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Introduction 

 
 
 

So, you must be considering building a custom home. You 
may be one of those people who has always dreamed of 
designing, building and living in a custom home with 
everything just the way you want it and unique to your family.  
 

However, most of my clients come to me because they are 
ready to move but just can’t find the right house for them. 
Once you get to a certain place in your life, you don’t want to 
compromise on the things you want. There are a couple of 
houses that come close in your price range, but let’s face it, if 
you’re spending that much money, shouldn’t it have 
everything you are dreaming of? 
 

Building a custom home comes to mind and sounds kind 
of exciting. But there’s a catch – it’s scary! You may have 
heard horror stories from family, friends and colleagues. 
You’re busy. It’s a lot of money. And what if, after all of that 
work, you end up with a house that’s just okay anyway? That 
would be terrible. 
 

I understand that you’ve never done this before and you 
just want to get it right. I can help you do that. 
 

After nearly 20 years as a residential architect I have seen 
most of the pitfalls. This book is intended as a resource for you 
before you begin your project. There is so much to learn. 
These are all the things I wish I had time to tell every one of 
my clients in our initial meeting. 
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Custom home building is different than simply buying a 
newly constructed home. You or someone you know may have 
purchased a home in a new subdivision based on the tour of a 
model. You can customize your home to a certain degree but 
you are still purchasing from a production builder. Today, 
many builders are not really builders in the sense of old world 
craftsmanship. Instead, they are construction managers who 
coordinate subcontractors. 
 

There is a big difference between a truly custom home and 
a production built new home. I have seen beautiful production 
homes. They have been built many times and all the details 
have been worked out over those construction jobs. A custom 
home is only built once and fine-tuned to exactly how your 
family lives. All the details of structure, aesthetics and 
personality are unique.  
  

As a residential architect, my overall purpose is to educate 
and guide my clients through the custom home process. The 
information in this book is broad, and I hope helpful, but a 
custom home project is personal and specific. 
 

I truly believe that if you start strong on a solid 
foundation, the process can be positive, rewarding and 
enjoyable. With the right guidance, building your custom 
home will result 
in the perfect 
house that meets 
your needs and 
dreams. This is 
where your life 
happens; it should 
support your best 
life. When you 
finish this book, my hope is that you will know where to start. 
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Chapter 1: Where to Begin 
 
 
 

The custom home design process is foreign to most 
people. It’s not complicated; it’s just that most people build 
their dream home once. While it is always nice for me to 
have returning clients, it is far more likely that you will only 
go through this process one time. Wouldn’t it be nice to get it 
right? 

 
So what should you start with? Like all large, once-in-a-

lifetime projects (weddings, college selection), you must 
consider multiple areas all at once. 

• Where do you want to live? 
• How much house do you need? 
• What kind of house do you want? 
• What is a realistic budget for you? 

 
All of these answers are interrelated and all of them will 

help shape your dream into a reality that makes you proud. 
 

The best place to start is in your current home. Define 
what you have and what you like about it. More importantly, 
define what you’re missing. Maybe you love your kitchen but 
need more storage. Maybe your bedroom is too small but you 
love the way the light comes into it. 
 
Define your daily patterns: 

• Where do you read? 
• Where do you drop things when you come 
home? 
• Where do you put your shoes on? 
• Where and how do you entertain? 
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The good news is you already know the answers to all 
these questions. You know what works and what doesn’t. 
You just need to write it all down. You also need to 
determine if the custom home building process is for you. 
This is defined more by your mindset than a dollar amount. 
You need to have the drive to endure a long process and the 
time to do a lot of work. 
 
Control the Project by Starting with An Architect 
 

Yes, I know it sounds greatly self-serving and a little 
arrogant to believe that every project should start, progress 
and end with me. However, consider this common scenario. 

 
Homeowner Mrs. Smith goes to open houses to see what 

she likes from local builders. She finds a builder she likes and 
sets a meeting. With a deposit from Mrs. Smith, this builder 
hires an architect to sit down with the client and produce 
some design drawings. Preliminary bids look good. The 
builder hires the architect to produce Construction 
Documents. The builder works up final costs and a contract. 

 
After reviewing all of this Mrs. Smith hears a little voice 

in the back of her head: “How do I know this is a good price? 
I wonder what someone else would charge me. Does he use 
the best/cheapest/fastest subcontractors? Are all of the 
finishes and appliances what I am expecting?” 
 

Mrs. Smith calls the architect: “Can I run this by another 
builder? I’m just not sure.” 

Architect: “No.” 

Mrs. Smith: “Why not? They are plans for my house.” 

Architect: “Unfortunately the contract is between me 
and the builder. He owns the rights to the plans.” 

Mrs. Smith: “But I paid him to pay you.” 

Architect: “I know. Unfortunately you started off giving 
away your control.” 
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Always, always, always start with an architect. You, as 
the homeowner, want to own the plans. You want control 
through the entire process and that control starts with the 
ability to bid out the job. If your contractor produces the 
drawings or pays to have the drawings done he owns the 
plans. You will not have the right to bid or build with another 
contractor. 

 
By starting with an architect, you are also hiring an 

advocate. My job is to protect your interests throughout the 
entire process. My mantra: 

 

It’s Your Money, Your Time,  
Your Home 

 
Starting with an architect will benefit you in many ways: 
 

• You will get a better price when builders are bidding 
against each other. This is not adversarial; it’s just 
business. Healthy competition keeps everyone’s 
pencils sharp. 

• You will establish a simple one-to-one relationship 
with your architect. Throughout the project you will 
have a professional on your side with no financial 
pulls to give you anything but the best answer.  

• You own your plans and control your project right 
from the beginning. This is the key to having a great 
experience building a home. 

 

Finding a Qualified Architect 
 

There are many benefits to hiring an architect to design 
your home: thoroughness, knowledge, passion, the 
undeniable thrill of taking a call during a design meeting and 
asking your colleague if you can call them back because you 
are in a meeting with your architect. 
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Who doesn’t need an unbiased 
advocate in a once in a lifetime 

project? 
 

 
Anyone can call themselves a designer, draftsman, home 

plan expert or anything similar. To design a home, there are 
no regulations and no requirements for professional 
insurance, continuing education or conflict resolution. To 
become a registered architect, however, is a rigorous process 
overseen by state boards and standardized nationally. (If 
you’re thinking of becoming an architect, look at 
www.ncarb.org ) 

 
Before you can sit for the registration exam, you must 

graduate from an accredited architecture school with a 
master’s degree or a professional bachelor’s degree. You 
must also participate in an Intern Development Program 
under the guidance of a registered architect for at least three 
years. Then, you can sit for the difficult, eight-section exam 
that only 60 percent of prospective architects pass the first 
time. 

 
Once an architect is registered, she can legally work on 

any type of project. (Most states recognize another state’s 
registry. Florida and California have some additional 
requirements.)  
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She can seal a set of drawings for a single-car garage 
addition or a skyscraper of unlimited stories. There is no 
formal process to determine a specialty in residential or any 
other type of architecture. It is left up to the architect (and 
their potential clients) to determine what projects they are 
qualified to take on. 

 
Earlier in my career, I took on a project that neither I nor 

my employer was prepared for. It was a poor experience for 
us and for the client. While I do believe that pushing your 
comfort zone is how you grow, I know now to only accept 
projects I am qualified for. Through my years as a registered 
architect, I have built an excellent professional support 
system. If I can put together the right team for a project, I will 
take it. Otherwise, I refer them to a group that might be a 
better fit. 

 
Commercial building plans are more regulated than 

residential plans. In all 50 states, architectural plans for 
commercial buildings must be signed and sealed by a 
registered architect. Signing and sealing a set of technical 
drawings is a legal statement that I, as a registered architect, 
am the author of these drawings and I take full professional 
responsibility for their viability and safety. The seal is a 
graphic that goes on the drawing, usually in the title block. 
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The signing is the architect taking responsibility. This 
architect must be registered with the state and hold 
professional liability insurance. 

 
For residential architecture, the rules are different 

everywhere. Some states require an architect’s seal and some 
don’t; however, some municipalities require the seal and so 
do some building communities. In some cases, the seal is 
only required if the home is above a certain size. For 
example, the State of Ohio does not require that residential 
plans be sealed by an architect. However, the City of 
Oakwood, Ohio does require a seal. Call your local building 
code office to find out what rules apply to your project. 
Remember also, every building department reserves the right 
to require a set of sealed plans if they determine it is needed. 

 
These issues become complicated if you did not start with 

an architect and then find out a seal is required. “Plan 
stamping” occurs when an architect applies his seal to a set of 
drawings he did not produce. This is both illegal and 
unethical. It is also strictly enforced. Penalties for such 
professional misconduct may include reprimand, revocation 
of license, fines, and being found guilty of aiding and 
abetting an unlicensed person to practice architecture. This 
may sound extreme, but bad plans could be unsafe. 

  
All of this means that there is no professional designation 

of residential versus commercial architect. You need to be 
prepared to ask questions when you meet your architect to 
determine if they are suited to your project:  
 

• What are their current projects? 
• What were their last three completed projects? How 

successful were they? 
• What type of projects do they like to do? 
• Do they have a list of references? 
• Can you walk through any of their recently completed 

projects? 
• What services are provided? 
• How do they charge for their services? 
• Do they offer options based on your needs? 
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Case Study: The Fifes 
 
The Fifes came to me through 
a home builder, Brian, who I 
had worked with previously. 
They had met Brian at one of 
his open house events. 
 
They showed him a set of 
plans they had hired a home 
designer to draw up. It was 
clear that they were not 
excited about the plans but 
they told Brian they could live 
with it and make it their own 
after they moved in. 
 
Right away, Brian told them 
that is not how they should 
feel about their custom home 
and that they should consider 
talking to me. 
 
We met and they described a 
modest yet modern home with 
an open feeling that would 
support and show off their art 
collection. The home was 
already taking shape in my 
mind. 

 
 

Toward the end of the meeting, 
they asked if I would like to see 
what the first designer came up 
with. I was curious, so I said 
“Sure.” 
 
I couldn’t believe that they had 
described the same details to 
their previous designer. The 
plans were for a traditional 
house; nice enough, but nothing 
like what they were describing 
to me as their dream home. 
They hired me. 
 
We worked together through 
the entire process and the Fifes 
LOVE their new home. It is 
important that you be heard. 
 
If you don’t feel like this is 
YOUR project, you are 
working with the wrong person. 

 
Even though you may not be required to hire a registered 

architect, the number one benefit is to have an unbiased 
professional on your side. There are literally hundreds of 
decisions you will have to make. The way my services are 
structured, my only allegiance is to you. Everyone else 
working on your project has something to lose or gain based 
on your decisions. Who doesn’t need an unbiased advocate in 
a once in a lifetime project? 

 
This will be a long project. You want to like your 

architect, so don’t make this decision in haste. (Unless you’re 
hiring me, then I promise to be likeable.) 
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Does an architect have to be local? 
 

As recently as five years ago I would have said that to 
have a successful project, the architect must be local. 
However, the internet has changed everything. I now have 
successfully designed a number of projects long distance. 
There are a few key times that you must meet face to face. 
 

• Initial meeting and site visit: If this is prior to a signed 
full architectural services contract, be prepared to pay 
for this as a consultation with travel costs. This fee 
may be applied to the first billing of a full contract. 

 
• Middle of Design Development for materials and 

details: This can happen at the architect’s office. 
 
• End of Construction Documents for final design 

review: Builder interviews should happen at this time. 

8 



• Construction Administration should be negotiated: If 
the project is far enough away to require plane travel 
and an overnight stay it is difficult to make it there as 
often as required to perform complete Construction 
Administration. In this instance I hire a local architect 
or engineer that can be my eyes and ears during the 
construction period. I think four visits at critical times 
during construction would be a good balance. 

 
Do investigate what the rules are in your state and area 

and make sure the architect you hire knows them. States 
register architects but most will honor other state’s 
credentials. Personally, I am registered and in good standing 
with NCARB (National Council of Architectural 
Registration Boards) as well as the State of Ohio and can 
get reciprocity registration with most states. 
 
