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In the spring of 2006 I directed an interdisciplin-
ary urban design studio course with 4 upper-level 
design students addressing options for the rede-
velopment and intensifi cation of a 9 mile street 
corridor running through the middle of Ames, IA, 
home of Iowa State University. The studio began 
with two key questions that served to frame the 
subsequent investigation:

1. What is the role of the street in the urbanism of 
the 21st Century? 

2. To what extent can a primary city street serve 
to shape and defi ne the identity of a community, 

from the scale of the neighborhood to that of the 
city as a whole? 

In the end the studio did not arrive at conclusive 
answers to these questions so much as explore 
them, ultimately raising even more questions. In 
this sense it should be understood that the stu-
dent work was not the most important outcome 
of the studio, nor the main topic of this paper, but 
rather as a vehicle to investigate issues that per-
meate contemporary urban design; in particular, 
the possible roles of street design in the transfor-
mation of a community.

9 Miles, 4 Students, 1 Town: The Lincoln Way 
Corridor Project

MATTHEW FISHER

Iowa State University

Figure 1. Student Work 
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WHAT IS A STREET?

It seems futile to deny these things. The motor 
vehicle is a remarkable invention, so desirable 
that it has wound itself inextricably into a large 
part of our affairs. There cannot be any going back 
on it.1

There is a wealth of literature that has been writ-
ten on the topic of ‘the street’ and street design 
over the last fi fty years. Dominant in the writings 
of transportation planners and engineers has been 
the assertion that the primary role of the street is 
to maximize the safety and effi ciency of vehicu-
lar traffi c fl ow, providing access where necessary 
to sites and buildings. Accommodations of auto-
mobility have been the primary focus for these 
disciplines through the development of standard 
practices. The street is considered here in terms 
of providing connectivity and access as part of a 
larger, hierarchical network of automotive trans-
portation, linking origins and destinations for ef-
fi cient vehicular movement.

In contrast to this ‘modernist’, engineering per-
spective, writers as diverse as Jane Jacobs, Don-
ald Appleyard, and Stanford Anderson have de-
fi ned the street in terms of a social/environmen-
tal ecology.2 Streets, in this alternative perspec-
tive, are understood to provide places for diverse 
forms of social and commercial exchange, or in 
other words, public spaces, accommodating the 
diverse activities of pedestrians as much as cars. 
From Rudofsky’s Streets for People3 to the Char-
ter of the New Urbanism,4 the emphasis on the 
pedestrian experience has dominated much of the 
literature from the urban design disciplines over 
the last thirty years, in contrast to that of main-
stream transportation planning and engineering. 
There have been some notable exceptions. Apple-
yard, Lynch, and Myer’s View from the Road,5 as 
well as Venturi, Scott Brown, and Izenour’s Learn-
ing from Las Vegas,6 both focus primarily on the 
view from behind the windshield, grappling with 
the impact of the automobile on the experience of 
the modern city. Nevertheless, the predominant 
emphasis on the pedestrian experience in much of 
urban design literature over the past 40 years can 
be understood as an attempt to counter the al-
most exclusive focus on auto-mobility among the 
transportation disciplines during the same time 
period.

The emphasis of one mode of transportation to 
the exclusion of others has been perhaps the most 
signifi cant limitation of much of the existing litera-
ture on streets. The question nonetheless remains 
– what role should the street play today? What re-
lationships, if any, should be encouraged between 
the different users, and modes of transport, on 
the street? Should the street serve to separate 
and isolate different modes of movement accord-
ing to type, speed, volume, etc., or can it serve 
to integrate the different movement systems of a 
community and thereby clarify the larger urban 
circulation pattern? Should it serve to divide and 
separate neighborhoods and districts into distinct 
enclaves, or can it serve as a connector to inter-
link neighborhoods?

These questions raise the issue of defi nitions: 
how should we defi ne “street.” Whereas the word 
“road”7 refers principally to the material entity and 
space of movement, the term street8 adds to the 
spatial/material order of the road that which lies 
adjacent, and the people that inhabit this larger 
domain. The street is a complex social and mate-
rial construct that defi nes and structures the rela-
tionships between the public domain of road sur-
face, sidewalks, etc. (i.e., the right-of-way), and 
the private domain of adjacent properties.

