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s The designer of a modé€rn community college must
concomitantly meet the needs of those who expect a college .to f¥t
their traditional percept%pns of a suitable physical plan, and not
nontraditional students the community
college is expected to serve. Many community colleges have beén bullf
dS an,uneasy compronise between these two requirements. The selection
of the site for West Los Ahgeles College’ _took place between 1958%and
7967. Site development began in’ 1966 and is still going on. Only one
plan waw considered for site development, ahd underlying this’plan
were the following assumptions:-a campus should look more like a
campus than like the.buildings in its ‘vicinity; the campus will
collect people from a commutl?g range of five miles or so, and ,
averyone wlll drive to-campus; stand-up live teaching of llberal arts .
codrses will be the domlnant'ped&goglcal form. Planning a practical

" setting for 'a moderh community college should be influenced by a

phllo%ophlc commitment to offer dlrect communlty services, and - ' .
programs to suit the needs.of everyone in the community. Involvement X

of an urban design-group as advisors to the Board prior to

determination of college type,'locale, emphasis, and site seems a
minimal fips% step to meeting this phllosophzzel commitment. (NHM)
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e € O THE URBAN DESIGN IMPLICATIONS OF THE COMMUNITY COLLEGE
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The communitg college is a product of twentieth century/America.‘ The idea of
a readily aecessib]e,lyb]iély supported/institution that offers college para]]ei,
occupational, and adult-basic education along with a broad range of educational

2 . - '
services to its community was set forth in the 1920's. More' recently the drive
‘ b , :

for more years of formal schoolihd has propelled the community.college into be-
~ coming a major force in Ameriean'higher education. Currently there are 1200 such
institutions offering two-}ear associate degrees along with trades certification
pnograms and self-help courses to more than 3 m#il”ﬁn students. .

‘ Two modifications in community college ph1losophy have arisen in the past 25
years., F1rst the proponents of the tommun1ty cpl]ege have urged that the col]ege
become more c]ose]y 1dent1f1ed with 1ts sponsor1ng district through direct commun1ty
services. In California, where 100 two-year co]]eges enrol]l mére than 800,000 |

B students, each commun1ty co]]ege district may levy a‘commun1ty services tax to
raise funds that are to be used for community recreation. Second, open |

admlss1ons and de]rberate attempts to enroT] ever-increasing numbers of students

has become prevalent. By law, Ca11forn1a community colleges are author1zed to _pro-

’

vide educational programs for any person who has atta1ned age 18 and/or has a h1gh

school diploma. The idea that the communrty co]]ege should offer something for

everyohe--from the f1rst\eo]1ege experiences for beginning students te job retra1ning -

for midd]e-aged and recreational and se]?-help courses for the elderly--is the norm.
Many design implications are presented in planning the setting fer eolTeges

-

of this type. Most early Amer%can colleges were rural. Although their organizers

cou]d,have,found precedent for urban locale in the great medieva],universitjes'of’
Europe,—they chose to build in the countryside as far as possible from the cities.
_; _To this day'many college catalogs carr& notations relating the institution's potentié]

o«



benefits to its pastoral qualities. In addition, a style of architecture dis-

tinctly identified as "College Gothic" developed as a form in which to house the

isolated ipstitution. Thick wai]s, vaults, high ceilings, and massive facades

-

give_colleges built in that style the appearance of medievdl churches or

fortresses. The image projected i; one of.age, stability, isolation--a sacred

enclave where people go to be initiated into, the mysteries of the higher learning.

Because the community college was a late arrival on the higher education

scene, jts planners felt a special urgency to have it accepted as a legipjmate'
gl .

" institdtion. - Accordingly, in additipn to their adopting teaching techniques,

graduation ceremonies, student activities, and numerous othef accouterments of

four-year colleges and universities, they atfémpted to duplicate the campus forms.

ﬁowever by'so doing they betrayed a portion of their philosophy. A college that
- . . . ) .

purports to offer programs for nearly everyone in the community must be readily

accessible. \fge early.community co]]eges'bgilz\?utside the cities presented

» difficulties to people who could not afférd automobiles, the elderly, the,

'physjcalﬁy handicapped, and indeed those who may have been ]ed to feel subtly

A . . . . PN 0
unwelcome because the institution was housed in such an unfamiliar setting.

