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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this doctoral study was to develop an understanding of how and if 

college unions can create community for transfer students from a community college 

during their tenure at their transfer, four-year institution. The researcher examined the 

specific observations and reflections of these students to gain an understanding of their 

experience with community, especially since they were seeking to create that sense of 

belonging with their new institution. In addition, this study analyzed the physical 

layouts and aesthetics of the facility to see if there were common attributes that are 

similar for community building.   

The qualitative research study used semi-structured interviews and a visual 

ethnography technique to examine pictures and reflections on current physical space 

within a college union.  More specifically, the study was a participatory action 

research (PAR) project or “self-reflective inquiry undertaken by participants in social 

relationship with one another in or order to improve some condition or situation with 

which they are involved” (Berg, 2007, p. 223).  The interviews were coded to find 

common themes and the data was used to determine how the college union designed 

and arranged for physical space to create community.  Additionally, the photographs 

provide a visual representation and catalyst for directed discussion and reflection on 

these distinct spaces. 

The analysis of the pictures and interviews were presented in two distinct 

parts:  1) the pictures, and subsequent comments on those picture, from the student 

perspective of community within the college union, and 2) relevant reflection and 

ix 



Texas Tech University, Zane S. Reif, December 2014 
 

discussion about concepts related to the physical environment and human interaction 

within those spaces.  Each section utilized visual ethnography, data interpretation, and 

dialogue from individual participants to present the findings of this study (Berg, 

2007).  The 11 participants discussed several factors that were ideal in the 

development of physical space to make it ideal for community building.  The factors 

mentioned included characteristics of home and work; the physical layout of the space 

related to architecture and aesthetics; the activities and events taking place within 

those areas; the ability to observe those activities, without actual participation; the 

convenience or access of resources and support functions; the overall campus climate, 

dictated by years of cultural formation; and the significance of history and 

representation of that history throughout the facility.  All 11 participants confirmed 

that physical spaces, especially within the college union, were instrumental in the 

formation of community on a college or university campus.  Additionally, all students 

indicated that while conditions were not ideal for community, they were able to 

transform these areas to make them useful for social interaction and other shared 

experiences.  
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

College unions are a unique and special place on college campuses.  They 

provide an opportunity for students to gather, interact with one another, share ideas, 

and meet both their sociological and physiological needs (Butts, 1971; Butts et al., 

2012). The Association of College Unions International ([ACUI], 2009) perceive that 

these facilities are an integral part of the educational mission of any college or 

university, in the following ways: 

• As the center of the college community life, the college union 

complements the academic experience through an extensive variety of 

cultural, educational, social, and recreational programs.  These programs 

provide the opportunity to balance course work and free time as 

cooperative factors in education. (para. 2) 

• The college union is a student-centered organization that values 

participatory decision-making.  Through volunteerism, its boards, 

committees, and student employment, the college union offers first-hand 

experience in citizenship and educates students in leadership, social 

responsibility, and values. (para. 3) 

• In all its processes, the college union encourages self-directed activity, 

giving maximum opportunity for self-realization and for growth in 

individual social competency and group effectiveness.  (para. 4) 
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In addition to college unions being an integral part of the educational mission, 

these facilities have become large capital ventures on college and university campuses, 

often with many people involved in the decision-making process in regards to 

effectiveness and efficiency (Abramson, 2013; Drury, 2011; Heller, 1997).  The  

services and programs offered throughout a college union have transformed over time, 

and often require college union administrators to not only be conscientious of the 

educational impact of these programs, but also the financial impact that will be made 

through student fees or auxiliary revenue (Butts et al., 2012).  While financial impacts 

are a concern, the overall commitment to community-building or the formation of 

shared experiences that will help individual students develop and ultimately, interact 

with other students, is still one of the most important values of the college union 

community (ACUI, 2008; Bickford & Wright, 2006; Boyer, 1990; Cheng, 2004; 

Lloyd-Jones, 1989; Taub, 1998).   

In addition to financial constraints, Oldenburg (1989) recognized that the 

ability for individuals within a society to communicate and build community are 

limited because of an increased reliance on technology and focus on one’s self, 

making the concept of third place even more critical for positive socialization.  He 

defines third place as a social surrounding or physical space that lends itself to 

community building and is important for a “civil society, democracy, civic 

engagement, and establishing feelings of a sense of place” (p. 266).  Essentially, the 

term third place is used to refer to the “social surroundings of individuals outside of 

the workplace and home” (p. 7). When socialization opportunities are limited, 
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Oldenburg suggests that individuals are drawn to these third places because of a 

human instinct to interact and socialize.  In regards to these social interactions, 

Oldenburg and Brissett (1982) perceive:   

Community provides opportunities for social relationships and experiences 

with a diversity of human beings; often such involvements are demanded of 

individuals by virtue of their residence in a community.  One set of such 

opportunities involves the utilization and personalization of places outside the 

workplace and their home. (p. 267) 

Oldenburg (1989) professes that facilities such as college unions can be seen as 

the third place for many students, offering amenities and comfort outside of the home 

and work environment.  These places are critical for community life because they 

foster interaction among strangers and provide safe, informal gathering places for 

individuals.  If these areas do foster social interaction, many students deciding on 

where to attend college will be critical of the services and programs offered by college 

unions because these buildings are often centralized areas for student activity and civic 

discourse (Butts et al., 2012).  Student-centered facilities, in general, play an important 

role in community building on a college campus, thus giving students a safe haven to 

interact and relax outside of their home or work environment (Butts et al., 2012).   

ACUI (2009) states that college unions “provide services and conveniences 

that members of the campus community need in their daily lives and creates an 

environment for getting to know and understand others through formal and informal 

associations” (para. 1).  Based on research (e.g., ACUI, 2009; Oldenburg, 1989; 
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Oldenburg & Brissett, 1982), institutions of higher education may need to be more 

deliberate with the design of the spaces within their facilities to ensure the activities 

and physical space within these areas are meeting the needs of their students.  Drury 

(2011) emphasized the importance of these spaces by stating that “physical attributes, 

services, and programs” are becoming more relevant on campuses because of the 

abundance of college union facilities (p. 17).  Additionally, these building are 

increasingly more expensive and serve a variety of purposes, which means that more 

stakeholders are interested in the flexibility and effectiveness of a college union than 

ever before (Abramson, 2013).    

The research of Strange and Banning (2001) is useful in gaining a better 

understanding of how physical space can impact students, specifically on a college 

campus.  Within their work, they have been able to identify key components of human 

environments “that serve to prod, bend, and shape behaviors” (p. 5).  They perceive 

that over time the physical environment will reinforce key characteristics of the 

campus culture, and “exert a powerful influence on the degree to which people are 

satisfied within, and retained by them [physical spaces]” (p. 6).  In other words, the 

environment, spaces both inside and outside, are factors that students will evaluate 

when deciding whether or not they will attend a specific college or university, and 

whether or not they will stay there once they have enrolled.   

Strange and Banning (2001) categorize the environment into four areas:  

physical attributes, human aggregate, organizational structure, and constructed 

climate.  Physical attributes of an environment include the architecture, layout, and 
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design of those spaces (Stewart, 2012).  Human aggregate deals more specifically with 

the demographics and composition of the individuals that will actually occupy the 

space.  Strange and Banning (2001) perceive that there is diversity within the campus 

population that will ultimately influence the way space is used.  Stewart (2012) 

espouses that organizational structure encompasses the “policies and procedures, 

attitudes about efficiency and productivity, and protocols regarding hierarchy and 

formality” within an actual space or facility (p. 16).  Finally, the constructed climate 

entails “the tacit assumptions about ways of being and doing held in the community, 

norms for getting things done that have developed over time and are no longer 

questioned, and the group’s espoused and enacted values” (Stewart, 2012, p.16).  

Strange and Banning (2001) consider these values, or culture of the campus, critical in 

influencing how space is used inside and outside of various structures. All of these 

categories are the foundation for establishing an ideal space that will ultimately create 

community on a college campus (Strange & Banning, 2001). 

In order to understand these spaces, one must determine how individuals 

interact and perform within a particular environment.  The term used to describe this 

area of student is ergonomics, which  is the “theoretical and fundamental 

understanding of human behavior and performance in purposeful interacting 

sociotechnical systems, and the application of that understanding to design of 

interactions in the context of real settings” (Wilson, 2000, p. 560).  In particular, 

environmental ergonomics is concerned with the “effect of noise, vibration, heat and 

cold, light, and other components making up the ‘total’ environment, on the health and 
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safety, comfort, and performance of people” (Parsons, 1995, p. 282).  By 

understanding how students respond to or perceive particular characteristics of their 

environment, one will begin to understand how they formulate opinions or decisions 

on where to spend their time outside of the home and workplace, otherwise known as 

their third place (Oldenburg, 1982).  Parsons (1995) perceives that information gained 

from the study of an environment can influence and predict behavior, so if the goal of 

design is community-building or interaction, it is important to study the ergonomics of 

spaces where students tend to gather, so alterations can be made to produce the desired 

outcome or effect.  According to Strange and Banning (2001), physical attributes, 

human aggregate, organizational structure, and constructed climate are all important 

factors in the development of an ideal, community-building environment.  If these 

characteristics are incorporated into an overall study of environmental ergonomics, 

once could begin to understand the development and maturation of physical space 

within various facilities. 

Statement of the Problem 

 The Association of College Unions International ([ACUI], 2009) attests that a 

college union can serve as a beacon for community engagement; therefore, the college 

union may be a valuable tool in helping community college transfer students feel a 

deeper connection to their transfer institution.  If a sense of community can be created 

within or around these specific facilities, there is a possibility that it might have 

positive effects on the ability of this transfer population to interact with fellow 

students and engage in activities or programs.  As noted by Cohen, Brawer, and Kisker 

6 



Texas Tech University, Zane S. Reif, December 2014 
 

(2014), large populations of community college students are transferring to four-year 

institutions.  It is important that these students feel like they matter once they arrive at 

an institution, and that they have adequate and appropriate space to interact with other 

students on campus (Schlossberg, 1989).  “Involvement creates connections between 

students, faculty, and staff that allow individuals to believe in their own personal 

worth” (Schlossberg, 1989, p. 5).  By creating spaces that are tailored toward students 

at a particular campus, college administrators can show that individuals do matter.  

According to Schlossberg (1989), by making students feel like they matter, one will 

ultimately influence their behavior in a positive way and make them feel more 

connected.  This is an important concept because institutions of higher education 

spend millions of dollars each year to ensure that students are satisfied with their 

collegiate experience and are ultimately staying enrolled at that same institution until 

graduation (Hossler, Braxton, & Coopersmith, 1989). 

Limited research exists on environmental ergonomics or visual aesthetics 

within campus facilities and the impact it can have on a student’s selection of a college 

or university.  Strange and Banning (2001) did indicate; however, that perceptions of 

value are associated with indoor and outdoor spaces at these institutions of higher 

education, especially when it is the student’s first exposure to that particular campus. 

The impact of physical space on student recruitment is especially true for those 

students transferring from a community college where there is a likelihood that a 

college union did not exist to foster intentional interactions or engagements where 
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socialization might occur as a result of the event or layout of the physical space 

(ACUI, 2012).   

A college union offers a variety of programs, services, and resources for 

students (ACUI, 2009); however, how and why students choose to interact in this 

space is important to understand, so that college union administrators can alter existing 

environments and create new ones that will be utilized by various individuals.  

Transfer students from community colleges come to a campus looking for familiarity 

and opportunities to interact with other members of the campus community (Bryant, 

2001; Cohen et al., 2014).  By understanding how transfer students utilize campus 

facilities, specifically college unions, one will be able to understand the importance of 

space in creating a positive experience for these users.  Once usage has been 

established, students will begin to take ownership of these areas, thus creating 

opportunities to socialize and be involved.  Ultimately, researchers (e.g., Strange & 

Banning, 2001; Stewart, 2012) perceive that opportunities for socialization and 

involvement create community and strengthen the connection with the college or 

university. 

Banning, Clemons, McKelfresh, and Waxman (2006) posit that a sense of 

comfort and belonging comes from the statement made by surroundings and visual 

representations of the constructed climate within institutional facilities.  In other 

words, the values of the campus community can be seen in the placement of particular 

services, departments, and programs within the facility.  It can be seen in 

advertisements, dining options, and the placement of student gathering areas.  The 
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programs and resources within a college union have the ability to not only educate 

students, but make them feel like they are part of a larger community, thus giving 

students a sense of worth, and empowering them to become even more connected or 

take ownership of their collegiate experience and surroundings (ACUI, 2009). 

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this study was to develop an understanding of how college 

unions create community for community college transfer students at their transfer 

institution.  In addition, this study explored the physical layouts, ergonomics, and 

aesthetics of the facility to explore their common attributes that are similar for space 

as an area for community building.  The researcher examined the specific 

observations, through pictures, and reflections of community college transfer students 

that had recently transferred to the transfer institution, the University of North Texas, 

which is a four-year, public higher education institution located within the 

Southwestern region of the U.S.   

 Additionally, the study identified specific areas within a college union that 

have the greatest impact for community building and social interaction based on 

physical spaces present throughout and around the facility.  By understanding these 

areas of gathering and activity, physical design efforts of colleges and universities may 

be altered to reflect areas of a third place, as identified by Oldenburg (1989).  By 

using Oldenburg and Brissett’s (1982) third place concept, the researcher identified, 

through directed questions, at what time students begin to affiliate and assimilate with 

the institution as a part of their physical surroundings, specifically as it related to 
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layouts, ergonomics, or general aesthetics within a college union.  The findings were 

consistent and supplemented by research previously conducted by Strange and 

Banning (2001) related to the physical environment, the human aggregate, the 

organizational structure, and the constructed climate of college campuses. To further 

explore the role of college unions in community building, the researcher gained an 

understanding of how valuable interactions within physical spaces are for community 

college transfer students within the college union by using Oldenburg’s (1989) 

concept of the third place as the basis for initial reference and understanding. 

Overall, this study allows the reader to gain an understanding as to whether or 

not community college transfer students consider the college union a third place for 

their socialization and comfort needs, after home and work (Oldenburg, 1989; 

Banning et al. 2006).  In addition, it identified elements missing from these physical 

spaces that would make it more engaging.  While much of the research on community 

has focused on the general college campus (e.g., Boyer, 1990, 1995; Cheng, 2004; 

Lloyd-Jones, 1989; Taub, 1998), this study focused on questions about physical 

locations that community college transfer students inhabit within the college union. 

Research Question 

According to Creswell (2009), qualitative research is used to gain a complex 

and detailed understanding of a problem or issue.  By empowering individuals to tell 

their story, the researcher was able to develop an understanding of the importance of 

the college union for community college students who had transferred to the study 
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institution.  The primary research question that directed this qualitative study and 

drove subsequent discussions and follow-up interactions was: 

1. How do community college transfer students perceive the college union, at 

their new four-year institution, as a viable place for community building to 

occur? 

Other questions that were instrumental, but supplementary to the initial discussion, 

included: 

1. Based on the perceptions of community college transfer students, what are 

the characteristics or attributes of physical space within a college union that 

make it an attractive area for them to gather, engage their peers, and build 

community? 

2. Based on the perceptions of community college transfer students, what 

components of architectural determinism, possibilism, and probabilism are 

instrumental in creating an atmosphere they find conducive to community 

building? 

3. Based on the perceptions of community college transfer students, what are 

the specific layouts, ergonomics, or aesthetics that are the most influential 

in creating desirable spaces for third place interaction within a college 

union? 

Significance of the Study 

 The early 21st century has become an era of accountability for institutions of 

higher education; many constituencies expect students that enroll to persist and 
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graduate in a timely manner (Drury, 2011; Heller, 1997).  The study of community 

building as it relates to physical structures, such as college unions, is significant 

because students engaged and connected to their collegiate experience or environment 

are more satisfied, and thus, retained throughout graduation (Banning, 2002; 

Chapman, 1981; Villella & Hu, 1989).  There has been limited research conducted on 

the significance a physical structure’s layout, ergonomics, or aesthetics have on a 

student’s satisfaction with an institution of higher education, particularly as it relates 

to community building, culture awareness, and social comfort.  

Community building is the ability for college students to grow and develop 

their social and personal skill sets in a welcoming, friendly environment through 

shared experiences with other students (ACUI, 2008; Bickford & Wright, 2006; 

Boyer, 1990; Cheng, 2004; Lloyd-Jones, 1989; and Taub, 1998).  Accreditation 

agencies, state and federal legislators, parents, and students expect that colleges and 

universities provide the infrastructure and support services that enable a student to 

succeed and build community (Robbins & Tank, 1995; Strange & Banning, 2001).  In 

order to establish this successful community, students must find those spaces that 

make them feel connected with an institution and they must find them on the college 

campus (Astin, 1993; Banning, 2002; Kuh & Whitt, 1988).  Oldenburg (1997) 

identified that pubs and coffee shops, external from the college campus, are 

convenient places for social interaction for students because they offer the individual 

an opportunity to socialize or observe within personal comfort levels.  College union 

facilities must replicate those experiences on campus for community college students 
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transferring to the institution, so the transition process is shortened and they feel 

connected to the institution (Butts et al., 2012). 

 By understanding students' usage patterns of the college union at the study 

institution, the researcher was able to get a better understanding of the value and 

comfort level associated with these facilities of community college transfer students.  

Intrinsically, students must feel a connection to some aspect of their particular 

institution, so they can establish bonds of trust and loyalty (Banning, McKelfresh, & 

Waxman, 2006).  By gaining an understanding of a student’s overall satisfaction with 

physical space, the researcher was also able to gain a better understanding of the value 

these capital decisions have on building a sense of community on a college campus, if 

any at all.  The ACUI (2009) is interested in understanding any relationships between 

community building and the college union because they provide validity to the 

assumption that these facilities are community centers for student life.  Additionally, if 

a positive relationship is shown between student satisfaction and the college union, 

public college administrators could use the empirical evidence as justification to state 

legislators for additional bond revenues and increased student fees related to capital 

expenditures and physical space enhancements.  This is significant because college 

unions, on average, are constructed every 40-50 years with some type of renovation 

taking place, on average, every 7-10 years (Abramson, 2013; Butts et al., 2012). 

 Additionally, with limited research conducted on physical space as a variable 

in student satisfaction related to community building, this study determined how a 

college union can affect a student’s feelings of connectedness and comfort on one 
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particular college campus.   Several studies (e.g., Astin, 1993; Boyer, 1990; Kuh et al., 

1990) focused on student involvement and personal development as it related to 

community building, but not on the actual environment as a motivating factor; 

therefore, a missing component of the research literature was addressed, particularly as 

it related to environmental ergonomics and activities taking place on institutions of 

higher education, specifically within the physical spaces of a college union.  Since 

college unions are often the most common gathering areas for college students (Butts, 

1971; Butts et al., 2012), research conducted in this area may be transferred or 

replicated with other auxiliary services or student support related buildings (e.g., 

recreational centers, libraries, residence halls, and dining areas) where large groups of 

students meet to interact formally and informally. 

Finally, research on this subject was important because colleges are looking for 

ways to decrease their expenditures through the outsourcing of traditional student 

services and restructuring of traditional student affairs functions to academic or 

business areas (Banning et al., 2006; Butts et al., 2012; Hill & Brown, 2004).  If this 

trend gains momentum, students may not be exposed to various programs, learning 

outcomes, and potential for individual growth that they currently receive in specific 

and directed offerings within these types of facilities (Banning et al., 2006).  College 

unions are more than bricks and mortar, as they provide students a place to call their 

own and provide identity for their collegiate experience.  Students are exposed to 

diversity, social opportunities, and events that challenge them both mentally and 

emotionally (ACUI; 2008, 2009).   
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This study is significant because it provides needed research that is relevant for 

college unions in regards to community building within physical spaces.  As one can 

see, these spaces and facilities can be expensive and the opportunity to address 

concerns related to physical space does not happen that often (Abramson, 2013; Butts 

et al., 2012).  By understanding how students see community happening within current 

facilities, one will be able to make future decisions and considerations that make these 

areas more relevant for social interaction and involvement opportunities.  The visual 

ethnography research design used to conduct this study is also significant because 

pictures are how people communicate when looking at physical spaces or areas that 

are relevant to community (Banning, 1995, 2002; Margolis, 1990).  This study is 

unique in that it provides visual evidence and confirmation of space usage within a 

college union and how it is being used by community college transfer students as they 

adjust to a four-year institution.  

Conceptual Framework of the Study 

 With this study, the researcher examined the attributes or characteristics of 

physical space within a college union that are instrumental in building community for 

community college transfer students at their transfer institution.  Using Oldenburg’s 

(1982) concept of third place as the conceptual framework, the researcher inquired 

about the impact physical space (i.e., layout, ergonomics, aesthetics, among others) 

had on a student’s ability to become connected or have a sense of greater belonging at 

a four-year institution of higher education.  The research supports that there are 

attributes or characteristics related to other third place venues, such as coffee shops, 
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bookstores, and pubs that are or can be replicated within college unions (e.g., 

Oldenburg, 1989, 1999; Santasiero, 2002).  By identifying these similarities or voids, 

college unions may be able to enhance their overall service offerings and draw 

students on-campus into community engagement opportunities.  The research also 

suggests that physical space is important in overall institutional satisfaction for 

community college transfer students and by understanding third place, college union 

administrators can format physical space to support the needs of these students (e.g., 

Banning, 1986; Bryant, 2001).   

The main concept developed by Oldenburg and Brissett (1982) regarding 

physical space, claims that “the utilization and personalization of places outside the 

workplace and home” (p. 270) can provide individuals with a sense of comfort and 

wholeness, which can provide a perfect setting for community building and 

socialization opportunities (Butts, 1971; Lloyd-Jones, 1990; Peck, 1987; Taub, 1998).  

Historically, pubs, coffee shops, bookstores, and other socially-passive gathering spots 

serve as a third place for individuals, but researchers (e.g., Banning & Hughes, 1986; 

Strange & Banning, 2001) perceive physical space, within a college union, can 

provide this same level of experience and comfort for community college transfer 

students on a university campus.  By creating or replicating these various atmospheres, 

college unions can offer opportunities for association and belonging, which are critical 

in community building on institutions of higher education (Taub, 1998; Santasiero, 

2002).   
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In addition to creating a comfortable environment, Strange and Banning (2001) 

state that special attention should be paid to the functional and symbolic elements of 

physical space relative to the campus culture because those messages, intentional or 

not, reflect the type of learning, engagement, and community that are developed on a 

college campus.  In other words, direct communication with signage and placement is 

important, but indirect communication related to dirty spaces or uncomfortable 

temperature settings is even more important in creating an environment desirable by 

the average student.  Physical space is critical in community building because it sends 

a message to these individuals that they are wanted within a specific area (Strange & 

Banning, 2001; Kaiser, 1975).  Since college unions serve as the central area of 

community on a college campus, it is critical for administrators to create facilities that 

are meeting the sociological and environmental needs of students (ACUI, 2008; Taub, 

1998).  Taub (1998) had this to say about the needs of students:   

Community can provide individuals with a sense of meaning and continuity; of 

acceptance, belonging, and safety; of affirmation; and of mattering.  

Community; therefore, influences its members to look beyond themselves and 

to feel a sense of responsibility and commitment to valuing others. (p. 411) 

In order to accomplish a physical design that will strengthen community, 

Strange and Banning (2001) created an environmental framework that categorizes the 

necessary steps or lenses for one to view physical space.  It reflects four pillars of 

community-building awareness that not only focus on architectural dimensions, but 
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also ones that are created through the type of campus climate prevalent at that 

particular institution of higher education.  They are: 

• Physical condition, design, and layout; 

• Characteristics of the people who inhabit physical spaces or human 

aggregate; 

• Organizational structures related to the purposes and goals of the physical 

space; and 

• Inhabitants’ collective perceptions or constructions of the context and 

culture of the physical space or constructed climate. (p. 5)  

These pillars can be directly reflected through various policies and procedures or 

through the types of celebrations and milestones that are traditionally programmed 

within the college union facility (Strange & Banning, 2001).   

Lloyd-Jones (1990), Kuh and Whitt (1998), and Cheng (2004) argue that a 

sense of community on a college campus is critical because it binds together 

individuals in a common cause or experience.  With recruitment and retention efforts 

being critical for most institutions of higher education, community can often mean the 

difference between keeping students on campus or seeing them leave for a different 

environment where their need for belonging is met (Leslie & Brinkman, 1988).  

Lloyd-Jones (1990) claim that creating mutual support and pride through community 

made students feel more connected to an institution and less likely to leave.  While 

colleges and universities differ in mission, size, scope, breadth, and educational 

purpose, most institutions have a college union on campus, offering a variety of 
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services, programs, initiatives, gathering spots, student organizations, and socialization 

opportunities geared toward student development and learning (Banning, 2002).  

These college unions are a centralized area for students to congregate and express 

themselves as individuals or as part of a particular group with common interests or 

characteristics.   Applying the above concepts from Oldenburg (1989) and Strange and 

Banning (2001), an ideal environment, physical space or facility, can be adapted or 

constructed that is critical in the development of community on a college or university 

campus.  

Assumptions of the Study 

 The researcher is an integral part in any qualitative study; however, it is 

important to recognize that because of the subjective nature of qualitative research it is 

necessary to outline certain assumptions and limitations within the study (Berg, 2007).  

Qualitative research emerges during the inquiry of the participants, but it is important 

to understand variables that can alter interviews and other forms of data collection 

throughout the process (Creswell, 2009).  For the purpose of this study, various 

assumptions and limitations were necessary to disclose to the reader before he or she 

began to develop their own critical analysis of the findings.  These factors developed 

the initial story of the various participants and gave a better understanding of their 

background and personal path. 

Assumptions of the Study 

This study had a few assumptions within the design of the research, 

specifically related to college unions and the students that were interviewed during the 
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qualitative process.  According to Simon (2011), assumptions are factors related to the 

study that are somewhat out of the researcher’s control, but if they disappear, the 

research would become irrelevant.  The assumptions for this study were: 

1. College unions were prevalent on most four-year institutions of higher 

education, and had similar functions from campus to campus. 

2. College union facilities were not prevalent on community college 

campuses to the extent that they provided the same amount and type of 

physical spaces for student interactions on four-year campuses.   

3. The students transferred from local community colleges, within the state of 

Texas. 

4. The students were given a tour of the college union and other similar 

facilities when they were on campus for orientation or a visitation tour.   

5. Students utilized the college union for any variety of reasons.   

6. The students were satisfied with their home and work environments, if 

applicable. 

7. The students understood community, and were able to identify spaces 

where community was taking place. 

Limitations of the Study 

Limitations within a qualitative study refer to potential weaknesses in the 

study, which are out of the researcher’s control (Simon, 2011).  The inductive nature 

of qualitative research will reveal personal limitations of each participant, but a more 

expanded description of limits was required for a broader understanding of the 
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research and the framework originally established by the researcher.  The limitations 

in the design of this research study were: 

1. The data collected from these various students cannot be extended to wider 

populations with a confident degree of certainty because the findings are 

not tested to discover whether they are statistically significant. 

2. The data collected from these various students cannot be extended to wider 

populations with a confident degree of certainty because the random 

sample was purposefully from a specific area of campus at one institution.   

3. The sample size used for this study is from one institution. 

4. The coding of responses to interview questions was a subjective process. 

5. The college union, in this study, had variable characteristics that could alter 

overall satisfaction with a student’s collegiate experience (i.e. types of 

services, types of programs, hours of operations, customer service, among 

others). 

6. Community building can be affected by numerous factors, which are 

unrelated to the opinions about physical structures and campus aesthetics. 

Contextual Biography and Perspective of the Researcher 

 Within this study, the researcher was able to view and conduct the research 

through a social constructivist perspective.  The basic view of social constructivists is 

that they “hold assumptions that individuals seek understanding of the world in which 

they live and work” (Creswell, 2009, p. 8).  In other words, they have subjective 

meanings of experiences throughout their lives; therefore, it is the responsibility of the 
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researcher to look at the complexity of these views, rather than try to narrow them 

down or categorize them.  Creswell (2009) stated that conditions or variables, within 

the present world, create multiple perspectives and variations of thought.  In the sense 

that groups work with one another to construct knowledge, the researcher perceived 

that students would create a small culture within the college, once they were immersed 

in the community of the campus and were exposed to both formal and informal 

traditions (Banning, 2002).  “Humans engage with their world and make sense of it 

based on their historical and social perspectives—we are all born into a world of 

meaning bestowed upon us by our culture” (Creswell, 2009, p. 9).  Denzin and 

Lincoln (2000) stated that “experience is meaningful and human behavior is generated 

from and informed by this meaningfulness” (p. 455).  If this is the case, it is important, 

as a social constructivist researcher, that the researcher valued the individual 

experience of each participant and understood his or her experiences and subsequent 

reaction to those experiences was valuable within a qualitative study because it gave 

depth and breadth to the study.   

As a social anthropologist and practitioner within higher education, the 

researcher had a vested interest in the experience of individuals and how that 

perception could impact, both positively and negatively, their experience on a college 

campus.  Oldenburg and Brissett (1982) and Strange and Banning (2001) perceived 

that emotions are intertwined with physical space.  As a curator of physical space, the 

researcher perceived that it could and would impact students on a daily basis, and 

would influence their ability to network or interact with others.  In essence, these 
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interactions were what formed a community on college campuses.  It was the 

researcher’s belief that there is no other place on campus, particularly for community 

college transfer student that would be more impactful in developing community than a 

college union. 

 The researcher has been involved with college unions for over 10 years, as a 

student affairs professional, and over 16 years, if one is to account for time as both an 

undergraduate and graduate student.  The researcher’s first job, in an undergraduate 

setting at Colorado State University-Pueblo, was within a college union serving as 

both a building manager and coordinator for the student programming board.  During 

the researcher’s tenure in graduate school at Colorado State University, he was 

employed as a graduate assistant in the recreation center and college union, helping 

with both operations and programming.   

After having completed coursework and taking classes specifically centered on 

college unions, campus ecology, and student advising, the researcher was able to start 

his first professional position at the University of North Carolina at Charlotte.  At this 

institution, the researcher was involved extensively with the design and construction 

development of a brand new facility, as the advisor for both student activities and 

student organization areas.  After this position, the researcher ventured to Texas Tech 

University where he was heavily involved with physical space discussions and 

creating areas for students to gather and socialize with one another.  That experience 

led to the researcher’s current position as director of the University Union at the 
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University of North Texas, where the campus is currently in the midst of a $120 

million dollar project to renovate and expand the current college union facility.   

Personal experiences have allowed the researcher to become very conscious of 

physical space and the impact it can have on creating community on a college campus.  

Based on the researcher’s experience in construction projects, various committee 

work, and professional experience managing such facilities, the researcher perceives 

he has a good understanding of the importance and impact of physical space can have 

on both individual and group dynamics.  Additionally, the researcher has been an 

active member of the Association of College Unions International, serving on both 

regional and national committees.  The researcher has presented on topics related to 

construction and physical space, and feels like he has a good knowledge base of the 

subject matter as it continues to be an academic passion. 

Definition of Terms 

The key terminology utilized in college union facilities, as it relates to 

community building, will provide a more complete understanding of the concepts 

covered in this research study.  These concepts are essential for understanding 

behaviors of students as it related to their unique interaction with physical 

surroundings.  They are listed below: 

College Union: The college union is a facility located on a college or 

university campus that formally serves as a “community center for the 

students, faculty, staff, and alumni of an institution.”  Typically, these facilities 

will offer a “variety of programs, activities, services, and facilities that, when 
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taken together, represent a well-considered plan for the community life of the 

college or university” (ACUI, 2011, para. 1). 

Community:  Community is “the binding together of individuals toward a 

common cause or experience” (Lloyd-Jones, 1989) and it “is a broad vision for 

campus life that allows all groups and individuals to learn, grow, and develop 

to their best potential in a challenging, yet safe environment” (ACUI, 2008, 

para. 1). At the core of community is the idea of valuing others, whether that is 

sharing a common purpose, seeking connection or support, or fulfilling some 

predetermined goal or aspiration (Taub, 1998). 

Community-Building:  Community-building is the process or creation of 

social interaction and involvement opportunities that will lead to shared 

experiences or dialogue from one individual to the next, in the support of a 

common goal (Bickford & Wright, 2006; Cheng, 2004). 

Ergonomics:  Ergonomics can be defined as “the application of knowledge of 

human characteristics to the design of systems.”  It encompasses the “social, 

psychological, cultural, and organizational components” of the physical 

environment (Parsons, 2000, p. 581). For the purpose of this study, I will be 

focusing on both features related to environmental ergonomics.  According to 

Parsons, environmental ergonomics deals with how humans respond to 

interactions that alter “health, comfort, and performance” (1995, p. 281).  The 

interaction between individuals and their environment is a crucial key in 

understanding social behaviors, patterns, and overall performance.   
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Campus Culture:  Campus culture is a way of looking at the “cultural 

assumptions and beliefs” of a large organization, specifically of a college or 

university, by what is “manifested in observable forms of artifacts.”  These 

observable forms extend to physical structures, messages, photographs, and 

other visual forms of media or canvas detected by the casual observer (Kuh & 

Whitt, 1988, p. 16). 

Third Place:  Third place is a concept developed by Oldenburg (1989); it is a 

social surrounding or physical space that lends itself to community building 

and is important for a “civil society, democracy, civic engagement, and 

establishing feelings of a sense of place” (p. 266).  Third place refers to the 

“social surroundings of individuals outside of the workplace and home” (p. 7). 

Summary 

 According to a recent article by Lederman (2014), enrollment within degree-

granting institutions will grow by 13.9 percent from 2012 to 2022.  His review of a 

report issued by the National Center for Education Statistics was important because it 

detailed the growing significance and importance of a college education for future 

decades.  Typically, when student populations grow at institutions of higher education, 

so does the demand for resources and facilities.  Strange and Banning (2001) 

understand the impact of growth on a college campus and offered up the suggestion 

that college administrators need to understand the impact that environments will have 

on the ability of these institutions to maximize learning.  In order to do this, they 

argued that college administrators need to eliminate things at a college or university 
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that would inhibit students’ ability to experience community or the campus culture.  

Physical space is important, whether at home, the workplace, or relaxing at a favorite 

bar or coffee shop.  This research study explored how important or impactful the space 

within the college union had been for a group of students at the University of North 

Texas in Denton, Texas.  The research expanded the knowledge base related to 

physical space within a college union, and it provided visual evidence of areas that 

were instrumental in the development of community within these facilities.  As a 

visual ethnography, the research was able to provide a unique perspective to 

discussions about community. 

Organization of the Remainder of the Study 

 Chapter II presents a review of the literature related to community and the 

impact physical space has on the creation of these interactional spaces and areas 

within a college union.  Chapter III outlines the methodology and research design used 

to conduct this qualitative study. Chapter IV presents the study’s findings and Chapter 

V will provide a discussion of the findings, as well as implications and 

recommendations for higher education, as well as recommendations for future 

research.      
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 In Chapter II, the researcher was able to present relevant literature about the 

history of the college union in American society, the maturation of community and 

community-building at institutions of higher education, environmental immersion as it 

relates to concepts developed by Strange and Banning (2001), the concept of third 

place identified by Oldenburg (1989), information collected on community college 

transfer students, college choice and impact of facilities on those decisions, and the 

value of a postsecondary education associated with both cost and student expectations.  

All of these topics were intended to give the reader an understanding of how important 

physical space and facilities, especially college unions, can be in the development of 

community and student satisfactions at colleges and universities.  The literature 

reviewed will give the reader an appropriate background to understanding findings 

presented later in this study. 

College Union Background 

The college union concept dates back to the early 1800’s.  In 1812, August 

Hare, an English scholar at Oxford, debated the merits of higher education and 

whether it should be a more classically based curriculum or one that was more 

practically based (Knell & Latta, 2006; Butts et al., 2012).  He founded the Attic 

Society, which was a debate society “dedicated to the idea of free discussion, open 

dialogue, and the essential need to teach young men how to get along with their 

fellows” (Knell & Latta, 2006, p. 3).  This organization would evolve into the Oxford 
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Union, the first college union.  This place served as a place for young men to gather 

and discuss literature and politics.  It was the cornerstone on campus for dialogue and 

critical thinking (Butts et al., 2012).    

In 1896, the first college union opened in the United States at the University of 

Pennsylvania.  Houston Hall, modeled after the European predecessors, was home to 

various amenities and offices designed to make students feel better about being away 

from home.  Knell and Latta (2006) describe these amenities:    

In addition to several recreational facilities such as a gymnasium, swimming 

pool, bowling lanes, and billiard room, it housed office space for the athletic 

association, Young Men’s Christian Association, and literary societies; rooms 

for reading and writing, religious services, and music classes; a darkroom, and 

a cafeteria.  (p. 5) 

Like its European counterparts, the American college union was utilized most heavily 

as a place for debate and literary discussions; however, there was now a shift to a club 

concept that served as “common meeting ground, offering comradeship” in a social 

setting (Butts et al., 2012, p. 23). 

 Following World War I, in 1918, colleges and universities saw an influx in 

their enrollment as soldiers returned from the war.  Extracurricular activities and 

collegiate sports started to emerge, and the construction of new facilities on the 

campuses was on the rise (Butts et al., 2012).  “As enrollments grew, building a union 

on campus became a means to provide the necessary space for recreation, club 

activities, theater productions, dining, and socializing” (Knell & Latta, 2006, p. 8).  As 
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a result of these new facilities and the growth in population from the military, many of 

the college unions were successfully built because of fundraising campaigns and a 

desire to make them a living memorial. 

 In the late 1940’s, after another World War, colleges and universities saw 

another growth in their enrollment as soldiers returned home to continue their 

education (Knell & Latta, 2006).  This time, they would be provided financial help 

through the G.I. Bill of 1944 (Knell & Latta, 2006).  Additionally, research and 

technology grew on campuses and the college union continued to serve as the 

community center for a diverse array of students (Knell & Latta, 2006).  Often these 

facilities were the one space on campus where both men and women could mingle and 

“take in a film, dance, or grab a burger and milkshake” (Knell & Latta, 2006, p. 12).  

During this time period, the college union would see the establishment of student 

governance on campus and the appointment of full-time staff to operate the facility, 

thus providing direction and financial stability as individuals were no responsible for 

oversight of these facilities (Butts et al., 2012). 

 The 1960’s and early 1970’s were years seen as both turbulent and radical on 

college and university campuses.  As enrollments began to drop, students become 

more active and demanded more social freedom at their institutions.  “The college 

union served as a forum for free speech and political protest” (Knell & Latta, 2006, p. 

15).  Students, inspired by political unrest, racial inequality, and military operations, 

staged protests and confrontations.  They “challenged college union policies regarding 

usage of space, access to facilities, public discourse, and the right to assemble” (Knell 

30 



Texas Tech University, Zane S. Reif, December 2014 
 

& Latta, 2006, p. 14).  Despite the challenges, the college union developed into an 

area for major concerts, outdoor activities, and the arts.  Many of the facilities built in 

the 1930’s and 1940’s were looking for money to renovate, while those campuses that 

did not have a college union, secured the funding to build their first facility on 

campus.  College unions were now beginning to develop into auxiliary enterprises as 

many students voted for a designated college union fee and granted access for 

entrepreneurial enterprises to enter in (Butts et al., 2006). 

 In the late 1970’s and 1980’s, college unions saw an influx of diversity in the 

student population and resources offered throughout the facility.  Women continued to 

increase their number at institutions across the country and many of the first “cultural 

center and lounges were developed to support the out-of-class experience for these 

students” (Knell & Latta, 2006, p. 16).  During this time period, auxiliary operations 

continued to grow as college unions looked for money to support programs and 

services as federal and state financial support started to decrease.  These operations 

included catering services, bookstores, convenience stores, post offices, dry-cleaning 

services, hair salons, billiard rooms, and arcades (Butts et al., 2012). 

 The decade of the 1990’s saw an explosion in technology as computers and the 

Internet immerged (Knell & Latta, 2006).  Students were now able to e-mail, chat 

online, and instant message for personal and academic use, which enhanced their 

ability to connect to other individuals and their classwork.  College unions began to 

share in this technology by offering computer and television lounges, in addition to 

developing web pages that would help students navigate an online world (Butts et al., 
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2012).  Adult learners and students with children forced many college unions to look 

at child care services and non-traditional student lounges.  Additionally, the 

International student population, along with an expanding number of Hispanic, Asian, 

Black, and other underrepresented populations helped those college unions without 

multicultural centers develop the first ones on their respective campuses (Knell & 

Latta, 2006). 