What to Bring To Your First Meeting 

 
It’s impossible to bring the wrong thing to your first 

meeting with your architect. Your ideas are the right thing. The 
most helpful thing you can do before you meet with your 
architect is to know what you want – at least kind of. 
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Your important contribution to the design process is to 
have things as clear in your mind as possible. Take your time 
getting ready for this first meeting. And remember, you are 
meeting with an architect; anything that you can bring in 
picture form is appreciated. Some architects are gifted both 
verbally and graphically, but it is true that a picture is worth a 
thousand words. 

 
Make a computer file and bring your tablet to share, clip 

magazine ads that show a staircase you love (even though the 
ad is for soap) and definitely bring pictures of what you are 
expecting the exterior to look like. 

 
It is perfectly acceptable to not have all of the answers. 

Actually, it can be quite helpful if some of these things are 
fluid. Be prepared to discuss these things: 

 
Square Footage 
Think about the way you live in your current home. Is it 

currently too small or are you looking forward to 
downsizing? Do you need certain areas to be larger? Think 
about how many bedrooms and bathrooms you need as well 
as what type of space you need for entertaining. Do you need 
a dining room? (See Chapter 2). As you consider square 
footage, think also about your budget. Larger usually means 
more expensive, but that is complicated. 

 
Site Selection 
It is best if you have a site in mind. It is impossible to 

quote a project without knowing basic site info. It may also 
be best if you haven’t actually purchased the property in case 
the home you want is not possible on the site. Consider how 
much home you can fit on the lot you’ve picked out. Look up 
setbacks and covenants to see how much distance there needs 
to be from your home to your neighbor’s. 

 
Neighborhood covenants can be very important. They can 

govern anything from the style and size of the home to the 
exterior finishes and colors. If you’ve already bought a lot, 
your architect needs to know those rules before she can start 
designing.  
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Budget 
 
You don’t have to have a hard number at this stage, a 

range will do. I need to know if you are trying to get as much 
space as you can for a certain range or if you are trying to 
keep the house smaller but want to use upgraded materials 
and finishes. 

 
Style 

 
Don’t get hung up on names and definitions here, just 

show what appeals to you. Bring lots of pictures from all 
kinds of sources. If you like elements in your current home, 
bring pictures of them. The styles don’t have to all be the 
same, either. My job is to make all of the ideas come together 
into your house. 

 
My most important job is to understand what you want. 

The clearer your communication is to me, the more 
accurately I can translate what you want into built form. After 
a meeting where we sit down and go over all of your gathered 
information, I will write out and send you a proposal. 

 
The proposal will include fee estimates, proposed 

timeline, and legal descriptions of what services will be 
provided. If your architect’s proposal looks good to you, then 
the real fun begins! 
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What to Expect from your Architect 
 

First and foremost, expect your architect to be your 
advocate. My role is to be an impartial voice throughout the 
process of getting you what you want and need. As with all 
professional services, most of the process is defined by the 
client. What I give you is what you need and that is different 
for everyone. 
 

Some people focus more on light, so we spend more time 
on site selection and the orientation of the house. Others focus 
on curb appeal and want to spend more time on the front 
elevation. I’ve had clients who are very family oriented and 
others who entertain a lot. Each custom home requires a custom 
approach. 
 

Since one of my goals as an architect is to educate my 
clients, some expectations change as they learn more about the 
process and materials that go into creating their custom home. 
Some people want to understand every little thing, others 
don’t want to hear much until it’s time to turn the key. Most 
people fall somewhere in between. An experienced architect 
will respond to you. Her focus and priorities will be defined by 
you. 
 

Expect a lot of questions from your architect and many of 
them will be rather personal. 
 

• Do you cook? How and how often? 
• How do you clean? 
• How old are your kids? 
• What’s your routine for getting ready in the morning? 
• Do you entertain? 
• Do you have pets? What are their needs? 
• Do you plan to maintain your home yourself? Are you 

handy? 
• What are your “loves” and your “loathes”? 

 
Other critical questions will be about how long you plan 

to stay in the house. We will talk about kids leaving the nest, 
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the potential for your parents to move in, and your own aging 
in place goals. 
 

You should also expect some pretty detailed money 
questions. Everything is confidential, but your architect needs 
to understand your financial position in regard to your house. 

 
Sheri’s Tip: What 
Does All This Cost? 
 
Many years ago the AIA 
(American Institute of 
Architects) was busted for 
price fixing. As a result, 
there is no standardized 
pricing schedule. Each 
architect sets their own fee 
schedule. 
 
The majority of my fee, 
60% covers design work. 
The most time consuming 
portion of that is producing 
accurate construction 
documents which meet 
building codes, will pass 
inspection, address health 
and safety, and are what 
the client wants! 
 

 
 
Another 10% of my fee covers 
my guidance through the bidding 
process and construction 
monitoring and  guidance 
account for the remaining 30%. 
 
You can hire an architect for less 
than full services. Just make sure 
you are clear about what you are 
getting so that you get what you 
need. 

 

 
Architects also need to be honest and frank with you. My 

goal is to give every client everything they ask for. However, 
there are often moments of truth where I have to dissect what 
is really important to them. When defining features of your 
home that may be unusual, I will ask you: 
 

• Will you really use it? 
• Will you really like it? 
• Have you considered resale value? 
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It is Your Home. Counseling you on making it what you 
really want is part of my job. You should also expect your 
architect to be honest and upfront about their fees, their 
process and their qualifications. If they are not, or if at any 
time you feel uncomfortable, keep looking. 
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If You Didn’t Start with An Architect 
 

As much as I’d like to be your first call, I recognize that’s 
not always the case. But that doesn’t mean we can’t work 
together to create a beautiful home for your family. 
 

In the scenario with Homeowner Mrs. Smith, she had 
selected her builder first. Unfortunately, this left her with very 
little control over her own project. When she started 
expressing second thoughts to her architect, her options were 
limited: 
 

• Ask the builder for permission to bid out the 
project with the drawings. He will probably not 
allow this and even if he does, Mrs. Smith’s 
relationship with him will never be the same. 

• Start over with a new contract between Mrs. Smith 
and the architect. However, there could be a sticky 
copyright issue here if she still wants to use the 
builder’s plans. 

• Move forward as is but Mrs. Smith must watch 
every detail because she has given up the best 
piece of control she had and is now the only one 
looking out for her interests. 

 
My business right now is split about evenly between 

contractors bringing their clients to me and private clients 
who find me first. My favorite way to work is the latter. 
However, I have been very fortunate to work with a 
number of talented, honest and hardworking contractors. All 
is not lost if you have a builder under contract when we 
meet for the first time. 
 

One final word of caution on choosing who to work 
with: Don’t surround yourself with “yes men” who will 
tell you what you want to hear. This is only pleasant in the 
moment. In case you are not sure, it sounds like this: “Sure I 
can do that. It will be close to budget. In about a week.” Vague 
and simple answers are not the route you want to take. 
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Surround yourself with professionals who want to supply 
information to you. Pay no attention to those who want you 
to make the quick, simple choice. Dig in. Get the facts. You 
will be proud of your diligence when the project is complete. 
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Chapter 2: The Process 
 
 
 

I don’t like the phrase “dream home.” Just like there is 
no perfect wedding or perfect job there is no perfect home 
construction project. Keep your perspective and manage 
your expectations. Hiring an architect will help you have a 
great experience and a wonderful finished product, but 
nothing is perfect. 
 

A good architect will help you mesh your vision for your 
home with the realities of budget, site limitations and 
engineering considerations. An architect is the right 
professional to guide you through this process. We are not 
only educated to understand and manage these complexities, 
but we are an impartial advocate. In my experience, the 
system works best in a triangle: Architect - Owner - 
Builder. 
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There are three main areas where managing expectations is 
key. 

 
1. Bids. You, the homeowner, should never be shocked 

by a bid. One of the ways I serve my clients is to be honest. 
My philosophy is that you do not pay me to be a “yes man.” 
Builders competing to land your project will give you 
enough of that. 

 
What you need from your architect is experience, 

expertise and the truth. I have let drawings go out to bid that 
I believed were over budget but, I assure you, the client knew 
exactly where I thought they were budget wise. 

 
2. Budget. You need to have a realistic budget number 

to start with. A part of my proposal process is to have an 
initial meeting with potential clients and LISTEN to the 
image in their head. 

 
From my experience, I determine a beginning square 

footage number based on their desires and our local building 
prices. This gives us a starting point to have an informed 
discussion about my services, size and complexity of the 
project, and possible contractors that would be a good fit. 

 
3. Timeline. The design timeline needs to be realistic 

but the construction timeline is even more important. Your 
architect helping you manage expectations in this phase is 
indispensible. 

 
Set a realistic schedule to start with. It will serve no one to 

force your contractor to shorten up the schedule. Let them 
tell you how long it will take. Let them manage who does 
what when. Then hold them accountable and do your part in 
making decisions on time. 
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The Process 
 

There are five phases to the architecture process: 
Preliminary Design, Design Development, Construction 
Documents, Bidding and Contracts and Construction 
Administration. When I am hired to provide full services, I 
guide my clients through all five phases. We work together 
to design everything about the custom home and then we 
move forward as a team to find the right builder for the job 
and to finish all the details. It all starts with your dreams and 
ideas. 

 
Preliminary Design 

Every architect handles Preliminary Design a little 
differently. It is a personal thing. Not only does it depend on 
the requirements, desires and passions of the client; it also 
has just as much to do with the creative process that works 
for the architect. While I certainly do not have a calculated 
system for design, after almost 20 years, I have found certain 
things that work for me. 

 
Typically I will block out the better part of a day with no 

distractions and take all of your images and notes that you 
provided one by one and start sketching. Sometimes it is as 
simple as sketching exactly what you give me. Sometimes it 
is editing and altering things to make a similar thing work 
for your family. The act of sketching works the concept 
deeper into my brain than passively looking at an image. 

 
The following day I will revisit my sketches. Then, guided 

by your statements of desired square-footage and budget, I 
begin to design your floor plan and front elevation at the 
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same time. All four of these elements must come together at 
this most preliminary stage. You cannot layout a floor plan 
and try to fit an elevation to it. And you certainly cannot 
ignore square-footage and try to force a design into a desired 
budget later. 
 

It’s also important to consider the site plan at this early 
stage. Are there special considerations to take into account 
like the garage going on the high side? What are the setbacks 
and what is the topography? 
 

Preliminary Design Documents will include: 
• Main Floor Plans 
• Front Elevation 
• Site Plan with setbacks and placement of house 

The preliminary design review is to make sure that I am 
on the right track. My goal is to present you with a design 
that meets your expectations in the areas of space, budget, 
layout and exterior look. Basically, what it looks like and how 
much it costs. There is still a long way to go for full design, 
but we need to have a reality check here and make sure we are 
all on the same page. 

 
What happens if we aren’t even close? Honestly, this 

does not happen to me very often, but I would be lying if I 
said it has never happened. Usually there is some sort of 
disconnect either in what I am hearing you say, or in what 
you can actually buy with your budget. Sometimes we need 
to get something on paper so we can identify what is off. I 
will work in this preliminary stage until it is right. 
 
Design Development 

We move into the Design Development phase when you 
are satisfied that we are moving in the right direction. The 
Design Development Documents I create in this phase 
include: 

• More detailed and refined floor plans with furniture 
placement 
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Sheri’s Tip: Who Owns Your Plans? 
 
One of the reasons it is so important to start with an architect is 
that you want unique plans. With the first sketches and notes, 
the very idea of your house is copyrighted by your architect. 
You cannot take a sketch to another architect and ask them to 
finish the plans less expensively. 

As we work together to create the final plans, I hold the 
copyright and you have a contractual right to use them once. If 
you should want to create the exact same house in 20 years, 
you would have to buy another onetime use from me and verify 
that the plans still meet code and work on a new lot. 

Every set of plans, no matter where you get them, has a 
copyright. I enforce my copyright and I protect others. There is 
no legal way around it. This is important to me because 
creating plans is my livelihood. It is assumed that custom plans 
will not be sold to other clients, but I recommend putting that 
in your contract with your architect. 
 

