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Today’s Student Housing Designs
Balance Wants and Needs

In the post-pandemic era, the layout and design of a student housing space often comes down to competing priorities.

By Nellie Day

Anyone who has ever worked with teenagers
and young adults can attest that these popu-
lations are sometimes hard to please. Many
are still finding their voice, remain uncertain
of their priorities, or don’t see the difference
between what they want and what they need.
But architects do. Design professionals have
become experts at accommodating both the
desires and necessities of today’s residen-
tial student population. Throw in COVID-19,
however, and priorities have shifted a bit.
Some students prefer in-person classes, while
others are comfortable working from their
rooms. Some are willing to pay for high-
priced amenities, while others would prefer
to keep their housing costs as low as possible.
The design community has been taking all
this in as it attempts to provide the away-
from-home experience for the post-COVID
generation. Below are
- some of the most sig-
nificant trends they’re
seeing.

Location Remains
Paramount

As different as to-
day’s teens and young
adults may be from
other generations,
their top student
housing priority re-
mains the same.

“Like all real estate
discussions, location
is everything,” says
Bob Keane, managing
principal and director
of higher education
at WDG Architecture
in Washington, D.C.
“The closer students
are to the campus
core, the more suc-
cessful they are as
students.”

Jack Boarman, se-
nior design leader
and managing part-
ner at BKV Group in
Washington, D.C,
notes location has
played a particularly
large role in the urban
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The Standard at Austin is a 17-story student housing community in Austin, Texas. Designed by
Humphreys & Partners Architects (HPA), the 989-bed asset features more than 33,000 square feet
of amenity space, including a pool deck with a large outdoor television.
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HPA Design Group did the interiors at the Retreat East near the University of Central Florida (UCF)
in Orlando, Fla. Each cottage comes fully furnished, including hardwood-style flooring, quartz
countertops, stainless steel appliances, an updated common area furniture package and custom
soft-close cabinetry, among other features.

environment.

“We're seeing an increasingly large prefer-
ence to build in core pedestrian markets that
are within or close to big cities,” he says. “This
has resulted in a push to create more pur-
pose-built student living communities that
are walkable and bikeable.”

This includes The Parlor, which is being
built near Texas State University and the His-

toric Market Square, a bustling shopping, din-
ing and entertainment destination in down-
town San Marcos. Set to open for the fall 2022
academic year, the 264-unit Greystar develop-
ment’s first floor will include the community’s
entrance, as well as a Target — a convenience
that Keane says is becoming more popular
with both on- and off-campus students.
“Many of today’s newer on-campus resi-
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dence halls are mixed-use, meaning they
include functions beyond residential spac-
es,” he explains. “They often include uses
like academic, retail and/or dining, most
often placed on the ground level, with
residential spaces above. This can be a very
attractive design feature — knowing you
will be taking some of your classes or pick-
ing up a quick meal in the building you
live in.”

Prince Frederick Hall at the University
of Maryland at College Park was designed
with convenience
in mind when it
integrated living-
learning programs
(LLPs). These pro-
grams allow stu-
dents on certain ac-
ademic trajectories
to live and study
under the same
roof. The ACES
Living  Learning
Program, for exam-
CINSCHAUROGIS  ple, provides stu-

President, dents with hands-
Humphreys & on  opportunities
Partners Architects to learn about the
field of cybersecu-
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The Aves at Twelve100 serves UCF in Orlando. The BKV-designed community features resort-style
amenities, such as four pools, a fithess center, yoga studio, ping pong table, fire pits and lounge areas that
take advantage of Florida's sunny weather.
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rity while remaining engaged with a close-knit
community of peers who are doing the same.

WDG supported these efforts by designing
offices, conference rooms, entertainment spac-
es, state-of-the-art classrooms and the specially
designed ACES Northrop Grumman Cyberse-
curity Laboratory for Prince Frederick Hall.

“The students have nicknamed the hall ‘P-
Freddy,” and have been known to roll out of
bed, hop on the elevator, and attend class in
their socks and slippers,” Keane adds.

Aiming at Amenities

Aside from location, walkability and conve-
nient neighbors, amenities remain at the fore-
front of student housing — though not in the
way they have in the past.

“The student housing industry has moved
past the era of the amenity arms race with a
shift toward quality over quantity,” says Ben-
jamin Kasdan, a principal in KTGY’s Tysons
Corner, Virginia, office.

What qualifies as a “quality” amenity at
one community, however, may not at another.
Though the University of California, Irvine,
and San Diego State University may only be an
hour away from one another, the residences’
priorities were different, Kasdan notes.

