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By John Byrd

R
uss Glickman was a traditional full-
service remodeler until the late
1990s when he abruptly added a

host of accessibility certifications to a long
list of building industry credentials. The
service extension was less about opportu-
nity than a personal call to apply what he’d
learned from personal experience in help-
ing his son, Michael, who was born with
cerebral palsy.

“As a professional builder and a parent, I
was fascinated with the challenges entailed
in helping people with mobility issues make
use of their homes, and really eager to ab-
sorb the evolving strategies and technolo-
gies that were then beginning to evolve,”
Glickman said. “I spent several years acquir-
ing new certifications while continuing to
execute full-scale remodeling projects.”

Starting initially as a helpful neighbor
with sound advice, Glickman, who has op-

erated Glickman Design Build for more than
30 years, eventually recognized that the
demand for accessibility solutions was
larger than he had thought.

“I was offering feasibility studies in spe-
cial needs situations mostly on referral, but
the inquiries pretty quickly became about
half of my work,” he said. “It wasn’t that
there weren’t other practitioners in this
field. But I soon discovered that the need
for original solutions was as pronounced
among people with mobility requirements
as it is in remodeling — may be more so.”

His conclusion: an accessibility solution
that’s tailored to an individual is always
best, especially when designed to accom-
modate both current and probable future
needs.

“Mastering guidelines and practices spe-
cific to a particular condition is a good start-
ing point,” Glickman said. “The Americans
with Disabilities Act, for instance, publishes
recommendations everyone should know.

But the reality is that every disability is also
uniquely personal, and every house presents
challenges that must be fully understood if
a solution is to work well.”

On top of this, Glickman said, there are
always code and budget issues, emerging
technologies and, often, collaborative input
from therapists, engineers and other spe-
cialists.

In the end, it is field experience that
makes a mobility or access solution practi-
cal.

“This is an enormous societal issue, with
a significant and growing practice literature
that must be absorbed,” he said. “Having
said this, I find that the best solutions arise
from effectively collaborating with some-
one facing challenges who’s really passion-
ate about making the most of their situa-
tion.”

IF THERE’S ONE TREND that’s well un-
derway in Northern Virginia, it’s that seniors
are consistently deciding to age in place —
even when a major retrofit is called for.

In McLean, for instance, a retired execu-
tive and his wife recently hired Glickman
to develop a plan for installing a three-story
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Seniors increasingly seek innovative plans
that embrace both the present and the future.

Diverse Needs, Desires Drive Mobility Solutions
elevator in their 10,000-plus-square-foot
house. “The owners are in their in their late
60s, and walking without assistance. The
stairs have gradually become a chore, how-
ever, a situation that was unlikely to im-
prove.”

By Marilyn Campbell

The Connection

J
im Harkin, 81, and his wife,
Phyllis, 80, have little free time
these days. Jim spends his days
protecting and photographing

wildlife on the 60-acre campus at The
Fairfax, a Sunrise Senior Living Community,
in Fort Belvoir. He helped build, refurbish
and maintain more than 20 birdhouses on
the grounds, including homes for tree swal-
lows and purple martins.

Phyllis Harkin manages a small gift shop
and runs marathon bridge games. The
couple moved to The Fairfax more than two-
and-a-half years ago because they wanted
the freedom to pursue their interests and
live among people with similar lifestyles
without the responsibility of maintaining a
household. “We were getting older and
keeping up a house and yard in Fairfax was
getting harder,” said Jim Harkin, a retired
Navy captain. “We also wanted to make our
own decisions about where and when we
moved and not have that left up to our busy
children.”

Phyllis Harkin, a former real estate ap-
praiser, said, “We did it in time, but after
living at The Fairfax, we wish we’d done it
earlier. You have no idea how much fun it
is over here.”

Kathy Aust, 67, has lived at Heritage Hunt
Golf and Country Club, an independent liv-
ing retirement community in Gainesville,

Va., since 2001. She moved there from
Burke, she said, for social reasons. “I wanted
to move into a community where there were
people who had lifestyles that were similar
to mine,” said Aust, a retired federal em-
ployee who has no children. “I like living in
a community with people in similar situa-

tions. It is very active here. There
are indoor and outdoor pools, ten-
nis and golf. There is so much to
be done here.” Aust volunteers on
the Heritage Hunt community
task force and with the
community’s women’s group.

The decision to move out of one’s home
and into a retirement community is often
complicated and can be fraught with anxi-
ety. Experts in geriatrics say that reasons to
relocate to a retirement community usually
boil down to three factors: social connec-
tions, physical condition and personal
safety.

