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A Quite Library Turns Up the Volume
Challenges, both expected and unforeseen, require a team’s adaptability, experience and, more
often than not, a cool head. The Auraria Library Renovation project was born from challenges,
which individually may not have been unique, but together created one of Saunders’ most
complex projects to date. From multi-institutional campus activity and funding, to multiple
stakeholder coordination and a 20-phase construction schedule, the project proved to be a labor
of long love — 29 months to be exact. All while maintaining operations… did we mention this
was an occupied remodel?
The Auraria library, located in downtown Denver on the Auraria Higher Education Campus
(AHEC), is the nation’s only tri-institutional academic library, shared by University of Colorado
Denver, Metropolitan State University of Denver and Community College of Denver.
Extensive renovations to this 180,000-square-foot building equipped the 40-year-old library with
flexible spaces and state-of-the-art technology to encourage research, creativity and collaboration
for over 51,000 students on the Auraria campus.
How a Challenge Becomes a Success
Funding for this project came from multiple sources including the State of Colorado, donors and
individual donations, which created the need for a complicated combination of construction
phases. First, State Phase 1 and Cash Phase 2 were completed concurrently, then our team moved
on to the bulk of the project, which was included under State Phase 2 and Cash Phase 3. Because
of this phasing schedule, AHEC had two project teams and two sets of drawings at any given
time throughout the project. Saunders’ team maintained consistent communication with

stakeholders by attending weekly meetings and preparing well in advance for the complexities of
the project phases.
Originally, there was a wish list of scope additions that did initially fit in the budget. Throughout
the project, the preconstruction team worked closely with the construction team and design team
to fit the owner’s wish list items into the scope and budget. In total, there were 100 owner change
orders and 500 RFIs. The team managed these through a strong relationship and constant
communication with the owner. At any given time, the team knew which owner changes were in
the pipeline, and they could plan ahead and work on developing these change orders before they
came up.
The Auraria library was not only required to remain open throughout the entirety of construction,
but it also maintained its normal operating hours of 7 a.m. to 10 p.m., seven days a week.
Ensuring the library was always operational required extensive communication, preparation and
coordination between the team and AHEC. The construction schedule and logistics were
carefully planned around the campus’ schedule between all three schools.
Safety Takes the Lead
Saunders did not close the library a single time throughout the three-year project. With an
estimated 5,000 visitors a day and a wide-open floor plan, safety played a significant role in this
renovation project. The project team planned extremely detailed logistics and schedules to
minimize every potential safety risk.
Employees were required to attend a site-specific, extensive orientation covering topics ranging
from site access to security. Employees were also to follow a code of conduct, which was
especially important as the library remained operational during construction and was located in a
highly trafficked area. Saunders maintained a clean job site, ensuring a workspace free of
hazards. Project management encouraged employees to report any unsafe behavior — promoting
open communication and transparent daily operations.

The team’s exterior work included replacing windows, landscape and relocating the library’s
main entrance. The library is located in the heart of the AHEC campus, surrounded by busy
campus roads and sidewalks that flood with students as classes let out. The team acquired the
campus’ daily class change schedules and planned deliveries and equipment moving during the
time slots where most students were in class.
The project was split into 20 sub-phases in order to complete the entire interior renovation of the
busy, occupied library. Each sub-phase was confined to a tightly partitioned off area of the
library and lasted two months on average. This frequent shifting around throughout the building
required critical planning and communication to cause the least amount of disturbance to library
operations and to ensure the safety of the staff and students. The project team communicated
with subcontractors, notifying them exactly where the construction team was within the library
before the subcontractors entered the building. Through this extensive planning and strict
logistics compliance, the team was able to keep construction separate from the active library.
Creating an Innovative Environment
A defining feature of the new library is the canary canopy that is draped around the new entrance
to the building. This statement piece was constructed from 100 aluminum panels covered with
2,000 water jet cut holes. This was a design-assist item, and the team spent a year studying the
design, logistics and materials prior to assembly. This unique design feature was assembled on
the ground and then lifted up and secured to the building, just two inches from the glass windows
that cover the exterior of the building.
Nearly every aspect of this project challenged our team to create innovative approaches to the
construction process. In the planning stages, our team spent two months working with the owner
and design team to understand critical areas and study the flow of students. They came up with
unique and highly efficient approaches to complete the project with 20 sub-phases that would
allow the library to stay open throughout the entirety of construction.
Through several thousand lineal feet of temporary partitions, our team tightly boxed themselves
in and rotated each sub-phase around in building. The team was also challenged with removing

asbestos throughout the entire building, as well as replacing every window. The windows,
totaling 34,000 sq. ft. of glass, were abated and replaced in special climate-controlled sections.
As for the asbestos, the entire scope of the project was carefully planned around each phase of
the abatement, with construction phases rotating around the building following behind each
abatement phase.
The project is seeking LEED Gold certification. LEED features in the library include energy
efficient lighting, windows and mechanical system, and the building also features daylight
harvesting. Additionally, renovations to the two courtyards added rain gardens to store and
harvest rain water from the building.
Ensuring Quality through Obstacles
The complexities of this project required a highly detailed and proactive Quality Control/Quality
Assurance (QA/QC) plan. In fact, the team’s extensive efforts with QA/QC on this project
helped develop new company-wide QA/QC policies and quality checklists for Saunders.
The 40-year-old library was in need of mechanical system upgrades, all of which were located
inside, at five various locations throughout the library. Building Information Modeling (BIM)
was used to map out the extremely tight mechanical rooms and assist the team in creating a
precise design, inch-by-inch. Saunders removed exterior walls in order to then slide in the new
mechanical systems, which took up a quarter of total construction budget.
As specific areas of the project were constructed, we tracked the progress of construction and
corresponding installation of various components by photographic documentation embedded
directly into the BIM model. Photographs were taken at regular intervals and linked to the
model in their respective location of the library providing a history of the construction progress.
We also utilized this technology to monitor, track and manage our QA/QC program to ensure
that deficiencies were corrected to the owner’s specifications.
Where Function meets Aesthetics

The libraries of today no longer bear resemblance to those of the past. This evolution is prevalent
in the Auraria Library, where the renovations reinvented the entire layout and function of the
building to meet the needs of how today’s students learn. The building now provides spaces for
active learning and resources that encourage discovery and innovation.
The first floor of the library engages students with collaborative spaces to foster creativity and
technological resources to cultivate innovation. There are two collaborative classrooms that
feature flexible furniture and high definition AV packages; a MakeLab featuring a 3D printer and
scanner with the support software to allow prototyping, modeling and augmented reality; the
Discovery Wall, a large digital wall for presenting and content collaboration; a photography
studio and a knowledge market featuring popular fiction books for students to check out and
offering research tutoring. Also added to the first floor are nine study alcoves made from a
panelized wood product that absorbs sound.
The library’s three large, open staircases are wrapped in acoustical baffles to prevent first-floor
noise from traveling upstairs and disturbing the quiet second-floor areas. The second floor
houses the library’s physical books and features six group study rooms and a large quiet study
room for students looking for a quiet environment. The Special Collections room on the second
floor is located in a controlled-environment that holds rare and unique documents, books and
other materials. Part of this space is used to digitally archive historic materials and special
collections.
Please visit this YouTube video for more information about the Auraria Library project:
https://youtu.be/vdPIDxjZl3w.
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