Western Washington University Campus Character Study Charrette

Summary

The Challenge

The WWU Draft Comprehensive Master Plan (January, 1997) is a dynamic guide to physical development over the next decade that structures preservation, enhancement and accommodation.  The plan describes an illustrative concept for the future and details physical characteristics, such as land use, landscape, access, safety, and utilities/infrastructure.  Planning continues with programmatic quantification of functions, people, space, and budgets, including investigation of campus enrollment levels and the required land to accommodate building space needs.  

Major projects on the campus are under consideration in the near term.  New infrastructure in the south campus, new communications and new campus services buildings are planned.  Before making final decisions on these significant improvements, there was an opportunity to re-visit the campus vision and better understand what makes Western a special place.  The intent was to build upon past planning work and to clarify the most obvious but least defined; the character of WWU.  Because character is individually perceived using judgmental, emotional and subjective design measures, it can be difficult to define in common, accepted terms.  

The key question is: What is the campus character of Western and what should it be in the future?

Without this fundamental understanding, it is difficult to make prudent decisions about new building siting and design that contribute to campus character.  Questions about appropriateness and fit of new development must be answered and need clearer guidance.  

Wisely directed change on the existing campus, as well as change to the north and to the south, requires a basis that depends upon fundamental campus character qualities and values.  Just what is it that makes WWU special and beautiful?  What are campus features and strengths that contribute to the sense of place?  What aspects are ill defined, evolving or particularly fragile?  Before design guidance of future changes to the campus can be offered, there must be exploration and distillation of the basic character giving ingredients of WWU.  

The WWU campus character charrette took one step in that direction.  On January 12, 13, and 14, 2000 an intensive workksession (charrette) was held in Bellingham with Western staff, administration and expert consultants.  This step explored the composition of campus character, and also probed what character aspects are most important to be preserved or enhanced or to be changed.  Future next steps might include formulating specific tools, such as design guidelines or a design review process to direct change that is consistent with the desired overall campus character.  Near term guidance was provided on pending improvement projects

Charrette Purpose

The purpose was to begin to identify and concisely describe the physical design character attributes of WWU  (In words, images, sketches and diagrams) and answer: 

· What are the major character ingredients that compose the campus?

· What specific aspects are strengths and what are weaknesses, fragile or unresolved?

· What actions are recommended to sustain and improve campus character?

The following summarizes the results of the charrette.  Greater definition of campus character is given by primary character principles and more specific physical character patterns.  In addition, tests of the principles and patterns identified possible master plan concept refinements.  Finally, concluding observations/recommendations are described.

Primary Character Principles

Character is the spirit of a place.  It is seen in the physical setting and felt through all the senses so it is both real and intangible.  It is what makes a location special, distinctive, and memorable. Character is emotionally experienced as one reacts to the unique qualities and features or is struck by associations.  Yet it is elusive to define and explain.  

The charrette participants that included Western staff identified eight specific character principles.  By being specific, one can give the qualities some measure and establish a more tangible discussion for evaluating future campus change. The principles begin to describe the major ingredients that compose the campus character of Western. 

· Pedestrian Focussed

Western’s campus character is distinguished by the clear dominance of pedestrians, bicycle friendly accommodations and controlled vehicular traffic.  The pedestrian focused campus environment is key to the overall character.  

· Continuity of People Flow

The connected linear, spatial flow through the valley is like a stream.  There is a step by step progression and there is diversity. 

· Close Natural-Built Relationship

There are strong connections and juxtapositions of people, nature and the built environment.  The immediacy and contrasts accent its contribution to character.  

· Intimacy and Breakdown of Scale

The small scale of a village with primary and secondary open spaces or, ‘eddies in the stream’, and places for art contribute to personal connections and closeness to the place.  Public places have a private dimension and private spaces have public outlooks.  

· Protected Sanctuary

There is ease to way-finding with perceptible campus edges that makes Western feel comfortable, friendly, caring and safe.  The campus is contained with openings to adjacent park and neighborhood space.  

· Visual Portals

Views out from Western through different ‘windows’ bring a certain transparency to the campus allowing people to be in touch with distant mountains, water, vegetation and the adjacent neighborhoods.  Vistas also unite on-campus locations.

· Windows to the Past

The evolution of the campus is recorded in a sequence of time from the north where the oldest development is located, to the south where the future is still forming.  

· Sense of Village

The campus is a territorial area of settlement, with a mix of rural and urban, reflecting the community of scholars where living, working, and playing merge.  The common ground for learning is interconnected, in touch with all the parts and intellectually charged.  

Character Patterns

Critical observation of the Western campus revealed even more specific ingredients that compose the character.  Diagrams and photos were prepared to describe character patterns of two types.  Patterns to be reinforced include design relationships that positively contribute to what makes Western special and patterns to be avoided are specific examples of problematic conditions that detract from the campus character.  

Character Patterns to be reinforced

· Buildings contribute to and define adjacent spaces/plazas

· Clear building ‘front door’ and presence on public space

· Juxtaposition of buildings and nature

· Housing and academic proximity with integration of nature

· Buildings aligned along key organizing lines

· Orient plazas and open space to capture the sun

· Multiple ‘front doors’ to the campus

· Sustainable development/environmental enhancement

· Contiguous academic core

· Athletics/recreation integrated with academics/residential

· Asymmetrical linked plazas

· Informal organic structure

· Appropriate restraint in architectural design

· Setting for campus art

· People friendly spaces at building ground level

· Compatible transitions with the community at edges

· Protect from the weather

· Parking located at the west campus periphery

· Neighborhood connections

Character Patterns to be avoided

· Pedestrian pathways cross major vehicle routes

· Expansive surface parking lots

· Excessive and dominating roadways

· Buildings overpowering the natural environment

· ‘Paving your front yard’

· Overly grand car entries

· Abrupt pedestrian transitions at campus edges

· Unattractive building backsides

Tests of the Character Principles and Patterns

The charrette participants applied the identified principles and patterns to the Western campus by testing alternatives. The tests sought to answer the real challenges currently faced and to be faced in the future, including alternative roadway alignments, alternative sites for new buildings, alternative ways to encourage transit use, and alternative parking, playfield, and housing locations.  

The intention was not to create or change the campus master plan. Rather, the test sought to understand the implications of campus development to the integrity of campus character.  A series of sketches, plans and aerial views were prepared.  

Observations/Recommendations

Based on the intensive charrette effort, the participants offered the following:

Pedestrians

· Emphasize pedestrian activity and open space functions in the valley

· Honor the central pedestrian route and space

Vehicles

· The proposed bypass road along the west campus edge is appropriate

· Minimize or avoid roads in the center of the valley

· Locate vehicular routes at the campus perimeter

· Create a hierarchy of campus roads to minimize impacts

Parking

· Provide multiple parking garages/lots along the west and south campus edges

Transit

· Don’t block/disrupt pedestrian flow and academic functions with transit facilities/activities

· Encourage transit activities with least impacts

· Encourage activity on High Street and allow transit drop-off and pick-up

Placement

· Support the continued development of the contiguous academic mall

· Locate administrative and support uses north and south and potentially at the campus perimeter

Neighborhood and Scale

· Assure that any development in adjacent neighborhoods is compatible and in scale and character with those areas 
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