The urban designer faced with the problem o?‘p]anning a community co]lgge
. [ . .

is faced with a dilemma. Mény people gxﬁecf a college to look like a college--

down to the ivy on the walls--and feel fhey are being offered something less than,

worthy if they ar% asked to attend classes in a church basement or a high school

4

after hours. The necessity of constractiqg a campus- that the people can point

to with pride saying, "That's our community college," must be considered. However

at the same time the des%gner must be careful to plan a setting for educational
) .

activities that does nd; repel the great numbers of untraditional students it is .

- supposed. to serbe. If the college is to be housed on a single campus it must be

readily accessible and, inviting. If it is to be spread in numerous.locations
. N { , . » )

r
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throughout the‘district, it must resemble a'college so that it does not violate
traditional perceptions Many community co]]eges appear fo have been bu11t as an

funeasy compromise between the two .
{

West Los Angeles College: The Site

IThe development of West Los Angeles College in.the 19%0'5 offers'an example
of the design process as‘applied to a new community college. The first community -
' follege in Los ‘Angeles was organized.by the Unified Schooi.Distnict in 1929.
In 1931 the Los Angeles Junior College District was formed with a territory.com-
prising most of the city of Los Angeles, plus Burbank, Beverly Hills, Chlger City,
Carson, A]hambra and ai] or part of thirty additional cities.in Los Ange]es County:
Severa] co]]eges were built within the district in the immediate post war period:
East 1945; Pierce 1947; Harbor and Va]]ey in 1949. These co]]eges followed the
popuiatjon trends within the district because, as a commuter institution, the
community colleges draw most ot their students fron their immediate vicinity.-
A college was not built on the west side because, although population there
was high, Santa Monica had had a community college since 1929 and Los Anée]es
students.were permitted to go there on interdistrict agreement. That is, students
from Culver City, Bererly Hills, Westwood, Brentwd0d--the area west of La Cienega
.Blvd --would typically apply for and receive permission to attend Santa Monica
Co]]ege while those east of La Cienega would go to Los Angeles City College on

Vermont Avenue. _ *

-,
~

In 1958 the then school board began discu551ng a site for a college in
-the western part of the district and in December 1959 authorized an acqu151tion
study. The Board had a very active real estate group watching carefu]]y for
all poSSible sehool sites in the district. One hundred acres is considered a

reasonable size for a community college campus and although there was no

.
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‘ )
plethora of sites of this size.in the western portion of the city, twelve were °

considered in addition to the one that was eventually accgpted. Tabutations
for each of the sites here Sgde on the gross area in acres, the net, usable
land, the totai land cosi, salvage‘va]ue of improvements on tﬁe land, ret lard.
cost,.land cost per net acre, grading\cosfs, street and uti]ity_cosf, ext;a'
development cost,.to;al cost of developed site, return from sale of excess
property, net cosi of site, and net cost per net acre. Several'sites wére
rejected earlygmd in fhé‘elanniﬁg process because of ;xcéssive cost of the
land. One was disqualified because of geological characteristics. And one

w;s rejected because the councﬁ]man from that district notified the Board of_
his opposition.~ In August, 156], the reaf'estate branch recommendéd a site
-near Overland Avenue and Stocker Street in Culver City.“ In Decémber of thap
yeér acoustical Eonsu]tants @ere appointed to furnish a Noise Survey/Report '
and a mapping service was engaéed'to prepare an application for a ;éne variance
because thé property was loc;ted jn RIfand Al zones.