 The current generations of college unions are developed to handle students as a 

consumer of their goods.  “International dining, recreational opportunities, art exhibits, 

leadership development, organizational offices, and meeting rooms with the latest 

technologies are becoming the expectation” (Knells & Latta, 2006, p. 24).  As the 

student populations became more diverse, college unions looked more and more like 

shopping malls.  They extended hours of operation, offered more choices, and 

continued to be the leaders in technology on most college and university campuses.  

As a result of the 9/11 tragedy, a terrorist attack on American soil, college unions 

became the centralized area for students to get information on world news, and they 

provided a location for “comfort, counseling, communication, and memorial services” 

(Knell & Latta, 2006, p. 24).  By design, college unions became more flexible with 

their spaces, allowing them to be transformed to handle a variety of programs and 

events (Butts et al., 2012).  As users of the facility become more diverse, the college 

union has developed into a place of community for students, staff, faculty, alumni and 

guests (Butts et al., 2012; Knell & Latta, 2006). 
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Community at Colleges and Universities 

Community is an important part of the college experience as it allows students 

to look beyond their own interests and feel a sense of commitment in valuing others 

(Cheng, 2004; Taub, 1998), thus engaging all of them in a common purpose or goal 

(Bickford & Wright, 2006; Lloyd-Jones, 1989).  For the purpose of this study, the 

ACUI (2008) definition of community was used, which states it is “a broad vision for 

campus life that allows all groups and individuals to learn, grow, and develop to their 

best potential in a challenging, yet safe environment” (para.1).  Within this definition, 

ACUI (2008) attests there are five critical elements: 

• Inclusiveness; 

• Transformation versus conversion; 

• Chaos and conflict are a natural part of the community building process; 

• An important key to community building is the individual community 

builder; and 

• Community building is a continual process. 

Peck (1987) and Boyer (1988) have similar characteristics that they perceived 

were critical in creating community.  These researchers agreed that an environment 

must be comprised of honesty and respect.  Students must feel safe to be themselves 

without the threat of someone else dismissing them or degrading them in any way.  

The environment that fosters community must be dynamic and compassionate.  In 

order for community to happen, both Peck (1987) and Boyer (1988) perceived that 

student affairs administrators must have physical areas that lend themselves to 
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socialization and group interaction, thus fostering a sense of togetherness and giving 

students the freedom to enter or leave discussions, as they feel comfortable. Bickford 

and Wright (2006) attest that interactions are centered on the individual’s desire to 

change his or her own behavior, but it only becomes a community when a social 

environment is focused on a common purpose or desire.  They suggested that 

interaction is critical in “facilitating learning and improving student engagement” (p. 

4.2). Additionally, Cheng (2004) posited that one must be intentional with physical 

space used for social interaction, whether that is through programmatic ventures or 

collaboration with academic departments.  These opportunities for interaction are 

critical for students and often have an impact on how comfortable they feel in staying 

in or returning to a physical space.  Bickford and Wright (2006) discussed the 

importance of physical space for community: 

Given that physical and virtual learning spaces play critical roles in enabling or 

deterring a community, it is essential that educators reevaluate the role of 

virtual and physical space as a way to improve student (as well as faculty and 

staff) learning and engagement in community. (p. 4.2) 

ACUI (2008) suggested that renovating and expanding current infrastructures 

and facilities happens infrequently at institutions of higher education; therefore, the 

results of these spaces are expected to endure the test of time.  With limited ability for 

construction, the margin for error grows smaller for creating inadequate or outdated 

facilities, so college administrators must not only ensure that current needs of students 

are met, but also that the creation of these spaces are flexible enough to withstand 
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varying levels of transformation (Lederman, 2014).  Bickford and Wright (2006) add 

to this growing concern by pointing out college administrators must also deal with an 

increase of organizational silos that result in a lack of acceptance for 

interconnectedness, the infrequency and expensiveness of capital projects that result in 

varying viewpoints and political agendas, and the ever-changing paradigmatic shift in 

higher education that results in dynamic and fast-paced decision-making.  While these 

obstacles to effective community-building are plentiful, college unions continue to be 

an instrumental place on campus where archaic theories can be challenged and new 

ideas or concepts can be welcomed, especially when it comes to designing physical 

spaces that will lend themselves to community-building. 

While the design of spaces for community is important, Astin (1993) declared 

that community was also an essential measure of environments that had already been 

constructed. Within his factor analysis conducted on undergraduate college students, 

he was able to determine that community had many variables, both positive and 

negative, that could alter the way a student viewed his or her collegiate experience.  

While many of the positive variables focused on students dealing with academic 

programs (i.e., faculty interaction and classes) and financial aid (i.e., merit-based 

versus need-based), many of the negative variables that could be detrimental to the 

experience centered on the ability of a student to feel comfortable within a group or 

community (p. 69).  If a student felt there was a lack of involvement opportunities or 

social interactions, it would skew negatively toward their overall collegiate 

experience. 
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During Astin’s (1993) study of undergraduate students, he discovered three 

items that defined a lack of community: 

• Students do not socialize with one another regularly; 

• There is little contact among students outside of class; and 

• Students are apathetic. (p. 350) 

Strange and Banning (2001) perceived that not only was community essential in 

“offering a sense of belonging, security, and engagement,” (p. 161) but much like 

Astin (1993), community created opportunities for a common purpose and dependence 

among fellow students.  Strange and Banning go on to state that communities can be 

identified by the creation of social norms and values that are unique to a college 

environment.  Physical space and the function of that environment are important to 

students and their overall assessment of an institution.  Taub (1998) argued that the 

physical environment of a college campus is crucial for the creation of community 

because students need to feel like they have a place to belong and interact. 

 Strange and Banning (2001) developed the concept of physical environment 

even further by stating that students are attracted to space that is “inclusive, safe, and 

involving” (p. 164).  After that, Strange and Banning argued the physical environment 

should reflect dominant traits and characteristics of that particular community.  Other 

researchers (Boyer, 1990; Carnegie Foundation, 1990), in their study of campus 

community, pointed out even more characteristics that defined a particular institution 

of higher education.  They claimed that every institution should strive to be: 

• An educationally purposeful community;  
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• An open community; 

• A just community; 

• A disciplined community; 

• A caring community; and 

• A celebrative community. (pp. 7-8) 

In order to help accomplish these types of communities, Strange and Banning (2001) 

argued that the physical features could “define spaces where members pursue common 

purposes over time in ways that are sustained by their shared characteristics and 

compatible with their collective, unique qualities” (p. 164).  According to Stewart 

(2012), “the architecture, layout, and design of physical spaces is the most concrete 

and tangible aspect of the campus environment” (p. 15).  If physical space was then a 

reflection of the campus environment, it was critical for administrators to plan for 

areas where students congregate for formal and informal gatherings.  Stewart (2012) 

goes on to argue that in order to create community, spaces must be designed that allow 

for equal participation from all users as part of that overall plan. 

 Design for equal participation is difficult within a college union because of the 

number and diversity of users within and outside of the facility (Abramson, 2013; 

Butts et al., 2012).  Strange and Banning (2001) pointed out that communities could be 

territorial and “they needed space in which to exist and to carry out their function” (p. 

165).  If this territory is threatened, users of the facility become disengaged and 

disinterested in the creation of a community.  This disengagement is often categorized 

by a lack of use or the lack of a welcoming environment within those spaces.  Drury 
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(2011) worried that if spaces are designed for community that focus on “coordinating 

work and accelerating communications,” (p. 18) then administrators will miss out on 

an opportunity to create spaces that are more suited for the paradigm of relationship 

building and embedded networks that are truly important in the establishment of a 

healthy campus climate and nurturing community.  She went on to state that too often 

college union facilities are built with efficiency as the primary driver or factor of 

space.  While these construction decisions might be an element of budget or time 

constraints, Drury (2011) argued that effectiveness, not efficiency, was more critical if 

college union administrators were truly going to design spaces that were conducive to 

community-building opportunities.  She went on to state this about community, “The 

effectiveness of opportunities for frequent, intense interaction and the development of 

friendships and relationships has been the most basic assumption behind college 

unions since the start” (p. 20). 

 In order to truly make a physical space an effective tool for community 

building, Palmer (1998) argued that there are certain paradoxes that must be overcome 

in order for people to truly feel comfortable in a space.  He felt that people, 

particularly students, have need for a space that will offer both solitude and 

community at the same time.  The student should feel comfortable to stray back and 

forth across this line, depending on their mood or need for interaction with other 

members of the community.  Boyer (1995) agreed and pointed out that a student will 

have many cycles of involvement and withdrawal; therefore, it is necessary to create 

space that will allow individuals to alter their patterns.  Palmer (1998) asserted his 
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perception that these physical spaces must be comfortable for a student, but allow him 

or her to take risks when he or she was ready to assimilate with the group.  It is 

through these actions that students are able to grow and feel comfortable connecting 

with others that may have different viewpoints or morality.  This type of 

empowerment is what allows strangers to meet common ground within a physical 

space, and respond with a sense of mutual responsibility for creating a safe 

environment (Palmer, 1998). 

 College unions, by nature, are multifunctional spaces where groups come to 

produce events, meet with student groups, and relax between class sessions (Butts et 

al, 2012).  Palmer (1998) acknowledges that this type of flexibility is crucial in the 

development of community because students need time alone to absorb and reflect, but 

still have access to needed resources.  Once these resources are utilized, students can 

begin to connect with one another through formal and informal interactions.  Just as 

Astin (1993) has stated that group interaction is critical for community, Palmer (1998) 

suggests that isolation, or the ability to reflect before group engagement.  He 

commented: 

Solitude split off from community is no longer a rich and fulfilling experience 

of inwardness; now it becomes loneliness, a terrible isolation.  Community 

split off from solitude is no longer a nurturing network of relationships; now it 

becomes a crowd, an alienating buzz of too many people and too much noise. 

(p. 74) 
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Palmer (1998) warned that the dichotomy between group interaction and 

isolation is a difficult one to tend to because of the eclectic nature of college 

campuses.  Students from varying backgrounds and experiences enter physical spaces 

for different reasons.  Drury (2011) also pointed out that because of this contradiction 

between group interaction and isolation, it is important to “optimize the spaces where 

self-organizing occurs in between official points of production” (p. 21).  In other 

words, interaction will happen within a community and most of these interfaces will 

happen in spaces that are informal and indifferent.  It could be a brief discussion while 

standing in line for food or a quick interaction while washing hands or a shared 

observation while waiting for a class or program to end.  Regardless of how the 

exchange happens, these are the preliminary points of interaction that begin to define 

community within a physical space.  Palmer (1998) and Drury (2011) note that special 

attention should be paid to these areas because they are where students will begin to 

test boundaries and communication with one another.  If a space is too heavily 

populated or too isolated, a student will choose to avoid them.   

 While adequate space important for community, furniture can be just as 

important for students looking to find varying degrees of comfort and usability within 

facilities (“Learning Spaces,” 2010).  In recent studies, emphasis was placed on casual 

spaces as a place for better interaction and community building within various higher 

education facilities (Drury, 2011; “Learning, Spaces,” 2010).  By adding the proper 

furniture, electrical outlets, and tables, college administrators can dictate 

communication through a student’s need for comfort and convenience.  “Students 
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juggle coursework, jobs, internships, service work and sometimes family 

commitments, so centrally located spaces with furniture and tools are student 

favorites” (“Learning Spaces, 2010, p. 26).   In regards to these centrally located 

spaces, Drury (2011) suggested that un-owned space, or informal space that is not 

claimed by a particular department or retail unit, is important for community because 

students have the opportunity to claim this space as their own.  If the proper fixtures 

are not in place, they will move to another location.  Banning (1995) expanded on 

these comments by recommending that furniture choices must be strategically located, 

comfortable, and diverse in their arrangement.   

 The college union is a place for students to congregate and celebrate.  ACUI 

(2008) and Banning (1995) agree that the informal spaces within a college union are 

conducive to gathering because of the eclectic nature of the programs and services 

offered within the facility.  Students are drawn to places where activity is taking place 

and people are socializing.  These types of interactions create a culture or spirit within 

physical spaces, and Peck (1987) first stated that community is spirit.  It is being in a 

location and feeling completely at ease in that place because it serves all of your 

physical and emotional needs.  While it can be argued that people are what create a 

community (Peck, 1987; Boyer, 1988, Bickford & Wright, 2006), studies conducted 

on physical space show that if people are not comfortable with the aesthetics and 

architecture, they will not create community in that location (e.g., Banning, 1995; 

Strange & Banning, 2001; “Learning Spaces,” 2010; Drury, 2011).  Overall, physical 

spaces must be comfortable and lively, so that community can be created when 
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architecture or general aesthetics prohibit that from happening (Strange & Banning, 

2001).   

In summary, Strange and Banning (2001) state that a college campus is 

“composed of essentially two parts:  the human or social aspects of the setting and the 

nonhuman component or physical aspects” (p. 18).  If this is truly the case, college 

administrators need to be concerned with making that people are not only drawn to a 

college union because of the personnel, programs, and services, but also because the 

spaces where these things happen are comfortable, safe, and effective for that 

interaction (Strange & Banning, 2001).  Community not only encompasses a group of 

people with a common vision, but it also gives assurance that the place chosen for this 

socialization and interaction is flexible enough to meet the needs of the collective 

group (Banning, 1995: Drury, 2011).     

Environmental Immersion 

 If the college union is a place where interactions occur, administrators need to 

pay attention to the physical layout and aesthetics within these areas.  ACUI (2009) 

takes the position that college unions are growing on community college campuses, 

but they have not reached the breadth of services and programs of their four-year 

counterparts. According to Strange and Banning (2001), “physical features are often 

among the most important factors in creating a critical first impression of an 

institution” (p. 12).  They go on to state that these physical features include items such 

as cleanliness, color schemes, weather, open spaces, shaded areas, shapes and designs 

of physical spaces, just to name a few.  These features not only attract students to 
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campus, but they also help determine these students’ satisfaction levels and 

willingness to stay on that particular campus.  They influence behaviors of students 

and provide areas of social gathering, which are important for academic and informal 

discussions.  Strange and Banning (2001) stated that administrators must create space 

that is both functional and symbolic.  In other words, the space should be comfortable 

for students and be a reflection of the institution’s mission.  In doing so, a common 

purpose or sense of community can be created that impacts the entire campus.  Strange 

and Banning (2001) pointed to four key components of human environments that must 

be met, in order for community to occur: 

• Physical condition, design, and layout; 

• Characteristics of the people who inhabit them; 

• Organizational structures related to their purposes and goals; and 

• Inhabitants’ collective perceptions or constructions of the context and 

culture of the setting. (p. 5) 

Physical Environment 

The physical environment is important to college students because it is the first 

thing their senses are drawn to upon arrival to campus for their first visit (Strange & 

Banning, 2001).  They notice the beauty, cleanliness, and friendliness of the green 

spaces, buildings, and people that make of the campus community (Stewart, 2012; 

Strange & Banning, 2001).  They are drawn to spaces that enable them to witness and 

participate in social interactions that will ultimately be an indication of whether or not 

they feel comfortable enough to join that particular community (Kuh & Whitt, 1988; 
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Griffith, 1994; and Strange & Banning, 2001).  Boyer (1987) studied campus life and 

drew conclusions that the appearance of the campus was one of the biggest factors in a 

student’s decision to enroll. 

If the physical environment is this critical to a student’s first impression of 

campus, college administrators need to understand the individual characteristics that 

encompass these various surroundings (Stewart, 2012). Parsons (1995) stated that 

study of this physical environment is called ergonomics and is “concerned with the 

effects of noise, vibration, heat and cold, light, and other components making up the 

total environment, on the health and safety, comfort, and performance of people” (p. 

282).  It is through the reactions or responses of people that one judges the effective 

use and feel of a physical space.  Strange and Banning (2001) attest that these physical 

spaces can impact campus behavior through one of three ways:  1) architectural 

determinism, 2) architectural possibilism, and 3) architectural probabilism (pp. 13-14). 

Architectural determinism.  Strange and Banning (2001) held there is a 

direct correlation between the physical environment and an individual’s behavior 

within that area.  Smith (2001) also agreed with this premise and argues that the 

performance or reaction of a student is directly correlated to the design of the 

architecture and various aesthetic variables surrounding that specific environment.  

The emphasis on the physical environment is significant, yet it does not discount the 

importance of human interaction, academic prowess, and other factors that play a role 

in a student’s decision (Smith, 2001).  It is important to understand that the physical 

make-up of an institution does have an impact—right down to the miniscule details.  
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Strange and Banning (2001) attest that when administrators “rearrange, change, or 

remove physical structures like bicycle racks, benches, and picnic tables to meet their 

own needs,” it has an overall effect on the behavior and comfort level of the student 

population (p. 13).   

Environmental ergonomics is the study of human responses to the physical 

environment, encompassing the “social, psychological, cultural, and organizational” 

components and the corresponding reactions to changes in these areas (Parsons, 2000, 

p. 581).  Students must feel they can alter space, at colleges or universities, to fit their 

sociological needs for human interaction and community building, as well as their 

physiological needs for food and shelter.  Strange and Banning (2001) noted that the 

physical design of a building and subsequent layout of furniture and fixtures will alter 

attitudes and behaviors for positive interaction and dialogue, while accessibility to 

dining options and comfort associated with climate control, natural light, and colors 

will do the same on a more anatomical continuum.  Parsons (2000) considered factors 

like “noise, vibration, light, heat and cold, particulates in the air, gases, air pressures, 

gravity, etc.” will ultimately affect three very specific components of human 

satisfaction:  health, comfort, and performance (p. 582).  While health and comfort are 

sometimes easier to detect on a continuum, performance is a little more difficult 

because it focuses on the individual’s ability to achieve meaningful interaction within 

an environment.  “There is a continuous and dynamic interaction between people and 

their surroundings that produces physiological and psychological strain on the person” 

(Parsons, 2000, p. 582).  Performance anxiety or social inadequacy, due to the 
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physical environment, can be hard to detect even if health and comfort variables are 

ideal (Parsons, 2000).  Strange and Banning (2001) argued that in order for a physical 

environment to be functional, the ability of the student to perform and interact must be 

accounted for, studied, and reflected in design. 

Architectural possibilism.  Strange and Banning (2001) have a second theory 

about the physical environment that focused on the ability of physical design to create 

an aura or sensation that did not previously exist.  In other words, they perceived that 

the physical design and layout of spaces could create a culture that would not only 

draw students to the space, but also make them feel as though they are part of 

something larger and grander than just their individual experience.  It was their belief 

that the physical environment must be both “functional and symbolic” (p. 15).  Knell 

and Latta (2006) agreed that it is important for the design of buildings to provide 

“identity and unity to a campus,” which ultimately “links diverse facilities, creates a 

specific mood, and imprints memories that lingers with its staff and students all their 

lives” (p. 54). 

 The college union is perceived to be the central point or focus of many 

colleges and universities nationwide, so it is important that it not only serves the 

various needs of the campus, through both programming and services, but it must also 

make a statement about the values and culture of the institution (Butts et al., 2012).  

Knell and Latta (2006) pointed out that college unions are generally built in the middle 

of campus because they do serve as a gathering point for faculty, staff, students, and 

guests.  Often, they are the place for announcements or celebrations that impact the 
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community.  Additionally, they provide various functions that are necessary for the 

daily life of the campus community, whether that is grabbing a bite to eat, mailing a 

letter, or socializing with other members of the community.  Knell and Latta (2006) 

have this to say about those particular functions within a college union: 

As one of the primary facilities on a campus, the union fulfills many roles.  

The facility serves as a welcome center for visitors.  It provides services and 

information.  The union is a dining place and a place for meetings and 

conferences.  It may hold formal events, sponsor campus celebrations, or just 

be a great place to meet with friends and colleagues.  More importantly, the 

union is the focal point of student life and the community center of the campus.  

(p. 59) 

Facilities can have quite an impact on a college campus; therefore, it is important to 

understand what they can say about an institution’s values and goals.  Strange and 

Banning (2001) articulated that attractive designs are more than just an opportunity to 

create a beautiful campus; they are a way to accentuate or alter culture and 

community.  By doing by beautifying campus design, it is possible to not only recruit 

and retain students, as well as a way to incite spirit and life (Strange & Banning, 

2001).     

 Architectural probablism.  The third assumption about physical space 

proposed by Strange and Banning (2001) was architectural probabilism and it focused 

on the idea that “certain behaviors have probabilistic links to the built environment” 

(p. 14).  When it comes to physical space, it is important to look at the layout of the 

47 



Texas Tech University, Zane S. Reif, December 2014 
 

space and how people will be drawn to it, whether that deals with actual aesthetics or 

the layout.   Knell and Latta (2006) introduced the concept of circulation synergy, 

which talks about how visitors of a facility are guided to and through a facility.  If it is 

difficult for students to get to a particular place on campus, the likelihood of them 

visiting that space on a regular basis diminishes greatly.  Additionally, once a person 

arrives at a particular destination, it is important that the facility be warm and inviting 

or it is probable that an individual will not enter (Knell & Latta, 2006).  Strange and 

Banning (2001) agreed that this same argument was the reason why certain offices 

would like to have a visible location within a facility.  If a particular area is not in a 

location that lends itself to high traffic, then it is probable that this location will not be 

visited as frequently as others within that same facility. 

 The behavior of students, faculty, staff, and guests on a college campus is 

important for the designers of facilities because the goal for construction is to engage 

and draw people in (Strange & Banning, 2001).  Knell and Latta (2006) agreed that 

beauty and ease of navigation are important to architectural probabilism, but special 

attention must also be paid to the various services within a particular facility.  For 

example, it is important for retail opportunities within a college union be something 

that would encourage the community to spend their money and that technology was 

sufficient, thereby allowing people to have adequate cell phone and internet coverage.  

All of these decisions must be integrated into a facility or campus plan that will allow 

for the maximization of traffic to and through a building (Knell & Latta, 2006).  

Ultimately, Strange and Banning (2001) perceived that “the layout, location and 
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arrangement of space and facilities render some behaviors much more likely, and thus 

more probable, than others” (p. 15).  Since layout affects behavior, it is important that 

architectural design, for new or renovated facilities, look at the culture of the campus.  

The physical environment is an elaborate and complicated puzzle that must be 

adequately designed, so that users of the facility will be drawn to it, and once there, be 

drawn to stay and participate in the various activities that are offered throughout it 

(Knell & Latta, 2006).  

Human Aggregate   

Human aggregate is the study of how the human being actually uses physical 

space regardless of the original intention of the design or layout of the area (Strange & 

Banning, 2001).  When looking at physical spaces, it is very easy to forget that it must 

accommodate human beings, yet be flexible enough to meet changing demands placed 

upon it.  In fact, human beings are the primary reason for most designs, yet often 

buildings are designed or constructed without looking at the environment and how it is 

adaptable to the human form and usage patterns (Stewart, 2012).  Parsons (2000) 

pointed out that the human body has its own set of responses to different types of 

physical stimuli; therefore, it is not a passive system, it is a dynamic form that 

fluctuates to various changes in the physical environment.  In order to create a facility 

or physical space that is pleasing to the human form, one must consider physical, 

physiological, and psychological factors in the design (Parsons, 2000). 

Parsons (2000) identifies four criteria that are essential to understanding the 

human reaction to physical design:   
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• Subjective Methods (use of simple rating scales and more detailed 

responses and questionnaires; they also include discourse analysis and 

focus groups); 

• Objective Measures (direct measures of human response; could include 

measures of body temperature, transmitted acceleration to the head from 

vibration inputs, as well as measures of performance at a task); 

• Behavioral Methods (changes in posture, changing clothing, adjusting the 

environment, moving away, working faster or slower, and so on); and 

• Modeling Methods (using model environments to give easy and quick 

responses to changes in an environment). (p. 582-583) 

Each one must be considered in order to create an optimal environment where 

individuals will feel comfortable and be likely to return at a later date; however, if not 

all can be assessed on one particular area, Parsons (2000) suggest a combination of 

measurements that will aid in environmental design.  According to him, these criteria 

were used in order to avoid situations that “lead to discomfort, annoyance, subtle and 

direct effects on performance and productivity, effects on health and safety, and 

death” (p. 582).  By having an understanding of these criteria, Strange and Banning 

(2001) pointed out that characteristics of human beings would also determine which 

physical environments they were “attracted to, satisfied within, and retained by” over 

the course of time (p. 35).  In other words, students would begin to assimilate toward a 

culture that is prevalent or desired on a particular college campus.  If a student 

population is known or attracted to physical fitness, they would be more likely to visit 
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the recreation center more often than a campus population that is known for 

scholarship, which might utilize the library on a more consistent basis.  This premise 

on assimilation is not to say that a campus student population known for scholarship 

might not use recreational facilities, rather it just showcases priorities in various 

subcultures when it comes to physical design (Strange & Banning, 2001). 

 Astin (1993) studied these subcultures and determined the attributes or 

behavior of students is most important in deciding the overall feel and comfort of a 

particular campus, especially when students are assimilated to participate in similar 

activities or events that have been engrained as part of a symbolic or traditional rite of 

passage for that campus.  For example, if students attend a campus that is known for 

good weather and outdoor spaces, they are more prone to gather outside, bathe in the 

sun, and participate in outdoor activities (Astin, 1993).  If students attend a campus 

that is known for academic rigor and cold weather, the students are more prone to stay 

indoors, visit the library, and attend a local pub at the end of the night to decompress 

(Astin, 1993).  Strange and Banning (2001) agreed with Astin (1993) that human 

behaviors would influence the priorities for culture and physical design related to a 

particular college or university.   

 With behavior established, it is important to look at the functionality a college 

union, because the facility must be all things to all people.  Knell and Latta (2006) 

stated that a college union must effectively serve its customers.  “The union’s form of 

commerce is people, and its product is one of hospitality and engagement” (p. 147).  

While a campus can be known for particular attributes or behaviors, the college union 
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must be flexible enough to meet the demands of a diverse student body.  It is the 

crossroads and gathering point for all cultures; therefore, it is important that its 

services and amenities be flexible enough to meet all types of demands placed upon it 

by students, faculty, staff, and guests (Knell & Latta, 2006).  In addition to the 

services offered, Stewart (2012) stated that the variety of student organization would 

be telling or indicative of the campus culture because these groups are often a 

reflection of the student body’s passion or charge for activism.  Student organizations 

utilize physical space to its full capacity and are often the individuals pushing for more 

unique and consistent use of spaces that might not have been considered in the original 

design of the facility.  By understanding the demographics of the campus population, 

college union administrators can begin to ensure that the demands placed on the 

facility, from the human aggregate, are met (Knell & Latta, 2006; Stewart, 2012; 

Strange & Banning, 2001).   

Organizational Structure 

Strange and Banning (2001) stated that higher education facilities should be 

seen as “environments with a purpose” (p. 61).  That purpose should be clearly 

defined via a mission statement and clear objectives or purposes for its existence.  

Once one enters a facility, he or she should truly know the purpose for its existence 

and be able to navigate throughout the space to handle individual needs and desires.  

Wilson (2000) agreed that these spaces should highlight “the interactions between 

people, products, and the environment” (p. 563).  In order to accomplish interactions 

between people and their environment, one must look at how people navigate 
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throughout the facility, interact with the architecture, choose to gather or observe, and 

which services or amenities they are drawn to within the area (Stewart, 2012; Strange 

& Banning, 2001).  If an individual feels claustrophobic or lost within a space, he or 

she will not want to stay in that environment for long periods of time.  Additionally, if 

there is not logical order to the set-up of services or it is difficult to get information 

about the events be held within that area, individuals will become frustrated and 

choose to go elsewhere (Stewart, 2012; Wilson, 200). 

Wilson (2000) also pointed out that interactions between an individual and the 

facility should be studied, so that one is not simply “defining artifacts, but they are 

understanding the interactions themselves in order to design a more diffuse, complex, 

and multi-faceted interacting system” (p. 563).  Strange and Banning (2001) offered 

that relationships and interactions within an organization need to be formalized and 

structured to encourage both change and innovation, thus eliminating any hierarchal 

confusion or organizational clutter.  By providing organization and hierarchal 

identification through the design or layout of a physical space, members of the 

organization can begin to fully understand and follow informal rules related to their 

daily activity (Strange & Banning, 2001; Wilson, 2000).  If this is not accomplished, 

an organization can become stagnant, and then, it is hard to motivate the people 

utilizing or working within that environment.   

Hage (1980) was able to breakdown interactions between people and their 

environment into four essential components for organizational harmony:  

“innovation,” “efficiency,” “quantity of production,” and “morale” (p. 35).  If any one 
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of these things ceases to exist, the organization would suffer, making the physical 

space obsolete.  Strange and Banning (2001) argued that “colleges must be responsive 

to societal conditions, reflecting changes in programs and curricula in order to 

continue to attract a sufficient student enrollment base” (p. 77).  They attest that 

institutions of higher education must be committed to innovation and at the forefront 

of cultural development.  If they are not, there is little reason for them to exist.  In the 

same thought, physical spaces must be a reflection of that commitment and organized 

in a way that lends itself to free-thinking and collaboration (Hage, 1980; Strange & 

Banning, 2001).  By creating these opportunities or providing an environment for 

these interactions to exist, colleges and universities are creating a foundation for 

change and innovation (Strange & Banning, 2001). 

While the layout of physical space is critical to interaction, it must also be 

conducive to inquiry.  Stewart (2012) argued that interactions of all kinds are essential 

to make a physical space more pleasant for visitors.  It is important that resources, like 

building signage or way finding technology, are provided to help individuals navigate 

throughout a facility, as well as having safety routes clearly marked in the event of an 

emergency or evacuation (Stewart, 2012).  Strange and Banning (2001) agreed that the 

organization or a layout of a physical space must be clear and easy to navigate.  The 

layout must provide the individual a sense of security and comfort; therefore, it is 

important to have entrances clearly marked and to have directional signage or 

attendants in place to guide individuals in and out of the facility.  Once inside the 

facility, it is important to have furniture placed in settings that encourage socialization, 

54 



Texas Tech University, Zane S. Reif, December 2014 
 

for lighting to be adjusted to comfortable setting, and for the volume of noise 

associated with that area to be appropriate for the level of activity and interaction 

taking place (Griffith, 1994; Kaiser, 1975; “Learning Spaces,” 2010; Parsons, 1995, 

2000).  Organization of a physical space is a tedious process, but as some research has 

indicated, it is essential in creating an atmosphere conducive to building community 

(Hage, 1980; Wilson, 2000; Strange & Banning, 2001). 

Constructed Climate   

“Perpetual, or socially constructed, models of the environment recognize that a 

consensus of individuals who perceive and characterize their environment constitutes 

a measure of environmental press or climate” (Strange & Banning, 2001, p. 85).  In 

other words, the perceived culture or institutional characteristics of an environment 

can influence the behavior of students, staff, faculty, and guests within a physical 

space.  While often this perception is attributed to a specific history or tradition, some 

cultural variables can be less formal and grow from a collective understanding passed 

on from one generation to another (Banning, 1999; 2002).  For example, while a space 

that is designed for large amounts of social interaction with comfortable furniture, 

substantial lighting, and little noise cancellation can be seen by one group as a great 

place for group meetings and event planning, another group can see it as a quiet area 

conducive to studying and reflection.  Stewart (2012) perceived that students, through 

an unspoken cultural understanding, will dictate the use of that physical space 

regardless of its original intended use. 
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The environment is created by subjective views and experiences of the people 

inhabiting the space (Banning, 1999, 2002).  Strange and Banning (2001) noted that 

how “individuals are attracted to a particular environment, or satisfied and stable 

within that environment, is a function of how they perceive, evaluate, and construct 

the environment” (p. 86).  Kuh and Whitt (1988) discussed the concept of group 

dynamics and the influence it could have on a particular environment or culture.  

These researchers argued that students create the experience within a physical space 

based upon their behavior within that environment (Kuh & Whitt, 1988).  Often areas 

are designed with an intended use in mind, but it evolves to fit the characteristics and 

attributes of the overall culture.  Knell and Latta (2006) claim this is especially 

prevalent within the changing generations of college students, particularly the 

Millennial generation.  As the Millennial generation continues to grow on college and 

universities, Knell and Latta (2006) predict that we will see an evolution from more 

traditional institutional practices to one that is more customer service generated; 

therefore, spaces will have to be redesigned and created to meet those changing needs. 

    With the construction of evolution of spaces in mind, Boyer (1990) had 

developed a framework or set of principles to help with the construction of a physical 

environment, specifically within a college union, that would provide for better 

physical design of spaces and the creation of community within those areas.  He 

suggested that a college union should be: 
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• An educationally purposeful community or one where faculty and students 

share academic goals and work together to strengthen teaching and 

learning on campus; 

• An open community or one where freedom of expression is 

uncompromisingly protected and where civility is powerfully affirmed; 

• A just community or one where the sacredness of each person is honored 

and where diversity is aggressively pursued; 

• A disciplined community or one where individuals accept their obligations 

to the group and where well-defined governance procedures guide behavior 

for the common good; 

• A caring community or one where the well-being of each member is 

sensitively supported and where service to others is encouraged; and 

• A celebrative community or one where the heritage of the institution is 

remembered and where rituals affirming both tradition and change are 

widely shared. (pp. 7-8) 

In order to accomplish this constructed community, the behaviors of the people 

inhabiting the space and their respective culture must be understood and adapted into 

the physical design of the space (Smith, 2001; Wilson, 2000).  Knell and Latta (2006) 

agreed that students must be the primary focus of construction design, as they are the 

primary users of any college union facility and they are involved in the educational 

programs, services, and social activities that influence their own academic, career, and 

personal development.  It is the responsibility of college administrators to provide a 
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“safe, nurturing, respectful, and supportive environment” to enhance the collegiate 

atmosphere and to continue to challenge and support “differing beliefs, controversial 

issues, and values,” so that the physical space being utilized by students is a reflection 

of those communal characteristics and values (p. 31). 

Oldenburg’s Concept of Third Place 

 Oldenburg (1989) had noted the importance of facilities as a determinant for 

college choice and overall satisfaction because students have to feel like they have a 

place to socialize and interact with others in a comfortable environment, outside of a 

home or work location.  He defined this as the third place or location where 

individuals feel they can connect with others outside of the aforementioned areas, a 

“hangout,” in the simplest of labels (Oldenburg, 1989, p. 16).   

The third place is a generic designation for a great variety of public places that 

host the regular, voluntary, informal, and happily anticipated gatherings of 

individuals beyond the realm of home and work. It is neutral, brief, and facile 

(Oldenburg, 1991, p. 17) 

He mentioned there are certain hallmarks or criteria that lend themselves to making a 

third place more desirable for individuals:  free or inexpensive; food and drink, while 

not essential, are important; highly accessible; proximate for many (walking distance); 

involves regulars, those who habitually congregate there; welcoming and comfortable; 

and both new friends and old should be found there (Oldenburg, 1989, 1991).  While 

these criteria are important for understanding what makes a third place special for 

those that inhabit it, one must first look at the other two pillars, first place (home) and 
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second place (work), to fully understand the value that a physical place or facility will 

have on someone for community building and social interaction. 

First Place (Home) 

Home, considered the first place by Oldenburg (1999), is the most important of 

the triad.  As he points out, if one does not have a home, then it is very difficult to find 

a place to work, much less relax at the end of the day.  The home is vital because it 

provides support and continuity.  “It is the first regular and predictable environment of 

the growing child and the one that will have greater effect upon his or her 

development” (p. 16).  Before the Industrial Revolution, home and work were 

combined because many people supported their families by providing through 

farming, ranching, and hunting (Oldenburg, 1989).  After this monumental event, 

work was separated and remote from the home, which caused many people to travel to 

and from work on a daily basis.   

 While the home environment is crucial for social normality and comfort, 

Oldenburg (1999) points out a few characteristics of the first place that make it unique 

from work and hangout spaces.  Typically, homes are private places for an individual 

and “characterized by “heterosocial relations” (p. 39).  Additionally, the home has a 

lot more activities going on within the physical space, and it is a place where 

residential activities occur, whether that is sleeping, bathing, or other personal tasks 

related to preparing for rest and relaxation.  Seamon (1979) pointed out that the home 

is a physical center to organize one’s self and reenergize one’s self for the following 

day.  It has a general feeling of freedom, where one can engage in activities that seem 
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normal or comfortable.  It also has a sense of warmth in that it is a place to feel 

supported and where everyone has a mutual concern for others within the dwelling. 

Home is the “first regular and predictable environment of the growing child and the 

one that will have greater effect upon his or her development…long before the 

workplace is interested in them and well after the world of work casts them aside”  

(Oldenburg, 1989, p. 16).  The first place is a pillar providing the necessary escape 

from work and forced social interactions that occur throughout the day.   

Second Place (Work)  

Work, otherwise known as the second place, is the destination for individuals 

that allows them to feel like a productive member of society and provides a role that is 

necessary for survival (Oldenburg, 1999).  According to Oldenburg (1999), work 

provides structure and purpose:    

It fosters competition and motivates people to rise above their fellow creatures.  

But it also provides the means to a living, improves the material quality of life, 

and structures endless hours of time for a majority who could not structure it 

on their own. (Oldenburg, 1999, p. 16) 

This environment provides an opportunity for individuals to be productive and “it 

fosters competition and motivates people to rise above their fellow creatures” 

(Oldenburg, 1999, p. 17).  As stated earlier, the Industrial Revolution was significant 

in the development of the workplace because it provided a destination for many 

individuals that were now away from the supporting environment of their home 

(Oldenburg, 1989).  Additionally, it created a division of private and public life.  This 
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division naturally created varying levels of stress and commitment as well.  The 

workplace was now seen as the more formal destination, which forced daily 

interactions with other individuals and required the individual to alter his or her own 

personality or habits to conform.  Regardless of this change in culture, Oldenburg 

(1999) claims that a natural ranking still exists as individuals spend most of their time 

at home, followed by work, and then socializing at “hangout” spaces.  

 As the workplace became more prevalent, Oldenburg (1999) argued that it 

became an environment conducive to social interaction and neighborly conversation.  

He attests that the workplace has become an “available substitute” for those seeking 

community and communion outside of the home because human beings have the 

natural tendency to socialize with one another (p. 267).  It is because of these 

opportunities to interact that the workplace has become more desirable, in some 

instances, than the home.  The home life has evolved into a place for isolation and 

regeneration, thus providing an escape from more formal interactions with other 

individuals outside immediate relatives or roommates. 

Third Place (Hangout Spaces)  

While home and the workplace serve their function and provide some balance 

for individuals seeking isolation and socialization, the third place is that nesting area, 

unique to the individual, which allows them to interact in a way and a manner that is 

comfortable for them (Oldenburg & Brissett, 1982).  In other words, there is no forced 

interaction as is the case with first place and second place locations.  Oldenburg 

(1999) states that third place locations are difficult to find because many of the 
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establishments that are created now have a distinct purpose or devotion related to a 

specific business; therefore, some of the characteristics or pillars, previously 

mentioned, of a “hangout” space are lost.  He points out that today’s society relies on 

the tavern or bar as the dominant location for social interaction.  While alcohol is not 

necessary for third place interactions, a tavern, bar, or pub does provide many of the 

other attributes qualifying it as a good space to relax and interact at one’s leisure.   

A few of the other most common third place locations in American society 

include bookstores and coffee shops where a regular crowd can gather and relax 

without feeling uncomfortable or unwanted (Banning et al., 2006; Oldenburg, 1989).  

While these places are not the only spaces for meaningful interaction outside of the 

home and workplace, associations and gathering spots have become increasingly 

difficult to find unless they are designed or planned for interaction, well in advance 

(Oldenburg, 1989, 1997, 1999).  Typically, a third place is a public setting accessible 

to its inhabitants and appropriated by them as their own.  The dominant activity is not 

special in the eyes of the inhabitants; it is a taken-for-granted part of their social 

existence.  It is not a place outsiders find necessarily interesting or notable 

(Oldenburg, 1999).  It is a forum of community and association, which benefits only to 

the degree that it is well-integrated into daily life (Oldenburg, 1999).  It is simply 

there, providing opportunities for experiences and relationships that are otherwise 

unavailable.   

 After providing various forums for community and association, Strange and 

Banning (2001) observed that college is an optimum time to explore one’s identity and 
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make preliminary decisions about interests or interactions that are meaningful to him 

or her.  Located within all of those developmental decisions is the need to establish a 

third place that will provide a comfortable and meaningful gathering spot outside of 

the residence hall or classroom.  These “hangout” spaces are crucial to college 

students because much of their life involves interactions on a daily basis with little 

privacy.  By finding a unique space, truly their own, students can feel comfortable 

using it to study, observe, decompress, and ultimately, feel safe and secure 

(Oldenburg, 1989; 1999).        