“It’s like a trifecta or a three-legged stool.
It is hard to be stable if one leg isn’t work-
ing” said Andrew Carle, an executive-in-
residence at George Mason University’s pro-
gram in senior housing administration in
Fairfax. “A person might be physically
healthy, but if they are isolated in their
home and not driving or have lost touch

with friends, they
could become de-
pressed.”

Carle, who has
more than 25 years of
executive-level senior
housing and health
care experience, adds
that if a person has
had a stroke or an-
other condition that
affects mobility, living
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Many options for retirement communities in the region.

Choosing a Home for the Golden Years

Phyllis and Jim Harkin are active residents of the Fairfax, a
Sunrise Senior Living Community, in Fort Belvoir. Jim, 81, runs
the facility’s birding club and Phyllis, 80, manages the campus
gift shop. The couple wanted to live among people with similar
lifestyles without the responsibility of maintaining a household.
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“We wish we’d
[moved] earlier.
You have no idea
how much fun it
is over here.”

— Phyllis Harkin
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Since elevator access within the
home’s existing structure wasn’t
feasible, Glickman’s plan calls for
a 60-foot tower designed to house
an elevator shaft — a substantial
modification that will not be vis-
ible from the front facade.

Inside, the tower will connect a
finished lower level, a study on the
main level and a third floor sitting
room. The owners are also consid-
ering an option to build-out the
fourth floor as a guest room suite,
a choice which will entail extend-
ing the tower another floor, finish-
ing selected attic rooms and tying
off the roof.

The execution is meant to be ar-
chitecturally seamless, with the
tower clad in brick to match the
25-year-old, original masonry. The
new roof will then be tied into
existing rafters, reframed and
reslated.

Not surprisingly, professionals
regarded this as a highly special-
ized assignment.

“There aren’t lot of local contrac-
tors who could execute a project
like this,” said Andria Gregory of
Area Access, Inc., the firm that will
install the elevator.

“The specifications are always
exacting, so it’s important to us to
work with people who have a track
record, ” Gregory said.

Gregory notes that Glickman’s
experience in mobility prescription
puts him in a selective class. “He’s
among a handful of our preferred
contractors in Northern Virginia,”
Gregory said. “It’s critical to us that
the project satisfies the client in
every respect.”

IN ARLINGTON, a mobility plan
with incremental components has
been implemented in the two-level
ranch Jaime and Janice Marquez
have occupied for 24 years.

Jaime, 59, who had polio as a
child but walked without assis-
tance for most of his adult life,
started intermittently using
crutches again about 10 years ago.

“This wasn’t a surprise,” Janice
Marquez said. “The research
shows that polio survivors can
have increased mobility challenges
as they age, so we wanted a wheel-
chair friendly plan even though it’s
not a necessity right now.”

The biggest obstacles: a curving,
ruggedly-steep front walk that
links up with a front stoop; stan-
dard-width interior halls and door-
ways that had proven restrictive;
and a back deck inaccessible to
Jaime Marquez from the ground.

“It had become difficult for
Jaime to negotiate the house on

crutches, so we we’re looking
ahead,” Janice Marquez said. “Ini-
tially, I wasn’t sure if we should
remain in this house, but I had
read about Glickman and decided
to get his feedback.”

Compounding the “move vs.
improve” question was the
couple’s mutual concern that an
accessibility solution might make
the house less functional for oth-
ers, including two daughters away
at college who are frequent visi-
tors.

“I’ve seen accessibility modifica-
tions that become obstructive,”
Janice Marquez said. “I wanted to
see if we could make changes that
would enhance the property —
functionally and aesthetically.”

To improve front elevation ac-
cess, Glickman and team removed
the existing front walk, re-graded
the front slope so that it rises at
the rate of one inch per foot and
introduced a “zero step” entry.

Inside, hallways have been wid-
ened from 36 inches to 48; door-
ways from 30 to 36 inches.

To facilitate Jaime Marquez’s
access between the rear deck and
yard, Glickman designed and con-
structed a wider, low-rise staircase
that accommodates his crutches.

While focused and small-scale,
the changes have improved Jaime
Marquez’s ability to move freely
from driveway to front door and
throughout the house. They’ve
also bestowed an unexpected ben-
efit. “The interior now feels much
more spacious,” Janice Marquez
said, “and the wider doorways al-
low more natural light.”