• Basement floor plan 
• Four building exterior elevations (north, south, east, 

west) 
• Site plan based on site information provided 

 
There is still a lot of design going on in this phase. I 

will refine floor plans and place furniture in all of the rooms. 
We will discuss bed walls and dining room furniture, who 
spends the most time in which rooms, and we might even talk 
about toilets, sex and entertaining. It’s all part of living in 
your house. 

 
Also in this phase, I will show you what each side of the 

exterior of the house looks like. Depending on your 
contract, this is when we develop 3D graphics. Window 
placement and sizes are critical here, as well as exterior 
materials and balancing the costs of those materials with the 
look you are trying to achieve. Interior design of architectural 
pieces of the house happens now. That includes things like 
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fireplace walls, built-in shelves, bathroom and kitchen 
elevations, as well as master closet layouts. 

 
This is where the entire design starts coming together. 

This is also where clients might be tempted to cut corners. 
Some builders will tell you that it is not necessary to pay an 
architect to design the interior of your house. They will tell 
you that you can work that out on site together. However, 
builders know how to build; they are not often trained in 
design. 
 
Construction Documents 

At each stage, you as the client have plenty of time 
and freedom to make changes to floor plans, exterior 
elevation details and -- within local codes and the laws of 
physics -- placement of elements on your site. 

 
By this phase, things are solidifying. Your architect will 

prepare the Architectural Construction Documents which 
will be submitted to local authorities to obtain a building 
permit. 

 
Specific local requirements vary slightly but the plans 
must be detailed and include all dimensions. They 
include the following: 
• Site Plan for location purposes 
• Foundation Plan 
• All Floor Plans 
• Elevations 
• Sections and Details as required 
• Layout and Sizing of wood structural elements 
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This is a basic set of construction drawings. Additional 
services depend on your specific project and might 
include: 
• 3-D Modeling 
• Landscape Plans 
• Interior Design 
• Structural Engineering based on soil conditions 

 
Bidding and Contracts 

After the design process is complete, your architect 
will recommend three builders and facilitate sending them 
the plans for bidding. Guidance and advocacy becomes very 
important in this stage of the process in part because there 
are no regulations governing how builders bid. Formats are 
different and it can be hard to compare the bids. 
 

When you get to this stage, it’s important to make sure you 
are done designing. If you have left anything for the builder 
to assume, his bid may not be accurate. It is also very 
important to leave emotions out of this process. As an 
architect, I help clients analyze bids and negotiate contracts 
then serve as a conduit for information between the client and 
builder. 
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Construction Administration 
Communication and patience are two of the most 

important factors in home building. For my clients, I 
facilitate and attend meetings on site, monitor budgets and 
payments to subcontractors, and help with thousands of 
decisions. Your architect should advocate for you throughout 
the process because you’ve discussed what you want at 
length. Budget and timeline goals will be internalized by a 
good advocate and you will get what you want. 
 

Finishing strong is just as important as starting strong. A 
good architect will keep you informed and on track without 
rushing the schedule. There will be unexpected issues, 
mistakes and delays but a good architect will minimize them 
and their impact on your home. In my practice, I take these 
responsibilities seriously and my guidance continues until the 
day you move in. 

 

Sheri’s Tip: Have a Final Design Review 
 
As you plan your home, a lot of ideas will swirl around in your 
head. You won’t like them all when they are put together. After 
you have plans drawn up, sit down with your architect and 
have a final design review. 

I did this recently with a client and we had a major “aha 
moment” regarding the exterior of her house. 

Once we saw everything in writing, it was suddenly obvious 
that the approach to her house the entry and drive were not 
well-designed. Together, we recreated it. Fortunately, this was 
done before we asked for bids. 

I did something similar while writing this book. Lots of little 
pieces were put together and when I looked at the whole 
manuscript, I made a lot of changes. 

It’s important to take a step back and look at the big picture 
before you reach the point of no return. 
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Stock Plans: The Good, The Bad and The Impossible 
 

As you search the Internet for inspiration, you will find 
thousands upon thousands of stock floor plans. These are 
plans someone will sell you as “complete and ready to build.” 
Unfortunately, that is not usually the case. You might find 
some benefit to looking at stock plans in your dreaming 
stage. 
 

The biggest problem with stock plans is that none of them 
are exactly what you want. A custom home is supposed to be 
custom to YOU, not weighted out to fit 90 percent of the 
people in your age bracket. As you look you will find 
yourself saying: “This is perfect, except the laundry room is 
on the wrong side.” “I really like this one, but the kitchen is 
so cramped.” “Why are all the master bedroom closets off the 
bathroom?” 
 

A lot of people think buying a stock plan will save 
them money. Since the housing crash, professionals like 
architects have found that people are more interested in 
buying products (complete plans) than services (custom 
design). Plans range from as low as $100 to as high as 
$6,000 but all have inherent problems in addition to not 
being “just right” for you. A few I’ve encountered: 
 

• Square footage numbers are never accurate. Falling in 
love with a plan that you find out is 20 percent bigger 
than your budget stinks. 

 
• Structure and building practices are local. Building 

practices vary widely across the country due to soil 
conditions, climate and weather. The structural 
system included with the stock plan may not be 
useable in your area. 

 
• Code issues are also local. With the more 

standardized International Residential Code, things 
are getting more uniform around the country. 
However, there are still local amendments and 
conditions that need to be addressed. It can also be 
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more difficult (and sometimes not allowed) to obtain 
a building permit with generic drawings. 

 
• Styles are local too, or at least regional. Exterior 

building materials vary greatly by climate. Certain 
roofing materials, installation details and roof slope 
are different in temperate vs. northern climates. Local 
styles evolved over the years by natural selection – 
those that survived carried on. With today’s building 
technologies, you can build almost anything in any 
location but it better be detailed to where you are and 
you should be prepared to pay for it. 

 
It’s very important to remember that stock plans are 

copyrighted. Someone, somewhere owns the rights to them 
and professional architects protect each other’s copyrights. If 
you want the right to modify a stock plan, you can pay for it. 

 
Not all stock plans are offered with a license to modify, 

however. If you can purchase the plans that way, a local 
architect can bump out the kitchen, move the laundry room 
and rearrange the closet space for you. A local architect will 
also quantify everything in the plans and make it buildable on 
your lot. 
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Case Study:  
The Ruthmans 
 
My favorite projects are 
when I get to perform full 
services. Tom Ruthman 
hired me to design a modern 
home. 
 
He and his wife travel often, 
frequently out of the country. 
They needed someone they 
could rely on to keep track of 
the project, make material 
selections and follow the 
money. 
 
After the full design process, 
we worked together through 
bidding, contract negotiation, 
and hiring the contractor. 
Throughout construction, I 
met with the contractor – and 
Tom when he was available 
– every week on site. 
 

 
 
Together, we selected every 
plumbing and light fixture, 
every tile, carpet and finish 
color. We even made a trip to 
Ikea together to finish a couple 
rooms less expensively. 
 
  
The house turned out perfect; 
exactly what the Ruthmans 
wanted. The thing that helped 
them most was that there was 
not a break in the vision of the 
project. 
 
Sometimes when I do not work 
through full services, 
something gets lost in the 
translation between architect 
and builder. I see the best 
results when we work through 
the project in a triangle: 
 
Architect – Owner – Builder. 

 

29 



 

 

 



 

Chapter 3: Designing Your Home 
 
 
 

The most overwhelming part of building a custom home is, 
hands down, all the decisions that have to be made. You will be 
way ahead of the game if you can make clear decisions. This 
is easier said than done when faced with so many options. 
And I get it. This is YOUR house. It’s YOUR money and 
most of all you want to get it RIGHT. 
 
Inspiration is All Around You 
 

The first step toward making decisions is to know what 
your options are. Look at homes in your area. Consider what 
you like about your current home and what isn’t working for 
you. What about your friends’ homes? Let your mind be open 
and use many sources. 

 
Scan the internet; look at ads in magazines. Keep your 

eyes open as you are going through your day. You may find 
your favorite paint color in your dentist’s office. Make lists. 
Take pictures. Brainstorm. 

 
Think about how you live. One story or two? Or more? 

How many bedrooms do you need? How many bathrooms? 
About half of the homes I design these days do not have a 
formal dining room; but you might need one if you host 
Thanksgiving dinner. 
 

 

Architecture can be a powerful 
thing in your life, but it will not 

alter your habits. 
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Do you want a formal living room? Or do you prefer a 
more casual great room or family room? If you entertain 
often, you may want a media or game room. If you work 
from home like I do, your office space will need special 
consideration. 

 
Space is one consideration but so is functionality. If you 

never take baths, you may want to eliminate that garden tub 
in favor of a larger shower. If you love to cook, you may 
want higher end appliances with more burners and a double 
oven. Pantry space is also a must. 

 
Depending on your climate, your outdoor space needs will 

vary. Some people love covered porches. Others want large 
open patios or decks. Gardeners may have different needs 
than dog lovers. Don’t forget to consider the garage and all 
your storage needs. 

 
At this dreaming stage, collect everything you like. Don’t 

worry about trying to make it all work together – yet. 
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Design for the Way You Live 
 

Every family is different and every custom home is 
different. There are rules of thumb, but they are made to be 
broken if you choose to break them. It is YOUR home. 
 

My strongest advice at this stage is to design for the way 
you live NOW. Architecture can be a powerful thing in your 
life, but it will not alter your habits. If you want to change 
habits, work on changing your habits, but design your home 
to be a comfortable place that supports the way you live. If 
you watch TV while you eat, design your home so you can 
see the TV from where you eat. If you don’t like to cook, a 
professional kitchen won’t change that. Kitchens and 
bathrooms are often the largest part of your budget so 
consider them carefully based on how you use them in your 
current home. 

 

Entryways 
The first thing to consider with your front entrance is 

who will use it and how often. The way most of us live 
today, family members will enter through the garage. If 
you want guests to use your front door, you have to make it 
obvious and accessible. Don’t design your driveway to be a 
mile-long walk to your front door. 
 

Start by 
thinking about 
the entire site 
and how people 
will approach 
your home. 
Most often, that 
will be by car. 
You need a path 
from either the 
driveway or the 
street to your door. You may need both, depending on where 
people will be parking. 
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Whether you choose to create a grand entry or an intimate 
one, the key to making sure it is used is making it accessible. 
You also want to make it clear that it is the front door. Add a 
small overhang to shelter visitors from the weather. A circle 
drive can also help encourage everyone to use the front door. 
 

 
 
Kitchens 

For a while now there has been a push for bigger and 
bigger kitchens. Doubling up on appliances is hot, but I 
personally think it is overkill. Most people don’t often 
entertain to the point that they need two dishwashers. That 
said, there are a lot of convenience items and task helpers 
available today that can make your kitchen really special and 
fun to work in. My favorites: 
 

• Location for a second refrigerator, or a beverage  
drawer in the pantry to free up space in the 
refrigerator. 

• Built in coffee machine (will require water and 
electric) 

• Instant hot water faucet 
• Spice drawers 
• Strip lights in deep drawers that come on when 

opened 
• False panel under the sink hinged for small storage 
• A hole in the main cutting surface with a garbage  

can underneath 
• Counter mounted air switch for garbage disposal 
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• Trash compactor 
• Mixer lift 

 
Base cabinets with drawers instead of shelves are great 

for larger items and kids’ stuff. Don’t forget space for trash 
and recycling bins or, if you can, install little doors that lead 
right to bins in the garage. Your cabinets should also be deep 
enough to accommodate a deeper refrigerator. 
 

Other things to keep in mind include: 
• A pull out pantry for canned goods 
• Kitchen towel racks hidden near the sink 
• An  appliance  garage  or  cupboard,  with  an  

electrical  outlet inside 
• Vertical dividers for cookie sheets and trays 
• A  charging  station  inside  a  cabinet  near  the  

edge  of  the kitchen 
 

It will also be well worth your time to sit with a kitchen 
planner to design the layout of your cabinets. Kitchen 
planners only do kitchens, all day, every day. They keep up on 
the trends. 
 

