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    Architects design private and 
public buildings and are 
responsible for the structural 
elements that determine 
accessibility for people with 
disabilities. Assessing factors that 
range from the utilization of 
interior space to lot configurations, 
architects prepare plans and 
specifications for new buildings 

and the alteration of existing buildings. Most of the buildings that we fondly 
call "home" were envisioned by an architect.      
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    Experience with universal design is 
a valuable asset for an architect and 
an important subject during an 
interview. Universal design is a term 
that signifies a general orientation to 
design rather than a specific style of 
design. Universal design recognizes 
the advantages of inclusiveness in 
design, encouraging the design of 
products, buildings, and spaces that 
function equally well for people of 
different ages, abilities, and 
disabilities. When Frank Lloyd 
Wright instructed, "...the ensemble of 
the rooms should then be carefully 
considered that comfort and utility 
may go hand in hand with beauty.", 
he appears to have anticipated the 
integration of aesthetics and function 
throughout the lifecycle that is the 
foundation of universal design. 
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American architects are licensed, passing the 
Architect Registration Examination 
following the completion of their formal 
education and a three-year training period. 
Most architects are educated in schools 
accredited by the National Architectural 
Accrediting Board (NAAB), although some 
states will allow an architect to proceed to 
licensure from a college that is not NAAB 
accredited. Approximately one-third of all 
licensed architects are reported to receive 
certification by the National Council of 
Architectural Registration Boards (NCARB), 
a requirement for interstate license 
reciprocity. 
 
     The comprehensive training of architects 
reflects their broad range of function. 
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Architecture requires a meaningful 
understanding of community standards 
and cultural norms as well as technical 
expertise.   In addition to the technical 
knowledge reflected in pre-construction 
feasibility studies, an architect must know 
the federal, state and local laws that 
require compliance. These laws include 
building codes, environmental laws, fire 
service regulations, accessibility 
standards, zoning laws and other land use 
regulations. Architects must also be 
familiar with the function of building 
systems, including, plumbing, electricity, 
alarms, communication, air-conditioning, 
heating, refrigeration, and 
ventilation.   Architects visit construction 
sites before submission of preliminary 
plans to a prospective client.  At the 

“…rooms"should"then"be"carefully"considered"that"comfort"and"utility"may"go"

hand"in"hand"with"beauty.”"Frank"Lloyd"Wright"
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conclusion of the site inspection, the architect 
meets with a client to review two-dimensional 
designs and construction drawings, called 
computer-aided design and drafting (CADD) 
and three-dimensional building information 
modeling (BIM). Architects conduct 
environmental impact studies that evaluate the 
social as well as the physical impact of a 
building and its landscaping upon the 
surrounding environment.  
 
     Formal education in universal design 
distinguishes the training of a contemporary 
architect. The concept of universal design was 
introduced during the 1960’s by English 
architect Selwyn Goldsmith, although the term 
“universal design” wasn’t used until the 
1980’s. American architect Ronald Mace is 
acknowledged as the first person to use this 
term. Mace is reported to have suggested the 
term “universal design” because it reflects the 
advantages of construction that is useful  to 
people of different ages and physical capacities 
 
     Disability is not viewed as a remarkable 
condition within the universal design tradition. 
Instead, disability is understood as an ordinary 
human experience within the context of aging. 
This approach to design received international 
recognition in 1963 when Selwyn Goldsmith 
published Designing for the Disabled. This 
manual contained architectural plans that create 
physical access to buildings for people with 
disabilities. 
 
     The research upon which Goldsmith based 
the 1967 revision of Designing for the Disabled 
involved interviews of 284 residents in 
Norwich, England who used wheelchairs. 
Goldsmith wanted to understand the physical 
world from their shared perspective.  During 
the 1970’s, Goldsmith made two revisions of 
Designing for the Disabled, and he later 
published Designing for the Disabled: A New 
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Paradigm (1997) and Universal Design 
(2000). 
 
