; those who are residents interact with the Quad 

more. They live there, have friends there, and as stated earlier, feel that the Honors Quad is part 

of their ‘home base.’ Unfortunately, their ‘home base’ does not seem to extend to the outdoors. 

72% of the students visit the honors quad daily but use the outdoor area less than once a week, 

which implies that improvements can be made to the area. 

Residents/Daily Users Non-Residents
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Figure 3f: Student usage of the Honors Quad.  
Warner, questionnaire issued to Students regarding their 

usage of the Honors Quad. 

Frequency # of 
Respondents

Percent

Never 2 11%

Once/week 7 38

Couple/week 4 13

Weekly 3 10%

Daily 2 6.6%

Total 18 ~100%

Frequency # of 
Respondents

Percent

Never 16 53%

Once/week 9 30%

Couple/week 3 10%

Weekly 2 6%

Daily 0 0%

Total 30 ~100%



Moreover, it can be inferred that those who do not live at the quad have little reason to 

visit the area, or feel uncomfortable doing so. In one interview with a non-honors student, it was 

mentioned that those who are not an honors program may not feel like the belong there. The 

name “honors dormitory” suggest to many that one needs to be an honors student or know 

honors students to use the area. If one is not an honors student, visiting the area could be as 

foreign of an experience as a business student navigating his or her way around the art building. 

Though everyone is welcome in all buildings, the sense of unfamiliarity with the surroundings 

and the people make the area more intimidating and less inviting. 

Though there is a strong disparity in the number of times residents and non-residents 

frequent the Quad, the two groups use the area fairly similarly. Residents who said that they 

visited the Quad daily marked socializing and relaxing as their top two choices for space usage 

(both 29%), with studying coming in a close third (~23%), eating following (~11%), and 

“nothing” trailing behind (5%). Non-residents similarly chose socializing as their top reason for 

using the Quad, followed by relaxing, studying, ‘passing through,’ sports, and the relatable 

‘existential crisis.’  Moreover, there was no tangible difference in the number of times a student 

frequented the area and the use they had for the area for either group of people. This alludes to 

the fact that the area is a multi-functional area, and that it has not been designated a specific role. 

Though the courtyard could potentially have many uses, it has definitely be proven that 

the space is currently underutilized.  Residents who live at the Quad do not frequently use the 

courtyard, and non-residents almost never use the area. On a campus where there are few spaces 

dedicated to outdoor activity, it seems necessary to fully utilize the spaces that currently exist. In 

the next chapter, I will discuss how this area could be improved by addressing the major reasons 

why students avoid the spaces.
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Chapter 5: The Problem Areas of the Honors Quad Courtyard 

In the last chapter, I assessed how students currently use the outdoor space at the Honors 

Quad and determined that both residents and non-residents are largely infrequent users of the 

courtyard, even if they visit the Honors Quad often. In order to design a new space that will 

accommodate the needs of the students, it is important to further understand why these spaces are 

being underutilized. To do so, I will again use the data taken from the interviews and survey 

results that were administered to the students. Their responses, which detailed what they think 

about the Honors Quad courtyard and why they do or do not frequent it, will be used to develop 

key “pain points,” or problem areas, associated with the area. For example, if a student does not 

use the area because he or she does not feel there is adequate spaces to sit, ‘seating’ will be 

designated as an aspect that needs to be considered in the proposal. Additionally, in this chapter I 

will discuss the student’s suggestions for the Honors Quad and what they ultimately want in an 

outdoor space. This information is also collected from the survey, in which students had the 

opportunity to answer open ended questions that asked them “How would you improve the 

Honors Quad courtyard.” The residents ultimately have the most relevant opinion about what 

could be improved about the courtyard. These answers will be discussed in this chapter, which 

will provide a comprehensive overview of the problem areas associated with the Honors Quad, 

and some of the ways that they could be improved.

Lawn Landscaping (Grass)

When asked on the survey why they did not use the Honors Quad courtyard, an 

overwhelming 40.8% students agreed marked that the “grass is uncomfortable.” They 
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consequentially felt that the main lawn was not an area where they could comfortably sit and 

read a book or relax with friends. A common response in the open-ended portion of the survey 

was that the grass felt sharp and was not dispersed evenly through the lawn, and that it often 

harbored ants or insects in the grass. When asked how students would like to see the area 

improved, many students simply responded “fix the grass.” For some then, the solution to a 

better space is not a complicated redesign of the area, but rather a space where they feel 

comfortable sitting outside. 

