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 How do we understand a space? This is a question that has puzzled many great 

thinkers over centuries of philosophy and cartography. As geography and technology 

have added the field the question has still lingered and to this day still perplexes the 

greatest of minds. In order to address understanding of space, it is, first, essential to 

define it. 

 Merriam-Webster defines space as, “…a continuous area or expanse that is free, 

available, or unoccupied,” and, “the dimensions of height, depth, and width within which 

all things exist and move,” (Merriam Webster, 2014). So, extending this definition out a 

bit further, we can say that the space we understand is a finite and quantifiable unit in 

which it occupies a small portion of macro-space, as we cannot possibly understand the 

entirety of space, which is infinite. That being the case, there is a significant difference 

between understanding “space” and “a space.”  

 In understanding a space, we need to also understand what makes up that 

space. This is far more subjective and personal, but commonalities run through these 

identifications of space from person to person. Kevin Lynch, a great urban planner of 

the 1960s and author of the famous planning text Image of the City defines space, 

within the context of a city by saying, “… our perception of the city is not sustained, but 

rater, partial, fragmentary, mixed with other concerns. Nearly every sense is in 

operation, and the image is the composite of them all,” (Lynch 1960, 2). While this is 

particular to the city, it can be extended to space at large. It also suggests that spaces 

are experienced by people using their sense, so naturally, there are commonalities in 

our mutual understandings of space, but nothing is absolutely identical from person to 
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person. Lynch later states, “Not only is the city an object, which is perceived… but it is 

the product of many builders who are constantly modifying the structure for reason of 

their own,” (Lynch 1960, 2). This means a city (which could extend to a space) is both 

something physical and perceived. This is fundamental to every space that is 

understood by a person, there is a physicality to it; it can be located in some capacity (a 

map, a guide, a vehicle and so forth), and there is a perceptibility to it; it can be 

understood or thought about in some capacity (an emotion is evoked, a sense is 

engaged, a memory is recalled and so forth).  

 I believe, physicality is not entirely difficult to grasp, as this is the primary function 

through which most of humanity understands what is around them. I have a desk and a 

computer before me now, and looking to my left there are books and a window and to 

my right is a bag, a few guitars, and a pile of clothes. These objects are simply present 

within the space that I call “my room” and can be quickly identified by anyone who 

enters this space and has the capacity to open their eyes. The words used to describe 

these items are not entirely part of the actual physicality of the space, but their presence 

alone is enough to validate their existence and take up a portion of the space, which no 

one can ignore, regardless of context. 

 The far more abstract component, which changes how we understand the 

physicality of the space is our perception. Most people see perception as physicality, 

which is often dangerous, as it causes us to believe absolutes that are entirely 

concoctions of our mind’s context of understanding on a space, item, or person. Using 

the example of my room once again, I understand that my desk should be where it is 

and that my computer is the central focal point of my room, as that is where I spend a 
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great deal of time. The pile of books is an example of the amount of work I have had to 

do this semester in school and the window is vital in ensuring my seasonal depression 

is kept in check by sunlight. My bag was a gift from my parents last year, and something 

I value greatly, my guitars are some of my most prized possessions and have taken me 

years to collect. The pile of clothes is a product of the end of the semester taking priory 

over my putting away my clothing or really caring to even fold them. 

 To me, these things are easily understood, and many of these understandings 

are innate to the actual objects within my room. If you were to ask my mother, she 

would see the pile of clothes as rejection of authority and an expression of lack of 

respect. My guitar collection would seem silly, as I own eight guitars, but only have two 

hands. My pile of books would tell my mom that my tuition money is going to good use 

and that I’m learning things. All this to say, these items have entirely different values 

and meaning to each individual that would encounter them. 

 Even the words we would use to describe these items bring about personal 

judgments on the space. “Piles” are unorganized and disorderly, choosing other words 

like “briefcase” or “satchel” for my bag might inspire different understandings. 