 Banning, McKelfresh, and Waxman (2006) substantiated the importance of the 

third place concept within a college or university, but found that the students preferred 

a third place that was an off-campus entity.  They declared that the primary functions 

of their third place were the opportunities to socialize with peers and relax in an 

environment where stress was at a minimum. Overall, these third place establishments 

were successful on creating community because they focused on inclusivity and the 

creation of a welcoming environment.  With this inclusivity in mind, ACUI (2009) 

regarded Oldenburg’s (1989, 1999) third place criteria as tenants in their philosophy 

because the organization felt college union administrators should be aware of how 

these facilities can impact college choice and comfort within the academic 

environment.  If a student can feel connected to the college union, whether that is 

through involvement, services, dining, or lounge space, he or she will begin to see it as 

his or her third place (Santasiero, 2002).  According to Strange and Banning (2001), 

“…a third place tends to bind people together in a defined space where typical roles 
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and responsibilities are lifted temporarily while new relationships and connections are 

explored  in a unique and comfortable culture” (p. 146).  They stated that for most 

college and university campuses, this place is the college union or similar area for 

commuter students.   

Community College Transfer Students 

Within the last quarter of the century, community colleges have seen large 

enrollment growths (AACC, 2014; Cohen et al., 2014).  In fact, the American 

Association of Community Colleges ([AACC], 2014) reported that there was 

4,061,687 part-time and 2,804,305 full-time students enrolled in coursework at 

community colleges in 2013 alone.  This enrollment growth is of particular interest to 

four-year institutions because community colleges can serve as a direct feed of 

enrollment and money to the institution; however, in order for that transition to occur, 

transfer students need to feel a sense of connection or community to their transfer 

institution (Bryant, 2001; Cohen et al., 2014; Flaga, 2006).  Community colleges are 

unique in that they have open access missions, are affordable for most students, and 

they provide an intimate setting where students feel comfortable learning and 

interacting (Cohen et al., 2014).  Additionally, community colleges have the ability to 

adapt quickly to societal and economic demands; therefore, much of the curriculum, 

training, and facilities are a direct result of local or regional student needs (Wang, 

2009).  Community colleges “offer opportunity and access, providing students with 

social mobility as well as the chance to flourish academically and personally” (Bryant, 

2001, p. 78).  This information is important to transfer institutions because it allows 
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them to understand the values associated with community college transfer students and 

some of the challenges they may face during their transition to a four-year institution 

(Bryant, 2001).  If four-year colleges and universities are able to replicate or enhance 

the same or a similar sense of community and intimacy provided at community 

colleges at their institutions, they can increase their chances of community college 

transfer students having satisfactory transitions, which may help support their 

retention through graduation (Bryant, 2001; Cohen et al., 2014; Wang, 2009). 

The process of transition for a community college student can be difficult, and 

often leads to transfer shock.  Hills (1965) defined transfer shock as a drop in grade 

point average at a new four-year institution, generally caused by the increased size of 

the institution, rigor of academics, and competition with peers.  Flaga (2006) identified 

five dimensions important to these students in avoiding transfer shock when 

transitioning to a four-year institution:  learning resources, connecting, familiarity, 

negotiating, and integrating.  While all of these dimensions are important for transfer 

students, connecting, which is concerned “with the development of relationships with 

others in the academic, social, and physical environments,” is important to the 

development of community because transfer students must find a place that is 

uniquely their own to connect (Flaga, 2006, p. 6). She proposed that students feel 

more connected to an institution if they spend time on campus before and after classes.  

In order for students to stay on campus, they must have facilities that meet their needs 

and provide a sense of community.  Robbins and Tank (1995) reported that college 

students use informal support and networks (i.e., peer interaction) to learn about the 
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academic, social, and physical environments of an institution.  If students perceive the 

college union to be a special place to connect, they will share that with one another.   

These conversations and dialogues will create a shift in campus culture that can lead to 

a more individualized focus on students' desires to belong and meet their sociological 

needs (Flaga, 2006).  She suggested better socialization with peers: 

It is important that students interact with peers outside of the classroom 

environment in order to develop or solidify quality relationships, which will 

provide them with informal learning resources, help them with connecting, and 

move them towards familiarity. (Flaga, 2006, p. 15) 

Taub (1998) points out that while traditional students might see community 

through involvement in residence halls, student organizations, and activities, 

community college students are more prone to feel the same sense of belonging 

through classes, connection with faculty, and on-campus employment.  For transfer 

students; however, Flaga (2006) stated that once students feel connected, they will 

begin to establish bonds with the institution and take ownership of their collegiate 

experience.  This dimension is defined as familiarity and is achieved once a student 

has found their niche on campus (Flaga, 2006).  Cohen et al. (2014) stated that 

community college students must become more self-reliant after having many 

resources at their disposal at two-year institutions.  Once these students understand 

where events are located and what resources are at their disposal, they will begin to 

integrate into the campus culture.  A good place for that integration is the college 

union because it is unique in the sense that it provides many students programs, 
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events, and services all within the same facility.  By utilizing the college union for 

lunch, community college transfer students will be able to interact at their leisure and 

better understand the space before connecting to other individuals or departments 

within the facility that could aid in their transitions or involvement (Cohen et al., 

2014; Flaga, 2006). 

 In the final two dimensions of Flaga’s (2006) process for transition, 

negotiation and integration, transfer students must relate their prior experience at a 

two-year institution with their current one at four-year institutions.  In the negotiation 

dimension, students must adjust “their behavior and surroundings as necessary in 

order to be successful within the academic, social, and physical environments” (Flaga, 

2006, p. 8).  Robbins and Tank (1995) proposed that students must find something 

they are passionate about at their new institution, so they can develop a network of 

friends and resources that will support them as both a student and a human being.  By 

making the experience their own, transfer students can intrinsically motivate 

themselves to become a member of the campus culture (Flaga, 2006).  By being a 

member of the community, they can help alter or support it.  The physical 

environment is important in this transition because it is often the location for these 

exchanges of ideas, opinions, and activism.  Students must feel they have adequate 

and functional space in order to accomplish community building through interaction 

and involvement (Robbins & Tank, 1995; Wang, 2009).   

For community college students, the reasons for persistence at a particular 

institution of higher education can be very different and unique to each individual 
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person (Bryant, 2001).  According to Bryant (2001), those community college 

transfers that integrate stronger with institutional goals and commitments tend to stay 

enrolled in classes until completion at a four-year institution.  While they tend to shy 

away from student organizations and campus activity involvement, they are still on 

campus for the purpose of meeting with professors or student sessions with peers.  

Additionally, many of these individuals are employed part-time or full-time and are 

engaged with work activities outside of the classroom (Bryant, 2001).  Additionally, 

Bryant (2001) stated that many community colleges have started providing residence 

hall and other housing options to students to help as an incentive.  While this is not 

normal on most campuses, the reactions from students has been positive, which is 

another indication that community college student are looking for ways to stay 

engaged on campus and see the proper placement of facilities as a way to minimize 

barriers to the attainment of a degree (Bryant, 2001).  Residence halls, student 

recreation centers, and college unions are those facilities that can help with transition 

into an unknown environment by providing the necessary programs and resources to 

build community (Bryant, 2001).  

 In regards to the claim of physical space, Strange and Banning (2001) pointed 

out that need to claim one’s own territory on campus is significant to individual 

students.  Since many college students do not live on campus and this is their first time 

experiencing a four-year institution, they need a space to call their own at the 

institution (Flaga, 2006).  “Selection of favorite niches on campus, private places in 

the library, or a favorite chair in the classroom are all examples of students seeking 
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territory in various ways” (Strange & Banning, 2001, p. 28).  The college union, 

because of its eclectic programs and services, can help with this transition by 

providing a spot for community college students to relax while waiting for their next 

class.  Bryant (2001) points out that most community college transfer students will not 

take advantage of the extracurricular activities on campus, but the college union can 

still provide dining options, quiet places to study, and a way for these students to 

socialize with others and get connected. 

College Choice 

 Banning et al. (2006) suggested that while campus facilities might not be the 

primary influence on a student’s decision to attend or not to attend an institution, 

indirect marketing and selective messages can entice a student into believing that 

facilities will provide for the basic need to belong and socialize.  Campus facilities can 

have a powerful influence on incoming students, especially those coming from 

community colleges, where buildings for the purpose of gathering and student 

engagement might not have existed or been as prevalent (Banning et al., 2006).  

Institutions of higher education are beginning to understand the decision-making 

process of community college transfer students more and the fact that they are 

increasingly reliant on value associated outcomes or solutions (Cohen et al., 2014).  If 

college recruiters can prove to students that the college’s economic investment is 

worthwhile or has good value due to superior facilities, students will feel more 

confident about their decision to attend a specific institution (Heller, 1997; Leslie & 

Brinkman, 1988).  Banning et al., 2006 stated that it is imperative that these respective 
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facilities (e.g., college unions, recreation centers, residence halls, libraries, and any 

other facilities on a campus with a large gathering of students) be included on 

orientation tours and mentioned when a student visits the campus of a potential 

transfer institution for the first time because they can be powerful recruiting tools for 

institutions of higher education (Banning et al., 2006; Strange & Banning, 2001; 

Villella, 1990).   

 In addition to initial visits, Oldenburg (1989) suggested that higher education 

administrators look at classroom and housing options as students' first and second 

places, defined as home and workplace environments, respectively.  The students must 

have comfortable living arrangements and good learning spaces before they will move 

into their third place.  This prioritization, according to Oldenburg (1989), allows 

administrators to make tough decisions about current operation and construction costs 

because decisions must be made about variable costs associated with finishes, 

furnishes, and actual space.  If institutions can see the value that having quality spaces 

can have on a student’s decision to attend or not attend, they will look more closely at 

items directly affecting the physical environment (Abramson, 2013).   

While academic programs offerings and prestige are important, students may 

also choose institutions based upon their attitude toward support services, 

extracurricular activities, and facilities offered (Heller, 1997; Leslie & Brinkman, 

1988). The campus social environment is important because it gives students a sense 

of belonging and engages them in their surroundings.  Rosen, Curran, and Greenlee 

(1998) also noted that engagement is important, but they argued that the college 
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choice process and satisfaction with that decision takes place through various stages.  

While exposure is generally the first stage, students must be immersed in culture and 

areas of activity to feel fully engaged and excited.  College unions might be a logical 

choice for this immersion as many of these facilities house various student affairs 

offices, student organizations, dining options, gathering places, and recreational 

activities (Butts et al., 2012).  By exposing potential students to various facilities, it 

can create positive feelings about the culture of campus, thus making it a viable third 

place for transfer students being exposed to many of these facilities and services for 

the first time (Oldenburg, 1989). 

Student Expectations and Facility Costs 

Strange and Banning (2001) stated that a student has certain expectations for a 

college or university campus, specifically in regards to the physical layout.  First and 

foremost, the campus must be safe and inclusive for the student.  Students should feel 

comfortable walking around on a daily basis and feel like their needs are being met.  

After student needs have been met, they will want to become involved on their 

campus.  This involvement means they will want to be engaged in extracurricular 

activities, classroom activities, and become a contributor to the history and traditions 

of the institution.  Once these two needs are met, a student will fully engage in the act 

of community on a campus (Strange & Banning, 2001).  In other words, they will 

begin accepting others into their inner circle and focus on making sure incoming 

members of that community feel the same safe and inclusive environment they 

experienced at the beginning of their transfer journey (Strange & Banning, 2001).  
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With these expectations in place, it is critical that campus administrators get the design 

of facilities correct in regards to the overall culture of campus (Banning, 1986, 1995; 

Kaiser, 1975).  In one of the earliest studies of the campus environment, Kaiser (1975) 

outlined themes that were essential to the design of new facilities on a college or 

university campus: 

• A campus environment consists of all the stimuli that impinge upon the 

students’ sensory modalities, including physical, chemical, biological, and 

social stimulation; 

• A transactional relationship exists between college students and their 

campus environment, i.e., the students shape the environment and are 

shaped by it; 

• For purposes of environmental design, the shaping properties of the 

campus environment are focused on; however, the students are still viewed 

as active, choice-making agents who may resist, transform, or nullify 

environmental influences;  

• Every student possesses the capacity for a wide spectrum of possible 

behaviors.  A campus environment may facilitate or inhibit any one or 

more of those behaviors.  The campus should be intentionally designed to 

offer opportunities, incentives, and reinforcements for growth and 

development; 
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• Students will attempt to cope with any educational environment in which 

they are placed.  If the environment is not compatible with the students, the 

students may react negatively or fail to develop desirable qualities; 

• Because of the wide range of individual differences among students, fitting 

the campus environment to the student requires the creation of a wide 

variety of campus sub environments.  There must be an attempt to design 

for the wide range of individual characteristics found among students; 

• Every campus has a design, even if the administration, faculty, and 

students have not planned it or are not consciously aware of it.  A design 

technology for campus environments, therefore, is useful for both the 

analysis of existing campus environments and the design for new ones; and 

• Successful campus design depends on input from all campus members 

including students, faculty, staff, administration, and trustees or regents. (p. 

33) 

Kaiser (1975) identified these themes because campus facilities are difficult to get 

approved at institutions of higher education.  With decreasing state financial support 

and escalating costs of tuition and fees, students are increasingly more critical of the 

value associated with a college education (Abramson, 2013; Chapman, 1981; 

Lederman, 2014).  Kaiser’s (1975) themes indicate that the physical environment is 

important to students and it can influence their behavior (Banning & Hughes, 1986; 

Banning, 1995, 2002; Strange & Banning, 2001).  Often that behavior is tied to 
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whether or not a student will attend that respective institution and spend their money 

on tuition and fees (Chapman, 1981). 

With the rising cost of a college education, it is only natural that students and 

parents are becoming more critical of course offerings, support services, and amenities 

related and connected to higher education.  Young and Reyes (1987) pointed out that 

the most direct implication of cost related to higher education is reflected in the 

amount of financial aid that is available for students. They perceived it was a larger 

indicator of actual enrollment rather than selection of institution, but it still factors 

greatly into institutional, state, and federal policies for financial aid. The financial aid 

policies are a reflection of the priorities related to higher education.  When families are 

expected to contribute financial support for a college education, expectations 

surrounding facilities, services, and access to faculty increase exponentially 

(Chapman, 1981; Heller, 1997; Leslie & Brinkman, 1988; Villella, 1990).  Hossler et 

al. (1989) reported that “future earnings from college attendance are estimated by 

students through the value expected to accrue from receipt of a college degree” (p. 

235).  If the value or perceived value of a college education is low or decreasing, 

students will ultimately choose another institution or choose not to go at all (Heller, 

1997; Leslie & Brinkman, 1988). When enrollment drops, policy makers decrease the 

amount of funding they give to institutions of higher education and they limit their 

ability to build new facilities or expand programs (Banning, 2002; Lederman, 2014). 

 Administrators working with college unions, recreation centers, housing, and 

other auxiliary facilities are interested in student desires and wants because they 
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ultimately will dictate priorities surrounding the expansion of current operations or the 

construction of new buildings (Lederman, 2014).  Particularly, college union 

professionals must pay close attention to the value and monetary decisions made by 

students because it will dictate the services and operations within the facility 

(Oldenburg, 1989).  Hossler et al. (1989) indicated that the impact associated with 

value is so great that students will look at alternative forms of education if they feel 

that their needs are not being met at a particular institution. As a result, policymakers 

look to enhance or alter offerings, particularly as they relate to “pricing, programming, 

and recruitment materials” (p. 247). With college union facilities being multi-million 

dollar facilities, it has become increasingly important for administrators to make good 

decisions about priorities related to programs, services, and physical space (Butts et 

al., 2012).  Researchers recognize the importance of the role that college unions have 

on respective campuses as not only a facility, but also as a symbol for community 

building, programming, support services, and commitment to overall student life (e.g., 

Butts, 1971; ACUI, 2009; Butts et al., 2012). 

Summary 

 Strange and Banning (2001) pointed out that communities offer a sense of 

belonging, security, and engagement.  These communities are important because they 

help a student feel connected at their college or university and they create an 

atmosphere vital for successful retention through a completion of a degree.  Upon 

graduation, these connections can be so deep that many offer to stay linked through 

alumni associations and charitable contributions.  Over the past few decades, college 
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administrators have begun to understand how impactful the culture of a campus can be 

to connecting current and future students (Strange & Banning, 2001).  Physical 

structures and campus layouts are often the first impressions made to campus visitors; 

therefore, Kuh et al. (1991) says these items should be carefully examined as they 

provide insight into the values of the respective institution.  These spaces create a 

special “sense of space” and belonging for an incoming students and will directly 

contribute to their decision-making when it comes to figuring out which institution of 

higher education they will ultimately attend (p. 664). 

 Additionally, the literature pointed out campus facilities have become multi-

million dollar projects often requiring input from many individuals on a college 

campus (Abramson, 2013; Lederman, 2014).  The college union is one of those 

structures that acquire the most attention because of the nature of the services and 

programs offered within it.  Butts et al. (2012) perceived the college union acts as a 

symbol and community center for the campus, providing a gateway to the traditions, 

values, and characteristics of a university community.  Often used as a recruitment 

tool for incoming students, the college union must be designed carefully and 

deliberately.  As the literature pointed out, students are conscientious of their 

investment in a college education and they share their satisfaction or displeasure with 

the amount of money they choose to spend and where they choose to spend it 

(Chapman, 1981; Hossler et al., 1989; Leslie & Brinkman, 1988). 

 While the importance of physical spaces, specifically the college union, have 

been noted, the next few chapters will focus will on the specific methodology used to 
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collect data from transfer students using both interviews and a visual ethnography of 

pictures and comments about their own college union.  These findings will reveal 

specific themes that are essential to creating a sense of community within this type of 

structure.  Students were asked questions about their experience within the college 

union and how it impacted their first experience at a new institution.  Once themes 

have been developed, it is the researcher’s hope that the study will provide some 

suggestions or opportunities for college union facilities to be improved.  College 

unions are important to college and university campuses and it is important to hear the 

story of those students that utilize the programs, services, and resources on a daily 

basis during their tenure on campus. 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

Chapter III details the methodology and the research design for this qualitative 

research study on community development of community college transfer students, as 

it relates to the various space and aesthetics within a college union at their four-year 

transfer institution.   It outlines the research design, characteristics of the population 

sample, information about the instrumentation, data collection, and data analysis 

strategies.  Additionally, the researcher will discuss how trustworthiness of the study 

will be ensured through the four pillars of credibility, transferability, dependability, 

and confirmability are explained. 

Research Design 

Qualitative research studies are useful for gathering and analyzing exploratory 

data, especially when follow-up discussions or reflections are necessary (Berg, 2007).  

Since this study was a fairly new research concept, with limited research, a qualitative 

approach was used.  Additionally, this research study uses ethnography to explore the 

physical space needs of community college transfer students as it relates to campus 

facilities, specifically college unions.  As qualitative ethnography has multiple 

definitions (Eisner & Peskin, 1990; Schwandt, 2007), for this study, ethnography is 

defined as a study to describe or determine the behaviors of a culture-sharing group 

(Creswell, 2007).   Rossman and Rallis (2003) interject that culture is a central 

concept for ethnographies; therefore, focusing on an analysis of actions and 

interactions with a group will “describe the way things are and prescribes the way 
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people should act” (p. 95).  In particular, the researcher explored and examined the 

natural environment or culture of community college transfer students at an emerging 

research university, their transfer institution, located within the Southwestern part of 

the U.S.  More specifically, the study conducted was a participatory action research 

(PAR) project or “a collective self-reflective inquiry undertaken by participants in 

social relationship with one another in order to improve some condition or situation 

with which they are involved” (Berg, 2007, p. 223).  In this instance, the participants 

are the transfer students and the condition or situation is the design or feel of physical 

spaces that create community within the college union of the study institution.  While 

PAR has been used mostly in counseling psychology and health education (Smith, 

Rosenzweig, & Schmidt, 2010), the collaborative and reflective nature of the 

technique make it ideal for a visual ethnography of college unions. 

There are certain limitations and assumptions related to PAR that must be 

addressed within this study.  Berg (2007) states that PAR has two primary tasks, “it is 

intended to uncover or produce information and knowledge that will be directly useful 

to a group of people,” and it is “meant to enlighten and empower the average person in 

the group…to take up and use the information gathered” (p. 224).  While it is 

important to understand the primary tasks of PAR, it is also noteworthy to be aware of 

the limitations as it relates to this research study: 

• Participatory action research is constantly evolving.  Since individuals are 

asked to participate in the study, their opinions and beliefs can change or 

evolve as the research develops (Smith, Rosenzweig, & Schmidt, 2010). 
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• Participatory action research is subjectively biased by the researcher.  Since 

the researcher is personally invested in the research, many of the questions 

are guided to seek a specific response or engage in a specific discussion 

(Berg, 2007; Smith et al., 2010). 

• Participatory action research is reflective and the research problem is 

defined after the researcher and participants have “assessed the situation 

and reach a mutual understanding” (Berg, 2007, p. 231). 

These limitations provided insight into the importance of the participant and the story 

he or she were willing to share.  PAR is broken down into three categories:  

participation, action, and research (Smith et al., 2010).  That being said, the 

importance of having participants provide insight is that the information collected is 

used to make a social change (Berg, 2007).  

Study Institution 

The University of North Texas (UNT) is a major public research university 

located within the Dallas-Fort Worth metroplex, in a small suburban city, Denton.  As 

the nation’s 26th largest public university with nearly 37,000 students, UNT offers 97 

bachelors, 81 masters, and 35 doctoral degree programs, many nationally recognized.  

According to the UNT website, the university was named “one of America’s 100 Best 

College Buys for 17 consecutive years and is listed as a ‘Best in the West’ college by 

the Princeton Review” (UNT, 2014).  With 12 colleges, UNT is one of only nine 

public campuses across the nation with more than 5,000 Hispanic students and more 

than 4,000 African American students in attendance.  The institution is known for its 
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music, engineering, and teaching programs.  Additionally, UNT has over 400 student 

organizations and various programs dedicated to distinguished lectures and the fine 

arts (UNT, 2014).   

The researcher wanted to conduct the study at an institution, large in size 

(30,000+ students), public (state-supported), seeking emerging research status, and 

currently approved to undergo a renovation and expansion of its existing college 

union.  These characteristics were important because they were variables that 

contributed to the community college transfer student’s desire to attend this particular 

institution.  Additionally, UNT is the institution where the researcher is currently 

employed, which made interaction with the sample population more accessible, 

particularly since it was a qualitative study using visual ethnography and various 

reflection methods.  

Population and Sampling 

The target population for the study were college students at UNT who had 

transferred from a community college.  The inclusion criteria for participants was that 

they visited the college union at least two times per week.  They must have been 

enrolled at the study institution the past two concurrent semesters, fall 2012 and spring 

2013. 

After receiving approval by the Texas Tech University Human Subjects 

Protection Program (see Appendix A and B), participant selection began.  The 

participants were purposely selected from the general student population at UNT, 

which was a sampling technique of convenience (Patten, 2000).  While access and 
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timing were limitations in gaining access to the participants, it was offset by the fact 

that purposeful sampling was used and that the researcher was able to identify 

colleagues at UNT willing to help select participant students for the study (Creswell, 

2003; Patten, 2000; Schwandt, 2007).  “The idea is not so much to capture a 

representative segment of the population as it is to continuously solicit and analyze 

representative horizons of meaning” (Holstein & Gubrium, 1995, p. 74) from users of 

the University Union at UNT.  

In order to obtain a sample of participants that met the inclusion criteria, the 

researcher contacted the UNT Transfer Center (see Appendix C) for a random sample 

of individuals from the target population that included names and email addresses, and 

sent out e-mail requests (see Appendix D) to participate in the study via a protected 

listserv.  Once at least 10 participants had been identified through a returned e-mail, 

the researcher responded to the participant with a consent form and more extensive 

information about the study, which included guidelines for photography and a release 

form, if needed (see Appendix E, F, and G).   

For the purposes of this study, no other distinguishing characteristics, such as 

age, gender, ethnicity, or field of study, were used to select the participants.  All 

individuals who met the above stated inclusion criteria were invited to participate in 

the study.  In total, there were 11 participants, eight women and three men.  

Instrumentation 

Razvi (2006) stated that “visual images have the potential to significantly 

contribute towards understanding the human condition” (p. 1), and because of that, 
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offer a more powerful portrayal of how individuals feel about a specific topic, or in 

this instance, physical place.  Berg (2007) stated that in order for pictures to be 

impactful, one must place the photographs and subsequent information in the hands of 

individuals that can construct change.  If any of the aforementioned goals are not 

accomplished, the value of visual ethnography instrument is diminished.  While 

typically used in psychology and health education, photographs do have the capacity 

to be useful in various other disciplines as a reflective tool for social understanding 

and qualitative study (Wang & Burris, 1997; Penaloza, 1998; Wang, 1999).  

Photographs are not intended to replace the qualitative inquiry used in understanding a 

student’s feelings and behaviors about a particular subject or space, but they are useful 

in categorizing and displaying similarities and differences among the group for visual 

context (Wang & Burris, 1997).   

Within the field of college union administration, it is a common practice to 

share square footages, cost analysis data, and pictures of space within these various 

facilities as a way to understand best practices or share professional expertise; 

therefore, this study also fits well with acceptable practices in the field because of the 

use of photography as an avenue for sharing thoughts and ideas (Butts et al., 2012).  

Additionally, when participants seek to describe particular spaces, it is much easier for 

them to have a visual representation as a tool for discussion (Wang & Burris, 1997).  

Taking pictures is considered a form of participatory action research (PAR) methods, 

which are of great use in higher education because they are able to channel emotion 

and seek greater meaning in responses that are inherent in qualitative studies (Berg, 
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2007).  Additionally, participatory action research allows the participants to display 

their true emotions about the pictures with less subjective interpretation by the 

researcher (Berg, 2007).   

In addition to the photographs, the researcher had a set of interview questions 

that guided discussions with each participant as conversations about the pictures and 

the college union took place.  The interview questions allowed the researcher to 

extract information from the participants about the physical space within their current 

facility and how it could be more impactful for them as it related their experiences as 

transfer students (Berg, 2007).  Much of the information generated from these 

discussions sought to describe and give meaning to central themes from participants.  

Essentially, interview questions were useful in getting to the story behind participant’s 

experiences (Berg, 2007).   

 The use of a semi-structured interview technique was useful because it allowed 

for open-ended questions and flexibility for the researcher to ask follow-up questions 

for clarification or expansion (Creswell, 1998).  While the questions were pre-

determined and a result of analysis of the literature review, the researcher paid close 

attention to each participant’s responses, so that follow-up or more probing questions 

could be asked of the individuals. Semi-structured interviews are far more personal, 

allow for follow-up questions, and are generally easier for participants to get across 

the meaning of their opinions or impressions (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

 For this study, the researcher used the photographs collected from each 

participant, and asked that they comment on three pictures that best represented 
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community building, in their mind (see Appendix H).  After specific questions were 

asked regarding these photographs, the researcher asked more general, open-ended 

questions about the University Union, using concepts derived from Oldenburg (1989) 

and Strange and Banning (2001).  These questions (see Appendix I) were generated to 

help one gain a better understanding of how the facility and surrounding parts of the 

facility are used to generate socialization opportunities and involvement, which 

ultimately leads to community building.  According to Berg (2007), semi-structured 

interview protocol is best used when the researcher needs to focused on responses 

from the participants and when he or she must be prepared, thus knowing the 

conceptual background and relevant information thoroughly.  At the end of the 

interview phase, the researcher was left with pictures, tapes, transcripts, and field 

notes generated from interactions with participants and observations made throughout 

the facility. 

  Additionally, the researcher reviewed the mission statement, website, 

promotional materials, tours, orientation, and other pertinent information associated 

with the University of North Texas (UNT), as it related to the recruitment of 

community college transfer students and the college union.  Personal observations 

were also made of the University Union, so that the researcher had a context and 

understanding of the spaces being described by the participants.  Relevant documents 

and pictures were downloaded from various websites and social media outlets to 

inform students about facilities, academics, services, and programs related to UNT.  

Doing so helped the researcher gain a better understanding of the campus culture 
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related to the college union (Patten, 2000).  While this information was not critical to 

the study, it did provide a basis for the creation of some interview questions and gave 

insight into the spaces identified through photographs. 

Data Collection Procedures 

 To accomplish the data collection for this study, the researcher used 

photographs and semi-structured ethnographic interviews of various participants in the 

study.  The inductive process involved active interviews, whereby the researcher 

sought to “furnish precedence, incitement, restraint, and perspective as the interview 

proceeds” (Holstein & Gubrium, 1995, p. 76).  The research was value-laden because 

the physical space provoked emotion and opinion; therefore, the role of the researcher 

was less of an objective observer and more of an expert participant in the discussion 

(Berg, 2007).  Results from the research were fluid and allowed the participants to 

explore their own self-efficacy in creating community or finding those places that 

allowed community to happen for this particular group of students.  As is the case with 

participatory action research (PAR), fluid results are a normal part of the process and 

was encouraged and further explored (Smith et al., 2010). 

To start the data collection procedure, participants were briefed and trained on 

the process of photography techniques, anonymity protocol, and on the concept of 

Oldenburg’s (1989) third place.  The researcher worked with each individual to train 

them on the use of photography as a visual representation of their insights and 

presented them with a disposable camera to collect pictures, if they did not have a 

camera on their cellular phone that took quality pictures (see Appendices E & F).  
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Once this training was completed, participants were asked to complete the PAR 

portion of the study by taking pictures of areas within the college union and 

participating in an interview about his or her observations.   If for some reason a 

recognizable image of a person or themselves was taken, the participants were given a 

photograph release form to be signed by those individuals within the picture.  After 

pictures were taken, the cameras or photographs were returned to the researcher via a 

predetermined date and location.   

 After a week of review, the researcher printed the photographs and interviews 

were scheduled, through e-mail correspondence, with each participant.  At the 

interview, each participant picked three pictures that were meaningful to them as area 

of community building.  After the picture selection, they were asked to respond to 

some reflective questions about their selection, surrounding community, physical 

space, and their perceptions of the college union.  Once this task had been completed, 

the participants were asked to participate in an interview.  A semi-structured interview 

protocol was used to interview each participant and took approximately 45-75 

minutes, depending on the participant.  Interview questions pertained to the 

participants' selected photographs and written reflections.   A semi-structured 

interview protocol was used because it was flexible and allowed the researcher to 

engage in follow-up questions for clarification or further understanding (Berg, 2007).  

The interview process and protocol were inductive in nature because the researcher 

pulled from current research, but did not test theory nor looked at a specific response 

to make larger assumptions about the physical space (Patten, 2000).  Interviews were 
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optimal for collecting data on individuals’ perspectives and experiences because the 

researcher was able to describe things such as variation, relationships, individual 

experiences, and group norms related to the use of physical space to create community 

(Thomas, 2003).  The researcher initiated the meeting and potential follow-up 

questions with each participant, in person.  Before beginning the interview, the 

researcher informed the participants that they could stop the interview at any time and 

that they could request to be interviewed without being recorded.  If follow-up 

interviews or clarification were necessary, the researcher sought their permission to do 

so or scheduled them at that point.    

 It was the researcher’s intention to conduct interviews that allowed for 

“continuous assessment and evaluation of information…allowing [one] to redirect, 

probe, and summarize” (Guba & Lincoln, 1981, p. 187) the incoming data.  The 

researcher adapted specific interview questions based on Oldenburg and Brissett 

(1982) and Oldenburg (1989) work on third places and Strange and Banning (2001 

and Banning et al.’s (2006) work on physical space.  Participants were assigned 

pseudonyms to protect their identity and privacy (Glesne & Peshkin, 1992).  All 

interviews were confidential and the researcher did not discuss any of the interviews 

with stakeholders from the institution.  The assigned pseudonyms were strictly used 

throughout the research study. The interviews were transcribed using a hired 

transcriptionist and checked for accuracy by the researcher.  All data, including all 

pictures, tapes, transcripts, and field notes remained in a locked file cabinet in the 

researcher’s home and office, and all electronic correspondence was password 
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protected for the entirety of the study.  At the conclusion of the study, the researcher 

will destroy all recordings and identifiable information. 

 Additionally, the researcher sent completed transcriptions via email to 

participants, for review, so they “could judge the accuracy and credibility of the 

account” (Creswell, 1998, p. 203).  This member checking allowed participants to note 

any places in the transcript where they may have been identified or feel they have been 

misquoted.  If information was identified, the researcher removed the noted sections or 

made addendums to the correspondence to more accurately reflect the participant’s 

intentions.  Participants were asked to review their photograph comments, 

electronically, one more time, to ensure accuracy and anonymity.     

Data Analysis Procedures 

 Data was analyzed using inductive ethnography where the researcher was able 

to ask in-depth interview questions participant reflections on pictures to gain a better 

understanding of student viewpoints surrounding overall physical space within a 

college union. While some concepts were theoretical in nature, the researcher did not 

test any theory in this study (Strauss, 1987).  The researcher expanded on concepts and 

research based upon physical space as it relates to academics and general gathering 

spaces (Strange & Banning, 2001).  After concepts were expanded, the data analysis 

process was broken down into various phases:  transcription, coding, and theme 

development.  Throughout these phases, the researcher was able to reflect on various 

parts of the photographs and interviews as they were gathered and prepared for 

analysis.  Photographs are inherently reflective because they take forethought and 
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require the participant to make value-laden decisions from the very start of the 

process.   

After interviews had been conducted, the researcher reviewed the pictures to 

ensure that coding and categorization followed with as little subjective bias as 

possible.  By using an inductive approach, the researcher was able to “discover the 

practical understandings of meanings and actions” of individuals as it related to a 

space used by numerous people (Thomas, 2003, p. 304).  In other words, the 

participants provided greater knowledge of physical space used for community 

building through their opinions and usage of the facility.  The interviews were broken 

down into general categories, based upon physical space and community building, that 

made it easier for them to be developed into themes relevant to this study.  If a 

category, when combined with another category, started to give a clear indication of 

the usage of participants of these spaces for community, themes were developed to 

highlight their importance (Patten, 2000). 

 Finally, the researcher linked categories or themes to the data and used 

information from the literature review to strengthen the theoretical and conceptual 

frameworks discussed earlier in the study (Strauss, 1987; Berg, 2007).  By combining 

the data with observations, reflection, and research, the researcher strengthened the 

qualitative rigor of the study and was able to evaluate the possibility of transferability 

to other populations of individuals on this campus or other institutions of higher 

education.  The researcher took the transcribed interviews and labeled each by 

pseudonym, along with any reflective comments about their individual pictures, and 
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entered the data into qualitative software known as QSR NVivo 10.  QSR NVivo 10 is 

a research tool that allows “users to collect, organize, and analyze content from 

interviews, focus group discussions, surveys, audio, social media, videos, and 

webpages” (QSR, 2014).  The data, specifically the interviews, were coded into 

different categories to allow the researcher quick access and understanding of the data.  

As stated earlier in this section, the coding provided a layout of the empirical data that 

allowed for theme development.  In the next paragraph, the researcher identified the 

technique used throughout the process to arrive at relevant data analysis that would 

ultimately provide themes for this study.   

Berg (2007) states that themes come from data (e.g. photographs and 

interviews) and from the researcher’s theoretical understanding of the topic.  By 

looking at instances of repetition and terminology, or as Patten (2000) puts it, 

indigenous categories, the researcher was able to code the empirical data into themes.  

As the participants discussed the photographs and responded to interview questions, 

their terminology became similar and they referenced many of the same concepts and 

ideals.  Once participants were making similar comments in reference to physical 

space or community, the researcher was able to place these into individual nodes 

within the qualitative software that could later be used to arrive at relevant themes.  Of 

course, repetition of terminology and categorization were not enough, the data had to 

be related back to the research from the literature review for an actual theme to 

develop. This coding process and connection to existing data was instrumental in 

developing various themes and organizing findings in a reportable manner.  
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Additionally, documents, records, and website material was labeled and filed by each 

participant’s pseudonym.  The culmination of the interview data and photographs 

ensures the reader finds the conclusions plausible and reliable for a qualitative study. 

Trustworthiness of the Study 

 Shenton (2004) concluded that there are several strategies significant enough 

to provide trustworthiness to qualitative research studies.  Particularly, he looks at 

constructs established by Guba and Lincoln (1985) that assess trustworthiness within 

four different categories:  credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability.  

While each of these categories should be met to provide a trustworthy study, they also 

should all be considered in order to strengthen academic rigor and create as much 

objectiveness as possible within a qualitative study.  Guba and Lincoln (1985) regard 

the aforementioned points as instrumental in determining whether or not the study is 

worth paying attention to, and whether or not it is persuasive enough to invoke an 

opinion worthy of debate. 

Credibility 

Shenton (2004) states that credibility “seeks to ensure that the study measures 

or tests what is actually intended” (p. 64). According to Guba and Lincoln (1985), this 

study meets two activities specifically related to credibility within a qualitative study.  

First, Guba and Lincoln suggest that an activity be conducted that “increases the 

probability that credible findings will be produced” (p. 301).  To produce creditable 

findings, the researcher needed to have prolonged engagement with the participants, 

have persistent observation of the participants, and/or triangulate the study.  
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Triangulation is defined as the “use of multiple data gathering techniques (usually 

three) to investigate the same phenomenon” (Berg, 2007, p. 5).  When combined with 

follow-up interviews and discussion, this form of methods' triangulation is effective in 

deriving meaning from a visual ethnography (Guba &Lincoln, 1981; Patten, 2000; 

Berg, 2007).   

Credibility within this study was met in a number of ways.  First, the 

researcher triangulated the data in this study by utilizing a number of formats to study 

and reflect upon data.  Through pictures, interviews, reflection, institutional data, and 

the study of multiple concepts on physical space use, the researcher was able to 

diversify and validate findings across a number of data collected means and measures.  

After triangulation was met, the research being conducted had little personal risk for 

the participants because it was a purposeful sample and personally identifiable 

information was kept anonymous.  Additionally, the researcher revealed personal 

biases and background affiliation in Chapter I, so the participants could engage in 

conversations based solely on their experience within the college union, knowing that 

the researcher was interested in honest responses without ulterior motives related to 

information gathering.  Finally, the study was an inductive approach, which meant the 

researcher was working with participants throughout the study, asking them to review 

their conversations and reflect upon both pictures taken by the participants and of 

previous statements they had made. 
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Transferability 

Whereas Guba and Lincoln (1985) define credibility as an internal validity test, 

they see transferability as an external one. It is their belief that a working hypotheses 

must be abstracted in order for the study to be transferable and applied to other 

situations.  For the purpose of this study, the researcher provided a study related to 

physical space on a college campus that can be transferable to libraries, recreation 

centers, dining areas, and residence halls to name a few locations.  While this study is 

designed to be transferable to other parts of a college campus, Shenton (2004) argued 

that qualitative studies are inherently small, so it is difficult “to demonstrate that the 

findings and conclusions are applicable to other situations and populations” (p. 69).  

Regardless, Shenton (2004) attests that some information can be presented initially 

regarding the study that will help meet the requirement of transferability.  These issues 

include, but are not limited to: 

• The number of organizations taking part in the study and where they are 

based; 

• Any restrictions in the type of people who contributed data; 

• The number of participants involved in the fieldwork; 

• The data collection methods that were employed; 

• The number and length of the data collection sessions; and 

• The time period over which the data was collected. (p. 70) 

Shenton (2004) uses these guidelines to make determinations on whether a study has 

the ability to be successful at another institution or within a similar study of a different 
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facility on the same campus.  Many of the questions and concepts identified within the 

literature review conducted for this study are directly applicable to any physical space 

on college and university campus, which is used or designed for the intentional 

purpose of creating community for students.  Additionally, the interview protocol and 

procedures were consistent, so the study could be replicated in different areas of 

campus or on another institution of higher education entirely.  

With this study, all of the pertinent information regarding procedures and 

instrumentation was covered throughout the disclosure of methodology earlier in this 

chapter.  For example, the researcher disclosed that it was a purposeful sample of 

community college transfer students from a four-year institution in the Southwestern 

part of the U.S.  There were approximately 11 students participating in the study and 

all of the data was collected via a standard interview protocol and the use of cameras 

provided by the participants or the researcher.  These students had to have visited the 

college union, on average, at least twice a week and have transferred from a 

community college institution.  Additionally, all data collected was in the spring 2013 

semester right, before construction on a renovated and expanded college union began 

at the University of North Texas (UNT).  The results of the study can be used to make 

generalizations about physical space and community at other institutions, particularly 

in relation to community college transfer students.  Additionally, thick and rich 

descriptions that came as a result of questioning during the interview process added 

another layer of transferability and supplementary detail for the reader.  Finally, it is 

noteworthy to point out that the ownership of transferability is on the reader and will 
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ultimately be their responsibility to determine the application of the study for their 

own use (Shenton, 2004). 

