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Introduction and Context Focus Areas and University Thought Leadership 

Project Objective

As Ohio University moves forward 
with an environment of evolving space 
needs and limited funding, the need 
for accurate space tracking, space 
allocation management, and high 
learning space utilization is critical, 
as is, the adaptability, flexibility, and 
overall enhancement of the University’s 
learning, working, and research 
environment. Campuses across the 
nation face similar challenges as 
higher education addresses evolving 
pedagogies, increasingly sophisticated 
research infrastructure, ever-present 
funding issues, and recruitment and 
retention goals.

Next to personnel costs, space is the 
second highest expense for Ohio 
University (OHIO). Across the University’s 
space portfolio, there are many 
underutilized spaces, while students, 
faculty, staff, and the community have 
space needs, but lack the understanding 
of potential opportunities. There is 
also limited flexibility to adapt space as 
programs evolve.  

A multi-pronged engagement process 
informed this study about the current state 
of the campus and the needs and vision 
for the future. University thought leaders 
supported the development of values and 
actions across six interrelated focus areas 
with the goal of prioritizing investments 
and strategies that will make an impact on 
the student, faculty, and staff experience.  
Each of the focus areas had representation 
from various leaders to provide diverse 
unit insight.

1.	 Formal Learning Spaces – Defined 
formal learning spaces and created 
principles for future use aimed at 
establishing a consistent learning 
experience at OHIO.

2.	 Collaboration, Work, & Study 
Areas – Recommended guidelines 
for the allocation of space through 
understanding needs and opportunities 
to provide greater transparency and 
utilization.

3.	 Student, Alumni, & Community 
Engagement — Identified and reviewed 
how spaces serve the community and 
considered opportunities to better 
leverage existing resources.

4.	 Research Space – Identified the 
needs and growth areas and created 
a framework for allocation of space to 
grow research endeavors.

5.	 Technology, Scheduling, & Space 
Management Tools – Identified existing 
tools for managing and scheduling 
space and a framework to implement 
a more streamlined and transparent 
approach.

6.	 Budget – Assessed the incentives 
created in the current budget model 
and how to encourage equitable 
access to space that is allocated to the 
highest and best use.

During the engagement process, four 
recurring themes emerged when University 
thought leaders discussed their vision of 
space use on campus. These themes provide 
opportunities for OHIO to reinvest in its 
values and priorities when making space 
improvements and allocations.

This project aims to engage the 
University thought leaders to rethink 
the role of space at OHIO, identify 
areas that can be better utilized, and 
propose strategies and projects to 
improve and optimize facilities in the 
future — fostering innovation, improving 
collaboration, and enhancing the 
overall campus experience. The project 
goes beyond just addressing current 
space challenges and aims to create a 
foundation and model to support OHIO’s 
future growth and evolution.

Space 
Visibility + 
Discovery

 I can easily find and 
understand the appropriate 
use of spaces available to me.

Shared 
Stewardship

I steward the University’s 
space resources to the 
highest and best use, 
no matter what unit is 
financially responsible for the 
maintenance of the space.

Equitable, 
Transparent, 
& Functional 
Assignments

No matter my role, the 
space assigned to me is 
conducive to my typical work.  
When I need to accomplish 
other types of work, I have 
convenient access to spaces 
that support that work.

Community 
Building, 
Inclusivity, & 
Well-Being

I can easily find inclusive and 
inviting spaces that foster a 
sense of belonging, support 
community building and 
collaboration, and prioritize 
well-being and morale 
through safe, contemporary, 
reliable, and inspiring 
environments that offer 
flexibility and control.
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OHIO Today –Analysis of Space

OHIO has a total gross area of 9.3 million square feet across its 
Athens and regional campuses. Of that total, the Athens campus 
currently has approximately 3.5 million assignable square feet of 
non-residential space (ASF).

Ohio University completed a Housing Master Plan in 2022 which 
laid out core assumptions and optimization strategies. This study 
focused on how non-residential space is currently utilized and 
where there are potential space needs and surpluses based on 
available data and best practice metrics.

Space at OHIO is currently categorized and tracked using 
traditional higher education classifications that are based on a 
singular use of space. These categories often limit or restrict 
utilization of spaces by narrowly defining what activities take place 
there and who may use the space.

This study proposes a new space model that classifies space more 
broadly into four groups to find opportunities for additional uses, 
increase utilization, and reduce the need for single-purpose spaces. 
A room might be used for instruction during the day, for faculty 
meetings in the late afternoon, and for group study in the evenings. 
By allowing all these activities to take place in a single room, the 
need for three redundant spaces is alleviated.