As pictured below, the grass varies with the seasons. Fig. 1 was taken at the end of winter 

on Februrary 1st, while Fig. 2 was taken on March 6, when temperatures had risen and spring 

had begun. The Feb. 1st photo shows how the grass appears from mid November to early 

February, which accounts for about three and a half months of the year. During this time, the 

grass is dead and is unpleasant to sit on. However, as students note, even when the grass is full 

and green, it is relatively uncomfortable to use. Grass is notoriously tricky to grow in Texas, 

however there are some options to remedy this as will be discussed in the following chapter. 
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Figure 4a: Front lawn on Feb, 1.  
Warner, Feb 1, 2018

Figure 4b: Front lawn on April 10.  
Warner, April 10, 2018



The slope of the area also posed a problem for many students. Many respondents 

remarked that the slope prevented a functional use of the space. In response to what he would 

improve about the outdoor space he responded, “Level that sh*t. That area should either be used 

for recreation or be made for studying. The in-between situation leads to people really doing 

neither.” Another student similarly responded, “The grass space in the middle, I really liked 

having that space, but I would like to have that leveled.” The slope makes it challenging to put 

tables on the area, and prevents people from participating in outdoor activities such as frisbee 

and soccer.

Seating

30.67% of students marked “not enough seating” as one of the reasons they did not use 

the outdoor space. Comments claimed that there is “not enough places to sit and the ones that 

currently are there are uncomfortable” and “no seating or tables in the center of the lawn.” As 

stated earlier, the Honors Quad has seating above the Joynes Reading Room and on the lawn. 

Though the Joynes patio has six moveable tables and fifteen chairs, the lawn itself only has three 
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Figure 4c: View of the slope on the main lawn 
Warner, April 22, 2018



picnic benches and two benches. This certainly is not enough to accommodate the hundreds of 

students who live in the dorms. Moreover, these benches and tables are rarely used. The picnic 

benches are uncomfortable and always covered with tree debris, making eating lunch at one of 

the tables less appetizing and studying less appealing. Respondents also noted that during the 

spring time, the tables are coated in layers of pollen, which exacerbates allergies and gives the 

tables an unpleasant look. 

Many of the open ended questions pointed to the fact that students simply want more 

seating. More than fifteen of the open ended responses to how they students would improve the 

space mentioned seating, with answers such as “more comfortable seating,” “more sitting and 

shades,” and “more benches and tables would be nice.” Seating can be used for studying or 

socializing, which should be taken into consideration as well. An interviewee mentioned that he 

liked having private places to do work, and wanted a structured, shaded area to study. 

Alternatively, another interviewee suggested more communal seating so that socializing with 

�55

Figure 4d: Picnic tables located underneath live oak trees 
Warner, April 22, 2018

Figure 4e: Picnic tables located north of live oak trees 
Warner, April 10, 2018



friends would be easier. Both of these ideas could potentially be utilized in the design, as 

different areas of the quad could be designated for different functions. 

Shade/climate control (36.7%)

Students who dislike the picnic benches are forced towards the lawn if they want to enjoy 

a nice day outside. This is problematic as students find the lawn grass uncomfortable, but also 

because 30.6% of students marked “not enough shade/climate control” as a deterring factor. 

Most of the large trees that provide shade are pushed to the outside of the area, and students who 

sit on the main lawn are exposed to the sun with little reprieve from the heat. Though students 

may enjoy this when relaxing, the Texas heat is not ideal for studying or when hanging out with 

friends.  Thus, many of the suggestions on how to improve the area included responses such as, 

“add shaded seating because it get’s too hot to do homework outside.” Based on the comments 

made about shade underneath trees, they would prefer shade from umbrellas or other non-natural 

sources to reduce pollen and tree debris in their area. 

Aesthetics/Use of Space

Another problem that the students identified about the courtyard is that it is not 

particularly beautiful.  In the survey, students were asked to rate the outdoor space on a scale of 

1-10. The space scored an average of 7, which implies the space has potential, but is not 

landscaped properly. This idea was similarly common in the interviews, in which each of the 

students mentioned the unnecessary amount of pavement on the lawn. Though they understood 

the pathway that connected university ave to Whitis Ave were functional, they expressed a 

disappointment with the paths that intersected the main lawn.  One of their favorite aspects about 
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the Honors Quad was that the area is big and open. The spaciousness of the area is calming, and 

the large amount of space allows students ample private space. However, the students responded 

that though they felt that the outdoor area was large, the numerous paths that divide the area, as 

well as the main lawn, dominates the courtyard and makes the space unaesthetic. One 

interviewee remarked that the numerous divisions on the lawn made it hard to play any sports: 

“There’s a walkway that goes right through the lawn, which is stupid. There’s a statue in the 

middle of it, and the concrete area bisects the grass area so you have to constantly jump over it 

when you’re throwing a frisbee. People always have to jump over it and watch were they run.” 

