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The hypotheti cal nature of a design studio course creates 
an ideal laboratory for testi ng new ideas for local communi-
ti es. Students can learn from the challenges facing our citi es, 
while their ideas can be of benefi t to others.

In the spirit of “less talk, more acti on,” this presentati on 
outlines a strategy for leveraging studio engagement in 
the realm of ideas, as a contributi on to community con-
versati ons. This presentati on looks at identi fying ideas for 
strategic sites, as a practi ce for future acti on. 

Too oft en, community engagement in architecture programs 
is assumed to be a type of benefi cial design-build acti on. On 
the other hand, many schools have some form of community 
design center, with the accompanying challenges for funding 
and accountability to partners.[1] Instead, this presentati on 
focuses on exploring design ideas within the learning envi-
ronment of the design studio. In a more agile way, the typical 
design studio can pro acti vely address community issues 
and challenges. Positi oning design studio work as contrib-
uti ng to a public conversati on for future change involves a 
two-part strategy.  First, in structuring the studio challenge, 
the faculty member must identi fy strategic sites that have 
the potenti al to impact change with design ideas relevant 
to current community issues.  Second, the work itself has 
to extend beyond the hermeti c environment of the school: 
input sessions, public reviews, community meeti ngs, press 
releases, exhibiti ons, and publicati ons  are all necessary to 
positi on valuable work within a broader context. 

This presentati on represents my third year studio design 
work in Knoxville, over the last ten years. Design ideas for 
strategic sites can spark long term, transformati ve change 
for a neighborhood, town, or city. Perhaps, this can be of 
value for studio work in similar areas.

Analysis and design are complementary strategies for 
creati ve thought in design thinking. Creati ve analysis of a stra-
tegic site, in the context of community concerns, can reveal 
latent design ideas through speculati ve design explorati ons.

QUALITIES OF STRATEGIC SITES
The studio criti c frames the terms of engagement, through 
craft ing the issues and learning agenda within the design studio. 

Typically, in a design studio, the selecti on of a viable site is both a 
criti cal and irreversible decision. When the goal of a design stu-
dio is to engage in a broader, relevant, community discussion, 
the selecti on of the site is even more prescient. All sites are not 
equal, and strategic sites off er more latent potenti al than others. 

As a platf orm for pedagogy, the strategic site might have any 
of the following characteristi cs:

• The site Is currently undervalued or under uti lized. 

• The site might suff er from conventi onal assumpti ons. 

• A crisis or dramati c change might transform the value and 
identi ty of the site.

• The site has the potenti al to be a catalyst, transforming 
its surroundings. 

• The site might align with current issues, community goals 
and prioriti es.

• The site might be an inherently important locati on: at an 
edge, a cross roads, or connector area, or near important 
landmarks or geographic features.

• Latent ideas related to the site, its broader context, its 
potenti al, and its history can spark new ideas leading 
to future change.

The strategic site, then, demonstrates the transformati ve 
power of design. Initi al research by the studio faculty member 
can identi fy such sites. Additi onal research within the studio 
can expand the identi fi cati on of opportuniti es, through a 
bett er understanding of the context, public policies, funding 
structures, and impact of unintended consequences. 

This presentati on represents design work in Knoxville, a 
medium-sized city of 190,000 within a metropolitan area pop-
ulati on of 890,000 in East Tennessee. Within a strong traditi on 
of low taxes and property rights, state laws limit development 
incenti ves and oft en restrict the local governments’ planning 
ability. Without an income tax, state and local government are 
heavily reliant on sales taxes. 

Typically, I have structured design studios in various strategic 
sites in order to demonstrate how private sector development 
might align with community issues, local government policies 
and infrastructure investment. 
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AN UNDERVALUED SITE SUFFERS FROM CONVENTIONAL 
ASSUMPTIONS: CUMBERLAND AVENUE
Serving as the primary entry to Knoxville’s downtown, 
Cumberland Avenue borders the University of Tennessee. This 
unatt racti ve commercial strip welcomes visitors with gas sta-
ti ons, fast food stops, bars, and small stores, along with narrow 
sidewalks, slow moving traffi  c, parking lots, and exposed uti liti es. 
A 2003 campus master plan identi fi ed the street as a “town - 
gown” priority. While long identi fi ed as an eyesore, the collecti on 
of dozens of private properti es and parking lots seemed beyond 
the scope of any kind of planning eff ort, especially with the exist-
ing single-use commercial zoning and parking requirements.