Regional 
Locations
1.1M GSF

Non-Occupiable 1.1M

Non-Assignable 
2.5M

Residential 1M

Non-Residential 
3.5M

Athens Campus
8.2M GSF

The initiative analyzed
3.5M SF
of non-residential 
assignable space 

ATHENS 
CAMPUS
8.2M GSF

Total Space Portfolio Athens Campus

Schedulable Formal Learning and Meeting Space

Schedulable spaces include classrooms, class labs, seminar rooms, 
group study, meeting rooms, and conference rooms. The current 
instructional inventory at OHIO consists of 499 spaces. Of those, 
349 rooms were scheduled for instruction in 2022. A small number 
of classrooms are scheduled exclusively by the registrar, whereas 
departments have scheduling priority over most spaces. Although 
OHIO has more than 200 classrooms and 139 class labs across 
campus, 58% of instruction takes place in the same 7 buildings and 
50% of all 1st and 2nd year instruction takes place in 26 classrooms.

OHIO’s classroom utilization today is relatively low, with peak 
instruction occurring between 9 a.m. and 5 p.m. on Tuesdays and 
Thursdays. The space analysis identified that OHIO has more 
classrooms than needed while many classrooms have too little 
space per student and are not suitable for modern learning and 
teaching.

In addition to learning spaces, there are 432 meeting and 
conference spaces that serve the OHIO community. A limited 
number of these spaces are scheduled consistently. There are also 
gaps in scheduling data with 64% of meeting spaces having no 
scheduling data available. Analysis of meeting spaces for which 
detailed schedule data was available revealed that conference 
rooms are particularly underutilized, averaging just 10 hours of use 
per week. Rooms classified as meeting rooms tend to have more 
scheduled use, averaging closer to 22 hours per week. Meeting 
rooms, by definition, are available to a broader audience than 
conference rooms, which tend to be associated with a particular 
department and are limited in their availability.

Although OHIO has more meeting and conference spaces than 
are necessary, the spaces don’t meet today’s needs in terms 
of technology and users are often unable to find a suitable and 
available space.  Meetings today often require the same technology 
that is found in classrooms: a large screen on which to project a 
presentation or data, the ability to connect with a virtual speaker or 
other participants, and writing surfaces where ideas and notes can 
be recorded. Meeting space technology needs to be consistent 
across the inventory so that users can easily connect no matter 
which space they’ve reserved.

By combining meeting spaces and classrooms into a single pool 
of reservable space, OHIO can more fully utilize both space types 
while reaping the benefits of a consistent user experience across 
more spaces.

200,000 
NASF

Current 
Classroom 

Space

potential surplus 
of space
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Informal Space
Primary Usage: Casual, unscheduled 
gatherings, relaxation, or skill practice by 
groups or individuals.

Characteristics: Often open, lacks formal 
separation, encourages impromptu use.

Schedulable Space
Primary Usage: Scheduled meetings, events, 
and classes by groups.

Characteristics: Enclosed, equipped with 
furnishings and technology for diverse event 
types.

Individual Workspace
Primary Usage: Heads-down, concentrated 
work or study by individuals.

Characteristics: Can be enclosed or open, 
furnished to support individual use, can be 
assigned, scheduled, or used spontaneously.

Specialized Space
Primary Usage: Dedicated to a single specific 
activity or purpose.

Characteristics: Less flexible, often available to 
a limited set of users.



Individual Workspace

OHIO’s workplace environment is comprised of individual offices 
and workstations as well as the functions that directly serve the 
offices. To understand the potential range of workspace needs, a 
per FTE space allocation was assigned to each person according 
to their title or employee category. The calculated space need for 
offices is much lower than the actual amount of space currently 
designated as office space. Office needs are between 350,000 
and 550,000 NASF compared to the 600,000 NASF of active office 
space plus 100,000 NASF of inactive office space. The amount of 
office service space (storage, supplies, etc.) falls within the range of 
calculated space needs.

Analysis of office sizes by buildings shows one cause of surplus 
office space: very large offices in older, unrenovated buildings. 
Buildings that have been built or renovated more recently tend to 
have smaller offices more in line with current standards.

A workplace utilization analysis by the OHIO Planning Office 
for select buildings revealed many underutilized offices. The 
underutilized offices, although assigned to individuals, were found 
to have few signs of use in recent months or years. Additionally, 
there is vacant workspace and space where usage is unknown, 
adding to the underperforming space.