Dining Rooms 
Are dining rooms obsolete? Not exactly. A full 50 

percent of the projects I design for clients do not include a 
formal dining room. Clients often ask me if they need a formal 
dining room in their new home. I come down square in the 
middle on this one. It really depends on how you live. Here are 
some questions 
to ask yourself 
that will help 
you decide: 
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1. How do you currently entertain? 
2. What are your family traditions? 
3. Could you put that square footage to better use 

elsewhere? 
4. Is this your forever house or are you looking at 

resale? 
5. What else do you do at the kitchen table? 

Homework, computer, school projects, bills, 
conversations? 

 
Take a look at the progress of home design with a focus 

on the dining room. You will find that through time we have 
added things we like but not removed the old dead wood. 
This has contributed to our over-sized homes. In the 1920s, we 
had a functional kitchen and an all-purpose dining room. In 
the 1950s, we added the eat-in kitchen for convenience, but 
the dining room was still a work horse for daily family meals. 

 
In the 1970s, the eat-in kitchen moved to a nook adjacent 

and open to the kitchen, still keeping the dining room for 
formal meals. In the 1990s came the stools at the bar, yet still 
maintaining the nook and formal dining room. Before we 
knew it we ended up with three dedicated places to eat. 
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In my opinion, having three dedicated places to sit down 
and have a meal is a waste of space and resources. My 
recommendation is pick two: one place to eat more formally 
and one place to eat casually. That could be any combination 
that supports the way you live in your house. 

 

Sheri’s Tip: Consider All the Details 
 

Kitchens: Install task lighting as well as a plug mold under 
the kitchen cabinets to clear the wall for tile. 

Closets: Save some money for a good shelving system. 
Organization will make you feel good everyday. 

Bedrooms: Put a light switch at your bedside that controls 
the exterior lights. 

Laundry: Build in an ironing board. It can fold up in the wall 
or pull out from a drawer. 

Bathrooms: Handheld shower in all showers. These are 
useful in so many ways but the main benefit is cleaning the 
shower walls. 

Mudroom: Mudrooms are NOT laundry rooms or hallways. 
Keep functions separated with a clear traffic pattern if you 
are sharing space for multiple functions. 

Garage: Build in shelves. Even simple plywood shelves are 
so much easier to have done before you move in. 

Outdoor Spaces: Add a gas line and electric for your 
outdoor grill. 

Pets: Add a pet-feeding alcove, no more kicked water 
bowls. 

Electric: Request a pre-wiring walk through to make sure 
outlets and switches are where you want them to be. 

Storage: Take some time to consider everything you have a 
hard time storing. Design specific space for all of that. 

Fun: Find that one unique item that you will love and put 
some money behind to make the house your own. 
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Here are some important design tips if you do forgo the 

formal dining room: 
• Size your dining area to seat eight people. This  

is  much larger than your typical breakfast nook. 
• Layer your lighting. Your new multi-purpose  

dining  area will be a work horse if you pay 
attention to your  lighting layout. Include a 
chandelier, can lights on  a  dimmer  and some 
form of soft up-lighting. 

• Storage  for  all  of  your  dining  room  things.  
Chances  are you will not have a china hutch so 
you need to account for storing china, silver and 
serving pieces as well as linens. 

 
For what it’s worth, I live in a renovated 1920s 

farmhouse. I am raising three teenage boys. You can imagine 
how much of our lives are centered around food. We have a 
kitchen island with bar seating for three and a separate dining 
room. 

 
This dining room is casual enough for family dinners, 

homework, and my occasional ad hoc work station. However, 
it has all the makings of a formal dining room when desired. 
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Bathrooms 
I also get a lot of questions on bathrooms. How many? 

Where? What features are “must have?” Bathrooms are 
where we start and end our days let’s make them nice. Today, 
a master bath, at least one full bath for additional 
bedrooms and a powder room are all “musts” in custom 
homes at $500,000 or above. Here are my essentials: 

 
Master Bath 
• Daylight is 

essential. 
• Must have two 

sinks, preferably 
in two separate 
vanities. 

• A water closet – 
the toilet is in its 
own room in 80% of my projects. Please make it 
large enough so it doesn’t feel like a coffin. A 
small window is nice. If you cannot spare the space 
for a separate room, at least create some offset to 
separate the toilet from the vanities. 

• A soaking tub and shower should be separate. If there 
isn’t enough room for both, just build a nice shower. 

• The minimum shower size is 3 feet by 5 feet. This 
is small by today’s standards and not conducive to 
double shower heads. I would make it larger if you 
have the space. Design your shower for daily use and 
then consider special occasion uses. Pay special 
attention to whether you want an open or closed 
shower. Many open showers look awesome but can 
be drafty and cool. Most people don’t mind this but 
you need to make sure you will be happy in the long 
term. 

• A linen closet with at least a 24-inch swing door. 
Larger is always better. 
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Bedroom Bathrooms 
 

• Always have at least one tub for the bedrooms. The 
rest can be showers. 

• Jack and Jill baths work best with same sex children. 
They do not work for guests. If you are designing for 
an empty nest, I always recommend modest, separate 
baths. 

• For two bedrooms, I recommend separate baths for 
each. 

• For three bedrooms, 
two can share a 
Jack and Jill (see 
above) and the third 
should be separate 
and available to the 
hall if needed to 
serve other living 
space. 

• For four bedrooms, 
two can share and 
two should have 
separate baths. 

• I recommend 
individual linen 
closets in each 
bathroom, but full 
vanities and one hall 
linen closet can 
work well too. 

 

Powder Room 
• Every home must 

have a powder room 
with a sink and toilet 
available to visitors. 

• Make sure it is large enough for you to step inside 
and close the door. Otherwise, swing the door out. 

• The minimum standard size to put the sink and 
toilet on the same wall is five feet by six feet. To 
have the sink and toilet face each other, the 
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minimum size is six feet by three and a half feet. 
• If you have a pedestal sink, you need a linen closet 

in the bathroom area. 
• A window is nice, but not required. 
• If your powder room is near the mud room, be sure 

to put in a door between the two so you can close off 
the mud room when guests come over. 

• Do not open the powder room directly into the 
foyer, kitchen or dining room. Gross! 

 
If your home has a finished basement, you want a 

minimum of a powder room on that level. If there is a 
bedroom in the finished basement, one full hall bath is 
acceptable for both residents and guests. If you plan to leave 
the basement unfinished for the moment, don’t forget to 
rough in for a future bathroom. 

 
Any other bathrooms you want are extras. I recommend 

putting your money into the master bath and the first floor 
powder room. 
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Sheri’s Tips for Designing Your Bathrooms 
• Put a hand-held shower in every shower. It is handy and 

makes cleaning walls simple. 

• Radiant heating under hard surface floors makes even the 
coolest mornings pleasant. 

• Build a niche in shower walls for shampoo bottles. 

• Think about a steam shower or solar/sun tube in the 
shower. Make sure the shower heads work for your height. 

• Tile the walls behind toilets (says the mom of three boys). 

• Consider a urinal, bidet or toto seat. 

• Upgrade to quiet exhaust fans. 

• A pool bath is always nice located immediately inside the 
exterior door most accessible to your pool. 

• Design so the sight lines into the bathrooms do not reveal 
the toilet. 

• Hide unsightly cords by building an appliance garage into 
the bathroom cabinet with a power supply for hair dryers, 
curling irons, electric razors and other rechargables. 

• Add a retractable clothes line over one tub in the house. 

• Install blocking in walls for future grab bars. 

• Rough in for any future bathroom you may consider 
adding. 
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Home Office Space 
Every report confirms the fact that more and more 

people are working from home. Even if it is not the primary 
or sole location of your work space, most families have at 
least one person who needs a dedicated space for real work. 

 
Personally, I have a home office that is a separate 

structure from my house. Now that I have it, I couldn’t 
function without it. The same type of space can be designed 
into a new home, you just have to know what you need. Give 
some thought to: 
 

• Privacy:  Do  you  want  visitors  to  be  able  
to  see  in?  Will you meet clients here and 
how do they get there through the house? 
Should it be open to the family? 

• Hours:  What time  of  day  will  it  be  used  
most?  Only when kids are at school? Or in 
evenings and on weekends when you need to 
remove yourself to get things done? 

• Function:   What   functions   will   it   support?   
Consider   all types of technology and allow for 
change.  
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A study or library is a formal room. Although many 
homeowners have eliminated the formal living room, we now 
have another formal room with a desk, credenza and leather 
chair. If you use a room like this, I say, go for it. However, 
not many American families use this space as designed. 

 
Don’t design, build and pay for a “study off the foyer” 

because it is the standard. If what you really want is to 
display a gorgeous book collection or create a sitting area 
apart from the public parts of the house, then let’s design 
THAT! 

 
Whether your job involves working from home or not, 

there is work in running your home. For that you may need a 
Command Center. This space includes a calendar, cork board, 
charging station. It’s where you keep permission slips, 
invitations, directions, bills, etc., etc. The location of this space 
is critical. It must be in the center of family activity to work. 

 
One of my favorite ways to treat this space is to give it a 

dedicated alcove off the kitchen. It should be deep enough 
for base cabinets, a countertop at 36 inches high and space on 
the wall to hang a cork board, white board and/or calendar. 
Now, here’s the cool part, recess it far enough that you can 
put pocket doors to close the space off. If you are having 
company over – or if you are just sick of looking at it – 
close it up, kind of a new roll-top desk. Can you see it? 

 

44 



Bedrooms 
Remember to size your bedrooms for the way you and 

your family use your bedrooms. If you spend your free time 
there, make them a little bigger and provide a sitting area. If 
your kids study and spend time with friends in their 
bedrooms, give them a little more room. However, if your kids 
only go there to change clothes and sleep, give some of that 
space to the public areas of the house. 
 
Other tips: 

• Put a light switch at your bedside that controls the 
outside lights. 

• A  ceiling  fan  and  four  can  lights  is  usually  
a  good  lighting layout. 

• Use cove molding with rope lights to layer 
lighting. 

• Cross ventilation  is  nice  and  will  cut  energy 
costs  in  the summer. 

• Rectangle  is  the  most  pleasing  shape  -  
remember  to  plan  for the size bed you have, a 
dresser and a possible television. 

• Keep  windows  flanking  the  bed  a  minimum  
of  30  inches  off the finished floor for bedside 
table placement. 

 
Closets keep getting bigger 
and you can save some 
square footage if you budget 
for a well-designed 
shelving system. Consider 
making the closet large 
enough to have your dresser 
in there. Build in a dirty 
laundry bin or, better yet, 
back your master closet up 
to the laundry room and 
make it accessible from both 
sides. 
 
Don’t forget a full-length 
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mirror in your master closet and consider shoe storage as 
well. Valet rods can come in handy and a magnetic door 
switch or motion sensor for overhead lights can be nice in 
the morning. 
 
Laundry and Mud Rooms 

Laundry is all about getting it done. Design your new 
space around the way you already do laundry. I do believe, 
to some extent, that the built environment affects behavior. 
We all have habits we want to change, but in the meantime, 
let’s just get the laundry done! 

 
Consider the best 

location for your 
laundry room: near 
bedrooms, near kitchen, 
basement out of sight. 
None of these answers 
are wrong, but you 
should make a 
conscious decision and 
not just let it end up 
where there is room left 
over. You may also 
want a second laundry station in an alternate location for 
towels or small quick loads that need to be done. Laundry 
chutes from the second floor are still popular but if you want 
one, bring it up early because that is surprisingly tricky in the 
design and construction process. 

 
Here are a couple laundry room layouts I have designed. 

Each is different just like the homeowners now using them. 
 

I cautioned this client that it would not be lovely to 
enter from the garage through your laundry every day.  This 
is actually one of my pet peeves. However, this client 
explained to me that it is only she and her husband at 
home, her washer and dryer are beautiful, and she does all 
of her laundry in the stacked unit in her master bedroom 
closet. 
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I love this simple layout with 
entry through the mud room. 
The laundry is open to the 
mudroom but separated into 
a differently functioning 
space. There is enough floor 
space to sort and enough 
counter space to fold. There 
is even some wall space for 

hanging rods and an ironing board. If clients don’t have a 
strong opinion, this is what I recommend. 