Understanding the latent potential for change along 
Cumberland Avenue was triggered by the realizati on that this 
was Federal Highway 11, eligible for federal highway funds 
targeted for community development. In a series of grants, 
the city explored ambiti ous infrastructure changes: traf-
fi c improvements with a reducti on from four lanes to three 
lanes, wider sidewalks, new street landscaping, and buried 
uti liti es. The city developed a new form-based code for the 
Cumberland Avenue district, with goals to improve the overall 
pedestrian experience (including safety) and to enhance prop-
erty values along the street.

Concurrent with these city eff orts, I realized that the design 
studio could be an opportunity to demonstrate the implica-
ti ons of the preliminary form-based code. Each student took 
a block, programmed a building, and developed a design 
consistent with the code which called for street frontage and 
more density. The studio work helped elected offi  cials and 
local stakeholders to visualize the district with larger build-
ings and more density. Engineering students also analyzed the 
traffi  c changes, demonstrati ng the counter-intuiti ve noti on 
that traffi  c fl ows would improve with three lanes of traffi  c 
in place of four.

While the studio work did not single-handedly create change, 
the work contributed to the public conversati on about future 
change.   A $25 million public investment in infrastructure has 
helped leverage more than $290 million in private investment. 
Safety metrics have improved. Property values have risen.

AN UNEXPECTED CRISIS CREATES OPPORTUNITY: 
CREATIVE CIRCUIT ALONG JACKSON AVENUE
Arson sparked a dramati c fi re which destroyed seven historic 
brick warehouses area north of Knoxville’s Downtown. The 
unsafe remains were demolished. Only a few months earlier, 
the city had acquired the properti es aft er years of unsuccess-
ful eff orts to moti vate the negligent owners to care for the 
severely deteriorati ng and abandoned warehouses. Thus, 
plans for renovati on and development of this emerging area 
disappeared with the fl ames. Given the empty properti es, the 
magnitude of new constructi on was now daunti ng.  

The city engaged the Urban Land Insti tute (ULI) Advisory 
Services to consult and present ideas for four diff erent areas 
in the city, including the Jackson Avenue site. Concurrent with 
the ULI process, my studio immediately explored the future 
potenti al of the area. It was our intent to speculate about 
future development, mixed uses, and infrastructure needs, 
including parking and street confi gurati on. 

Knoxville’s Downtown has been thriving since 2003, with the 
renovati on and constructi on for almost 3000 seats in two 
theaters and seven cinemas, along with a developing res-
taurant and music scene. The warehouse fi re just north of 
the Downtown presented an opportunity for a new district 
of development, with a disti nctly diff erent identi ty. An “Arts 
District” was oft en menti oned. The studio researched exist-
ing local resources, businesses, and opportuniti es, identi fying 
the potenti al for this area of the city as a center for creati ve 
endeavors: a Creati ve Circuit. 

Figure 1. Cumberland Avenue existi ng and proposed design: 2008 Figure 2. Cumberland Avenue, before completi on with fi nal landscap-
ing: 2018. 
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Like many citi es, a maker culture is evolving in Knoxville. In 
East Tennessee, traditi onal handcraft s has been redefi ned 
by new technologies related to roboti c and computati onal 
design. Carpentry and metalwork have been transformed, 
as has quilti ng, fashion, furniture design, and ceramics. 
While Nashville might be the “Music City”, the music scene 
in Knoxville is a potenti al att ractor, parti cularly with the role 
that AC Entertainment plays in nati onally known festi vals 
such as Bonnaroo and Big Ears. Finally, research also revealed 
a sense of synergy for “Hollywood South,” a downtown 
presence for four high profi le entertainment enti ti es head-
quartered in the Knoxville area: Regal Cinema, Bandit Lites, AC 
Entertainment, and HGTV.  

