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The Macalester College Department 

of Geography takes great pride in a 

long tradition of civic engagement 

work in courses and seminars.  Some of 

the most influential and enduring civic 

engagement projects have resulted in 

community atlases, such as the Grand 

Avenue studies produced by Professor 

David Lanegran’s seminars in the 

1980s, or the Payne-Arcade atlas in 

1998. 

The neighborhoods around 

University Avenue – known as the 

“Central Corridor” – are poised to 

transform in dramatic ways through the 

introduction of Light Rail Transit 

(LRT).  This year represents a unique 

time in the Twin Cities’ transportation 

history as construction began on the 

Central Corridor LRT along University 

Avenue between downtown St. Paul, 

the University of Minnesota, and 

downtown Minneapolis. This provided 

an opportune time to document and 

analyze the Avenue as an automobile-

focused corridor.  In a few years, 

students of another Geography 

Department seminar will revisit this 

research and study the effects of 

converting the Avenue to a transit-

based corridor.  The focus of our atlas 

is to address the question: What will the 

transition from an automobile-focused 

to a transit-based system mean for the 

urban economic geography and social 

diversity of the Avenue? 

Two Geography classes 

participated in the making of this study: 

the Transportation Geography Senior 

Seminar, taught by Professor Laura 

Smith, and Urban Social Geography, 

taught by Professor Daniel Trudeau.  

Students used a variety of methods, 

including Geographic Information 

Systems (GIS) and qualitative 

techniques, to investigate the economic 

and social state of the Avenue.  The 

authors researched the Central Corridor 

using literary resources as well as 

through fieldwork, generally conducted 

through personal observations and 

interviews.  Additionally, there were 

numerous opportunities throughout the 

semester for all students to engage with 

community members, business owners, 

and political officials who had interest 

in or knowledge of the University 

Avenue Light Rail Project.  

The students from Professor 

Laura Smith’s Transportation 

Geography seminar, in fulfilling their 

Geography capstone requirement, 

conducted an original, independent 

research project on a topic of their 

choosing that was relevant to 

University Avenue and the Central 

Corridor.  The six students from 

Professor Dan Trudeau’s Urban Social 

Geography class focused specifically 

on the potential for gentrification, one 

of the preeminent concerns of residents 

who live along the corridor. 

 All chapters of the atlas are 

meant to act largely as a baseline study; 

most of the chapters include 

recommendations about what should be 

analyzed going forward in order to 

observe changes as they occur during 

and after light rail construction.  The 

atlas is organized into five sections, the 

first four including work done by 

students from the Transportation 

Geography seminar, followed by a 

section discussing gentrification along 

the Corridor completed by the Urban 

Social Geography class. The section 

themes progress as follows: I. The Built 

Environment; II. Economic Impacts of 

the Built Environment; III. Social 

Impacts of the Built Environment; IV. 

Transportation and Accessibility along 

University Avenue; V. Gentrification 

and the Central Corridor. 
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