OHIO’s office inventory is greater than its needs, and the physical 
space is segmented, siloed, and outdated. Optimizing the workplace 
will allow OHIO to repurpose underutilized office space for other 
uses. A smaller office inventory will allow resources to be used more 
effectively towards the creation of modern workplaces that meet 
today’s needs.

Informal Study and Gathering Space

Face-to-face interaction is a hallmark of the Athens campus. In 
academic facilities that are newer or recently renovated, such 
as Heritage and Ellis Halls, study and collaborative spaces are 
interspersed with instructional spaces, creating immersive student-
centered learning environments. But many other facilities, such 
as Bentley, Morton, or Gordy Halls, are remnants from an era 
where teacher-centered instruction was the norm and corridors 
were simply about transporting occupants from one instructional 
transaction to another. With the advent of new pedagogies and 
delivery methods, this type of learning space is being replaced with 
a more active approach to learning — where people flow freely 
from one experience to another, bumping into one another for 
quick exchanges of ideas, or intentionally finding a space to study 
or collaborate between scheduled events on or off campus.

Informal study space that is critical to supporting student success 
outside of scheduled coursework is in a deficit across OHIO’s 
campus. Using a best practice metric of three to five ASF of 
informal space for every instructional (classroom plus class lab) 
seat, buildings were evaluated to determine where additional 
informal space is needed. Of the seven primary instructional 
buildings, only Grover Center and Ellis Hall have a sufficient 
quantity of informal space. The remaining five primary instructional 
buildings (Bentley, Morton, Copeland, Portor and Gordy Halls) have 
little to no informal space. Overages in other space types provide 
an opportunity to fill the deficit and support evolving programmatic 
needs of the institution and student body.

0 200,000 400,000 600,000 800,000

NASF

Active office space

Low range High range
Office 
space 
needs

Actual 
office 
space

Students only spend 12 
to 18 hours per week 
in formal instructional 
environments.

Informal spaces are where students 
share both time and space with fellow 
students, faculty, and mentors.

Inactive
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Specialized Space

Specialized spaces are purpose-built spaces with specific uses 
including research labs, athletics and recreation, campus support 
functions, and media production spaces. These spaces generally 
have limited versatility and equipment that serves a specific 
purpose or requires training for use. These spaces are critical to 
supporting specific program needs, but due to a more limited ability 
to share and the specific build out of rooms, specialized space 
utilization is often lower than other space functions.

Of the range of specialized spaces at OHIO, research space was 
the primary focus of this study. Research laboratories are for 
experimentation, research, or structured creative activities, typically 
for the purpose of delivering new knowledge. Across the buildings 
supporting research, there is a significant amount of vacant space.  
Approximately 43,000 square feet of dry labs and 28,000 square 
feet of wet labs were not currently in use at the time of the study.  
There is also nearly $70M in deferred maintenance across research 
buildings, limiting the ability to make full use of vacant spaces.   
Currently there is no institution-wide mechanism for determining 
what spaces are available to researchers who need it and no 
process for space to be given back for reassignment. In general, 
specialized spaces lack transparency regarding availability for 
shared uses, utilization, and basic data such as location and room 
characteristics.

Unlike classroom and office space, the need for specialized space 
will change periodically as different programs arise, as grants ebb 
and flow, and as the overall needs of the campus change. Programs 
requiring specialized space should undergo a regular assessment 
of space needs to ensure that future needs are accounted for, and 
that obsolete space can be reassigned for other purposes. For 
example, OHIO should periodically review the needs of researchers 
to ensure that the space assigned to each Principle Investigator 
is in line with funding, productivity, and team size. This regular 
reassessment reinforces the notion that space assignment implies 
stewardship rather than ownership.

Long-term planning is especially important for specialized functions 
because their requirements are unique and there is often little 
flexibility to utilize other spaces even in the short term. Whereas a 
new academic program can make use of existing classrooms and 
offices, a new field of research or new athletic team would likely 
need purpose-built space before the program can launch.

Through optimization, the amount of schedulable space and 
individual workspaces could be reduced, while the quantity of 
informal space should be increased. Specialized space will need to 
be evaluated comprehensively and will expand or contract, or be 
re-allocated based on specific needs.

Implementation – Steps towards 
Optimization 

University stakeholders described a vision for OHIO that is vastly 
different from the one that exists today, including a new approach to 
space that values transparency, collaboration, and modernization. 
Space optimization can be achieved through the implementation 
of four types of actions: a new space model, a space governance 
structure, space management tools, and leveraging opportunies 
involving capital projects. These incremental actions will make a 
large difference over time, and they are already having impacts on 
university projects and space initiatives.

