“A Landscape of Student Experience”
Abstract
Students at the University of Wisconsin create meaningful places through their own experiences
across the UW campus and Madison downtown. As students bring meaning to different campus spaces,
campus spaces in turn, help to create a collective student identity. Conceptions of nature play a role in
constructing the unique qualities that define meaningful spaces of student experience. The University’s
power of representation also plays a role in the way some spaces are perceived. Archival information
reveals a sense of timelessness of some UW campus spaces. Shared experience, collective identity, and
behaviors and performances drive the sociospatial dialectic between students and campus. Ultimately,
place is still a relevant concept that many students seem to engage with.
Introduction

Madison, Wisconsin is a thriving young city, and the students that live here comprise an
important part of the city’s population. On any given day, one can observe students going about
their lives in the heart of campus, in the cafes, shops, and bars of Madison’s downtown district,
in the multitude of distinctive neighborhoods, and, importantly, in very specific places that
students have connected emotions, uses and meanings to. But Madison isn’t just empty space
where students happen to reside- countless spaces and places throughout Madison are integral to
students’ experience, and indeed define what is considered the “Madison experience”. At the
same time, the structure of the city of Madison is in some specific ways altered by and for this
specific category of person. Within the student population there is a considerable amount of
diversity, and on a daily basis students choose to locate themselves in different places throughout
the city. We initially set out to explore the way in which the diversity of students’ backgrounds
and identities inform the way they use space and create differences that generate unique spatial
realities throughout the city. After we collected our data, however, we found that it would be
much more fruitful to explore the possible causes for the kinds of responses we got- essentially,
to launch a query into how cultural, physical and institutional factors affect students’ perceptions
and interactions with space. After slight variations throughout the process of developing our
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methods, collecting our data, and then interpreting our results, we have arrived at a set of three
interrelated questions that we wish to consider: what comprises the sociospatial dialectic between
students and the places they inhabit, what places within our site of study are particularly
meaningful, and what attributes do these places hold that contribute to the construction of their
own meaning?
To give us focus and insight on these complex processes, we have drawn from literature within
an expansive spectrum of geographic intellectual traditions. Because of our emphasis on place,
attachment, emotion, and meaning, we call upon the humanistic and post-structural traditions
within geography to help inform our interpretations.

Literature Review

Because we wished to purport that place remains a crucial concept that informs student
experience on campus, we found that it would be most beneficial to first gain an understanding
of what place is and how it is created and maintained. While creating the foundation for our
research, we drew upon literature that provides insight into how people and space interact. We
sought to develop a general concept of what place is, followed by engagements into the ideas
concerning how people interact with places, including the practices and people within them.
Taken together, this literature provided us with a strong basis for our research into differential
experiences amongst university students.
Yi-Fu Tuan (1975) provides us with insight into two ways that place can be viewed
geographically. He says the first way place can be viewed is through its spatial characteristics.
These characteristics include its spatial location, its aesthetic form and its function. Schatzki
(1991) argues that this aspect of place is often overlooked in studies of the creation of places. He
argues that though there is a spatial component to our social relations, place is simply where
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those relations are carried out. Schatzki’s perspective suggests that places do not embody
meaning for individuals and nor are they a component of a person’s identity.
Yi-Fu Tuan (1976;267), on the other hand, finds more meaning in our experience of
place, but argues that there is room for both spatial theories as well as humanist theories in
geography. He says “The humanist today does not deny scientific perspectives on man; he
builds on them”. From the humanist perspective, place, while certainly influenced by its spatial
characteristics, is constantly being imbued with meaning and being frequently remade within a
social context. From this perspective, the social networks that hold meaning and the places in
which those networks are performed cannot be disentangled from each other.
Cupers (2005) shows how this remaking of places works. He studied marginalized
groups within cities and the places that they inhabited. He shows how these groups of people
have what he terms a nomadic geography, constantly creating new places and recreating old
ones. As a result of being disenfranchised from conventional stable places, such as the home,
their geographies of place are highly mobile, with attachments shifting quickly. In our study of
the student population we expect to see a more stable geography of place as a result of the
institutional setting. This is consistent with Yi-Fu Tuan’s (1975) conception of the dual nature of
place in that though place is conceptualized in the mind, spatial aspects of some places tend to
reinforce place-meaning while others will tend to encourage the remaking of place.

Place-

attachment and place-meaning are a nuanced process however, and they do not always correlate
A case study conducted by Twigger-Ross and Uzzell (1996) situated in the London Dockside
looked at place attachment and positive associations of places. They found that those people
who exhibited a greater sense of place attachment generally reported more positive associations
to their local environment. Marcouyeux and Fleury-Bahi (2011) conducted a similar study
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looking at place attachment and positive associations in high school students. Their study was
somewhat consistent with the Twigger-Ross and Uzzell study- they, too, found that positive
associations with place result in greater place attachment- but differed in that they found that
negative associations with a place have an entirely neutral effect on subsequent attachment to
place. Taken together, these studies show that people generally form stronger attachments to
places in which they have had positive experiences. However, because of the complexity of the
processes involved with creating places in one’s mind, deviation from this norm is to be
expected.
Place attachment, place meaning, and identity are all linked. Hoelscher and Alderman
(2004) provide insight into how significant places are in the formation of self-identity. They
argue that the strong attachments people form with places affects how the conception of their
own identities. Places, they say, are filled with significant experiences, and because those
experiences are foundational to their identities, those places take on a specific significance to
those individuals. This suggests that students who come from similar backgrounds may
experience places similarly.
Place-making has an element of time to it as well. We conceive of our experiences in
place through memory. Yi-Fu Tuan (1977) suggests that people understand places though their
present interactions with them, but also through the meaning that they have associated with those
places as a result of the experiences that they have had in the past. The experiential view of time
is critical in understanding how people's place-attachments change over time. Elvira Cicognani,
Isabel Menezes, and Gil Nata (2011) studied place-attachment and place-identity among
university students. They sought to understand how strongly students feel attached to their
university environment and how much the university factored into their self-identities. In their
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study they found that in general, the more senior students both felt more attached to the
university campus and self-identified more with the university campus.
From our literature thus far we have gathered that it is a rarely contested claim (in
geographical thought, anyway) that place plays an important role in constituting identities. To
expand upon this idea, we sought to find literature that might create links between place,
identities, and background/life experiences. Our logic would state that individuals with similar
backgrounds, especially students, should initially experience new places similarly: after all, a fair
number of students in America’s larger universities have a tendency to share similar
backgrounds. Researchers have found this to be true in multiple ways: Hopkins argues that
students tend to identify as students and, as a result, they form geographic clusters based on this
shared identity. Turner and Manderson (2007) assert that the experience of interacting with
established lawyers in a low-key, “coffee house” environment significantly helped McGill law
students conceive of their new identities as future lawyers. Shared experiences as a result of
shared identities are likely to occur in places that are unique to that identity (classrooms and
student unions, for example). As a result, categories such as “student” are at least partially
generated by the existence of unique spatial realities, and those identities are then established as
distinct from the general population.