The second major issue framing the project con-
cerned the extent to which a street, in particular 
a main arterial corridor, could defi ne the identity 
and character of a community, from the scale of a 
neighborhood to that of the city as a whole. Given 
the scope of the project - the 9-mile corridor of 
Lincoln Way in Ames, extending from the east-
ern to western city limits - we were interested in 
the potential of street / urban design at this large 
scale to clarify and intensify both the identity and 
use of the street itself, as well as its relationships 
to the rest of the city of Ames. But what would 
be the larger impact of such a proposition? Could 
a large-scale infrastructural development serve 
to refocus the community and stem the current 
trend in Ames, as elsewhere, of increasing auto-
dependency and peripheral, ex-urban sprawl? 

AMES, IOWA

The city of Ames, Iowa is a modest size com-
munity of approximately 50,000 people, a large 
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number of which are students at Iowa State Uni-
versity. Located roughly in the middle of the state, 
the town had its beginning in the 19th Century as 
a speculative development along the Chicago and 
Northwestern railway. The town was established 
in proximity to Iowa State College, one of the fi rst 
land-grant agricultural colleges in the US, and 
what would later become Iowa State University. 
The town site was separated from the College 
by a small river and fl ood plain, making passage 
from one side to the other diffi cult, particularly 
in the wet seasons. At fi rst the only linkage be-
tween town and college was an east-west farm 
road know as the Boone Road, connecting Ames 
with nearby towns to the east and west. This road 
was later supplemented by the construction of a 
trolley running from Main Street on the east side 
of the river to a depot adjacent to the college on 
the other side.

With the development of the automobile and its 
enthusiastic adoption in the early 20th Century, 
the Boone Rd. was to become incorporated into 
the Lincoln Highway, the fi rst attempt to create a 
coast-to-coast, if only partially paved, automobile 
route. The Lincoln Highway was not a new road, 
but a patchwork of existing roads linked together 
by signage and road markers so as to create a 
cross-country route for early auto enthusiasts. It 

was soon replaced, however, by the construction 
of a paved cross-country highway system, and the 
Boone Rd., renamed Lincoln Way in the 1920’s, 
would be integrated in this system as a part of US 
Highway 30. 

From it earliest days as a farm road, to the emer-
gence of the automobile and its integration in the 
national highway system, Lincoln Way has al-
ways served as a primary means of moving east-
west across the community of Ames and beyond 
through central Iowa. Located on the south side 
of the train tracks, it has served not only to con-
nect the settlement of Ames with the College, and 
later University, but also the town with it neigh-
bors to the east and west, extending as part of 
the highway system to the coasts. In this capacity 
as a vehicular corridor, it has always been dis-
tinguished from Main Street, the traditional com-
mercial street of Ames running parallel to Lincoln 
Way just to the north of the tracks. 

Main Street was in its early history a predominant-
ly pedestrian commercial environment, served by 
trams and trolleys for connections to the rest of 
town and the College. Most of the commercial ac-
tivity in Ames was originally located here. In con-
trast, Lincoln Way was at fi rst largely a country 
road, fronted by farms and residential properties. 

Figure 2. Boone Road, 1914 (Ames Public Library Farwell T. Brown Photographic Archive)

THE LINCOLN WAY CORRIDOR PROJECT
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With the rapid increase of automobile use after 
WI, Lincoln Way emerged as a primary vehicular 
route and part of the National Highway system. 
Land use along the corridor began to change in 
response to the increase in automobile traffi c af-
ter WWII, particularly in the downtown area clos-
est to Main Street. A typical mix of commercial 
operations serving the automobile and its pas-
sengers gradually replaced the houses along the 
street; at fi rst gas stations and motels, and later 
drive-up restaurants and banks, and other forms 
of strip retail.

Today it remains, at least in parts, one of the most 
heavily traveled routes in Ames, connecting the 
eastern and western halves of town, with a mix of 
strip commercial and residential districts fronting 
it. Increasing traffi c volumes have benefi ted the 
commercial land uses along the corridor, but 
have had a more detrimental effect on residential 
properties fronting the street. Residential land 
values have declined in relation to the increase of 
traffi c volume, speed, and noise along the corridor. 
As a consequence, much of the housing fronting 
Lincoln Way has been converted into rental 
property serving the more transient population of 
university students and low-income families.

With the relocation of US Highway 30 south of 
the city in the early 80’s, commercial growth in 
the city has shifted from Lincoln Way to the newly 
enlarged arterials connecting with the new limited 
access Highway to the south, and Interstate 35 
to the east of town. Ninety-fi ve percent of all new 
commercial construction in the last 15 years has 
gravitated to these highways and the large arterial 
streets that connect to them. So too has much of 
the new multi-tenant student housing constructed 

by developers. This trend continues today with 
the proposal to build a new “lifestyle center” (i.e. 
an outdoor mall) east of I-35, located several 
miles from Main Street and existing residential 
neighborhoods. New development continues to 
fi nd open (agricultural) land adjacent to large 
roads on the perimeter of the city.