Describing my collection of guitars as two acoustic guitars and six electric guitars places 

more contextual understandings on my preference in musical style. All these word 

choices are still personalized judgment calls on the physicality of my room, and thus are 

reflections of perception of reality. 

 Spaces are far more than rooms of college students though. Urban space, parks, 

museums, a highway, neighborhoods, distant foreign countries, and backyards all 
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contain these two fundamentals of understanding a space; each of these spaces has a 

physical space and each is perceived by many people in unique manners. 

 Barucha Spinoza, a Dutch philosopher in the 1600s says, “It is never we who 

affirm or deny something of a thing; it is the thing that affirms or denies something of 

itself in us,” (Bennett 2010, 0) and Jane Bennett, a professor of political science at 

Johns Hopkins University, says, “… cultural forms are themselves powerful, material 

assemblages with resistant force,” (Bennett 2010, 1). When these values are imparted 

to space, we can begin to question whether the space communicates with us or we 

communicate with it. One can run around this question for days and begin to feel very 

discombobulated while revealing very little about the reality of the question. Taking a 

step back and, again seeking Bennett’s work, helps to unpack this question. In 

Bennett’s text Vibrant Matter, she addresses two concepts that seem to shed light on 

the previous two statements (which are, admittedly, a bit to absolute for my taste) and 

shed some light on how they apply to space. Bennett brings up the concept of 

assemblages, which are groupings of matter or “things,” which enhance one another, 

interact with one another, and form a confederate relationship with one another. These 

items are stand alone units and not entirely dependent on one another, as much as, 

they feed off of the “thingness” of the other present entities in order to impart meaning 

on a viewer or enhance the meaning of itself. 

 Secondly, Bennett introduces the ideas of Roman philosopher Lucretius. His 

concept of mosaicism, adds a layer of inherit power within an object; things are the way 

that they are because that is the way that they are. This may seem like philosophical 

dribble, but there is a valuable depth to this point. Things hold real physical weight, but 
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also hold a true perceptive weight as well. The more power or weight the object has, 

generally, the more it is recognized for it and thus stands out in the hierarchy of matter. 

Some might argue that this isn’t the case, as many micro organisms preserve life as we 

know it, however, the simplest argument for this understanding is seen in the reaction 

man has to nature (mountains, lake, rivers, oceans and so forth). Connected to that is a 

concept called modes, which have the power to mod(e)ify space, matter, or 

relationships and so forth. So, as matter has mosaicism, it is often expressed in modes 

which alter our perception or trigger a reaction and also modify other things or 

assemblages and alter their perception. The two collectively feed off of one another and 

create powerful responses from those who interact with the mosaic. 

 This is all central to understanding space and place making. Place making is an 

urban planning term, often used to describe a process by which planners make a space 

that is “ideal” on as many fronts as possible. Many design firms, municipal entities, and 

thinkers have different definitions of place making, but the central themes hold through 

all of these definitions; place making seeks the most collective good in the design of a 

space. This “collective good” is a flimsy term, and it is often the area that is most subject 

to the ethos of the designer. After a quick web search, one can find all kinds of 

impressions on the meaning of place making, with many interesting understandings of 

who or what it should serve. Placemaking Chicago, an assemblage of urban designers, 

defines it as a, “people-centered approach to planning, design and management of 

public spaces,” (Placemaking Chicago, 2008). MIT has a publication on place making 

that states, “… the most successful platemaking initiatives transcend the place to 

forefront the making,” (MIT Architecture, 2013). Later on, the text states, “Present-day 
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platemaking is a response to the systematic destruction of the human-friendly and 

community-centric spaces of the early 20th century,” (MIT Architecture, 2013). ArtPlace 

America, a collaboration of foundations and federal agencies looks at place making as 

designing spaces that keep art and creativity at the center, make use of existing 

elements of the space, engage people of all kinds, encourage economic diversity, 

attract people, encourage a variety of activities, and reenforce the power of space 

(ArtPlace America, 2011). ArtPlace America may have the closest definition of “the most 

good possible” for a space, but this isn’t entirely simple to accomplish. 

