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Abstract 
This thesis addresses a gap in community resources left between traditional public libraries 
and community centers. Through the design of a new type of flexible community hub, this 
thesis will offer lasting value to economically strapped rural areas via its flexibility of program 
and spaces. The design develops an architectural language of inclusion that encourages 
community engagement. The project demonstrates an inviting, contextual, and necessary 
design approach that reinvigorates this large demographic. Both site and architecture 
emphasize connections across existing physical boundaries to ensure passersby know they 
are welcome in the space. Flexibility drives the architecture, program, and success of this 
project as resiliency is an important component of any new work. This new kind of civic 
infrastructure in rural America is a nexus for rebuilding the culture of a region adversely 
affected by the globalization of society. The goal of this new civic infrastructure is to create a 
vibrant civic space for America’s rural population. An inclusive, welcoming proposal is 
represented here: one that promotes stewardship, links together natural and cultural bucolic 
values, and encourages informal social interactions to achieve a fulfilling civic life for rural 
Americans. 
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Process Analysis Statement 

 This thesis began with the identification of significant disparities between urban and rural 

Americans. Those in rural communities, my research found, had less access to quality Internet, 

employment, and social fulfillment. The research was conducted as part of a Research in 

Architecture course that fifth-year CAP students enroll in. This course (ARCH 424) asked 

students to identify a problem, formulate an architectural program (or list of spaces to include in 

the final work), and analyze examples of built work that were tangential or influential in our 

early design thinking. 

 Finding these architectural examples, also called precedents, led me to consider 

America’s public libraries as a unique building type to consider for the project. Addressing the 

issue of social fulfillment specifically, public libraries act as localized mixing chambers in their 

communities. Additionally, the sheer number of libraries sprinkled throughout small rural 

quarters of the nation sparked my curiosity. The design precedents I chose were not focused on 

small town examples; however, but instead were located in urban areas. 

 What urban centers have gotten right about human development patterns is the need for 

density. Density is very scarce in rural communities which are oftentimes agrarian economies 

relying on land for economic output. Urban libraries like the Seattle Public Library by the Office 

for Metropolitan Architecture (OMA) were very influential to the final proposal. The Seattle 

project features an unconventional blending of spaces and social spaces dominate the building 

instead of book storage like a more typical model. After identifying articles, data, and other 

empirical evidence of the disparities between urban and rural Americans and suggesting public 

libraries as an interesting first step in the early design work; the project continued to develop and 

change as my own architectural inquiry began to drive the work. 
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 I chose to locate the project in a familiar town, Nashville, Indiana, where seasonal 

tourism is keeping an otherwise struggling Midwest town alive. What I began to ask myself was 

whether a public library could really help the town I was located in. Ultimately, this line of 

questioning (that engaged with project mentors and advisors as well as colleagues) resulted in the 

public library not becoming an integral element of the final proposal. I determined that we ask 

too much of our libraries as it is so asking them to remedy the social issues of rural Americans 

was not reasonable. 

 Finally, in the pre-design work of research and question formulation, I determined that a 

community hub of sorts would work best to achieve my goal of bringing a socially vibrant space 

to rural Americans. I wanted this community hub to be a simple, flexible, and comfortable place 

for the people of Nashville to use. I began my true design work by investigating the aesthetics of 

America’s barns as I thought they brought an honesty to the “feel” of the place. In addition, I 

looked at influential works of flexible architecture like the Storefront for Art and Architecture by 

Steven Holl in New York City. Together, these design examples and my aesthetics rooted in 

Midwestern references would bloom into the final project proposal for FIELDWORK. 

 The studio design element of the project featured hundreds of design iterations that were 

investigated via different architectural representation methods like 3D modeling, hand sketches, 

and physical model-making. The physical models, although simple and made from scrap 

materials I had laying around my home, were very effective in furthering my thinking. I was able 

to test my ideas for swinging “doors” that would open to the outdoors and effectively double the 

usable area of the project. Being able to see this expansion of the building in person was what 

made me decide to pursue the concept all the way to the end of the project. 
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 When I look back on this two-semester endeavor, I am proud of what I have created. I am 

proud not only because the final work is polished and represents the hard work I put in 

throughout the semester but also because the project speaks to my larger aspirations and 

objectives as a designer and soon-to-be professional. I believe that architecture should serve its 

community and be a tool for the community’s use.  

