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Grant Street was never a particularly remarkable street. A small local road cutting through the 
heart of Montana State University's campus, it served mostly as a shortcut for motorists while 
students and cyclists tried to cross it safely on their way between classes. In 2019, when major 
infrastructure projects forced a temporary closure, something interesting happened… nobody 
really missed it! The campus functioned better without through-traffic, pedestrians moved more 
freely, and the opportunity that had been hiding in 
plain sight suddenly became impossible to ignore. 

If the street wasn't needed, what could it become?

By 2022, the corridor had grown into one of 
the most significant connective tissues on 
campus. The main entrance to the Student 
Union, the newly updated Romney Hall, the 
brand new Center for Engineering, the 
soon-to-be-completed Student Recreation 
Center, and the future Nursing Building all 
lined its edges. 

The University decided the time had come to permanently close it to automobiles and create 
something genuinely worthy of the campus it connected. Sanbell assembled and led a 
multidisciplinary team of landscape architects, architects, and civil engineers to determine what 
that something could be.

Various techniques were used for visualization of the 
corridor, including hand sketches, computer imaging as 
well as a mix of the two.



The project kicked off in January 2022 with a four-day workshop 
and design charrette on campus and from the beginning the 
approach was collaborative in the most genuine sense of the word. 
The team developed a series of visioning exercises with 23 campus 
representatives spanning operations and maintenance, campus 
planning, student groups, academic leaders, and department 
heads. The goal was to understand not just how the corridor 
needed to function physically, but how it should feel to the people 
who would use it live the experience of it every day.

DEFINING THE 
VISION,

By the end of the second day, three distinct design themes had emerged. The team gave each 
one a name to capture its character and guide the work ahead.

DEVELOPING THE CONCEPTS  

THE
PROMENADE

THE 
CONFLUENCE

ACROSS 
MONTANA

was the most formally structured of the three, oriented toward 
movement and transportation with an option for bus-only access 
through the corridor.

took a more informal, park-like approach, offering a varied collection 
of spaces built around gathering and recreation.

was the most thematically ambitious of the three, drawing on the 
geography and landforms of the state itself to create a corridor 
with a genuinely unique sense of place, while still incorporating 
functional elements from the other two concepts.

The final two days of the charrette were spent sketching, 
diagramming, and developing full renderings of all three options. 
Having landscape architects, architects, and civil engineers in the 
room together from day one meant each concept arrived as a fully 
resolved design… buildable, functional, and beautifully compelling.

The charette team developed the concepts through hand drawings. This method allowed all disciplines to work together 
around the same table and quicky iterate from ideas to working solutions.



Campus Engagement
The design team presented all three concepts 
to University leadership and, with their 
approval, opened the conversation to the entire 
campus community. What followed was one of 
the more impressive community engagement 
processes the project team had been part of. 

MSU faculty, students, and staff participated 
through static displays, a dedicated website 
and survey, in-person pop-up events, student 
meetings, and direct class participation. 
Nearly 400 people weighed in. After weeks of 
review and comment, the result was not even 
close: Across Montana was the overwhelming 
preference.

The Preferred Concept
The Across Montana concept offered something rare in campus design: a four-block walk that 
tells a story. Beginning in the east with the open plains and grasslands of Eastern Montana, the 
corridor moves gradually westward, climbing over the Rocky Mountains and descending into the 
forests, lakes, and rivers of the western side of the state. Every design decision reinforced that 
narrative. 

A new roundabout at the eastern entrance solved an existing traffic flow problem while marking 
the gateway to the corridor. A relocated and redesigned Veterans Memorial found a more 
prominent and meaningful home at the heart of campus. Outdoor recreation areas were woven 
into the space in front of the Student Recreation Center. Seating areas and gathering spots 
nestled among boulders representing the Rocky Mountains invite students to linger rather than 
simply pass through.

And finally, custom concrete stamps edging the main walkway mark each distinct landform 
zone of the state, and carefully curated native wildflower mixes bring the corridor to life with 
color every spring.

After three intense days of visioning and conceptual design, the 
team rolled the drawings out in front of University leadership 
for consideration. They agreed that any of the concepts would 
make a great addition to the campus and approved them for 
review by the university community.

After completing the concepts, the design team presented them back to the campus visioning group for final comment before 
developing the public review boards.



Please scan the QR code below to give us 
feedback about what changes you would 
like to see at Grant Street:

WE WANT YOUR 
FEEDBACK!

Imagine a walk across the state from east to west. 
You begin in the grasslands in front of the SUB. You 
cross into the canyons and reach the foothills of the 
Rocky Mountains. You walk among the mountain 
peaks and then drop into the forested western 
slopes of the Rockies and finally descend into the 
lakes and rivers at the western end of the state.
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Design Development and Construction Drawings
Translating the Across Montana concept into a buildable set of construction documents 
required the kind of creative problem-solving that you wouldn’t see (or even need) in a 
typical project scope. The design called for materials and details that simply did not exist 
off a shelf. 

The team sourced local rock from across the region, developed unique native wildflower 
seed mixes, created bespoke concrete stamp patterns representing Montana's landforms, 
and worked through the fabrication and installation requirements for the custom metalwork 
in the Veterans Memorial. 

Sanbell's traffic engineers completed the roundabout design at the campus entrance, 
and the civil engineers developed stormwater solutions that worked within the aesthetic 
language of the concept rather than around it.

The result is a corridor that feels like it could only exist at Montana State University, in 
Montana, which was exactly the point.

For campus engagement, the team created a board for each concept showing sections, materials, and notes about each 
feature of the design and a QR code for anyone to provide comment. These were posted in high traffic areas of the student 
union during the engagement period.
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