 The flaws in the previous two definitions lie in the fact that they are both heavily 

anthropocentric, or human-centered. People need to be considered when making a 

place, however, they cannot be the only focus of a design. Bringing in what was 

discussed in Bennett’s work, it becomes clear that things have inherit power of their own 

and need to be considered. This includes plant life, animals, soils, rivers, buildings, 

mailboxes, rocks, and fence posts amongst all other elements of a space. Each thing is 

uniquely powerful, and uniquely empowers and changes other objects in the space. 

People are only one part of the entire mosaic of the landscape at large. 

 The assumption that every thing within the space or the space itself is universally 

understood is not reasonable and cannot be assumed in place making. It may safe to 

assume that “most” may understand that a fence does something or means something 

within a space, but assuming that “all” understand this is irresponsible and 

presumptuous. The perceptibility of the space is compromised when a designer 

assumes that every user will understand the function of a location, object, or thing within 

his creation. The same is true of creating functionless objects with no direction within 
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the space. If the purpose of a thing is to be “purposeless,” then this has to be clearly 

stated to users, as not all will seek this purposelessness out, nor understand it. 

 A space must, therefore, follow these rules, based on the above definitions and 

understandings: 

  

 - It must contain a physical component (locatable in space and occupy some sort 

of physical space) 

 

 - It must be perceivable to the human mind in some facet (not all will perceive it 

equally or similarly, but if given the time and ability, the space can be observed and 

attempted to be understood) 

 

 - It must have inherent “thingness” to it (because of its physicality, it has power, 

and this power is thus perceived, but this power must be detectible. If this power were 

not detectible, the thing would cease to exist, as all matter has “thingness,” even if the 

matter or power is not immediately identifiable). This leads to the centrality of existence 

as a thing; a thing is a thing because it is a thing, which is universally understood as a 

thing (regardless of importance, size, shape, or temporality). 

 

 -  A space is a mosaic of things, and these things inform one another in a series 

of modes that are loosely interconnected in mosaicism that moves much like the ocean 

or wind does (strong centrally identifiable currents, but individual interactions that are 

seemingly random and chaotic and occur rather subtly) 
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Humans And Space: Connecting the Dots 

  

 Peter Calthorpe, a great urban designer and architect, sees public space design 

as something in need of both passive and active use. He believes public space should 

be the focus of a grander space (neighborhood, city, community etc.) and should 

enhance the perception of these grander spaces (becoming part of the grander space, 

rather than fragmenting) (Calthorpe 1993).  

 Lynch re-enforces this vividness of space (how parts of the space become 

central to the understanding of the space or define location within the space) in his 

work, as well as unpacking how we move within the space and keep our bearings within 

the space. When you combine Calthorpe and Lynch’s two centralities of spaces 

(particularly public spaces), you see a real sense of purpose to the space, but also a 

particularly abstract practicality of these expressions (openness, closed-ness, wideness 

etc.). Put simply, when the two ideas are combined, public space becomes something 

of an active character in the image of a city, and also a passive player in the 

understanding of the city at large. 

 Lynch’s Image of The City does a phenomenal job constructing metrics for 

understanding what makes a space understandable or perceivable. As stated above, 

people have a set of cultural biases and understandings to space. If you want to evoke 

a response from a user of a space, they most be both encouraged to respond in a 

certain way, but allowed to do so freely. Understanding commonalities in perception is 
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exactly what Lynch does in his book. Below, I will outline, briefly, the units by which he 

defines human perceptions of a city’s “imagability.”  

 

Paths: 

 Paths are the modes by which we pass through spaces. 

Roads are the most ubiquitous form that paths take on, as 

anyone who drives understands what a road is for and what is 

and is not allowed on the road (within reason). Paths are 

usually interconnected, as usually a path leads to several 

other paths to allow for a complex web of options for commuters. 

A path also provides passage within the landscape as well as to an individual 

landscape, so the application of these units is, in many ways, integral in allowing people 

the option of moving about it space. Without pathways, people would be far more 

confined to the immediate space around them with no option of movement. 

