Designing Your Accessible Home
Working with a Specialized Architect
By (insert your name here)
Building or remodeling a home takes careful consideration. Most people want a home that reflects their personal tastes and that works within their budgets. A person with a disability and family faces the same considerations, but also needs their home to be accessible for optimal independent living. 
If you are considering accessibility in a home, here are some points to consider. 
Accessibility Audit & Checklist: Develop a checklist of accessibility issues for current and future situations. Accessibility affects everyone no matter age or abilities. Consider this as an opportunity to remove accessibility barriers and create an enabling live/work/play environment for all at home.

Flexibility in Space Layout , Current and Future Needs: Spaces free of encumbrances open up flexibilities in design planning for current & future needs
Tax write offs and other financial incentives: Investigate w/tax consultant in regards to Medical Deduction Law, Home Accessibility Upgrades relative to capital expenses.         

Accessibility Products and Resources: Integrate the marketplace advances in the design, manufacturing and construction industry

Where to begin!
Engage a home accessibility specialist: 

An architect who is knowledgeable & experienced in home accessibility from design and construction viewpoints. It is important to remember that every situation is different, yet accessibility design solutions should be such as to also include a broad-spectrum of people i.e., caregivers & family members irrespective of age & abilities. 
*ADA (The Americans with Disabilities Act) was legislated into law in 1990, thus prohibiting discrimination on the basis of disability in the areas of employment, public services, public accommodations, transportation and telecommunications. However, ADA is a civil legislation and it’s intent, goals and purpose form the basis of broad-based accessibility in the American Society, it does not apply to private homes.. 
A general practice architect is likely familiar with ADA accessibility compliance issues applicable to the building types i.e., offices, institutional/commercial/industrial buildings etc., but not necessarily the accessibility issues encountered as part of daily aspects of human functions i.e., sleeping, watching TV, bathing, cooking etc. This paradigm is called “universal design” (UL) or “design for all”. In essence, the principles of universal design facilitate creating an enabling live/work/play environment.     
Working with a home accessibility specialist “architect” means openly sharing information about disability issues i.e., obstructions to barrier free live/work/play home environment. You should provide your own list of ideas about the accessibilities needs/preferences in order for the architect to better understand your situation for designing accessibility solutions i.e, pocket doors, lever faucets, toggle light switches, knee space under the counter tops, motion/occupancy sensors, keyless entry, intelligent thermostats and many more.      

What to Consider When Hiring an Architect
During the initial consultation with an architect, you will get the chance to learn about his/her design philosophy and style. It’s a perfect opportunity to ask questions and talk about your ideas. You’ll need to discuss fees, timelines and expectations, of course, but here are some questions you may want to start with:
1. Why did you decide to specialize in accessibility focused architecture? This is a great question to open with, as it gets the architect talking about his/her passion and motivation to work with people who have disabilities. It sets the mood, allowing you to use this starting point to share your own hopes and dreams for your home. 

2. What is your availability? How will you address client’s concerns and requests? An architect may have a great design philosophy and a stellar portfolio, but if she’s unreachable most of the time, or insensitive to your & family’s needs, he/she may not be the right person for the job. 

3. What percentage of projects come in under budget and on schedule? There are many issues related to construction that may affect finishing a project on schedule and within budget (i.e. permit delays, builder/vendor and product availability related issues). A good architect should be confident in his/her ability to design a project within the allocated budget and schedule, ensuring there are few surprises or delays. 

4. What is your involvement during the construction phase? Depending on your project, you may hire an architect to draw up plans that your contractor will implement independently, or you may want the architect to work with the contractor from the project’s inception to it’s completion. 

5. Can you show me past design work? This is a great opportunity to see an architect’s overall style. The work portfolio may include photos and drawings, and may include testimonials from past clients. Review everything carefully and ask questions about the projects that look similar to your own. Contact the architect’s previous clients for more insight. 

Once you’ve decided to hire a home accessibility specialized architect, ask him/her to prepare an American Institute of Architects (AIA) developed professional services contract for review and execution. This contract details both your responsibilities and the architect’s responsibilities. 

Be sure to have an attorney review the contract for modifications of conditions, if any, pertinent to scope of professional services. Here are some key conditions that should be addressed:

· The scope of work is defined in sufficient detail; 

· A complete project development phase (design) schedule is included ; 

· The fee payment schedule is tied to project phases and completion 

· Project delivery and architect involvement (Design, Design Build, Construction Management etc. is clearly spelled out. 

Planning for a new home or a remodeling project can be both exciting and daunting. An architect experienced in home accessibility can be just the right resource you need to help you/family live comfortably in the accessible home of your dreams.
The scope of design services vary slightly depending on new construction or remodeling. However, they comprise generally of following stages. 
1) Design & Design Development: (hourly basis until sign off): (an order of magnitude cost estimate can be prepared at the completion of this stage) 

2) Documents Preparation: Permitting & Bidding (% fee basis on estimated/projected cost of construction.

3) Construction (the Architect’s involvement can be limited to observation and/or full oversight including project administration and management) hourly or fee percentage.
Project Delivery: There are several delivery methodologies at your disposal to choose from depending on scope of work i.e: new construction or remodeling an existing home.

Design/Build

Lump Sum (General Contractor) 

Construction Management

Time and Material

The optimal choice may depend on level of your knowhow, involvement, input and availability and ability to manage the process. Experience has shown that sometimes a construction management delivery methodology may offer benefits of cost savings and greater project control. This allows a construction manager engages in negotiations and manages the various trades with the understanding that savings in cost and time schedule are shared based on agreement between you and the manager. This agreement can be based on phased completion or monthly. 
Good Design is Easy to Spot

When reviewing an architect’s past design work, you should look for accessibility solutions that are tailored to the previous client’s disability. Don’t be shy to ask more about the client’s project and what considerations went into the design. A design chosen based on universal accessibility may include:

· Ease of window operability 

· Usage of maintenance free materials 

· Optimized light, power and communications locations 

· Selection of appropriate appliances, fixtures and hardware (i.e. faucets/door levers)

· (Insert your bio here.  The following is Mary Anne’s example:

Mary Anne Ehlert is the founder and President of Protected Tomorrows®, an advocacy company that provides comprehensive life planning that addresses the educational, residential, financial, legal, health care, government benefits, employment and recreational needs of the individual with special needs. For more information on becoming a Protected Tomorrows® Advocate, or working with an Advocate near you to help out with life planning, contact info@protectedtomorrows.com or visit www.protectedtomorrows.com.  If you have specific questions, please feel free to e-mail Mary Anne at mehlert@protectedtomorrows.com.)