Dependability 

When it comes to dependability, the “processes within the study should be 

reported in detail, thereby enabling a future researcher to repeat the work, if not 

necessarily to gain the same results” (Shenton, 2004, p. 71).  Guba and Lincoln (1985) 

define dependability as an inquiry audit where the process of data collection is 

examined to make sure that best practices are followed within the qualitative study 

realm.  Additionally, this type of audit will also look at the product, or the results of 

the data collection, to ensure that everything was recorded and coded in the correct 

format.  According to Shenton (2004), dependability will look at the following items 

to ensure trustworthiness: 

• Researcher design and implementation; 

• Operational detail of data gathering; and 

• Reflective appraisal of the project. (p. 71) 

Shenton (2004) trusts that the process of data collection should be detailed enough 

within the study to ensure that future researchers will be able to repeat the same work, 

not necessarily gain the same results.  The study becomes dependable through the 

replication of methodology because independent variables will alter outcomes from 

study to study; therefore, results could change over the course of time and depending 

on unknown conditions (Shenton, 2004). 
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Within this study, the researcher spent time addressing the qualitative design of 

the proposed study and how information was collected using both interviews and 

photographs.  Additionally, measures were taken to ensure that each participant had a 

chance to reflect numerous times throughout the study on the accuracy of their own 

comments about pictures they were taking for the purpose of this study.  While the 

design and the implementation of the study are typically used in health education, the 

methods are easily transferable into studies about physical space and community as it 

relates to the college union (Wang & Burris, 1997).  Additionally, the sample was a 

purposeful one, which made contact with the participants manageable in regards to 

follow-up on questions and reflection on their own photographs because they were on 

the same campus as the researcher conducting the study.  

Additionally, the researcher was able to describe any changes that occurred 

with participants in their understanding of the physical spaces within the college 

union, and how these changes affected the research.  This form of progressive 

subjectivity is necessary because, over time, data can change and participants’ views 

on how they feel or reference something can change dramatically as well (Shenton, 

2004).  When this type of subjectivity occurs, it is important to have an external audit 

from peers, colleagues, or advisors to ensure that themes are emerging in the data and 

coding is being conducted properly (Guba & Lincoln, 1985).  Overall, the audits allow 

the reviewer to evaluate the accuracy of the findings, interpretations, and conclusions 

to ensure they are supported by the data.  As previously stated, the results might 

change, but the processes used in data collection will not.  A consistent process 
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ensures that dependability is a relevant item for trustworthiness within a qualitative 

study.   

Confirmability 

The final component of trustworthiness focuses on the reduction of researcher 

subjectivity.  According to Guba and Lincoln (1985), confirmability is increased 

throughout the scope of the research through personal disclosure of bias and an audit 

trail of the empirical data.  Particularly, it was important for the researcher to admit 

personal predispositions within the study, thus giving justification for the qualitative 

approach and any corresponding weaknesses.  Shenton (2004) states that it is 

important to create an “audit trail” that will enable observers “to trace the course of the 

research step-by-step via the decisions made and procedures described” (p. 72).  

Overall, the steps used within the data collection and coding process must be easily 

followed by other researchers, so the study could ultimately be duplicated, if 

necessary.  Additionally, since the researcher’s bias was inevitable, professing 

subjectivity early on allows one to read and/or audit the qualitative study without any 

harmful effects (Shenton, 2004). 

Within this study, the researcher chose to provide information regarding his 

bias and limitations related to the study.  Since the research was conducted at the 

institution the researcher is currently employed, it is important that subjectivity is 

eliminated as much as possible since the very nature of the study lends to potential 

scrutiny by peers and colleagues studying community building as it relates to physical 

space.  With this study being a visual ethnography and participatory action research 
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(PAR), the potential for personal bias from the researcher is greatly reduced because 

critics will be able to follow the research through photographs and various reflective 

stop-gaps within the research.  The greatest danger regarding lack of confirmability 

came from asking participants leading questions, but follow-up questions were worded 

correctly and only used to seek clarity, thus ensuring some trustworthiness was met 

within the study.  Additionally, the researcher agreed to provide full disclosure of 

methods used within the study, choosing to protect the anonymity of the participants 

throughout all endeavors. 

The element of confirmability was also established through a constant and 

focused review of the research and findings, provided by peer researchers within the 

field of student affairs, specifically college unions.  Peer reviewers of this research 

were able to review the specific audit trail created by the researcher throughout the 

data collection process and interpretation of that data, and they provided feedback on 

the development of themes related to the pictures and their own expertise.  

Additionally, the data collected from this research has been discussed with colleagues 

within the Association of College Unions International that are conducting similar 

areas of study related to community.  Shenton (2004) argues that by tracing the 

research step-by-step, one can understand “the formation of recommendations that 

were gathered and processed during the course of the study” (p. 72).  The analysis and 

critique of data collection and coding techniques helped strengthen the study and 

provided the necessary structure to ensure replication of the study and overall 

trustworthiness.  
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Summary 

 Chapter III presented an overview of the research design, and discussed the 

selection of both the study institution and participant population.  This study was a 

visual ethnography and utilized a participatory action research (PAR) technique that 

allowed participants to take photographs of their environment and share them with the 

researcher (Berg, 2007).  The researcher was able to ask interview questions using a 

semi-structured protocol that allowed for open dialogue and follow-up questions 

throughout that 45-75 minute period.  After the instrumentation was presented, the 

researcher discussed the procedures to collect data and then ultimately, how it was 

coded using qualitative software to arrive at themes for this study.  Once the analysis 

was complete, the researcher identified how the study was trustworthy using 

credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Shenton, 2004).   

 This study was conducted because the researcher perceived there was a 

significant gap in the literature that addressed how a student interacts with a physical 

environment at their college or university, especially within the college union. The 

next few chapters of this study will present the findings of a visual ethnography that 

took place with 11 students on the campus of the University of North Texas (UNT).  

As one will see, the physical environment and surroundings of their college union are 

important to these individuals and have provided them a community and sense of 

belonging.  Through a blend of interview and pictures, the researcher will tell their 

story and how impactful their college union experience has been since transferring to 

UNT.       
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CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS 

“A picture is worth ten thousand words.” – Fred R. Barnard (1921) 

 The very essence of community, within the college union profession, centers 

on the sharing pictures of facilities, programs, and various traditions held on each 

respective campus.  It is a way for professionals to boast about their latest ingenuity, to 

offer advice on the creation of space, or solicit advice on a problem area within their 

college union.  It is the way they communicate to one another.  College union 

administrators are conscientious of how students perceive the college union, and more 

importantly, how they use the college union.  One can walk up and ask a student what 

he or she thinks about his or her experience within a facility, but it is a whole different 

situation to see how he or she experience it.  It is pulling an entire couch into the 

hallway, so classmates can be close to the electrical outlet.  It is straddling over a chair 

sideways, so he or she can get that last bit of sleep before his or her next class.  It is 

grabbing a drink at Chick-fil-A, so that he or she can find out what everyone is doing 

with their Thursday night.  These are just a few examples of students utilizing a 

college union to integrate into the collegiate community. 

 The uses of the facility listed above were common for participants of this study 

as well.  The participants are community college transfer students that utilized the 

University Union to study, lounge, and eat.  They did not live in residence halls and 

they were not involved in numerous student organizations, so opportunities to interact 

with other students and become involved in programs were possible through the 
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University Union.  Their access to social and involvement opportunities were limited 

to the physical spaces they chose to hangout in between classes, work, or going home 

to an off-campus residence.  Throughout the interview process with the various 11 

participants, similarities began to immerge in relation to how they perceived and 

utilized the space within the college union at the University of North Texas.  As stated 

in Chapter III, they were asked to walk around the University Union and take pictures 

of places they perceived to have been ideal for community building.  While the 

students identified a variety of spaces that were meaningful to them, the development 

or sense of community within those spaces were all predicated on many of the same 

ideologies from area to area.  The use of pictures to convey their thoughts is a raw and 

meaningful way for them to communicate to the researcher the importance of 

individual spaces on their campus.  Within one picture, a student can see many 

different things, whether it a shared experience or interaction among peers or a general 

feel or vibe radiating from the layout of that particular area.  The researcher intends to 

discuss many of those physical spaces identified by students as having community-

building potential within the space.  After that, the researcher intends to discuss many 

of the ideas and concepts derived from the pictures and subsequent interviews, so one 

can gain a better understanding of how these spaces are interpreted by the participants, 

and ultimately, how these physical spaces are utilized as an extension of campus 

culture and communal values. 
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Perceptions of Physical Space 

Chapter IV is broken into two distinct sections.  This first section presents the 

findings related to the various pictures taken by participants and their perceptions of 

these spaces.  Individuals were asked to take photographs of spaces they felt that 

community was taking place within or around the University Union.  After they 

completed this exercise, they were asked, during the interview process, to select their 

top three choices for community building areas.  Participants identified 14 spaces 

associated with the University Union, and the pictures and findings of these selections 

are listed with the choice receiving the most votes being discussed first, down to 

selections that might have only been selected by one participant.   

The researcher, using personal observation and field notes, starts off by vividly 

describing the space, so the reader has an understanding of the type of activities and 

events taking place within the space.  After that description, quotes and pictures from 

various participants are displayed to give the reader and understanding of the impact 

these spaces had on community building.  Through these pictures and quotations, 

various themes arose and aesthetic commonalities became apparent.  After the 

discussion of each space, the researcher provided a discussion about relevant 

subthemes within that individual space that relate back to an overall discussion of 

ideal physical space for community building.  While not all information is presented 

through the use of quotes, the researcher uses the summarization paragraph to provide 

a more in depth understanding of how community might be perceived to happen 

within the various locations.  Additionally, in some instances, only one participant 
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selected an area as a location for community building.  In this instance, the researcher 

must remind the reader that the power in the message is not how many individuals 

selected the space, but how they described or perceived that area.  The spaces are very 

different, commonalities and shared themes were presented to give the reader a better 

understanding of how physical space is used to create community inside of the 

University Union, through spaces specifically selected by participants. 

The Syndicate   

The Syndicate is dark.  Natural light is limited because the brown and stain 

blinds limit the amount of light from the outside, with the exception of the occasional 

hole or misplaced row.  The smell of freshly baked bagels from Einstein’s 

immediately permeates one’s nostrils as he or she enters the room through the glass 

double doors.  The sound of an espresso machine hums in the background, almost 

drowning out the soccer game being played on the big screen television, which is 

located next to the transaction counter for Einstein’s.  Immediately, one can tell this 

area is not like the rest of the University Union because blonde wooden tables are set-

up randomly throughout the main congregation area, and off to the side, students are 

enjoying new leather furniture that is soft and inviting.  The furniture is rearranged by 

University Union staff on a daily basis, so students can sprawl out on the couches or 

chairs for naps or to be closer to the television.   

Those individuals that want to eat and study at the same time can do so, but 

they must run the power cords from their laptops to the nearest electrical outlet, 

located at the various columns.  This tangle of cords creates a maze for other students 
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trying to crowd around the stage, so they can get their bingo card and win prizes from 

the University Program Council (see Photograph 1).  Off to the side, in a separate 

room, three billiard tables are filled with students catching a quick game before the 

next class.  This area is more dimly lit with lights hanging directly over the tables, and 

one spotlight placed directly on an empty dartboard.  While the sound from the main 

area is muffled, students in here are louder as the crash of billiards balls occurs 

sporadically throughout the space. 

 The Syndicate has a sport bar atmosphere and is named after three founders of 

the City of Denton, those individuals that donated land to the University, so the 

institution could be built.  On Wednesday nights, it is home to the Grammy-nominated 

One O’Clock Jazz Band.  This group chooses to perform there because it is accessible 

and affordable for the student body, and it has right ceiling height and acoustical value 

to make it a prime musical spot on campus.  The Syndicate replaced the Rock Bottom 

Lounge, a similar venue from the original 1963 facility that was the primary spot for 

students to hold dances and catch a beer after class.  While the Syndicate does not 

currently allow for alcohol sales, the same ambiance permeates the area as many 

students see it as their space to lounge or relax in before classes.  The University 

Union does not have a lot of seating for dining, so during peak times, it has become 

one of the most congested areas within the facility.  This grouping of people made it 

ideal for programming boards and student organizations to catch a captivated audience 

for events and activities. 
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Photograph 1.  The Syndicate.1  This picture, taken by Ray, represents the Syndicate venue 

during a lunchtime bingo game, hosted by the University Program Council. 

 Participants commented about the “feel” or “vibe” they get from the Syndicate.  

While most comments were focused about the lighting or comfortable furniture, a few 

students discussed the impact the Syndicate has as a living testament to the student 

culture and how it is a representation of community building for not only existing 

students, but for those students that might be thinking about the University of North 

Texas as a destination for college.  It was identified as a space where shared 

experiences were prevalent, as it served as a destination for meeting with one another 

to study or enjoy an activity or event (see Photograph 2).   

While not all of the comments were positive, the Syndicate is an important part 

of the University of North Texas, and the following comments give one a better 

understanding of the perception of this environment that participant’s felt was 
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conducive to the building of community.  Participants indicated that the Syndicate was 

an intimidating area to enter as an incoming student and they were often confused by 

this space, at first.  Over time, they began to explore the space and understand its 

historical merit for the campus.  The following comments discuss their level of 

comfort and the activity taking place within the Syndicate:  

CASSIDY 

“The Syndicate has kind of a cool feeling, kind of like a basement that—

basement, not in a creepy way, but basement like your friend's basement that—

you like to go and hangout in and be really chill.  It’s a relaxing environment; 

it’s not really stressful in there even though you have people coming in and 

out.”2 

 ROSA 

“I think the Syndicate furniture is very comfortable and functional at the same 

time. I mean you can move it around whenever you need to. I had a meeting in 

there one time and it was just—there’s a couch near and this little small sofa or 

love seat or what not. I think it’s all comfortable in the Syndicate.”3 

 RAY 

“It’s building that community and building a sense of pride with the elements 

of what UNT has to offer for those [incoming] students.4  

“The thing that I really like—that stand out—I would say is the Syndicate.  I 

really like how it’s really inviting.  It’s well lit up in the front, but once you 

kind of get in there, it kind of darkens, so it’s a place for relaxation and 
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downtime and even though you’re still in a crowded area; it feels more 

relaxed.”5 

 ELLIE 
 

“I do go to the Syndicate, where the walls cut off, so you don’t really have to 

hear it [noise] as much, but you're still getting to communicate with everybody 

that’s in there and meet people…”6 

 ENRIQUE 
 

“[The One O’Clock Lounge and the Syndicate] are probably the spaces that I 

felt most comfortable in as a transfer student because there were a lot of people 

there. Outside of that, a lot of the other spaces are sectored off [in the 

University Union].”7  

 KATHY 
 

“I feel like a lot of people don't really know what the Syndicate is, but I do see 

a lot of people there.  If I say, ‘Let's go hang out at the Syndicate!’ I don't think 

people know what I'm talking about, usually.  It's a good place; I see people 

studying there.  There's a television there as people watch sports and there's 

Einstein’s, so I feel like it's a quieter place than the One O'Clock Lounge.  

People listen to music and study, but it's really more relaxing there 

[Syndicate].”8  

 BILL 
 

“I worked at the first floor Information Center a whole lot, so I think people 

are always in there [Syndicate] playing pool and studying; they have 
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Einstein’s, so you can eat.  They have live bands every week, where people 

come out and listen to a band together; they have just different events going on 

all the time.  There are movie showings, so it's just like a great place for 

community.  I would say, by far the best.”9 

 The following couple of comments speak to the humid nature and cold feeling 

of the brick used within the Syndicate.  While the previous comments were positive 

and spoke of a communal place with a lot activity, the next two comments focus on 

aesthetics that were not pleasing, and thus, not congruent with characteristics of a third 

place: 

 BROOMHILDA 

“… it’s way too hot in the Syndicate.  I’m a cold-natured person so–that must 

mean extremely hot to others, but it’s almost—it’s so hot and so humid that it 

keeps smells longer when you walk in. It really doesn’t smell pleasant unless 

it’s a cold day—and that’s just being honest.  And so, some days you walk in 

and the smell just drives you off and you’re like, ‘Ugh, I really don’t want to 

study here.  I don’t want to eat here.’”  And so, I walk back out. 10  

 ELIZABETH 

“I’d probably have less of the brick [in the Syndicate], because to me, that’s 

not inviting.  It’s kind of cold and also to, just have more comfortable sitting 

areas, because I know we have the wooden chairs and stuff, but they’re not 

very—you don’t want to sit there for the whole day; you get uncomfortable.”11  
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Photograph 2.  The Syndicate.12  This picture, taken by Enrique, represents the Syndicate 

venue during a late afternoon, with students relaxing and congregating before classes. 

 The value of the Syndicate is in the ability of this physical space to be 

multifunctional, so it appeals to a broader crowd.  Participants praised the Syndicate 

for the amount of activity and events happening within the space, but a few felt like it 

was an uninviting place, at first, because of its segregated location and dim lighting.  

For the most part, these individuals commented that they like the variety of seating 

within the area, but felt like some of it could be more comfortable, especially if this 

location was a place they planned to stay for long periods of time.  Regardless, the 
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Syndicate showed up in comments throughout all 11 interviews, indicating that it was 

a space that students identified as a part of their history at the University of North 

Texas, or at the very least, as a unique experience within the University Union.  

According to some participants, the Syndicate is a good gathering point for individuals 

because it is a point of reference that is identifiable by most individuals on campus, 

and it provides flexibility in socialization opportunities. 

The One O’Clock Lounge   

 The One O’Clock Lounge is a unique space; it grabs one’s attention upon 

immediate entry into the southeast part of the University Union.  The One O’Clock 

Lounge is a large, square pit with various levels of seating around it—almost giving 

one the feeling of a Native American kiva.  It is completely carpeted from the main 

floor area to each adjacent level of seating.  The carpet is a dull gray, stained with 

various spills and mud that has been tracked in from outside.  Students sit around the 

perimeter, some sleeping on the bean bag chairs; some plugged into their laptops, 

listening to music; and some eating the lunch they picked up from the dining area next 

door.  It is noisy with conversations being held all around the exterior, as hundreds of 

other students scurry past.  This is a day without any musical performances or 

activities taking place.  On those days with performances, jazz music can echo down 

the brick halls in the morning and rap music can fill the atrium that afternoon (see 

Photograph 3).  It feels humid as one sits down upon one of the carpeted steps.  A 

wheelchair lift sits at the base of the pit and a large clock, stuck at 1:00 p.m., is 

attached to the brick wall, serving as a historical marker to individuals not familiar 
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with the space.   

 When the Grammy-nominated, One O’Clock Jazz Band performs on Thursday 

afternoons or a fraternity uses it as a probate showcase, the decibel level can reach 

extraordinary levels in the One O’Clock Lounge.  The space is named after the band, 

and is one of the only spaces on campus where students can go to hear different 

musical groups perform.  The College of Music partners with the University Union to 

provide these performances to students.  The One O’Clock Lounge is an identifiable 

spot for many students who have been on campus and it serves as a gathering point for 

those individuals that are trying to meet up before they leave for a trip or those 

students looking to gather and study somewhere within the facility.  As stated, it can 

be a very loud space, at times, because many students use it for programming events 

and departments use it for promotional fairs.  The space can be set up a number of 

different ways, but it is in an ideal location to catch traffic entering and leaving the 

building. 

  

112 



Texas Tech University, Zane S. Reif, December 2014 
 

 

Photograph 3.  The One O’Clock Lounge.13  This picture, taken by Sasha, represents the One 

O’Clock Jazz Band playing within the physical space named after the Grammy-nominated 

group. 

 Participants were excited about the openness and ability to walk by and 

observe programs in the One O’Clock Lounge, without actually having to fully engage 

in the activity.  They appreciated the fact that a space existed for involvement 

opportunities and programs.  In a majority of the comments, students referred to the 

ability to navigate the University Union without getting lost.  The One O’Clock 

Lounge was a beacon or central point for congregation because it was on the main 

level of the facility, and was easily identifiable or explainable to fellow students or 

visitors to campus.  Additionally, the One O’Clock Lounge is a point of pride for 

many students as it represents a cultural marker for an institution still searching for a 

permanent identity.  As with the Syndicate, students saw this area as a space that is 
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filled with activity and life.  Many of the individuals commented that their favorite 

part about entering the University Union was knowing that some student organization 

or campus department would be having an event.  The sunken pit is located between 

the entrance for the Syndicate and the main dining area, which is the highest flow of 

traffic area within the University Union.  While the acoustics in the space are not 

ideal, participants stated many groups choose to have performances there because of 

the ideal location and the ability to have sound radiate the entire facility, up and 

through the atrium area.  While the space is not ideal for accessibility either, the 

unique layout of the space makes it an important historical symbol for generations of 

UNT students. 

 In the comments provided, participants discuss how the One O’Clock Lounge 

is an ideal space for large group gatherings and events or activities that are a 

representation of campus life at UNT (see Photograph 4).  They called it a 

“centerpiece” or “centrally located” because it was easily describable to fellow 

classmates and an area rich in tradition in history.  The participants’ remarks describe 

a place for community that allows for large gatherings of people: 

 CASSIDY 

“I know that sometimes they [Campus for Christ] will dance down there or I've 

seen musical rehearsals happening in the One O'Clock Lounge because it's 

carpeted, not tile.  I think that's why they're dancing over there, because it sinks 

in and you have to walk down into it; it creates a space.  It creates a room 
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separate from the big, open first floor.  You didn't have to build walls, but you 

created a little room.”14  

ROSA 

“I really like that spot [One O’Clock Lounge] because as soon as you come 

into the Union, whether you’re just passing the cafeteria to go upstairs or 

you’re coming from the side where the Syndicate is, it’s just kind of like a 

centerpiece to me. I feel like you always see someone or something going on in 

there.”15 

 BROOMHILDA 

“I feel like this central location [One O’Clock Lounge] really cultivates a sense 

of community, but a sense of family even more because when people are up 

there, they are talking to one another; they’re meeting new people; they’re 

conversing, singing—you name it, they’re doing it.”16   

 RAY 
 

“Honestly, when I first got to UNT, the Union was one of the first things 

described to me. My friends were like, ‘You have to go down to the One 

O’Clock Lounge and check out the live bands!  They play on Thursday 

mornings.  You have got to go check them out.’  That was actually one of the 

first experiences I had here at UNT, after I transferred, so I really enjoyed that 

aspect.  I will definitely tell people to come in and enjoy that.”17  

“It’s very calm and there are some days that you have a DJ playing in the One 

O'Clock Lounge and everybody is excited and getting pumped up.  Other days, 
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it’s fun, but not as fun as the DJ—it’s more calming. It’s still a good 

environment when UPC [University Program Council] does their bingos and 

stuff down in the One O'Clock Lounge, or whenever they bring their movies 

in.  Overall, it’s a relaxing atmosphere in the Union.”18 

 

Photograph 4.  The One O’Clock Lounge.19  This picture, taken by Ray, represents students 

gathered around to watch the One O’Clock Jazz Band. 

 ENRIQUE 

“I think the reason that I like that area [One O’Clock Lounge] the most is that 

it's not an area dominated by one group. You'll see any group at UNT utilize 

that space, and just random students, so you'll always be able to find somebody 

in that space. There are always different activities, and I feel like it engages the 

UNT community. If I'm bored and I want to figure out what's going on, I go to 
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the One O’Clock Lounge because you never know what you're going to find 

there.”20 

 JAMIE 

“Juggling—I saw that one time and it was really cool.  People gather around to 

watch and then, people also go in there [One O’Clock Lounge] for group 

projects, as well.  They just sit on the bean bags and they communicate, or 

they're on their computers.”21 

 SASHA 

“Well, I think with the One O'Clock Lounge, it’s probably one of the most 

diverse spaces in the facility.  I mean, anything really takes place there, and it's 

probably one of my favorite spaces because it's really for everyone.”22 

“Again, I think it's just that neutral place it doesn't really belong to any one 

group or no one's claimed it.  I guess maybe that sounds a little high school but 

again it's just that one place that people can call out with like ‘Hey, meet me at 

the One O'Clock Lounge!’  People automatically know that place; even as a 

freshman, it's probably one of the places that you learn by name.”23   

 KATHY 

“I feel like the One O'Clock Lounge is a place where people go to relax.  

There's rarely a time I don't see anyone in the One O'Clock Lounge, even late 

at night.  There are a lot of different types of people [using it], which is why it 

reminds of a community.  People are sleeping, eating, and dancing.  I've seen it 

all happen there.”24 
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 ELIZABETH 

“…when the One O’Clock band plays on Thursdays, I think that builds major 

community because I know if I’m walking past and I see that [One O’Clock 

Lounge], I’m going to sit down…”25 

 BILL 

“I just feel like it's [One O’Clock Lounge] an easy place to stay and just feel 

comfortable.”26 

 While most perceptions from the participants described the One O’Clock 

Lounge as a positive place for communal interaction (see Photograph 5), a couple of 

individuals described characteristics that are obstacles.  Particularly, these two 

individuals felt the noise and temperature were distractions that did not allow for them 

to feel comfortable in the environment.  The following is what they had to say: 

 ELLIE 

“Usually, I only feel cold, if I'm sitting in the One O’Clock Lounge…the little 

rise area.  You can feel it there, but other than that, I'm usually great and 

comfortable [in the Union].”27 

“At lunch time, I gravitate away from the One O’Clock because the loud music 

they're playing is really not my taste and I just don’t want to have to hear 

that.”28 

 BROOMHILDA 

“It does get a little bit chilly and I wouldn’t study near the door, but then again, 

I wouldn’t study in the One O’Clock Lounge because of the noise.”29   
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Photograph 5.  The One O’Clock Lounge.30  This picture, taken by Ellie, represents a student 

organization using the One O’Clock Lounge for a late night dance. 

 Participants referenced the One O’Clock Lounge as a very unique area, 

specific to the UNT because it represented their campus culture and appreciation of 

music.  While not all of the students listed this location as their top space for 

community building, all participants mentioned the space in one aspect or another, 

mainly in reference to the ability of the space to hold large numbers of people and as a 

large programmatic space for student organizations to plan events or programs.  This 

reference indicates that the One O’Clock Lounge is a well-known space on campus 

where many activities take place.   
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According to the participants, the greatest attributes of the One O’Clock 

Lounge are the ability to serve a multitude of purpose and the central location, which 

lends itself to gatherings and crowds of people.  While very few negative things were 

said about the area, it was referenced a couple of times that the space could be very 

noisy at times because it was an open venue in the middle of the University Union.  

Throughout many of the conversations about community, within the One O’Clock 

Lounge, participants chose to focus on the types of activities taking place there, not 

necessarily the architecture of the space.  Participants mentioned that the space is 

always booked, so activities and the ability to interact with other students, is consistent 

throughout the year.  Finally, the One O’Clock Lounge is important to the participants 

from a historical perspective, serving as a centralized beacon for new and enrolled 

students, and showcasing a part of their history and cultural values. 

The Campus Chat 

 The Campus Chat smells like Taco Bell—or Chick-fil-A—or both.  

Immediately upon entering the space, one can smell food being prepared and feel the 

heat radiating from the kitchen.  From 11:00 a.m. to 2:00 p.m., it is the busiest place in 

the University Union as thousands of students make their way along the ceramic tile.  

Students sit at cafeteria-style seating; there are some four-seat tables and some two-

seat tables, but a lot of the students take their lunch and sit around the One O’Clock 

Lounge because it is so crowded in the 150-seat capacity, Campus Chat (see 

Photograph 6).  To enter the retail area, students must walk up a long ramp, next to a 

huge glass wall that advertises all of the weekly specials.  It is almost as if someone 
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took shoe polish, and decided to decorate the glass with pictures of hamburgers, 

pizzas, and French fries.  Once one enters the retail area, there are five different units 

for people to choose from: a sushi area, a grill area, a wood-fire pizza oven, Taco Bell, 

and Chick-fil-A.  All of these options sit in a crescent-type arrangement with drinks 

and cashier stands in the middle.  Once one have paid for his or her food, one must 

take the ramp back down into the seating area or walk the few steps that take him or 

her out the back entrance.  The backdrops are all a representation of the brands or 

concepts developed by UNT Dining Services, so they offer a stark contrast when 

sitting side by side. 

 The Campus Chat is cozy, but the large windows facing east give the illusion 

that it is much larger as natural light fills the space.  The space is dirty despite the best 

efforts of the UNT Dining Services staff to keep it clean.  The cream color of the tile 

and the walls show the dirt and grime that accumulates within this area.  Students 

stand, holding their trays, waiting for a table to open up, so they can sit down.  Some 

individuals become frustrated, give up, and walk outside to enjoy their food.  Pictures 

of campus traditions and the mascot, Scrappy the Eagle, hang on the walls, and the old 

athletic logo is printed on tables and the large wall to the west.  The area feels old and 

humid, like it has not been touched since the 1970’s.  Students enter and exit doors on 

the east; these high traffic doors make it difficult to keep in the cool air.  When it is 

not lunch time, the space serves as an ideal location for individuals to meet for their 

class or a small student organization gathering.  The retail components close at 6:00 

p.m. during the semester, so by the time it is utilized for studying, students must make 
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their way up to the third floor of the University Union and grab something from the 

Corner Store.   

 

Photograph 6.  The Campus Chat.31  This picture, taken by Kathy, represents students dining, 

during the lunch hour, at the Campus Chat. 

In the next few comments, participants will discuss the intimate feeling of the 

Campus Chat.  Thematically, these individuals pointed out that the informal grouping 

of a large crowd and the ability to share a dining space with other individuals, 

provided unique opportunities for community.  This is what they had to say: 

 CASSIDY 

“With the [Campus] Chat, you are sitting close to each other, but not so close 

you're on top of each other. You're close enough that you can allow for 

conversation to occur naturally.”32 
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 SASHA 

“The diversity [makes the Campus Chat ideal for community building]…it’s 

sort of neutral.  People are on their downtime, tables are set up, people are 

looking out the window, and they're doing homework.  It's just a nice gathering 

spot.”33 

 KATHY 

“Everybody knows where the [Campus] Chat is; there's always a ton of people 

there.  I see just a lot of different types of people mingling and talking.  It's 

always very crowded, but I just see a lot of interaction between people there.”34 

 JAMIE 

“I see several people sitting there [Campus Chat], whether they're in groups or 

they're by themselves.  They're always talking and communicating, while 

they're eating.”35 

 RAY 

“You can meet up with people before class or after class; it's [Campus Chat] 

pretty much in the middle of the campus.  You can get there…eat quickly, do 

some studying, and get to your next class in a reasonable amount of time.”36 

 ELLIE 

“That’s [community building in the Campus Chat] always a great thing; 

whenever you’re meeting someone, you can talk over food…”37 

 While participants agreed that it was nice to see an area with a lot of activity, 

some felt the space was a too crowded and furniture was not as clean or comfortable 
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as it needed to be for an ideal area for community (see Photograph 7).  They felt the 

obstacles were restrictions that would inhibit community building and ultimately, 

drive people from the space to seek locations with a more relaxing environment and 

comfortable furniture.  The following quotes verify their frustration: 

 ROSA 

“I think the Union is actually really clean. The only place that I might disagree 

with it just a little would be in the cafeteria [Campus Chat], but I know it’s 

hard, with so many students that are in and out, to be on top of it all the 

time…”38 

“I know you want to work with selective seating because you’re eating a bunch 

of food in there [Campus Chat], but I would just have it be more comfortable 

and easier to move…just re-upholster it or something; maybe a different 

color.”39 

 ENRIQUE 

“If I'm trying to get to the middle [of the Campus Chat], I've got to navigate 

through all these people. ‘Excuse me; can you move your chair?’ It's 

frustrating; it's a frustrating space.”40 
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Photograph 7.  The Campus Chat.41  This picture, taken by Ellie, also represents students 

dining, during the lunch hour, at the Campus Chat. 

 Food is important to the participants.  The ability to gather for meals makes the 

Campus Chat ideal for interactions and social engagements.  Many of the participants 

referenced dining because it was a necessary part of their day and it was a good 

opportunity to socialize and interact with peers.  As with the first two spaces, activity 

was key in making students feel connected to the space.  This time, however, the 

activity was eating, not a live performance or job fair.  Ultimately, participants like the 

convenience of having dining within the University Union and were pleased to have 

an area where they could have a shared experienced centered on both food and social 

interaction.   
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 Participants discussed the cleanliness and furniture layout of the Campus Chat 

extensively.  While the space was the third most consistent place noted for community 

building by the participants, it was easy to see that they were not entirely pleased with 

the area and did see room for improvement.  According to them, the furniture was 

dated, not easily moveable, and the arrangement was too cramped for their personal 

comfort.  The Campus Chat furniture layout was created to maximize seating for 

people wanting to sit, relax, and eat during their lunch hour; and participants echoed 

that the ability to interact within this space seemed more important than physical 

layout or overall architecture design.  While the design was not important, the Campus 

Chat is meaningful because it is a centrally located area, next to the Syndicate and One 

O’Clock Lounge, for students to congregate and share a meal.   

Multicultural Center   

 As one walks through the double doors of the Multicultural Center, he or she is 

immediately greeted by two student receptionists.  Behind the receptionists sits one of 

largest murals in the University Union, painted by Chicago artist, Damon Lamar Reed, 

(see Photograph 8) depicting college-age people of different cultures represented at the 

UNT.  One cannot see around the wall holding the mural, but numerous voices and the 

shuffling of paper can be heard.  As one steps around the mural, the large collection of 

books is quite prevalent.  These books reference a number of multicultural issues and 

stories of struggle and enlightenment.  The furniture scattered throughout the area, 

with a variety of colors.  It is soft and inviting, and many of the students pull these 

chairs up to one another to congregate or study for class.  Off to the right is a cluttered 
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meeting room that serves as a break room or activity room for many of the students 

and their organizations.  The meeting room is covered in papers and colorful markers 

litter the floor.  Directly ahead sits a large cubicle structure, housing a few of the staff 

members within the Multicultural Center, with the other staff in offices surrounding 

the cubicle.  This space seems quieter, yet the same amount of students move in and 

out of the area as the library space, which has about the same square footage and is 

immediately adjacent.  It is a small office suite, but the amount of traffic and wear on 

the carpet lets one know that it is a busy space for many students.  

 The Multicultural Center, once located on the fourth floor of the University 

Union, is now housed on the second floor off of the main Courtyard.  This location is 

visible and allows for greater accessibility and visibility.  After nearly a year long 

renovation, the Multicultural Center was moved to its new location to showcase 

services to the campus community and ensure that walk up traffic would increase.  

While not a member of the Division of Student Affairs, the Multicultural Center has 

long partnered with the University Union to receive space allocation because of the 

importance and necessity of support for students from underrepresented populations.  

UNT is a diverse campus and while many of the student organizations are a good 

representation of that diversity, the support functions for a variety of students comes 

from this office.  It is a welcoming environment and both students and staff are 

friendly upon entrance into the space. 
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Photograph 8.  The Multicultural Center.42  This picture, taken by Rosa, represents the front 

entrance area of the Multicultural Center, with the Damon Lamar Reed mural directly behind. 

 For three of the participants, diversity was very important to them as way to 

showcase community happening within the University Union.  The individuals 

perceived the Multicultural Center as a quaint or cozy space that was necessary to 

show support for students from underrepresented populations.  Additionally, the 

library of multicultural resources and artwork was seen as a positive for this space and 

a unique way to create community (see Photograph 9).  The participants’ comments 

reflect just that: 

ROSA 

“The space [Multicultural Center] is actually kind of small, but I like it. I 

didn’t know much about it in my first semester, but I found out more. I like 

how you go into the front, slide in and go around back. It’s a cozy environment 

where you can either get on the computer and do something that you need to 
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do or you can sit down with a small group right there and have a meeting or 

discuss interests that you have together.”43 

“It’s a fascinating spot to me and it has a small library, which a lot of people 

probably don’t know about.  It has a small selection of books that are from all 

different cultures and ethnic backgrounds. That’s what’s inviting to me.”44 

 ENRIQUE 

“The Multicultural Center Library--the area in the Multicultural Center, behind 

the front desk—has computers there that are accessible to anybody in the UNT 

community. There’s free printing and they have a library of different books on 

different topics that you can check out at any time.”45  

“This area [Multicultural Center] is a little bit quieter than the One O’Clock 

Lounge and doesn't have as much traffic.  This area creates community for a 

specific sector [underrepresented populations] of the UNT community that 

doesn't feel comfortable in the other part, so you see a lot of different 

nationalities or different ethnicities in this area.”46 

 BROOMHILDA 

“Quite honestly, I think this is one of the most important facilities, especially 

to the University of North Texas, because we are such a diverse campus.”47 

“It’s [Multicultural Center] extremely inviting.  The mural on the background 

[of various representations of students] does a lot for the Multicultural Center.  

I appreciate that because it brings life; there’s color; there’s feeling, emotion in 

that mural that comes out.  I would like to see more artwork around the Union 
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because it brings you to another place.  Artwork can do so much for a Union.  

It could take you to another place; it can bring some sort of feeling or memory 

back, so that’s what I appreciate about the Multicultural Center.”48 

 

 
 

Photograph 9.  The Multicultural Center.49  This picture, taken by Enrique, represents the 

library area of the Multicultural Center, equipped with bright furniture and numerous reference 

materials. 

 The Multicultural Center is a visible representation of the diversity prevalent at 

the University of North Texas.  For the participants, it is a very accessible and 
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welcoming space that encourages focused interaction with underrepresented 

populations of campus.  The need for a larger area is indicative of the importance of 

this space to students, staff, and faculty and the fact that it is a cramped area.  The area 

is bright and full of color.  Participants indicated that the space was very inviting, 

bright, and that they enjoyed the artwork that was placed in the area.  While the space 

is small, it has a variety of comfortable furniture that encourages students to stay and 

interact.  Additionally, the mural was seen as an asset to the space, but the large wall, 

upon entry, was seen as a negative or barrier to seeing and understanding the type of 

activity that was going on inside of the center.  For first time users, the initial approach 

to the Multicultural Center might intimidating until, once inside the space.  

Additionally, the Multicultural Center serves as a student organization area where 

groups might go to interact with one another and work on projects.  The participants 

cited that the ability to use resources and meeting space within the Multicultural 

Center, free of charge, was beneficial and did attract students to the space.   

Third-Level Atrium   

 The area known as the Third-Level Atrium is not a unique space to college 

unions throughout the country.  In fact, it is rather common within most facilities of 

this nature.  The collection of green leather furniture, sitting outside of the catering 

offices, has visible rips and indentions in the seat cushions.  The lighting is dim, but 

the natural light from the Courtyard provides just enough sunshine for students to 

study or lounge on the chairs with their computers securely plugged into various wall 

sockets.  The area is large and furniture is often manipulated, so that individuals can 
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sleep or small groups can meet.  The brick flooring is old and chipping, and the sound 

of catering carts can be heard down the hallway as the echo is loud and unforgiving.  

The view is one of the best in the University Union, as one is able to peer over the 

ledge and observe all of the activity happening below.  Plus, straight across the 

Courtyard, is a perfect view of the Grand Clock, a gift from the Mortar Board Society 

in the 1950’s that has become a source of pride for many students.  The space is a 

regular meeting area for small religious groups looking to pray with one another or the 

NTtv (see Photograph 10), which is the student-operated news channel on campus. 

 The Third-Level Atrium is a perfect spot for students to get away from the 

noise and traffic of the first and second floors of the University Union.  It allows 

students some privacy, while still being connected to the spaces below.  It has quick 

access to Student Affairs offices, and many students hang out in this area until their 

classroom is available in the Lyceum.  Nestled right next to the Silver Eagle Suite, the 

largest ballroom in the facility, the Third-Level Atrium has a dual function as a staging 

line or pre-function area during nighttime activities.  Additionally, it is located next to 

a pocket of restrooms, so it is not uncommon to see a lot of traffic in this area as 

faculty and staff make their way through lounging students.  Vegetation is prominent 

in this space because sunshine floods the area through large, overhead sky lights.  
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Photograph 10.  The Third-Level Atrium.50  This picture, taken by Cassidy, represents 

members of NTtv conducting a live broadcast of their nightly news show. 

 A few participants chose this location as an area for community building 

because it was an area that was utilized by students for informal meeting and lounging.  