 

Districts:  

 Districts are the guts of a city. When considering 

different neighborhoods, communities, regions, and so 

forth, districts are the units being used. Districts can be 

condensed down to just a few structures, but also can 

be increased in size to include entire networks of 

streets, parks, and buildings. Fundamentally, districts 

are how people divide a city into things like a park, the 

central business district, or a university town. School districts or political jurisdictions 
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also represent districts in this way as well. Because they are so functional in describing 

separations in classes of use, these units can become highly subjective and also highly 

reflective of the imposed understanding of space from things like, maps, signs and 

architectural ascetics. People may understand a space to be a district, simply because 

they recognize the boundaries of a township, while, those who are more perceptive may 

draw districts that are separated by structural design, perceived value of property or 

even land use classification.  

 

Edges: 

 Edges demarcate separations. The difference 

between place A and place B is divided by an edge. This 

applies to many parts of a space or the city at large. 

Neighborhoods with distinctly different character might have 

edges, some parks might have edges, or wide streets may 

define an edge between two areas. The true essence of an edge is that it must be 

crossed to engage the space on the other side the edge. You can speculate about a 

space from the outside, but you must cross the edge to physically be present in the 

space. This means that edges require energy and often right of passage to cross, and 

are often crossed when traveling a city and taking in its place-ness.  
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Nodes: 

 Nodes are very simple entities within space. Nodes 

are where units within space meet, often paths, and create 

a central point of interest or interaction. It is useful to 

consider nodes as intersections along busy streets (these 

are, in fact, the easily identifiable nodes to most 

Americans). Because nodes cause connections between different spatial entities, they 

are often bustling, similar to an airport where transactions, interactions, and connections 

are made. Businesses and retail will usually be found at nodes and nodes are often 

destinations in it of themselves, though none of these qualifiers are mandatory for 

nodes. Fundamentally, nodes provide identifying locations of intersection, people are 

the ones simply choose to make them centers of congregation. 

 

Landmarks: 

 Landmarks are the most conventional unit 

introduced by Lynch. Landmarks are entities that occupy 

space and can be used to give direction, cause attraction, 

and establish location. Landmarks standout to a 

populous, and often contain very unique power. The Eiffel 

Tower, the Grand Canyon, and the Rocky Mountains are all landmarks. Landmarks are 

essential to helping a person understand where they are in space, as these landmarks 

act as reference points to the individual. A tall tree or a uniquely colored house may 

have this sort of impact, as they can be used to give directions and alert someone to 
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where they are. We also memorize the location of that landmark such that our distance 

from it also informs our understanding of location. Landmarks also tend to be scarce 

and tiered in importance. One might use a list of low tier landmarks for direction giving, 

but these landmarks may not draw more attention beyond that, while the Space Needle 

in Seattle serves a cultural function and a tourist function, thus it is seen as more 

important by the general populous.  

 

Barriers Within Space and Mind 

 

 Barriers are interesting entities. The primary function of a barrier is to restrict 

movement, often for the sake of causing devision, protecting a space, or isolating a 

space. Barriers can take physical and perceived forms as, not all barriers need to be 

physically imposing to gain power. A stop sign contains a bit of both of these powers. If 

one were to drive a car into a stop sign, it would physically stop them (or at least slow 

them down), however, most of the power in a stop sign comes from its legal implications 

of the failure to obey it. The understanding of these implications causes a feeling of 

legal obligation, which creates a figurative speed bump, which is a barrier.  

 Edward Soja, a geographer and urban planner at UCLA, engages this idea of 

barriers in his book Seeking Spatial Justice and addresses an issues he calls right to 

the city. The original idea was constructed by, French Marxist, Henri Lefebvre in the 60s 

and 70s, but has continued to evolve conceptually, particularly as spaces have 

continued to change. The central thesis of right to the city deals with the privilege to 

space. It dictates space from the country side all the way to the city center. 
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Predominantly, space is then manufactured and fragmented through this process, as 

now the space has owners and rights attached to it as well as expectations of use and 

user. This is the baseline through which barriers can be understood. Soja suggests, to 

this point, “… human spatiality in all its forms and expressions is socially produced,” 

(Soja 2010, 103).  