They felt that the area would be better utilized if the walkways were removed and the area was 

“all grass.” Another interviewee stated that they would like to “tear up the walkways that go 

through the grass and just have one large grass area. The dispersed patches of grass throughout 

the space separated by concrete walkways isn't an effective use of space.” This idea of “less 

concrete, more space,” as mentioned by another respondent would improve both the functionality 

and aesthetics of the space. 

Students in the survey similarly remarked that there was too much pavement, but some 

respondents mentioned that they felt the area lacked aesthetic beauty as well. One student 

commented that she did not use the area because she was not drawn to it, as there are no flowers 

or beautiful plants that grow in the Honors Quad. Rather, the area is either only brown or green 

throughout the year. One responder summed up this idea when he stated, “It’s [The Honors Quad 

Courtyard] not too pretty. it’s nice that it’s there but aesthetically I don’t think it’s a very pretty 

place. Like many other spaces on UT’s campus, it is very underwhelming.” These opinions 

should be seriously considered as courtyard areas such the Honors Quad are perfect for creating 

beautiful, intimate spaces for people to appreciate a more complex landscape.
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Function

One of the most common phrases interviewees used to describe the Honors Quad was 

“empty.” This refers both to the lack of people and amenities in the courtyard itself.  Some of the 

students comments include: “They should fix the middle area because it’s just an empty space,” 

“It seems kind of empty,” “It’s pretty limited what you can do there,” and “It’s a huge space, but 

the only thing you can do is walk through it.” These comments correspond to the 51% of 

respondents who noted that the reason that they don’t use the Honors Quad outdoor area is that 

they “don’t have a reason to visit the area.” This is obviously not only due to the fact that the 

space is underutilized, as many of the respondents were upperclassmen who no longer have 

friends or classes in the Honors Quad and live considerably farther away from campus. One 

interviewee remarked that she used to frequent the Quad often when she had friends who lived 

there, but since her she and her friends have since moved off-campus, there is little reason for her 

to go back. What this shows, however, is that there is nothing that draws a person to the area.  

Most will not travel to the Honors Quad to sit on grass that they feel is uncomfortable if they can 

find a better space elsewhere. Moreover, not all of the responses were from upperclassmen. 5 of 

the 18 resident responses (27%) also marked “no reason to visit the area” as a reason why they 

did not use the outdoor space. Since these students are at the Quad every day, this response 

should be a definite sign of spatial underutilization.

Students had a variety of opinions when it came to what amenities they would put in the 

Honors Quad outdoor area. The most common answer was more hammocks, or “eno pods.” The 

Honors Quad currently has one hammock rack where students can hang their own hammocks or 

ones checked out from the front desk. As noted on the observation days, people were using the 

hammocks on more days than either the lawn area or the picnic tables. This is because 
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hammocks the hammock notably provides what the lawn and picnic benches do not; a clean, 

elevated space (away from the ants) that one can enjoy on nice days. Because the hammocks are 

not directly underneath the trees and do not touch the ground, students don’t feel dirty when 

using them. Moreover, the current hammock rack is placed in the corner of the outdoor space 

where it receives natural shade from the dormitory walls above it. This means that by 4pm, the 

area is nicely shaded even though it is still warm outside. The addition of hammock space is 

clearly wanted by students who are both residents and non-residents.

Other suggestions for amenities include answers such “more social interaction areas and 

activities,”  “swing sets,” “trampolines,” “gazebo in the quad,” “volleyball court,” “fire pit,” and 

“hot tub.” These answers suggest that students are looking for a space that they can have fun 

with their friends. There aren’t a lot of spaces on campus, let alone inside the Honors Quad, that 

provide these spaces for students. Because of this, they are often forced to go off campus or go 

inside. For freshman who most likely do not have cars, this leaves them few options but to 

simply go inside. More amenities that encourage social interaction should definitely be included 

into the design of the honors quad, as it will improve opportunities to create, and maintain, 

lasting friendships. 

