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Notice 
This report was prepared by Pratt Institute School of Architecture and Syracuse University School of 

Architecture in the course of performing work contracted for and sponsored by the New York State 

Energy Research and Development Authority (hereafter “NYSERDA”). The opinions expressed in this 

report do not necessarily reflect those of NYSERDA or the State of New York, and reference to any 

specific product, service, process, or method does not constitute an implied or expressed recommendation 

or endorsement of it. Further, NYSERDA, the State of New York, and the contractor make no warranties 

or representations, expressed or implied, as to the fitness for particular purpose or merchantability of any 

product, apparatus, or service, or the usefulness, completeness, or accuracy of any processes, methods, or 

other information contained, described, disclosed, or referred to in this report. NYSERDA, the State of 

New York, and the contractor make no representation that the use of any product, apparatus, process, 

method, or other information will not infringe privately owned rights and will assume no liability for any 

loss, injury, or damage resulting from, or occurring in connection with, the use of information contained, 

described, disclosed, or referred to in this report. 

NYSERDA makes every effort to provide accurate information about copyright owners and related 

matters in the reports we publish. Contractors are responsible for determining and satisfying copyright  

or other use restrictions regarding the content of reports that they write, in compliance with NYSERDA’s 

policies and federal law. If you are the copyright owner and believe a NYSERDA report has not properly 

attributed your work to you or has used it without permission, please email print@nyserda.ny.gov 

Information contained in this document, such as web page addresses, are current at the time  

of publication. 

mailto:print@nyserda.ny.gov
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Abstract 
This study aims to apply the analysis methods used to identify and characterize the New York State 

multifamily market (Brainard and Sharifi 2020), to the higher education residential building stock.  

State University of New York (SUNY) institutional data provided by NYSERDA was used to determine 

size, construction vintage, numbers of beds, distribution of residence locations across the state, and other 

important market characteristics. Investigation into private institutions was conducted through direct 

correspondence with those entities, as no centralized dataset on them was available. The findings bore 

important similarities to the initial multifamily market characterization study, including the presence of  

a large number of buildings constructed between 1940 and 1978 with little to no insulation, and envelope 

components (e.g., windows and doors) with likely poor thermal performance based on visual analysis, 

correspondence with institutional contacts, and construction standards from that time period. Standard 

pre-1980 envelope components suggest suboptimal environmental and energy performance for a 

substantial number of residence buildings. Also examined were the institutional housing challenges 

presented by the SARS-CoV2, or COVID 19, pandemic, which notably resulted in the ubiquitous  

closing of higher education institutions nationwide and concurrent revenue losses. Despite the pandemic’s 

impacts on the market, however, it was found through correspondence that the institutions mentioned in 

this study are optimistic and planning new dormitory construction in the future, as well as renovations of 

existing residential buildings. 

Keywords 
Higher education buildings, residential building stock, multifamily, dormitory, existing building 

construction  
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Executive Summary 
NYSERDA’s RetrofitNY program is scaling the market for deep energy retrofits in New York State by 

developing standardized solutions for retrofitting existing buildings. This market study, which segments 

New York State’s multifamily building stock based on attributes of the building envelope, is intended to 

help manufacturers develop new integrated, whole-building retrofit solutions that meet net zero energy 

and low-carbon performance targets.  

This phase of the study extends the initial analysis to include residential buildings in institutions of  

higher education in New York State. A data set of college dormitories within the State University of  

New York (SUNY) system was used, which encompasses 64 campuses located throughout the state. 

Dormitory buildings were segmented by age, height, and exterior wall construction material. Three 

additional building typologies (Types 9 and 10) were identified, in addition to the seven typologies 

described in the initial report. A small number of dormitories at private institutions were also examined, 

and trends were identified that were consistent with those found in the public institutions. Detailed 

architectural profiles of Types 8 through 10 were completed using analysis of the data set combined  

with qualitative examination of individual records. 
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1 Introduction 
The higher education segment of the RetrofitNY Market Characterization Study focuses on  

student dormitories, primarily on State University of New York (SUNY) campuses. The SUNY  

system includes 64 institutions across New York State, which have a combined total of nearly  

500 dormitory buildings and over 21,000,000 square feet of floor area.1 The analysis is based on a  

data set of 480 SUNY dormitories from all 64 SUNY campuses. The data set was provided by SUNY  

and compiled by NYSERDA. In addition, data was collected for a small number of private universities  

in various regions of New York State, and was obtained independently through correspondence with  

the institutions.  

This study analyzes the available data on the dormitories and summarizes important features that 

distinguish groups of buildings from one another, including year of construction, height, and primary 

construction materials. The dormitories are further characterized by identifying predominant building 

typologies, estimates their quantity and geographic distribution, and characterizes their exterior envelope 

construction, cladding systems, and other relevant building attributes. As with the multifamily-focused 

report published in 2020,2 this information will provide market insight to assist manufacturers in 

developing new integrated, whole-building retrofit-solutions that target net zero energy performance  

to serve the emerging retrofit market for higher education dormitories.  

A summary of the findings of this phase of the study can be seen below, in Table 1.  
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Table 1. Summary of Key Characteristics for SUNY Dorm Building Types 

Vintage
Building 
Height 

(Stories) 1
4 to 7 4 to 7

Count, SUNY 
Dorm Bldgs

- 10

%, SUNY 
Dorm Bldgs 2 - 2.10%

Total GSF - 753,052
Total Bed 
Capacity

- 2,308

Types 
Identified in 

Task 1, 2
1 2 3 4 5 - - - - - 6 7 - -

Types ID'd in 
Task 3

1 2 3 4 5 9A 8B 9B 8C 9C 6 7 10A 10B

Construction 
Material

Masonry
Wood 
Frame

Masonry
Wood 
Frame

Masonry Steel Masonry Steel Masonry Steel
Wood 
Frame

Masonry Steel Steel

Exterior 
Cladding 

Material 3
Brick

Wood or 
Vinyl 
Siding

- Brick
Brick, 

Exposed 
Concrete

Brick
Brick, 

Exposed 
Concrete 

Brick

Brick, 
Exposed 

Concrete, 
Wood or 

Vinyl Siding

Brick, 
Exposed 
Concrete 

Wood or 
Vinyl Siding, 
Stucco, Brick

Stucco, 
Brick

Stucco, 
Brick

Stucco, 
Brick

Number of 
Stories 4 3 2 - 3 2, 3 2, 3 4, 5 4, 6, 7 9, 10, 22 8, 9, 10, 

11, 12
2 3 3 4, 5, 6

Average Bldg 
GSF 5 33,725 2,716 - 109,792 39,387 51,781 48,614 76,576 88,388 80,719 12,261 47,797 38,396 75,305