It would seem impossible, then, to come up with some sort of spatial model that accounts
for the incredible complexity of social reality. We may be able to turn to continental philosopher
Gilles Deleuze’s conceptualization of the rhizome to provide a model that helps us deal with this
complexity. To outrageously simplify an important element of the post-structuralist tradition,
Deleuze’s model rejects traditional understandings of the subject and the Other, instead
contending that phenomena bring each other into being as a result of their position in time and
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space and it is therefore the relationship between two subjects as the most basic unit that can be
studied, seeing that nothing at all exists solely by itself, without anything else to affect its
position in time and space or to recognize its existence. This is, of course, a highly abstracted
idea to apply to the fairly material phenomena that our research will be focusing on, but in fact,
the concept has profound geographical applications, particularly as we focus in on the
sociospatial dialectic as an object of study.
As Schatzki (1991) observes in “Spatial Ontology and Explanation”: “Since social reality
is interrelated ongoing lives, the spatiality of interrelated lives is the spatiality of this reality.” In
other words, because lives on the ground are interrelated in various sociocultural ways, spatial
reality is constructed not from individuals, but from their relation to one another. Bringing Yi-fu
Tuan’s (1975) humanistic perspective into this context, one may find the conceptualization of a
spatial reality based on individuals quite harmonious with the extreme quantitative side of
Tuan’s place-understanding spectrum (an understanding of place as “mere points in a spatial
system”. On the other side of the spectrum is Tuan’s place-understanding based on “strong,
visceral feelings”, the same kind of feelings that constitute affective relationships between
individuals.

These types of relational places have a significant effect on establishing norms within
these social groups. Cross and Hernandez (2011) looked at how social networks that are located
within specific places tend to create their own set of norms. In their study of low income
neighborhoods they argued that the social networks of people within these neighborhoods create
alternative social norms which lead to deviance. This study helps to establish places as having a
significant normative effect on social networks. While this study looks at a fairly large
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population that tend to have significant overlap in experiences, we can see this normative process
on a much smaller scale with, perhaps, a somewhat more diverse population.
These social networks tend to have what can be termed preferred geographies. Buttimer
(1980) provides a theory that suggests that distinct social networks tend to form around specific
places. These places are created by the specific social groups that use them. Having established
that most students probably identify with the student body as well as with sub groups, we would
expect that some places are nearly uniformly utilized by the student body, but some social groups
would almost certainly have their own distinct preferred geography.
Place and how it relates to people is a complex subject that draws upon spatial science,
human geography, and social-psychology. Places are partially defined by their spatial location
and physical aspects. Equally if not more important, is the performative nature of places. Places
are defined in large part by the human activities that take place within them. This strictly spatial
performative view does not, however, address the issues of place-meaning and place attachment.
In order to understand how individuals relate to space we draw upon literature explaining the
role of experience and memory in the creation of place. These memories create both placemeaning and attachment as well as helping to form our self-identities. As such we can see that
identity and place are intimately linked, and that while different people view places differently,
people with similar experiences are more likely to have similar identities and experience new
places more similarly. This helps to enable social-networks are varying scales that have
preferred geographies. By utilizing specific places these social-networks help to establish
normative practices within these places helping to further solidify self-identity as well as socialidentity.
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Site Setting
Our research is set in within the city of Madison, WI and is centered on both people and
space contained within the city. Starting in 1849, the State University of Wisconsin opened its
doors with only 17 students and one building, North Hall, that served as both the classroom and
dormitory (Board of Regents 2013). Today the university has grown to be the largest university
in the entire state. In fact, The University of Wisconsin serves 43, 275 enrolled students (Board
of Regents 2014). This number pales in comparison to the more than 400,000 living alumni
(Board of Regents 2013). Hundreds of thousands of people have come to the University of
Wisconsin: walking in the halls of the campus’ educational buildings, participating in badger
tradition, or even simply living amongst the street and neighborhoods of Madison itself. As such,
our research is constrained to the experiences of current students who are actively creating
meaning in the campus landscape. Though it is certainly possible that student’s actions and
activities in the past inform the framework for student experiences currently forming, our goal is
not to necessarily to understand how students and space have brought each other into meaning
historically, but rather how this relationship plays itself out on the landscape currently. A
historical perspective of this sociospatial dialectic can be useful, however, in building a
framework for a current landscape of student experience.
Perhaps a more meaningful portrayal of our research area is a map made for the UWMadison Alumnae club of Chicago in 1937. The margins of this map show interpretations of
iconic campus landmarks: the Memorial Union, Bascom Hill, Camp Randall, etc. A closer look
at the graphical campus map shows a clear landscape of student experiences. For instance,
Willow Drive is parenthetically named “Lover’s Lane”. Willow Drive likely got its 1937
colloquial name from the meaningful activities students engaged in throughout their time on
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campus. Additionally, lake Mendota is depicted with people partaking in a variety of recreational
activities. The representation of people making use of the space unique to the UW-Madison
campus is another clear example of the ways in which space has become meaningful to UWMadison students of the past. This map illustrates a network of places—for the Alumnae Club—
with each visual depiction, and in a historical sense it highlights some the key components of
student experience at the time.
Since place is an essential component of this research, student identified locations of
personal experience shape the spatiality of the research setting. The true site of this research is
the student reported locations of meaning in a landscape of experience across UW-Madison
campus and downtown Madison.