Summary of Findings

The analyses of student answers can be divided into six “pain points,” or problems that I 

will attempt to solve in a user-based design.

1. The concrete dividing the lawn is unaesthetic and removes the area’s functionality

2. The space, though large, feels empty because there is not enough to do (no function)

3. There is not enough seating 
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4. There is not enough shaded areas

5. The area is not beautiful 

6. The slope takes away the functionality of the area. 

In the next chapter, I will address each of these problem areas in my design proposal in 

the hopes of creating a better space for students. Notably, students remarked in the survey that 

they would visit the area more frequently if improvements were made. Of the residents, an 

overwhelming 94% responded “yes” when asked if they would use the courtyard more if 

improvements were made, and of the non-residents, 55% responded “yes,” 33% responded 

“maybe,” and only 13% responded “no.” Such a positive response indicates that though the 

courtyard is currently underutilized, students would like to use the it and would likely support a 

renovation of the area.
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 Chapter 6: Design Proposal  

By now, I have assessed the Honors Quad outdoor area in terms of its physical space, 

student usage, and areas that could be improved. Using this information, I will now describe my 

design proposal for the outdoor space. This proposal will encompass an overview of general 

improvements that should be made to the Honors Quad, as well as drawings that illustrate how 

specific problem areas at the Honors Quad courtyard could be redesigned. It will then detail the 

ways in which this proposal could be implemented, and the different organizations who could 

help to maintain the area.

Who

When designing a space, it is necessary to understand the users, or who the space is 

ultimately being designed for. The Honors Quad has two major users: residents and non-

residents. As detailed in the previous chapters, these two groups utilize the areas with different 

frequencies. The residents, since they visit the area every day, interact with the Honors Quad 

outdoor space more so than the non-residents. It is their home; it is a space where they hang out 

with their friends, study and do their homework, and relax in the areas provided to them. Non-

residents however, mainly use the area as a transit area; though they may have used the area 

when they underclassmen or lived in the Quad, they do not frequent the Honors Quad anymore 

except on the occasional beautiful day or when they stop by Littlefield Patio for a meal. Thus, 

when designing the Honors Quad, I will primarily be designing the area with the interests of the 

Honors Quad resident in mind. However, the way that the two groups of residents use the area is 

not entirely that different. Both groups of people see the area as one for socializing, relaxing, and 
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studying. It is my hope that implementing certain design elements will encourage non-residents 

who pass through the area to use the space as well.

Who is the average resident? What defines the honors quad resident and how do they 

currently interact with the outdoor space? Understanding the use is just as important as the idea 

in the design. As detailed before in the earlier chapters, the Honors Quad resident is typically a 

freshman or a sophomore who is in an honors program at UT. Because of this, the resident will 

have many friends in the Quad, as they see them both in classes and in less formal, casual 

settings. Currently, most students congregate in the indoor spaces when they hang out with their 

friends. These inside areas, such as the recreation rooms in Blanton and Andrews, are preferred 

over the outdoor areas because they have seating and climate control.  If students do want to use 

the outdoor area, they find that there are few places to sit. One student may decide to take his or 

her hammock out to the eno pod, but no more than three people can use this at a time. Because of 

this, the honors quad resident will simply stay inside or go elsewhere, such as to the IM fields, 

Zilker, or Pease Park, to enjoy the outdoors in comfort. 

General Improvements:

With the user determined and the pain points of the residents defined it is now possible to 

provide general suggestions to improve the area.

Seating
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What is obviously most lacking from this space is seating. A mentioned in Whyte’s study 

Project for Public Spaces “People tend to sit where the most where there are places to sit.”  The 72

Honors Quad offers few of these spots, and consequentially has few people utilizing these areas. 

Thus, plenty of seating should be added wherever spaces are available.  This seating will include 

both moveable and unlovable furniture, as it allows students the freedom to create their own 

spaces. Students, for example, can cluster into small groups or sit individually depending on 

what their purpose is. Moveable furniture will also enable students to shield themselves from the 

sun as it moves overhead, and could move into more shaded or less shaded areas.

In addition, seating will allow students the opportunity to sit outside without the fear of 

insects crawling on them or their homework. This “clean” feeling will encourage both socializing 

and studying in outdoor spaces when the weather permits. Each seat or table should have an 

outlet, so that students do not have to go back inside when they want to charge their computers. 

