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Spaces That
Spark Activity
WHAT GREAT FACILITIES MAKE POSSIBLE

BY ED BAUER

Walk across any college campus today and you’ll notice something inter-

esting: the recreation center is no longer just a place to lift weights or shoot 

hoops—it’s a hub of student life. For private colleges and universities in 

particular, recreation programs have become a powerful tool for student 

engagement, retention, and overall well-being. But while programming 

matters, participation often hinges on something more foundational: the 

quality and accessibility of the facilities themselves. 
continued...
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Simply put, students are far more likely to show up when the 
environment invites them in. 

The First Impression Factor 
Think of your recreation facilities the way prospective students 
do. When they step into a campus rec center—or walk past 
outdoor sports/recreation spaces during a tour—they are forming 
an impression. Is this a place where they can see themselves 
spending time? Is it welcoming? Does it feel modern, clean, and 
thoughtfully designed? 

High-quality facilities send a clear message: 
this institution values student wellness. 
Natural lighting, open layouts, and intuitive navigation can make 
a space feel less intimidating, especially for students who may not 
identify as “fitness people.” Comfortable seating areas, flexible-use 
rooms, and multipurpose courts create an environment that feels 
inclusive rather than exclusive. Not every student is looking for an 
intense workout—many are simply looking for a place to move, 
unwind, or connect with friends. 

Outdoor spaces play an equally important role. Well-maintained 
fields, walking paths, and green spaces extend recreation beyond 
four walls. When thoughtfully designed, these areas encourage 
spontaneous use—pickup games, casual jogging, or even just 
time spent outdoors between classes. 

Designing for Variety and Inclusion 
One of the most common barriers to participation is the 
perception that recreation centers cater to a narrow group of 
students. Facilities that prioritize variety help break down that 
barrier. 

A modern recreation program should support multiple types of 
engagement: group fitness classes, intramural sports, individual 
workouts, wellness programming, and informal recreation. This 
requires spaces that are flexible and adaptable. Studios that can 
transition from yoga to dance to strength training, courts that 
can host multiple sports, and outdoor areas that support both 
structured and casual use all contribute to broader participation. 

Inclusivity also extends to how spaces are designed. Private 
workout areas, gender-inclusive locker rooms, and accessible 
equipment ensure that all students feel comfortable and repre-
sented. When students feel like a space was designed with them 
in mind, they are far more likely to use it. 

The Indoor-Outdoor Connection 
One of the most effective strategies campuses are embracing is 
the integration of indoor and outdoor recreation. Rather than 
treating these as separate entities, successful programs create a 
seamless experience between the two. 

For example, recreation centers that open directly to outdoor 
fields or courtyards naturally encourage students to move between 
spaces. A student might start with a workout inside, then join a 
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pickup soccer game outside, or wind down on 
a walking trail. This fluidity increases overall 
engagement without requiring additional 
programming. 

Outdoor recreation programs—such as 
hiking clubs, intramural leagues, or wellness 
events—can further activate these spaces. 
Even simple additions like outdoor fitness 
equipment or shaded seating areas can signifi-
cantly increase usage. 

Programming Meets Place 
Even the best facilities need thoughtful 
programming to bring them to life. However, 
the relationship between programming and 
space is often underestimated. The most 
successful recreation programs are those 
that align their offerings with how spaces are 
designed and used. 

For instance, if a facility includes a 
prominent group fitness studio, it should be 
supported by a robust schedule of classes at 

various times of day. If outdoor fields are a key 
feature, intramural and club sports should be 
structured to maximize their use. 

Visibility is also critical. When students can 
see activity happening—whether it’s a packed 
fitness class or an intramural game—it creates 
a sense of energy and belonging. Transparent 
design elements, such as glass walls or open 
layouts, can help showcase these activities and 
draw others in. 

Peer inf luence cannot be overstated. 
Students are more likely to participate when 
they see their friends and classmates engaged. 
Facilities that encourage social interaction—
lounges, study areas, and shared spaces—help 
reinforce this dynamic. 

Maintenance: The Silent 
Driver of Participation 
A facility can be beautifully designed, but if it 
is not clean, functional, and well-maintained, 

students will notice—and they will stop 
coming. 

Consistency is key. Equipment should be 
in working order, spaces should be clean and 
well-lit, and outdoor areas should be regularly 
maintained. Small details, such as fresh paint, 
updated signage, and properly functioning 
lighting, contribute to a sense of care and 
professionalism. 

Outdoor facilities require ongoing 
attention. Field conditions, landscaping, 
and lighting all impact usability. A poorly 
maintained field or dimly lit walking path can 
quickly become a deterrent, regardless of how 
strong the programming may be. 

Lowering Barriers to Entry 
Another critical factor in building partici-
pation is accessibility—both physical and 
psychological. 
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Location matters. Recreation facilities 
should be centrally located or easily accessible 
from residence halls and academic buildings. 
Extended hours also make a significant 
difference, accommodating students with 
varying schedules. 

Rec centers can enhance accessibility by 
offering introductory programs, begin-
ner-friendly programs, and orientation. These 
help students feel more comfortable stepping 
into a recreation space for the first time. 

Technology also support engagement. 
Mobile apps for class registration, facility 
updates, and program schedules make it 
easier for students to participate. Clear 
communication—through signage, social 
media, and campus platforms—ensures that 
students know what is available and how to 
get involved. 

Building a Culture, Not Just a Program 
Ultimately, the goal is not just to increase 
participation numbers—it is to build a culture 
of recreation and wellness across campus. 

This happens when facilities, programming, 
and student engagement align to create an 
environment where movement is a natural part 
of daily life. It is when students see recreation 
not as an obligation, but as an opportunity to 
relieve stress, build community, and enhance 
their overall college experience. 

Private colleges and universities are uniquely 
positioned to lead in this area. With the ability 
to invest in high-quality facilities and tailor 
programs to their student populations, they 
can create recreation experiences that are both 
impactful and memorable. 

In the end, it comes down to a simple 
idea: if you build spaces that students want 
to be in, and support them with thoughtful 

programming and consistent maintenance, 
participation will follow. And when partici-
pation grows, so does the sense of connection, 
well-being, and vitality that defines a thriving 
campus. 

4781 N. U.S. Hwy. 51 Mercer, WI 54547-9708   U.S.A.   |   800.746.3512    |   actionfloors.com

RENEWABLE RESOURCES:  We prioritize the use of renewable 
resources, such as certified maple from responsibly managed forests.

RECYCLING:  We have implemented  a comprehensive recycling program—
reducing our carbon footprint and contributing to a cleaner, healthier planet.

ENERGY EFFICIENCY:  Our facility utilizes advanced technology and 
processes that lower energy consumption and reduce greenhouse gas emissions. 

ECO-FRIENDLY PRODUCTS:  We offer sports flooring options that are not 
only athlete-approved but Earth-approved. We are the only MFMA mill that uses  

all-natural rubber pads.

AT ACTION FLOOR SYSTEMS, WE TAKE IMMENSE 
PRIDE IN OUR UNWAVERING COMMITMENT 

TO SUSTAINABILITY AND OUR ECO-FRIENDLY 
MANUFACTURING STANDARDS AND PRACTICES.

Choosing Action Floor Systems means choosing a greener planet.
LEED 
CREDITS 
AVAILABLE

TO

F E AT U R E :  S P A C E S  T H AT  S P A R K  con t i n ued

ABOUT THE AUTHOR:  Ed Bauer has been in 
publishing for over twenty years. He worked on the 
staff at Mount Union College.

MARCH 2026  23pupnmag.com






