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1 ABSTRACT 

Many landscape architecture programs have rich legacies addressing tangible design dilemmas 
through community engagement, service-learning, and engaged scholarship. Those situated in 
land-grant universities often frame these activities as contributory to their institutions’ missions—
serving statewide constituents through engaging in tangible community-based issues. Southern 
Utah’s Zion National Park is one of the Intermountain West’s most iconic landscapes. However, 
inadequate amenities and increasing visitation threaten the quality of visitor experiences. Building 
on previous studies assessing the impacts of USU’s Extension landscape architecture’s 
engagement work, this study evaluates how university design programs mediate competing 
values through design engagement through a collective case study of its projects situated around 
Zion National Park. Through reflective evaluation of select engagement projects in the region 
surrounding Zion National Park, we assess the contributory roles that university-based design 
engagement projects play in mediating competing visions for the West held by different 
stakeholder groups in Southern Utah. The study found significant variation among projects’ 
outcomes, potential for projects clustered within proximity to achieve regional impacts, and the 
role of the department’s vertically-integrated annual charrettes in catalyzing additional work for 
both the department and professional design firms. 
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2  INTRODUCTION & BACKGROUND  
  

Early Hollywood cinematographers, authors, artists, commercial photographers, and social media 
influencers have shaped popular culture’s image of the landscapes of southern Utah. From Western films 
to high adventure advertisements, each has added to the iconography of the place and expectations of 
those who inhabit and visit these places. The iconic landscape surrounding Zion National Park has been 
long valued by indigenous populations, early settlers, and more recent international visitors. The majority 
of the park’s visitors enter through its western gateway at Springdale, UT. However, with annual visitation 
rapidly approaching 5 million (National Park Service, 2020), public land management agencies, planners, 
and local stakeholders seek alternatives to ease visitor impacts to the park’s western entrance (Upchurch, 
2015) by dispersing visitation throughout the region. Zion’s eastern gateway communities—long 
considered backdoors—have potential for absorbing park visitors while benefiting their local economies.
 
2.2  Landscape of Contention  

At the state level, contemporary Utah grapples with complex planning and design issues. Natural 
amenity-driven population growth (Howe et al., 2012), and increased visitation present a unique set of 
planning and design challenges amidst the backdrop of southern Utah’s most iconic landscapes (Figure 
1). While famous for its five national parks, southern Utah has also gained notoriety for divisions over 
competing visions for ownership and control over its public lands, and the preferred identity for the place. 
Within the Intermountain West, gateway communities—situated adjacent to public lands—are well 
documented for their group-based cultural divisions. Long-term residents, often dependent on traditional 
agriculture and natural resource-extractive industries (Travis, 2013), and new residents—urban in-
migrants attracted by natural amenities—often bring competing cultural, economic, and political views 
(Winkler et al., 2007). While these groups often share a common affection for their surrounding landscape, 
competing identities of place are often manifested in the natural and built environment—providing 
opportunities for design.  

Grand Staircase-Escalante and Bears Ears National Monuments possess stunning visual and 
cultural resources (Figure 1). However, their monument designation was met with significant resistance 
from many local residents, given the area’s significant energy reserves and potential for providing 
extraction-related employment opportunities. Differences in viewpoints are often shaped generationally.
With a unique appreciation for the landscape, long-time residents’ tenure is often multi-generational, 
influenced by the settlement decisions of previous generations (Jones et al., 2003).  In contrast, new 
residents often choose to relocate to the area, drawn not by multi-generational ties, but by the landscape’s 
beauty and outdoor recreation amenities (Gosnell & Abrams, 2011). As natural resources are a common 
basis for both traditional extractive industries and outdoor recreation and amenity-based development, 
differences in management values often fuel tensions between groups. While community leaders may 
recognize the need for economic diversification and the aesthetic environment’s role in economic 
resilience, others fear changes brought by an influx of new residents or visitors who do not share their 
collective experience and cultural values. 