        Goldsmith’s experience as a person 
with a disability was a catalyst to his 
professional interests. Goldsmith 
contracted polio and developed permanent 
physical disability shortly after completing 
his college education in London. As 
Goldsmith painfully recalls in Designing 
for the Disabled: A New Paradigm, “I was 
removed to hospital and transformed from 
being a regular able-bodied person into a 
cripple.” Later in his book, Goldsmith 
describes an adaptive approach to his 
personal disability that reflects the spirit of 
universal design; disability, for Goldsmith, 
“…was simply a matter of coping with 
what had happened and carrying on.” 
 
     Throughout his career, Goldsmith 
emphasized the practical advantages of 
universal design. The dropped curb that 
Goldsmith designed remains useful in the 
21st century, enduring as a powerful 
symbol of universal design’s practical 
orientation. The dropped curb is helpful not 
only to people with mobility impairments 
who use wheelchairs but, also, to kids on 
bikes, parents pushing strollers, and folks 
heading home from work with carts filled 
with groceries. As Goldsmith noted, in 
Universal Design, “Broadly speaking, 
universal design means that the products 
that designers design are universally 
accommodating, that they cater 
conveniently for all users… including 
people with disabilities.” 
 
     Goldsmith’s work influenced Ronald 
Mace, Research Professor in the 
Architecture Department at North 

Continued…!
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Carolina’s State University School of Design 
and founder of the Center for Universal 
Design. Mace, who contracted polio as a nine-
year-old boy, used a wheelchair. As a young 
architect, Mace became an advocate for 
legislation that would protect the right of 
access to public buildings for people with 
disabilities. In 1973, a decade after the 
publication of Goldsmith’s first book, North 
Carolina passed the nation’s original building 
code to mandate physical accessibility in 
public buildings.  This early building code was 
instrumental role in later federal protections of 
the civil rights of people with disabilities as 
reflected in the Fair Housing Amendments Act 
of 1988 and The Americans with Disabilities 
Act of 1990.  
 
     Thirty-five years after the publication of 
Goldsmith’s first book, Mace affirmed 
Goldsmith’s vision of the inclusive nature of 
disability and its significance for architecture 
in "Designing for the 21st Century: An 
International Conference On Universal 
Design". Universal design, Mace contended 
“actually assumes the idea, that everybody has 
a disability... We all become disabled as we 
age and lose ability, whether we want to admit 
it or not." Ten days before Mace died in 1998, 
he offered a unifying vision of universal 
design at the first international conference on 
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this subject, held at Hofstra University in 
Long Island. “Universal design broadly 
defines the user.”, Mace remarked. " It’s a 
consumer market driven issue. Its focus is 
not specifically on people with disabilities, 
but all people.” 
 
      When selecting an architect, it is 
important to assess their familiarity with 
legislation that is relevant to construction 
and remodeling within the context of 
disability. The Americans with Disabilities 
Act (ADA) is notable for its identification 
of appropriate living standards for people 
with disabilities. The ADA responds to the 
need for access by people with disabilities. 
ADA requirements pertain to state and local 
government buildings, commercial 
buildings, and those private buildings that 
serve the public (places of public 
accommodation). ADA standards are not 
required for homes that are owned and used 
by private citizens.  However, knowledge of 
ADA standards is an asset in the choice of 
an architect for a personal home because 
these standards enhance accessibility and 
safety. 
 
     The standards of Federal civil rights 
legislation have been incorporated into 
modern building codes and are enforceable. 