 Soja’s suggestion speaks to the previously stated components of space. 

Physicality is innate, and understood by people, but the actual meaning of a space is a 

conjuring of culture and personal understandings. This is true of barriers as well. A stop 

sign means something to Americans because it is universally understood. No one would 

expect a citizen of any nation from the 1700s to understand a stop sign. Its power would 

be unperceivable, aside for the words on the sign. The same is true of nearly every 

barrier presented to urban societies within America. Graffiti is understood, largely, by 

only those within the culture of street painting, while many Americans see it as an 

expression of youthful vandalism. Six inch tall rope fences can keep droves of people 

off of the grass outside of a high rise, in spite of how easily one can step over these 

fences (they lack of physical power). The sanctity of the curtain that separates first class 

and coach is never violated (at least on any flight I have ever boarded) and no one ever 

questions why “KEEP OUT” signs need to be obeyed. Many of these barriers are 

nothing more than socially engineered methods of staking claims to territory. 

 Physical barriers carry more weight to them, and are far more omnipresent in 

space and culture. A concrete wall, if it is tall enough, universally won’t be scaled, 

simply because it is physically imposing. Gates, doors, check points, walls, and motes 

are all extremely physical barriers and require little perception to understand their 
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meaning. These barriers are designed to keep things “in” or “out,” regardless of the 

emotions of others regarding obeying the authorities of the barrier. A chain-link-fence 

starts blurring this line between physical and perceived barriers, and a wooden-cross-

beam-fence furthermore blurs these lines. These items are scalable and not as 

physically imposing, but still require deliberate physical acts to violate their purpose. 

Guard towers, fences, security guards, security cameras, and glass walls begin to 

combine these two components of space as they are still physically imposing, but do not 

stop someone from acting in a contrary way to the established expectations of the 

barrier. 

 Barriers take on these physical and perceived forms all around the globe and are 

always a part of society. Social contracts establish the importance of signs, while walls 

are erected for protection or retention of space regardless of contract. Razor wire 

contains inmates in prison, while “BEWARE OF DOG” signs keep kids off of lawns. 

Lines painted on the road keep drivers moving in a sense of order and the walls of a 

house keep the belongings of a person protected while they are away from home.  

 There are many barriers, as shown in the previous list, that are very essential to 

the safety and the function of society. Walls of a house keep out the elements and road 

signs protect drivers from potentially reckless behavior. It is also reasonable to assess 

many barriers are expressions of classism, racism, sexism, and totalitarianism. Bars on 

windows in high crime areas, broken glass atop cinderblock walls, and restrictive 

signage can all convey issues of tensions between social statuses as much as a 

traditional southern Confederate flag or “NO LOITERING” signs. Insecurities about 

unknown people, cultures, and values often cause the erection of barriers along edges 
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within the context of a city and ultimately create devision. As these devisions occur, the 

physicality of the barrier is then paired with a message. Those barred windows can 

convey senses of distrust or danger and the broken glass wall contributes to a negative 

undercurrent of an area. Taken to absolute extremes, these barriers can contribute to 

the actual problem they try to prevent. Detroit, in the 1940s was a racially divided city 

and this was expressed in the physical development of the city. Eight Mile-Wyoming, an 

African American community in Detroit, had a 6 foot high concrete wall put in place 

during that time period to cover a half mile long strip of land that separated this space 

from an affluent white community adjacent to it (Sugrue 1996, 64). The neighborhood 

was a thriving middle class refuge for African Americans in the 40s and by the 60s it 

had seriously declined and experienced increased crime. Furthermore, the adjacent 

neighborhood, soon there after also became a black community and experienced 

similar trends in social degradation. Not all barriers are nearly as heinous in their 

purpose or form, but serious consideration must be given to the perception of a barrier 

before it is erected, to avoid the outcomes like Eight Mile-Wyoming in Detroit.  