Vegetation/Landscaping

Grass: The current ground cover is not suited for the Honors Quad. The grass grows 

sporadically around the lawn and is often dead or simply piles of weeds. To remedy this 

situation, the grass could be replanted, and most likely should. However, other vegetation should 

be planted where grass cannot grow to maintain a green, sustainable area. This vegetation will 

include different varieties of ivy, which should be planted underneath the live oak trees to ensure 

that the area will stay green all year. Furthermore, because comfortable grass, such as Bermuda 

grass, can be expensive and water-intesive to maintain, it should not be the goal to maintain the 

grass areas for seating. Rather, additional seating in the courtyard should encourage students to 

 WHYTE, WILLIAM H., and PACO UNDERHILL. "THE DESIGN OF SPACES." In City: 72

Rediscovering the Center, 103-31. University of Pennsylvania Press, 1988. http://
www.jstor.org.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/stable/j.ctt3fh8fz.10, 129.
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move away from the grass as a seating area, and take away the “comfort” as a expectation of the 

grass’ funciton.

Flowers/Bushes: Many students remarked that they were disappointed the courtyard did 

not have any flowers in the spring time. Aside from the pecan tree, the Honors Quad does not 

have any blossoming flowers and the area remains a combination of green and brown throughout 

the year. Adding flowers and colorful shrubs would enhance the courtyard, as courtyards offer an 

intimate space that allows people to appreciate flowers and color on a more personable level.

Recreation: The Honors Quad is a social area, but the outdoor space does not provide any means 

for students to interact with each other. Adding chairs and tables will help improve the sociability 

of the area, but the area could be enhanced with other features as well.

Hammocks: By far, the most resounding suggestion from the surveys was the addition of 

more hammocks and hammock hangers. These versatile amenities could be hung in many places 

around the Quad. In addition to the spaces where they currently reside, they could also be hung 

underneath the live oak trees adjacent to the Joynes Reading Room, as the trees would provide 

natural shade to the hammocks. Adding hammocks to this area in particular would also ensure 

that pollen and tree debris would not be a problem, as the hammock is removed after each use.  

Adding hammocks would be a simple and cost-effective way to improve student usage of the 

area. 

Fire pit: A more complicated, but nonetheless beneficial addition to the Honors Quad 

would be a fire pit. Having a fire pit with seating around the perimeter would enable students to 

interact with each other in a casual setting at night time. Sine the Quad closes at 10pm, the area 

would be free and safe for the residents to enjoy the night skies while cooking s’mores. There are 
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obvious safety and liability concerns associated with this addition, however I believe the 

“renting” of a key from the front desk to turn the gas-lit fire place on would enable an 

appropriate degree of control over the area. 

Areas of Development: 

I have just listed general guidelines for the redesign of the Honors Quad Courtyard. In 

this section, I will detail my design proposals for specific areas of the courtyard that I have 

targeted for development. These proposals account for the problems and solutions of the 

courtyard listed by the students in the surveys and interviews. Though renovations are not 

confined to these areas, I believe that the revitalization of these spaces would contribute 

significantly to a more beautiful, functional courtyard. 

Main Lawn: The main lawn is currently divided into four different grass zones by 

concrete pathways. This is problematic for a number of reasons. Firstly, after observing student 

movement, it is notable that students do not use the diagonal or north/south pathways on the 

main lawn, and simply walk where they feel is the most convenient or fastest. Additionally, the 

division of the lawn makes it almost impossible for students to participate in any recreational 

activities. Soccer games are hindered by the concrete divisions, and students must watch where 

they are running at all times to avoid tripping over the curbs. The main lawn also offers no 

seating, which means that the only place where students can sit is on the sporadic patches of 

grass. 
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Figure 5b illustrates my solutions to the problems on the main lawn. To improve this area, 

