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Abstract: Research increasingly highlights the significant challenges faced by students in higher ed-
ucation, particularly in terms of stress, anxiety, and a diminished sense of belonging. While numerous
studies have explored the relationship between students and the landscape at four-year institutions,
there is a gap in understanding how campus landscapes influence community college students’ well-
being and academic success. This study used a qualitative phenomenological approach to investigate
how students perceive campus landscape attributes, which features they regard as most salient to
their mental and physical well-being, and how they contribute to or hinder their success. Key findings
point to the positive impact of diverse naturalistic settings, underscoring the link between campus
landscapes and students’ psycho-physiological well-being. Additionally, participants highlighted the
importance of landscape excellence in communicating that they are valued by the institution, thereby
enhancing their sense of belonging. Insufficient student involvement in campus landscape planning
is thus problematic, as it may result in environments that fail to support student well-being and per-
sistence. The study concludes that intentional, student-centred landscape design is essential for fos-
tering students’ mental health, sense of belonging, and academic resilience at the community college
level.

Implications: Student engagement with campus landscapes has a wide-ranging impact on policy,
practice, and research. Findings underscore the need for student input in campus landscape planning
to foster belonging, ownership, and well-being. Designing diverse social and private spaces can ac-
commodate varied student needs. Institutions should integrate these considerations into strategic
missions, ensuring holistic mental and physical well-being support. Although drawn from a limited
sample, these insights encourage further exploration of intentional, student-centred campus land-
scapes to enhance academic success.

Keywords: Community colleges, landscape, mental/physical well-being, appreciation, recuperation,
connection

1. Introduction

| once observed a visibly distressed student pacing in our horticulture garden, seeking
a quiet space to calm her anxiety. That moment highlighted how crucial natural refuges can
be for students’ well-being. Research confirms that time in nature reduces negative
thoughts and improves both mental and physical health (Ottosson & Grahn, 2008; Rakow
& Eells, 2019). Nevertheless, administrators and faculty frequently overlook campus land-
scapes as supportive spaces.

Many students at community colleges contend with stress, anxiety, and a limited
sense of belonging (Arria et al., 2013; Dyson, 2006; Gillen-O’'Neel, 2019). Institutions have
recently begun focusing on students’ physical and mental well-being as a critical factor in
their academic achievement (Berman et al., 2021; Brat-man et al., 2015; Lu & Fu, 2019).
However, insufficient research examines how the physical campus landscape contributes
to these factors (Bailey et al., 2004; Hoachlander et al., 2003; Schuetz, 2005). This study
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Table 1. Campus Abridged De

addresses the gap in research on how thoughtfully designed outdoor environments can
promote students’ physical and mental well-being, particularly in diverse and urban two-
year institutions. By exploring the role of the physical landscape in fostering students’
sense of belonging and mental health, this work offers insights for institutional agents seek-
ing feasible, cost-effective interventions. Ultimately, recognizing campus landscapes as es-
sential resources may broaden equity and student success opportunities while guiding pol-
icymakers, designers, and administrators toward more inclusive, nature-based strategies.

2. Methods

This qualitative phenomenological study explored how community college students
perceive and experience campus landscapes. Data collection occurred at six urban South-
ern California community colleges (public, two-year institutions) that granted research ap-
proval. These sites share similar characteristics, including diverse student populations, me-
dian household incomes above $48,000, and enrollments exceeding 10,000 students each.

scriptions

Year Cam-  Approx. Student Approx.

Campus* pus Built Population Acreage
Junius Community College 1915 13,000 100
Posidonius Community College 1927 24,000 110
Diogenes Community College 1946 30,000 420
Aurelius Community College 1947 20,000 165
Epictetus Community College 1965 12,000 120
Aristo Community College 1991 11,200 135

*All names are pseudonyms

Using purposeful sampling, | contacted the colleges’ division deans, requesting if they
would recommend any of their students for the study. | requested participants who had
completed at least one semester of on-campus attendance. Of 23 participants, 13 identi-
fied as female, nine as male, and one as non-binary; 18 reported racially or ethnically di-
verse backgrounds. Ages ranged from 18 to over 55, and 19 participants identified as first-
generation college students. We protected confidentiality by assigning pseudonyms and
removing identifying details.
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Table 2. Participants’ Profile Data