Architecture should not be a testament to the ego of the designer who made it, rather, 

architecture should be the result of a dialogue between the designer and those who will use it 

every day. I think that this message of inclusivity in the design process is what ultimately drove 

this thesis work and the final proposal is a direct reflection of my personal and professional 

beliefs. 
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ARCHITECTURE INQUIRY

Architects design spaces for human use. The 
designer wears many hats in this endeavor, but 
none are more important than the empathetic 
listener. By approaching each project with an 
open mind, an architect places the end user 
above all. This project began as a reimagining 
of the public library typology. Quickly, the 
question became not how to reinvent the 
library, but what led to that knee jerk decision?

Assuming what a community needs inevitably 
results in architecture that is out of touch. 
Looking at issues beyond "the problem" 
inspires innovative design thinking. This 
proposal, the last of an undergraduate career, 
represents the cumulative effort of many 
hands and many voices. Asking why? instead 
of how? led this project in a new and 
unexpected direction. 

I hope you enjoy.

" Simplicity  is not a simple thing. "

- Charlie Chaplin
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1 

ABSTRACT

This thesis addresses a gap in community 

resources left between traditional public 
libraries and community centers. Through the 
design of a new type of flexible community 
hub, this thesis will offer lasting value to 
economically strapped rural areas via its 
flexibility of program and spaces. The design 
develops an architectural language of inclusion 
that encourages community engagement. The 
project demonstrates an inviting, contextual, 
and necessary design approach that 

reinvigorates this large demographic.

Both site and architecture emphasize 
connections across existing physical 
boundaries to ensure passersby know they 
are welcome in the space. Flexibility drives 
the architecture, program, and success of 
this project as resiliency is an important 
component of any new work. This kind of civic 
infrastructure in rural America is a nexus for 
rebuilding the culture of a region adversely 

affected by the globalization of society.

The goal of this new civic infrastructure 
is to create a vibrant civic space for 
America’s rural population. An inclusive, 
welcoming proposal is represented here: 
one that promotes stewardship, links 
together natural and cultural bucolic 
values, and encourages informal social 
interactions to achieve a fulfilling civic life 
for rural Americans.
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Historical Overview

Public library systems were established in 
most major cities in America by the early 
twentieth century. Due to the philanthropy of 
Scottish-born industrialist Andrew Carnegie, 
the public library would become so woven 
into the social fabric of America’s small towns 
that contemporaries would dub them the 
“people’s university.”1 Even though community 
libraries received little funding from local 
and state governments, by the mid-twentieth 
century approximately 87 per cent of all public 
libraries in America were located in towns of 
less than 10,000 people.2 

Small libraries have one unique advantage 
over any other public institution – a deep 
connection with their community.  It is this 
local relationship that gives small libraries 
the edge in addressing local issues.  Yet, the 
task of providing rural Americans with the 

resources they need to compete with their 
urban counterparts has left small libraries 
overwhelmed.

Why Libraries Aren't the Answer

Since their inception, libraries have been in 
a constant state of evolution, always one step 
behind their community's needs. One of the 
most pervasive problems facing any library 
is the issue of establishing a continuity that 
can bridge generations with different tastes, 
expectations, and needs.3   These expanding lists 
of demands have not been met by an increase in 
funding.

Today, libraries act as community meeting 
spaces, internet hubs, and safe places for 
children and teens. In their pioneering text The 
Library Beyond the Book, authors Jeffrey Schnapp 
and Matthew Battles outline the multitudinous 
roles libraries of the modern age are asked 

DESIGN PROBLEM & RESEARCH

to fill, they describe, “Libraries as sites for 
access, congregation, contemplation, delight, 
discovery, dispute, escape, hiding, repose, 
research, secrecy, self-abnegation...”4  Clearly, 
what was once the clearinghouse of print media 
has been modified, again and again, to meet 
many other community needs.  