Average Bed 
Capacity 6

97 11 - 430 159 206 201 309 376 294 44 148 131 231

Notes:
1. 67 of 477 (14.04%) SUNY dorm buildings are not classified into the typologies above.
2.Non-classified records are excluded from this summary table, thus the sum of "% SUNY Dorm Bldgs" is not equal to 100%.
3. List out major exterior cladding material of each type.
4. List out all stories records of SUNY dorm buildings within each type.
5. & 6. Average numbers are calculated across the type.

SUMMARY OF KEY CHARACTERISTICS FOR SUNY DORM BUILDINGS TYPES 

94

19.71%

1,584,198

5,488

8,332,064

72

15.09%

4,562,781

17,144

32

6.71%

2,682,704

10,104

Segment 
Description

Segment 
Characteristics

Typical 
Individual 
Building 

Characteristics

2 200

0.42%

108

36,441

41.93%

31,142

Pre 1940 1940-1978 1979-2006

1 to 3 1 to 3 4 to 7 8+ 1 to 3
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2 Analysis of SUNY Dormitory Building Inventory 
2.1 Data Sources and Data Accuracy 

The SUNY data set provided by NYSERDA included data from all SUNY campuses with residential 

dormitories. In total, the set provided usable data on 477 buildings, with 410 fitting into the typologies 

established in this report. Three buildings have been demolished or were not found. Demolished  

buildings were excluded from further analysis. 

Most fields in the records were complete, with the exception of Bed Capacity and Stories, which had  

94% and 92% completeness, respectively, as shown in Table 2.  

Table 2. Percentage of Complete Data 

Missing and inaccurate records were cross-referenced with visual checks using photographic records,  

and inaccuracies were corrected where possible. The data set included photos of building exteriors 

provided by SUNY. Campus photographs were used to verify building characteristics when photos  

were not available. Using this method, 103 entries for building height were found to be inaccurate:  

67 buildings had an incorrect height listed, and 36 buildings were missing information on the number  

of stories. Information on exterior cladding material was also confirmed through visual checks of  

building photos provided by SUNY or sourced online. 

Table 3 details the corrections made to incorrect and missing data in the Building Stories category.  

The Listed column shows the provided building heights, with NA meaning data was missing. The  

Visual Check column lists the correct heights after they were verified, and the Count of Buildings  

column lists the number of building entries that were corrected. 
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Table 3. Summary of Data Correction 

2.2 Predominant Dormitory Building Typologies 

Seven major types were identified in the initial report3 on multifamily building market, followed by  

an eighth, which was published in an addendum. These types, segmented by age, height, and exterior  

wall construction material, can be used to describe a certain number of both multifamily buildings and 

dormitory buildings. The types are as follows:  

• Type 1: Pre-1940 one-to-three-story masonry 
• Type 2: Pre-1940 one-to-three-story wood frame 
• Type 3: Pre-1940 four-to-seven-story masonry 
• Type 4: 1940-1978 one-to-three-story wood frame 
• Type 5: 1940-1978 one-to-three-story masonry 
• Type 6: 1979-2006 one-to-three-story wood frame 
• Type 7: 1979-2006 one-to-three-story masonry 
• Type 8: 1940-1978 four-to-seven masonry 

While these types can be used to categorize many of SUNY’s dormitories, additional types were needed 

to reflect the full range of dormitory variability in structural and cladding materials. To be consistent  

with the previous phase of this study, Type 8 is further subdivided by number of stories, now 8B  

(four–seven story) and 8C (eight+ stories). For types 9 and 10, the subgroup indicated by the letter 

designation A describes low-rise buildings (one–three stories); subtype B describes midrise buildings 

(four–seven stories); and subtype C indicates eight or more stories. These types are subdivided using 



 

5 

lettering system because the construction and wall detailing methods relevant to this study are found  

to be consistent among buildings of different heights within the same vintage and construction material 

designation. A 1960 steel four-story building typically shares similar exterior wall details with a  

1960 steel eight-story building. The additional classifications are summarized as follows:  

• Type 8: 1940–1978 Masonry 

o 8B: Mid-rise (four–seven story) 
o 8C: High-rise (eight+ story) 

• Type 9: 1940–1978 Steel 

o 9A: Low-rise (one–three story) 
o 9B: Mid-rise (four–seven story) 
o 9C: High-rise (8+ Story) 

• Type 10: 1979–2006 Steel 

o 10A: Low-rise (one–three story) 
o 10B: Mid-rise (four–seven story) 

These classifications reflect construction types and periods of campus development resulting in  

dormitory building trends across the State that do not directly correspond with trends found in 

multifamily building stock. For example, the prevalence of steel construction and exposed concrete  

found in the dormitory building stock is not seen in multifamily. In addition, a larger number of buildings 

exceeding eight stories are found as a percentage of the dormitory stock, whereas the multifamily stock 

had very few. In the context of retrofit approaches, building height is commonly tied to unique challenges 

and approaches in enclosure retrofit, and taller buildings are often associated with higher retrofit costs.  

2.3 Dormitory Segment Size and Building Characteristics 

The total segment size for SUNY dormitories in the provided records is 477 buildings, totaling over  

21 million square feet. Table 3, below, summarizes the count and distribution of buildings by height. 

Nearly 72% of SUNY dormitory buildings are one-to-three stories, while 22% are four-to-seven stories. 

High-rise buildings constitute less than 7% of the total building stock.  

Table 4. Count and Percentage of SUNY Dorm Buildings by Height Classification 
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Within each height classification, the distribution of buildings per actual number of stories differs.  