New!construction!and!renovated!buildings!are!approached!within!a!gestalt!that!
encompasses!structural!elements,!social!norms,!federal!law,!municipal!codes,!and!the!
surrounding!physical!environment.!Issues!of!civil!rights!are!integral!to!architecture!
plans,!as!reflected!in!the!principles!of!universal!design!that!evolved!from!concerns!in!the!
1960’s!for!rudimentary!accessibility.!Universal!design!emphasizes!the!compatibility!of!
aesthetic!appeal!and!effective!function!throughout!the!lifecycle!in!products,!buildings,!
and!spaces.!Disability!is!understood!to!be!an!ordinary!human!experience!that!is!
inevitable!within!the!context!of!aging.!Architects!design!the!structural!elements!of!
public!and!private!buildings!that!ensure!accessibility!for!people!with!disabilities.!

An"architect’s"specifications"integrate""

Technical"knowledge"and"creative"vision."

Continued…!
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The Americans with Disabilities Act 
Accessibility Guidelines (ADAAG) and the 
Fair Housing Accessibility Guidelines 
(FHAG) contain building standards 
relevant to people with disabilities and are 
examples of federal mandates that evolved 
from civil rights legislation. The goal of 
these standards is the inclusion of 
Americans with disabilities in the built 
environment to facilitate their full 
participation in the activities of everyday 
life. The United States Access Board 
periodically updates the ADAAG, and 
compliance with these specifications 
becomes mandatory when government 
bodies adopt them. The Department of 
Justice and the Department of 
Transportation rely upon the ADAAG to 
set legal standards for accessibility. 
 
     The most widely recognized American 
building code has been identified as the 
International Building Code (IBC).  The 
goal of the IBC, developed by the 
International Code Council (ICC) and 
updated at three-year intervals, is to 
maintain standards that ensure building 
safety. The ICC views the ADAAG and the 
FHAG as minimum acceptable standards 
and is committed to meeting or exceeding 
these standards.  
 
     Before the specification of IBC 
standards, the American National 
Standards Institute (ANSI) holds a series of 
public hearings. Input is encouraged from a 
wide variety of individuals and groups, 
including disability advocates and 
representatives of federal agencies. 
Following the conclusion of this process, 
voting members of the ICC, code 
enforcement officials, and fire officials 
arrive at a consensus concerning issues of 
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public safety and the public’s best 
interests.  Technical standards are updated at 
five year intervals, including standards for 
building accessibility that have been 
published since 1961.  Accessibility 
standards are published as the IBC’s 
“ICC/ANSI A117.1 Accessible and Usable 
Buildings and Facilities”. A majority of 
federal and state standards for accessibility 
are based upon ICC/ANSI A117.1. 
 
     Minimal standards of accessibility in a 
private home are often reported to include 
one barrier-free entrance and exit, a first-
floor wheel-chair accessible bathroom, 
kitchen, and bedroom with a multi-use 
connecting room that can be occupied by a 
personal care attendant. However, accessible 
architecture in a home includes much more 
than a step-free, single level home with grab 
bars in the shower stall, lever handles on 
wide doors, reachable switches that can be 
used with one hand, and wide entrances, 
doors, and hallways. Other suggestions 
include: 
•        turning spaces for wheelchairs in 
appropriate locations throughout the house 
•        motion-sensing light switches and 
other controls 
•        accessible first-floor washing machine 
and dryer unit that is raised and front 
loading                                     
•         shallow kitchen sink with accessible 
faucet, knee space underneath for a 
wheelchair, and insulated hot-water pipes 
and drain line to prevent burns 
•         oven mounted on a wall with a side-
hinged door and insulated pull-out shelf 
•        level floors that are glare-free, smooth 
and slip-resistant 
•        accessible exit on each floor of the 
home with an exterior place of refuge such 