In the Intermountain West, these tensions are often heightened by limited supplies of private land 
available for development (Howe et al., 2012), as a high proportion of the region’s land is managed by 
state and federal agencies such as the Bureau of Land Management (BLM), US Forest Service (USFS), 
and National Park Service (NPS). Proximity to public lands is often used to market the desirability of 
private lands in the West. Consequently, public lands management has significant impact on traditional 
natural resource extractive and agricultural livelihoods, as well as outdoor recreation, tourism, and real 
estate. Restrictions on livestock grazing, vehicular access, zoning of recreational uses, and oil and gas 
exploration are all viewed through different lenses. Regionally, tensions surrounding these issues are 
manifested through defiant ATV rides through Recapture Canyon, public protests over grazing, and 
occupation of the Malheur National Wildlife Refuge. With its unique settlement history (Arrington, 2005), 
complex relationship with the US government, and nearly 65% of its land managed by federal agencies 
(Congressional Research Service, 2020), Utah is at the crux of these contemporary conflicts (Freemuth, 
2018). These include the Utah State Legislature’s attempts to legislatively and legally wrest control of 
federally managed public lands within the state, subsequent contention between state government and 
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the Outdoor Industry leaders, and the end of Salt Lake City’s 20-year stint as host of the annual Outdoor 
Retailer trade show. More recent administrative attempts at scaling back Grand-Staircase Escalante and 
Bears Ears National Monuments has heightened divisions over Utah’s public lands on the national stage. 
While successful mediation of these value-based differences may be viewed as a political challenge, they 
also present a wealth of opportunities for planners and designers. The landscape surrounding Zion 
National Park is a unique setting for exploring how design can engage various interests to reflect on the 
region’s powerful significance to its diverse inhabitants and visitors.  

Figure 1. Much like Meinig’s (1979) Beholding Eye, Southern Utah’s iconic landscape has different 
meanings to different people (2016). Photo by the author. 

2.1  Origins of an Iconic Image 

The landscape has long held cultural significance as both a literal and spiritual homeland. 
Southern Utah’s early indigenous inhabitants introduced agriculture along Zion’s Virgin River, establishing 
semi-permanent settlements (Keller & Turek, 1999). Historic remnants, cultural artifacts, and regional 
permanences of the landscape such as Bears Ears still hold cultural currency for contemporary tribal 
members. Early Mormon pioneers settled the area in the 19th century and grazed cattle, grew crops, and 
established many of the area’s contemporary settlements with their own spiritually-rooted ideals of place 
(Arrington, 2005). However, for a broader audience, Zion’s sublime beauty received renown through early 
landscape painters, such as Frederick Dellenbaugh, whose work captured the iconic landscape for 
audiences across the country (Hassrick, 2008). Once nationally recognized, Zion was designated first as a 
National Monument and subsequently as Zion National Park. Rugged terrain limited accessibility and the 
park’s eastern edge received few visitors. However, construction of the mile-long tunnel in 1927 provided 
better access, and construction of a new interstate highway secured the park’s western edge as the 
primary gateway into the park. The region’s ruggedly austere landscape later provided a backdrop for 
early Hollywood Western films, eventually earning the nickname of “Little Hollywood.” Cinematographers, 
directors, and production companies portrayed the western landscape as vast, open, wild and dangerous. 
This imagery shaped generations of viewers' perceptions of what a western landscape is, and their 
expectations of the West as a place, as an ethos, and setting for the American ideal of rugged 
individualism (D’Arc, 2010). Following its prominence in film, southern Utah and Zion National Park rose in 
visitor popularity. Today, Zion National Park is one of the three most visited US national parks (National 
Park Service, 2020) and overcrowding along its western edge and perceived erosion of gateway 
communities’ authenticity often contradict visitor expectations of an open, wild landscape experience.

Early landscape architects played critical roles in both the preservation and development of 
national parks, from identifying lands for preservation, siting and designing structures, and shaping other 
park infrastructure that millions of national park visitors would ultimately experience each year (Everhart, 
2019). With high visitation, aging and inadequate infrastructure, and the landscape’s significance to a 
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broader audience, the 21st century brings a new set of design challenges for landscape architectural 
practice. 

2.2  Existing Circumstances as Design Opportunities  

While competing definitions of design abound, Simon’s (1988 p67) definition of devising “courses 
of action aimed at changing existing situations into preferred ones” resonates in its elegant simplicity and 
pragmatic application. Design has a long-established record of mediating disparate interests through 
cohesive design solutions, through a diversity of methods with varying degrees of public participation 
(Angotti et al., 2012; Arnstein, 1969; Thering & Chanse, 2011; Yocom et al., 2012). At the site scale, 
designers accommodate seemingly incompatible programmatic activities through appropriate placement, 
framing and screening of views. At the neighborhood, community, and bioregional scales, designers have 
established a record of achieving synergy between competing interests. And, through the process of 
visualizing existing conditions and potential alternatives, designers capture and reflect a range of 
observations, values, and ways of seeing the landscape (Lavoie, 2005; Meinig, 1979).

