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“Preserving the past can provide tremendous benefits to the surrounding city:  economic benefits from the 
tourists it attracts, social benefits from a more heterogeneous population seeking a broader range of living 
environments, and cultural benefits from its enhanced setting for artistic activity.”

										          -Alexander Garvin
										           The American City
										           What Works, What Doesn’t 
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PURPOSE OF THE DESIGN GUIDELINES
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DEVELOPMENT OF THE GUIDELINES
The City of Kent has a distinct character 
defined by the architecture of its environment.  
Preserving the character of the city is important 
to promote civic pride and economic vitality.  
Promoting awareness for future generations 
is a key to retaining the city’s appeal and 
success.  Recognizing the importance of 
the city’s architectural history and aesthetic 
help complete the steps needed to keep the 
city’s integrity intact.  This recognition can 
be achieved through education, effort and 
imagination.  These enduring attributes create 
an inviting place for visitors and residents as 
well as a pleasant working environment.

Kent’s physical attributes are defined by its 
wonderful location on the Cuyahoga River, 
the Ohio and Erie Canal and the Atlantic and 
Great Western Railroad.  These particularly 
charming assets of the city determined the 
social and economic history of Kent.  The 
physical attributes of the defined area are 
collectively referred to as a cultural landscape.  
Cultural landscapes are developed over time 
and can be read and studied by the form and 
type of the buildings and landscapes that 
remain.   

The City of Kent is known for taking advantage 
of the natural resources  of the area and 
keeping up with the changing modes of 
transportation.  The city was established 
because settlers saw the potential and the 
power of the Cuyahoga River, thus sparking 
the initial growth of the community.  The 

canal and railroad followed soon thereafter,  
creating an economic growth and boom for 
the emerging city.  These times of growth 
were influential  to the city’s planning and 
architecture and are still apparent in the 
physical form of the city.

These Design Guidelines provide assistance 
in maintaining or improving the present 
quality of life through preservation and 
rehabilitation of the city’s architecture while 
accommodating new construction and 
modifications.  This document provides 
tools, resources, and design guidance for 
application to numerous circumstances 
and settings.  Illustrative examples and 
photographs are included to assist property 
owners with understanding specific situations; 
and to assist the city’s Design Review Process 
with consistent implementation.

New construction near historic structures, 
or in an historic district, should complement 
and support the surrounding context in order 
to uphold the historic integrity of the city, be it 
traditional or contemporary stylistically. 

The Guidelines are based upon the ideas and 
values set forth by the United States Secretary 
of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation.  
The Standards pertain to the repair or 
alteration of historic properties and have 
been this country’s model for preservation 
practice for more than forty years.  

Courtesy of Main Street Kent.

Courtesy of Main Street Kent.
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Design Guideline Goals:

Achieve good design to help •	
economic vitality and sustain 
property values.
Visual identity remains cohesive.•	
Better connection with Kent State •	
University.
Transition from Architectural •	
Advisory Board to Architectural 
Review Board.
Assist developers with design •	
guidance; educate public about 
good design and incentives
A destination place for visitors.•	
Save significant structures, review •	
proposed demolitions and the 
structure that will take its place.
Define boundaries of the district, •	
but should target the entire Kent 
area.

These goals were derived from public meetings.

The City of Kent currently has three National 
Register Historic Districts and numerous 
properties listed in the National Register of 
Historic Places.  Kent has a great collection 
of rich and diverse architecture that reflects 
the history of the city through the years.  
Kent’s Design Overlay District gives the 
community an opportunity to protect the 
unique character of the area without having 
to rezone other districts.  

The Kent Design Guidelines are intended 
to assist the community in preserving and 
enhancing places of special character.  
These guidelines are written to be utilized by 
property owners, tenants, building managers, 
property caretakers, architects, and builders 
that would be conducting work affecting an 
historic property.  The Guidelines provide  
a framework for making good decisions 
about rehabilitation and new design.  
Recommendations, photographs and 
drawings offer information and advice on 
how to achieve appropriate design solutions 
for various types of properties within the 
district and also throughout the City of Kent.  

The Guidelines present recommendations 
with the idea that it is better (also less 
expensive) to repair rather than to replace 
an original feature.  However, these 
Guidelines are made to be flexible and serve 
as guidance for  creative design solutions.  
The format of the guidelines begins with 
an historical overview of the City of Kent 
and then continues to discuss the different 
architectural styles that can be found in Kent.  

Design Principles for a building addition 
or constructing a new building adjacent to 
historic properties are also discussed within 
the design guidelines. Finally, the issues of 
site considerations, accessibility, graphics 
and signage, building color, and demolition 
can be found.

The City of Kent, for the last decade or so, 
commissioned and developed several studies 
to assist with planning future directions.  
Each with their own purpose and differing 
authors, the studies lead us to compile 
these Guidelines.  The Bicentennial Plan, 
for instance, very much supports the efforts 
demonstrated here.  The time is right to see 
the results of the City’s planning efforts.