Engender a New Campus Space Model

FUNCTION

BUDGETOWNERSHIP

CAMPUS 
SPACE 

OPTIMIZATION

The plan recommends a new model to support the optimization 
of space with changes to space classification, ownership, and 
budgeting practices. The current systems are centered around 
individual departments and singular uses of spaces, limiting overall 
use, and leading to duplication across campus. A more holistic 
model can allow for overlapping or shared uses and greater 
efficiency overall.

•	 Rethink Function – A new classification system that moves away 
from a narrowly defined room type to allow more dual-purpose 
spaces that can be more fully utilized.

•	 Rethink Budget — A new budget model that reduces budget 
barriers and encourages sharing and efficient, flexible use of 
institutional resources.

•	 Rethink Ownership — A new perspective on space ownership 
that treats allocation as stewardship and considers more spaces 
as shared resources rather than departmental assets.
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Schedulable 
Space

Informal 
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Individual 
Workspace

Specialized 
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The study developed a strategy at the 
building level to identify where resources are 
best spent and determine the highest and 
best use of each building. This will also help 
determine buildings that have opportunities 
for realignment or divestment. There are four 
groupings of buildings:

•	 Core Academic Buildings — Serve as 
a home base for a college. Investment 
and optimizing college specific program 
space should be prioritized.

•	 Major Supporting Academic Buildings 
— Critical to supporting academic 
and teaching functions and should be 
optimized to support academic space 
needs across the University or divested if 
not suitable.

•	 Major Wet and Dry Lab Research  — 
Optimize labs, share core facilities, and 
enable interdisciplinary collaborations 
across OHIO’s research space portfolio 
and divest poor condition facilities.

•	 Student Life, Recreation, Athletics, & 
Administrative — Support the student 
experience and administration.

•	 Historic District

and manage space. This will increase 
visibility and access to space resources and 
allow OHIO to further reallocate or eliminate 
underperforming space.

Projects

The proposed projects aim to drive a 
cross-campus collaboration approach to 
transforming campus space. The principles 
of the Space Optimization Initiative have 
already begun to inform projects and 
planning at OHIO including shaping the 
design of College of Fine Arts space, 
investment in classroom renewal, and 
solutions for College of Business space 
needs.
In addition to projects and planning efforts 
currently underway, the planning team 
recommends future projects to serve as 
additional pilots. These recommendations 
were developed from the analysis of 
utilization, looking to balance surpluses 
and deficits, as well as from focus group 
findings and recommendations. Some of 
these recommendations are quick wins: de-
densifying classrooms and adding informal 
gathering space to support accessibility, 
belonging, and academic success. Other 
projects are longer term renovations 
requiring flattening classroom floors and 
reworking office space to create modern, 
inclusive environments that meet today’s 
needs.
In addition to specific projects, the study 
outlines strategies and campus design 
standards for certain room types such as 
learning spaces and workplace. These 
standards help establish a consistent 
experience across the campus.
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This is meant to be a living 
and flexible document that 
guides decision-making for 
the future of campus space. 
Through the implementation 
of the new space model 
and investment in tools 
and projects, OHIO will find 
opportunities to expand 
space for existing and 
new programs and divest 
some spaces that are not 
advantageous to maintain. 
The Space Optimization 
Initiative is a long-term vision 
and a call to action requiring 
collective University effort 
and engagement to realize 
the proposed changes.

Space Governance Committee

Establishing a university-wide space 
governance structure is key to sustaining 
the vision of the Space Optimization 
Initiative. A University Space Governance 
Committee should be charged with guiding 
the implementation of standards, policies, 
projects, and tools. The committee should 
have representation from a cross-section 
of the institution, including members 
representing Faculty, Planning, the 
Provost’s Office, Information Technology, 
Finance, Student Life, Research, and 
Facilities. Subcommittees (Learning and 
Research, for example) are an important 
part of this committee structure and can 
provide thought leadership and detailed 
recommendations to the Space Governance 
Committee. The Space Governance 
Committee will provide a format in which 
space opportunities and needs can be 
addressed with an institutional perspective, 
allow for data-informed decision-making 
within a transparent structure, and prioritize 
project requests with a university-wide lens.

Space Management Tools

Tools will empower the University 
community and the Space Governance 
Committee to implement these changes 
to space management. Critical to the 
success of the Space Optimization Initiative 
is the allocation of funding for software 
development and implementation. This 
investment will explore and test the 
existing 17 scheduling software systems 
for compatibility and the consolidation and 
integration of existing tools to better track 

Conclusion
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