Continued…!
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as a porch on floors above the first floor 
•        hard-wired smoke and carbon 
monoxide  alarm system that connects to a 
monitoring station and provides audible alarm 
sounds as well as flashing lights for visual 
signals 
•         intercom and telephone systems and a 
door bell that provides visual signals as well 
as sound 
•         optimal levels of glare-free lighting 
throughout the house to facilitate sign 
language and lip reading and to decrease falls 
•        night light systems to guide bathroom 
trips and reduce falls 
•        residential elevators 
•        room for a caregiver, adjacent to the 
master bedroom or in a separate location with 
a communication system 
•        wide garages with storage space for 
assistive equipment used when traveling 
•         a cooktop installed on top of a counter 
with knee space for a wheelchair underneath 
•        stairs with continuous handrails on both 
sides  
•        solid mount grab bar anchoring systems 
for decorative grab bars inside, and adjacent 
to preexisting tub/shower units 
•        decorative grab bars mounted next to 
toilets 
•        raised toilet seats 
•        bathrooms with turn-around and transfer 
space 
•        folding bathtub seats and 
transfer  benches 
•        manually powered hoist and sling 
equipment 
•        pre-fabricated curb-less showers for use 
with a wheelchair, or 
•        pre-fabricated walk-in bathtubs 
•        retro-fitted tub liner    
•        wall-mounted shower seat 
•        adjustable slide-bar shower head 
•        use of decorative grab bars for towel 
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racks 
•        decorative adhesive material on tub and 
shower floors for  traction 
•        non-slip finish over pre-existing 
ceramic tiles in the bathroom for traction 
•        reverse hinges on bathroom and shower 
doors so that doors swing outward, making it 
easier and faster for a caretaker to help in 
case of an accident 
•        expandable offset door hinges to create 
greater width for wheelchairs and walkers 
•        wide  bathroom doors that will 
accommodate a standard/transport 
wheelchair, with lever style door handles  
 
     The realities of disability are integral to 
function in architecture, and are critical 
safety issues. For example, multiple, new fire 
extinguishers in a home or office are useless 
to a person who uses a wheelchair unless 
they can be reached and lifted.  Slip-resistant 
floor materials are documented to protect 
against fall-related injuries, but these 
materials must also be suitable for the use of 
assistive equipment by people with 
ambulatory disabilities. Communication 
equipment is recognized as integral to 
accessibility. However, intercoms, 
telephones, and doorbells may be useless for 
individuals with hearing impairment unless 
visual signals supplement sound. Smoke and 
carbon monoxide detectors without visual 
and auditory signals may also be ineffective 
for people with sensory disabilities, and 
connection to a central monitoring station can 
be instrumental in the rescue of people with 
physical and developmental disabilities. 
 
     Consultation between architects and 
healthcare professionals who are familiar 
with specific disability issues may be helpful 
to clients with disability and caregivers. 
Occupational therapists, audiologists, and 
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ophthalmologists can clarify mobility, 
hearing, sight and communication issues that 
may have implications for a building’s 
design. Lighting, for example, deserves 
attention.  Appropriate lighting, for example, 
facilitates the use of sign language and lip 
reading and reduces falls. Approximately one 
of every three Americans over the age of 65 
falls at least once a year. Background sound 
is another important issue. Appliances and 
mechanical systems that generate 
background noise can be disruptive to people 
with hearing loss. 
 
     Architects consult with clients about their 
wishes, offering informed and realistic 
guidance. They provide detailed, written 
estimates of costs associated with a project, 
and receive their client’s written 
agreement.  Architects return to the 
construction site at appropriate intervals to 
assess the quality and progress of on-going 
work. They keep their clients informed of the 
project’s status. Clients are notified in 
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writing if there are problems with 
construction or if the architect anticipates 
that the building cannot be occupied at the 
expected time. The architect offers 
solutions or approaches to developing 
problems and receives the client’s written 
consent to plans and costs before 
implementation.  
 
     It may be advisable to interview more 
than one licensed architect and to inquire 
about familiarity with ADAAG, building 
code, universal design, and professional 
experience. It may also be helpful to 
describe your current living and work 
situation and to anticipate changes in your 
environment. Disclosure of this 
information can help an architect to guide 
you in a realistic discussion of choices for 
your home.  
 
     A good architect should be able to 
“translate” technical specifications into a 
home that will embrace you and your 
dreams. 