I would first remove the concrete pathways that intersects the area. This increases the amount of 

green space of the area and creates a continuous line of greenery. Additionally, I suggest a 

terraced seating area that starts at the Diana statue to address the number of complaints that 

students had about the uncomfortable grass and the steep slope of the lawn. Since grass is costly 

to maintain efficiently in Texas, simply providing areas for students to sit that are not on the 

grass would be a simple solution. The stairs are natural and efficient way to both improve the 

amount of seating available for students and provide a small recreational space. They would be 

covered in outdoor wooden panels on both the seating area and the backrest, which would be 

fitted with outdoor outlets so that students could study outdoors without worrying about charging 

their computers. The terracing would extend to the South end of the lawn, where I would extend 

the seating platform out to make room for picnic tables and chairs. This platform would also 

boast moveable umbrellas to provide artificial shade during the day, and enable students to work 

and socialize outside on warm days. 
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Figure 5a: Main Lawn 
Warner, April 22, 2018
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Figure 5b: Sketchup renderings of a potential redesign of 

the main lawn 
Warner, April 22, 2018



Concrete Pathways: Another major area of interest that needs to be addressed is the 

concrete street that dominates the  Honors Quad. These paths are used for deliveries, safety 

needs, and move in and out days, however they could better designed to be more aesthetic and 

student-friendly. There are a number of reasons that these paths exist, such as for safety, 

deliveries, and move-in, however, they could stand to be much more aesthetic and pedestrian-

friendly. If necessary to keep, I would propose narrowing the current pathway to the minimum 

required width and replace the concrete with a permeable pavement. This would improve the 

aesthetic of the Quad, but also bring comfort to the area. Students walking in a dormitory 

courtyard should not need to feel that they are crossing a street when making their way from one 

side of the dorm to the other. Permeable pavement would suggest that the path was intended for 

pedestrians, rather than cars. 

Andrews Lawn: Outside of Andrews dormitory, there is an unused grass area that I 

believe would be an ideal location for installing a fire pit. In the survey responses, students often 

remarked that there was nothing to do in the Courtyard; there was no feature that provided any 

purpose to the students. A fire pit would provide functionality to the space. Students would have 

the opportunity to cook s’mores, relax, and socialize with friends any night of the week, which 

would provide a welcome break from studying and indoor socialization. This area is secluded 

from the rest of the courtyard, as it is located on the South side of the courtyard and enclosed by 

two walls and high bush. Such seclusion encourages a stronger sense of security, and students 

won’t feel that they are out in the open, being observed by others. To further improve this area, I 

would also add flowering bushes and shrubs around the perimeter. This will beautify the area and 

make it more pleasant to sit in during the day and the night. 
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Figure 5c: Andrews Lawn 
Warner, April 24, 2018

Figure 5d: Procreate rendering of Andrews Lawn proposal 
Warner, April 24, 2018



Littlefield Patio: Littlefield Patio is an often overlooked space but is ripe for 

development. As pictured in Figure 5e, it has no function and is an eyesore to those who look at 

it. Vegetative use is sparsely used and what currently rests there is ill-maintained. There is no 

room for sitting, or for doing anything. 

I would propose transforming the area into what Marcus describes as “a front patio.” 

Figure 5f shows how this area could be transformed; including comfortable and moveable chairs 

and tables, as well as ample shade, would create a relaxing social and study area for students. 

Having moveable furniture would enable students to create their own areas for socialization; if 

eight students wanted to sit close together, they could rearrange the furniture to do so. In 

addition, I would make several changes to beautify the space. First, I would change the ground 

cover from dirt to a stone or rock ground cover, to lessen the amount of landscaping needed on 

the area and to create a consistent look. I would then plant bushes and colorful plants around the 

perimeter of the area to give the patio some life.  As taken from the list of suggested vegetation, I 

believe that Texas Lantana and Centizo bushes would greatly improve the space. In addition, a 

flowering Sema tree could be added to the back corner of the patio to provide natural shade for 

those using the adirondack chairs. 
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Figure 5e: Littlefield Patio 
Warner, April 22, 2018

Figure 5f: a Procreate rendering of a Little Field Patio 
design 

Warner, April 22, 2018



Joynes Reading Room: The area surrounding the Joynes Reading Room is in need of a number of 

improvements as well. It is currently most used as a shortcut to the Carothers and the Joynes 

Reading Room, which damages the already-struggling grass. Additionally, there are three tables 

in this space that students sporadically use for studying or eating, however a number of students 

note that they are deterred from using these because there is often pollen and tree debris littering 

the picnic tables. 

To rectify these issues, the grass should be removed from most of the area, especially 

those surrounded by live oak, and covered instead with a more sustainable ground cover such as 

ivy. This has been successfully done on a number of places on campus, as pictured in Figure 5i. 