Methods
The major components of our project include both a survey and landscape observation,
but the bulk of this study relies on the gathering of data through a survey. Due to the nature of
this study, the specific questions that comprise the survey must be thoughtful and concise in
order to extract the most pertinent information from our participants. The decision of utilizing a
survey for this study was made due, in part, to the short amount of time available to gather the
data. A survey is also a good way to attain a larger sample size which will make trends in the
data more noticeable as well as commonalities in like groups of individuals more discernable
(McGuirk & O’Neill 2010). Qualtrics was used to format and distribute the survey online. The
survey was sent to a number of students via available class lists at UW-Madison. A few class
lists that were accessible include geography, environmental studies, and atmospheric/oceanic
science undergraduate majors.
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The survey is comprised of 21 questions that aim to gather information about both the
participants identity and life experiences in the context of the socio-spatial dialectic in order to
determine whether there are prefered geographies between individuals with similar
demographics and interests. In order to help to determine how the student population of UWMadison identifies their notion of place in the way that they do, the survey will utilize three
specific categories of questions; demographic information, interests, and experiences.
Demographic questions included age, gender, socioeconomic status prior to the students
entry to college, and race/ethnicity. This information is pertinent in helping to determine
whether certain groups of individuals prefer specific places in the site setting. Questions
designed to reveal a participants interests include what their major is, their favorite pastimes,
favorite ways to relax, and whether or not they participate in some form of physical activity on a
regular basis. This category of questions is again relevant in helping to determine whether there
is a common link in like minded individuals association of certain activities or feelings with
specific physical places. The final category, experiences, helps to establish a connection
between distinct emotions or activities common to college students with specific areas of the site
setting. Specific questions of where participants prefer to engage in certain activities or what
kind of feelings or experiences they associate with certain places include questions such as
favorite place to study, an iconic place that signifies Badger tradition, a preferred place to
socialize with friends, and a place where they feel relaxed, to name a few (See Appendix A for
complete survey copy).
Another key component of the survey is the inclusion of a map of the downtown and
campus area of Madison. The goal of including a map is to help people who are completing the
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survey to further visualize the areas that are important to them. A map will hopefully trigger an
individual’s memory into recalling certain areas of the site setting that are meaningful to them.
In addition to the survey, extensive peer reviewed literature was also examined in order
to help supplement the results of the study. Articles theorizing about similar questions of an
individual’s experiences or background and how it shapes their idea of place is critical in helping
to determine the significance of the results of our study. A literature review has also been
valuable in helping to determine what the meaning of the results are .
Following the results of the survey, we visited some specific sites that students identified
as places of meaningful experience. Through observational analysis of these landscapes, we were
able to gain some insight from the minutia of daily experience- something the surveys simply
couldn’t ask about. Surveying provided a framework to help us find the specific places that
student experience revolves around, but observation of fellow students’ uses of space (as well as
critical engagements of our own) proved to add a more grounded and “everyday” approach to
our analysis. This has provided further depth to the idea of the sociospatial dialectic by being
able to literally visualize the ideas and results of the literature review and survey respectively.
After roughly one week, we had acquired 130 survey responses and the survey was
subsequently ended in order to complete analysis of the data. To start, the data was
automatically placed into an Excel spreadsheet by Qualtrics. Each respondents results were
distributed by question in the spreadsheet. Each response was subsequently tallied and coded in
order to be analyzed both graphically and statistically. Graphical analysis was an essential way
to cleanly visualize the prominence of responses in order to help discern and later map them via
ArcGIS. It further helped in making connections (or lack thereof) between specific
demographic/personality types and their preferred geographies. Figure 1, pictured below, is one
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such example of the graphs that have been produced. This figure shows the compiled raw data
for respondents preferred type of physical activity.

Figure 1

Bar graph depicting compilation of raw data regarding respondents preferred type of physical activity.

In order to help quantify the data, a series of contingency tables were produced in order
to more specifically discern any trends between the demographic data and experience/interest
data. From the results of the contingency tables another series of bar graphs were able to be
developed in order to help visually determine any differences that may exist between certain
demographic factors. Figure 2 represents one such bar graph and depicts the number of
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responses to the question of “most iconic place that signifies Badger tradition” broken down by
gender. The biggest takeaway from this graph is not necessarily the place that earned the top
response rate, but rather how there is really little difference in how both male and female survey
takers responded to this question. This relation will be delved into deeper in subsequent sections
as it was found that there is relatively little differences in responses between the different
demographic profiles analyzed.

Figure 2

Responses to most iconic place that signifies Badger tradition broken down by gender. 1 being male, 2 being
female, and 3 being “unsure”/no response.
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Finally, after proper coding of the data, it was able to be processed in ArcGIS in order
produce maps of the downtown and campus area indicating the amount of responses for a
particular survey question (See Appendix B). Due to the nature of some of the responses, such
as the indication of “home” as being the top study spot, the data represented in the generated
maps pertains to public locations, as they are locations that can be physically located by all on a
map. Also of consideration is the profile of the survey respondents. Many respondents came
from the disciplines of geography, environmental studies, and atmospheric/oceanic science. This
information is also apparent on the map of study spots as there are a disproportionately large
number of responses indicating the buildings of Science Hall and the Atmospheric/Oceanic and
Space Sciences building for example being some of the top study spots on campus which has
proved untrue through observation. Figure 3 is a representation of the maps generated utilizing
ArcGIS and represents the most popular study spots in the public domain without regard to any
demographic breakdowns. It is important to keep in mind while viewing this specific map, and
others like it, that the most popular study spot indicated by survey respondents was their home.
And that geography, environmental studies and atmospheric/oceanic science majors made up a
large part of the survey respondents.
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Figure 3