 
2.3  University Design Engagement as a Response 

 
University design programs have established a variety of initiatives to address tangible local 

needs through design engagement and service-learning, often collaborating with university design 
outreach centers, community partners (Angotti, et al., 2012), design-based Extension services (Sleipness 
et al., 2016; Sleipness et al., 2019), and in formulating design activities as scholarship (Hinson, 2007; 
Thering & Chanse, 2011). 

For over 40 years, Utah State University’s Extension Landscape Architecture (LAEP) program has 
involved local community stakeholders through a variety of engagement formats. These formats include 
assisting the US National Park Service (NPS) in reviewing and evaluating applications for local design 
assistance from its Rivers Trails and Conservation Assistance (RTCA) program. USU Extension 
landscape architecture specialists have also provided design consultation to local municipalities, county 
governments, and other non-profit entities in collaboration with other Extension personnel. The 
department’s students have provided design assistance through graduate theses and other directed 
projects. Third, the department has organized and facilitated an annual week-long department-wide 
vertically integrated design charrette, embedded within the department’s program curricula. And, the 
department’s student chapter of the American Society of Landscape Architects (ASLA) has completed 
numerous projects through its community design teams (Evans & Anderson, 2016). Lastly, Extension 
landscape architecture personnel have played an active role in soliciting, reviewing, and referring 
community engagement projects for the department’s planning and design studios. Since 1973, these 
engagements have resulted in over 300 projects concentrated in the Intermountain West.  

Among these are several projects in the vicinity of Zion National Park, where LAEP has been 
invited by local community partners for projects covering a range of scale and scope. They have included 
large-scale master planning, community planning, strategizing improvements to visitor amenities at Zion 
National Park’s eastern gateway, regional-scale planning and design visioning, and site-based design 
projects.
 
 
 
3   RESEARCH OBJECTIVES  

 
Building on previous studies assessing the impacts of USU’s Extension landscape architecture’s 

engagement work, this study discusses how university design programs mediate competing values 
through design engagement through a collective case study of its projects in vicinity of Zion National Park. 
Through reflective evaluation of selected engagement projects in the park’s region, we assess the 
contributory roles that university-based design engagement projects can play in mediating among 
competing visions for the West held by different stakeholder groups in Southern Utah.  
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4 METHODS

The collective case study analysis (Yin, 2013) includes analysis of data derived from project 
related archival documents and design products, reflective evaluation from key project personnel (Schön, 
2017), and reconnaissance of project sites (Francis, 2001). Through evaluation of projects’ engagement 
formats; documentation of their analytical and experiential design processes; and reflective evaluation of 
the relationships between the university, public land management agencies, community partners, and 
professional firms; we describe and assess the projects’ processes, products, and outcomes. This 
analysis provides a foundation for discussing the program’s role in reflecting the competing values and 
subsequent visions for a place, how design’s reflection of these alternative visions might be used to 
mediate among alternative ideals, and identifying opportunities and constraints for design programs 
engaged in similar community engaged design practices.  

4.1  Identification of Projects in Proximity to Zion National Park 

First, we reviewed archival data of known USU engagement projects in southern Utah in order to 
identify those situated within the study region of southern Utah, with preference for those situated in close 
proximity to Zion National Park. From these, four cases were selected based on their close proximity to 
the park, presence of associated archival documentation, and availability of key project personnel with 
direct knowledge of the projects’ initiation, process, products generated, and resulting project outcomes 
and impacts. Selected projects include two department-wide charrettes, the first of which was for the 
Town of Kanab, a rural community southeast of Zion National Park, and also positioned as gateway to 
other national monuments and recreation areas. The second charrette was for Best Friends Animal 
Sanctuary, which owns significant real estate in and near Kanab. The third case was a studio design 
project for Zion Mountain Ranch, which owns thousands of acres of land at Zion National Park’s eastern 
gateway. The final case was a studio project for Springdale Memorial Grove, a 10-acre memorial park in 
Zion’s western gateway community of Springdale. Following selection, specific project profiles were 
constructed during an iterative process of gathering and reviewing archival documentation. 
Documentation formats included original hard-copy drawings, master plans, and digitally archived 
projects. From this archival documentation, each project’s process, products, outcomes, and key players 
were identified for collective review, reflection, and discussion among key project faculty with direct 
experience with each project.  