' The Culver City Council appoiﬁted committees to detenm%ne the adequacy

of sewers in the area and the aﬁbi ipated cﬁanges in traffiE patterns. The/ -
Councia ?aﬁ the'advantageé of a college as increasing propérty values, bringing
payrolls into the area, saéing Culver Ci;y'students the expense of commuting to

-Santa Mon%ca, and affbrding cultufal activities to the eommunity. Potential

' disadvantages were that in time qther taxpayifg units might be built on the

property and that traf?ic, police and fire brotection, street 1ighting costs

would be increased. The Culver City Planning Commission objected initially

d -

that area. o ; : , .
| - . .,
Several otqer lay groups had their say on the college. Metro Goldwyn

|
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Mayer studios had ; ]arge percel adjoining the site and stated its opposition.
-Hughes Aircraft was concerned that the prgperty ot be bu?lt‘to a height |
affecting the approeches to their airport.’ But the regional commission of
Log Ange]eSvCounty approved the acqu1s1t1on and’use of the property and the
Culver City Democrat1c Club went é% recovd favorlng the site. By the time
‘MGM withdrew its oppos1t1on in 1962 there was no more contest. T
The Board set out to find the money to build the college but the 1960's
were difficult times for capitalizing schools. Los Ange]es Junior College
" bond elections Tost in 1962, 1963, and 1966 and tax increase measures failed
on the ba]iot in 1966'and 1969. The Board was preparing to build the college
on a staged basis using funds saved from operatipg costs when the Watts riots'
occurred.causing a shift in plans. Had the 1966 tax override measure passeé-
the Board would have proceéded wfth three new colleges simu]taneous]y-:one in
the Southcentral area and bne in the Northwest portion of the Valley in
addition to West Los‘Ange]es‘College.' However, the realization that funds
- were only available for one'new college caused a reassessment, Which one
should be built first? ‘ ' ' |
Various citizen groups argued for a co]]ege in the Southcentra? area,
others insisted that West Los ‘Angeles be built first. The proponents of the
Southcentral site said the people of watts needed a college because the more
* affluent students in the wéstern part of the city had access to higher education
1nst1tut1ons,to‘wh1ch the Tower socio- econoch groups in the Southcentral area
were effectua]ty denied admission, The Board acquiesced and Los Angeles
SouthwestﬂCollege was opened in 1967. '

’

The Culver City site proponents did -not give up. The publisher of the

Culver City Star News formed a'citizens' group including the Culver City {/

v

.. Superintendent of Schools, the Manager of the Chamber of Commerce, and several
. ” N /“
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other interested parties ud‘:&ing préssure to Bear on the Board for building
a co]lege'in Culver City. Other citizen groups such as a Citizen's Commi ttee
for Better Education a]so attempted to head off the top priority that had been .

g1ven to Southwest The Culver City Un1f1ed School District went on record

-

. as favoring the college. ' ) e~ \ ..

'rThe general criteria for community.colleges includes a need, typified by
commun1ty a@tion in the afflrmat1ve enabling 1eg1s]at1on which existed;
1nd1v1duals to 1n1t1ate act1on a strong citizenry supporting the co]]ege,
adequate f1nances, space and a qualified teach1ng staff--nat a problem ‘because
of the great supply of cert1f1cated 1nstructors in the Lo6s Angeles reg1on
AT these cr1ter1a were met-and the college was opened in the spring of
1969 in temporary bu11d1ngs on the Culver C1ty $§ite. Building contracts

were not let until more than six years after the start of the co]]ege and

even these were on]y for the first three permanent buildings. Neverthe]ess

thg;pressune;for a college in the'western part of the distriet had been so

strong that the Board could no longer deny the institution. -

-

:._Some.of the opposition to the formation of West Los Angeles did not go

" on record, The Santa Monica Unified School District stood to lose a sizeable.

prqportion of its:students, hence it was interesteq. But a Santa Monica
College Committee reported that although many students would be lost, the
district wou]d'not suffer unduly since no vocational programs requiring
special fac111t1es or _equipment were planned for the West Los Ange]es College.
Nevertheless there was much concern that Santa Mon1ca Co]]ege would be reduced

cons1derab1y There was also some opposition from Los Angeles D1str1ct staff ~

. people who fe]t that a college in the western, sect1on of the c1ty would affect .