Locations of top study spots in downtown Madison and the UW campus. Note that the number one response was
“home”, which is unmappable in a map of the public domain, and the breakdown of responses unique to the majors
of the survey respondents.
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Toward a Student Geography
Given the available literature on place and space, it is fair expect that different social
groups within the context of the university would have a distinct preferential geography of placebased experience. However, survey results, coupled descriptive analysis, indicate that different
social groups based on gender identity, race, sexual orientation, socioeconomic status, age, and
year in school do not identify distinct places where they encounter meaningful experiences.
There are a few reasons why our research did not find a preferred geography of social
groups. One reason is that we only had 130 respondents in the survey and the variability of social
characteristic was quite low. Additionally, our responses did not meet the data requirements for
inferential statistics tests that would provide a more robust answer. This data limitation would
require resampling at a larger scale. However, given our best available knowledge from the
survey responses that were collected, it is likely that there is no preferred geography of social
groups within the student context.
Another explanation, and perhaps a more compelling explanation, of our initial survey
finding is that we limited our research to the responses of students. By limiting our research to
students, we neglect consideration of one's identity as a student. Perhaps student identity, as
opposed to gender identity, racial identity, socioeconomic identity, etc. is the most influential
factor in creating the experiential meaning of space across campus and downtown. Therefore, it
is necessary to explore the shared identity of students—rather than individual characteristics
about students to understand the landscape of experience throughout the UW campus and
Madison downtown area.
One reason why students as a whole may have a collective identity is due to the inherent
social barriers to uniquely student spaces. The Memorial Union (including the Terrace), which
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was a common place pointed out across multiple experiences, is centered on the idea of a
uniquely student center. Figure 4 shows a sign that hangs outside of Der Rathskeller (a space
with venue within the Memorial Union) informs whomever may be walking the halls of the
Memorial Union that anyone must be ready to show their union membership to when using the
facility. Furthermore, a quick look into Peet’s Coffee Shop, the Lake Mendota Grill, or Der
Rathskeller on a given afternoon will show a landscape of students on their laptops studying,
socializing, and being students. Both the institutional rules of the Memorial Union and the
pattern of student use of the Memorial Union
suggest that there is a significant social barrier
that a non-student would have to overcome for
this space to become meaningful.
At the city scale, there is a physical
component that indicates a shared experience of
place amongst students. The vast majority of
responses amongst the nine experience based
questions pointed to places that are actually on
campus. In the east-west direction, collective
responses severely drop off at the eastern edge
Figure 4

of campus (east of Lake Street). Popular
responses in different experience questions are commonly buffered by the institutional space of
the UW campus. This spatial framework suggests that student’s differential access to certain
spaces could lead to a unique shared student experience of place on campus.
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Similarly, both Turner and Manderson (2007) and Hopkins (2010) point to a shared
student experience of place rather than a preferred geography within the student population—
though in different ways. Turner and Manderson, though specifically studying law students,
found that a particular shared experience of place taught law students to identify as a unique type
of student. Hopkins on the other hand, suggests that students tend to cluster together because of
their shared identity as students. As such, because our study could not find any particular
influence of demographic background on where students encounter meaningful experiences, then
it is likely that the shared student experience of place is a more influential component of the
sociospatial dialectic. This begs an important question: what drives the sociospatial dialectic
between students and campus/downtown Madison if it is not identity with a particular social
group?

Where is your favorite place to study?

The responses for the question “Where is your favorite place to study?” showed both the
most specific and most preferred geographies of any of our datasets. Our responses indicate
academic buildings intended for specific schools or majors account for 32.5% of all our unique
responses. An additional 27% of respondents provided an academic building not directly linked
to a specific major/school, while cafés and residential areas constitute 21% and 17.5% of unique
responses respectively. Within these thematic groupings responses tended to be highly specific.
Only 6% of respondents provided non-place specific answers, with most of those indicating a
“major building”. This indicates that in regards to their study habits, specific places tend to be
important to individuals, and it is therefore reasonable to suspect preferred geographies are
involved.
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Without the
ability to conduct
statistical analysis
comparing demographic
data with the places
indicated it is difficult to
assess precisely which or
if any demographic
Figure 5

factors affect where

students choose to study. We believe it is reasonable, however, to presume that major
designation plays a significant role given the prevalence of major specific answers. Other
academic buildings did make up a significant portion of our results, though, and when viewed in
light of the relatively few students who choose to study at home it is possible that overcrowding
of general university buildings pushes students into lesser known study areas.

Where do you typically feel most relaxed?
We analyzed the responses provided to the question “Where do you typically feel most
relaxed?” from both a quantitative and qualitative perspective. We had an 89.3% valid response
rate for this question, which is an abnormally high valid response rate as compared to some of
our other questions. This indicates that not only does place play a role in relaxation, but people
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are able to think about relaxation activities in the context of specific places. That being said, our
responses in this case were overwhelmingly oriented around a residential place. Responses with
some variation of home/ friends’ homes constituted 56% of our unique responses. The Memorial
Union/Terrace accounted for an additional 8.5%. The rest of the responses occurred less than
five times, and so individually are not particularly useful. We can, however, note that of the
remaining responses 50% were university run buildings, with about half of those being primarily
recreational facilities and the remainder being primarily academic facilities. The only other large
thematic trend we
found was a preference
for outdoors places, if
university buildings
were not
listed.
From these
responses we can make
some general
Figure 6

statements about
relaxation activities

and how place relates to those activities. It would seem based upon the prevalence of residential
places in these responses that most people prefer to relax in an environment that they are familiar
with, and that they have some degree of control over. Similarly, we can operate on these same
assumptions when we try to understand why university buildings, even academic specific ones,
are places of relaxation. Certainly we can expect that our student respondents are familiar with
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these places, but the individual element of control is apparently absent. We would argue that the
individual control over who inhabits the same place as them, is replaced by an institutional form
of what we might call community assurance. In both of these cases, the respondents are familiar
with their surroundings and are reasonably sure of the people who are occupying these places
with them.