It provided a lot of natural light, had a wide open view of the facility, and yet it was 

still tucked away from the rest of the building and had a lot of activity happening 

within it  (see Photograph 11).  The two participants talked about why they thought 

this spaces should be considered ideal for community building within the University 

Union: 

CASSIDY 

“Usually, if I ran into my friends and they are having a study group, it's over 

there in the [Third-Level] Atrium.”51 

“Sometimes I see people watching movies over there [Third-Level Atrium] 

because they'll plug their laptop in and snuggle up on the couches.”52 
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BROOMHILDA 

“I love the [Third-Level] Atrium.  It’s a location where students gather right 

before classes in the Lyceum or classes that are on the fourth floor.  You see a 

lot of groups’ work going on the third floor and you see a lot of students 

congregating in the Art Gallery to work on projects, practice speeches, or to 

study.”53 

“Quite honestly, that was one of my favorite areas [Third-Level Atrium] 

because it receives so much natural light and it’s just an honest space.  I mean, 

nothing is hidden.  You can see everything.”54  

Ray 

“They [students] do the North Texas Daily, the TV show there, or the news 

broadcast and then whenever they have the live bands, it gives you an 

opportunity to come in and see those people and kind of support the groups of 

UNT whenever they put on their performances there.”55 
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Photograph 11.  The Third-Level Atrium.56 This picture, taken by Broomhilda, represents 

students standing in line to attend an event in the Silver Eagle Suite. 

 A few participants agreed that the Third-Level Atrium was an important space 

for community building because it was separated from the noise and intense activity of 

the first and second floors; however, it still allowed them to be engaged by peering 

over the side of the railing to see what was going on below.  It was a stark contrast 

from other spaces because it had little artificial light, but received a lot of natural light 

through glass sky lights directly over the Courtyard.  The space was open and had 

comfortable furniture, which was another large draw for the student population.  

Often, they commented, students would manipulate the furniture into a desired pattern 

for personal use to meet with their groups.  Participants felt it was a great place to 

observe activity taking place all around them, without actual commitment. 
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The Portico 

 A mixture of asphalt and brick, the Portico is an outside gathering area located 

on the west side of the University Union.  It is filled with students sharing green 

rubber benches, with umbrellas that provide the necessary shade from the cruel Texas 

sun (see Photograph 12).  The space is buried in a pit.  In other words, one must 

completely walk out of it to the north to reach ground level or up a set of stairs, on the 

west, to make it to the main part of campus.  There are concrete benches in nooks, and 

large trees fill the space to provide shade to those individuals who were not lucky 

enough to get a seat with an umbrella.  If the weather becomes undesirable, students 

are able enter the University Union and visit the Corner Store or Eagle Express Post 

Office, adjacent to the area.  Most students utilize the Portico to eat a sandwich or ice 

cream cone they purchased in the Corner Store, yet others are there to listen to the live 

acoustic music that often plays during the lunch hour.  There is a lot of activity as 

students laugh and discuss their day.  In the distance, one can hear the lawn mowers 

cutting grass.  The Portico is a major area for students to congregate and during the 

lunch hour, it serves as necessary overflow for the Campus Chat. 

 The Portico has a history at the UNT for being a peaceful area of social 

gathering for students, faculty, and staff.  In the 1970’s and 1980’s, it was the entrance 

to the Rock Bottom Lounge, which as noted previously, was a jazz club that sold 

alcohol and gave students an opportunity to listen to the One O’Clock Jazz Band.  

Throughout all of the iterations of the space, it has been a unique area on campus 

because it provides mass amounts of seating.  This seating, combined with selective 
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activities and performances, has made the Portico a popular gathering space 

throughout every season in Texas, especially the spring and summer. 

 

Photograph 12.  The Portico.57 This picture, taken by Rosa, is of a group of students gathered 

in the Portico, a popular outdoor area located on the west side of the University Union. 

For the participants, the Portico was one of the only spaces identified where a 

large quantity of individuals could sit down and relax, outside of the University Union 

(see Photograph 13).  With cooperative weather, the participants perceive this location 

to be good for community building because it was outside and had a lot of activity 

going on within the area.  Additionally, it was convenient to retail options within the 

facility and live performances were known to take place in this area.  In the following 

comments, the reader can begin to see their appreciation for this type of space: 
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CASSIDY 

“It's really nice to be out there [Portico] with the plants, the sunshine, and the 

picnic tables.  I feel like there's not really any other place on campus like it.  If 

you want to get that kind of feeling, the only place you could go is to the 

Portico area at the Union because of the plants, being outside, the tables, and 

getting a drink.  You can just run inside and grab it [a drink].  The convenience 

factor and a large selection of places to sit make it unlike any other place at the 

University.”58 

 ROSA 

“I love that space [Portico] because it’s outside.  When it’s really nice, you can 

just sit out there, and they have the little umbrellas, benches, and the seats. It’s 

a spot you can really socialize, especially when there’s something going on—it 

was really nice.”59 

“If you’re coming from the Library or somewhere…it’s [Portico] like walking 

down into a little theater and walking into a nice little audience.”60 

 ELLIE 

“I think a lot of people go out there [Portico], especially when the weather is 

nice.  I love to sit outside, look around, and talk to my friends.  It’s a nice area 

to go and chat with your friends; you're outside in the fresh air and it’s just nice 

to sit there, whenever, it’s a nice day.”61 

“I like, that if there is a band playing in the Library Mall, you can sit there and 

listen to it.  You don’t have to be in the action where everybody is, but you can 
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hear all the things that are going around.  Sometimes I just sit there and wait 

for something, I listen to the bands that are playing in the Library Mall, so I 

don’t have to be around everybody, but I'm still kind of getting to enjoy it.”62 

 

Photograph 13.  The Portico.63  This picture, taken by Ellie, is of students sitting outside in the 

Portico, a popular outdoor area located on the west side of the University Union. 

 The participants that selected the Portico as an area for community building 

immediately gravitated toward an outdoor space primarily because of the great 

weather and crowded indoor facilities.  According to them, the Portico is a wide open 

space with a lot of variety in seating.  It is close to dining areas and restroom facilities, 

and it is a heavily utilized space for programming events, especially musical series.  

Additionally, participants liked that there were visible forms of interaction happening 

within the space.  People were talking about class, locking their bikes up, eating lunch, 
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and doing a number of other activities that created formal and informal formats for 

social interaction.  While not inside the University Union, participants felt connected 

to the facility through the use of the enclosed architecture.  According to the 

individuals interviewed, the Portico is down in a pit, which gives a sense of coziness 

and exclusivity.  A few of the participants stated that they liked being able to observe 

others in this environment without actually having to participate in an activity.   

Wells Fargo/Lyceum Lounge   

 The lounge space outside of Wells Fargo Bank and the Lyceum, a 500-seat 

auditorium theater, is a simplistic area.  A grouping of tattered furniture, both cloth 

and leather, is arranged in a U-formation around a large television (see Photograph 

14).  The Maury Povich Show plays in the background as students sit with their legs 

hung over the chairs, listening to their iPods.  Most of these students are waiting for a 

class to get out of the Lyceum, so they can enter and finish their hour.  The space is 

not a destination for students, rather it is a pass through…a waiting area.  It is a 

congregation space for a diverse student population where conversations are started 

and friendships begin.  At the other side of the lounge, four computers sit upon a 

curved ledge with wooden bar stools underneath.  These e-mail stations are used 

sporadically throughout the day, usually by those individuals that have had their phone 

or laptop lose their charge.  A Wells Fargo mural lines the wall, representing historical 

milestones in University history, and just to the left of the bank of computers, sits an 

interaction desk behind a glass partition, with the words, Wells Fargo, etched into 

them.  Members of the bank utilize this area during Orientation and the first few 
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weeks of classes to sign students up for new checking accounts. 

 The flooring is mostly brick in this area with some tile and carpet mixed in to 

muffle the sound of dining carts and foot traffic.  Columns stick out in random places 

throughout the space, and the humidity is high because of its location near entry doors 

to the outside.  The area is always busy as it is generally the way that most individuals 

get from the University Union to the Eagle Student Service Center, an adjacent 

building that houses the Registrar, Cashier, and the start of campus tours.  Across the 

hall from the lounge is the retail space occupied by Wells Fargo and the backside of 

the Art Gallery.  Additionally, the Information Desk is near, which often causes 

congestion when tickets are being sold for a special event.     

 

Photograph 14.  The Wells Fargo/Lyceum Lounge.64  The Wells Fargo/Lyceum Lounge sits 

empty, awaiting students from a nearby class in the Lyceum.  The picture was taken by Ray. 
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 The Wells Fargo/Lyceum was selected by participants because it is an area 

where students congregate before classes in the Lyceum or while they are waiting for 

a teller to open up at Wells Fargo (see Photograph 15).  The space is primarily used as 

pre-function, but students have taken ownership of it because it houses one of the only 

televisions, outside of the Syndicate, and it is a shared-experience space.  Participants 

made the perceived the space in this way: 

 RAY 

“I forget the night, but once a week this group of people, it is usually about 10 

or 15 of them, come in [to the Wells Fargo/Lyceum Lounge] cry together, and 

watch the television show called Supernatural.  They watch it and talk about it; 

they have a good time, as a group, and they come in every week to do it.”65 

“I guess it [Wells Fargo/Lyceum Lounge] always has new people coming in, 

so it’s a chance for people with a common ground, that didn’t really know one 

another, to make friends and come together…throughout the campus.”66 

 ENRIQUE 

“So clearly, that's a good place [Wells Fargo/Lyceum Lounge] to put a student 

space because everybody knows where it is. There are a lot of people that 

come and go to that area…”67 

 SASHA 

“When the televisions are on, especially when people are coming out of the 

Lyceum from classes, or if they're waiting during that transition period, people 

will sit around and watch the news, the game, or whatever is on television—
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reality shows.  I think it's just a neat spot [Wells Fargo/Lyceum Lounge].  It's a 

comfortable place because there's furniture and people are not afraid to be 

comfortable in that spot.  I've seen people take off their shoes; they'll lie down 

on couches next to people that they don't know, so I like that.”68 

 BROOMHILDA 

“I think the third floor, right outside the Lyceum [Wells Fargo/Lyceum 

Lounge] is inviting, not just because it has a television, but it’s the way that the 

chairs are positioned in almost like a half circle.  That provides a place for 

students waiting for their next class, or whatever they’re doing, to talk to one 

another.  That’s inviting, having like a half circle, because circles, they 

encourage people to communicate, so I think the way that it is shaped really 

helps.”69   
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Photograph 15.  The Wells Fargo/Lyceum Lounge.70  The Wells Fargo/Lyceum Lounge is an 

area often utilized by Wells Fargo to sign students up for new checking accounts. The picture 

was taken by Sasha. 

 The Wells Fargo/Lyceum Lounge is important to participants because the 

space encouraged them to mingle with strangers or others different from them, an 

opportunity that does not always present itself in more intentional spaces.  The 

arrangement of furniture and shared experience of the television were important to 

them as well, another indication that they were expected to interact with one another in 

this specific area by discussing a television show or because they were facing one 

another with no place to hide.  Participants indicated that the space was comfortable to 

them.  Despite the location, they felt like this location was an area where they could 

easily relax in between classes.  While it was not hard to relax, they did suggest that 

the space could become quite crowded, making it difficult for meaningful discussion 
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to happen.  Responses from the participants indicated that this space was an ideal 

space for community because of convenience and proximity, two dominant subthemes 

for this specific space.   

Greek Life Office   

 Located on the fourth floor of the University Union, the Greek Life Office is 

hidden.  The front door is down a long hallway and very little signage, if any, indicates 

that the actual office is there.  Despite the lack of signage, waves of students come in 

and out on a daily basis, most of them wearing their Greek letters, as they come and go 

(see Photograph 16).  Once inside the space, it is quite inviting as red couches and 

chairs form a large circle around a wooden coffee table.  Nestled around the space are 

offices adorned with posters and information about upcoming events.  There is no 

natural light on the fourth floor, and the gray carpet is offset by various throw rugs 

throughout the space.  Trophies and busts are scattered throughout the office, and 

more often than not, an extra office chair is pulled from somewhere down the hallway 

to provide more seating.  Laughter is prevalent in this space as it serves as an 

impromptu meeting space for both fraternities and sororities.  It smells like fresh pizza 

mixed with a little body sweat and perfume.  The space is used, which is indicated by 

the overflowing trash cans and stacks of backpacks in the corner. 

 The Greek Life Office is uniquely important to a certain population on campus, 

the fraternities and sororities, thus providing an opportunity for them to become part 

of a group and create community through those indirect connections.  While the Greek 

population is not large compared to other institutions, space dedicated to student 
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organizations makes a statement that involvement is important at the University.  A 

few students saw this as a good representation of community because it provided them 

an outlet that did not otherwise exist.  

 

Photograph 16.  The Greek Life Office.71  Right outside of the Greek Life Office, students line 

up to receive information about an upcoming event.  This picture was taken by Enrique. 

 While only one participant selected the Greek Life Office, and then chose to 

comment about it, the concept that is a place for community building for a select 

population of students is worthy of discussion.  Enrique felt connected to this space for 

a variety of reasons.  He is connected as a fraternity member and felt like the full-time 

staff was there to advise and comfort him (see Photograph 17).  In his comments, he is 

able to articulate the importance of this space for him and other Greek Life members, 

looking for community at UNT: 

 

146 



Texas Tech University, Zane S. Reif, December 2014 
 

ENRIQUE 

“The Greek Life Office creates a community of Greek people that you wouldn't 

really find anywhere else. They don't really throw events there, but you can 

come do your homework in there. You can talk to the Greek Life staff, which 

is really friendly. They're always willing to talk to you and you can always find 

someone from your own chapter or a different chapter, different council.”72 

“It’s [Greek Life Office] where you build connections. After you build the 

connections, it's where you see bigger and better events and promoted on 

campus…better ideas.”73 

 

Photograph 17.  The Greek Life Office.74  Inside the Greek Life Office, this typical meeting 

space serves as gathering point for Greek students from the four governing bodies.  This 

picture was taken by Enrique. 
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 Enrique described the Greek Life Office as a refuge or sanctuary for Greek 

students looking to bounce ideas off of one another or discuss important issues.  Like 

the Multicultural Center, the Greek Life Office is defined by the people working 

within the space and the unique resources that make up each individual office.  While 

not an ideal location, Enrique commented that once Greek students discovered the 

space, they were prone to random visits, whether it is to escape the bustle of the lower 

levels or find a place to enjoy their lunch.  Throughout the interview process, Enrique 

indicated that he liked the exclusiveness of the University Union, stating that it was a 

representation of the Greek culture.  The Greek Life Office provides the same 

exclusivity and perpetuation of history, on a smaller scale, to a subset of the student 

population, fraternities and sororities. 

Corner Store Lounge   

 The smell of freshly baked bread and fresh coffee permeates the hallway 

leading to the Corner Store Lounge.  The space is humid, and the heat radiating from 

the Corner Store and Green Mountain Coffee make this spot one of the warmest 

locations in the University Union.  The squeak of the metal doors and the dull roar of 

the cappuccino machine provide just enough background noise that it is a distracting 

area to study or concentrate.  Most individuals in this space are waiting in line or 

having conversations with others in a small seating area.  The chairs and tables are a 

blonde wood; the tall chairs and tables are the most popular as students gravitate 

toward them because of their proximity to electrical outlets.  There is a microwave 

sitting against the wall, with napkins on top for the lunch crowd to utilize.  On busy 
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days, the wait in line could be as long as 20 minutes to heat something up.  The brick 

floor is cracking from the large amounts of traffic, and the tile in the sitting area is 

starting to stain from the years of food being dropped.    

 The Corner Store Lounge is used primarily as a pass through or temporary 

seating area for people to grab a quick bite to eat or wait on their coffee.  

Traditionally, not a heavily utilized space, it is susceptible to random encounters and a 

few shared conversations (see Photograph 18).  It is an intimate space, located away 

from the busier sections of the facility; therefore, it tends to attract older students, 

faculty, and staff.  During the summer, it is the only location for individuals to dine.   

 

Photograph 18.  The Corner Store Lounge.75  The Corner Store Lounge, early in the morning, 

as students begin to arrive for their day. The picture was taken by Jamie. 

 For one participant, the Corner Store Lounge was a place for community 

building because she was attracted to the intimacy of the space and the informal 
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interaction that took place within the area (see Photograph 19).  She valued the vibe 

that a coffee shop gave as a third place venue, which are reflected in her comments: 

 JAMIE 

“The space [Corner Store Lounge] actually surprised me.  Every time I walk 

by, I see people getting together.  They're doing projects or they're working 

with partners for classes.  I always see people sitting there with other people, 

talking.  They have school stuff out, but I also see people just sitting there, 

eating little things from the Corner Store, and talking to each other.  They 

[students] like to move the tables whenever there's a bigger group, but I 

definitely see a lot of people sit there…”76 

“There could be more seating options by the Corner Store [Lounge].  It could 

be a little bigger, but the walking space is big enough for a bunch of people.”77 
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Photograph 19.  The Corner Store Lounge.78  Students sit and chat with a student employee of 

the Green Mountain Café.  This picture was taken by Jamie. 

 As Jamie stated, the Corner Store Lounge is not a large space, but it does 

provide enough intimacy for small groups or random encounters to occur on a daily 

basis.  The main motivation for her being in this area is to grab a cup of coffee or a 

quick sandwich.  In other discussion, participants commented that they liked the 

Corner Store because it was the closest thing to a small coffee shop that they had on 

campus, but many individuals stated that they wished the area was bigger or had softer 

furniture for a cozier feel, much like Jamie.  Jamie felt closed in because of the 

smallness of the space and felt the natural light was not sufficient enough to make it a 

popular destination.  She did note the flexibility of the furniture and enjoyed the space 

because she is able to interact with other individuals, casually.   
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The Courtyard   

 Upon entering the east side of the University Union, visitors are greeted with a 

grand view of the Courtyard.  The Courtyard, three levels high, is washed by sunlight, 

thanks in part to a large sky light on the roof of the facility.  A stream runs off to the 

side, providing the soothing sound of trickling water. A large tree, 20 feet high, spans 

two levels of the Courtyard in a large concrete planter.  Leaves and various clippings 

from the tree are scattered below, providing no doubt that it is real.  Next to the tree, 

students sit at a grand piano and tap away at the keys.  The echo of their practice fills 

up the first three floors of the University Union, and many students stop to watch them 

play.  The red brick that adorns the walls and flooring is unforgiving, as sound and 

years of dirt are often magnified.  A red fiber net hangs on the north side of the 

Courtyard, but its full beauty is hidden by the fact that a walkway path splits the 

visual.  This large knotted sculpture, called Tensile Ten, was designed by Francoise 

Grossen and is a topic of conversation for current and past students.  Concrete 

walkways cross and stairs meander throughout the Courtyard, but it is a popular space 

because it is in the heart of the facility, and the large open space is perfect for 

attracting a large audience from all three levels. 

 The Courtyard is one of the most reserved spaces in the University Union 

because it is able to house large fairs and celebrations (see Photograph 20).  The 

overlook of the Courtyard is perfect for viewing programs taking place below or 

giving one an overview of the entire facility, making it easier to navigate for those 

new to the University Union. While live music performances are often deterred 
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because of the bad acoustic value, student groups utilize DJ’s and CD players to draw 

people in.  In order to get from the east side of the University Union to the west side, 

visitors must navigate through the Courtyard via an elevator or two flights of stairs.  

The Courtyard is adjacent to the One O’Clock Lounge, Syndicate, and the Campus 

Chat.   

 

Photograph 20.  The Courtyard.79  Students from various countries parade around the 

Courtyard during the International Festival.  This picture was taken by Broomhilda. 

 The Courtyard, while mentioned by a lot of participants in other discussions, 

was not selected as a top choice for community building.  In fact, Broomhilda was the 

only participant to talk about the space, mostly focusing on the types of activities that 

take place within the Courtyard (see Photograph 21).  She appreciated the centralized 

location and various events that took place in the area, which are seen in her 

comments: 
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 BROOMHILDA 

“I view the Courtyard as the heart of the University Union because I see so 

much community occurring in this central location…”80 

“Market Days occurs there [Courtyard] and various [student] organizations and 

fraternities meet there to hold events.  We also have live performances coming 

from the One O’Clock Lounge or the piano.  Sometimes, we even have random 

performances when students come to sing.  I feel this central location really 

cultivates a sense of community, but also a sense of family because when 

people are in there, they talk to one another, they’re meeting new people, 

they’re conversing, singing—you name it, they’re doing it.”81   

 

Photograph 21.  The Courtyard.82  Two students play the grand piano, located in the Courtyard 

of the University Union.  This photograph was taken by Kathy. 
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 The Courtyard, a popular place for programs and activities, was not high on the 

list of areas that create campus community, according to those participants who were 

interviewed.  While most students responded that they appreciated natural light and 

being able to navigate the building from this perspective, it was peculiar, to the 

researcher, that more individuals did not have it listed as a place for community 

building.  The space is open, which is great for programs, but not good if one is trying 

to blend in with the crowd and observe what others are doing, according to 

Broomhilda.  While some participants did mention that activities were important in 

this area, few mentioned that they become involved in those activities.  As participants 

have stated previously about other spaces, activities are good when students get to 

choose when they want to be involved in them.  Broomhilda was able to comment 

about the ability to observe this space, not actually participate in the events.  

Additionally, natural light was repeated as positive trait throughout some of the 

interviews being conducted.   

University Program Council (UPC) Office   

 The University Programs Council (UPC) Office is located on the second floor 

of the University Union, right next to the Multicultural Center. Tucked away in the 

corner, the glass door with the UPC logo is the only way in and out of the office.  

Immediately upon entry, there are students running around getting ready for activities.  

Configured much like the Greek Life Office, the UPC Office has full-time staff offices 

all around that center around a large work area utilized by the students.  Instead of 

couches though, there are a bank of work stations along three walls that are used by 
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program coordinators and a big round table in the middle, so they can work jointly on 

projects with one another.  The office smells like popcorn.  Autograph pictures 

decorate the walls from previous events and a television hangs in the corner, allowing 

students to preview movies before they are played.  The traffic in this area is constant 

and the front door never stays shut for too long as students come and go, helping with 

programs, and visiting with the staff. The UPC Office, much like the Greek Life 

Office, is welcoming to those individuals that are a part of the organization (see 

Photograph 22).  For a new individual walking in, it could be quite intimidating, if not 

for the friendly individuals at the reception desk that encourage people to come in and 

learn about the organization.   
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Photograph 22.  The UPC Office.83 Members of the UPC pose with giveaways from 

their office and flash their “talons.”  The picture was taken by Elizabeth. 

 Throughout this study, participants have identified various departments or 

offices that they have been able to connect with as transfer students.  Like the 

Multicultural Center and Greek Life Office, the University Programs Council (UPC 

office provided refuge to Elizabeth and was able to involve her in a student 

organization, thus creating community for her.  While not focused on the physical 

space itself, Elizabeth comments as to why the UPC office provides that sense of 

community for her at UNT: 
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 ELIZABETH 

“As far as the UPC office, it builds community because it’s where I have seen 

the most community happen at UNT, not just because I work in there (see 

Photograph 23).  A couple of Fridays ago, my boss decided that everyone 

needed to have ice cream because it’s was a slow Friday.  It’s just little things 

that make you feel you are in your ‘home away from home.’  It’s where I 

spend time in-between classes, it’s where I go if I have to go to school really 

quick [to meet with someone], or I’ll just drop by and say, “Hey what’s going 

on?”84 

“The way our desks are set up, you have someone who sits behind you and 

someone who sits across from you, so you’re constantly in contact with two 

other people because they’re just so close to you.  And then with the sofa up at 

the front of our office…, you can go up there and interact with a different 

person because it’s near the receptionist desk.”85  
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Photograph 23.  The UPC Office.86  Members of the UPC interact with one another about a 

program or event.  This picture was taken by Elizabeth. 

 The UPC Office is important to a small subset of students, again, because it 

was their way of finding a community without having to venture out on their own.  

Elizabeth, like other participants, was introduced to a group of individuals because of 

a shared common interest that eventually led to friendships (i.e. social interaction) and 

involvement opportunities.  She felt connected to the full-time staff members and 

relied upon them for just more than advice on their programs or events.  The 

relationship was unique because of the amount of time she spent with her advisors and 

how she relied upon them for more than her job.  Community came in the form of 

interaction with fellow members of the organization and through her daily interaction 

with these various advisors.  As many of the participants reiterated previously, 
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community is built through social interaction, not just shared experiences or physical 

space alone. 

The Onstead Promenade (Library Mall)   

 The Onstead Promenade or Library Mall, as it is known by students, is located 

down a ramp on the third level of the University Union.  While not directly affiliated 

with the University Union, some students associate the outdoor area with the 

University Union because reservations to hold events outside are made through the 

Event Planning & Scheduling office.  Housed between the Hurley Administration 

Building, Willis Library, and the University Union, the Library Mall is a large brick 

area that is the perfect size for students to hold large, outdoor events (see Photograph 

24).  The University seal sits in the middle of the Mall with large fountains that stretch 

on for a quarter of a mile down each side.  Trees provide necessary shade around the 

area, but it can be quite warm in the center of the large, open space.  Often students 

will request that a temporary stage be placed outside if a live musical performance or 

formal program is going to take place.  At noon every day, the bells atop the Hurley 

Administration Building will play the University Fight Song or Alma Mater.  Most of 

the time, noise is provided by students that bring their own CD players to their tables.  

The Library Mall is the perfect place for them to recruit members for their student 

organization, so when an event is not taking place, most students reserve a table 

through the University Union to solicit members. 

 The Onstead Promenade or Library Mall is one of the most used spaces on 

campus by faculty, staff, and students.  During large events like First Flight or 
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University Day, the Library Mall can hold a total of 5,000 to 6,000 people.  Over the 

last decade, the Library Mall has become more and more associated with the 

University Union because it is the department that has been responsible for taking 

reservations for the space.  

 

Photograph 24.  Onstead Promenade (Library Mall).87  Women “step” to honor their sorority 

during a spring afternoon on the Library Mall.  This picture was taken by Elizabeth. 

 Once again, Elizabeth selected a space that she felt was conducive, but 

might not have been as popular with other participants.  For her, the Onstead 

Promenade was a place where a lot of events took place, right outside of the 

University Union (see Photograph 25).  While she might not have liked the fact 

that there was not a large grassy area or a place for students to sit, there were 

events and activities taking place on a routine basis.  She is able to provide a 

few, direct comments about her selection: 
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 ELIZABETH 

“A lot of events happen there, so I think that’s the main reason it builds 

community…there’s almost always something going on in the Library 

Mall.”88 

“I do wish there were more green space [on the Library Mall].  I realize 

that there’s some, but if we were to utilize it as much as we could, there 

would be more.”89 

 

Photograph 25.  Onstead Promenade (Library Mall).90  Members of the University celebrate 

Cinco de Mayo. 

 The Onstead Promenade or Library Mall is important to the Elizabeth because 

there is a lack of outdoor spaces that are viable options for outdoor programming.  As 

she mentioned, the lack of green space makes it difficult to have programs where large 

groups can gather to enjoy the festivities.  Much of the large green space is located a 
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mile from the heart of campus on either the recreation fields or outside a few of the 

residence halls.  In order to put on a large event in the Library Mall, she mentioned 

students have to rent chairs and tables, so people will have a place to sit.  With many 

of the students or student organizations having little money, they rely on departments 

to help them with these larger events.  Regardless, the Library Mall is a tremendous 

place for social interaction and shared experiences because it is located in the center of 

campus and right outside of the University Union, according to Elizabeth.  With things 

happening on a daily basis, students know they can go there to connect with other 

individuals. 

Art Gallery   

 The Art Gallery, within the University Union, is strictly used to display art 

created by undergraduate students.  Every semester, a selection committee comprised 

of students, faculty, and University Union staff choose portfolios that will be rotated 

every two weeks.  The Art Gallery is small, but sits right across from the Information 

Desk, so it is in a visible location for visitors.  Track lighting along the walls 

highlights each painting or sculpture (see Photograph 26).  The walls are white and the 

flooring is brick, but the art brightens the space upon entry.  It is a quiet space, not 

because it has to be, but students respect the art and use the area to contemplate or 

relax.  While not a room, the Art Gallery has a distinct space and if one were to close 

his or her eyes, step in, and open them, he or she would not realize they were in a 

college union.  A guestbook sits off to the side, so students can offer words of 

encouragement to their peers. 
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 With UNT being a campus that prides itself on art and music, the Art Gallery 

is a point of pride for many students.  As stated in the previous paragraph, it is the 

only place on campus where undergraduate students are given an opportunity to 

showcase their work.  Often, the space is utilized for small receptions and gallery 

openings, so that visitors to campus can share in the artwork as well.  There is no fee 

to enter the Art Gallery, and students often wander through the space to and from 

classes.  With no seating, the Art Gallery is not a space that students tend to stay for 

long periods of time.    

 

Photograph 26.  Art Gallery91  Students enjoy artwork hanging in the Art Gallery, created by 

their undergraduate peers.  This photograph was taken by Bill. 

 Participants liked the Art Gallery within the University Union because they 

knew that the art was a representation of their peers, a fact that they appreciated (see 
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Photograph 27).  Additionally, they were pleased with the ability of this artwork to 

continuously be updated.  A few participants were able to comment on this: 

 ROSA 

“I like that spot [Art Gallery] because it’s lit perfectly for them [students] to 

show their piece, whether it’s artwork or a dress that’s designed. All the 

artwork that I’ve seen looks good. I wish there was a bit more, honestly, more 

artwork or more pieces…”92 

JAMIE 

“I really like how they change it up every now and then.  I really enjoy that; it's 

different.  It [the Art Gallery] changes constantly.  I like that a lot.93 

 BILL 

“The Art Gallery is lot like a showing and that always brings a big group to 

look at the artwork.  It encourages students that are in painting or any art 

degree to come and look, so it brings everyone together at the [University] 

Union.  It's always there; everybody passes by it and it is very visible.  People 

immediately want to look at it.”94 

“I like how it's [Art Gallery] sectioned off into three different spaces with the 

walls that are there.  That opens it up where you can have a few different 

showings, or you don't have to use the space and it won't look huge if you don't 

have enough artwork.  The lighting could be a bit better and the overall style—

it is the Art Gallery, so an artistic style would be nice.”95 
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 While some participants were very familiar with art located within the 

University Union, others were able to voice that they had not found the Art Gallery or 

were unaware of its presentation.  In this instance, the ability for a connection with the 

community was diminished: 

KATHY 

You know I don't really look at the artwork, so I would say, in the [University] 

Union, it should be more apparent.  I know there's an Art Gallery...”96 

ELIZABETH 

“As far as throughout the [University] Union, I don’t really see it [art] except 

for indoor Art Gallery that we have, so I know we have some, but I guess it’s 

not being displayed as well as it should be because I don’t really notice it.”97 

 

Photograph 27.  Art Gallery98  A student wanders through the Art Gallery, looking at both the 

hanging art and sculptures within the space.  This photograph was taken by Rosa. 
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 The Art Gallery, as participants stated, is a popular place within the University 

Union because it offers them a singular location to enjoy artwork created by their 

peers.  While the University Union is full of art, some individuals indicated that they 

did not notice it or felt like there was not enough.  While students were not able to 

convey why they felt the artwork was lacking throughout the facility, they did praise 

the fact that the University Union provided a dedicated space for University artists.  

The community created in the Art Gallery was quite different from other spots in and 

around the University Union because this space did not require a lot of one-on-one 

connectivity amongst peers.  Additionally, activities or programs were not the main 

purpose of this particular area, yet participants still felt like they were connected to 

their peers on campus because they were able to share in the experience of the 

artwork.  This space was special because it was a representation of student values and 

showcased campus talent.   

Lyceum   

 The Lyceum is a large 500-seat auditorium that is used partially for classes in 

the morning hours, and as a programmatic space for student organization and 

departments in the afternoon and night time (see Photograph 28).  Entering from the 

back, one is immediately drawn to the large size of the space and the steep angle of the 

steps.  The faded green upholstery of the seats and carpet shows the age of the space, 

but the large speakers and projection unit creating an image on the screen let 

individuals know that it is a technologically-advanced space.  The acoustics in the 

space are average and with a lot of people in the space, the noise level can grow 

167 



Texas Tech University, Zane S. Reif, December 2014 
 

increasingly loud.  The stage, at the base of the steps, is approximately 4 feet high with 

a large black curtain hiding the backstage area.  A lone podium sits off to the right of 

the stage, and the exit lighting is the only thing that can be seen when the Lyceum 

goes dark right before a show or movie.  A large sound booth splits the three partitions 

of seating, and a visible catwalk system can be see when one’s eyes are drawn toward 

the ceiling. 

 The Lyceum is not unlike any other auditorium across the country.  At UNT, 

the space is somewhat unique because it serves a dual purpose as both an academic 

function and programming function.  While these two missions have not been in 

conflict often, it does make scheduling conferences during the morning quite difficult 

for the University Union.  Despite this limitation, the space is responsible for driving 

500 students per hour into the University Union, between the hours of 8:00 a.m. and 

1:00 p.m.  Once introduced to the space through a classroom experience, it is the hope 

of the University Union staff that students will return for other activities and events 

planned throughout the afternoon and night.      
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Photograph 28.  Lyceum99  Students gather in the Lyceum to watch a movie that is being 

sponsored by the University Program Council (UPC).  This photograph was taken by Ellie. 

 While being one of the largest programmatic areas in the facility, the Lyceum 

was only identified by one student as being in their top three choices for community 

taking place within the University Union.  Normally, seen as an academic space, 

participants might have not felt connected to the space.  In Bill’s case, he did feel a 

connection because of the movie showings (see Photograph 29): 

BILL 

“The Lyceum is a great place.  There's always an event going on in there that 

bring a large crowd, like the movie showings—it’s just a big thing.  It's got a 

big stage, it's got plenty of seating, and a lot of people can attend, so that 

helps.”100 
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Photograph 29.  Lyceum.101  Students gather in the Lyceum to watch a speaker that is being 

sponsored by the University Program Council (UPC).  This picture was taken by Bill. 

 The Lyceum is a large programming venue that attracts a large amount of 

people.  While participants did not comment about interactions within the space, they 

did talk about the enormity of the space and how they were able to mingle with people 

before or after an event.  After discussing this concept with Bill, he talked about the 

idea that physical space or interactions create opportunities for community to happen.  

The seats in the Lyceum are close to one another and the pre-function outside of the 

Lyceum is small, so students are forced into some interactions that they might not 

necessarily engage in otherwise, according to Bill.  The activities and events that 

happened in the Lyceum were also important because they gave the students in 

attendance a shared experience that they could discuss at a later date.  Bill stated that 
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he did not know a lot of people, but after attending an event with other students, he 

was able to strike up a conversation. 

Summary of Photographs and Perceptions 

 Overall, the pictures, taken by participants and later commented on by them, 

were an effective way to start discussions about the intentionality of physical space 

within a college union and identify subthemes from the visual evidence.  From visiting 

with the students, it was obvious that natural light and an open layout were important 

to them.  The University Union felt small and dark to them, and while they were able 

to identify places where community took place, the lack of seating often forced them 

to find another place, whether it was inside or outside of the facility.  The participants 

also felt that involvement opportunities and activities were important to the 

community experience.  Programs with opportunities to socialize or become involved 

with a student organization or department provided participants the access to fellow 

students and a shared experience they could talk about at a later date.  While most 

participants stated that they would rather observe these activities than actually 

participate, it was important for them to be present.  If an activity was not taking place, 

they felt like they had to be engaged through student employment or involvement in a 

student organization for a sense of community to occur.  For example, those 

individuals that felt connected to the Greek Life Office or the University Programs 

Council (UPC) Office were drawn to the University Union because of their 

involvement, not necessarily the architecture or layout of the space. 
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 Physical space, which includes aesthetics and general layout, are more 

important to participants who do not have a student organization or student 

employment opportunity than those with a prior connection to the space through an 

organized group.  While the participants were not as concerned with paint colors or 

interior facades, it was important for them to blend in with larger groups and have the 

opportunities to make contact with other individuals at their own pace.  Specifically, 

areas like the One O’Clock Lounge, Syndicate, and Campus Chat were important 

because the spaces had meaning to the entire campus, which was a large reason they 

were heavily populated areas within the facility.  They were centrally located, had 

historical significance, had adequate seating, and generally, were areas where 

activities were taking place, both formally and informally.  Additionally, these 

physical spaces were able to be transformed for a variety of uses during a typical day.  

They served as a performance area, a dining area, a study area, and a meeting space.  

Students were able to move furniture or had enough flexibility within the space to 

make it fit their needs.  In lounge spaces, like the Wells Fargo/Lyceum Lounge, Third-

Level Atrium, and Corner Store Lounge, participants were able to create private areas 

that allowed them access to observe others around them.  The furniture was soft and 

moveable.  The lighting was conducive to a number of activities, and they were still 

able to watch people around them. 

 Physical space is important to participants when they are able to manipulate it 

for their own purpose or comfort.  Students congregated in areas where they were able 

to get a good Internet signal, had access to power, and were able to isolate themselves, 
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yet still know they could become involved in activity, if they desired.  Participants 

stated that physical space is as much about being anonymous, when desired, as it is 

running into a group of friends.  While they did not state they wanted spaces that were 

exclusively designed for social interaction or for isolation, it was important that they 

had areas within the facility that provided both of these opportunities.  Additionally, 

these hidden lounges were just as important as the large spaces intentionally designed 

for programs or large activities.   

Finally, outdoor spaces like the Onstead Promenade (Library Mall) and Portico 

were identified or connected with the University Union.  The spaces were just as 

important as the indoor spaces to participants because they provided a refuge or place 

of comfort for them outside of the University Union.  The Onstead Promenade was 

important because it was available for large celebrations of community, and the 

Portico provided more isolation and protection to make those connections on their 

own.  In regards to purpose, these spaces mirrored their indoor counterparts.  Oddly, 

the large ballrooms were not mentioned in any of the participant interviews or heavily 

photographed throughout the process, despite being large programmatic areas within 

the facility. 

 While the University Union was conducive to a lot of interactions and 

community-building, it did become evident that many participants were not only upset 

about the aforementioned characteristics like the lack of lighting and feel of openness, 

but also the fact that there were not enough representations of their history, the 

University of North Texas history.  Participants felt disconnected because the 
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University Union did not feel like it honored or had any historical significance to the 

students.  Additionally, the facility was hard to navigate and many of the rooms, even 

an entire floor, were hidden from them or at the very least, from those individuals 

entering the University Union for the first time.  Many of the participants felt like the 

University Union was not flexible or transformational enough to meet their needs later 

into the evenings unless it was to meet with a student organization.  Many individuals 

alluded to the fact that the technology was dated within the facility, and furniture was 

not conducive for studying or comfortable.  While cleanliness and temperature were 

not issues to most participants, the fact that the University Union was not effective 

enough to handle some unique needs, frustrated them.   

In regards to the exterior façade of the University Union, a few participants 

commented that it was hard to find a main entrance to the University Union and it was 

not an inviting facility until you entered the doors, and even then, it was intimidating 

because of the way finding difficulties mentioned earlier.  Despite these challenges, 

the University Union was still the primary spot on campus for the creation of 

community for participants.   

Creating the Ideal Space for Community 

In this second section of Chapter IV, the researcher presents seven themes that 

came as a result of the coded interviews.  As stated in Chapter III, themes emerged 

through both repetition of comments and categorization of similar nodes, when 

attached to relevant literature, began to formulate a context for the creation of various 

themes (Patten, 2000).    These themes include an expansion of Oldenburg’s (1989) 
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concept of third place as a hangout space to one that incorporates first place and 

second place qualities, as well; a discussion of how architectural determinism, 

probabilism, and possibilism are identified within a college union; the key role that 

involvement plays in community building; a discourse about the importance of having 

spaces that allow one to both observe and participate; a discussion of making 

resources and services convenient for students as a way of creating community; why 

campus culture is more important that design intentions of campus facilities; and a 

discussion of how traditions and history can build community for students on a college 

or university campus.     

Third Place Expanded 

 When participants were asked to share characteristics of their favorite places or 

about their homes, it became quite evident that they enjoyed visiting places not only 

because they had characteristics of the third place, but they also shared similarities 

with both the home and the workplace.  For the most part, the individuals interviewed 

connected with the University Union because it had access to a variety of furniture, 

conveniences, or social interactions that extended beyond a normal third place 

environment.  In most instances, the University Union was able to provide an 

environment that met all of the social and physiological needs of the students for a 

typical hangout space; however, in order to stimulate their desire to stay within the 

space, the University Union was limited by the physical architecture of the building 

and physical comforts and conveniences provided by being at home or at the 
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workplace.  In order to understand what students appreciated most about their home, 

they were asked a question about why it was ideal. 

 Participants of the study were very concerned about the type types of furniture 

and comfort of the various pieces.  “I like the welcoming environment of home, 

knowing that there’s a couch and chairs; it’s just a real comfortable spot you can go,” 

stated Rosa.102   

 Enrique added, “I like being able to move chairs and stuff.  When you have a 

little bit of control, you can morph the space temporarily to whatever you want.”103  

Participants liked the ability to manipulate furniture for their comfort and basic needs. 