Historic preservation grows to be most 
successful when a community like Kent comes 
together with the same purpose in mind: to 
protect and reuse their historic resources. 
The Certified Local Government,  which is 
also a future option for Kent is sponsored 
by the Ohio Office of Historic Preservation 
program to encourage and acknowledge 
those communities with needed support, 
for processes like these described herein.  
Certified Local Governments, also known 
as CLG’s, work as a federal-state-local 
partnership.  The communities that become 
part of the CLG program benefit by receiving 
encouragement, education and funding 
through federal grants.  The process of the 
Design Guidelines is meant to protect and 
enhance the overall value of the property 
while accommodating a contemporary use. 
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In order to bring about a document that can 
be supported by the public, it was essential 
that there be public involvement in the process.  
Sponsored by the City of Kent, the Burbick 
Foundation, and Main Street Kent, this project 
began with stakeholder participation, has been 
sustained by public input, and will culminate 
with a presentation to the City Council.  

The committee responsible for following this 
project through to completion was comprised 
of building owners, design and planning 
professionals, real estate professionals, 
developers, Kent homeowners, a University 
representative, and other active members of the 
Kent community who met on a regular basis to 
review, critique, and react to recommendations.  
Because this committee was tireless in their 
efforts to review and improve the document, 
the Design Guidelines for the City of Kent is- 
well-vetted and particularly appropriate to the 
community.

In the initial stages, as history and documentation 
were gathered, stakeholders from many different 
corners of the Kent community gathered to 
share and learn about the Guidelines process.  
At two separate stakeholders meetings, business 
owners, homeowners, landowners, designers, 
folks from the City and from the University, 
developers, attorneys, and (of course) Main 
Street Kent and the Kent Historical Society, 
discussed their ideal visions for the city.  Even 

more exhilarating was the pride and passion 
with which each person described the current 
attributes of the Tree City. 

From these conversations, several goals were 
established.  (Goals are listed on page 3 in the 
“Development” section of these guidelines.)  
In order to invite input from another group 
of community members, these same goals 
were presented at a large and open public 
meeting held at the Kent Stage.  At the end 
of the meeting, the participants were invited 
to prioritize the goals passed on to them by 
the stakeholders groups.  Overwhelmingly, 
the top goal selected was:
“Perpetuate good design to help economic 
vitality and to sustain property values.”

The second goal selected was:
“The City can remain cohesive in visual 
identity.”

The two goals ranking third are:
“Better connection with the University” and
“Transition from Architectural Advisory Board 
to Architectural Review Board.”

Ranking these few goals ahead of the others 
does not diminish their significance entirely.  
The remaining goals may be lofty but also 
may be achieved by working toward the 
above priorities.
“Assist developer with guide to design.”

“Education. General Public should become 
aware of value of good design and the 
incentives to reach it.”
“Can we make Kent a fun place to be? A 
destination point for visitors.”
“Save significant structures, demolitions 
should be reviewed, as should what takes its 
place.”
“Define the boundaries of a district, but 
guidelines should help all of Kent.”

With the information gained from the 
stakeholder and public meetings, the 
consultants assembled this set of Design 
Guidelines.  The first and second draft copies 
were reviewed by the original committee.  
The presentation of the final draft was given 
at the April 22, 2009 City Council meeting.

This process meets the criteria for the 
Certified Local Government application 
requirements.  
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Good design and well-executed design 
guidelines have proven to be beneficial to 
both the property owner and the community 
because they sustain social and economic 
growth.  Individual property values are 
enhanced through good design, and 
collectively, these properties can greatly 
increase the appearance of an entire 
district.  The area becomes a destination 
that people want to visit and gives the city 
an identity.  A place is created where the 
community interacts, thereby strengthening 
the ties between its members and the 
surrounding area.  Activity supports local 
businesses including restaurants, retail,  and 
entertainment establishments.  The return 
on the investment in time and expense is 
to achieve good design in preservation, 
restoration, renovation, and new construction, 
a prolonged value that far exceeds the initial 
outlay investment.

Economic benefits (besides the obvious 
increase in pedestrian traffic) can include 
use of preservation grants and loans, 
rehabilitation tax credits, energy efficiency 
tax breaks, and participation in Certified 
Local Government grants and loans.

For more information on these 
and other programs try the 
following websites:

National Park Service,  •	
www.nps.gov

Ohio Preservation Office,  •	
www.ohiohistory.org/resource/histpres

Main Street Kent,  •	
www.mainstreetkent.org

City of Kent Community 			  •	
	 Development,  
www.kentohio.org/dep/comdev.asp

Design guidelines not only provide an 
opportunity to increase property value and 
appearance but become a tool in protecting 
the value of public and private investments.  
Areas that may be threatened by poorly- 
managed growth now have the opportunity 
to be managed by the community.  There is 
also the benefit of attracting good developers 
to a thriving well-maintained community.  
There Guidelines are a means to assist 
clients and their designers in preliminary 
design or maintenance work; they will help 
keep the character of the town intact and the 
community thriving.