Students studied best practi ces related to “Complete Streets,” 
most notably the proposal for “Creati ve Corridor: A Main 
Street Revitalizati on for Litt le Rock” by Stephen Luoni, Director 
of the University of Arkansas Community Design Center with           
architect, Marlon Blackwell. [2]

Aft er a week of closed sessions with over 100 invited parti ci-
pants, the ULI Panel presented its recommendati ons for the 
four sites, including Jackson Avenue. Sketches of new brick 
buildings designed to evoke the 19th century warehouses 
disappointed many, due to the inauthenti c approach. In stark 
contrast and six weeks later, the exhibit of our design studio 
work demonstrated a range of ideas. Our “First Friday” pub-
lic exhibit att racted many key community leaders and over 
300 individuals. 

While the upcoming change in city electi ons has delayed deci-
sion-making for this district, the student ideas are well known 
and have already shaped public expectati ons.

STRATEGIC SITES CAN ADDRESS EMERGING 
COMMUNITY CONCERNS, NEEDS, AND ISSUES: 
URBAN PLAY
Designers can respond to community issues, through imagi-
nati ve thinking and identi fi cati on of strategic sites for new 
opportuniti es. 

Termed “Urban Play”, my studio looked at new homes for two 
minor league teams in Knoxville: an ice hockey rink for the 
Knoxville Ice Bears, and a minor league baseball stadium. 

The same ULI consulti ng visit had recommended the demo-
liti on of a 60 year old city-owned Coliseum with a viable 
performance auditorium and an outdated arena venue, 
which hosts events from tractor pulls to concerts. The NHL 
minor team franchise, the Knoxville Ice Bears, plays its home 
games here on a non-regulati on sized rink, while spectators 
have poor sight lines. The recommendati on to demolish a 
viable civic building in an African American part of town 
was controversial, yet the Knoxville Ice Bears clearly need 
a new facility. 

Since 1954, Knoxville had been home to a minor league 
baseball team. In 2003, and aft er years of negoti ati ng facil-
ity improvements with the city, the team owners surprisingly 
announced plans for a new stadium at an interstate inter-
change 30 miles to the east, in Sevier County. With major 
tourist att racti ons such as the Great Smoky Mountains and 
Dollywood, Sevier County had the resources to build a new 
stadium for the team. Knoxville lost its minor league baseball 
team. Rumors about bringing minor league baseball back to 
the city have persisted, especially with well-known business 
leaders involved. 

Figure 3. Jackson Avenue warehouse district fi re: 2014 Figure 4. Creati ve Circuit along Jackson Avenue: design proposal: 2014
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Seven strategic sites were identi fi ed for either the rink or a ball 
park, based on the following criteria: 

• The land was under uti lized and potenti ally available.

• The site could accommodate such a large facility.

• The new rink or stadium would be within a 15 
minute walk of the downtown, or an emerging city neigh-
borhood district.

By focusing att enti on on these apparently marginal sites, the 
studio design work demonstrated that the strategic sites could 
indeed accommodate the unique requirements for these large 
faciliti es. Further, the projects demonstrated how sports 
faciliti es could benefi t their adjacent neighborhoods, while 
promoti ng commercial growth. [3]

The studio proposed a range of mixed uses beyond game day 
acti viti es:  365-day commercial opportuniti es, housing, prac-
ti ce faciliti es, and using the venues for other acti viti es. 

Skepti cism regarding public investment in sports faciliti es 
is well-founded. Economist Scott  A. Wolla outlined many of 
these reservati ons, but did observe, “A potenti al new sta-
dium also holds the promise of new development taking root 
nearby. Such development might include new restaurants and 
bars as well as condominium and offi  ce space.”[3]

With its SEC university sports, Knoxville has a strong fan base 
for sports, including the city’s long history with its former 
minor league baseball team.

While ice hockey in the South has limited appeal, the experi-
ence of the Nashville Predators is instructi ve. In order to build 
a fan base in its new home, this NHL franchise partnered to re-
purpose a dead mall with a practi ce facility and an additi onal 
rink for youth sports, club sports, public skati ng, and other 
events, along with a community center with basketball courts 
and a local library branch. Opened in 2013, the success of the 
ice center / practi ce facility has created so much demand for 

Figure 5. Urban Play proposals: 2017. Shown clockwise from the lower left : locati on map, baseball stadium at the original home of the Knoxvlle 
Smokies, an ice arena near the Jackson Avenue district, and an ambiti ous proposal for housing, baseball stadium and a twin-rink community 
center to the east of the Downtown.
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Figure 4: Descripti on. 

skati ng ti me, that the Predators have completed constructi on 
for a second “twin-rink” facility, which opened in 2019. 

