
THEME 3 – CONNECTING TO THE DISTRICT: 
CREATING A COMFORTABLE, COHESIVE AND 
ATTRACTIVE DOWNTOWN

Overview

An attractive, vibrant public realm is critical for a successful 
downtown, not only in terms of aesthetics, but, more 
importantly, in terms of creating an environment where 
people prefer walking, further reducing dependency on the 
automobile.  Public realm enhancements play an important 
role in the transportation-related recommendations as 
described under Theme 2, particularly in terms of connecting 
visitors to parking resources and supporting transit and 
bicycle usage. In addition, they are vital in supporting goals 
of enhancing the town-gown relationship between downtown 
and the Penn State campus.

It is important to understand that the elements that contribute 
to an attractive public realm are many and include great 
open spaces, vibrant streetscapes, public art, programming 
of activities and attractive architecture.  This section of 
the report describes recommendations as they relate to 
public art, architectural design, open space opportunities 
and streetscapes.  Vibrant streetscape environments are 
particularly important for State College which, with the 
exception of the University campus, lacks a significant open 
space network found in many downtowns. The streets, 
therefore, are the open spaces and should be very attractive 
and comfortable places for people to be. 

Recommendations

For the recommendations listed below, the primary 
implementation partners (the organizations that takes the 
lead in implementation) are bolded and other potential 
supporting partners appear unbolded.

Top right: Interactive public art, 
as seen in this photograph from 
Denver, CO, affords users the 
opportunity to become further 
involved in the experience of 
downtown.

Bottom right: Opportunities for 
public art, such as this from 
London, England, may exist on 
building facades in Calder Way.
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Austin, TX; and Greenville, SC) have an Art in Public 
Places Commission that is appointed directly to review art 
placement and design with an overarching goal to foster 
quality art in the community.  Each of these communities’ 
programs could be explored for model guidelines.

3-B: Downtown Open Space Network
Explore opportunities to incorporate a network of small 
gathering places downtown.

Implementation: Property Owners

Few opportunities exist in Downtown State College to create 
a significant and successful open space or “town square.”  
Additional open spaces and gathering spaces should 
primarily be achieved through the creation of bulb-outs at 
street intersections, expanded sidewalks where possible and 
through the use of “shared space”—streets that emphasize 
the pedestrian can be closed for special events or during 
certain times of the week. 

Consider short and long-term opportunities to continue to 
expand the downtown open space network with the addition 
of pocket parks, plazas and courtyards that connect with the 
public sidewalk network.  As these spaces are developed, 
there is an opportunity to use these spaces as showcases 
for sustainable practices and may include innovative storm 

Left: Public art in Greenville, SC 
exemplifies materials compatible 
with those of the streetscape 
and are appropriately located so 
as to not inhibit pedestrian flow 
along the sidewalk.

Opposite: Exhibit 16 illustrates 
recommendations for improving 
and expanding the downtown 
open space network, taking into 
account key pedestrian nodes, 
proximity to public transit stops 
and opportunities for public art.

3-A: Downtown Public Art Program
Using the initial recommendations outlined in this plan and 
the PSU Public Art Master Plan as a guideline, develop a 
detailed master plan and strategy for providing downtown 
public art. 

Implementation: Borough of State College, Design 
Review Board, Art in Public Places Committee

Penn State’s Palmer Museum has expressed an interest 
in having more interaction with downtown and there is 
the opportunity to develop a public art master plan for 
downtown, similar to the one for campus.  A master plan for 
public art might include the following elements:

Locations for Public Art: The plan should identify a hierarchy 
of locations for public art along with appropriate format 
(sculpture, mural, pavement, facade, etc.). Emphasis should 
be on highly visible sites that are at key pedestrian nodes/
crossroads—particularly for art that is more iconic—as 
well as less public spaces such as building entrances and 
courtyards. Refer to Exhibit 16: Proposed Open Space 
Network.

Criteria: The plan should establish criteria related to quality 
of the public art and, in particular, require relevance to 
the site. “Plop art”—art that is put down simply to fulfill a 
requirement with no relation to context—should be avoided. 
Art that incorporates use of recycled materials and promotes 
sustainable practices should be encouraged.

Committee: The plan might outline an implementing 
organization in the form of a public arts committee. This 
could be an off-shoot of the existing public arts committee 
for Penn State or it could be a separate organization.  If 
a separate organization, it should coordinate efforts with 
Penn State’s committee to encourage opportunities to 
strengthen the town-gown relationship.  The committee 
could include graduate students, art education students, 
merchant representatives, artists from the Centre Region and 
residents.

Several communities across the country (Bend, OR; 
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