4.2  Collective Reflection and Evaluation by Key Project Personnel 

Six department faculty were identified who each had direct experience and in-depth knowledge of 
the four selected projects. During an iterative process of reflection, each faculty member individually 
reflected on each project’s process, products, as well as outcomes and impacts (Schön, 2017). Following 
this individual reflection, faculty members shared their reflective evaluation of each project in teams of 
two, followed by a reflective evaluation of each project in the broader collective group. A grounded theory 
approach (Strauss & Corbin, 1997) was employed to group and organize key elements into broader 
categories of thematic content categories of project focus and players (Table 1) and project process, 
products, outcomes, and impacts (Table 2). Tables provided a visual comparison of project parameters 
that then guided cross project comparisons. 

4.3  Documentation of Physical Sites and Verification of Project Outcomes and Impacts 

In conjunction with the interactive process of collective reflection and evaluation, each of the four 
selected projects were investigated through on-site reconnaissance, during which project sites were 
visited for documentation and corroboration of physical changes, other project developments, and 
verification of known project impacts within the immediate local and regional contexts. During these site 
reconnaissance visits, project features were mapped, photographed, and assessed for similarity—as well 
as substantial deviation from original design proposals reflected in the project documentation or known 
project outcomes.  
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Table 1. Selected Projects and their engagement foci, external players, and internal players.

Best Friends 
Kanab, 
2016-2017 

Zion Mt. 
Ranch, 2018

Town of 
Kanab, 2011

Springdale 
Memorial 
Grove, 2019

Engagement Foci

Identity & Visual Character 

Traditional Economic Sectors 

Public and Private Land Interface 

Housing 

Community/Urban Design

Transportation and Connectivity

New Development Location 

Outdoor Rec. & Amenities 

Ownership & Public Access 

Open Space Preservation 

Food Systems & Production

Water

Wildlife and Ecological Systems 

External Players

Private Landowners 

Business Owners 

General Public 

Local, County, Regional Gov. 

State Public Agencies

Federal Public Agencies 

Non-Profit Entities 

Tribes 

Planning/Design Practitioners

Internal Players

Faculty

Undergrad Students 

Grad Students 

University Administration

Alumni & Emeritus Faculty

Primary

Secondary
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Table 2. Process, products, outcomes, and impacts of selected projects. 

 

Best 
Friends 
2016-2017

Zion Mt. 
Ranch 
2018

Town of 
Kanab 2011 

Springdale 
Memorial 
Grove 2019

Process         

Pre-Design Reconnaissance         

Immersive On-Site Exploration 

Client Meetings         

Design Studio Project          

Community-based Charrette     

Department-wide Charrette       

Collaboration with Practitioners        

Public and Client Presentations

Products         

Analytical Content         

Imagery         

Small Site-Scale Designs         

Large Site-Scale Designs        

Community-Scale Designs        

Landscape-Scale Designs      

Regional-Scale Plans     

Project Reports        

Outcomes & Impacts         

Awareness/Knowledge/Perception         

Catalyze Subsequent University 
Design Engagements        

Student Internships or Employment      

Peer-reviewed products        

Awards      

Subsequent Professional Work         

Adoption of Plans or Policies         

Influence Decision Making of State 
Government Agencies      

Influence Decision Making of Federal 
Government Agencies         

     

Primary      

Secondary      
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5  FINDINGS

Key findings gleaned from the four selected cases included evaluation of their engagement foci, 
and the collective reflection on their processes, products, and impacts. In particular, we discuss the 
primary role of visual products and design imagery as key project outcomes, the catalytic impact of design 
charrettes on subsequent projects, regional-scale design opportunities arising from the externalization of 
NPS visitation impacts, and unique benefits and challenges of immersive site exploration. While we found 
significant variation among projects’ immediate outcomes, we found synergistic potential for projects 
clustered within proximity to achieve regional impacts. Following is a summary of key findings.   

