
 

 
ARCH 520 Urban Design Studio  

HYPER LOCAL 
Fall 2026  Inge Roecker, Instructor 
Tuesdays & Fridays  1:30 - 6:00  
Tuesdays 12:30-1:30  
 
From Proximity to Place  
The goal is to integrate the journey itself into the neighborhood experience, rather than just 
shortening travel distances. 

Vancouver’s Reality.   
Vancouver did something remarkably well on its downtown peninsula: it learned to fit substantial 
residential density into a relatively small footprint while maintaining a generous public realm. By 
utilizing the podium-and-tower framework, density was successfully integrated without 
overcrowding the streetscape with continuous tall structures. However, this globally acclaimed 
approach faces a clear physical constraint: with the peninsula now fully built out, the challenge 
of accommodating growth has moved to Vancouver’s established residential areas. The city 
faces an important question: how to adapt to reinvent itself under this new condition. What was 
brilliant about the podium development was that the density was concentrated; the podium 
established the street; the street remained human scale, and towers were carefully positioned to 
preserve light, air, and views. Density and public space worked together and created a 
recognizable urban character.  We are at a moment where we realize the fundamentally 
different conditions in space and time. Given that low-density urban land accounts for 80% of 
the city's total area, should our strategy focus on adapting the current spatial framework or 
developing an entirely new model? How may we live up to the view of Vancouver as a walkable 
and healthy place not just in the downtown core but for the entire city, while celebrating 
diversity? For our studio, we want to explore these ideas in two specific areas: Granville St & 
41st Ave and Victoria Drive & 61st Avenue 

From Proximity to Place: The N-Minute Neighborhood Concept 
The N-minute neighborhood focuses on both travel distance and the encounters along the way 
that build belonging. The concept of the N-minute neighborhood prompts a fundamental rethink 



 

of daily urban life. Instead of centering city design on transit, movement, and long commutes, it 
prioritizes local proximity. It evaluates which core necessities—including housing, recreation, 
local food production, services, support networks, and community care—should be reachable 
close to home via a brief walk or bicycle ride. The “N” is intentionally open. Depending on the 
context, place character, and specific community needs, this timeframe could be 3, 5, 10, or 15 
minutes. The objective is not to apply a universal formula, but to explore how urban form, 
density, land use, public space, and mobility can work together to create a more locally 
connected way of living. Proximity alone does not make a good neighborhood. When executed 
well, a neighborhood’s character, culture, history, and physical environment foster daily activities 
that cultivate place and belonging. We explore and test these ideas on 2 areas in the heart of 
Vancouver's single-family zoning. Students ought to begin their exploration by examining the 
inherent characteristics that define the location, considering methods to reinforce, adjust, or 
rethink these existing qualities. Rather than imagining a tabula rasa, students will explore what 
is of value to the neighbourhood and where opportunities, maybe even hidden treasures, may 
be found, given way for interpretation and transformation. The challenge is twofold: How can we 
bring more of everyday life within N minutes of home, and how can we create a neighborhood 
that people recognize as their home, their place? The result should be more than a collection of 
amenities within a walking radius. It should provide a neighborhood where the spaces between 
destinations—the street, the corner, the courtyard, the small park, the local shop and production 
or community gathering place—become part of everyday life. 
 
Studio Structure  
To support our studio work, the course is organized into four core exercises, complemented by 
four shared lectures across all ARCH 520 studios and six Tuesday Lunch & Learn guest 
presentations. 
 
Exercise 1: Precedent studies (10 %) (Individual and Workshop) 

Students explore global best practices of neighbourhood-based planning  
Exercise 2: Mapping (20 %) (Individual) 

Students explore mapping tools and techniques (conventional and unconventional) 
Exercise 3: Ideation / Storyboard (30 %) (Groups of 3) 

Students develop a strategy for one of the neighbourhoods and shape a proposal  
Exercise 4: Testing Architecturally (30 %) (Individual) 

Each student tests an architectural component that supports their strategy across 
different scales  

Participation (10 %) 
 
Lunch & Learn Support  
Designed as informal, highly conversational sessions, the Lunch & Learn Series hosts guest 
speakers—including urban planners, public space advocates, community organizers, practicing 
architects, and academic researchers—who share actionable insights, real-world case studies, 
and frontline perspectives on making contemporary cities healthier, more equitable, and deeply 
connected. This lunch-and-learn series will be available for the HYPER LOCAL Studio only, 
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