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Park and Stay 
A new garage at UH tightens the bond between commuters and campus 

The University of Houston has long been 
known as a commuter school. And for 
good reason: only 12 percent of its stu-
dents live on campus, and of the remain-
ing 88 percent, very few live within walk-
ing distance. So the vast majority of the 
student body commutes, and is fated to 
suffer lhe burden of parking on campus. 

Historically, the university has dealt 
with parking demands through surface 
lots. Bui as the university has grown, the 
land those lots sprawl across has become 
increasingly precious. With the univer-
sity now redefining itself as a destination 
place, one where students stay rather than 
simply attend class and then go home, the 
need to come up with a long-term solution 
to the problem of parking has increased. 
At the same time, the university is having 
to address a major deficit in facility space. 

One approach to dealing with both of 
these issues can be found in a new garage 
located on Calhoun Road near the uni-
versity's main entrance and on the edge 
of the campus' most prominent square. 
Close to the iconic Cullen Building, the 
new addition to the M.D. Anderson 
Library, and the University Student 
Center, a main hub for student interac-
tion, the garage, known as the University 
Parking Garage, replaces a surface park-
ing lot between the Hilton Hotel and the 
Campus Recreation Center. Since the site 
neighbors key infrastructure for campus 
services, a number of programmatic func-
tions were proposed for it. Addressing the 
need for both parking and facility space, 
the University Parking Garage takes an 
integrated approach to solve multiple 
problems. Rather than being committed 
solely to parking, the structure also incor-
porates space for a welcome center, retail, 
offices, and student services. The result is 
a mixed-use parking garage that confronts 

a number of planning issues and signals a 
new direction for parking and place-mak-
ing on campus. 

The building is bounded on three 
sides by streets, two of which, Calhoun 
and University, are major arteries. STOA/ 
Golemon/Bolullo Architects designed the 
garage to be set back from these streets 
to create plazas on three sides. Retail and 
student services open onto these plazas. 
which form a buffer between the mass of 
the structure and the roadways, allowing 
for open-air circulation around the base 
of the building. Steel canopies offer shade 
at the pedestrian level while creating a 
transition space from the plazas to interior 
spaces. Behind the offices and storefronts, 
a core of parking serves employees and 
visitors to the university. 

Stacked above the ground level are 
four floors dedicated to student park-
ing. Approached by car, there is a sense 
of grandeur to the building's vehicular 
circulation. Unlike many garages, where 
the rise is circular through the plan, at 
the University Parking Garage the cir-
culation flows along two ramps stacked 
one atop the other. These ramps form a 
two-way street that crosses every level, 
creating a very intuitive path. On their 
ascent each ramp connects several 
floors, resulting in dynamic volumes of 
space that allow drivers to sense the 
multiple stories of parking. 

In keeping with the predominantly 
horizontal forms of the campus, the overall 
scale of the building, though large, is made 
understated by a low profile. The concrete 
and brick facades of the garage's upper 
floors fit it into the language of campus 
materials, while its steel-and-glass stair 
towers and ground floor storefronts provide 
a contrast to that language. Void patterns 
in the brick veneer expose the structure's 
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nature while serving to ventilate the build-
ing and admit generous natural light, 

The immediate impact of the 543,000 
square-foot structure has been seen in 
a several ways. With a net gain of 1.000 
spaces over the previous surface lot, it 
has alleviated some parking woes. The 
building also establishes a formal visitor's 
entrance, providing an easy way to enter 
the campus and find information about it. 
Visitors previously entered the university 
a number of different ways, each one as 
confusing as the next. Now a Welcome 
Center provides a firsl stop. Students, 
meanwhile, are provided convenient 
access to offices helping with financial aid, 
admissions, counseling, and other cru-
cial services. The design further provides 
12,000 square-feet of lease space for 
retail and restaurant'-, which have added 
social elements for ..nproved university 
life. Most important, these elements create 
a center of activity that the university can 
build upon towards its vision of a vibrant 
student campus. 

The University of Houston has never 
been a self-contained city like many other 
universities or a residential enclave like 
Rice. As a typical commuter campus, it 
has not been a destination place either. 
What the university can claim is a diverse 
student body drawn from the metropolitan 
community. However, it takes social ele-
ments, such as the University Parking 

Garage's restaurants and retail stores, to 
lay a foundation for the active student life 
that will keep that community on campus. 

The University Parking Garage is one 
element of the broader Framework master 
plan that hopes to transform the University 
of Houston. (See story page 20.) The sec-
tion of Calhoun where it sits would, under 
the Framework, become a "student vil-
lage." and the garage, with its first floor 
amenities, is seen as an integral part of 
that. The garage is also a model for oth-
ers to follow. A second mixed-use garage 
is being studied for (he intersection of 
Scott and Holman. The goal of that garage 
would not be limited to beginning a retail 
corridor along Holman. but would also 
provide a way to engage the Third Ward 
community and serve as a transit center 
for existing bus lines and the proposed 
Metro Light Rail. 

With the University Parking Garage, 
the University of Houston has initiated an 
approach of addressing both social issues 
of student life and urban issues of com-
muting. The university's ability to imagine 
a structure of such a mixed nature dis-
plays a self-assurance about a new agen-
da for building on campus. It's clear that 
the university no longer has a problem 
being perceived as a commuter school. 
Rather, it has embraced its eccentricities 
with a building as dynamic as its student 
body. — Reynold Scott Magnuson 