Where do you typically feel most anxious?
After initial analysis of this data, it became obvious that for many people, anxiety was a
product of circumstance rather than being associated with a specific place. Of the total responses
47% were non place specific and 48% were place specific. The remaining 5% of the responses
were either a non-applicable response or no response. This indicates that while many people
experience anxiety, it is often not due to their physical location. We suspect therefore that there
may be some preferred geographies not in place but rather in the specific types of activities that
take place in certain places.

Figure 7
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As indicated, the top two responses where students feel anxiety are in class or before an
exam. These responses, while not place based, are uniquely related in that they are both specific
to students. The top physical location where anxiety is often felt is a student's’ major building,
such as Science Hall for geography majors. This physical location ties nicely to the top two nonplace specific responses as it can be argued that a student does spend the majority of their class
time at the senior and junior level (which makes up 78% of the respondent base) at the building
of their major. In general, this connection helps to affirm the notion that being a full time
student at a large accredited university is often associated with both large amounts of stress and
anxiety.

Where would you go to think about a problem in your life?

Our responses for the question “Where would you go to think about a problem in your
life?”, present a uniquely challenging opportunity for us. The responses indicate the experience
of contemplation is one of the least place dependent experiences that we evaluated. Non-place
specific responses accounted for 31.5% of our responses, while residential responses accounted
for about the same at 31%. For many of our experience based survey questions residential
responses are dominant, and so these results are particularly interesting. Residential places are
particularly important in regards to most experiences, perhaps because they evoke a sense of
comfort that public places do not, but that in this case the low response rate suggests that specific
places may be less important to this experience.
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Furthermore,
outdoor natural or seminatural areas accounted for
24.5% of our respondents,
which is particularly large
for these types of areas. The
most common outdoor area
listed was the Lakeshore
Figure 8

Path which accounted for

9% of our responses. The Lakeshore Path is an interesting place because it implies movement
through space takes place, and while we cannot assume that all of those respondents are walking
along the path we do find that movement through space is significant for a number of
individuals. 18.5% of responses specified some sort of physical activity as part of the experience,
and the majority of those said they went for a walk or a run. This pattern is interesting because it
is the only example where specific places are not necessarily important, but rather movement
through places is. Perhaps for this subgroup, this movement through space constitutes a physical
representation of their thoughts, and perhaps aids in thought.
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Name an iconic place that signifies the badger tradition for you?
Our results for the question “Name an iconic place that signifies the badger tradition for
you?” was largely what we expected to find. All of the responses provided indicate a specific
place, with the majority of respondents referencing a university owned or operated building. The
three most frequent responses were Camp Randall, Memorial Union/Terrace, and Bascom Hill,
constituting 32.5, 31, and 20.5% of the responses respectively. The remaining responses were
primarily various university buildings or grounds with the exception of two responses
referencing Langdon street and the Plaza Bar.

Figure 9

24

Where is the most picturesque spot on campus?
The table below shows the results for the top
responses to the question, “Where is the most picturesque
spot on campus?” The most frequent response was either
the Terrace or Memorial Union. Overall, there were 31
different responses (see Appendix C for a complete list of
responses and counts). Interestingly, 72% of respondents
identified some space that is in view of a lake.

Places

Count

Terrace/ Memorial
Union

40

Picnic Point

27

Bascom Hill

17

Observatory Hill

15

Arboretum

6

Lakeshore Path

6

Lakeshore

6

Lakes

3

State Street

3

Figure 10

Additionally, there are two important
characteristics of the places identified in the
survey. Figure 8 shows that of the 145
responses to this question, 113 of them relate to
something that has a natural setting or is in
view of something natural. Responses that fit
into this category are responses like the
Arboretum, Picnic Point, and James Madison
Figure 11

Park. “Built-Up” refers to responses that name
a building or some element of the built up landscape such as Park Street, State Street, or the top
floor of a certain building.
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Where is a place that you would share an intimate moment with someone special?
Similar to the previous question, the responses to this question often relate to some space
that has characteristics of natural space, though it is important to note that the second highest
response was some reference to “Home” (See Appendix Bfor a complete list of responses and
counts). However, when looking at the responses as a whole, only 12% refer to some form of
private residential space. Otherwise, student’s responses to this question relate more to spaces
near Lake Mendota or otherwise in a green space. The table below shows the top responses to
this question.
Place

Count

Picnic Point

34

Home

16

Lakeshore Path/ Lake Related

15

Terrace

12

Arboretum

5

Capitol Area

4

Figure 12

Where would you go to meet new people? Where is your preferred place to socialize with
friends?
It may not be unusual to expect that many students indicate that they prefer to meet
people at bars or parties in general. Bars are generally the largest social scene anywhere in an
urban setting, especially a downtown area paired with a large college campus, and parties are
also quite prevalent for the same reasons. The results of the survey indicate that 49% of students
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prefer to meet new people at either parties or bars, which may be expected given college
students’ stereotypical alcohol consumption. Aside from these types of social scenes,
involvement in activities again unique to college students appears near the top of the list. 20% of
students prefer to meet other students through organizations or clubs that are a part of the
university. Physically this means that students are spending more time at university buildings
and facilities in order to meet new people.
Similarly, when asked the question “Where is your preferred place to socialize with
friends?” 50% of students indicated bars/or other entertainment venues. In contrast, to their
responses to meeting new people, very few of our residential responses indicated “parties”.
While 27.5% of respondents indicated a residential area, only one respondent specifically
mentioned a party. In addition, while our respondents appear to prefer to meet new people at
student events, it would appear that student organizations are not preferred places to socialize
with friends as no respondents indicated as such. The remaining responses consisted primarily
of cafe type establishments or university recreation facilities. It is difficult to draw any hard
conclusions from this comparison, but it may be reasonable to assume that student organizations
factor highly in meeting new people because students have known shared interests when they
meet.
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Figure 13

