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the HOUSE

Come on In
The entry and doorway to a home
is personal and social, since it’s an
area to greet and interact with others.
It has also been a protective and
symbolic home element ever since
mankind sought shelter and refuge
from predators and the elements alike.

Right: A no-step entry
way at the front of a
home says welcome
to all. Bottom: Home
owner John Vasey (left)
and architect Charles M.
Schwab (right) enjoy the
shelter provided by the
covered front porch.

These critical portal areas exist
throughout the home and every one
should be universally designed for
life-span living. It should be able to
function for people of all abilities for
the rest of their lives.
The overall goal is to allow for
independent living and freedom to
move about the home as effortlessly
as possible. This all starts at the front
door and includes other entries into
and out of all rooms and spaces.

The Entryway
Poorly designed entryways and
improper detailing can be hazardous
and could result in clumsy accidents
and even falling.
Without the necessary clearances, hardware and finish surfaces,
damage to the home can also result
because of wheelchair impact or furniture when moving.
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Envision yourself under a covered porch that immediately provides
shelter upon entering the home. The
finished floor is perceptively flat, with
a very slight cross-slope away from the
home for drainage, but not so much as
to throw off a person’s balance.
It has a non-slip surface with a
satisfactory coefficient of friction
for good footing and traction. An
exposed aggregate surface can be
appropriate for a slab and there are
non-slip treatment finishes for wood
and other surfaces. Several composite wood products provide excellent
non-slip surfaces.
A package bench placed about
32 inches above the floor comes in
handy. A minimum 5-foot diameter

The overall goal is to allow for independent living and
freedom to move about the home as effortlessly as possible.
maneuvering space adjacent to the
handle-side of the door is preferred.
This is helpful for people who use
wheelchairs, walkers, baby strollers
and even home movers.
When possible, extend that space as
part of a front- or side-yard porch or deck
allowing everyone to freely move about.

Opening the Door
The importance of space on the door
handle side can’t be overemphasized.
A minimum 1 foot, 6 inches on the
door handle side of the door is needed,
but 2 feet is much better.

Imagine sitting in front of the
door. One needs to be able to open the
door without pulling it upon oneself
or wheelchair. When this happens,
freedom of movement is restricted.
When outside, this space provides
wheelchair footrest clearance so a person can be close enough to the handle
and operate the hardware mechanism.
A protective plate on the door is
a good idea to not damage the door
with the footrest. There are residential
metal door jambs with wood-like or
wood casing options that will better
sustain impact.
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Dona Vasey (left) and architect Charles M.
Schwab (right) relax on her home’s back patio
which features an accessible entry.

The Right Room
The door handle should be a lever
so those with limited or no hand
strength can push the lever down
with an elbow.
All passageway doors need to have
a minimum 32 inches of clear space
between the doorjambs so a wheelchair
user can pass through without scratching ones knuckles. Even better, a 3-foot
wide door will provide the preferred 34
inches of clearance.
A brightly-lit, well-identified
entry area encourages safety and
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can be an affirmation of sanctuary
and welcoming. A light fixture can be
located at the lever side of the door.
If a window is to be used in this
area consider using impact proof glass
so an intruder can’t break it, reach
around and open the door from the
inside. An emergency switch can be
connected to make the front porch
light flash on and off in case of distress from the inside.

A brightly-lit, well-identified entry
area encourages safety and can be an
affirmation of sanctuary and welcoming.

Consider door peepholes or an
intercom for communication in lieu
of a sidelight. There are some on the
market that provide a wide angle of
view. Two peepholes can be installed,
one at ambulatory height and one
at wheelchair height of about 42–48
inches above the floor, or whatever
works for you.

Less Frustration
The bottom of the door threshold should
be no higher than a ½ inch to provide
smooth movement and no tripping
hazard. If snow and ice are a big issue,
in-slab electrical snow-melt wiring is not
as expensive as you might think.
Consider a motion sensor that
turns overhead lighting directed

toward the door on and off. A lighted
doorbell or intercom at 42 inches
above the finished floor is helpful.
There are several options for
automatic door openers and I like
to include electrical outlets above
selected doors or with a cover plate
for future installation.
When complete access at
doorways is achieved, there is less
frustration and it provides more
opportunities for fresh air, outdoor
activity and sunshine.
For more information, visit
universaldesignonline.com. n
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