Finally, unknown to most Knoxville residents, the Knoxville Ice 
Cubs under 18 youth hockey team was the nati onal champions 
in 2014. The only hockey practi ce rink for the Ice Bears, Ice 
Cubs, and other club sports, is 30 miles south of Knoxville, 
near an industrial park. Bringing not only spectators, but youth 
skaters, and their families, to a facility within a downtown dis-
trict could benefi t the area, while helping Knoxville to retain 
its minor league hockey franchise. 

Research into local opportuniti es reinforced the viabil-
ity of new, unexpected opportuniti es related to minor 
league sports.  

SMALL CHANGES CAN SERVE AS TRANSFORMATIVE 
CATALYSTS FOR A CRITICAL CONTEXT: 
RECODE BURLINGTON 2040
In citi es throughout the United States, single-use zoning is 
being questi oned.[4,5] The city of Knoxville embarked on a 
three-year process to completely overhaul its zoning code. 
The new code can be a model for other medium-sized citi es 
facing similar challenges of growth and sprawl. 

With a future vision for an African American district in 
Knoxville, my studio helped citi zens understand the long-term 
impact of a proposed major overhaul to the city’s zoning code. 

Students ideas demonstrated the powerful latent potenti al 
of this small district, with its unique history as the business 
center of Tennessee’s fi rst African American millionaire in 
the 19th century. 

The exhibiti on of student work demonstrated three major 
strategies to promote aff ordable housing, made possible 
by the new code:

• Provide mixed use residenti al and commercial buildings 
along existi ng commercial corridors.

• Increase density with many new types of housing 
infi ll strategies.

• Create walkable neighborhood districts along future 
transit routes.

In 2017, the Burlington Residents Associati on developed a 
short-term vision to reinvigorate its small commercial district. 
This community input formed the initi al basis for my stu-
dio design work. In additi on to outreach with stakeholders, 
students researched best practi ces and policies related to 
aff ordable housing and community design.[6]

Each student adopted a site in the central commercial area 
of Burlington. Conforming to the new form-based code, they 
developed concepts related to mixed use buildings with com-
mercial below and residenti al units above. Housing concepts 
included ideas for micro-housing, live-work units, prefabri-
cated units, and other strategies to support aff ordable housing 
and legacy business.[7]

Research regarding the Burlington area revealed a future plan 
to reconfi gure the nearby interstate exchange, which proved 
to be a way to create a more direct “entry” to the district.

The existi ng small downtown was reconfi gured with stron-
ger walkability, improved vehicular traffi  c, urban art, and 
expanded public spaces for an existi ng public market, and 
pocket park. Along the major commercial boulevard, new 
mixed use residenti al and commercial buildings created a 

Figure 6. Recode Burlington: a vision for 2040, completed in 2019. The Downtown Burlington X is a pedestrian center, with mixed use development 
along Magnolia Avenue, linking to a redesigned state fair grounds with a new ice arena. 
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robust walkable district. Aft er public input sessions, students 
also developed strategies for workforce training programs and 
new job opportuniti es. 

We also researched best practi ces to miti gate the negati ve 
impacts of gentrifi cati on.[8,9] As students engage a criti cal 
agenda, their work should be situated in a larger, nuanced 
social and economic context. Surprisingly, the 2018 federal tax 
bill includes incenti ves for aff ordable housing in opportunity 
zones.[10,11] These communiti es should anti cipate this level 
of investment, with programs to miti gate potenti al negati ve 
aspects of gentrifi cati on by addressing displacement, legacy 
businesses, and residents’ needs.

During the semester, serious fl ooding in the adjacent state 
fairground reinforced the need for future stormwater manage-
ment, with a major reconfi gurati on of the park. Aft er public input 
sessions, the students responded to suggesti ons for public uses 
for the park area, including a twin-rink used for the Knoxville 
minor league hockey team, Knoxville Ice Bears. Non only would 
the facility be used only on game days, but 450 skaters in the Ice 
Cubs youth league, and their families, could energize the nearby 
Burlington commercial district. Proposing a home for the minor 
league and public rink facility was enthusiasti cally received. The 
city already owns the land, and a public/private partnership is 
viable. Furthermore, any government subsidies would also 
serve as an economic boost for the Burlington community. 

