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Things you need to
know before giving
your bathroom a
makeover.
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When planning a remodel, homeowners can get gridlocked by trying to save too much of the existing structure, said Charlie Blair, project
manager of CHC Creative Remodeling in Lenexa, the firm that designed this Overland Park bathroom. The owner wanted more light in the
shower, so CHC replaced a traditional wall with glass and a narrow tiled plumbing column to let natural light flow in from a nearby window.

R
emodeling what is of-
ten the smallest room
in the house is a big

subject. There are books,
magazines, websites and
blogs to browse. There are
designers, contractors and
showroom staff to consult.
And there are mistakes to
avoid. Here are a few:

1. Set a realistic
schedule

Plan a generous time-
frame for the work. Don’t
schedule a big holiday party
or invite stay-over guests
during the period immedi-
ately after the renovation
should be finished. Even if
there are no delays in your
job, the contractors may en-
counter unexpected prob-
lems with the job preceding
yours. Or the plumber may
come down with the flu. Or
the carpenter’s soon-to-be
ex-wife may break his arm
with a hammer. It happens.

2. Watch the work

Be explicit that the con-
tractor ask your preference
when a question arises.
Leave your cellphone num-
ber or hang around the
house and check on the pro-
gress periodically. Susan
Lytton of Leawood said she
discovered her contractor
nailing bead board paneling
with the ridges running hor-
izontally in a basement bath-
room remodeling project.
The contractor thought he
would use less material that
way, but she wanted a tradi-
tional vertical look. He
hadn’t bothered to ask, even
though she was home.

Another owner found her
contractor laying tile in a
symmetrical grid less than
30 minutes after discussing
an off-set pattern. Luckily
the tile could still be rear-
ranged. The contractor apol-
ogized and said he must
have been on auto-pilot. It’s
a good idea to follow the
rule of many professional re-
modeling firms by recording
all details and prices in ad-
vance, down to the model
number of plumbing parts
that will be used.

3. Shop smart

Think about shipping
costs. Lytton purchased light
fixtures online from a sup-
plier in another state, but
she ordered two heavy ped-
estal sinks and bases online
from a dealer with local out-
lets. When the pieces didn’t
fit together properly, she
was glad they could be eas-
ily returned.
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4. Follow basic
construction
guidelines

Don’t sacrifice sound
construction for a cosmetic
fix. Many homeowners suc-
cessfully paint over wallpa-
per when it’s hard to re-
move. But think twice be-
fore installing sheetrock
over old tile walls or lath
and plaster. “If there’s al-
ready some mold or rot go-
ing on, you’ll be creating an
air barrier that will trap
moisture and cause great
damage,” said C. Jason Cor-
nish of CV Anderson Con-
struction Co.

5. Plan smart storage
solutions

Do sacrifice a bit of stor-
age in certain situations.
Garry Calvin, an independ-
ent contractor, worked with
a client who wanted to
move water lines to an out-
side wall to create three
more inches of storage
depth along the back of a
vanity. Bad idea during a
typical Midwest winter, he
told her. And sometimes the
vanity cabinet itself is a mis-
take. “In older homes when
the floor space is tight, a
sink cabinet makes the
bathroom very cramped
and hard to get around in,”
says Paul Helmer, a color
expert and remodeler at
Touch of Distinction. He
recommends a traditional
open-based pedestal sink to
broaden the feeling of spa-
ciousness combined with a
partial cabinet or open
shelving above the toilet.
He also advises using light
colors with horizontal ac-
cent stripes to expand a
small room.

6. Think like a senior 

Consider making changes
with aging in place and uni-
versal design in mind. Brad

Scott, production manager
of Schloegel Design Re-
model, suggests curbless
showers, wood blocking be-
hind tile walls to accommo-
date grab bars (even if you
don’t want these right now)
and comfort height toilets.
Hands-free, motion-sensor
faucets also can be installed
in residences, he said. If
you’re changing walls and
doorways, try to widen typ-
ical 24-inch door frames to
36 inches to accommodate
walkers and wheelchairs.