 Non-physical entities also can contribute to barriers. These are far less prevalent, 

but are entirely perceivable. Political boundaries are often not explicit physical 

boundaries, but can still feel just as restrictive. Many of these kinds of barriers are often 

followed by a physical barrier in later time period, simply to reinforce the non-spatial 

understanding of restriction. East and West “sides” of Cincinnati experience this, as 

there have always been some physical barriers of separation, but many have arisen 

through the construction of things like highways and community jurisdictions. Other non-

physical barriers are seen in foreign languages and cultures. Neither of these are 
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inherently spatial, however, political boundaries have given these entities physical 

locations. Spanish and Spanish culture are generally located in Spain, though they have 

migrated across the globe. One does not go to Canada and expect to experience 

Spanish culture. All the same, one who is Spanish might have quite a difficult time 

enjoying the amenities of Canada without either a guide, or English/French language 

skills. This becomes further complex when discussing things like dialects and social 

class, as these are further dividing elements of culture that then gain physical 

manifestations. As stated above, Eight Mile-Wyoming was an African American 

community, but how did it become known by that adjective, instead of simply a 

community. These qualifiers give context to spatiality, but also place restrictions to the 

space being described. Market rate housing verses subsidized housing carry baggage 

and perception with them, and gated communities verses housing projects are 

associated with a sense of who does and does not belong in them. All of these things 

are barriers and have very real implications on our built and physical environment and 

how we choose to navigate it and understand it.  

 

Methods of Research 

 

 Lynch’s work in understanding the image of the city misses one key component; 

culture truly informs where we identify the units he describes in his work. As seen in the 

identification of physicality and perception within space, the items within a space that 

one identifies is highly subjective and is generally a reflection of personal 
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understanding, preferences, and upbringing in combination with the innate powers of 

the entity or space.  

 To test this theory, I asked 39 University of Cincinnati students to perform a 

survey on space that attempted to answer how a millennial who was raised in American 

suburbs understands space, particularly as a, now, urban dwelling individual. They were 

asked four questions to identify their understanding of space: 

  

 1. From a list of options, identify five spaces, circumstances, areas, or built 

environments that you associate with “barrier” or “restriction.” 

 2. From the five choices you selected, choose one space, circumstance, area, or 

built environment that you most associate with “barrier” or “restriction.” 

 3. List three things that alert you that a built environment or space is safe. 

 4. List three things that alert you that a built environment or space is dangerous. 

 

 The responses that students gave were counted up for the first two questions 

and then graphed with one another. This can be seen in Figure 1 and Figure 2 attached 

in the appendix. 

 Questions 3 and 4 were reduced to the topics discussed within the response to 

the question and then each response topic was quantified as a percent of the total 

number of students that were questioned in the survey and responded.  

 Only the top discussion topics were used in this method, as there were many 

topics that only a few people identified. Four topics dealt with people’s feeling of safety 

and one dealt with people’s feeling of danger. 77% of students identified lighting as 
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important to feeling safe, 54% of students identified cleanliness as important to feeling 

safe, 51% of students identified dirtiness as integral in feeling in danger, 46% of 

students identified the presence of people as important to feeling safe, and 33% of 

students identified open spaces as important to feeling safe.  

 The top five options identified as most associated with “barrier or “restriction,” 

were: 

 1. A concrete wall 

 2. A gated entrance 

 3. An unfamiliar language 

 4. A security guard 

 5. A fence 

 

 The top five options identified when asked to choose five options associated with 

“barrier or “restriction,”  were: 

 

 1. A concrete wall 

 2. A gated entrance 

 3. A fence 

 4. A “keep out” sign 

 5. A “private property” sign 

 

 In addition to the questionnaire, six students were asked to create cognitive 

maps of the region around The University of Cincinnati from a GIS produced map with 
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roads and building footprints. The maps are not included as they were inconclusive in 

quantitative data, and their qualitative data was minimal. The process of administering 

the mapping session, however, will be addressed, as it was enlightening as to how 

people attempt to understand space. Included in Figure 3 and 4 are my own cognitive 

maps of Montgomery Ohio in 2001 ( a suburb, north of Cincinnati, where I grew up) and 

the same area around the university. I created my home map of Montgomery as if I 

were still the age of 11 (my age in 2001) and created the map of the area around the 

university as I understand it now, as it is the area that I live in. 