 Furniture and comfort continued to be a high priority for others as well, adding 

to the desirability to return to the facility.  Elizabeth elaborated on previous comments 

of Rosa and Enrique:  

I think probably you just need to create a ‘homey’ feel.  People need to have a 

place to go and that they feel comfortable where they’re going, so I’m not 

really sure how to go about that, but have comfortable seating and increasing 

things that there are to do in the Union—making it like a fun place to go.104 

 According to these participants, the University Union lacked comfortable 

seating, which made them want to stay in various spaces outside of the University 

Union.  Comments that involved the Campus Chat or Syndicate stated that the 

furniture was wooden and uncomfortable; therefore, they saw the spaces as a place to 

complete a task (i.e., dining or studying) and then leave.  Without the ability to truly 

get comfortable or rearrange the furniture, students were often discouraged by spaces 
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within the University Union.  While some participants commented about natural 

lighting and cleanliness being big factors that led to home feeling more comfortable, a 

few individuals mentioned that their homes were a representation of them and their 

family.  Many individuals felt like their home was ideal because they were able to see 

friends and family represented in the décor and various pictures, which made them not 

only feel a sense of comfort, but also of pride and connectedness. 

 “Our house was kind of old, but it had a feeling of home.  Even though it was 

old, it was old with all of our things—things that belonged to us,” explains a prideful 

Cassidy.105 

 For Jamie, she was able to convey how the University Union could feel more 

like home for her.  “Home characteristics—maybe pictures on the walls.  I like seeing 

things on the walls.  Definitely more modern stuff.  I like seeing the UNT stuff.  I feel 

more at home when I can see more visual stuff.”106  Ellie elaborated more, on the 

concept of first place, by stating:  

At home, you always feel comfortable.  I would bring a sense of comfort to 

other spaces.  When you walk into a high-end office or something, it looks so 

white; it makes you feel like you have to be proper, extra clean, and not touch 

anything.107 

For Ellie, the University Union was more institutional than she preferred, and she 

wanted to have a more inviting environment.  She perceived that the University Union 

was not a place to move items around or stay too long. 
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 As discussions continued with participants about what made their home life 

special, it was obvious that a hangout space would not replace the uniqueness of their 

home, but the University Union was not meeting a lot of the criteria that would entice 

them to stay either.  Broomhilda was able to provide some valuable insight into her 

home, specifically around temperature and ambiance:  

I think, as crazy as this sounds, temperature is a big factor.  If the people are 

too cold or too hot, they’re not going to feel comfortable.  Temperature is 

huge; lighting is huge.  If it’s dark, it doesn’t feel like home or if it’s too bright, 

it feels like a medical lab.  It has to be on point and natural light is really 

important.  I like windows and I like being able to see out and not be in a cave.  

I feel that a little background music is pleasant some times; there’s a time and a 

place for music.  If I am studying and I have a test, I might have to turn it off, 

but if I’m relaxing, there’s a place for music.  Also, I’m a big hands-on person, 

so like the way my house feels.  I’m a bit textural person, so if I don’t like a 

certain feeling of a table or a chair, I don’t want it in my house.  I like to feel 

comfortable; therefore, textiles are important to me.  If something feels 

scratchy, I’m not going to put it in my house—material is big.108  

 To further understand the development of a third place within the University 

Union, the researcher tried to understand the physiological characteristics of home or 

first place, which affected the overall comfort or lack of comfort within the University 

Union.  Still, characteristics of work or second place where also prevalent in 

discussions as participants shared their perceptions on social interaction, critical to a 
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healthy work environment.  Participants felt that friendliness and convenience were 

two of the most important elements to a successful work environment represented in 

the University Union. 

 Many of the comments surrounding second place centered on interactions with 

individuals within the University Union.  “The people are very friendly.  Customer 

service was a big thing where I worked, so I never felt like I couldn’t ask questions.  

Having a helpful, open environment is nice,” states Kathy.109 

 Elizabeth placed even more emphasis on the human interaction at work by 

stating, “From my past experience, I’ve learned the relationships you have at work are 

conducive to how you feel about going to work, I think that relationship building and 

friendships are very important.”110  Elizabeth felt community within the University 

Union because she had a job there that made her feel more connected and involved. 

 Ellie discussed her interaction with fellow co-workers in an ideal work 

environment.  “It felt like we're more of a family.  We could talk to people if we 

wanted to, but we weren’t shut off in a cubicle or something like that.  I feel that an 

open environment is nicer.”111  Ellie preferred wide open spaces and open doors, so 

she could interact people. The open environment was important to Rosa as well.  

“With work, it’s really bright and open.  There’s a huge courtyard that I love.”112 

For Sasha, the wide open spaces had to be infused with color and light (see 

Photograph 30).  While she worked within the University Union as well, she 

appreciated an environment that was conducive to making her more efficient at work.  
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“I think colors can either energize or calm, be a source of creativity.  I think that color 

and light are really important,” affirms Sasha.113 

 

Photograph 30.  Diamond Eagle Suite.114  Rarely used by students, the Diamond Eagle Suite is 

a desirable space to hold events because of the comfortable furniture and UNT history 

represented on the walls.  This picture was taken by Bill. 

Between home and work, participants were able to describe their ideal 

environment for community.  Characteristics of third place started to emerge as 

students were asked about their favorites places in the world to be, whether that was 

on-campus, off-campus, or even out of the country.  While many of the physical 

attributes associated with home and work were repeated, some interesting themes 

started to emerge as participants were conveying their ideal spots to lounge or hang 

out.  Specifically, they were concerned about having spaces where they could sit, 

relax, and not have to worry about being bothered.  They wanted to observe activities 

taking place, and they wanted to be able to interact with people on their own terms or 
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at their own leisure.  They valued convenience, precisely related to dining options and 

technology.  As discussed earlier in Chapter IV, convenient dining provided them an 

opportunity to interact with other individuals, if desired.  It also allowed them to grab 

something quickly and return to isolation.  Technology was important to participants, 

but in that it allowed them to record moments and stay in contact with their 

community, via social media.  For example, computer labs and print stations were 

okay, but not as important as outlets to charge their electronic devices or good Internet 

and cellular signals. 

 Elizabeth gives a good synopsis of the convenience of the University Union, 

related to its ability to be a valid third place, when she stated:  

I would say almost everything is housed in the [University] Union, so if they 

[students] want to find an event to go to, if they want to find out how they can 

volunteer more, or if they want to know about the Student Government 

Association—that’s all within the Union; that’s where they would need to go.  

I’d also say that it’s somewhere where they could have fun because events are 

going on in the Union. There’s also many places to eat in the union, so if 

they’re looking for a quick bite to eat, it’s in the Union as well.  There’re 

places where you can sit down and eat, or there’s places where you can just 

grab something to eat, so it really has all types of dining options as well. I’d 

say it’s also a nice place like a meet up place if you ever trying to figure out 

where to meet your friends; the Union is a nice place because almost everyone 
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knows where it is—it’s in the middle of campus.  You could even just hang out 

in the Union; you wouldn’t have to go anywhere afterwards.115 

For Elizabeth, the University Union was convenient, it had dining options, and she 

was able to interact with other people that were not a normal part of her social circle. 

 If the University Union has validity to be a third place destination for students, 

it will have to ensure that it has some characteristics of the home and workplace 

environment as well.  These characteristics include access to more comfortable 

furniture, a visual identity that students can relate to, better way finding to connect 

students to one another for formal (i.e. scheduled program and events) and informal 

(i.e. lounge areas and dining area) social interactions, natural lighting, consistent 

cleanliness, and more technological convenience or upgrades.  Additionally, the 

University Union will need to continue to promote and offer programs that draw 

interest from the student population, so a shared experience can be collectively 

enjoyed and discussed by participants.  A participant suggested that programming 

calendars become more consistent and more spaces are considered for activity 

opportunities.  Overall, students felt like the University Union had great potential to be 

a space that students might consider for their first, second, and third place needs, 

especially since many of them were on their own at a transfer institution and looking 

to make connections.  

 Conversations with the participants indicated that they were not able to make 

the distinction between home, work, and hangout spaces, so they desired a facility that 

had all of these characteristics within it.  Oldenburg (1989) perceived that these spaces 
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could be separated into distinct categories, each having its own mission and purpose, 

with little connection to the others.  Participants indicated that they wanted a 

comfortable environment with visual representations of their experience at the 

institution (i.e. home), a place they could interact with other individuals that were not 

a part of their family with natural light and wide open spaces (i.e. work), and a place 

that would meet their needs to relax with friends, have a bite to eat, and provide 

necessities for them to function on a daily basis (i.e. hangout places).  While the 

University Union had the ability to provide this type of environment, the next section 

will discuss the architectural limitations to community building. 

Architecture Matters 

 Strange and Banning (2001) made it clear that architecture matters when it 

comes to the creation of community using physical space.  As participants were asked 

questions about the physical space, they were able to provide insight on the facility 

and in some instances, offer recommendations.  These observations and suggestions 

were able to provide a good understanding of how their behavior was altered because 

of their environment.  Additionally, it allowed the researcher to uncover how students 

were able to manipulate their environment to meet their own needs, specifically 

around technology and the desire to interact.  Finally, participants were able to 

vocalize their frustration with way finding once inside the University Union and how 

the facility could be intimidating to first-time users. 

 Using the concepts of architectural determinism, architectural possibilism, and 

architectural probabilism, the researcher was able to categorize comments from the 
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interviews conducted to determine what attributes and detriments the current physical 

space of the University Union provided students.  As transfer students, the physical 

space within and around the University Union was often the first thing the participants 

were exposed to upon their introduction to campus.  Their initial reactions and 

subsequent comments, after having been familiar with the facility, are key to 

understanding the influence that the physical environment has on a transfer student. 

 Architectural determinism at work.  When looking at architectural 

determinism, the researcher was looking for ways that the physical environment was 

able to shape the student’s behavior.  Often a student’s behavior can be judged by how 

convenient the physical space is for their daily routine (Strange and Banning, 2001).  

To do this, the researcher needed to understand if the facility was a destination, if 

students were coming there because of the facility or other reason, and if it was 

conveniently located for them to find.  These are all items that must be considered 

when discussing architectural determinism.  With this information in mind, it became 

quite evident that many of the students were unaware of entrances or even when the 

University Union was open. 

 Cassidy was confused about how long the University Union was open.  ”I don't 

know why the Union is open from 6:45 a.m. until 10:00 p.m.  I think most people 

don't even know that it's open past 5:00 p.m.”116  This comment alluded to the fact that 

people did not know the facility was open that late or there was not enough activity 

there or a desire to be there after 5:00 p.m. 
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 While the hours were confusing, it became quite evident from the interviews 

that the building was not the most inviting or easily navigable facility on campus.  The 

difficulty with navigation was a deterrent to most students at first, and caused many 

students to avoid or walk around the building unless there was an activity taking place 

or a reason to meet someone there. Enrique voiced his concern about navigating the 

University Union by stating, “It’s an oddly-shaped building. I really would be anxious 

to see how the architects came up with it. I feel like this is weird.”117  Additionally, 

Jamie had this to say about the way finding inside of the facility: 

I would have to say it's [University Union] choppy.  I think it's just the design 

of the building; there's not really a flow.  You would think there would be 

comfortable spaces throughout, and I think that there are, but there's just not a 

consistent theme or a consistent flow with the building.118 

 Broomhilda talked about how the building was intimidating to her at first 

glance because of the lack of windows (see Photograph 31).  She advocated for more 

transparency: 

There’s no reason [for no windows].  I can’t see what’s going on.  I like 

transparency and honesty about a building, knowing what’s happening without 

even having to walk in–I feel like it draws students in.  When we have a Union 

Fest or other big events going on and you hear music coming in, that’s when 

people are, “Oh, something must be good is going on,” and they tend to walk 

in. If we don’t have those events going on, students are likely to walk by.119 
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 Elizabeth, like Broomhilda, shared the same concerns about the University 

Union, but was more troubled about the interior of the facility.  She talked about how 

intimidating the exterior of the facility was for her and other students upon approach 

to the University Union.  According to her:   

The [University] Union probably needs to have less of the brick because, to 

me, that’s not inviting.  It’s kind of cold.  Also, there needs to be more 

comfortable sitting areas because I know we have the wooden chairs and stuff, 

but they’re not very comfortable if you want to sit down for the entire day.120 

 

Photograph 31.  University Union (northeast corner).121  The University Union sits idle during 

a spring day.  This picture was supplied by the University Union 

 While the University Union was not inviting and the interiors were not 

conducive for students to remain for a long period of time, the central location of the 

facility was a positive characteristic shared by many of the participants.  It provided 
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enough of a destination that students would stop there or begin their day in the facility.  

Rosa stated, “I think it’s a good spot because almost everyone knows where the 

[University] Union is or has been there. It’s a good spot to meet someone, especially if 

they’re coming from classes on the other side [of campus].”122 

 Ellie agreed with Rosa, “I would describe it [University Union] as the center.  

Most people know that that’s where you go to eat and hang out.  It has a lot of 

different things inside of it.  I think that’s what it is that brings people to it.”123  Kathy 

not only talked about the central location, but commented on the availability of retail 

options and resources for students.  She stated: 

I would describe it [University Union] as the central hub of the university—

many organizations are housed there, you can get food, and there's the 

bookstore.  All of your needs can be met in the Union.  There are places for 

you to relax.  There are several floors and a lot of offices, but pretty much 

anything you need can be found in the Union.124 

While the outdated architecture of the University Union exterior and hard 

interior features were not well received by the participants, the University Union 

continued to thrive as a vibrant facility because of the activities and events taking 

places.  Additionally, the resources and dining options were critical to drawing people 

in, thus indicating that while the architecture was cold and uninviting, students were 

still drawn to the facility because of convenience and the central location.  While a 

centralized location will draw students in temporarily, it became quite clear that the 

building was not designed to foster or hold students’ attention for long periods of time.  
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If students are not satisfied with the University Union and do not want to spend long 

periods of time in it, over the course of a few years, this unhappiness could negatively 

impact recruitment and efforts (Strange and Banning, 2001).  In addition to the 

challenges of the interior, the exterior of the facility was not eye-catching or 

memorable either, which could have a negative impact on the recruitment of potential 

students, especially if the college union is one of those facilities that they are first 

introduced to on their visit to campus.  The interviews, conducted with students, were 

beneficial in pointing out the challenges and opportunities of the facility. 

Architectural possibilism at work.  Architectural possibilism takes into 

consideration the limitations of a facility and how that can impact the campus culture 

for an entire institution (Strange and Banning, 2001).  During the interviews, the 

researcher was able to establish some limitations of the facility that impacted 

participants during their tenure with the University Union.  Particularly, these 

individuals discussed the lack of consideration or space given to student organizations 

and programming.  The following references to the architecture were seen as 

limitations, not things that would alter or change the behavior within the space. 

Enrique felt not enough open space was provided within the University Union 

to handle large crowds or gatherings.  He compared the current facility to other 

institutions he had visited or been a part of:   

In a lot of other [college] unions that I have been to, and even the community 

college I went to, there was a student activities center that had a lot of space. 

You could just walk in there and talk to people in there and there were 
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different things to do. There are a lot more open spaces just for people to 

congregate.125 

Broomhilda provided a different insight into the lack of open space:  

Honestly, I think if you don’t know what purpose a Union serves or if you 

haven’t been there before, the building really isn’t that inviting from the 

outside; that’s just being honest.  It’s the bricks.  It’s the darkness.  It almost 

looks like a prison.  There aren’t any windows above the first floor.126  

The lack of natural light made spaces feel cold and small, which limited the amount of 

programming or activities that could take place within the facility, according to 

Broomhilda. 

Others participants, like Sasha, saw limitation for community from the lack of 

space dedicated to certain groups, like student organizations.  She perceived that a lack 

of space led to ineffective working relationships.  Sasha commented on these 

relationships:   

I would say the [University] Union needs a designated student organization 

space.  I think that would make a huge difference [with community] because 

right now they just a find a spot [to work] and make it happen.  With a 

collaborative space, I think you would see a lot of the duplication that happen 

with students organizations disappear because they would be more effective if 

they joined forces with someone else, or some other group, instead of trying to 

do it on their own.  I think it would be good to just have that meeting space—

that thinking space—specifically for student organizations.127 
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Jamie reiterated the importance of having student organizations within the University 

Union (see Photograph 32), but talked about how the lack of programmatic areas can 

be detrimental to community.  She offered this advice on programming areas:   

I know it would be hard, but a bigger area just to have more things going on 

constantly would be nice.  I know there are a lot of things going on already, but 

just more consistency. With more places to program, there could be a steady 

sense of community.  It just needs to have the ability to take places, not 

necessarily big stuff.128 

 

Photograph 32.  Courtyard.129  Students from various student organizations “step” in honor of 

the fraternity or sorority.  This picture was taken by Sasha. 

While the architecture of the University Union limited the amount or types of 

programming that could be conducted, the facility was viewed by the students as a 

place that could handle various needs or drive specific traffic patterns.  Sasha 
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commented on those traffic patterns and how she was able to navigate the University 

Union:   

I guess if I'm coming in, and most of the time I enter from the same direction, I 

would think that I'm drawn to the Courtyard area, just to see what's happening, 

especially if there's music.  It may depend on what student organization is 

down there.  Sometimes, that pushes me upstairs if I'm here early and I just 

want to study or if there's a program going on downstairs, then I will definitely 

go to the third level.130  

Most participants were drawn to various spaces within the University Union 

based upon the activities that were being conducted in those particular areas.  While 

Strange and Banning (2001) stated that architectural possibilism is grounded in 

passive mobility, the participants were not necessarily passive with their traffic 

patterns. The types of activities and need for more programmatic spaces made them 

join the event or avoid it altogether.  While the architecture was limiting, it was only 

seen as a detriment because it did not allow for more things to transpire, not 

necessarily because it passively moved them from one spot to the next without much 

thought.  In fact, participants were deliberate about their comments about open spaces 

and the lack of resources for student organizations.  While those concepts did not 

manifest into larger discussions about campus culture, it was evident that the physical 

spaces were a constraint of the development of community within those areas.  If 

students were not given adequate venues to program or work with other student 

organizations, they would find a place that did and start to gravitate toward it, whether 
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it was on-campus or off-campus.  Overall, it is important to be intentional about 

spaces within a college union because they will dictate campus culture when a strong, 

initial culture does not exist according to Strange and Banning (2001). 

Architectural probabilism at work.  While architectural possibilism focused 

on limitation, architectural probabilism focuses on behavior of individuals within a 

physical space (Strange & Banning, 2001).  Almost every one of the interview 

participants talked about the lack of way finding within the University Union.  

Typically, these conversations centered on not only the lack of knowledge regarding 

departments and programmatic spaces, but also about the lack of the existence of 

entire levels within the University Union.  In other words, students were unaware that 

the University Union housed various offices and many individuals, did not know a 

fourth level existed within the facility.  When an environment is difficult to navigate, 

the probabilistic behavior for those individuals will be to either leave or not explore a 

particular area (Strange & Banning, 2001).  In other words, if students see a level or 

see an entrance, there is probably a high likelihood that they will explore it or enter it.  

Throughout the interviews, participants voiced their confusion about spaces or areas 

that were laid out in a strange manner or seemed intimidating. 

Rosa discussed her confusion about entering the northeast entrance of the 

University Union.  She stated: 

The only thing about the layout that I didn’t really care for was if I come from 

where the ATMs are, on that side of the [University] Union, and I’m walking 
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in—you want to go upstairs or go straight ahead, but you are confused about 

where it will take you and if you really want to go to that specific area.131   

She was not only confused about the entrance of the facility, but what choice to make 

once she was inside.  Ellie felt some of the same confusion as Rosa, but her frustration 

was targeted at how to navigate to the fourth level of the University Union, a space 

that she states is difficult to find for all students.  Ellie commented:  

“Sometimes it’s confusing to find the fourth floor; it’s really hard to navigate 

because the stairs don’t continue to the fourth floor and people think that 

you're joking when you say something about the fourth floor.  I think 

convenience to all levels would be better because it really confuses me--this 

building [University Union].”132 

 Much of the confusion was contributed to poor architecture and poor way 

finding within the University Union.  Enrique expressed his displeasure: 

The visibility of these spaces is horrible. The only reason that I knew about the 

Multicultural Center, the reason that I utilize this space, is because I 

volunteered for a program that I learned about through a leadership camp. 

Other than that, I probably would have never utilized this space otherwise.133 

Bill expanded on the University Union architecture and way finding: 

It seems a bit overwhelming, at first.  It's so big and it's really not structured 

where you can go around easily, like a circle on each floor.  It is confusing to 

get around.  The fourth floor's almost invisible, unless you know about the 

stairs or you take the elevator.  I don't know, but getting to the fourth floor is a 
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challenge.  It's really dark.  It's bland and there's not any natural light.  When 

it's cloudy outside, there's almost no lighting in the [University] Union.”134 

Strange and Banning (2001) argued that students cannot take advantage of facilities or 

opportunities within facilities, if they cannot see them.  They assert that buildings need 

to be designed that promote openness and clarity.  Participants were frustrated that the 

University Union was unable to do either of these things. 

While the difficulty of way finding for both departments and various floors 

was a sign of poor architectural probabilism, an even larger concern for the students 

was the lack of interaction when activities were not taking place within the facility.  

Particularly, a few of the students commented about the lack of people that stayed in 

the facility during the afternoons and night.  Sasha confirms, “I would say the 

weakness is that during the downtime of the [University] Union.  Of course, there's no 

traffic going through there, so it seems like it would be a boring space when really it 

isn't.”135  Kathy offers her reasons as to why the University Union becomes vacant at 

night. She comments, “Well, it's closed off, so maybe that's why it doesn't get much 

traffic in the nighttime.”136 

Strange and Banning (2001) perceived that the physical environment of the 

University Union shapes behavior based upon the layout, location, and arrangement of 

space both inside and outside of the facility.  If the space is difficult to navigate or 

offices are hard to find, it is highly likely, and highly probably, that students will not 

visit those spaces or casually stop by them when they are walking through the facility.  

Location really does matter, but architecture matters more because it has the ability to 
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lead or mislead students (Strange & Banning, 2001). Throughout the interviews 

conducted with the various participants, they used words like “intimidating” and 

“confusing” to refer to the University Union.  The connotations are troubling because 

it implies that students do not feel comfortable or as connected with the facility as they 

as they should.  Additionally, the lack of traffic after 5:00 p.m. implies that students 

did not see the University Union as a viable hangout space for themselves (Oldenburg, 

1989), choosing to go to other places on campus, like the Willis Library, or to off-

campus spots like a local bookstore or coffee shop (Oldenburg, 1989).  The lack of 

comfort with the architecture, combined with the lack of technology and comfort with 

seating, provides a good understanding as to why students were not staying in the 

facility when activities and events were not taking place. 

Involvement is Key…Again! 

 From the comments provide by students in previous sections, it is easy to see 

that when facilities lack space and architecture is confusing, a college union must rely 

on a healthy dose of programs and events to attract and retain students within the 

facility.  Typically, involvement opportunities and activities are important to 

traditional students, but they are not supposed to be as important factors for transfer 

students, especially those coming from community colleges (Cohen et al., 2014).  In 

visiting with the 11 participants for this study, it became quite clear that physical space 

was important to them because it provided chances for social interaction and 

involvement with little pressure.  They appreciated the fact that things were going on 
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around them, so they could become more exposed to the campus culture through 

programs and events. 

 Participants were able to discuss the activities and events happening within the 

University Union as reasons as to why they were attracted to the facility.  Cassidy 

recalled one of her first experiences in the University Union.  She elaborates:  

I remember Union Fest—coming into the [University] Union, there was such a 

feeling of festivities.  You walked in there and you felt like it was a big party.  

I guess I noticed a change in my behavior.  Everyone was laughing.  

Everybody was having a good time, and that would be a marked difference in 

my behavior.137 

Ray had a similar experience with his initial introduction to the facility after talking to 

fellow students.  He discusses that interaction and experience: 

Honestly, when I first got to UNT, the [University] Union was one of the first 

things described to me.  Friends were like, ‘You have to go down to the One 

O’Clock Lounge and check out the live bands!  They play on like Thursday 

mornings.  You got to go check them out!’  That was actually one of the first 

experiences I had at UNT, after I transferred.  I really enjoyed that aspect and I 

will definitely tell people to come in and enjoy it.138 

 Just as important as the events within the facility, is the access to various 

offices and involvement opportunities within the University Union.  Students 

appreciated the ease of student services located within the building and the ability to 

grab something to eat.  Jamie commented: 
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There are just so many different things you can do inside the [University] 

Union.  There are places to sit, places to go shop, and places to just hang out 

and relax.  There are rooms that you can go into for events.  There are student 

activities, suites for different organizations, and just the multiple variety of 

options the Union has when you walk in.  It's not just to sit down and relax.  

There's everything you can ask for…and there's food! You can grab lunch or 

just something quick to go.139 

     While activities or formal involvement opportunities are critical for 

community (see Photograph 33), informal gathering points are just as significant to the 

participants.  Bill refers to various spaces within the University Union: 

I'd definitely say that it makes me feel comfortable just because there's so 

many people here and everybody is really nice at the [University] Union.  

There's so many different things you can do or places that you can go, so if you 

needed to study in a quieter place, you can always find that, or if you wanted to 

go and just be around people, you can hang out.  You can pretty much talk 

with anyone in the Union.  There’s always some sort of interaction with 

people, even if it's just a movie viewing.140 
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Photograph 33.  General Bulletin Board.141  Various activities and involvement opportunities 

are post on a general bulletin board within the University Union.  This picture was taken by 

Bill. 

 The outdoor spaces, connected with the University Union, were equally as vital 

as the indoor gathering areas as communal spaces for the participants.  In fact, many 

of them discussed how they were able to get involved or interact with fellow students 

and faculty outside of the facility in these outdoor gathering areas.  These physical 

spaces, utilized for community, were a by-product of the events taking place around 

them, adequate seating, and an opportunity to interact and share an experience that one 

might not be able to do outside of a college or university campus.  In this aspect, 

institutions of higher education have a unique opportunity to expose students to 

various interactions and activities that are not possible anywhere else because of the 

educational mission and ability to bring various experiences to a college or university 
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campus (Astin, 1993).  Rosa remarked about the University Union outdoor space (see 

Photograph 34): 

I love that space [Portico] because for one, it is outside, so when it’s really 

nice, it’s special. You can just sit out there and they have the little umbrellas 

with the seats and the concrete benches. It’s a spot where you can really 

socialize, especially when there’s something going on,”142 

She was very pleased with the acoustic performances that happened throughout 

February and March, when the weather was warmer and students wanted to be outside.  

Ellie talked about her experiences with activities and the outdoor spaces.  She stated: 

I like that if there is a band playing, in the Library Mall or something, you can 

sit there and listen to it.  You don’t have to be in the action where everybody 

is, but you can hear all the things that are going around.  Sometimes I just sit 

there and wait for something; I listen to the bands that are playing in the 

Library Mall, so I don’t have to be around everybody, but I'm still getting to 

enjoy it.143 

Kathy was complimentary of the interactions that happen both inside and outside of 

the University Union that lead to a sense of belonging, campus pride, and overall 

community.  She talked about her interaction with student organizations: 

I really enjoy the tabling around the One O'Clock Lounge and outside; people 

are trying to get people to join clubs and a fraternity or sorority.  Whenever I 

sit there, I always get a flyer from some student organization.  I always meet 
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up with my friends there and we talk about things.  There's a lot of action 

going on in these spaces.”144  

 

Photograph 34.  Portico.145  Students sit on the steps, right outside of the University Union, and 

enjoy a nice spring day.  This picture was taken by Kathy. 

In order for activities and events to take place, a physical space must be 

conducive or allow for a gathering to take place (Banning, 1995, 2002).  In all of the 

spaces described by the 11 participants, an opportunity for social interactions was 

possible because the spaces accommodated large amounts of people to come and go 

freely.  Additionally, these spaces had adequate, if not comfortable seating, and they 

were very open and exposed to natural lighting.  These characteristics were important 

because they allowed for a prominent performance or staging area for the activity that 

was taking place, whether it was live music or an involvement fair.  Additionally, 

these spaces were not difficult to locate and were easily identifiable by students that 
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had been exposed to the University Union.  While the planning of programs or events 

are important, they would not exist within a University Union, if the right type of 

physical space did not exist.  Participants were drawn to these spaces because they 

were the types of events that allowed them to determine their level of exposure or 

involvement.  If they did not feel like they wanted to participate fully, they could 

observe from afar. 

Observation vs. Participation 

 The participants talked about their apprehension to getting involved 

immediately and how intimidating the University of North Texas campus could be 

because of its sheer size.  Many of them commented that they choose to observe or 

watch activities and events from a distance before they determined their level of 

involvement.  In fact, a few of those interviewed talked about how they liked to blend 

into the crowd, without being noticed, before they decide to engage or participate.  

These revelations are not surprising since society is voyeuristic and cautious 

(Oldenburg, 1999).  With this voyeuristic intent in mind, participants talked about 

wide open spaces with natural lighting, but they also indicated that they liked to have 

smaller spaces, adjacent to the larger areas, where they could observe the activities and 

interactions that were taking place with their fellow students.  While this type of 

behavior might only be indicative of a transfer student (Bryant, 2001), it was worth 

noting a few of the comments from the group because of their prevalence. 
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 Participants were able to talk about their need to observe in various forms.  For 

example, Rosa admitted to her curiosity and spoke about how she would eavesdrop on 

various groups sitting around her.  She admitted:   

It [Syndicate] is not too broad and open, where there’s so much going on that 

you can’t focus on what the other person is saying.   I’ve seen all kind of 

groups come in there and have a small meeting.  I like listening, a little bit, to 

see what country they are from or to hear what they are gossiping about on that 

day.146 

Participants stated they were cautious about interaction with other students, at first.  

Jamie explained the cautious nature of participants and how they slowly opened up to 

those around them, after a few moments of observation.  She stated: 

I see a lot of people sitting there by themselves; it's kind of interesting.  The 

ones by themselves are on their phone and then, another person sitting right 

next to them, is by himself or herself.  They're not communicating right away, 

but you know they are watching everything that goes on around them…waiting 

to talk to someone.  It’s real informal, but everyone just sits down alone and 

then, before you know it, they talk to each other.  It’s about eating and 

communicating.147   

Participants wanted to see a lot of activity within the University Union, but 

they also wanted to be able to observe that activity first, without being fully involved.  

The ability to observe and participate were elements of community, in their minds.  

Additionally, these students commented that the University Union should supply areas 
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that are loud and active and areas that are quite and mellow.  Sasha explained the dual 

functionality of the University Union, and how it has to serve a multitude of purposes:  

There's a time for it [University Union] to be loud and I think there's a time for 

it to be quiet.  It’s a combination and it serves different populations.  You see a 

different type of crowd in here when it's quiet than when it's loud and active, so 

I think it's good that there's both.148 

Ellie reiterated Sasha’s previous comments about duality and points out the ease it 

takes to transfer from different surroundings within the University Union.  She 

discussed her comfortable level: 

I'd definitely say that it [University Union] makes me feel comfortable, just 

because there's so many people here and everybody is really nice.  There's so 

many different things you can do or places that you can go, so if you needed to 

study in a quieter place, you can always find that.  If you wanted to go and be 

around people, you can just go sit somewhere because there is always some 

sort of interaction with people, even if it's just people watching.149   

Participants were specific about their ability to have a diverse array of spaces within 

the University Union and to be able to sit back and observe activity (see Photograph 

35).  In fact, the University Union was often a quiet distraction away from academic 

stress or an annoying roommate. 
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Photograph 35.  Courtyard.150  The cake, being cut at Union Fest, to celebrate the anniversary 

of the University Union. 

Since interruptions were a part of the participants’ lives, Cassidy discussed 

how she utilized the facility to find some alone time without outside distractions. “If 

your roommate is being crazy or if you just want to be alone—maybe I'm just weird 

and I like to be alone sometimes—but the Union is a place you can do that.”151   

In fact, the University Union was not just a welcome refuge from distraction, 

others were able to discuss how their attitude changed, once they were inside the 

University Union.  Enrique talked about how he uses the University Union for more 

than social interaction or the various activities.  He comments about his approach: 

By the time I get to the fourth floor, I'm in professional business mode. I'm on 

an objective; I'm on a task. I'm not there to be social. On other days, I am there 
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to shake hands and kiss babies, but not when I head up those stairs; that's how I 

feel about the fourth floor.”152 

The University Union is important to transfer students because it can provides 

an assortment, through different physical spaces and seating combinations, of choices 

for occupants.  Just as participants commented about the need for activities and events, 

they also professed the necessity of having small, secluded areas where they could be 

alone or observe those around them.  While the sections did not have to be completely 

isolated from one another, they appreciate how the architecture could provide barriers 

from level to level within the facility.  The four floor was the only spot within the 

University Union that felt completely isolated.  While a couple of participants 

commented that this location was a perfect place to study, they did state they felt too 

isolated from their fellow students because they could not observe or interact with 

them.  These conversations provided insight that small lounges were just as important 

to students as the big formal gathering areas.  While they did not always see them as 

places where community took place, they did see the need for them as a way to ease 

their way into the community. 

Let Me In!  Community is Convenient 

 Participants commented that the formation of community should be easy 

within the University Union.  Since many of them had never been exposed to a college 

union at their two-year institutions, they felt the University Union was special because 

it provided so many resources that they needed to be successful at the University.  

While food was always at the top of the list, participants did comment about other 
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retail options like the bookstore, bank, and post office that were critical to their 

academic and personal success (see Photograph 36).  Additionally, many of them 

stated that having various student services within the facility was seen as a positive 

and convenient, as well.  The University Union, like any college union across the 

country, must balance having retail establishments and offices with various lounge 

spaces and meeting rooms to ensure that just the right mixture is present for students 

to utilize on a regular basis (Butts et al., 2012).  Often, these decisions have cost and 

space impacts (Abramson, 2013), so having confirmation from the participants was an 

important aspect of understanding the college union experience. 

 With convenience being crucial to the participants, Cassidy commented on her 

use of the University Union: 

I guess the main reason I come to the [University] Union would probably have 

to be for my mail.  After that, it would be hanging out in the Syndicate—

getting breakfast.  Sometimes, I read the newspaper in there.  And then, the 

third reason would be for group projects.153 

Rosa echoes Cassidy’s comments, as she discussed her own usage patterns within the 

University Union.  She conveyed: 

I can’t think of one thing that I would not find.  If I need a paper or something, 

I can go to the bookstore and buy a notebook or I can go to the Multicultural 

Center and get copies. I can get almost anything here [University Union].154  

 In addition to the various retail and services, participants talked about the 

University Union as a destination to meet with groups from class.  According to 
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Jamie, the University Union is an ideal spot for a number of activities throughout the 

day.  She stated:   

Probably, I use the [University] Union the most for getting together with 

groups and working on projects.  There are different places you can sit and you 

can actually relax to work on those projects.  Also, you can get anything in the 

bookstore, so it’s convenient.  I also come for the food, if I have enough time 

in between classes.  I grab something to eat and just sit outside, if the weather 

is nice, or inside the [Campus] Chat.155 

 

Photograph 36.  Wells Fargo/Lyceum Lounge.154  Students line up outside of the Wells Fargo 

Bank to meet with a teller.  This picture was taken by Rosa. 

Kathy was pleased with the variety of service and retail components offered 

within the facility.  She described the diversity of the University Union: 
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I would describe it [University Union] as the central hub of the university.  

Many organizations are housed there.  You can get food.  There's the 

bookstore.  Pretty much all your needs can be met in the [University] Union.  

There are places for you to relax.  There are several floors, lots of offices, but 

pretty much anything you need, can be found in the [University] Union.”156   

The accessibility of having convenience options in one facility was desirable for 

participants (see Photograph 37).  Ray commented about why he will not leave 

campus to grab something to eat:   

We don't want to walk all the way off campus and there are always great deals 

in the cafeteria [Campus Chat].  I mean you can get chicken tenders and fries 

for $2.99.  It’s a really good deal and I like the convenience of it being there in 

the middle of campus, so that you're not having to go to any of the residence 

halls or off campus.157 

Ellie compared the benefits to staying on campus, with the University Union, with 

leaving campus.  For her, it was more important to be quick and around friends than it 

was to get off-campus.  She elaborated: 

Sometimes you only have thirty minutes in between classes and you just want 

to stay on campus.  People come here [University Union] because you can grab 

a bite to eat and you leave, but you can also communicate more here with 

people, if you have the time.  There’s more people to talk to and pretty much 

always see somebody you know.158   
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According to Elizabeth, food and dining options were more than just convenience, it 

was the way that people shared experiences and interacted with one another.  The 

University Union provided a number of dining options for students within the facility, 

hoping to capitalize on building a sense of community.  Elizabeth talked about the 

importance of food in building community:   

When I see friendships happening in the [University] Union, that’s how I know 

community happens.  I think it has a lot to do with eating because I think that’s 

how people, at least in my family, build relationships. Being around the dinner 

table or in the kitchen is an important aspect, so I think it builds community 

when people can sit down and break bread with one another.”159   

 

Photograph 37.  Corner Store.160  The Corner Store is a small convenience store located with 

the University Union.  It houses Boar’s Head Deli and Beth Marie’s Ice Cream.  The picture 

was taken by Ray. 
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When interviewed, the participants seemed pleased, and subsequently, upbeat 

about the types of services offered within the University Union.  Additionally, they 

appreciated the fact that many departments and offices were housed within the facility, 

giving them immediate access to a number of programs and involvement 

opportunities.  The University Union was a central location that met some of their 

immediate needs, whether that was food or supplies that were imperative to complete 

the academic mission.  The bank and post office were mentioned because these were 

normal, everyday tasks that could be completed without having to leave campus.  

Participants were okay with the amount of space dedicated to these conveniences, but 

did express some concern over the lack of healthy options within retail dining 

establishments.  One interesting observations came from that fact that these students 

did not use the in-house restaurant, Avesta, because they felt like it was a faculty and 

staff dining area.  In fact, a few students commented that they did not know they were 

allowed to enter the restaurant.  The example of students not using Avesta is another 

example of a physical space that was uninviting to students for one reason or another.  

While convenience is not always measured in the amount of options that are 

available to students, it seems that they did appreciate the types of businesses and 

services represented.  No comments were made about a particular area not being 

useful or not a good use of the space.  Additionally, participants were not critical of 

the location of these services, indicating that they were not only a valuable use of the 

space, but put in the proper locations, so they could be utilized by the campus 

population.  With food being so important to students, it was easy to understand why 
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the lack of furniture within or around dining options was so important to students in 

previous discussions within Chapter IV.  

Campus Culture > Design Intention 

 Despite the best of intentions with physical space, participants indicated that 

they manipulate spaces to meet their needs.  While the architecture was seen as a 

limitation to the facility, students indicated they were able to transform spaces, so that 

they could better fit their needs.  Throughout the study, there was an indication that 

effectiveness was seen as a greater attribute than efficiency.  With limited space, the 

University Union has had furniture and other resources placed all around the facility to 

provide more quantity for students.  In the interviews; however, participants stated 

they would be more comfortable with less clutter as long as they had the flexibility to 

alter they space to fit their particular needs.  In particular, students commented that 

meeting rooms are great, but if they are not allowed to move tables and chairs in and 

out of the area, it was not helpful and would not meet their needs. 

 The definition for campus culture varied for all 11 participants, but the idea 

that they had the ability or control to maneuver spaces within the University Union 

was something they all agreed upon.  As stated earlier in the literature review, college 

union administrators often concern themselves with efficient space, meaning they 

want to make sure that as many individuals as possible can utilize the space (Butts et 

al., 2012).  The variety of departments and student organizations that meet within the 

University Union is vast.  With large music and performing arts departments, students 

have unique needs for meeting and practice space.  Additionally, the growth of student 
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organizations over the last few years has made the demand for larger, more flexible 

spaces event greater at UNT.  After conducting interviews, it became apparent that 

participants are more concerned about the ability to conduct a variety of activities 

within a singular space.  In particular, they want to be able to manipulate the furniture 

around the physical architecture to provide optimal space for their mission or purpose.     

Effective or efficient?  Participants noted that the layout of physical space was 

important, but the ability to provide a stable environment came from the ability to 

manipulate the space and from the unique requests that came from the individual 

inhabiting the area.  With physical layout in mind, they were able to convey some of 

their desires and frustrations associated with the University Union.  In particular, the 

words control and flexibility were used interchangeably to describe an effective space, 

not necessarily an efficient one. 