 5.1  Visual Products and Imagery as Key Outcomes

For each of the selected cases, robust portfolios of imagery were key products of the design 
processes. These visual products included illustrations of analytical information, preliminary design 
alternatives, on-site sketches, and refined conceptual design imagery. The robust range of visual products 
reflects the key role of university design programs in enculturating their students in the habits and norms 
they will encounter in professional design practice, in both products and processes.  

Iterative generation of imagery throughout the design process—particularly the use of 
photography and on-site sketching—reinforces the key role of creating visual content as an analytical tool. 
Beyond communicating ideas, these visuals were employed as a vehicle for seeing, appreciating, and 
understanding the landscape (Lavoie, 2005). In all cases, projects culminated in image-heavy 
presentations to the public, clients, or community partners. These image-laden presentations allowed 
community partners to see visual representations of their stated goals and aspirations.  

During preliminary presentations, visuals guided discussions of design alternatives and were 
catalysts for valuable client feedback. Through deep conversations around images, community partners, 
stakeholders, and students were able to focus initial concepts, refined proposals, and develop a strong 
relational rapport through a common affection for the landscape. In many cases, these visual 
representations affirmed their previously stated project goals and objectives. However, in some instances, 
seeing these visual representations were useful in other ways, assisting the clients to understand what 
they thought they wanted is not what they actually prefer.  

By listening to community partners, students are adept at generating imagery that reflects the 
vision of community partners—often in ways that their client may not have recognized before. In the case 
of Springdale Memorial Grove, seeing their requests visualized helped the community partner to adjust 
their aspirations for the site. Images are powerful tools of persuasion, understanding, and can assist 
stakeholders in understanding and mediating between different visions.  

5.2       Design Charrettes Catalyze Subsequent Projects

The department has been engaging communities for over two decades through an annual 
departmental charrette. This week-long event involves all students (undergraduate and graduate), faculty, 
and visiting practitioners. This effort is focused on providing design and planning assistance to a 
community or organization with broad design and planning challenges. The community of Kanab, Utah 
was the focus of the charrette held during the 2011 academic year. During this charrette several central 
themes emerged as students identified and grappled with the iconic western film history of this rural 
community and explored and reflected on its identity. In addition to community-wide planning and design 
recommendations, students’ efforts resulted in a growing community interest in exposing and enhancing 
its unique sense of place at a variety of scales, a process that continued in subsequent projects (Figure 
2). Student efforts and the positive outcomes of the 2011 charrette established a foundational relationship 
of trust between community leaders and the department faculty. This relationship opened the door for 
future opportunities for the department to engage more controversial topics in future design and planning 
projects.

During the 2011 Charrette in Kanab the Best Friends animal sanctuary was involved as a 
stakeholder in the charrette process. The relationship between the sanctuary and long-time residents had 
been tenuous as political perspectives, value systems, and perceptions of what the West means to each 
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group had resulted in conflict. In 2016 Best Friends approached the LAEP Department and requested the 
department consider the organization’s headquarters located near Kanab, and associated amenities 
located in Kanab for the 2017 charrette location. The 2017 charrette effort built upon the knowledge 
gained in the 2011 charrette and identified areas within the physical landscape and perhaps more 
importantly, the community fabric where strategic intervention was needed. Students played an important 
neutral observing and illuminating role in the process. Students questioned and exposed the unspoken, 
and often sensitive cultural divides within the community and the organization. Highlighting potential 
programs and design opportunities through diagrams, conceptual designs, and narratives uncovered 
unexpected design alternatives, such as those for workforce housing (Figure 3). One example occurred 
during the process when students proposed a unique space owned and managed by the organization but 
open and welcoming to visitors and the community. This concept became the design logic used by Best 
Friends when they involved a professional design firm to remodel a vacant motel into a private hotel with a 
quasi-public open space designed to host community events and allows hotel visitors and community 
members to interact. The existing relationships between the community of Kanab and the Best Friends 
Animal Sanctuary allowed the students observations, analysis, and design recommendations to be 
presented and discussed in an unoccupied, neutral space independent of the ownership or dogma of any 
single government entity or organization. This third space allowed where each participant an opportunity 
to approach ideas as an equal stakeholder in the future of their community, allowing them to evaluate the 
merits of the students work with less confrontation.  