METHODS

The project began with an examination of meth-
ods of urban design. Architecture and Landscape 
Architecture students at Iowa State University re-
ceive limited exposure to urban design theory in 
their undergraduate course work. We began the 
project therefore with a review of familiar writ-
ings on streets and urban morphology, extracting 
analytical and graphic ‘tools’ that could be applied 
to the analysis of a street corridor. We studied a 
number of existing street models, from the me-
dieval Las Ramblas in Barcelona to Wilshire Blvd. 
In Los Angeles, employing these new tools for the 
purposes of analysis. 

From this initial foundation the students moved 
on to an analysis of the Lincoln Way corridor in 
Ames, putting these graphic tools to work on the 
documentation of the street and its surroundings. 
The tools the students chose to use were quite 
conventional – fi gure/ground plan, land use plan, 
topographic section, street section, photographs, 
etc. To overcome the static limitations inherent in 
these representations the students also undertook 
studies of historical or dynamic conditions along 
the corridor, considering such factors as traffi c 
speeds relative to modes of transportation, land 
use and lot dimension change over time, street 
typology, and the pattern of node development.

Urban / Street Design Tools

Figure 3. Sources
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Time, manpower, and the scale of the corridor, 
were a constant logistical challenge for the stu-
dents working on the project. The major limitation 
of their analysis, however, was its limited benefi t 
in understanding what was successful and work-
ing well in the corridor, and what was problematic. 
Issues of retail sales, land values, traffi c fl ow, ac-
cident rates, etc., were overlooked. The students, 
consequently, had to also rely on their personal 
experience and familiarity with Lincoln Way, as 
part of their day-to-day environment, as well as 
the contributions of diverse guest critics, to ad-
dress these issues.

ALTERNATIVE FUTURES FOR LINCOLN WAY

We are now in a position to defi ne this problem 
of design precisely: it is to contrive the effi cient 
distribution, or accessibility, of large numbers of 
vehicles to large numbers of buildings, and to do 
it in such a way that a satisfactory standard of 
environment is achieved. …Quite obviously it is a 
most diffi cult task. An inherent diffi culty is that the 
two components of the problem – accessibility and 
environment – tend to be in confl ict.9

Design followed analysis with a set of demonstra-
tion proposals, three alternative futures that could 
be imagined for the Lincoln Way corridor. The stu-
dents identifi ed three models to be examined: 
the small town “Main Street” model, the urban 
“Boulevard” model, and the garden city / subur-
ban “Parkway” model. These were developed into 
three propositions for the future of the corridor.

The “Main Street” model reconceived the corridor 
as a highway with a series of concentrated Main 
Street “towns” located at points along its length, 
separated by bands of green space. Each “town” 
would have a concentration of medium density 
commercial at its core along the corridor, which 
would be pedestrian accessible from adjacent 
residential neighborhoods. Traffi c speed would 
be reduced as it approached the core to allow for 
pedestrian crossing, but speeds would increase 
as one moved towards and beyond the edge of 
“town.” Moderate traffi c volume, on-street park-
ing, zero-lot line commercial development, and a 
gradation in density from open land (or park land) 
to low density residential to medium density com-
mercial in the center, and back, would be charac-
teristic of this proposal, modeled after the many 
small highway communities located throughout 
the state of Iowa.

The urban “Boulevard” model drew upon the les-
sons of some of the precedents studied earlier, 
in particular the 19th century boulevards of Par-
is, Barcelona, and Vienna. The proposal was to 
transform Lincoln Way into a boulevard combin-
ing multiple modes of transportation with higher 
density residential, commercial, and mixed-use 
development along the corridor. The urban model 
emphasized the pedestrian experience, while ac-
commodating automobile movement and public 
transit. It also assumed a mixing of land uses, 
with commercial and retail space typically at grade 
level, with residential above or behind this. Traffi c 
volumes of motorists as well as pedestrians are 
assumed to be high, with the boulevard structure 
mediating their relationship.

The last model, the suburban “Parkway”, was in 
some respects the most radical (anti-urban) if also 
the most familiar of the three alternative futures, 
based on the prioritization of the automobile as 
the exclusive mode of transportation in the city. In 
this model the curvilinear patterns of high-speed 
auto-mobility are transposed onto the corridor, 
drawing on the lessons of the 1960’s Buchanan 
Report Traffi c in Towns, and the contemporary 
researches of MVRDV, with buildings spaced far 
apart or grouped into slower speed enclaves. 
The experience of the driver is paramount, while 
other modes of movement are relegated to the 
enclaves, recreational zones, or simply ignored. 
Land uses are segregated by space and speed in 
distinct clusters, and parking is extensive.