 
This is my all- time 

favorite (so far). The 
laundry and pantry are 
combined off of kitchen. 
The big center island can 
be used for grocery drop, 
folding, organizing, gift 
wrapping, etc. Lots of 
natural light streams into 
the space and it is not in 
any circulation path. 

 
If you have kids in sports 

like I do, you might want to install a bathroom fan in the 
mud and/or laundry room to vent the space. Other ideas for 
these hard working spaces include: 
 

• A free swinging door for hands free operation.  
• A folding surface. 
• A built in ironing board or a dedicated place for one. 
• A deep laundry tub or sink. 
• A bench with cubbies. 
• Outlets in cubbies for charging or   a separate 

charging station for all those phones. 
• Small shelves for keys, wallet, purse, etc. 
• Mail drop. 
• Walk-in closet with shoe storage. 

 
 

47 



In or near the same space you may want to create a pet 
alcove. The most important thing for pets is to make a 
dedicated space for their daily needs. A feeding alcove keeps 
their water and food out of your main circulation space and 
prevents spills. 
 

The benefit of a well-designed laundry room will make 
the chore not so dreadful. The benefit of a whole house 
designed around the way you actually live your life is 
priceless. 
 

Garages and Storage 
Garages are getting bigger and not only to house cars. Try 

to design it set deep into the house. A garage fully exposed out 
in front of the house can look awkward. If it has to be that 
way, consider a courtyard entry which gives the long side 
near the front entry a function. 

 
Detached garages are often recommended to lessen fire 

hazards and to minimize car emissions being released into 
the house. Install blocking in walls and ceiling where you 
might attach shelves and get those shelves built in before 
you move in. Even if they are just 2 by 4s and plywood, it is 
so much easier to have it complete. 

 
Don’t forget to include space for lawn equipment, kids 

toys and men’s toys. You might also add electric and cable 
for a potential man cave. Hot and cold water spigots can be 
handy as well for washing cars. 

 
A straight stairwell (no landings or tight curves) from the 

garage directly to the basement is especially useful for wood 
workers or anything oversize you need to get in or out of the 
garage. Take some 
time also to 
consider everything 
that you have a hard 
time storing and 
design space for all 
of that. 
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Outdoor Spaces 
Outdoor space design is can be put on the back burner if 

budget or time is running tight. It is not a bad idea to live in 
your new house for a season or two and see how you will truly 
use the space. 

 
Do pay attention to sun orientation and what time of day 

you are most likely to use the space. Also, take care with the 
location of your outdoor condenser unit in relation to the 
outdoor space and windows that will be opened frequently. 

 
Other things to consider for outdoor living: 

 
• A gas or wood burning firepit. 
• Solar lights. 
• Landscape lighting or wiring for future installation. 
• A 220 electric line for a potential spa or hot tub. 
• Underground piping and hose spigot to garden 

further from the house. 
• Patio vs. deck. 
• Three   season   room,   screened   porch,   covered   

with   roof structure, awning or open to the sky. 
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Sheri’s Tip: I Wish I’d Thought of That! 
Use this list to spark your imagination and let me know 
what you think is awesome and what else you thought of. 
Build your house to support the way you live now. Do not 
waste your time and money designing a house for the 
way you think you should be living.  

Remember to enjoy this process. It is hard to make all of 
the decisions you are about to make but it can be fun 
along the way!  

• Handprints in wet concrete – take the opportunity to 
make this happen. 

• A secret room behind a 
swing out bookcase or 
hidden passageway. 

• A Murphy bed to make an 
extra room dual purpose. 

• Frame a future elevator shaft but close in as walk-in 
closets until needed. 

• PVC pipe (3 inches) with a lead string from the 
basement to attic for future wiring access. 

• Rain barrels, gray water system and a water storage 
bladder. 

• Storage trusses for useful attic space – engineered 
trusses are not meant for any storage. 

• Storage for cleaning supplies and sweeper on each 
level, separate from coats and food. 

• Sound insulation and/or channel behind the TV wall 
and at powder room. 

• Storm shelter under the front porch. 
●   Window seats – one deep, 
perfectly placed window seat is 
priceless. 
●   Pocket doors at less frequently 
closed doors. 
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• Fireplace fresh air intake. 

• Whole house fan. 

• Insulation – There are many energy efficient 
options. Choose the best you can afford. Also, 
many builders offer an additional air infiltration 
package. 

• Built-ins are nice to have but can be pricey. 
Carefully consider where you want them and how 
you will use them. 

• Dining room linen closet. Add a rod to hang 
tablecloths. Do this especially if you do not have a 
formal dining room. You will still have some of the 
“nice stuff” to store away. 

• Consider a Level 5 finish on drywall in rooms with 
a lot of windows and tall walls. 

• Don’t skimp on front door hardware. 

• Hide flat screen TVs behind art. 

• Recirculating hot water. 

• Whole house water filter. 

• Zoned HVAC. 

• Find some fun items to splurge on, like a fancy 
backsplash or unique mantle. 
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Chapter 4: The Big B: Budget 
 
 
 

Clients come to me with all sorts of budget numbers. 
One thing is consistent: everybody has a budget. I don’t care 
if your budget is $200,000 or $2.5 million. Everyone has a 
limit to what they want to spend on a house. I don’t ask if 
your budget is what you can afford or what you want to pay. 
A budget is a budget and I respect that. 

 
There are two ways I can design your house. I can 

design to your specific budget or I can design to your vision. 
Most of my design work is a mix of the two. Some clients 
want what they want and others want to know how much 
house they can get for their budget. Both approaches are 
perfectly valid. 
 
Determining Your Budget 

 
Most homeowners have some awareness of the value of 

local real estate. It does 
cost more to build a 
custom home, but take a 
look around at what you 
can get for your money 
in your community. 
This will give you a 
general idea of cost per 
square foot and styles that you like and that will fit in or stand 
out (whichever you prefer) in the area you choose. 

 
There are surprisingly few things that control the bulk 

of the cost in a project. Size and style are two. Size or square 
footage is a bit of no-brainer because generally, smaller 
houses cost less. Style is different because it impacts two 
areas that can become costly: materials (particularly exterior) 
and complexity.   
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Not all square feet are created 
equal. The most expensive 

square footage is in the kitchen 
and master bath. 

 
 

When determining your area’s typical cost per square 
foot, make sure you are comparing similar space. Sometimes 
builders have different ways of displaying square footage: 
 

• Total square footage under roof 
• Heated square footage 
• Finished square footage 

 
Any number is a valid way to determine the rule of 

thumb for your community, just make sure you are 
comparing the same number. If you are interviewing 
architects or builders, ask them what their average per square 
foot cost is running. They should be able to show you some 
examples and discuss their local pricing range. 
 

Cost per 
square foot is just 
the beginning 
however. It is 
very important to 
remember that 
not all square feet 
are created equal. 
One hundred 
square feet in 
your supped-up 

kitchen is much different than 100 square feet in the middle 
of a guest bedroom. The most expensive square footage is in 
the kitchen and the master bath. 
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The cost-per-square-foot number can be useful as a general 
number but don’t put too much stock in it when you are 
farther into the project. The cost-per-square-foot average 
does not directly compute if you are making your home 
smaller to make it less expensive. A small, simple home can 
quickly become expensive if you start adding gadgets and 
upgrades. 
 

 
 

The style of your house will have huge implications on 
your budget. Some styles cost more to build than others due 
to complexity, material and amount of detail. A cozy brick 
ranch with a simple roof line is going to cost less than a 
complicated house with expensive exterior material and an 
extra large kitchen. 

 
Be careful in choosing exterior materials. They can be 

budget busters but they need to last. They protect your 
structure and your entire investment. Surprisingly, brick is 
one of the most economical and still the most reliable exterior 
materials. 

 
Complexity of style and design probably makes the 

biggest impact on a budget. It is said that you will pay more 
for every corner in a foundation. This is a solid theory but not 
because of concrete costs. A corner in the foundation 
translates to a corner trim in siding, a change of direction in 
brick, more shaping for the mason in stone. Each corner and 

57 



angle impacts things like subflooring, sheathing, roof 
flashing and interior trim. All of these add to labor costs and 
material waste. 

 
Your roofline’s complexity is also a factor. Any 

interruption of trusses or rafters marching across in an 
orderly manner is going to cost you money. The most 
expensive and the most important part of a roof is where two 
planes come together. Dormers are very expensive. Please 
never apply a fake dormer to an elevation. If you are going to 
the expense to put it up there, pay a little extra to open it up to 
the interior of the house. 

 
To keep the cost under control and create a beautiful 

home, I recommend choosing two elements you really want 
to highlight. I suggest one lovely material you use sparingly 
and one element (the entry, the stair tower) as a focal 
point. Avoid over-designing the home. A lot of different 
elements fighting for attention are not attractive. Giving the 
eyes a place to rest will highlight the items that you really 
want to attract attention. 

 
Determining your budget is something that you and your 

architect can work out together. After your first design 
meeting, you should be able to come to some definition of 
where your budget will be. Throughout the design process 
you will revisit some of the decisions you made early on to 
keep you on track. 
 
Staying on Budget 

 
Designing on 

budget is one thing, 
maintaining control 
of that budget during 
construction is one of 
the hardest things 
you will ever do. 
It’s your money. 
It’s your time. It’s your home. 

58 



You need to protect yourself by paying close attention to 
every detail or by hiring someone like me to watch your 
back. It’s also important to avoid making emotional 
decisions or rationalizing. The approach I use is simple and 
old school. And, it works. 
 

1. Dissect your bids. You will request and 
receive three bids. They will not be in the same 
format or use the same language. In order to 
compare apples to apples, you will need to pull 
the bids apart and reassemble them in a coherent 
order. 

Sheri’s Tip: Allowances 
 
The number one area for 
pitfalls, arguments and angst is 
allowances. Allowances are the 
amounts of money you budget 
for fixtures, finishes and 
appliances.  
 
Determining them can be 
tricky. So, what is a good 
allowance for appliances? Well, 
as usual, it depends. 
 
First, go shopping so you know 
the cost of the things you like. 
Consider where you want to 
splurge and where you can cut 
back. Allowance areas are 
usually items you can upgrade 
in the future. This budget item 
is also easily manipulated to 
make the bottom line look like 
a good price. 
 

 
 
Always pull your bids 
apart and investigate what 
your allowance is for each 
category. 
 
Getting a bid with a good 
allowance package is the 
biggest favor your 
contractor can do for you. 
 
If you’ve done a good job 
here, your allowances 
should cover what you 
select. You might find one 
special piece that blows 
the allowance. If you have 
a slush fund, go ahead and 
splurge. Just keep track 
and don’t overspend the 
slush or that special piece 
will just cause you angst. 
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2. Negotiate the contract. The builder will write 
the contract to protect himself. Your chance to 
protect yourself is right now. When it’s too late, it’s 
too late. Everyone is all gooey eyed and excited 
before everything starts but if it’s not on paper, 
you’re going to lose it later. Hire an attorney. 
 
3. Track your Change Orders. This is often 
missed. It’s a lot like credit card debt because it 
sneaks up on you. Keep a tally sheet of the 
changes you request during the building process 
and what each ordered change costs. 
 
4. Lien Waivers. You must get lien waivers from 
every subcontractor. Your general contractor will 
receive payment from you and handle paying the 
subcontractors. A lien waiver, signed by the sub 
will provide proof that the sub was paid. Insist that 
your general contractor provide this proof with 
every payment so that subs don’t come back to 
haunt you. 

 
Bids, contracts and waivers will be discussed in detail in 

Chapter Five; but, if this sounds like too much for the 
typical, one time, custom home homeowner to handle, that’s 
because it is. There is no way for you to learn everything you 
need to know to protect your money, your time and your 
home. 

 
The bank that holds your mortgage will be looking out 

for its own interests, not yours. As my clients’ guide, I work 
to make sure money is being spent properly and people are 
doing what they say they will do. On my projects, I verify 
every bill has been paid so my client can relax. Banks look 
out for their money and protect themselves. You need 
someone to protect you. Work a residential architect into 
your budget. 
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What if you go over budget? 
 