The department’s relationships with Kanab’s community leaders and organizations continues to 
grow and evolve today. After completing the Charrette process with Best Friends in 2017 the department 
was asked to partner with the community of Kanab to conduct another charrette during the 2019-2020 
academic year. The charrette continues to build on the previous 2 years of student efforts to define 
community opportunities and challenges and establish a neutral, mediated space for discussions of 
visionary ideas, and contentious issues that shape the region’s sense of place and iconic image. The 
catalytic nature of intensive design charrettes and the mediated space they establish results in community 
interest for subsequent design projects for the university—and for practitioners who have engaged the 
community through their professional services.  

Figure 2. In Kanab, students analyzed the landscape at a variety of scales ranging including site, 
community, and region (2019). USU LAEP Senior Capstone Studio. 
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Figure 3. Student renderings of proposed employee housing for Best Friends Animal Sanctuary in 
Kanab reflect vernacular forms and materials that students observed in their visits to the area

(2019). USU LAEP Department Senior Capstone Studio Students. 

5.3       Externalized Visitor Impacts Produce Regional Design Opportunities

The interrelatedness between public lands and their private interfaces and gateway communities
emerged as a dominant theme. Changes in federal designation, expansion or contraction of the 
boundaries of National Monuments, or other federal jurisdictional issues were found to result in 
externalized impacts on adjacent communities. In some instances, these drive increased demand for new 
infrastructure, development, and design modifications to existing systems. 

Communities surrounding national parks were once both physically and philosophically 
independent neighbors to their parks. In some cases, policies intended to preserve the landscapes within 
national parks have created situations wherein the mandated NPS processes are too cumbersome to 
adapt to rapidly changing visitation patterns. Consequently, parks and public lands are increasingly reliant 
on gateway communities to shoulder the planning and development impacts of visitation increases. Many 
small rural communities and private landowners are unprepared to deal with these unprecedented growth 
demands. 

Today, parks are looking to these neighboring communities and landowners to partner on 
solutions to park specific challenges. This co-creation model has potential to stimulate rural economics 
and avoid additional internal park development that might compromise their institutional missions. 
However, this model also creates challenges when physical elements such as visitor’s centers, lodging, 
and transportation are externalized beyond the borders and jurisdiction of the park. How to provide an
authentic national park experience often results in a planning and design process mired in delays and 
conflict. In the vicinity of Zion National Park, Kane County, Zion Forever Foundation, and large private 
landowners had begun to conceptualize different strategies using a study of regional transportation 
alternatives, dispersing new visitor amenities at the park’s eastern gateway, and engaged planning and 
design firms, which resulted in preliminary study documents. Transitioning from a study to a broad vision 
was perceived as a critical but potentially controversial next step. 

Because of its strong reputation for integrating faculty research expertise with students’ creative 
design energy, community partners invited USU LAEP to participate in the planning and design process 
and augment the work produced by firms such as Design Workshop, KFH, and the Conservation Fund in 
strategizing improvements to visitor amenities and gateway to Zion National Park on the adjacent Zion 
Mountain Ranch (ZMR). Incorporating a student design studio provided a neutral space for proposing and 
evaluating multiple design concepts.
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Students focused their work on a site identified as a suitable location for a new visitor contact 
center, transit hub, and associated recreation amenities. Located just outside the bounds of Zion National 
Park, the site could incorporate a more innovative design program than typically allowed within the park’s 
restrictive jurisdictional bounds, and include amenities that benefit both public and private sectors.

Students proposed a variety of innovative ideas to blur the boundary between Zion National Park 
and the adjacent agricultural landscape, reflecting the identity of both the park and the landscape’s 
agricultural heritage. By integrating site-specific proposals for locally produced food among visitor 
amenities and infrastructure, the students’ designs focused on enhancing a sense of place based in a 
local vernacular agricultural identity. These included master planning of orchards and agriculture 
production into outdoor gathering and event spaces, and integrating bicycle, pedestrian, and equestrian 
paths into agricultural fields. They also illustrated how transit stops and the proposed visitor contact center
might be integrated into other agri-tourism and recreation-oriented gateway community amenities to 
educate park visitors about the area’s agricultural traditions. They contemplated different locations for the
proposed visitor contact center, which will house administrative offices, interpretive displays, and facilities 
for Zion National Park, the non-profit Zion Forever Foundation, and other regional tourism organizations.
One of most significant challenges was grappling with different transportation concepts, mitigating conflict 
between automobiles and pedestrians, and sequences of site entry. Student proposals included modifying 
the existing highway to decelerate traffic, different intersection and traffic pattern configurations, and 
locating and configuring over 600 parking spaces for shuttle and transit stops (Figure 4). 