The fi nal design vision for Burlington in 2040 tripled housing 
density, from 1010 single family homes in the area to over 
3000 units of housing, while moving 36 existi ng wood-frame 
houses on Magnolia Avenue. The new design ideas focused 

on Burlington’s commercial district, while preserving the 
character of the neighborhood with small homes on tree 
lined streets, additi onal infi ll homes, accessory dwelling units, 
duplexes, and townhouses in available land parcels. Thus, the 
increased density made possible by the new code will coun-
teract sprawl by reinforcing existi ng neighborhood districts. 

The student  design work, and subsequent public exhibiti ons, 
demonstrated the transformati ve eff ects of design ideas, for 
short-term and long-term change in improving aff ordable 
housing and walkable communiti es. 

Once the design semester concluded, hundreds of stake-
holders subsequently viewed four exhibiti ons, with multi ple 
conversati ons regarding the work and its impact. In August 
2019, the City Council approved Knoxville Recode, for imple-
mentati on in January 2020.

Thus, in Burlington Recode 2040, a number of agendas were 
at play. Goals for the studio included:

• To help local citi zens envision the long-term potenti al of 
Burlington as a thriving community, responding to resi-
dents requests for public space and bett er infrastructure.

• To help elected offi  cials, citi zens, and local profession-
als understand the applicati on of the newly formulated 
“Recode Knoxville” in a specifi c demonstrati on project for 
mixed use buildings within the city. 

• To encourage students to address complex, local com-
munity issues within an ethos of enhancing social justi ce 
through design.

PUBLIC CONVERSATIONS
Visualized in drawings, sharing design ideas with a broader 
community can engage interest and enthusiasm. This a fi rst 
step in moti vati ng acti on. 

In the Burlington work, local residents were typically enthusi-
asti c, curious, realisti c, and skepti cal. They realize that the city 
must invest in its infrastructure, and develop policies to guide 
change and help local residents retain their sense of commu-
nity. Thus, residents become stronger advocates. Unintended 
consequences could be anti cipated and criti qued. I recall a 
developer being fascinated by the concept of support for 
legacy businesses. Elected offi  cials develop a more concrete 
grasp regarding potenti al policy decisions. These are learning 
opportuniti es for all involved.

The studio criti c can also seek strategic partners who lay the 
groundwork for meaningful community partnerships and 
design study. Strategic partners might be infl uenti al leaders 
from citi zen groups, non-profi ts, the private sector, the city 
staff , and/or elected offi  cials. Informati onal meeti ngs with 
key individuals lay the groundwork for the studio for explor-
ing issues, identi fying additi onal organizati ons or contacts. 
Further, this front-end work for a design studio engages 
curiosity in the project while setti  ng the stage for follow-up 
opportuniti es with students and their studio design work.  

Figure 7. Short term proposals for downtown Burlington, 2019. Traffi  c 
analysis revealed opportuniti es for an improved entry to the business 
district. Redirecti ng redundant traffi  c lanes in the “Burlington X” 
creates a pedestrian promenade and public spaces. 



LESS TALK | MORE ACTION: Conscious Shift s in Architectural Educati on 180

Figure 9. Student events, reviews, input sessions and exhibits, typically with invited guests and/or open to the public. 2013 - 2019.

As the studio design work unfolds, students benefi t from 
research, analysis, and meeti ngs with interested parti es. 
During the design phase, input into student work enriches 
their designs. Academic reviews can help, as will visits to 
community residenti al associati ons and invitati ons for more 
informal feedback. 

Although the conventi onal fi nal jury seems like an ideal ti me to 
invite key individuals to view the impressive completed work, this 
can backfi re. Busy individuals, along with curious citi zens, can be 
surprised, confused, or discouraged by the length of a traditi onal 
academic jury. This might be the fi rst and last ti me someone 
responds to an invitati on which involves four hours of discussion. 

As a complement to the traditi onal fi nal review, I have discov-
ered that a short “open-house” exhibit with “comments” can 
work well. In additi on to a publicly announced event, personal 
invitati ons to a range of people are important, along with key 
informati on regarding the schedule: a 2-3 hour ti me period for 
a public drop-in, along with a specifi c 30 minute ti me for “com-
ments” followed by “discussion with students.”  The comment 
phase usually includes a short introducti on of the process, fol-
lowed by each student presenti ng a short 2-3 minute summary 

of their work. The full scope of explorati on is rapidly sum-
marized, guests are typically curious to hear from students, 
while the students are surprisingly arti culate in these elevator 
speeches. Informal, one-on-one discussions ensue, allowing 
for various guests to connect with the students and topics 
they are primarily interested in. 