Name* Gender Race/Ethnicity** Age Person w/ Disability Veteran
Aero Female Hispanic/LatinX 18-24 No No
Bellamy Female White 35-54 Yes No
Cagney Male African Am/Black 18 - 24 Yes No
Darby Female Hispanic/LatinX 25-34 No No
Ellery Male Pacific Islander 25-34 No No
Faber Female Hispanic/LatinX 18-24 No No
Gemi Male Hispanic/LatinX 18-24 No No
Hayden Female Southeast Asian 18-24 No No
Isley Male White 18-24 No No
Jalen Female Hispanic/LatinX 25-34 No No
Malec Male Multiracial 18-24 No No
Nicola Female Hispanic/LatinX 35-54 No No
Omega Female White 55-74 Yes No
Pennington Female White 55-74 Yes Yes
Raen Female Hispanic/LatinX 35-54 No No
Sailor Male Southeast Asian 35-54 No No
Tate Female White 25-34 No No
Underwood Male African Am/Black 18 -24 Yes No
Valentine Female Southeast Asian 18-24 Yes No
Weaver Female African Am/Black 18 -24 Yes No
Xi-Wang Genderqueer or non-binary  Multiracial 18-24 No No
Yuki Male Hispanic/LatinX 25-34 No No
Zeta Male Hispanic/LatinX 18-24 No No

*All names are pseudonyms

**Self-ldentified

Data were gathered through three instruments: (a) pre-Photovoice exploration ques-
tionnaire featuring demographic items and Likert-scale questions about well-being, aca-
demic persistence, and landscape preferences; (b) Photovoice, enabling participants to take
digital photographs of campus features they found supportive, aesthetically engaging, or
indicative of belonging; and (c) semistructured, one-on-one interviews, in which partici-
pants discussed their photos and perceptions of the campus environment. The question-
naire served a dual purpose: it provided a foundation of quantitative and open-ended qual-
itative insights that revealed a range of profound and diverse respondent perspectives, and
it also functioned as an effective ice-breaker to prime participants for deeper reflection
during interviews. This multi-instrument approach was designed to capture a wide range
of data and to enhance credibility via methodological triangulation.

Before formal data collection, | conducted a pilot study with three nonparticipant stu-
dents to test feasibility, clarity, and timing. | secured Institutional Review Board (IRB) ap-
provals from each participating college to ensure ethical oversight. | followed protocols to
protect participants’ rights, including informed consent and confidentiality safeguards.

Each data-collection session lasted 45-60 minutes. Participants received a $25 gift
card as an incentive. Questionnaire responses were entered into a secure database, while
photographs were logged by participant ID and uploaded to a password-protected com-
puter. Interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim, and then reviewed alongside
the photographs.
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The primary challenge of this analysis was integrating data from multiple collection
instruments. To address this, | employed a constant comparative method to evaluate the
data at each stage, which strengthened the overall analysis (Charmaz, 2014). | conducted
an independent thematic analysis of all data sources to identify emergent patterns, starting
with initial coding and then iteratively refining the codes to capture central themes. The
conceptual framework guided the thematic analysis, which shaped my initial expectations
of possible themes. At the same time, the iterative analysis process allowed for the emer-
gence of unexpected themes, offering nuanced insights that illustrated each research ques-
tion and supported the findings.

To ensure trustworthiness, | maintained an audit trail, conducted member checks
when feasible, and applied rigorous data management practices while remaining mindful
of researcher reflexivity. This systematic, multimethod approach enabled a comprehensive
understanding of how students’ lived experiences with the campus landscape shape their
well-being, sense of belonging, and academic engagement. Accordingly, my analysis was
guided by these three research questions:

1. How do community college students perceive the characteristics of campus land-
scapes?

2. What characteristics of the campus landscape do community college students con-
sider to be most salient for their well-being?

3. How do community college students describe the campus landscape attributes that
contribute to or impede their success?

3. Results

My research questions sought to reveal more fully the essences and meanings of com-
munity college students’ lived experiences with the campus landscape. Data analysis iden-
tified three unifying themes from the questionnaires, Photovoice collection, and specifi-
cally the interviews:

(a) Appreciation

(b) Recuperation

(c) Connection

The questionnaire’s initial Likert-scale items focused on the behavioral and physical
aspects of the campus, including aesthetics, seating availability, and whether the landscape
promoted relaxation. Most participants found the campus visually appealing and relaxing,
with many appreciating the presence of trees and plants. However, fewer participants felt
that the landscape influenced their decision to attend, and many expressed concerns about
campus safety. Open-ended responses revealed a desire for more greenery, art installa-
tions, and features such as water elements, animal habitats, and comfortable shaded seat-
ing. Participants also suggested functional improvements, including better food options,
labeled buildings, and the addition of recreational or contemplative spaces, such as ham-
mocks or a labyrinth.

Photovoice empowered participants to document their campus landscape experi-
ences through over 400 photographs, and the interview allowed for deep reflective dis-
cussions. The images revealed a strong appreciation for naturalistic settings—especially
trees—which students associated with relaxation, study, privacy, and stress relief. These
photographs captured diverse perspectives of shared spaces, shaped by students’ connec-
tions to familiar and new environments. While nature scenes were favored, modern cam-
pus buildings were featured and described as clean, iconic, and supportive. Overall, the
visual method sparked meaningful dialogue and allowed students to express how the land-
scape supported their well-being.