Figure 4. Students proposed alternative circulation designs for a proposed visitor contact center 
in Zion National Park’s eastern gateway, which influenced subsequent transportation decisions

(2018). USU LAEP Department Student Credit: Evan Tanasiuk.

5.4  Benefits and Challenges of Immersive Site Exploration 

To guide the design process for nationally impactful projects that millions of visitors will see and 
experience, LAEP faculty and students employed an experiential design approach—whether in vertically 
integrated department-wide charrettes or individual design studios. Following foundational research, 
students immersed themselves in exploration of their site and engagement with their clients and 
community partners. These provide opportunities for students and faculty to understand and formulate 
design concepts within the context of the broader regional landscape, meet with interested stakeholders, 
and conduct focused reconnaissance and ground-truthing of existing conditions. In the case of Zion 
Mountain Ranch, the landowner was impressed with watching students immersing themselves in 
exploring the site, “walking the land,” photographing its topographic and landscape features, and capturing 
its characteristics through use of unmanned aerial vehicles. For each of the projects, on-site immersive 
experiences were critical for developing intimate familiarity with unique landscape features, visual qualities 
and sightlines through sketching as a way of seeing, as well as to exploring design concepts in the field 
(Figure 5). When compared to projects that employed only long-distance reconnaissance or brief duration 
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on-site ground-truthing, extended site visits provided deeper understanding of site constraints and 
opportunities. 

Figure 5. Digital sketching allowed students to overlay their ideas with the site’s existing views 
while immersed onsite. USU LAEP Department Student Credit: Evan Tanasiuk

Immersive on-site experiences undertaken throughout these projects presented challenges as 
well. Visits to these sites, located 6 hours from campus, required a great deal of logistical planning, 
particularly in coordinating visits with all interested stakeholders and travel during inclement weather. 
While most students enjoyed on-site visits, some found the freedom of self-directed exploration to be 
daunting and preferred less-complex projects bounded by tightly-defined design constraints. While 
hypothetically based design problems can offer valuable learning opportunities for students, well-selected 
real-world projects have potential for not only providing valuable learning opportunities, but also elevating 
the profile of a department and awareness of what landscape architecture as a discipline can provide for 
communities and projects in conflict.

6          DISCUSSION 

6.1       Perceiving and Envisioning as a Form of Mediation

Physical and social communities are shaped by their context and surrounding landscape. In 
southern Utah, the landscape of Zion, as represented through Dellenbaugh’s landscape paintings shaped 
American attraction to the ideal of an expansive and sublime landscape. As a cinematographic setting, 
Kanab had an active role in shaping the world’s ideas of the rugged individualistic ethos of the West. 
Subsequently, as the community grapples with development and change, its identity is evolving with more 
contemporary ideals of place. The ways of seeing taught within the discipline of Landscape Architecture 
can help places like southern Utah and communities like Kanab and Springdale untangle the complexities 
of a regional identity inexplicably tied to the image of its landscape.

The persuasive power of the image is recognized in film, applied visual arts, and design (Dondis, 
1973). Imagery’s persuasive power—residing in its ambiguity, ability to elicit emotional responses, and 
multiple possible interpretations—has long been employed in advertising. From Humphrey Repton’s early 
use of images to convey a particular story about a designed place, landscape architecture has employed 
compelling images to convey narratives to convey the experience of inhabiting, designing, modifying, and 
consuming a landscape. As designers navigate their attempts to mediate among competing values, the 
power of the image remains an important means of communicating—and creating the image of a place. 
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While this study has focused on the process, products, and outcomes generated through a collective of 
cases, each project highlights the role of students, faculty, and students played in using imagery to 
showcase analytical conclusions, conceptual systems, and progressive ideas into a community space of 
conflict to create new images of a shared future. 