 Enrique provided some important insight into the utilization of the current 

space within the University Union.  He stated: 

I definitely think that there are spots in the [University] Union that are 

underutilized, especially with the areas in front of the [Campus] Chat, where 

people go to eat. I think that space could be rearranged. I think there are a lot 

of spaces like that where they aren't being utilized, and I think it makes for a 

negative experience, when students can’t make those changes.161 

Jamie agreed with Enrique about the furniture.  She liked the ability to move pieces of 

furniture and appreciated that it was light enough and durable enough to handle the 

movement.  She has this to say about the furniture variety: 
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The furniture is pretty good.  It's very easy to maneuver and they organize it 

[University Union] very well.  Sometimes, it's different each time I come in.  

They [students] change the furniture around.  I like that.  I like seeing different 

things.  I think the Union is good, open and organized how it is.  The suites 

[third floor] are good, much better than up on the fourth floor.162  

 Most students were not concerned about furniture clutter, if it came from 

students using the space they wanted to throughout the day.  Sasha, while comfortable 

with clutter, appreciated that new students were able to transform the space, even if 

they didn’t know they were doing it.  She justified the clutter by stating:   

I think the organization is normal.  People come in and they move things, 

which is to be expected.  As a building manager, I know furniture is supposed 

to be against the wall or if something is out of place, but coming in as a 

student, I probably wouldn't think, ‘Oh, my gosh, this is an unorganized 

space!’163 

Broomhilda did not feel as comfortable with the clutter.  She discussed the 

organization of the furniture (see Photograph 38): 

Yeah, I feel like on certain levels of the [University Union] there is 

organization and on others, they could use more.  Where the student offices are 

located, it just seems cluttered because there’s so many different services 

located next to each other.”164 
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She goes on to state, “There are some places I ask myself, ‘Why is there a chair 

there?’  I guess everyone uses them, but they seem awkwardly placed, especially on 

the fourth floor.”165 

 

Photograph 38.  Third-Level Atrium.166  Students sit quietly along the third-level atrium in 

furniture placed against the railing.  This picture was taken by Ellie. 

 For the most part, participants liked being able to interact with their 

surroundings.  Almost every one appreciated open spaces where they were able to 

maneuver furniture into patterns that fit their needs.  While the University Union had 

placed furniture in places for a particular reason, there seemed to be a disconnect with 

the participants who seemed to think that some placements were awkward or out-of-

place, especially on the fourth floor of the facility.  While most participants 

commented on lounge space throughout the facility, it was noted that a few students 
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mentioned the need for greater flexibility within the meeting rooms.  They felt that too 

many of the rooms were pre-set and did not allow for them to configure the space that 

would be most effective for their group meeting.  Programmatic space was not 

discussed because students felt like they had help, from the University Union, to create 

a layout for programming spaces. 

Physical space is a vehicle for community.  As previously stated in the 

section above, there was an obvious disconnect or misunderstanding from the 

administrators of the facility to the students utilizing the space.  While the University 

Union focused on efficiency, making sure that furniture placements allowed for the 

greatest ease of movement and proximity to electrical outlets, students were more 

concerned about the ability to manipulate the space for their own needs, whether that 

was meeting with a small group or practicing for an event.  Often, they felt 

uncomfortable moving things around in the space.  This uncomfortable feeling came 

as a result of their interaction with keepers of the space or the fact that the space was 

not organized well enough to allow for flexibility. 

Despite these limitations to flexibility, participants appreciated the amount of 

spaces within the University Union because it allowed for students to bump into one 

another casually throughout the day.  Cassidy appreciated the fact that the University 

Union created a feeling of intimacy through the people and programs, and felt part of 

something larger.  This is how she discussed that feeling: 

When they [University Union] are having some kind of event, like Union Fest, 

and you run into someone there, it is a nice feeling.  It feels like a community.  

215 



Texas Tech University, Zane S. Reif, December 2014 
 

I mess around with my mom by saying that you know you are establishing 

community when you can't go to Costco without running into someone you 

know.  Well, I guess the Union would be like a Costco; that's the place that you 

run into someone and you say, ‘I am part of an established community.  I see 

you.  I know you.’167   

Rosa felt that same sense of community, and compared it to being home.  She 

elaborated, “I think the food and the feeling you’re coming home helps build 

community. I walk into this place [University Union], and I’m so familiar with it and I 

always know that I’ll be okay.  I like that ease of mind.”168   Ray appreciated the fact 

that the University Union is a good place to reacquaint yourself with old friends, even 

ones that you have not seen in eight years.  The University Union provide a common 

destination, a place to see and be seen.  He reminisced about one of those times: 

Honestly, I've met some of my friends here and so many people that you’ve 

lost contact with come into the [University] Union to get food, to hang out, or 

to do homework.  I found a friend of mine from Weatherford College, where I 

went to college right out of high school in 2005.  We worked together and then 

we went to school together out there and I hadn’t seen her in almost five years. 

I ran into here in the [Campus] Chat.169  

While being able to interact with old and new friends is critical in community 

development for the participants, the types of interaction and diversity that can happen 

within a college union facility were important to them as well.  Kathy was able to 

articulate the importance of diversity in creating a community within the University 
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Union (see Photograph 39).  She talked about how she saw these interactions 

happening: 

Just seeing different types of students interact with other students, that's how I 

know that community is happening.  There are so many diverse students that 

come here and seeing them interact in the [University] Union, communicating 

and helping each other out, that's how I know community is taking place.170 

Bill agreed with Kathy about the activity, and elaborated even more by talking about 

the attitude of individuals that are engaged in community building.  He stated: 

I would say community is happening from the way I see them [students] 

interact. They always look happy.  They look like they're having a good time 

whenever they're here [University Union].  A lot of people consistently come 

through to the Union and so that's a good sign.171  

Overall, the culture within the University Union is very positive and the students 

interviewed felt like people were satisfied and wanting to be in the facility. 
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Photograph 39.  Silver Eagle Suite.172  Students gather for a night of salsa dancing in the Silver 

Eagle Suite ballroom.  This picture was taken by Broomhilda. 

Throughout the process, it was important for participants to note that it was 

essential for the University Union to exist and be present for students because it 

provided a vehicle for them to interact with one another and it provided the necessary 

space to conduct meetings or hold events.  While the architecture could indirectly alter 

their behavior, they appreciated the sense of openness and willing to change that was 

present throughout the facility.  While there were obvious factors that could create 

ideal conditions for community to happen, like open spaces with comfortable 

furniture, it was most important to have a building that was designated for the purpose, 

which was to bring as many people together as possible in a community.  The design 

intentions were an indication that the University was serious about a student’s holistic 

development and extracurricular involvement outside of the classroom.  In essence, 
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the University Union served as a symbol for this on campus, as college unions do on 

many other institutions of higher education (Butts et al., 2012). 

Nothing is Sacred…Everything is Sacred! 

 The University of North Texas was founded in 1890, yet the campus is still in 

the developmental stage of many of its campus-wide traditions and celebrations (UNT, 

2014).  The campus is still trying to connect to an identity and ensure that there are 

visual representations of the history and significance of the institution.  A few of these 

items are present within the University Union, but were not displayed in a way that 

specified pride or importance.  Throughout the interview process, participants 

reiterated that they were ready to see green used as a primary color in the University 

Union, and how they would like to see plaques and pictures of historical significance 

within the facility.  While the student population prides itself on being modern and 

quirky, they are very protective of their history and value how it is represented. 

 Many of the interviews pointed out the few items or markers of importance for 

the student population.  Additionally, they discussed how these things could be more 

prominent and modified to represent the importance.  They seem to take a lot of 

ownership of this process because for many years, these things were dictated to them 

by the administration through marketing campaigns and a re-branding process.  

Overall, student were very excited to share their campus story because they felt 

connected to it and wanted to protect its origin. 

 Cassidy was able to talk about events and pictures of significance to her at the 

University Union, even providing suggestions for better placement.  She voiced: 
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I love the old pictures in the [University] Union like the one of the Rocky 

Horror Picture Show with old UNT students.  I love that.  I love that so much!  

I also like to see all the directors and how it has all of their pictures.  It was a 

really cool way that they incorporated history, and I think that they should do 

that on other floors or move it down to a different floor so people could see 

what UNT was like 50 years ago.  Look at those students—just like us, but we 

dress better.173    

These traditions were important, and Rosa was frustrated with the placement of some 

of the historical items, especially since they tend to blend in and are not emphasized 

within the facility (see Photograph 40).  She offered this observation: 

Okay. I’ve seen the [Curfew] Bell and you can sit around it, but I feel like 

when I’m down there, that’s the only piece of historical significance.  It’s 

hidden behind the wall area, which you can see when you’re coming from any 

angle, but at the same time, there’s so much going on at the One O’Clock and 

the Campus Chat that you just walk by and don’t notice that it is right there.174    

Ray echoed the previous comments made by Rosa, calling for a better representation 

of the UNT history, specifically of successful students.  He made these suggestions:  

“It seems for as long as UNT has been around, we don't have a lot of defining 

things or defining moments from the great students that have been here.  I’ve 

seen one student-painted, Mean Joe Greene picture in the Syndicate, and I 

believe it was a student that made the Tinsel Ten art rope that is hanging.  I 

don't know a lot about the history of the Wooden Clock, but I know a little bit 
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about the [Curfew] Bell, but it would be cool to see more—more history from 

the actual progressions of students and their achievements.175 

In addition to the historical items placed within the University Union, participants 

expressed their concern that the University Union was not a good representation of 

UNT because it did not provide the right branding or right color.  Sasha elaborated on 

this and the branding: 

I'm not a fan.  There are fifty shades of green in this building [University 

Union].  I would just like to see the school green represented.  I understand that 

you'd probably have some different shades, but I think it could be confusing 

especially if you're trying to unify with the rest of the campus.  At least show 

one space with that specific green.  I think in the current spaces with branding, 

it’s not even the right color green.176   

Elizabeth continued on about the color used within the University Union, but adds, 

“…there’s not a lot of green in the [University] Union.  I think there should be and I 

don’t think if you walked into the Union you would know it was UNT.  It should be 

apparent when you walk in.”177 
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Photograph 40.  Curfew Bell.178  The Curfew Bell sits right outside of the One O’Clock 

Lounge for students to gather around.  The University Seal is painted above.  The picture was 

taken by Elizabeth. 

 The University Union has few places where the brand of the University is 

embodied or representations of history are present.  While there are many pictures on 

the fourth floor, this level is an area that students do not generally find themselves on a 

day-to-day basis.  Participants were not displeased with the amount of historical 

significance within the University, rather they were frustrated with how it was 

displayed.  The plaques were scratched and dated, the green paint used throughout the 

facility was not a school color, and it was rare to find a piece of history that was 

reported in a modern and eye-catching way.  They were able to recall items that had 

historical significance, but they were not able to explain why these items were 
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important to the history of UNT.  In fact, it was interesting to see that many of the 

participants took ownership and were quite protective of various items, but they were 

unable to explain them to their peers. 

 Overall, the comments provided by the 11 participants were very similar.  

They all were quick to note the Curfew Bell and large Wooden Clock, and they all 

noted that the current green used throughout the facility was not a good representation 

of their UNT green.  Additionally, they were able to note famous alumni of the 

University, but pointed out that it would be difficult to find any type of representation 

of these individuals within the University Union.  The researcher got the feeling that 

students were looking to achieve a level of prominence through the representation of 

their history, but were also open to new ideas and traditions being created while they 

were there. 

Summary of Themes 

Throughout the discussions with participants, the researcher was able to arrive 

at seven themes relevant to building community within the University Union at UNT.  

First and foremost, participants were unable to distinguish between Oldenburg’s 

(1989) first place, second place, and third place; therefore, they preferred to have a 

blend of these characteristics present within the facility.  The ability to have comfort, 

interact with others, and have the necessary conveniences to keep them in the facility 

were at the forefront of these perceptions. 

Next, Strange and Banning (2001) discussed the importance of architecture on 

the behavior of people inhabiting spaces.  Participants were able to communicate that 
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their behavior was sporadic and unpredictable, so it is better to have places that are 

easily transformable or flexible.  In the event that this cannot happen, design intentions 

have to be thoughtful.  Participants referenced that the University Union was 

unwelcoming, not easy to navigate, and uncomfortable.  Despite these limitations in 

architecture, participants were inspired by the ability to interact with a large amount of 

people, the services offered throughout the facility, and ability to manipulate parts of 

the facility for various programmatic or gathering needs. 

The next prevalent theme in the findings was that students were attracted to 

activities and events taking place within the University Union.  As Astin (1993) and 

Kuh and Whitt (1988) have stated for years, students will go to areas that they see 

have opportunities for social interaction and involvement.  In discussions with the 

participants, the University Union was full of activity in the daytime and the services 

provided by various Student Affairs offices was convenient for them.  A few 

individuals talked about the ability to interact with advisors and student organizations 

as a reason for community building within the facility. 

While involvement was important for many participants, most noted that the 

ability to observe was equally as crucial to their success to become involved with the 

UNT community.  Butts et al., 2012 pointed out that a facility, like a college union, 

must be diverse and flexible enough to attend to a lot of different needs and functions 

throughout the day.  The participants regarded isolated lounge space as valuable 

because they choose how or when they engaged with activities and programs 
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happening within the facility.  Additionally, they stated that the University Union was 

crucial for quiet activities, as well. 

Next, participants discussed the importance of food, retail options, and student 

services because the convenience provided by the University Union prolonged their 

engagement with fellow students on campus.  Without having to leave to grab 

something to eat or visit the bank, they had more time to engage in conversations or 

involvement opportunities.  Food was seen as a communal process that provided a 

bonding context for most of them.  They associated meals with relaxation and an 

ability to visit with others that was not part of the rest of their daily routine.  For the 

most part, participants seemed pleased with the offerings inside of the University and 

were very complimentary of these conveniences. 

Drury (2011) pointed out that college unions in the 21st century need to be 

focused on the effectiveness of the space and not the efficiency of them. In this theme, 

participants indicated that physical spaces need to be sized correctly to accommodate 

various events and programs because the physical space is a vehicle for community, 

not the reason for it.  Additionally, furniture must be comfortable and moveable so 

that students can transform small and large areas to accommodate their diverse needs.  

Community is prevalent when students are satisfied with their surroundings and are 

able to manipulate the environment to make interactions special. 

Finally, the last them dealt with the prevalence of history and traditions 

represented within a physical space.  Participants wanted to feel connected to UNT 

and the history of the campus, and they felt like the University Union should be that 
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vehicle to showcase that timeline.  Participants were not pleased with the storytelling, 

choice of colors, or artifacts displayed within the facility.  These items, to them, were 

a way to feel connected to the history of the institution and of something larger than 

themselves.  When physical spaces are designed, they need to be representative of the 

population that will be inhabiting it or the group will not stay (Banning, 1986).   

While these themes came through careful coding of the interview process, 

Enrique provided a summation for the college union experience at the University of 

North Texas and what it meant to be a part of that community.  He discussed why 

UNT and the University Union (see Photograph 41) is important to him:   

In general, the college union makes me appreciate the space because it gets to 

you to connect and it enhances the college experience; that's really why the 

[University] Union is here. Everybody comes to school for one reason, getting 

a degree. They [colleges and universities] are created for school, but you still 

have to have a social life on the side. It's very difficult to manage 15 or 18 

hours of social life, and that's what the Union is for–it makes it easy, because 

it's the hub.179   

Through the use of the various photographs and follow-up interviews and reflection, 

participants were able to provide a powerful message about the level of community 

building that happens at the University Union.  Despite the best intentions of design, 

the campus culture is a powerful factor that will ultimately dictate the how and why a 

building is used in a particular way.  The pictures and comments collected from the 
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group of transfer students was a raw, unedited reality of how they see the college 

union as a viable location for community. 

 

Photograph 41.  University Union (northwest corner).180  Students enjoy the University Union 

on a cloudy spring day.  This picture was provided by the UNT University Union. 
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

 Within Chapter V, the researcher will provide reflection about the study, 

summary of the findings, discussion about important concepts prevalent throughout 

the study, implications for higher education, and recommendations that might be 

useful for creating community within physical spaces at colleges or universities.  The 

purpose of this study was to examine the images and subsequent reflections of 

community college transfer students and how they saw community building happening 

within a singular physical space, the college union at the University of North Texas 

(UNT).  The researcher wanted the participants to explore and interpret their own 

surroundings in the hopes they would be able to identify areas or characteristics about 

these areas that were critical in the creation of community.   

The definition of community is as subjective as the pictures used to identify it, 

but the researcher hoped that students would be able to provide clarity on the 

definition as they began to walk around their college union.  Throughout the study, it 

became evident that students were able to identify characteristics of physical space 

that made community building easier; however, the researcher was not prepared to 

find out that without ideal conditions, students will still find a way to interact and 

share experiences.  In reviewing their comments, the researcher was able to determine 

that physical space can be an asset or detriment, but either way, students will make it 

work if the space is transformational and flexible. 
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The researcher perceived that community would be easily photographed by 

participants and because photographs “signify multiple representations of a culture 

and enrich understanding of the phenomena under investigation” (Razvi, 2006, p. 1).  

A visual ethnography is designed to understand a concept or story through the eyes of 

the group being studied.  This research design provides a humanistic approach to the 

research, engaging the reader in more than words.  Images are often seen in two 

perspectives.  The first perspective is art.  Pictures are used to create visual art with the 

photographer being the source of inspiration.  Second, pictures are seen as a record of 

a scene or subject.  In this study, the participant and their perception of community is 

the source of inspiration (Schwartz, 1989; Wang & Burris, 1997; Wang, 1999).  In 

each of these uses, the photograph is the tangible product that is often seen as an 

objective piece of evidence or record.  In actuality, the photograph is a subjective 

medium.  The photograph is the product or receptacle of the photographer, and the 

interpretation of the photograph is a dynamic process between the person taking the 

picture and the person viewing the picture.  “The tendency to treat photographs as 

objective evidence ignores the convention-bound process of both image making and 

interpretation” (Schwartz, 1989, p. 120).  Photographs are a record of culture, whether 

they are intended for research or not.  They elicit emotion and they provide the viewer 

a glimpse in time.  By utilizing pictures in a qualitative study, the researcher is able to 

derive meaning from the students taking the pictures, so the viewer can appreciate and 

understand a moment in time. 
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 How and why students use a physical space can be more indicative of the value 

of that space.  While physical spaces can be designed for a particular usage, the 

activities and events that happen within that area are what give both value and 

meaning to it.  As the Association of College Unions International ([ACUI], 2011) 

identify, “Places of exceptional community are those that exhibit high levels of human 

engagement and are imbued with evidence of human-to-human mutuality, 

psychological safety and refuge, and a strong sense of individual and group 

ownership” (p. 5).  As the literature addresses, physical space and how human beings 

interact with space is often overlooked and misunderstood when new facilities are 

constructed or renovated (e.g., Abramson, 2013).  By gaining a preliminary 

understanding of how students interact with their current college union, college union 

administrators and architects can design spaces that are not only efficient, but effective 

as well.  Even without the presence of a construction project, college union 

administrators can reorganize existing physical spaces, so that students will not only 

utilize the space, but continue various activities over prolonged periods of time.  The 

college union should be a space that students want to come into and more importantly, 

stay in. 

Summary of Findings 

 The findings of the qualitative study were vast.  Students, through the use of 

photographs, were able to tell a story of the importance of community within the 

University Union.  While many were confused, at first, about the task, it became 

evident that they enjoyed documenting places and events throughout the day that were 

230 



Texas Tech University, Zane S. Reif, December 2014 
 

a representation of community.  In fact, photographs were collected that captured 

students practicing community building throughout various parts of the facility, both 

inside and outside.  While some students chose to focus on particular events, other 

concentrated on a physical space, choosing to outline how it was conducive to holding 

large amounts of people.  Regardless of the area, many of the themes surrounding 

physical space and community became prevalent.  It was not difficult to determine 

priorities for the student population, especially transfer students, because they were 

already aware and observant of their new surroundings.  Transfer students provided 

valuable insight because they were coming to their four-year institution, looking to 

make connections and build community (Cohen et al., 2014; Flaga, 2006). 

 In the spring of 2013, a group of 11 community college transfer students were 

asked to participate in this study.  They were asked to take pictures in and around 

UNT college union where they perceived community was taking place the most 

frequently (see Photograph 42).  The 11 students were able to provide visual evidence 

of these activities and interactions, in addition to commenting about them through an 

in-depth interview process.  They were all a year or two removed from transferring 

from a two-year community college, and were fairly frequent visitors or users of the 

University Union at the University of North Texas.  They used personal cameras or 

phones to record these physical spaces, being careful to gain written permission from 

fellow students when their pictures were taken.  Of the 11 students, eight were female 

and three were male; however, individual characteristics or attributes were not 

considered in the selection of the participants. 
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Photograph 42.  Atrium Stream.181  A student employee plays around with a kayak in the 

University Union stream.  This picture was provided by the University Union. 

Physical Space Characteristics   

At the University Union, physical space is valued and lacking.  Since 

participants felt limited by both the architecture and square footage, many of them 

talked about the need for flexible or transformable space.  Without the physical space, 

they also placed a higher premium on the types of events taking place, and how these 

events were able to draw people to the facility despite seating and programming 

limitations.  The use of food and convenience of various service and retail components 

were also seen as valuable because students were able to stay on campus longer and 

interact with their peers.  In all of these interactions, students did not delineate 

between indoor and outdoor space.  Instead, these students saw outdoor space as an 

extension of the facility and the community happening within the University Union. 
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It was apparent that the physical space within the University Union had the 

ability to impact the various students’ behaviors.  Many of them were able to comment 

on topics like poor way finding, inadequate representation of UNT history, and 

inflexible spaces, which indicated that they felt the facility was not a good 

representation for current or future students.  The lack of natural light and openness 

were seen as detriments to the architecture that inhibited the ability for social 

interaction and programs.  In turn, the lack of light and openness made building 

community difficult because students were now not able or willing to stay for 

extended amounts of time in the University Union.  Additionally, when activities or 

events were not taking place, participants commented that they would not stay in the 

facility, especially in the evening.  The fact that students would not stay in the facility 

was concerning if, in fact, the University Union was seeking to become a hangout 

space or third place for students. 

 Essentially, the aesthetics of physical space could be broken down into three 

categories for the participants.  The participants noted a variety of needs, wants, and 

things they felt apathetic about while discussing the University Union.  First of all, 

many of their needs were not directly communicated when talking about the 

University Union specifically, rather they mentioned them as things they expected 

when they were at a home or at one of their favorite locations.  The characteristics 

include a safe, clean, and comfortable (temperature) environment.  In most instances, 

students did not comment on these factors because they felt like they were a necessity 

of the space.  Next, participants talked about things they wanted in their college union, 
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but felt like they were lacking in the space.  All of these items came up throughout the 

interview process.  Participants wanted natural light, visual transparency throughout 

the facility, good spacing of furniture and other items, art that made a statement, good 

access points to enter the facility, and once inside, easy way finding.  Finally, they had 

little to say about or felt apathetic about the paint selection within the facility and 

vegetation.  For the most part, participants were upset that more of the University 

green was not used, but generally, did not have any feelings one way or the other 

about other paint selections throughout the facility.  In regards to vegetation, many of 

them did not recognize that the plants were real within the University Union and were 

surprised to find out that they were alive.  While students felt a slight connection to the 

stream running throughout the atrium of the facility, they did not feel it was a 

necessary piece of what created community within the University Union. 

Involvement   

The University Union is critical to campus life at the University of North 

Texas, and students have been able to adapt to make the facility meet their needs over 

the last three decades.  While the architecture and physical spaces within the facility 

are not ideal for community building, students were still able to engage in activities 

and programs that brought vitality to the facility (see Photograph 43).  As a new 

University Union is constructed on campus, students are able to provide insight into 

the area that will help enhance campus life and opportunities for community through 

increased resources and more effective space.  By having an understanding of the 

current space, the participants were able to provide better insight and suggestions for 

234 



Texas Tech University, Zane S. Reif, December 2014 
 

the future.  Additionally, the pictures that they took showcasing community within the 

facility are crucial because they provide visual documentation of physical space that 

can be replicated to further meet those needs. Much of this community centered on the 

use of the existing physical spaces to create spaces that were conducive to holding 

activities or events.  Additionally, much of the meeting space was adapted through 

informal use of lounge space or the arrangement of meeting rooms to meet their needs. 

 

Photograph 43.  Silver Eagle Suite.182  Students from the Hip Hop Dance Club utilize the 

Silver Eagle Suite for practice.  This picture was taken by Sasha. 

As Astin (1993) pointed out, students that are involved are more apt to be 

connected to the institution from entry all the way through graduation.  Throughout 

the picture and interview process, participants discussed components of community 

that were critical.  One of those items was a vibrant facility with a lot of activities 

taking place.  Interesting enough, participants did not necessarily want to be fully 
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engaged in those activities once they walked in.  Rather, they wanted to have the 

ability to observe before they took part in the program for that day.  Modeling the 

societal trend to be more voyeuristic (Oldenburg, 1999), they desired wide open 

spaces, but also appreciated the lounges or groupings of furniture that were tucked 

away, so they could observe what was going on first.  While activities and events were 

important, participants did like that the University Union was a place of convenience.  

In other words, they were able to handle a lot of their daily tasks without leaving 

campus.   

Overall, food was considered the largest asset to community building because 

the participants felt like this communal event was important in bringing everyone 

together.  Next, they appreciated that various departments, resources, and retail 

components were within the facility because they provided a sense of comfort and 

ease for them.  Participants had few, if any, comments about the use of space for these 

groups and appreciated having them in the facility. 

Finally, when it comes to involvement, participants made it clear that the 

current spaces to hold programs and meetings were not ideal.  They did appreciate the 

fact that the spaces that did exist were easily adapted to fit their needs.  Particularly, 

they liked the flexibility of furniture within the large spaces inside of the facility and 

that the spaces outside of the facility were large enough to handle bigger events.  For 

the most part, they did not feel there was enough furniture in the facility and the 

furniture that was there, was not comfortable.  The lack of comfortable furniture made 

it hard for students to stay there with their groups for extended periods of time.  While 
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groups of seating did exist throughout the facility, participants were puzzled about the 

location of this furniture, leading the researcher to perceive there was a disconnect 

between the administration and students.  Overall, it was pointed out that while spaces 

were efficient for the purpose of the facility, they were not effective for students.  

Students are adaptable and were able to make the best of the situation.  They 

manipulated spaces for their needs, and did their best to provide programs and events 

that created community on campus, utilizing the University Union as the vehicle 

because of its centralized location and flexibility within these spaces. 

Campus Culture   

Despite the original design intentions of architects or University 

administrators, the campus culture of UNT became the prevalent factor in space 

utilization.  Students were able to transform space, so that they could practice dance, 

play with their band, or showcase their student organization.  The campus of UNT is 

determined to display their talents, and the University Union adapted throughout the 

years to meet those unique needs.  Since the campus is still in the infancy stages of 

various traditions, participants longed for more representation of history and campus 

pride throughout the facility and clung tightly to those artifacts and items that were 

already showcased.  The participants felt like there should be more of an emphasis of 

color and telling the campus story.  They commented that many of the plaques and 

historical markers were dated or tucked away, out of sight. 

Many of the participants commented about the art housed within the University 

Union.  First off, many, if not all, appreciated the fact that the facility had an Art 
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Gallery that showcased undergraduate student art (see Photograph 44).  The 

participants felt more connected with their institution when peers were able to share 

their artistic talents, whether that was in the Art Gallery or on one of the many pianos 

placed throughout the facility.  While the Art Gallery and piano lounges were 

appreciated, most of the participants were either unaware of the art inside the facility 

or not impressed with it.  The large fiber structure, Tensile Tin, seemed to receive the 

most comments with half of the participants liking it and the other half not.  Since the 

art throughout the University Union was not well received, some of the participants 

agreed that it should be displayed more prominently or updated more frequently. 

 

Photograph 44.  Art Gallery.183  A mobile, interactive piece of undergraduate student art is 

displayed in the Art Gallery.  This picture was taken by Bill. 

The participants were able to discuss various spots in the University Union that 

were special to them for community building.  Spaces like the One O’Clock Lounge, 
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Syndicate, and Campus Chat were popular because they were places for large amounts 

of people to gather and they held historical significance for the campus community.  

Various offices like the Multicultural Center, Greek Life Office, and University 

Programs Council (UPC) Office were special to a few participants because they were 

able to associate with other students and organizations in these areas.  Additionally, it 

gave them a place to be and connected them with advisors and mentors in each of 

these areas.  Outdoor spaces like the Onstead Promenade (Library Mall) and Portico 

were well-received because they had a lot of activity taking place in these areas and 

the pleasant weather was a nice draw for students to sit outside and mingle with their 

peers.  Finally, other physical spaces like the Third-Level Atrium and Wells 

Fargo/Lyceum Lounge were popular places for community because students were 

either waiting for their next class or looking to get somewhere that was quiet and away 

from the first two floors of the University Union.   

While the perceptions of the participants and the spaces identified were unique, 

various commonalities in regards to both function and flexibility became evident.  By 

understanding the culture of the campus, the researcher was able to understand how 

these spaces are used and how they each had a specific purpose in the creation of 

community for students within the facility.  By doing so, the researcher was able to 

expand the knowledge base of how college unions can be utilized as an area for 

community to take place.  Additionally, spaces within the college union can be 

manipulated or created to better meet the needs of students, so they are able to have 

these interactions and involvement opportunities more easily. 
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Discussions 

 The study of physical space is a difficult one.  Numerous variables exist, 

whether they deal with the surrounding culture, prevalent architecture, or general 

aesthetics associated with the area.  This study attempted to shed light on various 

physical spaces within and around a particular facility on one major collegiate campus.  

Even with the limited scope, the findings of this study based on the analysis of the data 

collected from the participants, was vast and far-reaching.  Additionally, the use of 

Oldenburg’s (1989) theory on third place and Strange and Banning’s (2001) collective 

perspective on the physical environment made the study even more complicated as 

students were asked to comment about each of these concepts through directed 

questions about physical space and community. 

 The conceptual framework that framed this study, based on the work of 

Oldenburg (1989) and Strange and Banning (2001), was instrumental in helping to 

organize thoughts around the usage of physical space in the development of 

community.  While neither set of researchers (Oldenburg, 1989; Strange & Banning, 

2001) had completed extensive work with college unions, they had been involved or 

were familiar with a college or university campus.  Their studies have focused on the 

development of physical space to meet the needs of students at institutions of higher 

education.  Transfer students were deliberately used for this study because they were 

going through a transitional time in their academic careers by transferring from a two-

year to a four-year institution.  This experience not only provided them a basis for 
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comparison, but it was also on the forefront of their minds since they were looking to 

connect to a new community at their transfer institution.   

Oldenburg’s Third Place   

The idea that the college union can be more than just a building or a location 

for activities and events is what will continue to drive future development and research 

on the subject of community and physical space within a college union.  Oldenburg 

(1989) introduced the concept of third place, which ultimately describes a space that 

students will want to hang out in because it is a place that community and the need to 

feel isolation can co-exist.  It can be a place where individuals have the freedom to 

choose their own participation level, but can relax when the time is needed.  

Oldenburg (1999) identified a list of attributes that provide a framework for the 

construction of college unions and the associated spaces: 

• They are typically free or inexpensive to utilize; 

• Food is commonly available; 

• They are easily accessible and proximate to first and second places; 

• One can expect to see regular users; 

• The ambiance is welcoming, comfortable, and playful; 

• Rules are few and neutralizing to hierarchy and status; and 

• Conversation is the sustaining activity.  

It is not unrealistic to think that a college union can become the ultimate third place 

for students on a college campus. Each of Oldenburg’s attributes were described or 
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emphasized by the participants throughout this study.  In order to make improvements 

to current facilities and future projects, one must only follow the directions that were 

provided by participants through their photographs and subsequent comments.  

The development of a third place is difficult because students have different 

opinions and varying levels of comfort when it comes to establishing a viable hangout 

space.  Additionally, needs that are not met at home or work can often be sought out in 

these hangout spaces, which complicates the matter even further (Oldenburg, 1989).  

The greatest need for a third place is sociability.  Oldenburg and Brissett (1982) point 

out that most forms of sociability are predicated on organized gatherings.  “In family 

life, work, commercial relations, organized groups, in all of the associations of the 

‘outside world,’ people find themselves in purposive association” (p. 271).  In these 

types of settings, Oldenburg and Brissett (1982) argue, individuals cannot truly relax.  

Applying this concept to higher education, those purposive associations include the 

student interacting in the residence hall, classroom, job, and various student 

organizations that are required for professional development.  A college union can 

offer a truly “democratic experience” where people can express their “unique sense of 

individuality” and are seen as equals like nowhere else on campus (Oldenburg & 

Brissett, 1982, p. 271).  By offering spaces and activities that students can interact in 

and with at their own leisure, the college union provides a safe environment for one to 

truly relax. 

Based on the findings of this study and based on Oldenburg’s previously 

discussed attributes, the college union of the study institution met most, if not all, of 
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the criteria for an ideal third place experience.  The participants were able to offer 

positive insight into each one of these areas, except for that of a “welcoming, 

comfortable, and playful” environment.  In many of their descriptions of the 

University Union, they felt that the facility was unwelcoming due to the concrete 

exterior and lack of transparency.  Once inside the facility, participants were even 

more distraught by the difficult way finding and hard brick interior.  The participants 

commented that the University Union did not have adequate lighting and the 

representations of history and tradition were lackluster, adding to the absence of pure 

comfort.  Even more comments about the lack of comfortable furniture and inadequate 

number of seats, began to indicate that while the University Union was able to receive 

high marks on other areas of conduciveness to a third place environment, it was 

severely lacking in the ability to create an ideal physical environment for the various 

students inhabiting the facility (Oldenburg & Brissett, 1982).  

While Oldenburg (1989) does not delve into ideal physical environmental 

characteristics for a third place, he does recognize that these features and aesthetics 

are a large part of the culture and community within these areas.  In his original study, 

Oldenburg (1989) implied that the nomadic nature of society makes finding hangout 

spaces difficult for individuals.  At a college or university, students are present on 

campus for two to six years.  While not a significant amount of time, the college union 

is one of the first places they are exposed to upon entry into campus.  If the college 

union can excite the students right away and implore them to visit frequently, the 

facility can be a powerful tool for recruitment and retention because it can serve as 
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that third place for students, even if it is only for a couple of years.  The participants 

of this study came to campus looking to become part of a community.  Their 

perceptions indicated that the University Union was still able to provide those spaces 

that created social interactions and involvement for them, despite lackluster physical 

characteristics.  If this energy can be harnessed and applied to future construction and 

renovation, the University Union will be able to enamor future generations of UNT 

students.  

Strange and Banning’s Physical Environment   

While Oldenburg (1989) was not able to offer a conclusive list of physical 

attributes that make space desirable for students, Strange and Banning (2001) did offer 

some suggestions that are important for consideration.  They introduced three basic 

concepts that link the physical environment to human behavior:  architectural 

determinism, architectural possibilism, and architectural probabilism.  Architectural 

determinism implies that human behavior is predictable, and the placement of 

furniture, walls, doors, and other items will cause the user to respond in a specific way 

(Strange & Banning, 2001).  Architectural possibilism assumes that human behavior is 

not predictable and physical features have the opportunity to influence that behavior 

(Strange & Banning, 2001).  Finally, architectural probabilism suggests that human 

behavior is not predictable and that it can be influenced or enhanced through attentive 

design and layout (Strange & Banning, 2001).  In each of these considerations, human 

behavior is shaped by the environment; therefore, physical space is important.  Strange 

and Banning (2001) argue that while the functional support of physical space is 
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important, the symbolic connections with these areas are equally as vital in the 

establishment of an ideal environment. 

All of the participants in this study made mention of all three of these concepts 

throughout their discussions about physical space within the University Union.  While 

human behavior can be influenced, it became apparent in the findings that despite the 

design or layout of the facility, students would alter the physical spaces to best meet 

their needs.  In essence, culture and campus behavior are much more powerful factors 

in determining usage and ultimately, community (Strange & Banning, 2001).  Even in 

the absence of ideal conditions, students will continue to transform their environment 

to fit their goals and objectives.  Throughout the findings, participants pointed out 

ideal aesthetics that made the University Union an ideal place.  Repeatedly, 

participants stated they liked the centralized location of the facility on campus, they 

appreciated the amount of activity taking place within the areas, and preferred spaces 

that were wide open with natural light.  Additionally, many of them said that they 

liked to observe things happening within the University Union before they full 

engaged in the activity.  They did appreciate the convenience of resources and felt 

food was a vital component of fulfilling community.  With all of these characteristics, 

human behavior was shaped by physical design whether it was through the actual 

design or layout of individual spaces.  The fact that students would alter some spaces 

did not lessen the value of physical space.  Rather, the value of physical space was 

highlighted and the need for improvements in certain aspects became quite evident.  

Strange and Banning (2001) talk about the symbolism of space within their studies, 
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and it was apparent that the participants in this study felt that the University Union 

was a reflection of their institutional culture, even if it was not the most prolific space 

in some instances.  

Also included in Strange and Banning’s (2001) study were the four aspects of 

the physical environment, human aggregate, organizational layout, and the constructed 

climate of the institution.   Participants in this study were able to comment about areas 

within the University Union either directly or indirectly.  While the physical 

environment was every important, the individuals within the space and the layout of 

various structures and items throughout the facility were just as important to the 

students in the creation and development of community.  In fact, all of the participants 

talked about a particular person or group of individuals that were important to their 

feeling or overall sense of community within the facility.  While they were sometimes 

frustrated with the layout of the University Union, the participants did appreciate the 

student services resources and retail components spread throughout.  The physical 

environment of the campus is extremely important.  Well-designed spaces can foster 

educational success, encourage participation or involvement, and build a sense of 

community on a college or university campus. 

Community   

The definition of community varies from person to person and researcher to 

researcher.  In developing this study, community was at the forefront of thought and 

discussion because it drives decisions and processes within a college union.  ACUI 

provided a definition that is widely considered and distributed within the college union 
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administration field.  It states that community is “a broad vision for campus life that 

allows all groups and individuals to learn, grow, and develop to their best potential in 

a challenging, yet safe environment” (ACUI, 2008, para. 1).  In order for growth and 

development to happen, the college union must be inclusive, flexible, able to handle 

conflict, focused on the individual, and a continuous process. 

Taub (1998) talked about various barriers to building community on a college 

campus, which includes the expansion of diversity, growth in commuter students, the 

development of technology, increased institutional size, and changing faculty roles.  

While the college union can do little, but cope with the growth in institutional size or 

the transformation of the faculty culture, the other obstacles can be overcome by 

preparing physical spaces to meet the demands of a changing student population.  

Many of the participants commented on how much they valued diversity and 

representation of history and traditions within the University Union.  In this instance, 

the facility was able to provide not only exposure to various elements of community, it 

was able to promote involvement and engagement in discussions and activities 

centered on the development of this community.  Rather than consider diversity and 

lack of history obstacles, participants reflected that these were positive characteristics 

of community because it brought them closer together as a campus community.  By 

taking advantage of programs and services with the University Union, students were 

putting themselves in a situation to discuss and appreciate diversity through art, social 

interactions, and visual representation of history.   
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Cheng (2004) posits that the development of community on a college or 

university campus has many factors and can be greatly influenced by a number of 

things.  While this study chose to focus on the physical environment, specifically 

within a college union, it is worth noting that other variables can factor into overall 

satisfaction (Stewart, 2012).  A college union can only influence community if 

students feel comfortable and safe enough to enter the facility.  According to the 

participants, one of the most influential moments in their college union experience was 

that first exposure.  Since they used words like intimidating and confusing to describe 

this initial interaction with the facility, it is important for that to be changed through a 

renovation of the exterior façade or the creation of more welcoming landscaping.  

Strange and Banning (2001) are quick to point out that physical factors like building 

exteriors and landscaping are instrumental in the recruitment of students.  Incoming 

students must see people interacting and walking into or out of various facilities to 

appreciate the community taking place.  Additionally, benches and grassy areas 

around facilities like the college union must be inviting and conducive to 

congregating.  As Drury (2011) put it, “A [college] union needs to be a people-magnet 

to fulfill its purpose, and a union’s social program goes a long way toward bringing 

people together.  A building can either help the process or hinder it” (p. 23). 

Overall, the participants indicated that they were easily able to locate physical 

spaces both inside and outside of the University Union where community was taking 

place.  While participants were introduced to the ACUI (2011) definition of 

community, many of them were able to define community by discussing how spaces 
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within the University Union were magnetic for themselves and their peers.  While not 

completely ideal for the development of community, participants were encouraged 

because the University Union was seen as their place; they took ownership of it.  

Whether it was through the alteration of space, the presentation of programs, or 

selective involvement, they felt like they had an opportunity to be a part of the 

community within the University Union. 

