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1. INTRODUCTION	
People always attach places to some special meanings. Indeed, the meaning of a place is 

considerably important for people’s spatial perception and determines their behaviors and feelings. 

Tuan (1977) suggests that the meaning of a place is structured by people’s experiences. For people, 

a place possesses its own discrete cluster of attributes and properties which cause and correspond to 

people's feelings, behaviors, responses, and perceptions. Then, those feelings, behaviors, responses 

and perceptions accommodate, assimilate and evaluate place-related information and begin to 

conceptualize the identity of the place (Breakwell, 1986). For decades, researchers have explored 

the interaction between the environment and human behaviors to better understand the meaning of 

place in everyday lives and how those everyday experiences are related to the meaning of place 

within particular social and cultural contexts. Relph (1976) points out that physical settings, human 

activities, and place meanings are the three fundamental components of a place. Canter (1977) 

provides a similar model, in which the meaning of a place is defined by the interaction among 

actions, conceptions and physical attributes. 

Agnew (1987) focuses on the social influence over the meaning of a place, and he demonstrates 

three fundamental elements: 1) locale, referring to the settings composed of both informal and 

institutional social relationships; 2) location, the geographical area encompassing the locale; and 3) 

sense of place, the locally constructed human feelings, and perceptions. Therefore, the meaning of a 

place is defined by its geographical characteristics, its relationships with the cultural and social 

surroundings, and people’s established subjective territorial identity. Due to the ongoing 

interactions between the locale and its surroundings, a place is not considered static. Rather, the 

meaning of a place is the product of the continuous interactions of the three elements and also 

continuously produces new meanings over a period of time. Massey (1994) argues that the meaning 

of a place is not essence, but processes. This suggests that a place means different things for each 

individual and it may acquire new meanings over time. 

Researchers have employed the notion of “place identity” to describe the meaning of place 

(like Proshansky et al., 1983; Korpela, 1989; Lalli, 1992; Twigger-Ross & Uzzell, 1996; Zwain and 

Bahauddin, 2019).  Twigger-Ross and Uzzell (1996) stress that two ways directly related to the 

establishment of place identity. The first is place identification, referring to people’s expressed 

identification with a place, like people from London referring to themselves as Londoners. In this 

way, social identity and social meanings can be inserted into the place identity. Hence, place 

identification would express membership of a group of people who are defined by location. The 

second is the relationship between people’s social behaviors and the physical characteristics of a 

place. This model demonstrates that place identity can be defined by either the characteristics of 

physical environments, or the human behaviors and management, or both. In short, the meaning of a 

place can be either place-based or people-based. 

College towns are unconventional places with unique physical characteristics and unusual 

demographics, different from other towns and cities. Unlike their European counterparts in large 

cities, many American universities and colleges are located in small towns where the higher 

education institutions clearly dominate the urban lives. In an American college town, a college or 

university significantly influences the community life and considerably shapes local cultural and 

social contexts. Normally, the college or university is the largest employer in town, and the students 
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of the college or university make up a large percentage of the local population.  In general, the 

university campus is located close to the center of the town and becomes the hub of local activities, 

serving not only students and faculty but also the residents of the town and nearby communities. 

With the “green space” of campus, rows of fraternity houses and student dorms, as well as symbolic 

sports facilities, the university presents different attributes of places. In a college town, urban life is 

strongly tied to campus life and is strongly influenced by the distinctive characteristics of campus. 

Those characteristics not only provide distinctive place identification for local people but also 

facilitate diverse and rich social and cultural interactions between local residents and the 

environment. 

In addition, college towns often pay considerable attention to the quality of their place images. 

Both the university and the local community are enormously dependent upon their positive 

“images.” For the university, a good image is an attraction for excellent faculty and students, and 

high levels of grants, donations, external investment and support. For the local community, the 

positive place image is equally important to encourage more middle-and upper-class families to 

move in and consequently increase opportunities for external investment and tax-revenues. A good 

place contributes to the standing of a good university while a good university contributes to cultural 

enrichment, social harmony and economic growth. College towns have posed a unique pattern of 

urban space. However, very limited studies focus on this particular quality of ordinary everyday 

spaces in college towns that acquire their own meanings to be placed through unusual processes. 

This study is to examine the quality of the public spaces in college towns and to investigate 

how those spaces acquire their particular meanings through the interaction between their physical 

characteristics and human behaviors to the contribution of the urban identity of the host city /town. 

This study is conducted in Moscow, Idaho and Pullman, Washington, both with 25-35 thousand 

population, and homes for the University of Idaho and Washington State University respectively, 

two major state flagship and land-grant universities for the State of Idaho and the State of 

Washington in the US. The research inquiry employs two approaches: visual observations and 

face-to-face interviews. Visual observation uses various techniques, including diagrams, field notes, 

sketches, photographs, and video recordings. 122 people are sampled for interviews by convenience 

sampling. Both methods provide information about people’s behaviors, attitudes, and perceptions 

and their interactions with the physical characteristics and qualities of particular places. In this 

study, “public space” is identified as a physical place where people spend time in the active or 

passive socialization with other people or conduct particular activities. 

2. OVERVIEW	OF	COLLEGE	TOWNS	IN	THE	US	
There are hundreds of college towns in the US. Among them, some are famous due to the 

prestigious universities that are located in those towns, such as Ann Arbor, MI for University of 

Michigan; Newark, DE, for University of Delaware; Norman, OK for University of Oklahoma; 

State College, PA for Pennsylvania State University; Ithaca, NY for Cornell University, etc. Across 

the USA, no matter if the college town is home to a comprehensive state flagship university or a 

small private college, there are a series of fundamental differences between college towns and other 

kinds of cities and towns. 
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First, the demography of college towns shows a significant difference from other cities and 

towns. Due to a large number of students and faculty members in town, the median age of college 

towns are much younger, and the educational achievement of residents is much higher. For 

example, the Median age is 24.4 in Moscow, ID and 22.5 in Pullman, WA, beyond 10 years 

younger than the United States overall (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010). There are 54% Moscow adults 

and 65.3% Pullman adults who have gained a bachelor’s degree or above, compared with the 

national average of 24.4%. Also, in Moscow and Pullman, there is a high percentage of non-married 

people (45.8% and 58.5 respectively, much higher than the national level’s 27.1% (U.S. Census 

Bureau, 2010). This means that residents of college towns are youthful and highly educated with 

less family commitment. 