Table 5, below, breaks down height classifications into number of stories. For the low-rise height 

classification of one-to-three stories, for example, there were zero records of one-story buildings.  

The largest number of dormitories in the record, 217 buildings comprising 46% of the total, are  

three stories in height. The second-largest percentage of buildings is two stories, with 124 buildings 

constituting 26% of the total. The third-largest percentage is made up of four-story buildings, with  

68 records comprising 14% of the total. For buildings with a number of stories exceeding seven, 

classified in this report as high-rise, the majority of buildings are nine–10 stories in height.  

Table 5. Count and Percentage of SUNY Dorm Buildings by Number of Stories 

The total floor area (GSF) per dormitory building on SUNY campuses ranges from approximately  

76,000 square feet (sf) at Upstate Medical in Syracuse, to over 3,000,000 sf at SUNY Stony Brook  

on Long Island. Campuses with larger total dormitory floor area generally correspond to a larger number 

of dormitory buildings; however, some campuses have a large floor area with a relatively small number  

of large buildings, such as The University at Buffalo. Conversely, some campuses are made up of several 

buildings with lower area, such as Alfred State University, where many of the dormitories are low-rise 

wood frame construction.  

Table 5 quantifies the distribution of total floor area (GSF) across types. The greatest quantity of floor 

area for any single type is in Type 5 (postwar low-rise wood frame), which includes 168 buildings with 

over 6 million sf of floor area, and an average building GSF of approximately 40,000 sf. This average 

floor area is lower than that of other typologies; for example, Types 8 (C), 9 (A, B, & C), and 10 (B)  

all have average building floor areas of over 50,000 sf.  
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Table 6. Summary of Gross Square Feet of SUNY Dorm Buildings 

The distribution of low-, mid-, and high-rise buildings varies considerably across SUNY campuses.  

As shown in Table 6, Stony Brook and Albany lead with the greatest number of low-rise buildings, 

comprising 18% and 17% of the total number of 336. All other counts per campus are 7% or lower  

for the low-rise category. Of the total of 107 mid-rise buildings, Binghamton and Alfred State campuses 

contain the greatest number, followed by New Paltz and Cobleskill. Of the total number of 32 high-rise 

buildings, University at Buffalo leads with 19%, or six buildings. Several other campuses with four 

buildings each are distributed across the State, including Albany, Cortland, and Oswego. 



 

8 

Table 7. Count and Percentage of SUNY Dorm Buildings by Campus and Height 

Of the 477 total SUNY dormitory buildings, bed capacity varies widely, as shown in Table 7. The highest 

number, 24% of buildings have a bed capacity of 0–39; the second highest at 22% have a bed capacity  

of 200–239. Larger bed capacities generally correspond to mid- and high-rise buildings. The majority  

of remaining buildings have a capacity in between these two ranges, from 40 to 199 beds. 
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Table 8. Count and Percentage of Buildings by Bed Capacity 

Building envelope materials for campus dormitories are consistently similar across SUNY campuses.  

As shown in Table 8, the majority (65%) of dormitory buildings have exterior cladding material of brick, 

with a smaller percentage of buildings having wood or vinyl siding (13%). Brick cladding was used with 

load-bearing masonry, reinforced concrete, steel, and wood frame construction systems, while wood and 

vinyl siding were only used on wood frame construction, as listed in Table 9, below. 

Table 9. Summary of Exterior Cladding Material of SUNY Dorm Buildings 



 

10 

Table 10. Summary of Construction and Exterior Cladding Material of SUNY Dorm Buildings 

The construction materials used for the dormitories do not vary widely with geographic location; 

structural and cladding materials are found statewide. Instead, as seen in the multifamily stock, 

construction material is most closely related to year of construction and building height. Masonry 

buildings are the most prevalent construction type in the postwar (1940–1978) period and are most 

commonly low- (one-to-three stories) and mid- (four-to-seven stories) rise buildings. Both load bearing 

masonry and reinforced concrete buildings are represented in the masonry types. Though there are many 

buildings constructed with reinforced concrete structure, they were generally built in the time frame 

between the late 1950s and early 1970s. Steel-frame buildings appear in the 1950s, and similarly make  

up a large number of buildings in the 1940–1978 time period (Type 9). Buildings of steel construction 

also make up the largest proportion of the taller buildings between 1979 and 2006. All of the high-rise 

dormitories across the State are either reinforced concrete or steel, and were largely constructed in the 

1960s. Wood frame dormitories did not become prevalent until after 1979 and make up the majority  

of new builds between 1979 and 2006. All of the wood frame buildings are low-rise buildings and are 

typically apartment or condo-style dorms with arrays of small bar-shaped buildings sited in low-density 

arrangements on campuses. In Table 10, below, the distribution of construction materials by vintage  

and height categories is tabulated. 

Brick
Brick, 
Stone

Brick, 
Stucco

Exposed 
Concrete

Exposed 
Concrete, 

Glass

Exposed 
Concrete, 

Stucco Stone Stucco

Wood or 
Vinyl 

Siding
Metal 

Panels

STEEL SKELETON WITH MASONRY WALLS CONSTRUCTIO 107 1 2 2 7 1
REINFORCED CONCRETE CONSTRUCTION 63 11 36 4 2
LOAD-BEARING MASONRY WALLS AND STEEL CONSTRUC 74 2 5
WOOD-FRAME CONSTRUCTION 1 24 34
WOOD-FRAME WITH MASONRY VENEER CONSTRUCTION 24 10
LIFT-SLAB REINFORCED CONCRETE CONSTRUCTION 24 5 2
MISCELLANEOUS (OTHER) CONSTRUCTION 14 6
LOAD-BEARING MASONRY WALLS AND WOOD CONSTRU 1 1 12
STEEL FRAME WITH CURTAIN WALL 1
Grand Total 308 2 3 18 36 4 4 36 64 1

Notes:
1. "Contruction Material" is arranged by the descending order of number of dorm buildings in each material.
2. The cladding material of MODULAR DORM in PURCHASE is missing. Therefore, that dorm building records is excluded from above.