Also, she notes, the new front
walk adds considerable curb ap-
peal. “Honestly,” she said, “I wish
the walk had been in place when I
was still pushing the girls in their
stroller. It’s just a lot easier for ev-
eryone.”

OUT IN STERLING, the Saads,
both in their mid-60s, asked
Glickman for a plan that would
make life easier for Mrs. Saad —
who recently transitioned to a
wheel-chair. The couple’s desire to
stay in place for the near-term in-
spired an alternative vision: con-
vert the 2,000-square-foot lower
level into a four-room suite com-
plete with accessible bath, kitch-
enette and other amenities.

To facilitate access to the new
one-level living area, Glickman
designed a lift that connects the
first floor to the new suite.

From Page 2
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Mobility Solutions

Details
Russ Glickman periodically offers work-

shops on accessibility solutions for seniors.
Visit www.GlickmanDesignBuild.com or
call 301-444-4663

Arlington
seniors
Jaime
Marquez
and Janice
Shack-
Marquez on
their newly
designed
accessible
front walk.

Photo courtesy of Home Fronts News
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alone is challenging. “If you need assistance
with dressing and bathing that would make
it difficult for you to stay in your home
alone,” he said. Safety issues, such as a risk
of falling or medication management, are
other reasons that one might not be safe
living alone, said Carle.

Not everyone who leaves their home does
so willingly. Gail, who has no children or
family in the area and asked that her last
name be withheld, moved to Potomac Val-
ley Nursing and Wellness Center in
Rockville, after her close friends and a so-
cial worker determined that she was not
healthy enough to live alone. “I want to go
back to my house,” she said. “That is where
I want to be.”

Linda Gulyn, Ph.D., a professor of psy-
chology at Marymount University in Arling-
ton, who teaches aging psychology, says that
despite the amenities and services that can
make retirement communities a good fit, a
feeling of losing the ability to make deci-
sions about one’s life makes many seniors
resistant to leaving their homes.

Andrew Carle said, “The very best strat-
egy for a resistant parent is respite stay,
which is essentially a short-term stay. The
family goes on vacation and lets the senior
stay at a retirement community for a week

or two. It gives the senior a chance to meet
the people, eat the food and participate in
the activities. Usually after about a week or
two the senior realizes that living alone in
their home and watching television all day
isn’t all it is cracked up to be.”

WHEN ONE DECIDES that living alone
is no longer wise, there are plenty of op-
tions. Local retirement communities run the
gamut from independent living where a
person lives among fellow seniors, but does
not need special care, to levels of assisted
living. Assisted living facilities provide dif-
ferent levels of care for those who need help
with small tasks such as medication admin-
istration, to those who need help with daily

tasks such as getting dressed or taking a
bath. Skilled nursing facilities, where resi-
dents have greater medical needs, are an-
other option.

Some facilities such as The Fairfax and
the Hermitage in Alexandria, are actually
continuing care retirement communities
that enable residents to transition from in-
dependent living to nursing care in the same
facility as conditions change.

“Independent living basically meets a
person’s social needs,” said Carle. “Assisted
living is for people who have physical needs
or limitations. I don’t think of nursing
homes as senior housing. It is long-term
health care or for someone who is recover-
ing from an injury or who needs physical

therapy.”
“Fox Hill’s... amenities, services and fas-

cinating residents all combine to offer a dis-
tinctive retirement lifestyle that is both very
attractive and very accessible,” said Julie
Sabag, director of marketing at Fox Hill, in
Bethesda, Md.

Peg Bixler, an assisted living resident at
The Hermitage, said her doctor advised her
that she should not live alone anymore.
Living in an assisted living community al-
lows her to maintain an active lifestyle while
still getting the help that she needs.

Dorothy Lavoie, 93, another resident of
The Hermitage, moved to be near family. “I
don’t have any children, but I am close to
my niece” said Lavoie, a former nurse who
served in World War II and the Korean War.
“I was living in California, and my niece who
lived here wanted me to live near her.”

Another Hermitage resident, John
Mutchler, a retired chemist who has a
daughter in Arlington, and a twin sister in
Alexandria, moved from New Jersey to Al-
exandria to be closer to his family. “It is no
problem for me to visit with my family of-
ten, which is nice for me,” he said. “I keep
busy here. I am the chairman of the execu-
tive committee. I am also a member of the
poetry group where we read poetry every
week. I am a member of the current events
group.”

From Page 2
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John Mutchler Dorothy LavoiePeg Bixler
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