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It is about building community
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A new vision

Located in the heart of Downtown Portland, Portland State University is a dynamic and growing urban research institution

with over 28,000 undergraduate and graduate students. The University sits at the center of the largest urban region in Oregon,

home to nearly 50% of the state’s population. Portland is recognized nationally for its culture of civic engagement, its stunning

natural setting within the Willamette River Valley, and its commitment to sustainability. These shared characteristics are the

metropolitan area’s most valuable assets and have, together with sophisticated urban planning and design and a comprehensive

transit network, resulted in a vibrant and highly desirable place to live and work. 

Portland State has developed a strategy that leverages these assets to guide its future development. Growth is the dominant

aspect of this strategy. Because of Portland’s expected population growth, the increasing importance of the knowledge 

economy, and Portland State University’s unique role as the only general public university in the region, the institution 

expects to add at least 10,000, and possibly as many as 20,000 students over the next 25 years. The University District

Framework Plan provides a physical framework for future growth that builds upon the University’s innovative academic 

environment and partnership opportunities, a commitment to sustainable neighborhood development, and world-class 

transit to realize its vision as a sustainable, urban research University.

Portland State University has the potential to become the urban catalyst for sustainability-based economic growth 

in the Portland metropolitan area, by laying the groundwork for: 

It is about building community

• A model learning and research environment

• A model sustainable community

• A model economic environment

• Multiple partnerships between University, city and public and private enterprise

• An urban design that captures and enhances Portland’s unique characteristics
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The rationale

In today’s knowledge-based global economy, universities increasingly are catalysts for economic growth. Through the creation of a highly educated 

workforce and innovative research, universities become magnets and sources for business development and growth. In Portland and Oregon, 

sustainability has become a key area of economic opportunity, both in how the region itself functions, and in terms of the knowledge it exports 

globally. Because of its high quality of life, Portland also attracts members of the ‘creative class’ from all over the United States, many with a special 

focus on technology and sustainability. While there is broad competition in this rapidly expanding field, Portland is very strongly positioned to be a 

dominant player, and can take specific steps to create an optimum urban environment for sustainable economic growth — that is, growth which is 

environmentally sustainable and contributes to social justice and equity. 

Unique opportunities

Portland is distinguished by its unique collective commitment to civic engagement and by its embracing sustainability as a way of life. In a city dominated by

small and mid-sized businesses, sophisticated urban planning and design have led to a highly developed urban transportation infrastructure that is the envy of

most cities. As Oregon’s only urban University, Portland State University is fully embedded in the city and region. With rapid growth in enrollment and

research activity, it has already formed strong partnerships with organizations throughout the region. For instance, PSU and the City have made a commitment

to the concept of urban EcoDistricts — urban development districts that showcase comprehensive approaches to sustainability. A $25 million grant from the

Miller Foundation gives PSU the resources to realize its aspiration to be a global leader in sustainability.

Ingredients of success

To succeed, Portland will require from PSU a highly educated workforce with an ingrained cultural commitment to sustainability. PSU will also have to 

provide an attractive collaborative interdisciplinary research environment that will draw entrepreneurial academics from around the world. Attracting the

right students and faculty demands a distinct and well publicized sustainable urban setting that generates international attention.

To stimulate the economic impact of the University, PSU will need soft organizational boundaries and close physical proximity between University

research, private R&D, and public policy development. Investment incentives for sustainable development and partnerships between the 

University and private enterprise will also be required. These goals necessitate an approved framework plan that ensures an integrated approach 

to sustainable development and provides clear guidelines and incentives to investors and collaborators.

Finally, the expected population growth of the Portland region will contribute greatly to its success. Smart entrepreneurial people from all over the 

country, and increasingly the world, are flocking to the region. While many of them are already well-educated, they will continue to increase demand 

for professional and advanced education. Along with this, Portland’s own population will increasingly need higher education if it is to participate in 

global economic competition. Oregon’s 40-40-20 plan, which calls for increasing numbers of college graduates, explicitly recognizes this need.
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It is about building community

A new model of campus/city development

The Park Blocks Center leverages the capacity for significant additional development in

the area west of the Park Blocks to create a reinvented academic hub for the campus. A

mix of instructional, office and research space will promote interdisciplinary collabora-

tion in a development form that showcases to the region the creative and innovative

academic endeavors that characterize Portland State. Transparent and inviting ground

floor spaces will engage the community in the University’s academic life and will rein-

force its role as a learning laboratory for the city. 