the racial compos1t1on of Los Angeles CJty College. The ‘fear was that City




Most of the Med1ca] Techno]ogy phograms offered in the Los Ange]es=D1str1ct

.on. The,key issues are the type of campus bu1]d1ngs to be erected. The main

. . 9 7/ . :
would become a predominantly Black-school as white students from the western

section went to the new co]]ege In oqder to avert this potentia]ity severa]
‘spec1a]1zed programs were created at C1ty Co]]ege so that students from all
over the d1str1ct wotild be drawn in to help ma1nta1n _the yacial, balance. ~-
and many spec1a]1zed fore1gn language programs even now opehate at City s
College.” As it turned out however, West Los Angeles Coi]ege did not become
a white énclave because of the changing residential patterns. Current]y‘1t
has'apprQXimater 4é% whiteand 42% Black studentg, with the remainder being
‘made up of other ethn1c minorities. ( _ .
In sum, the se]ect1on of the sité for the co]]ege took place between
1958 and 1967. The principal actors weie the school board, district office C -
personnel, and ‘several ci.tizens'T grohps. Key issues in locating the site were
abprova] of neighboring goternmenta] bodies, land owriers, and other interested

. 2 . !
groups’.” Cost of site development was'also -an important consideration.

West Los Angeles College: The Desighn . T \

¢

t The design aspects of the cahbustitse]f represent a separate set of
problems. Here the principal actors are the architects _selected by the Board,
district 1evel personné], and faculty and adm1n1strators from the College

itsdif. The t1me of developing the campus began in 1964 and:'is still go1ng

considerations .are costs and the nature of the educationa] programs offered
at the college, all as modified by the perceptions 5? what a campus should
look Tike. '

V4

The specificiations for the campus were prepared in 1964 by the Educational

Housing Branch of'the Los Angeles Schogl District. A Master Planning Committee

.



- accordance with state formulas for square footage per student, faculty, and .
> e

'maktng it impossible ta build on top of this_portion of the sjte.,.This.

X3

~

of digtrict-level personne1 was set up to develop these specifications in

type of teaching to be conducted. Other considerations fnc]uded the. fact \\
that bewause the site was only 88 acres, sﬂ1ght1y less’ than the district
prefers, the buildings wou]d have to be grouped more caoséﬂy In addition

N .

a maJor sewer outflow line cuts exactly through the middle of the'property, .

fairly reduces the usable area. The site has a steep slope backed up )

< . . ' . .
. against a range of hills. Masonry or concrete structures were ruled out ~

because' of- earthquake faults in the area Also-although the Los Angeles *
Board prefers. to spread its co]]eges out 1n one- and two story row bu11d1ngs-~ .
such.as at Va]]ey and Piercé--at west Jt NS forced t6 a multi- story config-

urat1on because, after removing parking areas-from the usable space, only

-

some 20 acres remain. e 1 .

A S

The Superintendent's staff called together a 39- perSOn bu11d;hg comm1ttee

.

compr1sed of faculty and adnnn1strators from around the district. The Sc1ence

building was to be designed 1n accordance to ‘the wishes of the Science Faculty,

P

3

’ N 4 . .
the Library in accordance with the predilections of the Library staff, and

*

SO on. Members of the arch1tectura1 firmmet with these comm1ttees so that

their wishes could be trans]ated into duilding des1gn. Actua]?y the arch1tects,

’ Powell, Morgr1dge R1chards and Cogh]an have des1gned numerous commun1ty

colleges around the country, hence were qu1te familiar.with the probable .

, Qutcomes._ They knew how much money was available and more 1mportant1y, what.

the expectations 6f faculty and staff would be.

The first buildings, .underway now, .include the four-story main/themef -

building, designed so that it can be seen from a great distance, a twoLstory(,

A

classroom building, and a tuo~story Science Building. The Science faculty N
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opted for a///ad1t1ona1 building with lgborator1es 1nc1udﬂng rows of tab]es
and” s1nks The ma1n c]assroom bu11d1ng 1s compr1sed of large open spaces w1th

~ movable partitibns and .70 square-foot facu]ty off1ces arrayed a]ong one*wa]]

The four -stony theme bu11d1ng is consideréd. to be the Learning Resources ,
\

Center comb1n1ng book stacks, te]ev1s1zn/ oduct1on facilities, 1earn1ng
es.