Construction Material

Cladding Material
COUNT OF SUNY DORM BUILDINGS
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Table 11. Summary of Construction Type by Vintage and Height 

The two most prevalent types seen in SUNY dormitories are Type 5, 1940–1978, one-to-three-story 

masonry, and Type 9, 1940-1978 four-to-seven-story steel. As shown in Table 11, Type 5, with  

168 buildings, has nearly twice as many buildings as Type 9; however, the types have a similar total  

floor area (GSF) of over 6 million. This is due to trends in masonry and steel construction, the latter of 

which is typically used for larger buildings with a greater number of stories. Similarly, Type 6 (1978, to 

present one-to-three story wood frame) has a similar number of buildings to Type 9, but a much smaller 

GSF. These wood frame dormitories are made up of small, low-rise buildings that are repeated in a 

complex with lower floor area per building. The time range with the most construction is 1940–1978;  

304 buildings making up 63% were added to campuses during this time, and colleges and universities 

across the State experienced a period of rapid expansion that created a widespread need for new 

dormitory buildings. Between 1979 and 2006 a significant amount of construction on SUNY  

campuses accounted for 115 new buildings.  

Table 12. Summary of Building Count and GSF by Building Type 
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Table 12 provides a more detailed matrix of building counts per type for Types 8, 9, and 10. For all  

three types, mid-rise buildings (Types 8B, 9B, and 10B) have the highest Building Count, Gross Square 

Footage, and Total Bed Capacity. While there are a smaller number of high-rise buildings (Types 8C  

and 9C), these buildings have higher square footages. The low-rise buildings from types 9A and 10A 

have smaller square footages, so a higher building count is necessary to have a GSF that is comparable  

to that of taller buildings. For example, Types 9A and 9C have a similar GSF, but type 9A has both a 

higher building count and bed capacity. 

Table 13. Detailed Summary of Typologies of SUNY Dorm Buildings for Type 8, 9, 10 

Steel skeleton framing with masonry wall construction and reinforced concrete construction were  

found to be most prevalent among all construction types, with 120 and 116 buildings respectively, and 

constituted 50% of the building records. Load bearing masonry walls with steel construction and wood 

frame construction were the next most common grouping and made up approximately 30% of the total,  

as seen in Table 14. The least prevalent category was Steel Frame with curtain wall, consisting of just  

1 building, Eagle Hall at Brockport, a recently constructed building. 

Table 14. Building Count by Construction Type 
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2.4 Geographic Distribution of Dormitory Typologies 

The maps below illustrate the geographic distribution of dormitory typologies across SUNY campuses. 

Figure 1 shows the geographic distribution of dormitory typologies by floor area within each school  

and across the State. A significant portion of SUNY dormitory buildings fall into Types 5, 6, 8, 9, and  

10, with the majority falling into Type 5. A small number of campuses, including Binghamton, Stony 

Brook Main Campus, Old Westbury, and Farmingdale—in which a number of buildings were built  

after 2007—did not assigned a types to buildings as they were few in number and less suitable as 

candidates for retrofit.  

Figure 1. Typology Distribution across SUNY Campuses Statewide 
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The distribution of dormitory buildings in Types 4–5 is shown in Figure 2, below, by building count and 

floor area. Larger squares indicate a higher building count of dormitories on a campus, while darker color 

indicates greater floor area. Shading by county indicates a high prevalence of Type 4 and 5 multifamily 

residential buildings as taken from the previously published multifamily market study.  

For some counties, such as Albany, Monroe, and Suffolk, there are both Type 4 and 5 multifamily 

buildings and dormitory buildings present; however, there is not a directly observable correlation 

statewide between campuses and multifamily housing. This is an expected result, as multifamily  

housing is typically located in or near urban centers, while many SUNY campuses are located in  

ex-urban areas, and in some cases far away from major population centers.  

Figure 2. Distribution of Types 4 and 5 across SUNY Campuses 

A similar overlap, but not a clear correlation, between SUNY campus and multifamily building 

concentration is seen for Types 6 and 7, as shown in Figure 3 below.  
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Figure 3. Distribution of Types 6 and 7 across SUNY Campuses 

2.5 Inter- and Intra-Campus Trends 

Although dormitory construction types do not vary by a distinct set of regional characteristics across the 

State, buildings within individual campuses frequently share common characteristics, such as construction 

material. Many of these campuses include dormitories built as complexes with four or more buildings  

that are nearly identical to one another. These buildings were frequently constructed at the same time  

or within a few years of each other. In some cases, dormitories at different SUNY campuses also share  

a similar design, such as SUNY Buffalo State College’s Porter Hall and SUNY Oswego’s Funelle Hall 

and Hart Hall, shown below in Figure 4. 

Figure 4. From Left to Right: SUNY Buffalo State’s Porter and Oswego’s Funelle and Hart Hall 
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2.6 Dormitory Renovations 

Most SUNY dormitory buildings constructed prior to 1990 have been renovated at least one time, though 

the renovation types were found to vary across different institutions and building types. Common scopes 

of work frequently included upgrades to mechanical systems, repair and sealing of exterior wall systems, 

particularly around windows and doors, replacement of windows, and interior renovations of bathrooms 

and common areas. Examples of dormitory renovation projects include work completed at SUNY Delhi 

2018. The roof of O’Connor Hall, a mid-rise, steel-frame building built in 1967, was replaced. Gerry Hall 

and Russell Hall, steel-frame buildings built in 1962 and 1970 respectively, received updates to building 

systems. A new hydronic heating plant was added to Gerry Hall and Russell Hall received upgrades to its 

heating, ventilation, and HVAC systems, dormitories shown in the images in Figure 5. 

Figure 5. SUNY Delhi’s O’Connor, Gerry, and Russell Hall (Left to Right) 

The SUNY Buffalo campus made partial exterior renovations to Bishop Hall in 2016–2017 (Figure 6). 

Bishop Hall was originally built as a steel skeleton-framing residence hall with a masonry facade in 1958. 

Exterior façade improvements have been made to increase glazing area, introduce new MEP systems,  

and make other architectural and safety-related updates. The building also received all new finishes, 

furnishings, and remodeled bathrooms. 