Additionally, the picnic benches should be removed from this area and instead replaced with 

seating for individuals, such as hammock space or comfortable chairs and couches. The natural 

shade provided by the oak tree would be a welcome reprieve from the sun, where students can 

enjoy a book or relax. These sitting areas should be placed a safe distance away from the 

sidewalk to avoid students feeling as if their personal space was being intruded upon by 

passersby. To guide students to walk in specific areas, a low-rise railing can be implemented to 

act as a deterrent to those who wish to cut through the paths.

�72Figure 5g: Ivy underneath a live oak tree by the Harry Ransom Center 
Warner, April 22, 2018
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Figure 5i: Procreate rendering of the Joyne’s Reading Room 
Warner, April 22, 2018

Figure 5h: Joyne’s Picnic Area 
Warner, April 22, 2018



 Andrews Entrance: 

The renovations listed above are fairly comprehensive and would require a significant 

amount of landscaping work. Not all of the improvements to this area need to be large projects 

however, and there are number of ways to improve the functionality and beauty of the area 

without it. For example, the Andrews entrance pictured in Figure 5j, suffers from a lack of 

landscaping and symmetry; The bushes have died and trees line only one side of the entrance. 

This area could be easily improved by adding flowering shrubs to line the entrance of the 

walkway, and adding nicer benches and vegetation to the areas located on either side of the door.
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Figure 5k:  Procreate rendering of Andrews 
Entrance 

Warner, April 22, 2018

Figure 5j: Andrews Entrance 
Warner, April 22, 2018



Achievable Goals

While renovating the entire Honors Quad might be ambitious, there are certain steps that 

can be taken to ensure a higher usage rate without renovating the entire area. These suggestions 

are listed below. 

1. Add more hammock racks and hammocks: students overwhelmingly asked for a greater 

number of hammock racks and hammocks. Currently, there is only one hammock rack that 

supports three hammocks. The area that is currently utilized for this space can fit at least two 

more hammock racks, and could consequentially designated as a “hammock area” in the quad. 

The addition of hammocks to the current number should be heavily advertised in the Honors 

Quad to ensure people are aware that is an option to use them. 

2. Add more seating and add more varied seating: The replacement of the current picnic 

tables underneath the Live Oak trees with stronger, more attractive tables (such as the ones 

recently introduced at the Gregory Gymnasium Plaza) would likely encourage a greater usage 

rate.  Additional seating could in many areas, including Joynes Reading Room and the 

“hammock area” in lieu of an extra hammock hanger. This seating could be moveable chairs, or 

could be as easy as allowing students to check out inflatable chairs from the front desk. Pictured 

below, these chairs are relatively cost-effective, moveable, and comfortable.
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Figure 5l: Inflatable Chair 
2modern, https://goo.gl/a4udg4, accessed April 28, 2018.

https://goo.gl/a4udg4
https://goo.gl/a4udg4


3. Add blooming flowers, bushes, and trees: The Honors Quad is an enclosed area and 

students would benefit from the addition of colorful vegetation. Choosing native Texas 

vegetation, or those that require little water, would ensure both a low-maintenance, high-reward 

option that would beautify the area at a small cost. 

4. Littlefield Patio: Currently, Littlefield Patio lacks function but has the potential to be a 

valuable asset to the Quad. The dirt should be replaced with either a gravel or permeable 

pavement, surrounded by flowering shrubs. Moveable chairs and tables should be added to this 

area, as well as artificial shade from umbrellas to make this area comfortable for students who 

wish to study or chat with friends.

Additional Ideas

In my surveys and interviews, I received a number of ideas that would interesting 

additions to the Honors Quad. The list includes the following:

1. Communal Garden

2. Sand Volleyball Court

3. Hot Tub

4. Food Truck

5. Tire swing/normal swing/seesaw

6. Gazebo

7. Tetherball
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Though I was not able to find a way to incorporate these ideas into my designs, some of 

the ideas could potentially be great for building both a community and a space for students in the 

Honors Quad. 

Implementation

While writing this thesis, I realized that this could be an opportunity to make a change on 

campus. As such, I was curious to see what the necessary steps would be to provide funding for a 

project to renovate the Honors Quad. After talking to Lisa Lennon, a University landscape 

architect with Landscape Services, I was able to get a brief synopsis of the process.

The funding for this project would come from the Division of Food and Housing 

Services, as the courtyard is a facet of a dormitory. To reach them, a student or group must first 

identify a need or an interest to renovate or revitalize an area. They would then present this idea 

to the dorm or building managers, who would assess the project proposal and, if accepted, take it 

to the Division of Food and Housing Services. DFHS would then decide if the project is 

worthwhile, and can allocate money to renovate the area. Depending on the project, they will 

contact Project Management and Construction Services or set up a work order to find contractor 

to build the project. 