6.2  Complex Client Relationships 
 
One challenge identified through these university design service learning projects is the potential 

for complex client relationships. Through the design process students are purposefully given liberties, and 
often encouraged by faculty to explore topics that range beyond the focus of the original community or 
project sponsor. This effort is rooted in both a pedagogical purpose as well as an attempt to satisfy the 
larger community service role of the land-grant university. The university’s obligation to both a specific 
client as well as a larger community can place onerous demands on the student’s project scope. 
These community service-oriented design studios projects provide communities a relationship and product 
inherently different from those of professional designers. Because the intent of these projects is to 
generate an array of exploratory ideas rather than arrive at a finalized concept or set of conditions these 
projects are more catalytic than terminal. Because they are not created with finality in mind, communities 
often students’ unconventional ideas as non-threatening. Consideration of wide-ranging design ideas 
instead establishes a starting point for the community to discuss the potential directions and progress 
toward a desired outcome. As demonstrated in the diverse examples of service learning opportunities in 
southern Utah, multiple projects over decades continue to re-inform these communities, establish a 
revised starting point and new direction for the community. 

For universities, the decision to engage is often value-laden, particularly in settings in which 
competing interest groups have very different ideal visions for the future. While the cases described in this 
study do not represent the full breadth of community partners, stakeholders, and clients engaged through 
the department’s legacy of community engagement, they do reveal considerations that should inform 
discussions of equity and inclusion when selecting projects. Within the contemporary fiscal context of 
universities, design programs are often under pressure to obtain grants, contracts, and funded projects. In 
addition to the requirement that community engagement projects fit within the parameters of program 
curricula, student learning outcomes, and individual course formats, the desire to seek funded projects 
can steer the type of projects and partners that programs choose to engage. Without precluding 
engagement with private clients, programs may be wise to also contemplate their public service roles and 
commitment to the public good.  
 
6.3       Communities Give Students License to Design

 
For the selected projects, students produced a series of visually oriented posters, presentations, 

and final summary reports representing their ideas through a combination of schematic drawings, 
sketches, photographs, and digital representations. In order to catalyze conversations and generate 
additional work in collaboration with professional design firms, students’ design graphics intentionally 
reflected a schematic looseness. Reflection of these products as well as the process of immersive on-site 
experiences and project sponsor interactions revealed a common theme: students can approach a 
community, voice observations, and make suggestions in a way that is non-threatening—in a way that 
design practitioners cannot.  

One such benefit was the rapid pace at which the studios progress. Due to all of the selected 
projects being constrained within an academic semester the level of detail and rigor remained at a non-
threatening conceptual level. Another key benefit from the charrettes and studios was the sheer volume of 
design proposals generated. For each of the cases described in this study, the resulting volume and range 
of design concepts would not be temporally or financially feasible from a professional firm charging in 
billable hours. Rather than competing with professional practitioners, the studios intentionally framed their 
engagement as collaboration rather than competition. The department’s collaboration with the clients and 
firm principals augmented the valuable work of Design Workshop and other design firms provided Zion 
Mountain Ranch and Zion Ponderosa with a range of innovative ideas for enhancing visitor experiences 
along the park’s eastern gateway. By focusing on broad conceptual ideas, students’ visualizations 
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catalyzed discussion of the corridor’s potential future to our clients, local stakeholders, and state-level and 
federal-level decision makers. The project fueled additional design work for professional firms and several 
internships for design students to undertake more detailed design proposals. In preparing the next 
generation of designers, university design programs need to provide experiences for students to wrestle 
with complex value-based design problems they will encounter in their profession and begin to recognize 
their potential in using design skills to mediate these challenges. 

6.4       Relationships, Credibility, and Legacy 

As with other land-grant institutions, Utah State University’s land grant mission and statewide 
Extension activities provide a foundational repertoire advantageous for initiating relationships with rural 
communities often wary of outside assistance. Because of their traditional focus on agricultural, rural, and 
pragmatic research for the benefit of statewide constituents, land-grant institutions may enjoy higher 
credibility in rural communities. Extension faculty often form the initial relationships with community 
stakeholders and project champions that guide the project scope and initial expectations. These 
relationships are important to maintain beyond the academic calendar lifespan of the project. 
Collaboration with landowners, public agencies, and professional firms in high-profile projects have 
reinforced the department’s reputation and fulfilled the land-grant mission of extending knowledge and 
service to local communities.  

University design programs should consider projects as opportunities for building legacies of 
regional impact. They should contemplate their desired legacy, and how selection of studio projects can 
strengthen it. Addressing tangible needs throughout their regional context demonstrates the relevance of 
landscape architecture in solving a broad range of contemporary problems. Within the regional context of 
the Intermountain West, gateway communities are an opportune setting for design programs to offer 
meaningful design involvement for design issues in high profile settings viewed and experienced by 
millions of visitors each year.  
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