In his powerful book  Palaces for the People, 
author Eric Klinenberg spells out the state 
of America’s deteriorating public libraries; 
Klinenberg paints a bleak picture that, “the 
problem libraries face isn’t that people no longer 
visit them or take out books. On the contrary: 
so many people are using them, for such a wide 
variety of purposes, that library systems and 
their employees are overwhelmed.”5  The library 
of today fulfills a much greater purpose than 
just checking out books; it is a community hub.
  
The humble library is the lynchpin in a much 
broader discussion and the issues facing rural 

1. Patrick Valentine,  A Social History of Books and Libraries from Cuneiform to Bytes (Lanham, MD: The Scarecrow Press, Inc., 2012), 153. 
2. Wilhelm Munthe,  American Librarianship from a European Angle (Chicago, IL: American Library Association, 1939), 19.
3. Valentine, 147.
4. Jeffrey T. Schnapp and Matthew Battles, The Library Beyond the Book (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2014), 26.
5. Eric Klinenberg, Palaces for the People (New York, NY: Penguin Random House LLC, 2018), 32.

Rural Issues

As the world becomes more dependent on 
technology to communicate, buy and sell 
goods, and spread knowledge, the issues 
mount for rural Americans with little access 
to the global network. Indeed, the situation 
has only intensified as society deals with the 
disruptive forces of information technology 
and transmission.7 Rural Americans find 
themselves at a harrowing crossroads both 
economically and socially. 

Widespread disinvestment in rural 
communities across the nation has resulted 
in towns hollowed out of opportunity and 
struggling to make ends meet. 
Understanding the social and cultural 
issues facing rural Americans provides the 
framework within which the design proposal 
is considered.

America cannot be solved by reinventing local 
branch libraries again. Rethinking how to 
engage rural Americans is necessary to ensure 
they are not left behind in the Information Age 
and beyond.

Instead of modifying our libraries beyond the 
point of recognition, we ought to “argue...for 
a multiplication and diversification of library 
identities and types.”6 And this project seeks 

just that. This design proposal begins with 
a nuanced understanding of library history, 
a recognition of contemporary social issues 
facing rural Americans, and a mindfulness that 
libraries are stretched too thin. It is along these 
lines that the proposed design moves forward: 
not as a replacement for libraries nor as a 
perfected library, but as a truly new typology 
for rural Americans to benefit from.

1

Blackout:
This map shows the extent to which rural 
Americans do not have access to the most basic 
broadband internet.

6. Schnapp and Battles, 61.
7. Paul L. Knox, and Heike Mayer, Small Town Sustainability (Basel, Switzerland: Birkhäuser Verlag AG, 2009), 15.
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The preeminent scholar in environmental 
analysis Donella Meadows once compared the 
power of participation in civic life with the 
fortitude of the human immune system: “The 
ability to self-organize is the strongest form 
of system resilience. A system that can evolve 
can survive almost any change, by changing 
itself.”10 Meadows was writing about human 
resilience but her message applies to the built 
environment as well. 

the role of architecture and the role of user 
in this endeavor, Jackson writes: “The built 
environment is not a community. Community 
is the software for the hardware of the built 
environment.”9 Architecture is a shell that is 
animated by the contributions of its users. 
To realize these contributions this design 
proposal will emphasize flexibility and its 
impact on resilience as a key design criteria.

The Solution

The design work to be undertaken shall focus 
acutely on those experiential qualities that 
lend themselves to vibrant public spaces. This 
thesis proposal advocates for an approach that 
emphasizes user engagement, inclusivity, and 
stewardship.

User Engagement

In his book  Designing Healthy Communities, 
author Richard Jackson compared 
communities with natural ecosystems, Jackson 
explains, “...in any ecosystem, entropy happens. 
Systems will fall apart without a constant 
influx of energy.”8 Jackson asserted that 
leveraging the collective action of individuals 
is the best way to help them improve their civic 
environments. It is crucial also to separate 

8. Richard J. Jackson, Designing Healthy Communities (San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 2012), 51.
9. Jackson, 37.
10. Donella H. Meadows, Thinking in Systems: A Primer (White River Junction, VT: Chelsea Green Publishing, 2008), 159.

Context & Comfort:
The traditional barn of the Midwest United States 
is a familiar icon. This familiarity will ensure the 
new typology is inviting.