Figure 6. SUNY Buffalo Bishop Hall Renovation 
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3 Private Institutions 
3.1 Overview 

In addition to SUNY, there are over a hundred private colleges and universities in New York State.  

While a centralized, comprehensive data source on their dormitory construction characteristics is  

not currently available at the time of this writing, a small number of examples across varying urban 

conditions in the State are examined here and supported by data provided by the institutions themselves. 

One major distinguishing feature of many of the larger, long-established private universities founded prior 

to the 20th century is the presence of large central administrative and academic buildings constructed of 

stone or brick masonry. These materials are characteristic of the iconic Collegiate Gothic style often seen 

in campuses originating circa 19th-century. Such buildings often adopt elements of Neoclassicism such as 

colonnades and porticos and can be classified by several subgenres of architecture; however, the majority 

of dormitories on private campuses were not built in this style, or during the period preceding the 20th 

century. While some private institutions constructed townhouses or single-family homes on or near 

campuses, much of the construction of higher-density residential halls is postwar. There are examples  

of historic buildings repurposed as dormitories, particularly in contexts like New York City where a 

sufficiently large buildings existed and could be used for this purpose. New construction from the  

1960s and 1970s can be found in other areas of the State, where campus planning reflected  

lower-density urban patterns.  

3.2 Pratt Institute 

Pratt Institute, a relatively small institution of approximately 4500 students located in Brooklyn, NY,  

was founded in 1887 and completed construction on a series of townhouses for students and faculty in 

1900. These original buildings are today classified as Iconic Landmark Brooklyn Brownstone buildings, 

and all have been renovated at least once since the 2000s. These buildings fall into the Type 1 category  

of prewar one-to-three story masonry construction, but it should be noted that this type of residence does 

not predominate outside of the New York City area. While there are five prewar dormitories at Pratt, their 

total gross floor area is only 156,000 sq ft, and the total number of beds is 290. In contrast, the campus 

also has four postwar dormitories which alone total 465,000 sq ft and 1,547 beds, as seen in Figure 7 

below. This distribution is reflective of the trend of larger dormitory projects and concrete construction 

that coincided with increasing student populations. 
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Figure 7. Pratt Institute’s Townhouse Row and Comparison of Pre- and Postwar Housing 

3.3 Cornell University 

Cornell University, founded in 1865 in Ithaca, NY, is known as a private university, but as the State’s 

land grant school, is also partly public. Campus dormitory building types range from historical Colonial 

brick and Gothic stone styles to postwar concrete high-rises. Balch Hall, built in 1920, exemplifies the 

collegiate trend of recalling classical architectural styles and using traditional materials, which remained 

popular until World War II. Balch Hall, seen in Figure 8 and built in the Collegiate Gothic style, holds 

over 230 beds and is constructed of uninsulated load-bearing stone masonry arranged in a complex of  

four separate buildings. Clara Dickson Hall, constructed of brick masonry in the Colonial style with its 

large front portico, holds over 460 beds in a monolithic block configuration. While these historic 

buildings have been preserved, they have maintained their original style and overall form. Neither 

building has air conditioning, and both rely on windows for ventilation. 

Figure 8. Left: Balch Hall, Right: Clara Dickson Hall 
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Similarly, to what is seen in the SUNY system, Cornell experienced a dormitory construction increase  

in the postwar era. A range of building types of varying heights was constructed, all primarily concrete 

structure with face brick or other decorative masonry elements. One such building, referred to as simply 

High Rise #5, is nine stories tall with over 200 beds. This building and its counterparts, Low Rise #6 

(Figure 9) and Low Rise #7, are structurally and stylistically representative of the 1960s–1970s campus 

housing growth trend seen across the State.  

Figure 9. Left: High Rise #5, Right: Low Rise #6 

There is no air conditioning incorporated into these buildings, and again, windows are relied upon  

for ventilation. Air conditioning does not appear in the Cornell dormitory stock until new construction 

built from the 2000s onward. Though no construction drawings were provided for these high- and  

low-rise buildings, based on the vintage and construction it is reasonable to assume that the enclosures  

are not well-insulated, and with original metal-frame windows, likely experience air infiltration, or 

leakage, as well as substantial conductive heat loss. Following the multifamily housing trend of  

repeating floor plans and building designs of the 1960s and 1970s in park-like arrangements, both  

the High Rise #5 and the Low Rise #6 have duplicate counterparts in close proximity. The high-rise 

counterpart is Jameson Hall, which faces High Rise #5 on the opposite side of a community center 

building. The low-rise building has five total repeating modular clusters on the site, which are rotated  

in various pinwheel configurations. Similar patterns of building arrangements appearing during this 

postwar period can be seen in campus housing developments from this vintage across the State. A  

bird’s-eye view of the cluster on Cornell campus can be seen in Figure 10, below, where the high-rise 

towers and low-rise pinwheel clusters are shown situated in close proximity to the square, red-roofed 

community center building. 
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Figure 10. Bird’s-Eye View of Cornell University’s High-Rise and Low-Rise Dormitories 

Cornell’s dormitory construction from the 2000s onward reflects trends seen in multifamily and 

commercial building sectors, namely the incorporation of higher-quality insulation and tighter  

building envelopes. Larger numbers of enrolled students led to housing with greater numbers of  

beds per dormitory, though not necessarily buildings with greater density, as both block buildings  

and townhouse-style configurations are present. On Cornell’s campus, newer construction nonetheless 

clearly retains some of the aesthetic and material characteristics of the older campus architecture, 

including complex and irregular roof geometries with angles loosely referencing the Collegiate Gothic 

and other historical campus styles, as seen in Mews Hall (2001) in Figure 11, with its large custom 

glazing elements and complex façades that have stone and brick veneer. Among both public and  

private campuses, examples of postwar buildings that are stylistically mixed or idiosyncratic are still 

constructed to the present day. 
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Figure 11. Mews Hall: A 2001 Cornell Dormitory 

According to the available data, a total of 690 beds are provided by prewar dormitories on Cornell’s 

campus, while over 2000 beds are provided by postwar dormitories. Clara Dickson Hall, a prewar 

building, contains the largest number of beds at over 450, followed by Mary Donlon Hall. The large 

number of postwar beds are distributed among buildings averaging approximately 200 beds each,  

as seen in Figure 12, where the blue columns on the right indicate numbers of beds per dormitory. 