The Public Private Dichotomy
Within our data several themes emerge, one of the more apparent trends is the public
private dichotomy of experience and place. It is clear that some experiences tend to be carried
out in private places while others tend to be carried out in much more public settings. We
believe that the differences we see between experiences can primarily explained by what type of
social experiences specific types of places facilitate. For instance, the experience of anxiety
tends to be carried out in public places (See Figure 6), primarily in academic settings or in large
groups. It is probable that in this situation the anxiety felt is a result of the high pressure social
atmosphere that the classroom and the party room tend to create. In contrast to this relaxation
activities tend to take place in private residences (See Figure 7). If we operate under this social
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setting explanation then this could be explained by the relative control over one’s environment
when person is in a residential place.
To further support the understanding that places create a certain social context that
facilitates or discourages certain experiences, we can look at the second largest group within the
relaxation places, and see that some academic buildings are places of relaxation. We believe this
can be explained by the institutional nature of these places, which in some contexts creates a
stressful experience but in other contexts provides a safe environment, where a person can be
reasonably sure of who they are going to be interacting with.
There is a similar effect happening in the difference between where people choose to
meet new friends and where they choose to socialize with existing friends. While student
organizations constitute a large portion of our responses for meeting new people, they are
entirely absent from socializing with friends. This reinforces the importance of what we might
call a community assurance mechanism (ie. Memorial Union Membership), which helps
individuals to feel comfortable in environments with people they don’t know.
The experience of contemplation is somewhat unique in regards to the public private
dichotomy. Firstly, there is a large portion of responses for both residential places and public
places. The public places are, however, primarily natural areas. These areas, such as the
Lakeshore Path or James Madison Park represent public places in which the physical aspects of
places tend to create a semi-private experience. The outdoors create a sense of immense space
around a person. In a park, the physical space that a person can occupy without directly
interacting with anybody else tends to be large, and this can create a sense of isolation from the
rest of the people inhabiting the same natural area, and we believe may lead to an experience
somewhat similar to that of a residential area.
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Natural Places
In order to better understand our broader sociospatial dialectic in question, we can take a
cultural perspective of the experiences, which seem heavily dependent upon nature. Of the nine
experience questions we surveyed for, our responses for the “picturesque”, “contemplation”, and
“intimate moment” questions showed the highest prevalence of use of natural space. While we
didn’t make any predictions of this nature before collecting our data, the results are hardly
surprising: in fact, these results are fairly symptomatic of historical paradigms revolving around
ideas and uses of nature. Two meaningful interpretations can be drawn from these three
questions: The “places of contemplation” question and the “intimate moment” question can be
grouped together to explain one, and the “picturesque” question can alone explain the other.
The idea of natural space as a space of contemplation isn’t a result of something inherently
meditative within the ecosystemic structure of the space; nor is it (to our knowledge, anyway) a
product of each individual respondents’ having a cathartic moment in the woods that has been
calling them back ever since. Rather, what we are dealing with is a continually reiterated and
historically embedded belief about nature that has traceable roots back to early American
romantic poets, writers, and naturalists. Henry David Thoreau, in particular, can be pointed to for
popularizing the notion of nature as an intimate retreat that one escapes to. This is not meant to
question the value of natural space as a truly contemplative, intimate, therapeutic, spiritual, or
otherwise meaningful place or system of places. We simply mean to interpret these responses as
being a cultural product rather than generated by the inherent nature of a mystified other.
Our question asking respondents about their favorite picturesque views also highlight an
important facet to our contemporary views of the natural world. The prevalence of natural spaces
responses for this question is not surprising, nor is the fact that we had five separate responses
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that described the top of a particular building as the most picturesque spot in Madison. What puts
the nature of these responses into context for us, though, are the things left out of these
responses: a view from Madison’s south side, for example. Of course, the natural world is a
beautiful thing to behold, and dramatic natural landscapes from atop a building can be
breathtaking. But these responses offer a small view into what we as students consider beautiful
and desirable, and if the environmentalist proverb that we will only save what we find valuable is
found to be true, many places in and around Madison become excluded.
Reification
The theories that feed into our interpretation in this section can be applied in some form
or another of almost all of our nine experience questions, but we find it to be most relevant in
discussing our question about the most iconic places in Madison. When deciding which
questions were going to make it onto our survey, this one was nearly cut because we knew
exactly what the responses were going to be, and we didn’t think that it would provide any real
insight into placemaking among students in Madison. As it turns out, our results were exactly as
we had expected, but the implications for this are much more interesting than we would have
initially surmised. The three top responses- Memorial Union, Camp Randall, and Bascom Hill, in
order- are three undoubtedly important places on campus. But they all have a few common
features that are conducive to their iconic status. Importantly, all three are theaters of shared
experience: Memorial Union is a sanctified social setting; Camp Randall is perhaps the site
where people feel the most “school spirit”, a particularly localized form of collective identity;
and Bascom Hill, the site where one may feel exceptionally more a part of an old academic
tradition than anywhere else on campus. We believe, though, that these feelings and attachments
don’t develop entirely organically: the University itself uses imagery of these three places in its
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self-promotion, using their power of representation to presuppose these places as iconic, thereby
reifying the relationship between the people in these places and shaping the behaviors and
practices within them. Essentially, the University subconsciously preloads students with these
ideas and attachments before they even move into the dorms. To what degree are these places
truly the benchmark places of a student’s experience as a Badger?

The Timelessness of Place
In some experiences, the meaning of a place can remain static through time. Specifically,
when UW students were asked, “where is a place you would share an intimate moment with
someone special?” the majority of responses referred to some space near Lake Mendota whether
it be at Picnic Point, the Lakeshore Path, or the Terrace. One respondent was even specific
enough to include, “The benches on the Lakeshore Path”. Below is a visual depiction of thee
responses across space from our survey. When this map is compared to the map created in 1937
for the Chicago Alumnae Club, the results are fairly consistent. In the archival Alumnae Club
map the area that is now the Lakeshore Path is colloquially called “Lover’s Lane”, which
indicates the student experiences that could be tied to that space. Additionally, another archival
map created in 1935 entitled, “Campus of the University of Wisconsin” shows a similar
experience written into the landscape when looking at the same spaces referenced in our survey
and in the Alumnae Club map with pictographs of couples within the woods adjacent to Lake
Mendota. These three representations of student experience suggest that there is something
unique about these spaces—whether it is the natural setting or the feeling of solitude in a public
space—that helps inform the place meaning. Since the three representations come from three
different dates, place in the context of the experience of intimate moments transcends the
dynamic nature of time.
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Another implication of these archival maps is that, when considering our responses, is
that they suggest that behavior can construct the meaning of place. While the structure of the
spaces in question could be the primary factor in constructing the meaning of the places, the
archival evidence suggests that students interactions and behaviors in these spaces continue their
meaning through time.