Appreciation

A central theme that emerged across interviews and photo collections was the appre-
ciation of the campus landscape. Participants responded positively to naturalistic environ-
ments’ visual and sensory richness, expressing preferences for well-maintained lawns,
shade trees, and colorful plants. They also favored contemporary buildings and landscapes
with varied and engaging elements. This theme addressed the first research question: “How
do community college students perceive campus landscape characteristics?”

Participants consistently articulated their enjoyment of specific landscape features
and patterns in their responses, and their photo selections reinforced this shared sense of
appreciation. However, understanding how students experienced these spaces was just as
important as identifying their preferences. Students responded to the visual and
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experiential complexity of the landscape, expressing a desire for settings that offered re-
laxation, stimulation, comfort, and a sense of safety—spaces with shade, greenery, flexible
seating, and natural beauty supported stress relief and recovery. While engaging land-
scapes sparked conversations, curiosity, and shared enthusiasm, dull or uninspired envi-
ronments were less appealing.

Students were especially drawn to the processes of growth and change in plants, ob-
serving their development, transformation, and resilience. For many, nature was an intel-
lectually rich and emotionally resonant environment that inspired reflection, discovery, and
learning outside the classroom. Several participants connected these natural cycles to their
academic and personal growth, finding comfort in the reminder that change is constant and
challenges are temporary. These connections to nature not only supported their well-being
but also helped them navigate stress and anxiety.

Recuperation

The theme of recuperation emerged prominently in this study, highlighting the critical
role of the campus landscape in supporting students’ psychological well-being. This finding
aligns with existing research on the positive effects of natural environments on stress re-
duction and emotional recovery (Bowler et al., 2010; Bratman et al., 2021; Keniger et al.,
2013; Lopes, 2020). Over half of the participants described using the campus landscape to
relieve stress, restore positive thoughts, and recover after facing academic or personal
challenges. Students frequently identified personal, restorative spaces—such as tree-filled
areas, rocks, and hidden ponds—that offered solitude, quiet reflection, and a sense of con-
nection with the natural world. Secluded “nooks and crannies” were particularly valued for
their calming qualities and sense of refuge, where students could retreat from the demands
of college life.

Participants consistently emphasized that these natural settings were aesthetically
pleasing and essential to their mental health and academic persistence. The ability to take
breaks in peaceful, nature-filled spaces allowed them to recharge and regain focus, thereby
supporting their ability to cope with daily stressors. In contrast, poorly maintained or un-
comfortable areas—like barren lawns, uncomfortable seating, or neglected landscaping—
undermined this recuperative effect. Students noted that such neglected environments
made them feel undervalued, highlighting the importance of intentional landscape design
that fosters well-being and belonging.

This balance between restorative and neglected spaces points to a broader consider-
ation: campuses should include natural elements and maintain them thoughtfully to ensure
they remain inviting and beneficial. The presence of thoughtfully designed, well-kept out-
door spaces signals institutional care, while neglected areas can convey a lack of regard for
students’ needs. By prioritizing recuperative landscapes, colleges can enhance students’
well-being and their sense of being valued within the campus community.

Connection

Participants’ images and reflections revealed deep emotional and social connections
to specific campus spaces, particularly buildings and outdoor areas they frequented for
classes, services, work, or socializing. These familiar and meaningful places often became a
“second home,” contributing to students’ sense of identity, belonging, and motivation. The
landscape supported independent reflection and social interactions, fostering a sense of
welcome and connection with friends, peers, and professors. Features such as school logos,
well-maintained grounds, and casual meeting spaces were interpreted as symbols of insti-
tutional care and pride.

Through the Photovoice process and interviews, it became evident that students con-
tinually reinterpreted their environment to build relationships, enhance their sense of be-
longing, and support academic persistence. Students described how certain campus spaces
helped them feel more rooted within the community, often associating these areas with
personal growth and positive social experiences. In particular, naturalistic settings and
iconic campus landmarks acted as touchpoints that reinforced their emotional attachment
to the college. This connection was not only beneficial for personal well-being but also
influenced how students navigated challenges, drawing strength from the familiar and sup-
portive spaces around them. The data demonstrated that campus landscapes are not
merely physical backdrops but integral components of students’ identity, well-being, and
engagement in college life. By providing spaces where students feel valued and connected,
the campus landscape contributes to their overall college experience.

This study explored the lived experiences of community college students in relation
to their campus landscape, revealing three unifying themes: Appreciation, Recuperation,
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and Connection. Students expressed deep appreciation for naturalistic elements such as
trees, colorful plants, and shaded seating areas, contributing to visual pleasure and emo-
tional well-being. They consistently preferred sensory-rich environments over dull or
poorly maintained spaces, and their responses indicated a strong desire for landscapes that
stimulate curiosity, offer comfort, and support relaxation.