Figure 12. Dormitories at Cornell Broken into Pre- and Postwar Categories by Number of Beds 
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3.4 Syracuse University 

Syracuse University is comparable to Cornell in terms of student population with approximately  

22,000 enrolled in the 2020–2021 academic year, and date of founding, which was only five years  

after Cornell, in 1870. Syracuse is a fully private research university and is sited directly adjacent to 

SUNY’s Environmental Science and Forestry institution, which was founded in 1911. Both campuses  

are anchored with historic stone and brick masonry buildings, again in classical styles with substantial 

ornamentation; however, the majority of the 146 dormitories on the Syracuse University campus were 

built in the immediate postwar era between 1940 and 1978. These buildings are primarily constructed  

of concrete or other masonry, sometimes in combination with steel framing. Most are clad in brick 

masonry or painted concrete, are uninsulated, and have concrete foundations.  

According to the data provided by Syracuse University, there is a total of 2,726,518 sq ft of housing area 

on campus, and only three dormitories that do not fall within the 1940 to 1978-time frame. The oldest 

dormitory on record is the Washington Arms building, constructed in 1928. It comprises a gross area of 

27,000 sq ft over four residential floors, with a communal ground floor. The construction is mass masonry 

with stone ornamentation that can be seen clearly on the façade in Figure 13, below. The building was 

designed with operable windows for ventilation, and remains in use today, housing 70 students. 

Figure 13. Washington Arms Dormitory 

Built in 1928, Syracuse University 
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Though Washington Arms is representative of prewar campus dormitory styles found in many private 

universities in New York State, the majority of student housing at Syracuse University was built between 

1960 and 1975. From the data we acquired, this pattern appears to be consistent across New York State 

campuses situated in medium- to low-density areas outside of the New York City metropolitan region.  

On the Syracuse University campus, the predominant typologies for this time period consist of low-rise 

buildings constructed of materials including concrete, steel frame, and brick. Cladding and exterior 

finishes consist of stucco, exposed concrete, or painted wood paneling or horizontal siding. There is  

a minimal presence of ornamentation, typically of cast concrete in cases where brick or other masonry  

is used on exterior walls, or sheet metal panels in cases where wood framing and concrete form the 

structure. These buildings are often arranged in parklike complexes of five or more, as seen in Figure 14, 

and in low-density areas of campus with landscaped or paved space between buildings. This is in sharp 

contrast to the tightly packed rowhouses and mid- to high-rise residences belonging to New York City 

campuses. There is a consistent aesthetic identity of geometric simplicity among the majority of Syracuse 

dormitory buildings, which are primarily rectangular or bar-shaped in plan. Residential-scale windows are 

typical, in the range of 2 to 4 feet by 3 to 6 feet, and large spans of glazing are not typical. Some units 

feature sliding glass doors that open onto balconies or patios, particularly in the low-rise configurations 

such as those shown in Figure 14 in the Slocum Heights and Winding Ridge complexes. Finally, most  

of the buildings have low-slope, built-up roofs with exhaust outlets and no cooling equipment. None  

have air conditioning, and most are heated with electric resistance baseboard systems. 
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Figure 14. Two Bar-Shaped Dormitory Complexes  

Slocum Heights (top) and Winding Ridge (bottom). Constructed in the 1970s at Syracuse University. 

Syracuse’s campus development trends are consistent with those of other private institutions regarding 

timeline and periods of concentrated growth. The abovementioned low-rise dormitories built in the 1960s 

and 1970s dominate the historical record of construction in number of buildings; however, it is of note 

that although there were a large number of projects built during this period, they were once again smaller 

in size, both in terms of height and overall floor area. Most common are buildings that are less than three 

stories in height and under 10,000 sq ft. In contrast, only a small number of buildings were constructed 

outside that period, and constitute the majority of total floor area, as seen in Figure 15, below. Sixty-two 

percent of buildings are shown to have been constructed between 1972–1973, which falls within the  

time period that SUNY dormitories were found to have had increased dormitory construction activity  

as well. All of these examples fall within the Type 5 classification of postwar one-to-three story  

masonry construction. 
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Figure 15. Comparison of Distribution of Number of Buildings and Floor Area by Year  
of Construction 

Looking at the postwar period as a whole, however, there are shorter time frames in which construction  

of larger buildings took place, and several of these fall within the Other category shown in the pie chart 

comparison in Figure 15. Looking at the entire postwar period as defined in this report from 1940–1978 

in Figure 16, below, short periods of larger, more densely constructed buildings can be observed. Watson 

Hall, constructed in 1952, is nearly 170,000 sq ft of reinforced concrete with a brick outer façade and a 

regular array of metal-framed horizontal sliding windows that recall the dormitories compared between 

SUNY Oswego and Buffalo in section 2.5. Representing the spike seen in Figure 16 in the mid-1960s, 

Lawrinson Hall is a 163,000 sq ft tower with 18 floors of exposed reinforced concrete and uniquely large 

glazed areas. This example recalls the exposed concrete structures discussed previously in Albany, with 

monolithic, large-scaled common areas and unfinished masonry that is prone to spalling and weakening 

over time. None of these buildings is assumed to have enclosures with any significant insulation value 

because of the low R-value of the concrete exterior walls. In the case of Lawrinson Hall, it is assumed 

that the low-insulation value is also partly attributable to the large ribbon glazing configurations with 

likely older windows, as seen in Figure 17. Lawrinson Hall falls into type 8C as defined in this report,  

of 8+ story masonry construction. 
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Figure 16. Postwar Dormitory Construction from 1940–1978 with Floor Area at Syracuse University 

Figure 17. Lawrinson Hall: A 1965 Example of a Tower Dormitory at Syracuse University 
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Only two dormitories on the Syracuse University campus have original construction dates past 1973: 

Walnut Hall in 1990 and Ernie Davis in 2009, which earned the LEED Gold Certification. Though Ernie 

Davis is an anomaly with respect to overall campus dormitory trends at Syracuse and elsewhere across  

the State, it does capture current construction trends such as a movement back toward buildings with 

greater density and away from small, detached low-rise structures—as well as designing dormitories  

with sustainable principles. Ernie Davis is primarily constructed of concrete with masonry cladding,  

high performance windows, and central climate control with mechanicals mounted on the low-slope roof 

above nine floors of dormitories and large common areas. Its total area is approximately 144,000 sq ft.  