In a college town, the hosted university is the primary economic driver and also the largest 

local employer. In general, education contributes nearly 20% of employment in the US (U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2010). But it provides 44% employment in Moscow, and 54% in Pullman, both the 

largest within the town. 

College towns are often comparatively cosmopolitan and culturally diverse. In the Northwest 

Inland region of the US, both Moscow and Pullman are unusually diverse in their population 

makeup. Pullman has 9% Asian population, higher than all towns and cities in the entire state of 

Washington and Moscow has the highest percentage of Asian population within the state of Idaho 

(U.S. Census Bureau, 2010). There are more than 2,000 international students from over 100 

countries enrolled at Washington State University, and 500 students from over 76 countries at the 

University of Idaho. 

The unique attributes of college town demographics would inevitably influence local culture 

and lifestyles and shapes an unusual urban identity for the local communities.  The research 

orientation and large population of students and faculty create a strong intellectual context that 

would lead to a fashioned distinctive non-mainstream taste in public life. In his study of an 

American college town, Gumpercht (2003) discovered that due to the influence of students and 

faculty in social science, arts and humanities, college towns normally are more liberal in the 

political views and more likely support left-leaning causes and candidates. There are more 

non-mainstream tastes, active music scenes, ethnic restaurants and offbeat movies. There are more 

people in college towns who tend to read the New York Times, listen to National Public Radio, and 

advocate environmental sustainability and human rights. Also, residents in college towns are much 

less likely to use private automobiles for commuting to work or study. In Moscow and Pullman, 

around 20% of residents walk to work or study, almost nine times higher than people in other US 

cities and towns (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010). 

In addition, since students contribute considerably to the makeup of the town population and 

most students would move to other places after their graduation, there is high life mobility in 

college towns. One-quarter of Moscow residents move from other states during the past five years, 

three times as likely as the overall US population. In Pullman, during the past 5 years, over 15% of 

residents are from other states. As a result, house ownership is significantly low while rental 

housing is more commonly occupied. In Pullman, nearly 70 % of residents live in rental housing 

and more than half of Moscow residents live in rental housing. Table 1 shows the percentage of 

housing tenure occupied by owners and renters. This also influences the form of housing units. 
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Grouping housing is more commonly employed. Table 2 indicates that residents in both Moscow 

and Pullman are more than twice as likely as the overall US population to live in a 2-bedroom 

housing. And more than half of residents in Pullman and Moscow live in collective housings with 3 

or more bedrooms. 

Table 1. Percentage of housing occupancy comparison among Pullman, Moscow and the national 
level. (Resource: U.S. Census Bureau, 2010). 

Type U.S. Average Pullman, WA Moscow, ID 
Owner-occupied housing units 66.2% 30.7% 43.8% 
Renter-occupied housing units 33.8% 69.3% 56.2% 

 

Table 2: Percentage of housing forms comparison among Pullman, Moscow and the national level. 
(Resource: U.S. Census Bureau, 2010). 

Number of rooms housing U.S. Average Pullman, WA Moscow, ID 
2 bed-room housing 4.3% 8.4% 9.3% 
3 or above bed-room housing 22% 51.6% 37.5% 

3. PUBLIC	SPACES	IN	PULLMAN	&	MOSCOW	
The rich and diverse public life in college towns encourages both formal and impromptu 

encounters and interactions. Public events occur in a variety of places, which possess particular 

physical characteristics or serve particular groups of people. In college towns, both the university 

and the community sponsor the shared experience in public spaces that serve basic survival, 

communication, and entertainment needs and perform cultural, social, civic and commercial 

functions. As a result, college towns have created some unconventional public spaces that are 

normally seen in other cities and towns. 

3.1 UNIVERSITY	CAMPUS	AS	A	PUBLIC	SPACE	
In a college town, the university campus actually is the focus of community life. With its 

recreational facilities, libraries, bookstores, galleries and museums, banquet halls, auditoriums, 

theaters, stadiums, and gardens, the university campus is indeed the hub of event activities that are 

socially and culturally important. The campus serves not only students and faculty but also the 

entire community of the town and the region. Most local residents consider the university campus is 

an integral part of the town, providing a large range of activities and facilities. In college towns, the 

university campus is the primary provider for public interaction and draws people from surrounding 

communities, functioning as both a learning environment and a community public space. Hence, the 

university campus is central to the identity of the college town. 

As a rural land-grant university, the University of Idaho campus is the largest within the state 

of Idaho, sprawling over 1,500 acres (6 square kilometers). Within this campus, there are two 

arboretums, an 18-hole golf course, a public gymnasium with a public swimming center, a public 

theater, two performing auditoriums, an indoor stadium, a bookstore, a daycare center, two baseball 

courts and multiple tennis courts, several religious centers and galleries, and conference facilities. 

There are also dozens of restaurants, café shops, and convenience stores. With the number and 

variety of events on campus increased, those spaces and facilities provide local residents with high 

quality social and cultural lives that can be normally associated only in large cities.  Thus, the 

university campus becomes a major complement for college towns, greatly enhance the quality of 

local urban life and foster new social and cultural values into local communities. For example, 
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