Being over budget is definitely a setback. Keeping a 
close eye on everything will prevent most mistakes but not 
all. This is a big project with many people involved. I know 
you don’t want to hear it, but mistakes will happen. Things 
will be missed by you, your builder, even your seemingly 
super-human architect. Remember, though, you only have 
hidden costs if someone is hiding something from you. 
Everyone needs to be honest and make purposeful decisions 
in order to get the project back on track. 

 
I worked 

through this 
process with a 
client who 
came to me 
with a floor 
plan already 
laid out. I made 

simple 
revisions to 
make the 

structure more efficient for his lifestyle and we pushed and 
pulled to create a more balanced look in the front elevation. 
The budget he set was appropriate to the floor plan they 
brought me. It was the exterior materials and the placement 
of the house on the land he bought that took us over budget. 

 
There really aren’t that many categories that throw you 

out of balance. The process I use when a project is over 
budget is to review each of the major cost categories (size, 
material, complexity and allowances). The clients and I sit 
down with the drawings and, one by one, we make informed 
decisions. 

 
Remember not to overemphasize that cost-per-square-

foot number if you are trying to trim costs. It seems like 
common sense to say “If I’m $12,500 over budget and my 
estimate is $125 per square foot. I’ll just eliminate 100 square 
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feet and be fine.” Not quite. You cannot eliminate 100 square 
feet of closet space and save that full amount. Being willing 
to sacrifice “cheap space” won’t get you all the way back 
on track. 

 
Sometimes it is difficult to know when to have “the talk” 

with a client who is over budget. In the case of the client 
above, I knew we were going over budget. We discussed it at 
length during a design meeting and he knew it too. I will 
never allow a client to get so far off their budget that the only 
way to fix it is to start from scratch. If I wait too long, there 
is too much disappointment. However, if I pull back too 
early in the process, I may not really be listening to my client 
or understanding his vision. Sometimes if you push the 
envelope a little, you get a better design and reach the one 
thing that really deserved all of the attention. 

 
These recommendations obviously only pertain to the 

design process. There are also areas where your builder can 
work on price. Be careful that you get specific answers and 
follow up. There are builders who will tell you only what you 
want to hear and that could cost you money in the end. 
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Chapter 5: Site Selection 
 
 

 
Which comes first, the land or the design? The answer is 

simple and complicated at the same time. Several things 
work back and forth between the land and the design of your 
custom home. You need to know the land to design the 
house; but you also need to have an idea of how you want the 
house designed in order to choose the land. Ideally, we have 
talked about your home needs and wants before you have 
bought a lot. 
 
Location, Location, Location 
 

The old adage can serve you well when looking for a 
new home; but it isn’t quite that easy when you are 
searching for a buildable lot. Things to consider before 
determining location: 
 

• Boundaries: Most people know what city 
or school district they want to live in. Be sure to 
investigate exactly where the boundary lines are. 
School districts, cities, townships and counties 
all overlap in different ways depending on local 
history and a wide variety of factors. Look 
carefully or the boundary lines can trick you. 
 
• Lifestyle: Do you want neighbors? How 
close? What is the planned density (number of 
homes per acre) of the neighborhood you are 
looking at? Remember that looking at a new 
development with no houses built yet can feel 
much different than the built out plan. 
 
• Privacy: Everyone is different. Think about 
places you have lived in the past. If you don’t 
like hearing the neighbors on their back patio, 
select a more private development with a lower 
density. 
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• Builder options: If one builder has 
developed a neighborhood, he might be the 
only one allowed to build homes in it. There 
might also be a closed builder list. Be sure to 
investigate approved builders before you select 
a lot in a development like this. 
 
• Community Covenants and Local Rules: 
Some communities have covenants that set a 
minimum square footage. Others may require 
you to pay for city utilities that are not yet on the 
lot. There may also be design review 
committees or restrictions on materials defined 
by either the community covenants or municipal 
building codes. So if you want to live in a 
particular neighborhood but want to have solar 
panels, find out if they are allowed. Rules are 
rules. Find out what they are before you buy the 
lot. 

 
After you have narrowed down the broad location, you 

need to search out buildable lots in that area. A real estate 
agent can help tremendously as long as their commission is 
not tied to the new house build. Finding a builder comes later, 
much later. 
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How the Lot Impacts Your Home Design and Vice 
Versa 
 

When you have found a few lots you like, walk them 
with your architect and talk about the possibilities. This is 
when you need to have a few things about the design clear in 
your head as well as some of the more technical aspects of the 
lots you are considering. First, find out all setbacks and 
required easements. As you walk lots, you and your architect 
will discuss things like: 
 

1. What is the square footage of your home’s footprint 
and will it fit on the lot? 

 
2. What is the orientation of the house: north, south, east, 

west? Which side will be exposed to sunlight at what 
time of day? 

 
3. How will the shape and slope of the lot affect the 

design of the house? Can we dig a basement? Can it 
have a walk-out? 

 
Site Plans and Orientation 

In particular, you 
need the site plan. 
This is an official plan 
which shows the 
boundaries of the lot, 
required setbacks (how 
close to the boundary 
you can put your 
house and how close 
to the boundary your neighbor can build), any easements or 
rights of others (usually utility companies) to cross the lot. You 
absolutely must have this information before you buy a lot. 
 

Orientation is one of the most important considerations 
when buying a lot. The northern side of the house will not 
receive any direct light while the southern side will 
receive light all day long. The eastern side will get the 
morning sun and the western side the evening sun. 
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Morning sun is nice to get you moving and evening sun can 
be warming in the winter but brutal in the summer. Think 
about the sun exposure, privacy, and outdoor living space. 
 

One of my clients bought a lot she loved but was 
disappointed when she learned what the orientation of the 
house would have to be. She had wanted glass openness to 
the south and privacy on that side but that turned out to be the 
street-facing side. The rear faced north where she really 
wanted spaces flooded with light. She 
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A sun study such as this can help demonstrate how 
your space will be lit throughout the day.  

 

sacrificed some of her dream spaces 
because she did not consider 
orientation prior to purchasing the 
lot. She also found that community 
covenants prohibited solar panels to 
face the street but to use the panels 
effectively they must face the south. 
 

For the record, my favorite rear 
exposure is south/ southeast. This 
provides morning light that 
continues and changes all day long in the main living space 
but doesn’t bake the open glass living areas with evening 
sun in the summer. I believe this supports our true circadian 
rhythms and makes for a pleasant public living area of your 
home. 
 
Slope of the Land 

Along with the site 
plan, if you are 
lucky,  the  seller  
will  have a 
topographical map 
of the lot. This 
shows the slope of 
the land over the 
entire lot. If the 
seller hasn’t 
mapped the 

topography, you may need to take on that expense. Listen to 
your architect’s advice regarding how important topography 
is on the lot you are considering. 
 

Flat lots are great for a ranch home with a strong 
connection to the land all around the building. These lots are 
easy to build on, easier to maintain and usually carry a lower 
price tag both to buy and to build on. One nice look for a 
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house on a flat lot uses the dirt that is dug out of the basement 
for a slight build up around the house. This gives the home a 
little more presence, helps with water runoff and sets the 
house a little higher than the garage. 
 

It seems most people look for a lot where they can build a 
walk-out basement. The perfect walk-out lot falls ten feet, 
sloping from the front to the back of the building pad. 
Ideally, the lot is cleared in front of the building pad and 
wooded behind it. You will pay a premium for these rare 
gems. 
 

With just minimal slope, you can force a walk-out but it 
will add to your costs. Again, listen to your architect about 
how much manipulation needs to be done to the slope of the 
land and what water runoff issues forcing your walk-out may 
create. Retaining walls or higher elevations of your home may 
be needed, along with additional excavation. All of those 
changes cost money. 

 
Non-traditional lots present unique challenges because 

they could have any shape, slope and orientation you could 
imagine. They are often the last lots to be built on because a 
traditional home plan may not work but they are very 
interesting for me as an architect. I designed a house for a 
lot that slopes from back to front and from right to left, 
creating a little knoll right in the center of the lot. 
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The most amazing feature of the lot is the view from 
the knoll back across the front of the lot to the valley. My 
design took perfect advantage of the unique beauty of this 
unusual lot. If you have a good architect, don’t shy away 
from the non-traditional lot. It might be the catalyst to a 
distinctive home that is perfect for you and the land. 

 
Do consider the additional costs of building on a difficult 

lot. Elizabeth came to me having already bought the last lot 
left in the entire town where she wanted to live. It became 
clear why it was left when I walked it with her. It was basically 
a short cliff that sloped right into her back neighbor’s house. 
The complicated design process included a structural 
engineer, excavation, increased exterior materials, increased 
framing costs, and additional landscaping. 

 
The house she now loves cost my client $40,000 more 

than it would have on a traditional lot, a price she was aware 
of and chose to pay. This project was successful, in part, 
because Elizabeth and I stayed in close contact and she was 
fully informed. I believe it would have been a different story 
had she not had all the facts and the $40,000 – or more – was 
a surprise. 
 
 

 
 

I have designed many homes on lots that the homeowner 
bought before our meeting. Most work out just fine. Again, 
however, starting with the architect brings many advantages 
to the process. Having expert advice every step of the way 
saves time, money and aspirin! 
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Chapter 6: Bidding and Contracts 
 
 
 

There are many ways a builder can bid on a project. The 
practice is not regulated so it has organically evolved 
differently in different areas of the country. Commonly, I see 
people choose a builder first. Unfortunately, this is the worst 
position for a homeowner. It is similar to walking into a car 
dealership and saying “I want a white sedan, and I’m not 
going to any other lots. What will you charge me?” You 
immediately lose all your bargaining power. 

 
I also see people buy plans online or abbreviate the 

design process and then consult builders verbally. These 
builders bid the project based on too many assumptions, 
leaving a lot of details to chance. You are asking builders to 
bid against each other without clearly defining all the 
parameters. This is difficult on good builders who are 
dedicated to best building practices and quality materials. It 
is very dangerous to bid incomplete plans. There is way too 
much leeway for “bait and switch” practices from less than 
honest builders. 

 
The best 

approach is to design 
a house with an 
architect. Send 
complete 
construction 
document sets to 
three builders and 
expect them to 
prepare competitive 
bids based on all the details you have already determined and 
documented. They know they are competing, so they will give 
you their best prices. 
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I counsel my clients that their primary goal in choosing a 
builder and getting the best price is to maintain control until 
you sign that contract. Consider it a warning sign when 
builders want you to commit to them too early. 

I know it is tempting to latch on to the builder you 
connect with personally. This is a long process, and yes, 
personality plays a huge part of who you choose to build your 
house. My advice is to keep the personal stuff out of it until 
you get the bid. You cannot choose the builder before 
defining everything and still expect the best price and best 
practice. 
 
Compare Apples to Apples 

 
Once three 

qualified 
builders have 
your completed 
plans and 
preferences for 
allowances, you 
will do some 
waiting. It is 

important to ask each builder how long it will take him to get 
a complete, detailed bid back to you. It should take two to 
four weeks and forcing him to do it faster is not to your 
advantage. Do hold the builder to the timeline he gives you. 
This can be a very good guide to how he will treat you during 
the construction process. 

 
There are pre-made bidding formats you could ask 

builders to use, but they don’t like it and usually refuse. It’s 
better to let them present their best price their way and then 
dissect all the bids with your architect. However, be sure to 
request an itemized bid so you have all the information. If a 
builder refuses to give you an itemized bid, tell them “no 
thank you” and move on. They are trying to hide something 
from you. 
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It is fascinating to me to dissect the bids, bring it all 
back together and make informed decisions. The main 
benefit to this system – and I have experienced it over and 
over again – is that is it not adversarial. Everyone knows 
where they stand and everyone is making informed decisions 
and being held accountable. It can be a successful, exciting 
and rewarding project when you take your time to do the 
work upfront. 

 

If a builder refuses to give you 
an itemized bid, he is trying to 

hide something from you. 
 