Figure 18. Ernie Davis Hall: A 2009 LEED Gold Dormitory at Syracuse University 

3.5 Trends and Observations 

In general, it was found that the private institutions examined in this study followed similar trends  

in construction over time to those found in the public SUNY institutions, with strong correlations in 

building practices across campuses in the postwar period of 1940–1978. It should be noted that there  

are over a hundred private institutions statewide, many of which have small student populations.  
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Dormitories belonging to campuses in the New York City area, such as Pratt and Columbia, consisted  

of a greater proportion of historic masonry townhouses and other low-rise typologies in built-up areas  

of Manhattan and Brooklyn. In contrast, across the remainder of New York State, dormitories are 

frequently of postwar vintage and generally lower in density. These have greater concentrations of  

low-rise, small-scale structures with fewer than 10 units each, along with a small number of mid- to  

high-rise towers exceeding eight stories and having a range of plan geometries typical of architectural 

styles and building practices in the 1960s and 1970s. This is consistent with trends in the multifamily 

sector principally with respect to four-to-seven story masonry buildings (Type 8). It is important to  

note that most of the buildings in the private institutions we engaged had not undergone any major, 

whole-building retrofits or improvements that would alter the energy and environmental performance  

of the original buildings. Most dormitories in private institutions thus typically have no air conditioning, 

radiant or electric resistance heating, and little or no insulation. Despite not having forced-air cooling 

systems, most university dormitories, whether belonging to private or public institutions, have poor 

energy and environmental performance when compared to present-day standards for insulation,  

enclosure systems, windows, and overall envelope airtightness. Wall assembly layering and detailing  

at locations such as window frames, roofs, and foundations at private campuses all follow general 

construction trends of their vintage. 
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4 Detailed Architectural Profiles of Predominant 
Dormitory Building Typologies 

From the available data for both public and private institutions, we conclude that the majority of 

dormitory buildings throughout New York State fall into Types 5, 6, 8, 9, and 10. These categories 

include mass-masonry, reinforced concrete, steel, and wood frame buildings built from 1940 to the 

present. Descriptions and examples of the most prevalent types are detailed below. Where available, 

construction details and wall sections are provided from Architectural Graphic Standards illustrating 

internal wall conditions and enclosure connections.  

4.1 Type 5: 1940–1978, One-to-Three Story, Masonry 

Type 5 describes buildings constructed of load-bearing masonry and steel-reinforced concrete with, 

predominantly, brick façades. Some examples, such as those found at the University of Albany and 

Syracuse University, have façades of exposed concrete. Monolithic façades with regular fenestration 

arrays are common for this vintage, as seen below in the McFarlane Hall example at SUNY Brockport  

in Figure 7. 
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Figure 19. Photographic Documentation of Type 5 Dormitory Buildings 
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4.2 Type 6: 1979–2006, One-to-Three Story, Wood Frame 

Type 6 is defined by low-rise buildings constructed from 1978–2006 with wood frame structure  

and a wide range of cladding materials. Wood frame dormitories are often seen with wood or vinyl  

facade materials, brick veneer, or stucco. Thin concrete or masonry veneer ornamentation is often  

used in combination with brick or other materials in this type. The buildings in are typically smaller. 

in footprint and GSF than those of other types categorized in this report and are often arrayed in  

semi-detached rowhouse or cluster configurations. These buildings often contain apartment-style  

units and are typologically similar to low-rise multifamily housing.  

Figure 20. Photographic Documentation of Type 6 Dormitory Buildings 
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4.3 Type 8: 1940–1978, Four-to-Seven Story and 8+ Story Masonry 

Type 84 comprises four-to-seven story and 8+ story masonry buildings built between 1940–1978, 

constructed of both load-bearing masonry and reinforced concrete, with the latter represented more 

commonly. All load-bearing masonry buildings have brick facades. Exposed concrete facades appeared 

during this period in reinforced concrete buildings, but brick remained a constantly prevalent cladding 

material throughout the time period. The high-rise buildings from Type 8C are all reinforced concrete, 

and many have exposed concrete facades.  

Figure 21. Photographic Documentation of Type 8 Dormitory Buildings 
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Figure 22. Masonry Cavity Wall Construction  

Architectural Graphic Standards, 1970  
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4.4 Type 9: 1940–1978, Four-to-Seven Story, Steel Frame 

Type 9 is defined by buildings constructed from 1940–1978 with steel frame structure and a range  

of cladding materials, including brick, concrete, and stucco. The buildings in this type are characterized 

by larger footprints and GSF than those of previous types and are generally built with small glazing units 

proportioned for modest living spaces, little ornamentation, and regular, grid-arrayed fenestration across 

the façade to admit light and air into large numbers of densely packed units. 

Figure 23. Photographic Documentation of Type 9 Dormitory Buildings 
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Figure 24. Metal Panel Curtain Wall Spandrel Details, Architectural Graphic Standards, 1970 
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Figure 25. Metal Panel Curtain Wall Mullion and Grid Details, Architectural Graphic  
Standards, 1970 
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Figure 26. Metal Panel Curtain Wall Sheathed Details, Architectural Graphic Standards, 1970 
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4.5 Type 10: 1979–2006, Four-to-Seven Story, Steel Frame 

Type 10 buildings are defined as 1979–2006 steel frame, four-to-seven stories in height and have  

a range of combinations of masonry exterior cladding, including brick, stone, and concrete in a  

wide range of patterns, and glazed facades. Buildings constructed during this time period exhibit 

characteristic trends, such as the use of multiple masonry types across a single façade, a strategy 

implemented to visually divide large volumes. Another example is the placement of partially  

glazed curtain wall elements in irregular geometric configurations to express the presence of lobbies a 

nd lounge areas. Finally, largely regular fenestration patterns are seen across the majority of the façades.  