While student drawings can be fascinati ng, text is necessary 
to interpret the key work. Flyers, with simple metrics, also give 
the design a sense of value and magnitude.

I have typically had a “bott om-up / top-down ” approach.  Local 
citi zens know their community best:  open public events bring 
diverse perspecti ves and establish transparency. Conversely, 
elected offi  cials and key leaders have the clout or ability to 
eff ect future change. 

I have found that local elected offi  cials value transparent pro-
cesses which lead to public-sector decisions for development. 
The involvement of student work is considered a non-threat-
ening way to bring ideas to the public, beyond the conference 
rooms of city staff , consultants and developers, with their own 
agendas. While students are not perceived as professionals, 
their moti ves for positi ve change are respected. 
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During the Burlington work, much discussion focused on 
aff ordable housing policies. Local city development incenti ves 
(tax deferrals) created twenty years ago are now expiring, and 
the city will see new sources of revenue.  Perhaps, this might 
be guided to existi ng modest programs for community invest-
ment and an thiry-year old aff ordable housing trust fund. 

Important conversati ons lie ahead, and design studio work can 
conti nue to spark interest, awareness, and imaginati on.[12]

SERENDIPITY, CREDIBILITY, AND NETWORKING
The actual trajectory of the studio project is unclear at the 
beginning, but can unfold in a serendipitous way, with an 
emerging grasp of the design challenges and context. Like a 
detecti ve trail, research can provide a series of provocati ve 
and unexpected clues. A certain agility in anti cipati ng the 
unanti cipated leads to new perspecti ves. 

Student work can be inherently naïve, unpredictable, or unre-
alisti c. When the work is framed as genuinely speculati ve, but 
informed by realisti c challenges, the work defi nitely provokes 
discussions about “what if?”  Even though I ask students to 
consider traffi  c, parking, and aff ordability, these mundane 
issues do not dominate design decisions, yet enhance the 
credibility of the studio in understanding the magnitude of 
community challenges. The speculati ve nature of studio work 
allows one to transcend banal concerns which can be initi al 
impediments to change.  

Gaining credibility is based on fi nding an appropriate balance 
between speculati ve, provocati ve work, and realisti c parame-
ters that might lie ahead. Once lost, credibility is hard to regain. 

Over the years, I have benefi tt ed from many personal con-
tacts.[12] During my presentati on at “Less Talk | More Acti on,” 
I was asked how new faculty might become more connected to 
their community. Local media, community websites and blogs 
are a good source of potenti al issues to explore in the design 
studio. Architects are typically very respected, so building 
on that respect works when contacti ng unknown individuals 
about potenti al projects. Connecti ng with the local profession 
is a way to fi nd allies. Most city governments have professional 
staff  members, who are knowledgeable and dedicated. Local 
organizati ons and businesses might have surprising histories 
and missions. Design faculty have the imaginati on to perceive 
these latent potenti als. 

CONCLUSION
Designers must seek to understand, and respect, challenges 
confronti ng a community, including parameters related to 
citi zen concerns, property owners, investors, and politi cal 
nuances.  This is not capitulati on to the reality of status quo 
banality, nor a bott om-line mentality. Conceived criti cally 
within this respect for complexity, new ideas gain an author-
ity that can provide a vision that moti vates reciprocal acti on. 

In the end, if architecture students and their faculty are to 
establish trust, demonstrate empathy, and establish credibility 
with the communiti es they engage, it seems we must resolve: 

• To do more than show up as experts, but learn 
from each other.

• To engage in “active listening” that requires a 
common language.

• To exchange ideas as respectf ul partners, working 
towards common goals.

• To fearlessly generati ng ideas, and welcome input, cri-
ti que, and advice.

Compromise is the territory between idealism and reality. 
Entering that territory is not a sacrifi ce of ideals, but can pro-
vide a basis for real acti on informed by ideas and ideals. Work 
in our design studios can impact our communiti es, through 
speculati on of strategic sites combined with eff orts to engage 
beyond the school itself.
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