 

If you make a decision on hiring a builder just based on a 
bottom line number, you will be making a mistake. Anyone 
can make a bottom line number say anything they want. It’s 
amazing how many times a client will tell a builder “My 
budget is around $750,000.” Lo and behold, the bids come in 
right around $750,000. This is not necessarily a bad thing. It’s 
actually nice that the builder is listening to you and taking 
your budget seriously. 

 
The reality is, beyond hard construction costs, any house 

can really cost anything. Your job (or your architect’s job) is 
to pull the bid apart and find out what the builder is giving 
you for this amount of money. 

 
My recommendation, and what I do in my practice, is to 

pull the bids apart and put every line item into a spreadsheet. 
Include every line item for each of your three bids. Yes, this 
is time consuming, but the information you glean from this 
exercise is incredibly valuable. Not only will you see where 
the money is going, but you will be able to compare the 
builders. This is where you start your project on solid 
footing. 
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After you dissect, then inspection should lead you to 
identifying these hard numbers: 
 

• Hard Construction Costs: 
This number should be very similar 
for all builders in your area. It 
includes hard, tangible items such 
as studs, trusses, foundation, 
framing, etc. Price differences in 
this area could be caused by 
different suppliers or subcontractors 
the builders use. If a number seems 
off to you, ask the builder why. They 
may use a higher quality framer and you may decide 
that you are willing to pay for that. They should also 
be passing on any builder pricing or breaks they get on 
materials. 
 
• Overhead and Profit: There is room 
for some negotiation here, especially if 
they give you a percentage. You can ask if they are willing 
to build your house for 20% profit instead of 25%. Be 
careful, however, that negotiating in this area doesn’t 
actually pull from other services or allowances. 

 

• Services: Be sure you know what services the 
builder and 

his staff will be offering to you. Is there an interior 
designer available? Will someone go shopping with you? 
How many on site meetings are typical? Who manages the 
billing, draws and financial management? 

 
• Allowances: It is best if you can give these numbers to 
the builder. Ask his input, but you need to know what you 
want. 
 
After you have completed this basic analysis, compare 
the quality of what is being provided. For example: 

 
• Size of interior trim 
• Exterior materials 
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• Interior and exterior railings 
• Crown moldings 
• Audio and security system 
• Outdoor lighting 
• Landscaping 

 
This list can go on forever. Just 
plug it all into the same 
spreadsheet and see what 
different options are being 
provided by the different builders. 

 
If you take the time to dissect and 

inspect the bids you receive, two things 
will become apparent: 
 

What you are paying for and what is negotiable. 
 

It will become obvious what the bottom line prices were 
not telling you. With this information, YOU will be the most 
prepared person in the room. Now you are ready for 
negotiations. 

 
Contract Negotiations 

 
There are two major types of contracts: Cost Plus and 

Fixed Price. Both have advantages and disadvantages. Which 
is right for you will depend on how you and your builder are 
most comfortable. 

 
In a Cost Plus contract, your final price is the cost of 

all materials plus the profit percentage you agreed upon. In 
this case, you will see every single receipt for lumber, 
concrete, toilets and more. However, your builder has no 
incentive to look for bargains on any of the materials you’ve 
agreed to pay the cost, whatever it is. 
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In a Fixed Price contract, you agree on one price, period. If 
the price of lumber suddenly shoots up because of a natural 
disaster, your builder cannot pass that on. You know the final 
number at the beginning of the project. However, because 
your builder knows he will have to cover any unexpected 
materials costs, he’s likely to pad his price to account for that. 
So your Fixed Price contract could end up being slightly 
higher than the overall cost to build your home. 

 
Your residential architect can help you navigate the 

materials markets in your area and advise you on which 
builders work well with each type of contract. If the materials 
you choose tend to fluctuate in price, your architect will know 
that too. 

 
Every contract is different but you can find sample 

contract language with a simple Internet search so you 
become familiar with the typical format and vocabulary. Your 
architect can help you here too. 

 
I do recommend the “three bids after Construction 

Documents are complete” approach to every one of my full 
service clients. However, working through this process many 
times, I have learned from my clients that there is more than 
one way to end up with a successful project. Here is another 
viable option: 
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1.   Search out three highly-qualified builders that 
have a number of homes similar in size and cost to 
your project. 

 
2. At the completion of Design Development, 
interview those three builders. Ask them for a “ball 
park” price. You are looking for a per square foot or 
some other rule of thumb pricing. 

 
3. Choose one of these builders to work with you 
through the Construction Document phase. 

 
Be careful not to compare these ball park prices. It is not 

fair to the builders. You need numbers at this point only to 
judge if the builder understands your project. This number 
and their explanation of it will give you a lot of information. 

 
Do not sign a building 

contract based on this 
preliminary number. After 
construction documents are 
complete you will ask the 
contractor to bid on the project 
to present a real number in the 
contract. 

 
The main advantage to this process is the comfort of 

knowing where your pricing is at an earlier stage. A second 
advantage is working with the builder through the 
construction document stage. A good builder will bring 
information about materials, details and pricing to the project. 
A good architect will be open to this level of collaboration. 

 
 



 
 

 

 



 

Chapter 7: Construction Process 
 
 
 

For a truly custom home, designed by an architect and 
built by a local custom home builder, the typical timeline is 
two years. This is a rule of thumb that I use to estimate 
design, bidding and construction time. Obviously, many 
factors can impact the timeline, but two years from initial 
meeting to move in day is a fine starting estimate. 
 
The Timeline 

 
I ask for six 

months to prepare 
preliminary design 
through construction 
documents. It can take 
as little as three 
months or as much 
as 12 months 
depending on how 
prepared the client is, the size of the project and the 
complexity of the design. Bidding, interviewing contractors 
and negotiating a building contract usually takes 
approximately three months. You do not want to rush the 
bidding process but it will take some time to schedule all the 
meetings. 
 

For actual construction, allow a full year. Several factors 
can speed up or slow down the process: 
 

• Size: Although smaller square footage can be 
more complicated, it does take longer to build a 
larger house. 
 

• Complexity of the footprint: A more complex 
footprint with lots of angles and corners will add 
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some time to every step of the project (foundation, 
framing, trim, etc.). 

 
• Number of specialty subcontractors: The 
more specialties your contractor has to schedule, 
the longer construction will take. Yes, more than 
one subcontractor can be working at a time, but 
there is a method to the madness and you want your 
contractor to be in charge of who comes in when. 
 

• Weather: This is a 
real factor. However, it 
is often abused as an 
excuse for delays. I 
use a program that 
keeps a record of the 
weather for everyday of 
a construction project. 
It’s just another way of 
advocating for my clients 
throughout the process. 
 
• Homeowner 
responsiveness: You have a great responsibility 
when it comes to keeping your construction process 
on schedule. You will be given a list of decisions to 
make and components (everything from faucets to 
paint colors) to select and deadlines for completion. 
Without your timely decisions, your project can 
come to a grinding halt. 
 
• Your contractor: This is probably the number 
one contributor to how long your project will take. 
Scheduling a construction project is both an art and a 
science. Ask your contractor’s references how the 
scheduling went for their project. How many days 
did the site sit idle? Were multiple subs crawling all 
over each other? Most importantly, ask if the project 
finished strong. 
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During Construction 
 

The number one tip I have for watching your custom 
home take shape is Be Patient! It is very important to pay 
attention to all documents and details. Visit the site 
regularly both to meet with your builder and to just watch 
your home take shape. 

Paying attention and watching the construction will help 
you hold your builder to the timeline and budget in the 
contract. Another advantage of the architect side of the 
triangle is you can spend less time on the site and less energy 
holding the builder accountable. Instead, hold your architect 
accountable to keep you informed. 

 
It’s fun to watch your home be created from the ground 

up. Take pictures so you can have a scrapbook. 
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Monitor your budget and 
especially track change orders. 
Change orders are things that 
need to be different than they 
were in the original contract. 
Sometimes topography or other 
conditions interfere with plans, 

sometimes you run into unexpected costs and have to trim, 
and sometimes you change your mind. 
 

Typically, change orders are tied to selections either 
over or under your established allowance numbers. A 
change order can be money you owe or money owed back to 
you. Keep track of every change order and have some system 
to tally throughout the project. This is a custom home, there 
will be changes. You must keep track of them. 

 
Builders sometimes get a bad reputation over change 

orders but often that is because something is misunderstood 
about the contract. This is another reason to have a residential 
architect on your side who can guide you and facilitate good 
communication with your builder. 

 
Do set your project up for success by allowing it the time 

it needs. The bigger hurry you are in, the greater the 
likelihood of mistakes. I would love to tell you that if you 
just hire a residential architect everything will be perfect. The 
reality is that this is a large, complex project and there will be 
mistakes. Sometimes, to the surprise of my children, even I 
make mistakes. 

 
On a recent $2 million 

project, I was the project 
architect. I had designed the 
custom home and helped the 
client select every appliance, 
fixture and color for the home. 
We made a preliminary 
selection of black paint for the custom front door. 

 
In a subsequent meeting, we discussed changing the 
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finish of the door to a stain that matched the stair treads. The 
final order for the door came in, the client signed off on it 
and we both missed the detail that it was still listed as black. 

 
The black door arrived and was installed. The client did 

not freak out but was not happy. I researched what had 
happened, found out what it would take to correct it and 
reported all the information to my client. In the end, the 
client decided to keep the black door – which fortunately 
worked equally well with the design as the stain would have – 
rather than use additional time and money for a change order. 
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Sheri’s Tip: Power Where You Need It 
 

The installation of electric is a key area to pay attention to 
during the construction process. I strongly encourage a pre-
wiring walk through to locate outlets and switches. 

Once the electric goes in, you will be charged for any 
changes. For some reason, wiring often sneaks up on 
people so keep track of what’s happening so you get what 
you need and want. 

Don’t forget media also. If you are a gadget junkie, you may 
want to house it all in a media closet. And you will probably 
need wiring in the walls and ceiling for that surround and 
whole house sound. Don’t forget outdoor speakers also. 

More tips for getting the electricity where you need it: 
 

     ●  Outlets centered under windows. 

     ●  At least one exterior outlet on each side of the house. 

     ●  Outlets by steps and fireplace mantle for Christmas        
         decorations. 

     ●  Plan a location for the Christmas tree and install an  
         outlet controlled by a wall switch. 

     ●  Label or color code all wiring. 

     ●  Use Cat 5 or 6 wiring. 

     ●  Install dimmers inside. 

     ●  Put exterior lights on timers or motion sensors. 

     ●  Install wiring for electronic shades. 

     ●  Design your electric panel so you can hook up a  
         generator. 

     ●  Consider furniture placement and locate floor outlets  
         where required. 

     ●  Install a bedside switch in the master bedroom that  
         works exterior lights. 

     ●  Determine the height of wall hung TVs and install  
         recessed outlets so the TV can hang flat against the  
         wall. 
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Mistakes do happen. The goal is to reduce the number and 
cost of the mistakes and deal with them to the client’s best 
advantage. The door problem worked out because I accepted 
responsibility for my part in the mistake and provided all the 
information needed to fix it if he chose to. Because I run my 
projects as a triangle between Architect, Builder and Owner, 
we were able to figure out the solution. 
 

 

Construction communication 
starts right in the beginning 

at the builder interviews. 
Set the tone and expectations early. 

 

 

Communication Is Key 
 

The number one key to a successful project is 
communication. Over the years, I have seen and heard about 
plenty of failed projects. Very few of these stories have a clear 
cut good guy or bad guy. Most of the time, it is a gradual 
decline in communication that leads to a project’s failure. 
One simple system I use is a weekly meeting at the job site, 
followed by an email of simple bullet points regarding what 
we discussed. 

 
Having an architect as your advocate through the 

construction process can be the best investment you make. 
Construction communication starts right in the beginning at 
the builder interviews. Set the tone and expectations early. 
The figurative foundation of your custom home project is 
just as important as the literal foundation. 

 
If communication has degraded, it’s very important to get 

it back on track as soon as possible. Unfortunately when 
communication degrades, things are already difficult. Egos 
have been bruised and someone may have lost money. You 
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will need to take a deep breath and be the bigger person. It 
is in your best interest to resolve things amicably. 
 