Figure 14
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Figure 15
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Figure 16

Future Research
Since the topic of the sociospatial dialectic is extremely complex, this study serves as a
first pass at understanding the meaning of certain places to students in Madison. First and
foremost, since this study identified the specific place-objects embedded in the landscape, further
in-depth qualitative research could be done at a site-specific level to produce a complete
ethnography of the specific places of significant importance. Interviews with students would also
be helpful gain depth in understanding of the meaning of certain places identified in our study.
Additionally, because our study focused only on students, it is important to take a step back and
look at Madison at a larger scale. Comparing responses about place-based experiences between

35

student and non-students may reveal even more significance about certain places. For example,
would non-students find Picnic Point to be as romantic of a spot as a student?
Spatial science may also be a particularly helpful approach to further understand the
sociospatial dialectic of students and significant places. For instance, in what ways can we
understand the relationship between physical space and locations across a landscape that is made
meaningful by students? Specifically, is there a maximum distance from one’s residence
constraining the location a student will make meaningful? A more robust quantitative approach
such as this may explain the underlying physical nature of place making throughout the UW
campus and Madison downtown area.
Another important question that could not be answered through our study is the
frequency that student actually interact with distinct places. Students may have expressed that the
Lakeshore Path or James Madison park are meaningful spaces of contemplation, but how often
do students actually use these spaces for contemplation? Understanding the frequency of use of
these spaces for a given experience would help answer the question of the symbolic dimension of
place.

Conclusion
We can safely determine that the system of ideas, identities, homes, parks, libraries, and
exam rooms among very many other things that comprise the sociospatial dialectic between UWMadison students and their environment is driven by more than we had initially expected. One
aspect of the “Madison experience” that we can point to as a crucial contributing factor to the
way students use space is the importance of shared experiences. These can be broadly definedranging from something that can be experienced by nearly every UW-Madison students at some
point in their college career, or something esoteric and niche but nonetheless important to
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someone’s experience here. One can spend their time walking down State Street on a Friday
night or sneaking onto the roof of Van Hise Hall: even though each of these experiences are
quite different, they are similar in that they are experiences unique to the little parcel of land
known as UW-Madison.
Extending this idea a little further, we have found that the sociospatial dialectic is also
informed by collective, rather than individual identities. Collective identities foster an
environment for normative actions that guide a system of regular behaviors and practices within
the spaces that are important to those within the collective identity. State Street, to use the same
example, is known as the center of student nightlife. This notion is maintained and reiterated by
the idea that this is where Badgers go and this is what Badgers do. Without a collective identity
that fully believes in this, the meaning of the place is obscured and the whole dialectic, for better
or for worse, becomes vulnerable to change.
Several times throughout this research, we truly questioned if place was even a
meaningful concept to non-geographers. Some of the results were disheartening; some of the
interpretation was difficult; but after all the pieces were put into place, it became quite clear that
places still hold important meanings to people on this campus. Whether one recognizes it or not,
on a daily basis we are all constantly engaging with, memorizing, reconstituting, and
experiencing places that may eventually become dear to us.
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Appendix A: Survey Questions
Thank you for participating in our research project for Geography 565. This project seeks
to understand the geography of student experiences at UW-Madison. We do not collect any
personal identifiers. All responses are confidential and will only be used only for our capstone
project. This information will not be distributed in any way. All responses are voluntary and you
may quit the survey at any time. You are welcome to attend the presentation of our research at a
public symposium on Friday, 12 December 2014, in 180 Science Hall on the UW-Madison
campus. If you have any questions, concerns, or comments please feel free to contact us
mwalbrecht@wisc.edu, caoswald@wisc.edu, jwmoe@wisc.edu, or edkramer@wisc.edu
Please tell us a little about yourself. You may opt out of any or all questions.
1) What is your age?
2) What is your gender identity (male, female, transgender or other)?
3) What is your sexual orientation?
4) What is your year in school?
●

Freshman

●

Sophomore

●

Junior

●

Senior

●

Senior > 4 years

●

Graduate Student

●

Non-Traditional Student

5) In the year before you started college, which category best approximates your household income?
●

Below $20,000

●

$20,000 to $40,000

●

$40,000 to $65,000

●

$65,000 to $105,000

●

Greater than $105,000
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●

Unknown

6) What is your race?
●

Black, African American

●

Hispanic, Latino, Spanish Origin

●

American Indian, Alaskan Native

●

Asian

●

Native Hawaiian, Other Pacific Islander

●

White

●

Two or More Races

●

Other (Please Specify):

7) What is your country of origin?
8) What is your major(s)? (you may respond as undecided)
9) What are your favorite past-times?
10) What are your favorite ways to relax?
11) Do you regularly participate in a physical activity such as bicycling, playing sports, or exercising?
●

Yes

●

No

12) Please list your favorite physical activity. (Question displayed only if answer to question 11 was
“Yes”)
With regard to downtown Madison and the UW-Madison campus, please answer the
following... (Please list specific places or describe the physical location of the place as best you can)
If you would like a reference map of Downtown Madison and the UW-Madison campus, please
see http://maps.wisc.edu/s/ezn9choi (be sure to open in a new tab)
13) Where is your favorite place to study?
14) Name an iconic place that signifies the Badger tradition to you.
15) Where is your preferred place to socialize with your friends?
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16) Where would you go to meet new people?
17) Where do you typically feel most anxious?
18) Where do you typically feel most relaxed?
19) Where would you go to think about a problem in your life?
20) Where is the most picturesque spot on campus?
21) Where is a place that you would share an intimate moment with someone special?
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Appendix B: Full Response Tables for Survey Questions 13-21

