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Metro State students shine with new on-campus hotel
By BrUCE GOlDBErG
denver business journal

Call it bright ideas, a creative light, 
whatever fits.

Whatever served as the inspiration 
worked for Joe Costello, 30, who now can 
look up with pride and see three lighting 
fixtures he designed when he walks into 
the future student-run restaurant and 
mixology lab. It’s attached to the Hotel 
and Hospitality Learning Center, which 
includes the 150-room SpringHill Suites 
Denver Downtown hotel that opened 
Aug. 4.

“It’s really cool; this is my first profes-
sionally manufactured product,” says 
Costello, 30, who graduated with a bach-
elor of science degree in creative design 
from the School of Professional Studies 
at Metropolitan State University of Den-
ver in December. “It’s definitely a sense 
of pride for me. I competed against all my 
other classmates, and they selected mine. 
That’s an affirmation that I might be OK 
with that, that I’m taking the right path in 
life. 

“And it’s cool that something I made 
will be there long term, that I contributed 
back to the campus in some way.”

The restaurant and mixology lab was 
open one day a week during the semester. 
The plan is to open it Mondays through 
Thursdays starting in 2015. 

Denver-based LEI Companies Inc., the 
center’s design-build electrical subcon-
tractor, judged the competitive design 
project, which drew 13 entries. Also judg-
ing were RNL, Greg Fisher Lighting and 
Mortensen Construction. Architectural 
Custom Inc., of Riverside, Calif., custom-
made the three lights. 

The involvement of these companies is 
part of a trend of creating more business-
university collaborations, as institutions 
of higher education deal with severe bud-
get cuts in Colorado and elsewhere.

“I think they got the value of seeing 
process from start to finish,” said Rob 
Watkins, senior project manager at LEI 
Companies, which imposed a budget 
maximum of $850 for each student’s 
project. “They were free to come up with 
whatever they wanted to fit the space. ... 
They dealt with the factory, dealt with the 
materials, figured out how it looks to have 
to go through all the details and make it 
all work.”

Costello said, “This is the first time I had 
to work with fabricators and engineers, 
and it was about three months of going 
back and forth about correct placement of 
the bulbs within the fixture, so there’s no 
bright spots or hot spots. Also, they want-
ed the hardware hidden, so when you 
glance at it, you don’t really know how it 
went together.”

Other examples of business-university 
collaborations involving the hotel in-
clude: 

• Denver-based Sage Hospitality runs 
the hotel, where students work and can 
learn about all aspects of hotel opera-
tions: check-in, concierge, group sales 
conference center booking and events, 
catering, marketing, customer service 
and management. 

• The Denver offices of Mortensen and 
RNL ran a class about hospitality property 
management during hotel construction. 
Their employees lectured in the class and 
gave tours of the hotel site both during 
the first week of the semester and again 
15 weeks later. RNL designed the hotel; 
Mortensen built it.

• Other contributors to the hotel project 
include J. Willard and Alice S. Marriott 

Foundation, Marriott International Inc., 
Duray Colorado, The Redstone Group, 
Manitowoc Foodservice, AMI Mechani-
cal, Inc., BECPOS and NCR Corp., IMA 
Foundation, MSU Denver Alumni Asso-
ciation Board of Directors, Newmarket 
International Inc., Roth Distributing, 
Sub-Zero and Wolf. 

“It’s been a wonderful experience with 
the entire team,” said Chad Gruhl, chair-
man of the school’s Hospitality, Tourism 
and Events Department. “Everybody 
came in with a very different attitude than 
a normal construction project, where 
education was one of the primary goals. 

I think they’ve done an outstanding job, 
every single one of them.

“They’re [students] learning real life 
and what is actually going on in a ho-
tel, and what they need to know when it 
comes to an actual, real operation that’s 
making money.” 

Gruhl added that Metro State’s goal is 
for students to fill 80 percent of the hotel’s 
full-time jobs and that internships will 
start in the spring. 

Stephen Jordan, president of Metro 
State, is a strong backer of business-uni-
versity partnerships. “We see this as the 
model for the direction that as an institu-

tion, we’re going to have to go,” he said. 
“The board has told me to make as many 
public-private partnerships as I can to 
sustain the institution. 

“You can really put theory and practice 
together in a real-world setting, and that 
makes the graduates much more valuable 
to companies.”

Jordan said future and ongoing col-
laborations at Metro State include a new 
building for training aviation workers, a 
program to teach people about franchis-
ing and teacher education.
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Metro State student Bryce Walker (left) is also sales coordinator at Springhill Suites. anne Frye is director of sales and marketing at the hotel, and Chad Gruhl is a 
Metro State associate professor and chairman of the hospitality, tourism and events Department.
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Joe Costello, a recent graduate of Metro State, visits the student-run restaurant at Springhill Suites for the first time since his lights were installed. he engineered 
the winning lighting design.