The three proposals for alternative futures for the 
Lincoln Way Corridor are all based on existing mod-
els visible in familiar places. All of them assume 
some use of existing transportation technologies, 
and familiar building typologies. Nonetheless they 
reveal fundamentally different possibilities for 
this street, with very different urban textures. 
The ‘main street” model proposes a variation of 
transportation speeds, building density, and land 
‘uses along the corridor, following a repeating pat-
tern of towns along the highway. The “boulevard” 
model suggests a more consistent fabric in terms 
of building density and traffi c speeds, with a di-
versity of transportation modes supported. The 
“parkway” model, on the other hand, proposes a 
single mode of transportation and a low density of 
buildings clustered in enclaves based on differen-
tial speeds and segregated by land use.

THE LINCOLN WAY CORRIDOR PROJECT
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Before proceeding to the fi nal stage of the project 
and consolidating their ideas for the corridor, a 
number of questions emerged about the alterna-
tive models that had been developed. In the fi rst 
place, did these different models offer an “ideal” 
state for the Lincoln Way corridor, that once es-
tablished would remain stable and unchanging? 
Or do they provide a structure that can be used 
as a framework for change, as new transportation 
technologies emerge, land use needs change, and 
population density changes? In their dependence 
on the automobile, the fi rst and last of the alterna-
tive models would be more restrictive to change, 
whereas the “boulevard’ model appears capable 
of accommodating diverse modes of transporta-
tion and is thus more adaptable.

Another question that emerged at this point con-
cerned the relationships between public space, pri-
vate space, and transportation space as articulated 
in the three models. The “parkway” model, with its 
emphasis on auto-mobility, serves to keep these 
domains largely separate, even distant, from one 
another. The “main street” model, similarly, sepa-
rates these different domains with clear edges, but 
proximity puts them into close relationship. The 
boundaries are less clear, however, in the “boule-

vard” model, as transportation space and public 
space can overlap to some extent in this approach, 
as can commercial space and the public space of 
the sidewalk. Lastly, the students were asked to 
consider what impact their proposals could have 
on the rest of Ames. This remained an open ques-
tion as the project moved onto its fi nal phase, the 
development of a consolidated street design pro-
posal for the full length of the corridor.

HIGHWAY TO BOULEVARD

Following several days of negotiation, with the 
three alternatives and hybrid options in front of 
them, the students reached an independent con-
sensus to propose a street design that could ac-
commodate multiple modes of transportation and 
higher density, diverse land uses in what was es-
sentially a ‘boulevard’ approach. Focusing on the 
integration of the automobile, public transit, bi-
cycle and pedestrian modes of movement within 
the Right-of-Way, they established a typical street 
section to serve as a design framework for the 
overall proposal. The corridor was then divided up 
into four districts – the downtown “Business Dis-
trict,” “Riverside” Neighborhood, “Campustown,” 
and the “West End.” 

Figure 4. Student Work (A. Feliciano)
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Each district was subsequently designed by one of 
the students as a variation of the boulevard dia-
gram, tailored to the specifi c district’s needs. In 
the Business District, for example, the introduc-
tion of the boulevard design framework with mul-
tiple modes of transportation suggested the op-
portunity for intensifi cation of commercial activity 
and an attempt to bridge the railway and connect 
to the Main Street district. (Fig. 4) This overall 
intensifi cation of the district, with expanded retail 
opportunities afforded by the enhanced transpor-
tation infrastructure, was immediately recognized 
as a provocative alternative to the development 
of the new mall on the eastern outskirts of town. 
Likewise, with enhanced public transportation as 
well as bike routes, intensifi ed (higher density) 
residential was proposed for the Riverside resi-
dential district, an alternative to the gradual de-
cay of existing single-family residential properties 
that were converted to rental as a consequence 
of the traffi c volume and noise from Lincoln Way 
in its current confi guration. This intensifi cation 
would also offer alternative residential opportuni-

ties for students and others, for whom the bulk of 
multi-unit residential properties exist on the pe-
riphery of town.

Similar conclusions were reached in the other 
districts as well. The provision of the infrastruc-
ture of transportation diversity offers new oppor-
tunities for development along the corridor, with 
resonating effects on adjacent districts. (Fig. 5) 
The opportunities uncovered in these proposals, 
moreover, offer signifi cant alternatives to existing 
patterns of peripheral ‘green-fi eld’ development 
in both the commercial and residential markets. 
The re-concentration of development along Lin-
coln Way would thus have a signifi cant impact on 
the day-to-day patterns of the majority of Ames 
residents, for whom Lincoln Way would become 
a destination more so than simply an east-west 
corridor.