"carrels, and med1a dwstr1but1on facili The LiBrary staff wanted a more"

r

trad1t1ona1-appear]ng library, but was overruled by administrators who insisted

that Learning Resources Centers were the wave of the future, if not the present.

) The campus that is’ now being built will appear quite fami]iar'to people who
'ihave seen communjty colleges in other parts of the state and the nation. ®
//,5L §evera1.assumptionsunder]iedevelopment of the.bui}dings. First, the
. campus wi]]ilooh more like a community college than it does iike the buiid{ngs

“in its vicinity, whereas an integration with existing or planned urban

deve]opment could have’effected a reai contribution to Culver C{ty Another

‘assumptﬁon is that everyone will be dr1v1ng to the campus--park1ng lots are _

included on two sides of the campus center w1th the third s1te reserved for

»p]ay1ng fields and.the back of the campus against the h1lls A campus’ for

commuters also assumes the” separateness of faculty and students W1th the

70-square-foot facu]ty offices a]]owing room for no _more than one desk, some
she1v1ng, and perhaps a chair for a visitor. Instead of arrang1ng common

meeting rooms , it is as though they de]iberate]yqset out to isolate oneogroup .

from the other. Within the buildings appears also an expression of the

assumption- that stand-up-live teaching will be the dominant pedadogicaT

form. Liberal arts are emphasized orfthe rationale that Santa Monica College

and Los Angeles Trade-Technical College will serve people desiring these"

- ®, . - g .
courses. . ' ¢ - S

The campus will have little impact on its surrounding area except in

' ® -y LA o
the case'of traffic occasjoned by students’'driving in. Bus service has been

4
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) initiated between Culver City and the campus butd%hé'buseé enter and return

LY

nearly ‘empty. A sizeéb]e number o6f Bicycle racks was installed coincide?t
with the energy crisis of 1973—74'Butithese too remain little used even
thoudh most of the students- reside within biking disfance. >

It seems 'useful to remark that no a]terngiive plans for developing the

) 4 b .
site.were considerad. The principal actors seemed accepting bf the assumptions--

if indeed they were aware of them--and designed the campus accordingly.” The
zbasic 9ssumg£ion that there shall be a cgmpus,collecting‘people from a
.nébmmuting‘range of 5 miles or gb is the dominant theme. Schooling in America
proceeds: from, this. The primary schoo]g‘are fypicé]]y witﬁin'walking distance
of the cgi]dren. The midﬁ]e schools are somewhat larger, soméwhat further
away. The secondary schools are even larger and people usually must be trans-

ported to them. The colleges are larger still with people travelling even

furthen distances to reach them.” =

The Los Angeles District has since launched_xet.another college in" the
Northeastern San Fernando'Valley, making a total of 9. The campus is still
the gominant form. However, the widespread dévelopment of édmmunity outreach
programs--cou;seé that are offgred in numerous locations throughout the

-

district--may yet overtake the camdus builders; the District has. extensive

" plans for_this type of service. Further, the concept of the community co]]ege:

as a community renewal agency has been perceived in some cities. Here the
_ college opens in an abandoned department store or office building in a

downtown area and serves to re;italize the area. However, where this has

gappened such as in Dallas, Tex%s, and Richmbnd, V{rginia, as soon as the

district paéses a bond issue allowing for the construction of new buildings,

the college follows the flight to the suburbs and builds new campuses outside
~
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the ci®t. *The use of reproddcible media presents still another potential

by

modification in campus form. EdupationaT agengies such as the British Open

-

University operate by beaming reproducible educational programs over television,
tﬁrough the mails, and thrdhgh other media. Student and teacher jnteractioh
takes place in small learning clusters in rented facilities. This form tqo

may change the assumptions on which Améerican campuses are-built. But for,

. . A
now, the isolated enclave remains the .dominant. form. ! ’

3 Involvement of gﬁ urban design group as advisors to the Board“griof to
. . . ~ - > :
determination of college type, locale, emphasis, and site seems a minimal

first step if the pattern is to be broken. Failing this, the cr{teria;ﬁof
college construction‘may change in time but it is not likel& that education

‘

as a considered part of urban development will be any closer.

o
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