To get back on track: 
 

1. Establish a system. Contact your builder by email 
and lay out your concerns. Explain that for the sake of the 
project, you are asking him to help you improve 
communication. 
 

2. Bring in another person. This is where the Architect-
Owner-Builder triangle is critical. If you didn’t hire your 
architect to help you through the construction phase, you need 
to reach out to her now. Architects are uniquely qualified 
because they understand both the design and building sides. 
You really want to avoid an attorney completing your 
triangle at this point. 
 

3. Do not try to win the argument. This might be the 
most difficult step. Your goal is not to win against your 
contractor. Your goal is to finish the project. You want to get 
through this process and end up with a beautiful home. 
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Remember, everyone wants the project to finish strong. It 
just might take you stepping up and making it happen. 
 

Finishing Strong 
 

Sometimes completing a home construction project is 
like waiting on fries at McDonald’s. Most of this book is 
about the beginning of a project. Ending a project strong is a 
little more difficult to discuss because there are so many 
factors that play into a successful project. 

 
All projects have their 

issues. It may have cost 
more, taken longer, looked 
different than you expected, 
or – heaven forbid – all 
three. Even if it has been 
the smoothest, most 
enjoyable process, it is easy 
to screw up the finish. The mistake I see most often? 
Homeowners are in such a rush to get in the house, they take 
occupancy before the final work is complete. 

 
As construction nears completion, you will do a final 

walkthrough with your builder to establish a “punch list.” For 
example, say you come up with 20 different items that need 
to be done. It seems like a lot, but everything is relatively 
minor and the inspector has already given you the final 
occupancy certificate. 
 

Owner: So, when can we move in? 
Builder: I have to get three different subs in here to 
finish up this list. Give me three weeks just to be safe. 
Owner: But we are in a cramped apartment and 
really want to get in here. Can we just move in 
early? 
Builder: Sure. Our contract requires that you make the 
final payment prior to taking occupancy. 
Owner: (warning bells, warning bells) Ok. That’s fine. 
(sinking feeling or oblivious, I’ve seen both) 
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Throughout this book I have counseled that to start a 
project strong you must have control. You want control of 
the drawings, control of the bidding process, etc. Well, it’s 
no surprise then that to complete a project strong you must 
maintain control. 
 

 
 

At this point in the project, the only leverage you have left 
is the final payment. Your money is your control. When you 
make that final payment, you are handing over your last bit 
of control. 

 
Most contracts will 

require final payment 
before you can move in. 
Sure, you can move in 
after final inspection clears 
but you have to make the 
payment first. That’s the 
catch. If you move in 
before everything is complete, you create two serious 
problems. 

 
First and foremost, you’ve lost control. When you take 

away the incentive of finishing up for the final payment, 
things invariably slow down. While I believe in the 
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builders I work with and I believe that most people have 
good intentions, we live in the real world and humans work 
for prizes. 

 

When you make that final 
payment, 

you are handing over your last 
bit of control. 

 

The second problem you create by moving in early is 
you’re in the way! Now you are moving in, you have half-
empty boxes everywhere. Your kids have homework, you 
have friends over. The builder will do his best to 
accommodate you, but it is very hard and nobody is happy 
because he can’t get in and you can’t be done. 

 
How is that like McDonald’s fries, you ask? Picture 

this: You’re starving. You’ve been on the road home from 
vacation for hours, with kids. The vacation was good but it 
cost more than you planned and there was that flat tire that 
threw everything out of whack. You see the Golden Arches. 
(Move in day, get it?) All you want are those hot, crunchy, 
perfectly salted fries. 

 
There aren’t enough fries in the hopper, so they start a 

new batch. You want those fries so badly and your patience 
is so frayed that you stand at the stainless steel counter 
tapping your keys and looking annoyed. The fry guy stops 
the fries early because they have reached “substantial 
completion” and, frankly, he’s sick of you looking at him. You 
grab the keys – I mean bag – and head for the highway. 
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As soon as you reach into the bag, the fries are limp and 

soggy and they forgot the freakin’ salt! If you could just have 
waited one more minute, your fry craving would have been 
fully satisfied. 

 
Building a house will teach you many lessons in 

patience. As you begin, you will see progress quickly. Your 
empty lot will suddenly have a basement dug. Then things will 
take shape rapidly with framing, wiring and rough 
plumbing. As the drywall goes up, windows go in and 
brickwork is completed, you start planning your 
housewarming party. 

 
When you get to the end, progress is slower but just as 

important. You’ve already finished all the big things so you 
won’t see rapid change but you will be happier if you give 
the builder the time he needs. 

 
Just wait one more minute for perfect fries. 
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Conclusion: Welcome Home 
 
 
 

Building your custom home is a long process full of 
unexpected challenges. A lot can happen over the course of 
two or more years so it’s important to have an advocate you 
can trust. 

 
One of my most memorable projects was for Dr. Mrudula 

Kalpalathika. Even though she typically answers to Dr. K, I 
asked her to teach me how to pronounce her name since we 
were going to be spending so much time together. 

 
I worked closely with Dr. K and her husband, Mohan 

Reddy, Ph.D., to design their custom home just the way they 
wanted it. They were thrilled with progress we had made and 
construction was underway when tragedy struck. 

 
Dr. Reddy suffered a fatal brain aneurysm while shopping 

for appliances. I attended his funeral and made a memorial 
donation to Wright State University where he had taught. Dr. 
K took her husband’s body back to India for a traditional 
burial. I didn’t hear from her for a long time. 

 
About two years later, the house was still unfinished 

when Dr. K’s attorney contacted me and we reached an 
agreement for Construction Administration Services. Now 
that Dr. K was on her own and working full-time as a 
physician, she needed someone to help her make decisions 
and monitor the project. 

 
Finishing Dr. K’s house was a difficult and sometimes 

touchingly emotional process. Every decision brought back 
sweet memories that reinforced the realization that now she 
would be living in their dream home by herself. 

 
As usually happens when you go through a difficult 

process, one day at a time, things got a little better. By the 
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time her home was finished, she was able to move in and 
even put Dr. Reddy’s picture at the center of her prayer room. 

 
As a residential architect, I recognize that every part of 

your home is intensely personal. Your home is where you will 
laugh, cry, raise children, celebrate holidays and make 
memories both happy and sad. My goal is that each of those 
moments feels unique and special because your home is 
unique and special to you. 

 
You are embarking on a journey that few people get the 

chance to experience. Some people will choose not to try 
because they are intimidated by the process and are worried 
about making bad decisions that result in lost money and spent 
time. If you have the right guide, you can eliminate most of 
your concerns. 

 
At Scott Architecture we have developed a process that 

minimizes your risk and makes the project enjoyable. You 
will move into a home that is perfect for you and only you. 
 

1. Listen:   We   take   time   to   understand   
your   family,   dreams, style and ideas. 

2. Plan:   We   design   your   home   and   pull   
together   the   team of engineers, builders and 
materials. 

3. Execute:  We  advocate  for  you  through  
construction  to  ensure we hit your goals, 
budget and timeline. 

 
Hopefully this information has given you the confidence 

to begin. By starting strong with a residential architect and 
maintaining control with smart decisions, your custom home 
project will be exciting and fulfilling. Your home is where 
your life happens; it should support your best life. 
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Glossary 
 
 
 
Allowances 

An allowance is a reserve within your construction 
contract for you to draw from when you make your 
selections for items such as appliances and light fixtures. 
When final selections and pricing come in, if you underspend 
you get money back, if you overspend you owe above what 
your contract states. It is important to have a good idea of 
what you want in these areas before setting allowance 
amounts. 
 
Bidding 

While designing your home your architect will consult 
with you regarding budget. Budget numbers are not the same 
as your final construction contract number. When the design 
of your home is complete, you need to find out how much it 
is going to cost to build it. Bidding a project out is the process 
of distributing your complete Construction Documents to a 
minimum of three pre-selected builders, and asking them to 
submit a proposal of cost, materials and timeline to build your 
project. 
 
Change order 

Change orders result from any change to the contract 
price. Typically this is tied to selections either over or under 
your established allowance numbers. A change order can be 
money you owe or money owed back to you. Keep track of 
every change order and have some system to tally them 
throughout the project. 
 
Construction Documents 

Calling a professional set of building documents 
“blueprints” is an old fashioned term. The word blueprint 
originated from the old process of exposing a transparent 
drawing over light sensitive paper. When exposed to ammonia, 
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the line work turned blue. Previous to this, the file was blue 
and the lines white. We don’t use this technology any longer. 
Now all drawings are printed on machines similar to your 
personal printer. Now a finished set of drawings are 
appropriately called, Construction Documents or simply 
Plans. 

 
Density 

The number of housing units per a given area. 
 
Easement 

Typically a swath of land that is reserved for utilities, 
often underground. You can usually enjoy this as open space 
on your land, but you cannot build on it. There usually is no 
monitoring of this beyond your initial site plan submission; 
however, if you build on an easement on purpose or by 
mistake, if the utilities require maintenance, your structure 
will be torn out and it will be your responsibility to replace. 
 
Elevation 

The exterior view of your house. “Front Elevation” is 
typically looking straight at your house from the street. 
 
Footprint 

The layout of your house floor plan. Sometimes referring 
to the perimeter and what space your full house takes up on 
your site. 
 
Lien 

Any official claim or charge against your property for 
payment of a debt or an amount owed for services rendered. In 
a building project, an unpaid plumber might file a lien to 
secure payment. In extreme cases, liens carry with them the 
right to sell property to obtain the money. A mortgage or a 
deed of trust is a form of lien, and any lien against real 
property must be filed with the county recorder to be 
enforceable. 
 
Lien waiver 

A lien waiver is a simple piece of paper that states, “Yes, I 
was paid this amount for the work I did and I release all 
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rights to this property.” This is your only assurance that your 
builder is paying his subcontractors with the money that you 
are paying him. 
 
Program/brief 

Program is a fancy name for a description of rooms, sizes, 
uses and other pertinent information. It defines the scope of 
the project and makes sure the architect and the client are on 
the same wavelength prior to diving into design. 
 
Setback 

The distance between the property line and any structure on 
the property. Rules vary from community to community and 
neighborhood to neighborhood. Setbacks are generally listed 
on Site Plans. Nothing can be constructed within a setback. 
Typically, they are designed to prevent homes from being too 
close to one another or to provide access for utilities or 
neighborhood amenities. 
 
Site plan 

A site plan shows all of the information on your lot. It 
details boundary lines, setbacks and easements as well as an 
outline of the proposed new structure. 
 
Topography 

Detailed description and mapping of the features of an 
area. Topographic maps usually show water features, hills 
and any variations in elevation. Not all topographic details 
appear on site plans. 
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About the Author 
 
 
 

Sheri Scott, R.A., NCARB, specializes in residential 
architecture and is currently registered in the State of Ohio. 
She is a graduate of the University of Cincinnati and has 
designed and built homes ranging from $200,000 to $5 
million. 

 
In high school, Sheri had no idea what she wanted to 

do. Time to apply to schools was quickly approaching and 
the only thing she was sure about was that she didn’t want 
to be an engineer like her father, uncle and sister. An 
observant high school guidance counselor recommended 
architecture. It was a perfect fit. 

 
Since becoming a registered architect, Sheri worked for 

a local architecture firm for 12 years before starting Scott 
Architecture in 2008. Her business has steadily grown. 

 
One of Sheri’s favorite projects has been transforming a 

forgotten structure behind her family’s 1920s farm house into 
her office. She immediately saw potential in an old stone 
spring house that others thought should be bulldozed. The 
spring house supported the lifestyle of the original farmers 
who lived in that home. Now, with heat, air conditioning, 
Internet and cell service, it still supports the occupants of the 
home:  Sheri, her husband John and their three sons. 
 
If you have any comments, questions or want to contact Sheri, 
you can find her at: 
 
Website: ScottArchitecture.com  
FaceBook: Scott Architecture : Sheri Scott  
Twitter: @sheriscott 
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