OBSERVATIONS FROM A YEAR REMOVED

… we are satisfi ed that there is nothing fantas-
tic about the design itself. It illustrates vividly the 

Figure 5. Student Work (R,. Seeberger)

THE LINCOLN WAY CORRIDOR PROJECT
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point we have previously made that the awkward 
truth  is that the motor vehicle is really demanding 
a new urban form.10

A number of observations can be made at the 
conclusion of this project. In the fi rst place, it is 
evident that street design, modes of transporta-
tion, and adjacent land use, are interconnected 
variables in the making, or re-making, of an ur-
ban transportation corridor. In a context where 
streets are designed and built fi rst and foremost 
to maximize the safety and effi ciency of auto-mo-
bility, adjacent land uses will suffer, particularly as 
traffi c speed and volume increase, unless they are 
designed to fully accommodate and serve the au-
tomobile. The “strip” is the classic example of this 
condition of auto-homogeneity, and it is the domi-
nant commercial street type in the city of Ames, 
as in most of the country, to the continuous detri-
ment of traditional Main Street retail areas.

On the other hand, streets designed to accom-
modate and support a combination of different 
modes and speeds of mobility (from walking and 
jogging to cycling, driving, bus and light rail) ap-
pear to be able to support a more diverse set of 
land uses, and even a mix of land uses. This is 
the lesson of the European boulevard, one that is 
increasingly being explored in new street designs 
on both sides of the Atlantic. Making this connec-
tion between street design, modes of transport, 
and land use thus offers us an alternative way of 
thinking about land use planning and zoning, one 
that focuses on street form as much as on adja-
cent land uses and their formal / spatial defi nition. 
One can make the case, consequently, that differ-
ent types of streets support different land uses; 
some street types will support multiple land uses, 
such as the boulevard model explored in this proj-
ect, others only one type of land use, such as a 
residential street or restricted-access freeway.

To the extent that the design of streets, as both 
infrastructure and public space, can infl uence land 
use, it is clearly possible that investment in the 
enhancement of those streets central to the life 
of a community could serve to refocus develop-
ment energies from the agricultural periphery 
back to the heart of a town. To have this capac-
ity, street design cannot be thought of simply in 
terms of surface materials, or street-scaping, but 
more so in terms of infrastructural enhancement 
through a combination of material and spatial de-

sign with transportation planning and engineer-
ing. This is the arena of local government, which 
needs to take the lead in setting the agenda for 
where growth and development occurs through a 
combination of transportation planning and infra-
structural design.

LAST WORD

The street is a contested zone in the 21st Cen-
tury for different visions of the city as much as 
for different modes of mobility. Considered as a 
social and material work of infrastructure, a street 
like Lincoln Way has the potential to integrate dif-
ferent parts of the city, different neighborhoods 
and different social groups, creating public space 
for social interaction. As a work of best-practices 
transportation engineering, however, it also has 
the potential to divide the city into enclaves, di-
minish residential land values, and limit trans-
portation choices. Street design at the scale of 
a town like Ames, Iowa offers a community the 
opportunity to address such issues as mobility, 
public space, land use, growth, transportation in-
frastructure, and community development. That 
is to say, street design at the urban scale has the 
potential to (re)shape the form and experience of 
a city, for better or worse.

It is clear, consequently, that effective street de-
sign requires a combination of spatial and mate-
rial design practices with transportation planning 
and engineering, and even social activism, some-
thing my four students and I could at best only ap-
proximate, despite the many helpful contributions 
of city planning offi cials, DOT staff, and diverse 
College of Design faculty, and local residents to 
the project. And yet there remains this potential 
of street design, understood in a fully integrated 
manner, to shape or re-shape our communities, to 
impact where, and what kind of development oc-
curs, and the range of our transportation choices. 
These are critical considerations with direct im-
pact on the quality of life and sustainability of a 
community like Ames. As such these are consid-
erations that belong not to academia alone, but 
need to be entertained at the most public levels. 
There lies the real challenge.

Thanks are owed to Alejandra Feliciano (B.Arch 
‘07), Ryan Seeberger (B.LArch ‘06), Yuki Shima-
da (B.Arch ’06), and Jason Victora (B.LArch ‘06), 
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whose hard work and curious minds were the ba-
sis for the projects discussed in the paper.
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