7. Avoid garish and
unsafe lighting

Plan several sources of
lighting. Relying solely on
an overhead light will cre-
ate harsh shadows — the
upside-down effect of hold-
ing a flashlight under your
chin to make a spooky face.
Jennifer Nekuda, Park Uni-
versity adjunct professor of
interior design and sales en-
gineer at LightWild, advises
a layering effect: a general
fixture mounted on the ceil-
ing combined with accent
lighting around a vanity
mirror, preferably in the
form of side sconces. A win-
dow that lets in natural light
and/or task lighting is a
great addition, but don’t use
freestanding lamps near a
sink, shower or tub. It’s a
shock hazard and against
the National Electric Code.

8. Consider your
overall concept

Do your homework by
visiting area showrooms
and browsing websites and
magazines before you make
any selections. You may
save money by piecemeali-
ng the renovation through
individual contractors for
the floors, walls, shower
and vanity. But if you can’t
imagine how it all fits to-
gether and want the assur-
ance of licensed, certified
work, hire a design firm.

Charlie Blair, project
manager with CHC Cre-
ative Remodeling, said peo-
ple designing their own
project often become gri-
dlocked by trying to save
too much of the existing
structure. “You shouldn’t
start out with too many pre-
conceptions on what can’t
be done. Somebody who
does this all the time can
help you think through the
options and marry it to a
budget. Otherwise you
might be leaving a lot of po-
tential on the table — or on
the floor or in the tub.”

9. Watch the bling

Failure to pick out a focal
point is another mistake
many people make, Blair
said. Homeowners with a
big budget often want gold
faucets, busy tile patterns
and ornate light fixtures.
But that leads to visual com-
petition. “You don’t want
your eye drawn to every
point,” he said. “You want
peace and balance.”

10. Know your limits

Al Felman of Mission
Kitchen and Bath also em-
phasizes the benefits of us-
ing a professional firm. “I
can close my eyes and vi-
sualize the whole room,” he
said. “Some people can and
some people can’t. That’s
why we have designers.” 

When you visit a show-
room, come “locked and
loaded” with pictures you
admire and any samples
you’ve acquired such as tile,
granite, paint chips and
contractor information, said
Christine Hayes with Kitch-
ens & Baths by Briggs.
“That way we won’t be
starting from scratch.”

11. Don’t jump ahead

Hayes advises customers
to learn the natural order of
construction. For instance,
don’t order a custom glass

shower door before the tile
walls are finished, she said.

Don Lewis of Hallmark
Stone adds a few more ex-
amples: don’t install the
backsplash before the coun-
tertop’s in place just be-
cause the tile contractor is
available. Don’t base the
countertop dimensions on a
drawing. Wait until the cab-
inets are installed. “There’s
a reason why you have to go
in a certain order,” he said.
“Don’t take shortcuts.”

12. Document the
process

Document your renova-
tion with step-by-step pho-
tos. If there are problems,
the pictures may help deter-
mine what went wrong. Bill
Ross, an independent plum-
ber, was troubleshooting a
newly remodeled leaking
shower when he discovered
the homeowner had taken
photos of it being installed.
He was able to see that the
previous handyman ne-
glected to use waterproof
backer board. 

13. Keep your pets
corralled

Don’t forget to devise an
animal control plan. Even if
your pets are friendly and
OK with strangers going in
and out of the house, there
will be doors and gates left
open, interesting chemicals
to sniff and new spaces to
explore. 

Ross recalls prying off a
12-inch-square tile on a tub
to install new faucets in a
Lenexa bathroom. The tile
man arrived several days
later to patch the opening.
After he packed up his tools
and left, the homeowner
was perplexed. She thought,
where’s my cat? I can hear
him, but I can’t see him.

The tile man had to make
an emergency return call.
Jill Draper is a freelance

writer in Kansas City.
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When remodeling this Overland Park bathroom, CHC Creative Remodeling of Lenexa combined touches of
luxury with utility. This vanity has versatile storage that’s accessible whether the homeowner is seated at the
dressing area or standing at the sink.
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