Stewardship

To further embed a project in its local fabric 
requires a dedication to the inclusion of 
people, environment, and ecology.11 Without 
engendering stewardship, an architectural 
proposal’s success is neither guaranteed nor 
expected; caring for our public spaces makes 
them successful.

A comprehensive study of rural America 
simply found that, “the quantity and quality 
of many amenities and public services…are 
frequently inadequate to meet the needs 
of rural residents.”12 Therefore, it is easy 
to recognize the enormous potential of an 
inspiring public space in small-town America. 
Ray Oldenburg first coined the term “third 
places” to describe the informal settings that 
make up the core of public life.13 Although 
third places are rare in rural America, they are 
where healthy communities are born.

Inclusivity

A new typology that invites people from all 
walks of life to engage in the same shared 
space benefits the whole community. This 
proposal challenges the idea of interiority, or 
the activities that occur strictly within the 
walls of a building. To be welcoming to the 
broader community is critical to this work. 

Given our libraries are inflexible by nature 
and have a complicated history with inclusion, 
a more adaptable approach is necessary to 
react to the changing needs of America’s rural 
towns. This proposal will utilize accessible 
strategies and universal design criteria to 
ensure that any person who wishes to enjoy 
the work is free to do so.

11. Jill Stoner, Toward a Minor Architecture (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2012), 21.
12. Alexander R. Thomas and Gregory M. Fulkerson, Reinventing Rural (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2016), 116.
13. Ray Oldenburg, The Great Good Place (Cambridge, MA: Da Capo Press, 1999), 16.

Flexibility & Resilience:
Projects emphasizing flexibility, like Steven Holl's 
Storefront for Art and Architecture, provide users 
options as their needs change over time.

2



1312

3. Collision of library facade planes
4. Diagram of the library's shuffled program

5. Facade of the library revealing internal operations to the community at night
6. Library model showing volumes floating on either side of open public spaces

Seattle Central Library
OMA 2004

OMA’s Seattle Central Library blurs its 
program to match the needs of contemporary 
users. A large flexible space called the Living 
Room promotes a kind of program fluidity. The 
space has been described as a “trading floor for 
information”, likening its energy and vibrancy 
to that which occurs on Wall Street. The Living 
Room's glazing with perforated metal inserts 
offers views of the city during the day and an 
interior focus at night.

3 5 6

4

RESONATING WORK

7. The "Living Room", a user-defined social space

7
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8. Community meeting space
9. Observation tower for green roof education

10. Image showing the transparency achieved throughout the main library space
11. Diagram of the roof's curvature in relation to solar access

Ballard Library & Service Center
Bohlin Cywinski Jackson 2005

The Ballard Library and Neighborhood 
Service Center is a great example of simple 
architecture serving a local community. The 
architects imagined the project as a large 
front porch and the way it sits on the site, by 
opening its edges with transparent planes and 
deep overhangs, is certainly welcoming.

Besides the architectural gestures, the 
programming of the library is also inviting. 
The Center features services for job 
counseling and training in addition to more 
traditional library materials. The inclusion of 
a prominent community meeting space and 
classrooms amplifies the project’s message: 
that the project is of the community and not 
just in the community.

9 10 11

8

12. The library w/n its context; the architects wanted a "front porch" for the neighborhood

12
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Figure 8. A photograph of the interior of the Ballard Library in the 
community meeting space. Image is the property of Nic Lehoux. 
Courtesy of ArchDaily. Image Downloaded from https://www.
archdaily.com/100821/ballard-library-and-neighborhood-service-
center-bohlin-cywinski-jackson/ on October 16, 2020.

Figure 9. A photograph of the roof of the Ballard Library that shows 
the periscope allowing visitors to see the project's green roof 
in action. Image is the property of Benjamin Benschneider. 
Courtesy of ArchDaily. Image Downloaded from https://www.
archdaily.com/100821/ballard-library-and-neighborhood-service-
center-bohlin-cywinski-jackson/ on October 16, 2020.