 Questions 1 and 2 were reduced into physical and perceived barrier categories 

and this method was applied to the lists seen above. All options chosen were 

considered to be physical except for an unfamiliar language, a security guard, a “keep 

out” sign and a “private property” sign, these were considered to be perceived barriers. 

 
Application of Results  

 

 The purpose of this project was to address spatial understanding in order to 

make suggestions to a local initiative in Cincinnati to convert an unused rail line in 

eastern Cincinnati into a bike path that would connect the University of Xavier to many 

other communities further east. The project, by design, will offer connections to the Little 

Miami Bike Trail on the far eastern side of Greater Cincinnati, which connects to the 

larger bike networks around the Hamilton County area. It will have access points along 

the line to the various communities it passes through along the way. 

 Wasson Way, the name of the trail, is a wonderfully useful repurposing of an 

unused rail line, and a fantastic concept for alternative transit options, but, I contend, it 
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has not considered the social implications involved with the trail, at least to an extent 

that seems responsible to the city at large. Much like Lynch’s work, as I have stated 

before, it lacks the true knowledge of cultural reactions to a bike trail. I will explain these 

failures and shortcomings after first explaining the application of the above research to 

this project. They will serve to highlight these shortcomings more directly and provide a 

backdrop for understanding why these findings are important to the overall success of 

the path. 

 The group of millennial students who were surveyed are one demographic of 

many hundreds within the area that would have access to Wasson Way. According to 

the surveys performed, the trail will need to have adequate lighting, clean and open 

spaces, and people present consistently to attract this millennial crowd. Without these 

needs met, students will likely feel like the space is unwelcoming or feel as if a barrier 

stands between them and enjoying the space freely. Students also identified, primarily 

physical barriers in their understanding of space, which likely means, use of spatial 

improvement tactics will need to be implemented to make them feel safe, although uses 

of barriers to direct them in use may deter them from using the trail. For instance, a wall 

or fence along the trail may make them feel safe, particularly if the wall remains clean 

and untouched by vandalism. “KEEP OUT” signs may sternly coral students and inform 

them as to where they can and cannot use the trail, however, too many of these 

limitations may cause them to feel constricted and eliminate their use all together. A 

security guard or police patrol on the path may make students feel safe, however, too 

many of these elements may make them uneasy or feel as if the space is unsafe for 
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them to be in, and therefore cause them to abandon the path for the far “safer” use of 

an automobile to get somewhere. 

 In terms of understanding Wasson Way as a space, I would like to address my 

mapping session with a small group of six students. When asked to draw the five 

elements of Lynch’s work, students struggled to grasp the elements presented to them. 

This was to be expected, as this was very new language and a very new way of 

understanding space. What came as a surprise to me is how poorly people performed 

at locating their house or knowing where the streets they knew best were located. 

Despite knowing where the university was (which occupies at least 20% of the map) 

and having a scale bar and a north-arrow, students struggled to understand the spatial 

location of virtually everything on the map. Even basic districts, such as Calhoun Street 

and U District (which occupies about 3% of the map and serve as a central attraction of 

the region), Burnet woods (which takes up about 5% of the map and is universally 

known by students) and the EPA facility in the area (takes up 5% of the map and 

contains a massive singular structure that is clearly mapped with its building footprint). 

Students frequently asked me to located their house for them and then asked me where 

major streets were located. One student confused north and south while trying to locate 

streets and then admitted they didn’t know what direction many streets even ran. 