Pedestrian connections along SW Montgomery Street will create a new cross-campus

pedestrian and bicycle corridor, the Montgomery Green Street. The Green Street will

provide valuable public space and showcase the environmental and social benefits of

green infrastructure. A new quadrangle at the intersection of SW 11th Avenue and SW

Montgomery Street in the Park Blocks Center will tie into this corridor, expanding on

the district’s system of connected open space.
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The framework plan

The Framework Plan identifies the urban infrastructure that will guide the revitalization of the University District, weaving together the 

park and street systems of southern Downtown, and linking the Park Blocks to the Willamette River via new “Green Streets.” Working 

at the scale of the street, the block, and the building, planning and design principles provide the tool box for the physical transformation 

of the University and its District, and embody the spirit of a sustainable urban University. 

• Expansion of the University District to facilitate up to 7 million square feet of private and PSU development to accommodate expected 

enrollment and research growth

• Block by block integration of University renewal and private development

• Maximum flexibility within strong guidelines to ensure imaginative and appropriately-scaled massing of city blocks

• Full integration with the City’s EcoDistrict concept; sustainability made visible throughout the district, through Green Streets, innovative 

building typologies and construction methods, diverse street-level active uses, maximum leveraging of transportation infrastructure

• Development of a distinct urban character in the district, clearly reflecting the University’s presence, but urban rather than institutional

• Operating the district as a comprehensive real-world learning environment, with visible physical integration of businesses and the University

• Providing capacity for collaborative research growth

• Offering a supportive environment for traditional and non-traditional students
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It is about building community

Park Blocks Center

Living/Learning Center

City Gateway Center

Three new centers for early development

Early redevelopment in the Framework Plan radiates from three major focal points in the University District, and complements existing hubs 

of activity. All three focal points incorporate the stated core values of the plan, namely: optimize land use & accommodate growth; ensure 

institutional distinctiveness & campus/city integration; maximize connectivity; capitalize on the Portland experience and support partnerships.

All three have key characteristics of a blend of public and private uses; transparency on the street level; integrated indoor and outdoor spaces; 

and exemplary sustainable development. However, each focal point has a dominant theme, supporting the complex needs of the University in 

achieving its goals. 

These focal points are representative of the eventual vision for the district as a whole.
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Park Blocks Center

The Park Blocks Center leverages the capacity for significant additional development in the area west of the Park Blocks to create a reinvented 

academic hub for the campus. A mix of instructional, office and research space will promote interdisciplinary collaboration in a development 

form that showcases to the region the creative and innovative academic endeavors that characterize Portland State. Transparent and inviting 

ground floor spaces will engage the community in the University’s academic life and will reinforce its role as a learning laboratory for the city. 

Pedestrian connections along SW Montgomery Street will create a new cross-campus pedestrian and bicycle corridor, the Montgomery Green Street.

The Green Street will provide valuable public space and showcase the environmental and social benefits of green infrastructure. A new quadrangle 

at the intersection of SW 11th Avenue and SW Montgomery Street in the Park Blocks Center will tie into this corridor, expanding on the district’s

system of connected open space.
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It is about building community

Living/Learning Center

Focused on providing housing to meet the needs of Portland State’s diverse student body, a new living/learning node at the intersection of 

SW College Street and SW 5th Avenue will become an important center for student life in the district. A diverse mix of uses including housing, retail,

and other student support spaces, both public and private, will anchor the SW 5th and SW 6th Avenue transit corridor. A potential new park will 

provide a focal point for student life and public recreational activities, offsetting the dense urban fabric. This new green space will also help strengthen

the east-west open-space connection from the Park Blocks along SW College Street to Lovejoy Park and the necklace of Lawrence Halprin designed

open spaces. The first development to expand the Living/Learning Center will be a significant student housing project at the Max Green Line 

turnaround. College Station will add 900+ additional beds to the existing housing supply. This project will begin transforming the southern edge of 

the University District into a vibrant center of student life. The future expansion of MAX service down SW Lincoln Street in 2015 will connect this

node to other potential partnership institutions including OHSU, the Oregon Museum of Science and Industry, and Portland Community College.
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City Gateway Center

Just three blocks north of the Living/Learning Center, the intersection of SW Montgomery Street and SW 5th Avenue will become a major gateway to the

University District and a dynamic center for sustainable development, exemplifying the bridge between the University and the city. As a key location in the

Portland State EcoDistrict pilot, the new center will showcase the benefits of sustainable design, illustrated by the Montgomery Green Street, the proposed 

Oregon Sustainability Center, and other facilities and open spaces. New academic facilities as well as private sector office and research space will provide 

opportunities for sustainable businesses to co-locate, creating possibilities for future collaboration. 

Active ground-level uses, including retail, will enliven the street and, together with new plazas and public spaces, will create a varied and engaging public

realm. Anchored by the Urban Center Plaza, the intersection of several transit lines including the Streetcar and the MAX Line, creates an important transit

hub, connecting the district to the larger metropolitan region while supporting the city and University’s sustainability goals.  
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It is about building community
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