“That one ‘crucial component” varies from
campus to campus, and even from one com-
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KTGY designed the grand stair inside Plaza
Verde at UC Irvine to function as both a pathway
connecting the two-level amenity space and as a

social gathering space.

munity to another,” he explains. “For some
campuses, like the University of California,
Irvine, the study spaces are clearly the most
important programmatic element and the em-
phasis on dedicated spaces increased in the
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later phases, like Plaza Verde, given the usage
data from the earlier phases. At others, like
San Diego State University, the fitness and rec-
reation areas were the most important for the
student residents at BLVD63.”

Campus culture can certainly influence
which amenities will be most sought-after by
nearby students, though some broader design
trends are emerging. Boarman notes that the-
ater rooms and computer labs, for example,
aren’t as popular as they used to be with
this generation of connected students. Instead,
some designers are
converting these out-
dated amenity areas
into tech spaces with
dedicated rooms for
gaming, podcast cre-
ation and even social
media.

Renata Lindsey, stu-
dio director and archi-
tect at Forum Architec-
ture & Interior Design
in Altamonte Springs,
Florida, believes that
emphasizing tools and
activities familiar to
the students ultimate-
ly helps them connect
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The Verve, a high-rise, off-campus student-living community
at Rutgers University, just steps from College Ave Campus,
offers fully furnished one-, two-, three-, four- and five-bedroom
apartments in a location that caters to students’ thriving
social and academic lives. The overall building design takes
advantage of the unique site shape and the need for strong
urban edges to create a sharp building point at the main
intersection, creating a strong identity and focusing attention
on the retail space located at the ground floor. Multiple open
courtyard spaces create a variety of private outdoor spaces
for students that are bathed in sunlight and connected to
critical internal amenity areas.

The unique shape of the building and strong building envelope
design creates a distinct statement in the outer ring of the
University buildings. Immediately recognizable as a student
building, its modern look leads to a local hub of student
restaurants and local amenities.

The site shaped the building, effortlessly welcoming it to the
existing neighborhood, while its sculptural scale and form
make it a desirable anchor for students. Interesting interior
and exterior spaces have been designed to work cohesively to
reinforce this sense of place, activating the street edges, and
framing views towards the university. The project consists of
9 stories total, including student housing, 3,200 SF
lobby/leasing space, 12,000 SF of amenity spaces on three
levels and a courtyard.

The Verve's amenities include a study and tech lounge,
state-of-the-art fitness center, HIIT studio, outdoor lounge
areas, outdoor kitchen, gaming room, café, sauna, community
Wi-Fi, and controlled-access bike storage. Select residences
at The Verve include private bedrooms and private bath-
rooms; all apartments have in-unit washer/dryers, designer
interior finishes and controlled-access bedrooms.
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with their new environment. This
is an important element, especial-
ly for those who are away from
home for the first time.

“Students want to identify with
their community, specifically,
not just their school,” she ex-
plains. “They like to see features
that give a project brand recogni-
tion, and that create an identity
for the residents as a group. Items
like social media walls, maker
spaces, and podcasting and re-
cording rooms give a project a
unique view and create a sense of
belonging to young adults ven-
turing out in the world on their
own, looking for a new social
structure.”

With this in mind, Forum as-
sisted on the interior design for
Greystar’s new $70 million, 396-
bed Union on Frank near the Uni-
versity of Alabama in Tuscaloosa.
The development, which will
open for the fall 2022 academic
year, will feature a TV lounge and
Twitch video game room and re- Inspire near Georgia Tech features a community rooftop pool and amenity deck with skyline views, courtyards, study
cording studio, among other tech- rooms, lounges, a fitness center and a game room. It was designed by Niles Bolton.
forward amenities.
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Tech (and fast WiFi) may be essential to stu-
dents nowadays, but that doesn’t mean good,
old fashioned in-person amenities have gone
by the wayside. Brian Ward, director of design
at Niles Bolton Associates in Atlanta, notes that
resort-style amenities that add an air of luxury
to the student living experience are still as
popular as ever.

“Hospitality design has influenced the
programming and layout of some of our off-
campus or near-on-campus projects,” he says.
“These trends include bright, two-story lobbies
that double as lounges
and hang-out spaces;
pool courtyards on top
of structured parking
with resort-style ame-
nities and furnishings;
and rooftop lounges
with more opportuni-
ties to take advantage
of views and unique
perspectives. These all
sell well to both par-
ents and students.”

Amenities that incor-
porate outdoor space
are also of prime im-
portance, thanks, in
part, to the pandemic.

BENJAMIN
KASDAN
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The Knox Road mixed-use development is
currently under construction at the southeast
corner of the University of Maryland (UMD). The
WDG-designed community will serve as a new
pedestrian gateway for UMD.

Kasdan points to the flexible rooftop space
at Phase II of Currie Hall at the University of
Southern California as one example of this.
Ward notes his company is also experimenting
with different ways of bringing the indoors
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outside.