As I will be graduating, it would be challenging to complete this process by myself. 

Instead, I am seeking out other organizations and students who would like to be a part of 

changing campus. Such organizations include Design For America, which is a student 

organization on campus that is committed to using user-based design to make campus a better 

place for students. Additionally, I have contacted different members of Student Government to 
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persuade them to carry this with them through the next year. If these groups were to take this 

project on, I would enjoy being a member of this process. 

If, for some reason, there is no money allocated to the redesign of the project, adding 

additional seating and beautifying the area could still be accomplished. Through different crowd-

funding sources, such as GoFund Me, or appealing to students and to donate directly, a 

significant amount of money could be raised to help buy chairs and tables. Through my 

interviews and conservations with alumni, many people value beautiful spaces and see it as a 

worthwhile cause. 
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Conclusion 

This thesis is a passion project. As a Plan II and History major, I have had no prior 

experience with landscape architecture and design, or with campus studies in general. However,  

of the classes I have taken throughout my college career, I have always been drawn to those that 

focused on people and places. My Freshman year, I took a class called “Landscape Architecture,” 

in which I wrote a research paper that focused on natural landscape art. I loved learning about 

ways landscape could be improved to better human experience, and this thesis provided a 

valuable way for me to do just that. 

Though the design is concentrated on the Honors Quad Courtyard, the thesis really serves 

to show that there are ways to improve the student experience without building new buildings, 

improving the quality of the football team, or offering more classes to students. All of these, are 

of course, vital to the school’s identity and what it offers students, however the building and 

maintaining of outdoor spaces for students is just as important to a student’s experience on 

campus. These spaces enable a student to feel that they have a home on campus; that the school 

wants more from them than their tuition money and a four-year graduation rate. A university that 

only caters to a student’s academic needs is an empty university indeed. 

The Honors Quad Courtyard is one small step that can be taken to improve the quality of 

life for students on campus. This area in particular targets a relatively vulnerable population, and 

the renovation of this area would enable these students to feel more at home both in their 

dormitory and on campus. Though a comprehensive redesign of the area would benefit the 

courtyard, even small changes can drastically improve the area. It is my hope that the 
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improvement of these areas would spur further movements to increase the number of beautiful, 

functional, outdoor spaces available to students on campus. 
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APPENDIX A 

 SURVEY ISSUED TO UNIVERSITY OF TEXAS AT AUSTIN STUDENTS BY 
ELIZABETH WARNER 

Survey Questions 

This survey is intended to assess student use and satisfaction with the area known as the "Honors 

Quad" Dormitory. Please note that none of this information will be shared with anyone and your 

responses are anonymous and used for the purposes of my research.  

1. What year are you at UT? 

Freshman 
Sophomore 
Junior 
Senior 
Graduate Student 
Faculty 

2. Do you believe UT has a beautiful campus? 
 Yes 
 No 
3. Do you believe that UT provides enough outdoor spaces for students? 
 Yes 
 No 
4. Have you heard of/are you familiar with the “Honors Quad” Dormitory? 
 Yes 
 No  
5. On average, how often do you frequent the honors quad? 
 Never 
 Once a month 
 A couple of times a month 
 Weekly 
 Daily 
 I live there 
6. About how often do you use the outdoor space in the honors quad? 

Never 
Rarely 
Once a day 
Twice a day 
More than three times a day 
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7. What do you primarily use the outdoor space at the Honors Quad for? 
Studying 
Socializing 
Relaxing 
Eating (this excludes Littlefield Cafe) 
Other: 

8. For what reasons, if any, do you not use the outdoor space at the Honors Quad?  
 Not enough seating 
 Not enough shade/climate control 
 Grass is uncomfortable 
 No reason to visit area 
9. Please list some problems you currently have with the Honors Quad courtyard. 
  
10. Please list some ways in which you think it could be improved. 

11. If improved, what would you want the space to be used for? 
 Socializing 
 Relaxing 
 Studying 
 Eating 
 Other 
12. If the area were to be improved, would you frequent it more often? 

13. On a scale of 1-10, how would you rate the quality of the outdoor area at the Honors Quad 
dormitory? 

14. On a scale of 1-10, how would you rate the beauty of the outdoor area at the Honors Quad 
dormitory? 
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