4. Findings

The findings of this study reveal that students’ perceptions of the campus landscape
significantly influence where they spend time and how they engage in campus life. When
viewed through student development literature, these perceptions are critical, emphasizing
the connection between belonging, satisfaction, and academic success (Astin, 1984; Pas-
carella & Terenzini, 2005). While landscaping is common across campuses, this study high-
lights that intentional design, quality, and maintenance make a difference. Students were
acutely aware of whether their campus landscapes were cared for—and interpreted that
care, or lack thereof, as a reflection of how valued they were by the institution. These
responses directly connect with the broader literature on student belonging, mattering,
and retention (Strayhorn, 2018; Strange & Banning, 2015).

The study’s five key findings—centered around water features and naturalistic set-
tings, contemplative windows, psycho-physiological health, environmental excellence, and
place attachment—support three core themes: Appreciation, Recuperation, and Connec-
tion. These themes highlight the crucial role of the campus landscape in supporting stu-
dents’ mental health, academic motivation, and social integration. Students who encounter
visually engaging, well-maintained spaces are more likely to feel at ease, valued, and in-
spired. Conversely, neglected or uninspired areas—such as barren lawns or uncomfortable
seating—undermine students’ emotional connection to the institution and, in some cases,
amplify feelings of disconnection or invisibility.

Thus, the discussion shifts from interpretation to action: What can campus leaders do
with this information? How can the physical environment be leveraged as a backdrop and
a strategic asset for student success?

5. Discussion and Implications

While the qualitative nature of the study and its setting in six urban Southern Cali-
fornia community colleges limit generalizability, the findings present important implica-
tions for institutional planning. Despite potential self-selection bias from participants with
a preexisting interest in landscape aesthetics, the breadth and depth of responses suggest
widespread relevance. At its core, this research offers an underutilized lens for under-
standing and supporting student well-being—the campus landscape as a pivotal emo-
tional, psychological, and developmental touchpoint.

The following four recommendations are grounded in both empirical findings and
existing literature:

1. Establish the Campus Landscape as a Principal Asset

Outdoor spaces must be central to the student experience—not peripheral. College lead-
ers should prioritize transforming low-quality or neglected areas into welcoming, func-
tional, and meaningful spaces, including aligning landscape planning with the institution’s
mission and utilizing student feedback to inform and guide improvements.

2. Increase Alternative Campus Landscape Spaces

Campuses should offer a range of landscape settings that accommodate different student
needs, from solitary study to social interaction. Spaces featuring trees, vibrant plants, wa-
ter features, and flexible, comfortable seating will encourage use and promote well-being
and creativity. Importantly, students should be able to customize their use of outdoor
spaces to suit changing moods and tasks.

3. Connect Students to the Outdoor Landscape

Designing for connectivity between indoor and outdoor environments—such as through
large windows, natural lighting, or accessible green areas—enhances students’ mental
health and learning. Integrating outdoor spaces into academic programming, such as uti-
lizing gardens or quads as learning labs, can deepen students’ connection to their sur-
roundings and promote interdisciplinary engagement.



Journal of Urban Design and Mental Health 7 of 11

4. Embed Intentional Landscape Design into Campus Planning

Intentionality must become the standard. Beautiful, well-maintained, and symbolically
rich landscapes—featuring recognizable icons, meaningful landmarks, and inviting tex-
tures—should be integral to institutional design. These features promote place attach-
ment, reduce stress, and reinforce the idea that students matter, supporting persistence
and academic engagement.

6. Conclusions

This study was initially prompted by a deeply affecting event: a young woman, visibly
distressed, entered my department in search of relief from an anxiety attack, pleading to
be near green plants to calm her nerves. This urgent need for proximity to nature under-
scores the critical role that campus landscapes can play in supporting students’ mental and
physical well-being (Gillen-O’Neel, 2019; Peker & Ataov, 2020; Rakow & Eells, 2019;
Strange & Banning, 2015). The primary aim of this study was to explore how phenomeno-
logical investigations into students’ perceptions of campus landscapes can inform campus
design and planning.

This study marks a significant first step in understanding community college campus
landscapes from a student-centered perspective. Specifically, it examines (a) how commu-
nity college students perceive the attributes of their campus landscapes, (b) which land-
scape features students identify as most crucial to their well-being, and (c) how students
describe the landscape attributes that either promote or impede their academic success.
This study positions the campus landscape as more than aesthetic—it is relational, symbolic,
and functional. Through intentional, student-centered design, community colleges can uti-
lize their outdoor environments to foster a sense of belonging, support students’ mental
and emotional well-being, and enhance institutional commitment. As the demands on to-
day’s students grow, so must the campus environments supporting them.
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