Figure 27. Photographic Documentation of Type 10 Dormitory Buildings 
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5 COVID-19 Pandemic Impact on Dormitory 
Occupancy 

The SARS-CoV-2 (COVID-19) pandemic impacted enrollment, dormitory occupancy, and usage patterns 

in multiple ways. Students attending classes in-residence throughout New York State were restricted from 

attending in-person classes as of Spring 2020. The resulting campus exodus affected, and was affected  

by, campus dining halls restricting entry and local businesses shuttering, and many students in attendance 

vacated dormitories and the campus altogether, returning to their permanent addresses. The information 

gathered from multiple private and public universities indicates that many of the international student 

populations were affected differently from the domestic student populations, given travel restrictions 

implemented at the federal level during the pandemic. Domestic students had more freedom to move 

regardless of scheduling, while some international students encountered difficulty returning home.  

Many institutions adopted the approach of transitioning existing residents to single-occupancy units  

and making only single-occupancy available for new students as well. In some cases, students chose  

to move off-campus to maintain roommates and keep costs of living down, as single-occupancy rooms  

at many institutions have a higher rent than multi-occupancy units. Across all the institutions that the 

authors were in contact with, partial or full refunds on housing were issued, an action which resulted  

in millions in revenue losses. Larger institutions seemed able to issue refunds without the threat of a 

fundamental change in operations; however, some smaller institutions reported that they were not able  

to offer full refunds across campuses without endangering the financial functionality of the school.  

From the accounts given by our points of contact, it seems that institutions with larger international 

student populations saw comparatively greater continuity in on-campus residential occupancy during  

the pandemic, whereas those with larger populations of domestic students saw higher vacancies. No 

centralized data is presently available on this topic; however, multiple institutions have expressed the 

intention to document and learn from the pandemic, so that future measures to ensure resilience can  

be taken. 

In addition to losses incurred by current students vacating campuses, many institutions reported  

millions in losses of revenue from reduced and deferred enrollment by students preparing to begin  

in the 2020–2021 academic year. Losses were reported on university-owned dormitories, as well  

as amenities, food services, and other sources contingent upon the presence of students on campus. 

Institutions reported reductions in on-campus dormitory registration of 17–25% for the 2020–2021  

school year, with many students choosing to learn from home or defer enrollment. This condition  

resulted in a substantial proportion of vacant units on campuses for a period of three semesters as  



 

40 

of the time of this writing, in the spring 2021 semester. Our institutional points of contact have  

indicated that current expectations hold that the downward trend will lessen for the fall 2021 period,  

and a partial financial recovery may be possible in under five years. Some institutions, despite losses 

incurred from declining enrollment, have planned to construct more single-occupancy units in the wake  

of the pandemic, as well as multiple-occupancy units that are designed to be more compatible with social 

distancing guidelines, while offering amenities that students expect.  

It should be noted that in general, institutions reported that off-campus housing not owned by  

institutions did not issue housing refunds and held students to pay their lease obligations through the  

full term. It is undetermined what the ultimate impact this practice may have had on dormitory residency, 

but one institutional representative suggested that private housing entities may have benefitted from 

university-owned dormitories shuttering for the pandemic period.  

As for the 2021–2022 academic year, housing entities project that enrollment will continue to fall short  

of non-pandemic expectations, due to financial hardship of students and their families, and for institutions 

with high numbers of international students, due to delays in eligibility through visa processing. Some 

students are expected to attend community colleges instead of their originally intended four-year colleges 

and universities. Study abroad student populations are also expected to be lower. Finally, policies of 

different institutions vary, but the possibility of continued leasing of single-occupancy units only on 

campuses for the fall 2021 semester. This may result in an increase in off-campus and privately-owned 

dormitory occupancy for the coming year.  
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6 Conclusions 
This report provides an analysis of private and public higher education dormitory buildings across  

New York State. Predominant building types were compared to those originally identified in the previous 

Market Characterization Study of multifamily buildings completed by the authors. Where necessary, 

additional building types were added to the eight previously identified. Types were described in order  

of vintage, height, and construction material, and were quantified by floor area and number of beds.  

For the SUNY system, the distribution of types was analyzed per campus, as well as in comparison to 

areas of multifamily building construction of the same vintage and type. As shown in Summary Table 1, 

the greatest number of building records are one-to-three stories in height, with nearly 10 million GSF  

of floor area across all vintages shown, and 8.3 million GSF in the 1940 to 1978-time frame, which  

was identified in the multifamily study as a period in which little insulation was present in building 

envelopes. Exterior envelopes throughout the dormitory data set were found to be clad largely in brick  

or other masonry over a range of construction materials that vary based primarily on height, with wood 

predominating for low-rise and combinations of concrete and steel for mid- and high-rise buildings. 

Trends across the SUNY dormitory portfolio were then described for different types, including number  

of buildings, GSF, and bed count per type. Finally, these were compared with trends found in the 

dormitory inventories of selected private higher education and determined to be similar.
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Appendix A. SUNY Dormitory Data Set 
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Endnotes 
 

1  “SUNY—The State University of New York,” www.suny.edu, accessed 20 Aug 2020. 
2  Brainard, Gabrielle and Nina Sharifi. Market Characterization: Building Stock Assessment and Architectural Profiles 

of Predominant New York State Multifamily Building Types. NYSERDA Retrofit New York, 2020, 
https://www.nyserda.ny.gov/All-Programs/Programs/RetrofitNY/Resources-and-Reports  

3  Brainard, G. and Sharifi, N. (2020). Market Characterization of Existing New York Buildings. Report published 
online by the New York State Energy Research and Development Authority (NYSERDA) RetrofitNY website (see 
Resource and Reports webpage). 

4  Only seven SUNY buildings were found to fall into the Type 7 category; therefore, Type 7 is omitted from the 
Detailed Profiles section.  
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