“We are exploring some outdoor fitness
‘barns’ in these COVID times,” he says. “We’re
thinking through how to evolve the areas
where many gather in smaller spaces. Obvi-
ously, this is more advantageous in warmer
climates.”

Then there is everyone’s favorite furry friend
to consider. Though pets aren’t necessarily con-
sidered a “necessity,” Greg Faulkner, president
of Dallas-based Humphreys & Partners Archi-
tects, notes creature comforts like these can
play very well to the
resident population.

“Dog runs and dog
washes are ameni-
ties that sell as more
and more students are
bringing their pets,”
he says. “The reality
is, fulfilling the ‘want’
normally costs more,
but if there is a rent
premium to justify the
increased cost, then it
is better to go beyond
and provide the ‘want
factor” This may also
help to shorten the
lease-up period.”

JASON LUTZ
Senior Associate,
Kitchen & Associates

BEST-IN-CLASS
STUDENT HOUSING

HUMPHREYS & PARTNERS ARCHITECTS.
ARCHITECTURE INTERIORS CIVIL LANDSCAPE
972.701.9636 . humphreys.com
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Kitchen & Associates is currently working on a purpose-built, mixed-use
student apartment building in lowa City that commenced construction in
April. The 499-bed project will be a seven-story, cast-in-place concrete and
wood-frame mid-rise building with a two-level integrated parking structure.

The Accolade Collegiate Village West will offer new student housing one
block from UCF. The Forum-designed, pedestrian-friendly community will
feature outdoor seating, walkways and green spaces.

Public Spaces, Private Spaces

COVID has also brought new meaning to the term “public-private
partnerships” within student housing. Yes, traditional P3s still exist and
are more prevalent than ever, but this moniker can also be used to ex-
plain students’ relationships with their rooms and a community’s social
spaces.

“The pandemic has taught us a lot about these communities and their
unique conditions,” Lindsey says. “It has shown us that both isolation
and safe social gathering are equally important in a variety of degrees.”

The option for privacy has gone in two directions post-COVID, as
Ward explains.

“We see both bathroom parity as the expected industry standard op-
tion and the increasing option of a double-occupant bedroom as the more
cost-friendly alternative for some,” he says.

Jason Lutz, senior associate at Kitchen & Associates and co-leader of
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the firm’s student housing group
in Collingswood, New Jersey,
adds that the fallout from COVID
is still being felt, meaning it’s dif-
ficult to tell if a few of these trends
are here for the long haul.

“If you asked me in November
if COVID had impacted a stu-
dent’s desire for privacy, I would
have answered yes,” he says. “But
now there’s actually a renewed
emphasis from students to get out
of their bedrooms, be social and
fully integrate themselves into the
college experience. Private bed-
rooms and bathrooms are still in
demand, but students really want
well-designed and engaging com-
munity spaces and common areas
where they can spend their time.”

For now, at least, the pandemic
mindset will continue to place an
emphasis on health, wellness and
flexibility. Many study areas, for
example, now include the ability
to accommodate large groups or
break up into private study areas.
Fitness centers have also grown in
popularity. Literally.

“We used to see fitness rooms
that were 1,500 to 2,000 square
feet — now we’re being asked
to design high-level fitness rooms
that are 2,500 to 3,000 square feet
and incorporate a mix of pro-
grams like free weight space,
boutique-style fitness classes and
more,” Lutz continues. “Some of
the projects we’re working on in-
clude free-standing clubhouses
where fitness rooms are ranging
from 3,000 to 3,500 square feet
of the 10,000-square-foot total
clubhouse.”

In terms of layout, Keane notes
today’s in-demand student hous-
ing complexes can foster a sense
of community based on the inte-
rior organization of spaces.

“Successful buildings include
dynamic amenities like cafes or
other retail, dining options, out-
door courtyards and activated
entrance plazas,” he says. “Build-
ings have a better vibe when the
primary interior communal spac-
es are organized and located in
a way that connects them to the
building’s primary circulation
spaces, outdoor courtyards and
green spaces. These connections
to daylighting and high-traffic
areas create a positive, healthy,
see-and-be-seen environment that
encourages social engagement,
student success and retention.”
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For all the conveniences, lux-
uries and creature comforts,
Kasdan adds that sometimes
subtle touches can make all the
difference in the marketability of
a building. This is especially true
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in urban metros and dense college
towns where competition may be
fierce and students have numer-
ous options that offer the same
amenities, he says.

“Instead of a particular de-
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sign element or style, authentic-
ity of materiality, public art and
thoughtful contextual references
will go much further than a more
superficial or derivative design,”
adds Kasdan. SHB
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