Figure 10. A photograph of the interior of the Ballard Library in one of 
the main reading areas. Image is the property of Nic Lehoux. 
Courtesy of ArchDaily. Image Downloaded from https://www.
archdaily.com/100821/ballard-library-and-neighborhood-service-
center-bohlin-cywinski-jackson/ on October 16, 2020.

Figure 11. A sketch of the initial concept for the Ballard Library focusing 
on its integration with local environment flows. Drawing is 
the property of Bohlin Cywinski Jackson Architects. Courtesy 
of ArchDaily. Image Downloaded from https://www.archdaily.
com/100821/ballard-library-and-neighborhood-service-center-
bohlin-cywinski-jackson/ on October 16, 2020.

Figure 12. A photograph of the exterior of the Ballard Library from 
down the street highlighting the building’s connection with its 
neighborhood. Image is the property of Nic Lehoux. Courtesy 
of ArchDaily. Image Downloaded from https://www.archdaily.
com/100821/ballard-library-and-neighborhood-service-center-
bohlin-cywinski-jackson/ on October 16, 2020.

BIBLIOGRAPHYIMAGE LIST



1918

Public Library

Division of Family 
Resources

History Center

Art Guild

Community Foundation

MAIN ST

VAN
 BUREN

 ST

SITE SELECTION CRITERIA

Nashville, IN is a town of just 1,400 people 
located in southern Indiana. Nashville survives 
off the fall tourism season as patrons visit 
nearby Brown County State Park. Despite this 
busy season, the town has seen significant 
disinvestment in recent years. The proposal 
will augment the existing public resources in 
Nashville.

Brown County, INBrown County, IN

Nasvhille, IN

Site: 53 N Van Buren St. Nashville, Indiana
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SITE ANALYSIS

Photo from the site looking southwest Photo from the site looking northwest

The project site is located along busy Van 
Buren street and features five feet of grade 
change from west to east. An existing parking 
lot sits atop this elevated area and serves four 
existing buildings. The project will capitalize 
on this central location by signifying  a distinct 
interruption in the rhythm of the community. 

Site montage
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A classic shrinking Midwest town Fall tourism is the levee against further population loss 
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The intent of this proposal is not to replace 
the public library or even to refashion it 
into its most ideal version. Questioning the 
library typology was the point of departure for 
thinking about what would best serve rural 
American communities. The work, a humble 
and  inviting place where people can gather, 
is more than just another community center. 
This proposal for a meaningful public space 
can help those rural areas of the country 
that are being left behind. By providing 
an architecture that is honest, simple, and 
inextricably connected to context, rural 
communities can regain their social vibrancy.

PRE-DESIGN CONCLUSIONS

Context montage
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DESIGN DRIVERS

Equity
Afford equal access to the project's resources. 
Nobody should feel unable or unwelcome to 
participate here.

Agency
Provide the tools necessary for users to take 
pride and ownership. Build it (and properly 
outfit it) and they will come.

Culture
Relate to the local context. Reinforcing and 
celebrating the place reinforces all other 
design drivers.

Resilience
Inspire creative solutions to problems both 
seen and unseen. Not one-size-fits-all, rather 
one-system-accommodates-many.

Simplicity
Derive beauty from a limited palette. 
Architecture should not get in the way of the 
project's larger ambitions.

Design notes with key drivers overlaid
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Early volumetric study models
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Flexibility as a means to system resilience



3332

Flexibility model Early tectonics model
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Material elevation diagram

MATERIAL & TECTONICS

OKATech Expanded Copper Glazing plan detail

Courtesy: OKATech

Material selection was determined by 
contextual clues and functional imperatives. 
Ornament is abandoned for a duality of 
purposes and simple construction methods are 
implemented to achieve economy of scale. 
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Opacity gradient during the day 24/7 use
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THIRDPLACE

Proposal cross section & flexible partition system

Flexible building elements allow users to make 
of the space what they need. Fully enclosable 
building envelopes allow the project to be used 
365 days of the year.  Small or large groups 
can be accommodated and tech integration 
multiplies the project's possibilities.
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Floor plan "shut" Floor plan "open"
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Proposal site plan Accessibility across the site
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Super Bowl ca. 2025 Grandma's birthday
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Local goods marketplace Outdoor classroom
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Telehealth & wellness Community hearth
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