Implications and Recommendations for Higher Education 

 Since the humble beginnings of college unions as debate societies, these types 

of facilities have been instrumental in bringing large groups of students together for a 

common purpose or cause (Butts et al., 2012).  While the evolution of the facility has 

changed dramatically over the last 100 years, the idea of community-building and 

social interaction continue to be at the forefront of goals and objectives related to these 

types of facilities (Butts et al., 2012).  In 2011, ACUI felt so strongly about the 

concept of community that they convened a task force to look at future trends in an 

effort to transform facilities for the upcoming century.  With the growth of 

construction and renovation projects at institutions of higher education, it is imperative 

that studies be conducted and consideration is given to the design of physical space to 

promote and enhance community.  

 Additionally, this research study has an opportunity to significantly enhance 

the understanding of physical space related to community building.  By incorporating 

photographs into this study, the researcher was able to introduce a critical 

instrumentation tool that is missing in other studies looking at community building 
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within college unions.  The ability to have the participants interact as a part of the 

study, enabled the researcher to introduce components missing in other strategies 

related to studying community building with college unions.   

Implications for Future Construction   

In a recent study about construction projects on college and university 

campuses, Abramson (2013) found that behind science laboratories, college unions 

were some of the highest costing capital projects in the country because of their sheer 

size.  In addition to new construction, college unions are seeing significant increases in 

renovations, which “run the gamut from simple gathering and food service areas to 

theaters, bowling alleys, fitness centers, and the like” (Abramson, 2013, p. CR6).  

With $9.7 billion spent on construction and $1.3 billion spent on the renovation of 

various facilities in 2012, the business of capital planning has become a hot and 

closely watched topic on institutions of higher education (Abramson, 2013).  In the 

last 10 years, there has been a steady increase in the cost of square footage per facility, 

so college administrators are growing increasingly critical of the types of facilities and 

will continue to monitor how productive these buildings are in meeting the needs of 

the student population (Abramson, 2013). 

At the University of North Texas (UNT), the Board of Regents sought to 

support a $128 million renovation and expansion of the University Union (see 

Photograph 45).  In an effort to increase enrollment, the college union was seen as a 

vital campus facility that would not only attract the best and brightest students, but 

also retain them.  Hill and Brown (2004) point out that college unions are becoming 
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mixed-use facilities and while typically these buildings have functioned for activities 

and events, there has been a steady growth in academic classrooms entering the 

various spaces.  At UNT, the administration has tried to follow in this trend by 

designing a facility that will be multifunctional and serve not only as the main 

gathering area for social interaction, but as an area for academic integration as well.  

“Buildings with singular functions, such as student centers, classroom buildings, 

residence halls, dining facilities, libraries, etc. are giving way to mixed-use buildings 

that incorporate many of the same types of services that student centers did in the 

past” (Hill & Brown, 2004, p. 1).  In order to justify the cost of such facilities, there 

has had to be a lot of flexibility built into physical spaces throughout the design. 
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Photograph 45.  University Union 2015.184  An interior space of the newly-designed University 

Union showcases the multifunctional ability of the space.  This picture was provided by 

Perkins+Will. 

 While total construction project numbers have dipped recently, Abramson 

(2013) estimates that this trend will not continue as the recruitment of incoming 

students becomes even more competitive.  Additionally, ACUI (2011) reports an 

increase in the number of college union projects over the last decade indicating that all 

of the facilities that were built or renovated in the 1970’s are coming due for an 

upgrade or reinvention.  In an effort to design the most effective spaces, college union 

administrators are using techniques like the Socially Ergonomically Environmental 

Design (SEED) checklist to guide their efforts for maximum space utilization (see 

Photograph 46).  Additionally, the Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design 
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(LEED) group has encouraged many campuses to track “green” practices throughout 

the facility in order to lower the operational costs of a college union (Drury, 2011).  

Many architectural firms are beginning to hire college union experts that will not only 

help sell the referendum or need for expansion to students, but also design spaces that 

are optimal for flexibility and transformability within a 50 year renovation or 

construction cycle.  

 

Photograph 46.  University Union 2015.185  An interior space of the newly-designed University 

Union showcases various furniture and technological components.  This picture was provided 

by Perkins+Will. 

Implications for Postsecondary Institutions 

According to the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), a record 

24.2 million students were expected to attend a two-year or four-year college or 

university in 2012.  In the last decade, prices for undergraduate tuition, room, and 

board rose 40% in public institutions and 28% in private institutions (NCES, 2012).  

With these increases and financial investment, students and their families will grow 
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increasingly critical of decisions made about campus facilities at institutions of higher 

education.  A postsecondary education is an expensive investment, and students are 

becoming more and more careful with these investments as they begin to shop for 

different forms of higher education.  “To best recruit and retain students, universities 

need to evaluate how they offer a student life experience that prepares students to be 

healthy and dynamic people in the future” (Lukanic, 2014, p.1).  While institutions of 

higher education have known for quite a while that the dynamics for funding and 

education delivery are rapidly changing, they have just recently started paying 

attention to physical spaces and how they can impact the student life experience.  With 

students having a choice of how and where to obtain their education, institutions of 

higher education have started using campus facilities as a way to attract students to 

campus (Lukanic, 2014). 

The college union is a centralized spot on campus for initial exposure to the 

college or university.  By increasing the resources and options within the facility, 

institutions are hoping that students will not only be enticed to campus, but stay on 

campus for longer periods of time (Lukanic, 2014).  The ACUI (2011) recognizes that 

these facilities must reinvent themselves to support the academic mission in a variety 

of ways.  Whether it is through additional classroom space or helping increase the 

value of the overall student life experience, college unions are becoming critical tools 

in overall student satisfaction.   

Lukanic (2014) introduced five predictions for higher education: 

• Academic curricula will become more multi-disciplinary; 
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• Educational leaders will need to balance MOOCS and traditional learning; 

• Student recruitment and retention will be more important than ever; 

• Higher education needs to invest in technology; and 

• Higher education will explore new funding models. (p. 1) 

In all of these considerations, the idea that higher education institutions must be 

flexible and creative in the usage of its resources is the prevalent lesson.  The college 

union can be a valuable tool in not only the recruitment and retention of students, it 

can also drive new technology usages within the facility and provide revenue through 

the establishment of more effective retail and service space.  With retail space 

becoming so prevalent, the quicker institutions of higher education are with 

assessment of college student spending habits and their overall wants and desires, the 

quicker they will be able to imagine the priorities for the usage of physical space on 

their campuses. 

 Strategic planning is critical for institutions of higher education.  The lessons 

learned from the creation or reinvention of college union space can be beneficial for 

college and university decision-makers because it will provide insight into the trends 

and desires of the current generation of students.  According to the NCES (2012), 

expenditures for campus capital projects alone were expected to exceed $483 billion in 

2012.  With large expenditure lines, it is important for colleges and universities to 

place monetary support in places that will ultimately increase student satisfaction 

(Lukanic, 2014).  While college unions will not always be on top of the list for 

consideration, it is important that administrators think about the impact of these 
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facilities and other ones like recreation centers and dining halls that are also 

instrumental in creating an inviting collegiate experience (NCES, 2012).  Higher 

education and the desire to use higher education to gain a better advantage in the 

world will not go away.  While the educational delivery and workforce priorities 

might vary, the need for physical spaces and facilities that support the overall 

academic mission will always be critical for creating a well-rounded and welcoming 

experience at these institutions of higher education (Strange & Banning, 2001).    

Recommendations for Future Research 

 This study was limited to one institution of higher education and one college 

union within the Southwestern region of the U.S.  Since it is easily replicable at other 

institutions of higher education, it would be interesting to note if the priorities or 

perceptions established by the study participants interviewed at the University of 

North Texas are consistent with those of other transfer students at four-year 

institutions throughout the country.  This information could be valuable in establishing 

parameters of physical space and ultimately, in the confirmation of theoretical 

concepts introduced by Strange and Banning (2001) in their discussion of the 

environment.  Additionally, this study could be replicated at various other facilities on 

campus, like dining halls and the recreation center, to see if the priorities for 

community are consistent from facility to facility on the same campus. 

 A longitudinal study could be conducted with this study’s participants 

participating in a research study to determine if their opinions and values change upon 

entry into a new college union facility in 2015.  This study would not only give a good 
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indication of the design and layout of the new space, but also confirm the desired 

characteristics and values that came as a result of the old facility.  If these values and 

preferences change in the new facility, it would be interesting to see if it was a result 

of new design techniques or a change in the campus culture of the University of North 

Texas.  If students are satisfied with the new facility, it would be helpful to understand 

what changes were the most impactful and relevant to the formation of community on 

campus.  Additionally, a follow-up on Oldenburg’s (1989) concept of third place 

would be beneficial to see if the environment of the new facility is conducive to 

creating an ideal environment separate from home and work.   

 Since transfer students from two-year institutions were utilized in this study, a 

replication of the same study using first-year native students would be of interest to 

see if the conditions for community differ from the two groups of students.  

Additionally, almost all of the participants in this study were heavily involved in the 

campus community, which is not consistent with literature about community college 

transfer students, which indicates they are drawn more to connections with academics 

than involvement in activities and student organizations (e.g., Flaga, 2006).  These 

students did not exhibit much, if any, transfer shock in acclimation to their new 

institution.  If the college union was helpful in reducing this transfer shock, a study 

should be conducted to see if resources offered within this facility are critical to 

disproving transfer shock.   

 Finally, a study could be conducted that weighed or gave value to individual 

characteristics that were the most important in the development of community within a 
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college union (see Photograph 47).  This study would be helpful for college union 

administrators in the future design of physical space or the transformation of current 

conditions.  In this study, participants were able to indicate their preferences and why 

they felt certain characteristics were more important than others, but they were not 

asked to rate or further evaluate their responses past their initial suggestions.  

Collectively, patterns were starting to develop that indicated checklists like the 

Socially Ergonomic Environmental Design (SEED) are helpful in the development of 

physical space (Drury, 2011). 

 

Photograph 47.  University Union 2015.186  A rendering of the northeast exterior of the newly-

designed University Union at the University of North Texas. 

Reflection 

 The motivation for this study came from three primary factors.  First, the 

creation of community is a priority within the profession of college union 

administration (ACUI, 2011).  While other areas of campus, whether it be academic or 

students affairs, have very distinct missions and singular focuses, the college union is 
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a hybrid of activity and usage.  Community is often difficult to define because it 

involves numerous behavior changes and is also relative to the students and their 

common purpose (Bickford & Wright, 2006).  While ACUI (2008) has attempted to 

provide the best definition of community for the profession, the fact remains that 

campus culture will still have a significant influence on the overall outcomes.   

The next purpose for the creation of this study was to gain a better 

understanding of how current students utilize the college union, so that decisions could 

be made about the respective spaces within the University Union or for future 

construction.  According to Drury (2011), the next step in development of physical 

space has to do with “shifting our focus from the structure of the building itself to the 

spaces where the human interaction takes place” (p. 21).  College union administrators 

must design physical space for community, not just assume it will happen in these 

spaces.  While efficiency was the priority for college unions in the 20th century, 

effectiveness will be the new priority in the 21st century (Drury, 2011).  Ultimately, 

college unions will have to be designed with an understanding of behavior and how 

students will develop relationships within those spaces.  The final purpose for 

conducting this study was to contribute to an area of study that was unique and 

undeveloped.  While physical space and community are buzzwords in the college 

union profession, very little research exists on how these two concepts relate to one 

another.  Additionally, very few, if any, studies actually used visual ethnography 

techniques to portray or try to understand the relationship. 
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Since this study is a visual ethnography, Participatory Action Research (PAR) 

was used because it is unique in that the participants of the study must be actively 

involved rather than be passive subjects (Berg, 2007).  The use of photographs to 

inspire change, while not a unique concept, is crucial in understanding physical spaces 

within a college union (Butts, 1971; Butt et al., 2012).  As Wang (1999) points out, 

through her use of Photovoice, pictures are significant because they record and reflect 

personal and community strengths and concerns; they promote critical dialogue and 

knowledge about those personal and community issues; and they ultimately, reach 

policymakers or decision-makers.  This study was unique because the individual 

students were able to record and comment on the strengths and weaknesses of physical 

space within the college union based on their perceptions.  Additionally, the exchange 

between the researcher and students can be used to replicate or inspire future studies 

about community within physical spaces and potentially, influence decisions on 

current construction projects. 

 The researcher of this study had personal stake in this study, as the University 

of North Texas is currently undergoing a large construction and renovation project to 

its college union.  The pictures and comments collected from the students will be able 

to help shape future decisions about physical space in the new University Union.  

Ultimately, these spaces can be designed to incorporate characteristics or traits that are 

more conducive to community-building and less about overall efficiency.  In 

conducting this study, the researcher was able to gain a new understanding of how 

spaces are utilized and perceived both inside and outside of the University Union.  
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Additionally, the findings provide guidance on the management and coexistence of a 

variety of functions and were thought-provoking and practical. 

Conclusion 

Images are powerful.  The purpose of this study was to examine physical space 

within a college union and whether or not there were factors that made that area more 

conducive to the formation of community than others for transfer students from a two-

year community college.  The researcher wanted to examine whether conditions were 

ideal for social interaction and involvement based on overall architecture and 

aesthetics of the college union.  Additionally, if these conditions were ideal, the 

researcher wanted to determine if the college union could serve as a viable third place 

for the student population beyond their home and work.  Participants were asked to 

take photographs of places where community was taking place within the college 

union and then comment on those photographs in a semi-structured interview process 

that sought to learn more about the characteristics and values associated with physical 

space.  The participatory nature of this study ensured that students were not only 

engaged in the process, but active contributors to potential change in their own 

environment.  Much like how Photovoice invoked social change, the use of 

photographs in this study were able to create conceptual changes and alterations for 

future construction and renovation in a new college union facility at the University of 

North Texas (Wang, 1999).  Overall, the students were very positive about their 

experience within the University Union, especially about the types of programs, 

involvement opportunities, and services provided within the facility.  While they 
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stated, the physical environment was not aesthetically pleasing or easy to navigate, 

they were able to transform spaces to meet their individual and group needs.  The 

study seemed to indicate that despite design intentions, students were able to 

manipulate the space for their needs.  This manipulation was an indication that campus 

culture might be more valuable than or as valuable as the collective design, and that if 

both of these concepts were in harmony, an ideal space could be created.  

The visual nature of this study was important because without pictures of 

spaces, descriptions and data of the physical environment is hard to distinguish or 

vocalize.  Students were asked to identify community through imagery because it 

connected them to the study and provided genuine responses about the college union.  

They did not have to concentrate on where community was taking place, they were 

able to focus on why and how community was prevalent within these spaces.  The 

study of community and the physical environment are much easier when the spaces 

are real.  While the imagery from the spaces were special, students indicated that the 

people in the photographs were just as important because community cannot happen 

without a group of people coming together to share an experience.  While students 

indicated that people choose to engage in community in a variety of ways, the college 

union was a space that allowed them to experience that social interaction in a number 

of different ways.  This study not only showed that the college union does have a 

profound impact at an institution of higher education, it can be even more powerful as 

a beacon for community when it is thoughtfully designed and effectively managed to 

change with the campus culture. 
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NOTES 

1Ray, 2013, Photograph 1 [Syndicate] 

2Cassidy, 2013, Interview, Reference 3 [Syndicate] 

3Rosa, 2013, Interview, Reference 2 [Syndicate] 

4Ray, 2013, Interview, Reference 5 [Syndicate] 

5Ray, 2013, Interview Reference 10 [Syndicate] 

6Ellie, 2013, Interview Reference 7 [Syndicate] 

7Enrique, 2013, Interview Reference 1 [Syndicate] 

8Kathy, 2013, Interview Reference 1 [Syndicate] 

9Bill, 2013, Interview Reference 1 [Syndicate] 

10Broomhilda, 2013, Interview Reference 3 [Syndicate] 

11Elizabeth, 2013, Interview Reference 4 [Syndicate] 

12Enrique, 2013, Photograph 2 [Syndicate] 

13Sasha, 2013, Photograph 3 [One O’Clock Lounge] 

14Cassidy, 2013, Interview Reference 1 [One O’Clock Lounge] 

15Rosa, 2013, Interview Reference 1 [One O’Clock Lounge] 

16Broomhilda, 2013, Interview Reference 1 [One O’Clock Lounge] 

17Ray, 2013, Interview Reference 1 [One O’Clock Lounge] 

18Ray, 2013, Interview Reference 2 [One O’Clock Lounge] 

19Ray, 2013, Photograph 4 [One O’Clock Lounge] 

20Enrique, 2013, Interview Reference 4 [One O’Clock Lounge] 

21Jamie, 2013, Interview Reference 1 [One O’Clock Lounge] 
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22Sasha, 2013, Interview Reference 1 [One O’Clock Lounge] 

23Sasha, 2013, Interview Reference 2 [One O’Clock Lounge] 

24Kathy, 2013, Interview Reference 1 [One O’Clock Lounge] 

25Elizabeth, 2013, Interview Reference 1 [One O’Clock Lounge] 

26Bill, 2013, Interview Reference 1 [One O’Clock Lounge] 

27Ellie, 2013, Interview Reference 2 [One O’Clock Lounge] 

28Ellie, 2013, Interview Reference 3 [One O’Clock Lounge] 

29Broomhilda, 2013, Interview Reference 7 [One O’Clock Lounge] 

30Ellie, Photograph 5 [One O’Clock Lounge] 

31Kathy, Photograph 6 [Campus Chat] 

32Cassidy, Interview Reference 1 [Campus Chat] 

33Sasha, Interview Reference 1 [Campus Chat] 

34Kathy, Interview Reference 1 [Campus Chat] 

35Jamie, Interview Reference 1 [Campus Chat] 

36Ray, Interview Reference 3 [Campus Chat] 

37Ellie, Interview Reference 2 [Campus Chat] 

38Rosa, Interview Reference 1 [Campus Chat] 

39Rosa, Interview Reference 5 [Campus Chat] 

40Enrique, Interview Reference 4 [Campus Chat] 

41Ellie, Photograph 7 [Campus Chat] 

42Rosa, Photograph 8 [Multicultural Center] 

43Rosa, Interview Reference 1 [Multicultural Center] 
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44Rosa, Interview Reference 2 [Multicultural Center] 

45Enrique, Interview Reference 1 [Multicultural Center] 

46Enrique, Interview Reference 2 [Multicultural Center] 

47Broomhilda, Interview Reference 1 [Multicultural Center] 

48Broomhilda, Interview Reference 2 [Multicultural Center] 

49Enrique, Photograph 9 [Multicultural Center] 

50Cassidy, Photograph 10 [Third-Level Atrium] 

51Cassidy, Interview Reference 2 [Third-Level Atrium] 

52Cassidy, Interview Reference 5 [Third-Level Atrium] 

53Broomhilda, Interview Reference 1 [Third-Level Atrium] 

54Broomhilda, Interview Reference 3 [Third-Level Atrium] 

55Ray, Interview Reference 4 [Third Level Atrium]  

56Broomhilda, Photograph 11 [Third-Level Atrium] 

57Rosa, Photograph 12 [Portico] 

58Cassidy, Interview Reference 1 [Portico] 

59Rosa, Interview Reference 1 [Portico] 

60Rosa, Interview Reference 4 [Portico] 

61Ellie, Interview Reference 1 [Portico] 

62Ellie, Interview Reference 3 [Portico] 

63Ellie, Photograph 13 [Portico] 

64Ray, Photograph 14 [Wells Fargo/Lyceum Lounge] 

65Ray, Interview Reference 1 [Wells Fargo/Lyceum Lounge] 
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66Ray, Interview Reference 2 [Wells Fargo/Lyceum Lounge] 

67Enrique, Interview Reference 1 [Wells Fargo/Lyceum Lounge] 

68Sasha, Interview Reference 1 [Wells Fargo/Lyceum Lounge] 

69Broomhilda, Interview Reference 1 [Wells Fargo/Lyceum Lounge] 

70Sasha, Photograph 15 [Wells Fargo/Lyceum Lounge] 

71Enrique, Photograph 16 [Greek Life Office] 

72Enrique, Interview Reference 1 [Greek Life Office] 

73Enrique, Interview Reference 2 [Greek Life Office] 

74Enrique, Photograph 17 [Greek Life Office] 

75Jamie, Photograph 18 [Corner Store Lounge] 

76Jamie, Interview Reference 1 [Corner Store Lounge] 

77Jamie, Interview Reference 4 [Corner Store Lounge] 

78Jamie, Photograph 19 [Corner Store Lounge] 

79Broomhilda, Photograph 20 [Courtyard] 

80Broomhilda, Interview Reference 1 [Courtyard] 

81Broomhilda, Interview Reference 2 [Courtyard] 

82Kathy, Photograph 21 [Courtyard] 

83Elizabeth, Photograph 22 [University Programs Council Office] 

84Elizabeth, Interview Reference 1 [University Programs Council Office] 

85Elizabeth, Interview Reference 2 [University Programs Council Office] 

8610794222 Elizabeth, Photograph 23 [University Programs Council Office] 

87Elizabeth, Photograph 24 [Onstead Promenade (Library Mall)] 
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88Elizabeth, Interview Reference 1 [Onstead Promenade (Library Mall)] 

89Elizabeth, Interview Reference 2 [Onstead Promenade (Library Mall)] 

90Enrique, Photograph 25 [Onstead Promenade (Library Mall)] 

91Bill, Photograph 26 [Art Gallery] 

92Rosa, Interview Reference 1 [Art Gallery] 

93Jamie, Interview Reference 1 [Art Gallery] 

94Bill, Interview Reference 1 [Art Gallery] 

95Bill, Interview Reference 1 [Art Gallery] 

96Kathy, Interview Reference 1 [Art Gallery] 

97Elizabeth, Interview Reference 1 [Art Gallery] 

98Rosa, Photograph 27 [Art Gallery] 

99Ellie, Photograph 28 [Lyceum] 

100Bill, Interview Reference 1 [Lyceum] 

101Bill, Photograph 29 [Lyceum] 

102Rosa, Interview Reference 1 [Home] 

103Enrique, Interview Reference 6 [Home] 

104Elizabeth, Interview Reference 2 [Home] 

105Cassidy, Interview Reference 3 [Home] 

106Jamie, Interview Reference 1 [Home] 

107Ellie, Interview Reference 1 [Home] 

108Broomhilda, Interview Reference 1 [Home] 

109Kathy, Interview Reference 2 [Work] 
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110Ellie, Interview Reference 2 [Work] 

111Ellie, Interview Reference 1 [Work] 

112Rosa, Interview Reference 1 [Work] 

113Sasha, Interview Reference 2 [Work] 

114Bill, Photograph 30 [Diamond Eagle Suite] 

115Elizabeth, Interview Reference 1 [Convenience] 

116Cassidy, Interview Reference 1 [Convenience] 

117Ellie, Interview Reference 1 [Architecture] 

118Jamie, Interview Reference 2 [Architecture] 

119Broomhilda, Interview Reference 7 [Architecture] 

120Elizabeth, Interview Reference 2 [Architecture] 

121UNT University Union, Photograph 31 [University Union Northeast Exterior] 

122Rosa, Interview Reference 1 [Convenience] 

123Ellie, Interview Reference 2 [Main Gathering Spot] 

124Kathy, Interview Reference 3 [Main Gathering Spot] 

125Enrique, Interview Reference 2 [Architecture] 

126Broomhilda, Interview Reference 6 [Architecture] 

127Sasha, Interview Reference 2 [Personal Dislikes] 

128Jamie, Interview Reference 8 [Involvement] 

129Sasha, Photograph 32 [Courtyard] 

130Sasha, Interview Reference 3 [Personal Likes] 

131Rosa, Interview Reference 1 [Way Finding] 
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132Ellie, Interview Reference 2 [Way Finding] 

133Enrique, Interview Reference 1 [Way Finding] 

134Bill, Interview Reference 4 [Way Finding] 

135Sasha, Interview Reference 1 [Way Finding] 

136Kathy, Interview Reference 1 [Way Finding] 

137Cassidy, Interview Reference 3 [Involvement] 

138Ray, Interview Reference 5 [Involvement] 

139Jamie, Interview Reference 2 [Involvement] 

140Bill, Interview Reference 6 [Involvement] 

141Bill, Photograph 33 [General Bulletin Board] 

142Rosa, Interview Reference 5 [Involvement] 

143Ellie, Interview Reference 2 [Involvement] 

144Kathy, Interview Reference 1 [Involvement] 

145Kathy, Photograph 34 [Portico] 

146Rosa, Interview Reference 1 [Isolation] 

147Jamie, Interview Reference 1 [Isolation] 

148Sasha, Interview Reference 2 [Isolation] 

149Ellie, Interview Reference 1 [Isolation] 

150Ellie, Photograph 35 [Courtyard] 

151Cassidy, Interview Reference 3 [Isolation] 

152Enrique, Interview Reference 4 [Isolation] 

153Cassidy, Interview Reference 3 [Retail] 
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154Rosa, Interview Reference 2 [Retail] 

155Jamie, Interview Reference 2 [Retail] 

156Rosa, Photograph 36 [Wells Fargo/Lyceum Lounge] 

157Kathy, Interview Reference 1 [Retail] 

158Ray, Interview Reference 2 [Dining] 

159Ellie, Interview Reference 4 [Dining] 

160Ray, Photograph 37 [Corner Store] 

161Enrique, Interview Reference 1 [Organization & Layout] 

162Jamie, Interview Reference 2 [Organization & Layout] 

163Sasha, Interview Reference 1 [Organization & Layout] 

164Broomhilda, Interview Reference 7 [Organization & Layout] 

165Broomhilda, Interview Reference 8 [Organization & Layout] 

166Ellie, Photograph 38 [Third-Level Atrium] 

167Cassidy, Interview Reference 5 [Shared Experience] 

168Rosa, Interview Reference 4 [Shared Experience] 

169Ray, Interview Reference 2 [Shared Experience] 

170Kathy, Interview Reference 4 [Shared Experience] 

171Bill, Interview Reference 3 [Shared Experience] 

172Broomhilda, Photograph 39 [Silver Eagle Suite] 

173Cassidy, Interview Reference 6 [History & Traditions] 

174Rosa, Interview Reference 6 [History & Traditions] 

175Ray, Interview Reference 5 [History & Traditions] 
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176Sasha, Interview Reference 2 [History & Traditions] 

177Elizabeth, Interview Reference 2 [History & Traditions] 

178Elizabeth, Photograph 40 [Curfew Bell] 

179Enrique, Interview Reference 3 [Main Gathering Spot] 

180University Union, Photograph 41 [University Union Northwest Exterior] 

181University Union, Photograph 42 [Atrium Stream] 

182Sasha, Photograph 43 [Silver Eagle Suite] 

183Bill, Photograph 44 [Art Gallery] 

184Perkins+Will, Photograph 45 [University Union 2015 – Syndicate] 

185Perkins+Will, Photograph 46 [University Union 2015 – Student Organization 

Lounge] 

186Perkins+Will, Photograph 47 [University Union 2015 – Northeast Exterior] 
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APPENDIX C 
 

Recruitment Materials (Gatekeeper) 
 

This format will be utilized for e‐mail recruitment.  
 
Dear [GATEKEEPER],  
 
Greetings! I am a doctoral student from the higher education program in the College 
of Education at Texas Tech University. I am interested in interviewing between 10-20 
students from the University of North Texas about physical spaces within the 
University Union. Inclusion criteria for students to participate in this study include that 
they visit the college union at least twice a week and have transferred from a 
community college.  I am interested in places where community is happening and in 
discussing what about these spaces is inviting and comfortable.   
 
I will utilize a process known as Photovoice because it allows one to represent places 
of community through photography and personal narratives. Students will be provided 
a disposable camera, and will be given more information on the Photovoice process 
along with photography guidelines and prompts. After they have taken their 
photographs, they will meet with me, individually, for about 45-60 minutes and be 
encouraged to tell their story by discussing some of the photographs that were taken. I 
am very eager to hear about their experiences within the college union and the results 
of my study will contribute to the literature on physical space as it relates to 
community building. 
 
I have attached a description of the project to this e-mail for you to provide to 
interested students. 
 
If you have any questions about this research study, please contact me at 
zane.reif@ttu.edu or (719) 557-0666, or the study supervisor, Dr. Stephanie J. Jones, 
at stephanie.j.jones@ttu.edu. 
 
If you have students who would like to participate in this research study, I would love 
to hear from you.  
 
Sincerely, 
 
Zane Reif, AA, BS, MBA, MS 
Doctoral Candidate 
Texas Tech University  
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APPENDIX D 
 

Recruitment Materials (Participant) 
 

The following email will be sent to students who have been recommended for 
participation. 
 
Dear [PARTICIPANT],  
 
Thank you for your interest in participating in my research project!  As you have been 
told, I am a doctoral student from the higher education program in the College of 
Education at Texas Tech University. I am interested in visiting with you about the 
physical spaces within the University Union.  I am interested in places where 
community is happening and in discussing what about these spaces is inviting and 
comfortable.  I have attached a description of the project for your review. 
 
I will utilize a process known as Photovoice. It allows you to represent places of 
community through photography and personal narratives. You will be provided a 
disposable camera, and will be given more information on Photovoice along with 
photography guidelines and prompts. After you have taken your photographs, you will 
meet with me, individually, for about 45-60 minutes and be encouraged to tell your 
story by discussing some of the photographs that were taken.  It is possible that a short 
follow-up interview will be necessary. 
 
I am very eager to hear about your experiences within the college union and the results 
of my study will contribute to the literature on physical space as it relates to 
community building. 
 
Please e-mail me at the address provided below, so we can set up a meeting and 
review the following documents:  

 
1. Consent Form: We will discuss your participation in our project by reviewing 

exactly what will be asked of you.  
 

2. Photography Guidelines: We will review the concept of Photovoice, and I will 
give you some prompts and ideas for photographs.  
 

3. Photograph Release Form: We will talk about taking photographs of people, and 
the form that must be completed if a photo with a personally recognizable image 
of a person (or yourself) is taken.  

 
If you are willing to participate in this research study, please email me back 
confirming your interest and a possible time for us to meet.  At this meeting, I will 
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provide you a disposable camera and we will arrange a time that I can collect it back 
from you, after you have taken your pictures.  Photography Guidelines and a 
Photograph Release Form will be provided to help you as you take these pictures. 
 
If you have any questions about this research study, please contact me at 
zane.reif@ttu.edu or (719) 557-0666, or the study supervisor, Dr. Stephanie J. Jones, 
at stephanie.j.jones@ttu.edu. 
 
For questions about your rights as a research subject, please contact Texas Tech 
University at:  
 

Human Research Protection Program 
Administration Building, Room 357 
Box 41075 | MS 1075 
Lubbock, Texas 79409-1075 
(806) 742-2064 office | (806) 742-3947 fax 

 
Thank you for your consideration of participating in my study.  Please let me know 
your interest by simply replying to this email with times that are convenient for you 
for us to meet and discuss the study further. 
 
Sincerely,  
 
Zane Reif, AA, BS, MBA, MS 
Doctoral Candidate 
Texas Tech University 
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APPENDIX E 
 

Consent Form 
 

Thank you for your interest in participating in my research project! The following is 
more information about my study and who I am.  
 
What is the title of this research? 
 

Building Community through Physical Space:  A Visual Ethnography of 
College Union Utilization by Community College Transfer Students 

 
Who is the researcher?  

 
My name is Zane Reif.  I am a doctoral student in the Higher Education 
program in the College of Education at Texas Tech University.  

 
What is the purpose of this research study?  

 
I am interested in understanding the physical places within student unions that 
contribute to community-building.  This study has been approved by the Texas 
Tech University Human Research Protection Program.  

 
I will utilize a process known as Photovoice. Photovoice is a website that 
allows one to represent their experiences with community through 
photography, reflection, and personal interviews.  

 
How will the research process work?  

 
You will be provided with a disposable camera with 27 exposures. You will 
document physical spaces where community is happening within your college 
union, through these photographs. You will give the camera back to me and I 
will develop your photographs, digitize the images, and place them on 
Photovoice. The photographs and film negatives will be sent back to you for 
review along with a list of questions for personal reflection. You will select 5‐7 
photographs that you feel best represents community within the college union. 
When I meet with you for the interview, you will be encouraged to tell your 
story by discussing the images you have selected. The photographs will help 
guide my discussion with you.  
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How long is the interview?  
 

You will be interviewed for approximately 45-60 minutes. You may be asked 
to participate in a follow‐up interview of a shorter length, if further 
clarification is needed.  

 
What will be done with the interviews?  

 
The interview will be recorded and transcribed for subsequent research 
analysis. The recorded and transcribed interview will be digitally stored on the 
researcher’s personal computer. This computer is password protected, and only 
the researcher will have access to this data. The recorded interview will be 
permanently deleted once the study is complete. 
 
The data may be used in my dissertation, scholarly publications, 
presentation(s), and/ or visual art representation(s), such as art installations.  

 
What will be done with the photographs?  

 
The researcher will have digital copies of your photographs which will be 
stored on researcher’s personal computer. This computer is password 
protected, and only the researcher will have access to the images.  
 
The images may be used in my dissertation, scholarly publications, 
presentation(s), and/ or visual art representation(s), such as art installations.  

 
Will I be able to end my participation in the study once started? 
 

Yes.  You may stop participating at any time.  Your participation in this study 
is voluntary.  At any time during the study, if you become uncomfortable 
and/or want to end your participation, you may quit by personal choice.  

 
Will I be compensated for participating in this research study? 

 
There is no compensation associated with this study. You can discontinue your 
participation at any time during the study without penalty. 

 
Will my privacy be protected?  

 
Your privacy is very important to me, and as such, your name will not be 
publically shared. Your personal information will be kept confidential. Any 
personally identifiable images in the photographs will not be utilized, without 
your written consent.  

 

288 



Texas Tech University, Zane S. Reif, December 2014 
 

What are the unforeseeable risks and discomforts associated with participating in 
this study? 
 

There are no unforeseeable risks or discomforts associated with participation in 
this study. 

 
Who may I contact if I have questions in regards to this study? 
 

If you have any questions about our research study, please contact me at 
zane.reif@ttu.edu or (719) 557-0666 or my research study supervisor, Dr. 
Stephanie J. Jones, at stephanie.j.jones@ttu.edu. For questions about your 
rights as a research subject, please contact Texas Tech University at:  

 
Human Research Protection Program 
Administration Building, Room 357 
Box 41075 | MS 1075 
Lubbock, Texas 79409-1075 
(806) 742-2064 office | (806) 742-3947 fax 

 
I appreciate your participation. Your contributions will add to the growing knowledge 
of the impact of physical space on community within college unions.   
 
 
             
 
Participant Name   Participant Signature   Date   
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APPENDIX F 
 

Photography Guidelines 
 

Photovoice allows you to document areas within your student union where community 
is taking place.  This could be a place where a large number of students are gathering, 
a place where a larger representation of the campus community gathers, or a place that 
is meaningful or special to you for some particular reason.  
 
When you take your photographs, focus on images of places and objects. When taking 
photographs of people, do your best to ensure that the images you take are not 
personally identifiable. You can do this by not taking pictures of people’s faces and by 
utilizing creative framing. If you would like to use a photo with a personally 
identifiable image, obtain written consent from the individual using the Photograph 
Release Form included in this packet.  
 
Here are some photography prompts that may help you in this project:  

 
• What area(s) within or around the college union showcase the most amount of 

community building happening throughout the day? 
 

• What area(s) within or around the college union showcase the greatest amount 
of pride or represent what it means to be a part of this campus? 
 

• Think about your favorite place within or around the college union.  What 
about the places intrigues you or calls for you to be there?  What type of 
emotions does this place entice? 

 
• If you were going to bring a friend that had never been on campus to the 

college union, what places would you show him/her? 
 

• If you have a special place you go to off-campus or outside of the college 
union (excluding home or work), what place within the student union best 
represents that place and why is that the case? 
 

• What are the characteristics of this college union that make it unique or special 
from other places on campus?  What are the sights, sounds, or smells that make 
it distinct? 
 

• Look around the college union.  What are the things that seem to catch your 
eye or attract you toward them?  Is it the people?  Is it the architecture?  Is it 
the activity? 
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APPENDIX G 
 

Photograph Release Form 
 

I, __________________________, allow ____________________________ to take 
my photograph. By signing below, I also give permission for Dr. Stephanie J. Jones 
(Texas Tech University), Dr. Stacy Jacob (Slippery Rock University), Dr. James 
Burkhalter (Texas Tech University), Dr. Michael Ellis (Colorado State University), 
and Zane Reif (Texas Tech University) to use my photograph in the following 
capacities:  
 
Please check one or all of the following:  
 
� Research  
� Presentations  
� Visual art representations, such as art installations.  
 
 
             
 
Name     Signature    Date  
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APPENDIX H 
 

Photograph Reflection Protocol 
 

Use the following reflection prompts to select 5‐7 images that are most meaningful to 
when identifying community taking place within the college union.  
 
Photovoice 

 
• What do you See here?  Describe what you see in this photograph of the 

college union. 
 

• What’s really Happening here?  Describe the type of activity that you see 
taking place in this photograph. 
 

• How does this relate to Our lives?  Describe the examples of community, as 
you define it, taking place here. 
 

• Why does this problem, concern, or strength exist?  Describe why this photo 
was of interest to you when you took it and what it represents for you. 
 

• What can we Do about it?  Describe what could make this picture more 
significant or a better representation of community for you. 

 
These prompts for discussion have been adapted from Wang and Pies’s (2004) 
SHOWeD mnemonic. 
 
Wang, C. C., & Pies, C. A. (2004). Family, maternal, and child health through 
Photovoice. Maternal and Child Health Journal, 8(2), 95-102. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

292 



Texas Tech University, Zane S. Reif, December 2014 
 

APPENDIX I 
 

Semi-Structured Interview Protocol 
 
What is your name?   
 
What is your age? 
 
How would you classify yourself as a student here? 
 
What is your major and college? 
 
Tell me a little about yourself.  
 
Photovoice (Photograph Reflection Protocol, Attachment F) 
 

• What do you See here?  Describe what you see in this photograph of the 
college union. 
 

• What’s really Happening here?  Describe the type of activity that you see 
taking place in this photograph. 
 

• How does this relate to Our lives?  Describe the examples of community, as 
you define it, taking place here. 
 

• Why does this problem, concern, or strength exist?  Describe why this photo 
was of interest to you when you took it and what it represents for you. 
 

• What can we Do about it?  Describe what could make this picture more 
significant or a better representation of community for you. 

 
 
How would you describe the space, overall, within your college union? 

 
• How did this space make you and others around you feel comfortable? 

 
• What was your goal for being in this space?  Why were you there?  What drew 

you to this place? 
 

• What about this place made it a good area for you to interact with fellow 
students and other individuals? 
 

• What about this space makes you like to spend a lot of time there? 
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Describe your favorite place in the world.  What do you like most about it?  What do 
you think could make it improved? 
 
Describe your least favorite place in the world.  What do you like least about it?  What 
do you think could make it worse? 
 
What are the characteristics of your home (first place) that you would like to see in 
other spaces that you visit? 
 
What are the characteristics of your workplace (second place) that you would like to 
see in other spaces that you visit?   
 
What can you remember about your college union space and how it made you feel?  
What can be done to make it more inviting? 

 
• Cleanliness:  What did you notice about the cleanliness of the space? 

 
• Organization:  What did you like about the organization of furniture or 

equipment in this space? 
 

• Temperature:  What do you remember about how cold or hot the room was?  
Was it humid or dry? 
 

• Clutter:  What can you tell me about the clutter or groupings within this space?  
Too much?  Not enough? 
 

• Paint:  What can you tell me about the paint within the space?  How did it 
make you feel? 
 

• Lighting:  What about the lighting of this space attracted you?  Was it too 
dark?  Too lit? 
 

• Furniture:  Describe the furniture within this area?  Was it comfortable enough 
for you?  Was it functional enough for you? 
 

• Vegetation:  What did you notice about the plants and/or trees within the area?  
Were there enough?  Too much? 
 

• Artwork:  What did you notice about the artwork?  Was it well represented?  
What about it appealed or didn’t appeal to you? 
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• Mementos:  Were there enough representations of the university?  Diversity?  
Traditions?  Alumni? 

 
How does the building environment affect your behavior (architectural determinism)? 
 
What types of opportunities for community does the building environment provide for 
you, through the physical architecture (architectural possibilism)? 
 
What are the characteristics of the building environment make it probable that you will 
return at a later date (architectural probablism)? 
 
How does community building happen within your college union?   
 
What suggestions would you give to your college union director about the college 
union and spaces within and around it?  
 
What is missing from your college union that would allow for a greater sense of 
community building? 
 
How was this Photovoice and interview experience for you? Do you have any 
additional questions, comments, or ideas for our study? 
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