13) Where is your favorite place to study?
Place

Count

AOS

2

Barrique’s

3

Chapel on Gilman

2

Cole Basement

1

Colectivo

1

Computer Science

1

Education Building

3

Education Sciences

1

Espresso Royale

5

Fair Trade Coffee

3

Froth House

1

Helen C. White

1

Historical Society

7

Home

27

Library- Art

2

Library- CAE

1

Library- College

13

Library- Geography

7

Library –Grainger

1

43

Library- Law

5

Library- Memorial

9

Library- Merit

3

Library- Social Sciences

2

Library- Steenbock

2

Library- Wendt

4

Major Building

6

Memorial Union

6

Michaelangelo’s

8

Misc. Café- Capital Area

1

Misc. Café- State Street

4

Misc. Café- Willy Street

1

Muir Woods

1

Russell Labs

1

SAC

4

Starbucks

4

Steepery

1

Union South

4

Wisconsin Discovery Institute

3

WSUM Radio

2

14) Name an iconic place that signifies the Badger tradition to you.

Places

Count

44

Bascom Hill

29

Camp Randall

46

Capital Square

1

Memorial Union

44

Old Library Mall

1

Kohl Center

4

Lakeshore Path

4

Langdon Street

1

Library Mall

1

Terrace

29

Picnic Point

2

College Library

1

Science Hall

5

Arboretum

1

Memorial Union Chair

1

The Plaza

1

15) Where is your preferred place to socialize with your friends?

Place

Count

Baldwin Street Grille

1

Bars (Non-specific)

17

Bars- State Street

2

Bascom Hill

2

Brocach

1

45

Café

6

Camp Randall

1

Capitol Area

1

Caribou

3

Colectivo

1

Dancing Spots

1

Espresso Royale

1

Fraternity House

1

Genna’s

2

Islamic Center

1

Kohl Center

1

Library Bar

1

Library Mall

1

Madhatters

1

Mason Lounge

1

Memorial Union

11

Music Venues

3

Nitty Gritty

1

Non-Specific Location

5

Open Book Café

1

Orpheum

1

Outside

1

Picnic Point

2

The Plaza

5

46

Private Space

43

Restaurants

2

State Street

6

State Street Brats

1

Sunroom Cafe

1

Terrace

12

The Fountain Bar

1

The Kollege Klub

3

Union South

8

Vintage

1

Wando’s

2

WSUM

1

16) Where would you go to meet new people?
Place

Count

On State Street

11

Capital Square

6

Memorial Union/ Union South

13

Religious Center/Church

2

UW Instructional Buildings

32

Music Venues

8

Bars

36

Parties

24

Coffee Shops/Restaurants

6

47

In Class

12

Student Orgs

24

Sporting Events

4

Community Events

6

Co-ops

2

N/A

18

No Response

18) Where do you typically feel most relaxed?
Place

Count

Residential

80

Muir Woods

1

Historical Society

2

Memorial Union

12

Five Guys

1

SERF

1

LBGT Campus Center

1

Science Hall

2

Camp Randall

1

Lakeshore Path

3

Arboretum

3

Picnic Point

4

Union South

4

Russell Labs

1
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Mansion Hill

1

Indie Coffee

1

James Madison Park

1

Capital Square

2

Wendt Library

1

Birge Hall

1

Peet’s

1

Law Library

1

College Library

1

Non-Specific

14

19) Where would you go to think about a problem in your life?

Place

Count

Residential

42

Muir Woods

2

Memorial Union

6

SERF

1

Science Hall

1

Lakeshore Path

12

Arboretum

3

Picnic Point

7

Russell Labs

1

Mansion Hill

1

James Madison

5
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Capital Square

1

Law Library

1

College Library

1

Monona Terrace Garden

1

Chazen Art Museum

1

Botanical Gardens

1

SAC

2

Math Library

1

WSUM

1

Bascom Hill

1

St. Paul’s Church

1

Wisconsin Discovery Institute

1

Non-Place Specific

41

Complete response table for question 20 in the survey, “Where is the most picturesque spot on
campus?”
Places

Count

Terrace

30

Picnic Point

26

Bascom Hill

16

Observatory Hill

15

Memorial Union

9

Arboretum

6

Lakeshore Path

6

Lakeshore

5

50

Lakes

3

State Street

3

Frautschi Point

2

Muir Woods

2

Top Floor of AOS Building

2

Top Floor of Educational Sciences

2

3rd Floor of College Library

1

Badger Chair

1

Bascom Hall

1

Biocore Prairie

1

Capitol Roof Top

1

Carillon Tower

1

Lake Mendota

1

Lake Monona

1

Park Street

1

Picnic Point Trail

1

Science Hall

1

Top Floor of Van Hise

1

Top Floor of WHARF building

1

Union

1

University Bay

1

Top Floor of 333 East Campus Mall

1

Special Collections Library at Memorial Library

1

James Madison Park

1

Complete response table for survey question 21, “Where is a place that you would share an intimate
moment with someone special?”
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Place

Count

Picnic Point

34

Home

16

Terrace

12

Lakes

9

Lakeshore Path

6

Arboretum

5

Capitol Area

4

Observatory Hill

4

James Madison Park

3

Bascom Hill

2

Lake Mendota

2

Memorial Union Docks

2

Restaurant

2

State Street

2

13th Floor of Education

1

14th Floor of Van Hise

1

Ag Hall Roof

1

Bike Path Out

1

Botanical Gardens

1

Brocach's

1

Forequarter

1

Frauschi Point

1

Genna's

1

Henry Vilas Zoo Parks

1

Isaac Newton Apple Tree

1

L'Etoile

1
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Memorial Library

1

Memorial Stacks

1

Memorial Union

1

Monona Bay

1

Monona Docks

1

Monona Terrace

1

Muir Woods

1

Nick's Restaurant

1

Observation Deck of Capitol

1

Piano Bar

1

Tenney Park

1

Top of Van Hise

1

Tutto Pasta

1

Union

1

Vilas Park

1

Woods

1
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Appendix C: Survey Response Maps

Map 1
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Map 2
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Map 3
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Map 4
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