 After spending nearly a half hour with many of these students, their maps were 

messy and hopelessly confusing. Not a single student mapped a singular unit at a time, 

but constantly went back and forth between elements they placed on the map. None of 

them spent time assessing the map before launching into drawing, and most finally 

gave up rather than stating that they were finished.  
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 These findings are very important to Wasson Way’s success with millennials. Put 

simply, this generation of Americans are horrible with maps and understanding spatial 

location. Seemingly, these students live in a constant state of spatial relativity. They 

understand that they need to get from place A to place B and simply let their smart 

phone or GPS get them there and eventually just memorize the turns needed to get to 

that location and perhaps notice a few landmarks within the context. This has 

implications for a bike path that passes through many spaces that have very distinct 

images. There are shopping destinations along the route, parks, and other public 

spaces. Without these people feeling entirely comfortable with knowing where they are 

going, I highly doubt most would use the trail for exploring beyond they’re understood 

bubble of space. The trail would be entirely too mysterious in terms of spatial location to 

travel to and then navigating it would require active engagement in understanding of 

location. Because so many communities are crossed along the path, lacking 

understanding of where you are and where you are going is very troubling.  

 Knowing these speculations on the spatial understanding of millennials it is 

useful to return to the initial discussion of physicality and perceptibility. Students seem 

to understand physicality, because they can know that something physically exists. 

Knowing its context in space is an entirely different challenge and is part of this 

physicality. Perception remains to be fully addressed, as the questionnaire was more 

focused on barriers and perceptions of safety, but it would seem that students are 

largely preoccupied with the compartmentalization of space physically, and how 

language and authority (police / security guards) interact with that. Nature (rivers, 

mountains, forests) received nearly no attention, and so these items may simply be 
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seen as part of the scenery of space, rather than barriers to personal exploration of 

space.  

 This raises questions of how this group of students would respond to a space 

that introduced different cultures, dialects, or languages. Would these barriers be 

enough to limit their use of the trail, or would they only limit their use of a destination? 

What would happen if the physical barriers were pared with such perceived elements 

such as language or culture? This questionnaire only begins to scrape the surface of 

what these students would perceive in space and how the mosaic of the trail would be 

understood (or if it would even be understood at all).  

 Taking a step back to Wasson Way’s planning and design, I believe Wasson 

Way has done a poor job of understanding the needs of all that would be using the trail 

and all that will be impacted by the trail. The questionnaire I administered only begins to 

unpack the cultural biases and understandings of a very small group of people and 

would already call for very specific design attention in the path (lighting, walls, space, 

maintenance, surveillance). What would other people groups along the line think and 

want? What would users connecting for the Little Miami bike trail want or think? What 

would some of the lower income, predominately black, communities along the trail think 

of such a project? What about the high income, predominately white communities, 

farther east along the trail that will be connected to this line? What will Xavier University 

students do on the trail or seek in terms of use?  

 These are not easy questions to address or answer. It can be even harder to 

ensure that a space meets the needs of all. As stated earlier, perceptibility is incredibly 

personal and depends of the mosaic of space and the inherit powers of space as much 
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as it does the unique tastes and cultural biases of a person. This may be nearly 

impossible to perform for each individual, and it may be nearly as challenging to do for 

all people groups anticipated to use the trail. Still, effort must be given to assess the 

design needs of the trail to ensure that the design holds integrity in the eyes of residents 

of each neighborhood, the users of the trail at large, and those who could be impacted 

by the use of the trail. As the project moves forward, I would advise the group to do 

extensive work in addressing the needs and concerns of the listed parties to ensure that 

the design maximizes the power of the mosaic of this space for as many people as 

possible. This trail has the potential to create a physical and perceived barrier between 

people as they struggle to ensure that their needs are met, or it can remove these same 

barriers by ensuring that everyone is represented and heard. That would be the 

beginning of the removal of many perceived barriers in eastern Cincinnati and 

improvement of a city wide mosaic. As the power of space and its perceptibility are 

respected, barriers will be broken down within the larger space of the city, and the right 

to the city will be affirmed, but only if responsible and direct attention are given to the 

needs of all. 
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