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Entry closets should face 
the space they serve.  
Linen cupboards can be 
as shallow as 12 inches.

A bumpout makes space for 
a desk and enlivens the 
exterior 

A walk-in closet 
adjoins the spacious 
new bathroom.

 The Ranch
Interior Renovations

Original Floor Plan

Entry Closet Bedrom Bumpout

Master Suite



 The Split-Level

Renovation SuggestionsSplit-Level36

History and Features of the Split-Level

Introduction

 The split-level became popular in the 1950s as 
a multi-story alternative to the one-story Ranch.  Its 
distinctive shape was derived from a popular theory 
that the home should be divided into three separate 
zones: noisy living & service areas on the bottom 
level, quiet living areas on the main floor and sleeping 
areas above the “noisy” floor.  Each floor was 
connected by a half-flight of stairs.
 This new arrangement was an attempt to 
reorganize the home to accommodate the 
now-ubiquitous television and the automobile.  The 
family room became the place for noisy TV-watching.  
Tucking the garage under the bedroom wing was one 
way to give living spaces the “higher ground” while 
also saving yard space.
 Split-levels, like the Ranch, tend to have wide, 
low roofs and long horizontal lines.  But they also 
tend more often to have generic Colonial details like 
window shutters, traditional front porches, gable 
roofs and sash windows.  The exterior is often faced 
with brick or siding or both.  Large picture windows 
are popular, and there is often a chimney – sometimes 
in brick, sometimes sided like the house – running 
from the living room fireplace.  Interiors are more 
generic than in pre-WWII designs, but closets are 
larger, and there are sometimes two or more 
bathrooms.
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Original Elevation

Original Floor Plan

l Elevation

Introduction

What updates are usually needed in a Split-Level?

Handicapped-accessible main floor suite.

Second story master suite, with tandem garage 
beneath and a new home office.

 The split-level, like the Ranch, looks plain and dated to 
modern eyes.  Generic exterior details that looked good in 1960 no 
longer have the same appeal.  Many homeowners recognize this and 
have done their own tasteful remodels.  Search your neighborhood 
for good examples.  Split-level remodels tend to update windows, 
trim and siding, add front or back porches, landscape for more visual 
interest and create a more upscale interior.
 Window technology has advanced dramatically in the past 15 
years.  Double or even triple-pane windows reduce heat loss in the 
winter, and special coatings can block summer heat and help the 
glass clean itself!  These expensive replacement windows pay for 
themselves over time in energy savings.
 One of the most cost-effective ways to dress up a plain 
exterior is to add a porch, deck or sunroom where appropriate.  
Split-levels tend to present a tall, plain face to the street, and they 
don’t always open to the backyard very well, either.  Sometimes a 
new porch is the solution, enriching the home’s appearance and 
connecting the indoors and outdoors.
 The interior layout of the split-level still works well for many 
people today.  All that may be needed is an update of materials, and 
perhaps a more open connection between the kitchen and living 
room.   New kitchen cabinets, new paint or new flooring can do a lot 
to make your older house seem new.

Additions and updates covered in the next few pages:

 The Split-Level
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The Split-Level

Original Main Level

 On the outside, this appears to be a very conservative addition.  But extending the 
rear just a few feet allowed for a lot of changes inside.  Here, we created room for a second 
car, added a home office, created a sitting room adjoining the master bedroom and 
expanded the master bathroom to luxurious proportions.
 Exterior changes were minor, but they reinforce the character of the house.  A new 
color (whew!) and trim around the windows give the house a more generous, classic look.  
The new fireplace makes for a cozy sitting room inside and anchors the outside of the 
addition.  And the patio now looks like less of an afterthought because it is more sheltered 
by the extended rear wing.

The bathroom’s luxurious 
features include seats 
flanking the tub, extra- 
wide vanity with seat, 
enclosed water closet and 
a separate shower.

A tandem garage 
allows for another 
car.

This distraction-free 
home office is set 
apart from the rest 
of the house.

A mud room with 
dedicated storage 
reduces clutter.

The sitting room 
is a cozy, quiet 
place to read.

Master Suite, Home Office & Tandem Garage,

Revised Main LevelRevised Lower Level

Original Lower Level

This wall could be
modified to “open
up” the connection
between the living
room and the
kitchen.



The Split-Level
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Original Elevation

 A successful home office may need to be no more than a desk, 
chair and lamp in the living room.  But often it is wise to dedicate a small 
room apart from living or sleeping areas to reduce interruptions and to 
reinforce one’s sense of “going to work” for a few hours.  Here, we 
borrowed space from the utility area and created a distinct mud room, as 
well.  The tandem garage is a unique solution for tight lots, though it does 
necessitate some car-shuffling.

The patio is sheltered by 
the lengthened addition.

A fireplace adds texture 
and variety, visually 
anchoring the addition.

The addition stays close to the 
original profile, ensuring a good 
fit within the neighborhood.

New trim around the 
windows brings out the 
home’s good features.

Thoughtful landscaping 
makes the house less like 
a fortress.

Revised Elevation

Master Suite, Home Office & Tandem Garage,

 This ultimate master suite is for those who like to “get away 
from it all” right at home.  The sitting room is a great place to 
snuggle by the fire or for interruption-free reading.  It is also a good 
place to display valuables you don’t want damaged by the kids.  And 
the bathroom is just plain luxurious!  This addition is proof that you 
can have upscale perks without buying a $300,000 house.
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The Split-Level
Handicapped-Accessible Main Floor Suitep

Original Main Level

 This is a main level bedroom suite addition for someone who is not fully wheelchair-confined but has limited 
mobility.  It allows them to participate in activities in the living areas without having to go up and down stairs.
 Here, the rear entry becomes a side entrance, creating a little vestibule area that gives the bedroom some privacy.  
The path from bed to closet and bathroom is short.  The bathroom allows abundant room to maneuver, which is important 
whether a person needs extra seating, assistance or is wheelchair-bound.  Be sure to consider locations for grip bars.
 High windows over the bed bring in plenty of light while preserving privacy.  Storage is abundant – a thoughtful 
consideration for those who are transitioning from an independent living situation and want to retain prized possessions.

This space gives the bedroom 
some separation from living areas.

The large closet allows 
for plenty of storage.

Leave plenty of room in the 
bathroom to maneuver.  
Well-placed grip bars and 
seating are important.

The kitchen window 
moves to the corner.

To save work, fit openings into 
the origninal door framing.

The bathrooms and 
kitchen are clustered 
for simpler plumbing.



Renovation Suggestions Split-Level 41

Original Elevation

The Split-Level
Handicapped-Accessible Main Floor Suite

High windows bring in light 
while preserving privacy.

A gable roof over the addition 
mimics the original form.



D R AW I N G   B O A R D
Sketch some ideas for your renovation!
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1/8”   S C A L E   F U R N I T U R E
Wo r k i n g  f r o m  y o u r  l i s t  o f  d e s i r e d  
s p a c e s ,  s t a r t  b y  s k e t c h i n g  f l o o r  p l a n s  
a n d  e l e v a t i o n s  t o  s c a l e .   C r e a t e  s e v e r a l  
v e r s i o n s  u n t i l  y o u  a r e  s a t i s f i e d  w i t h  
t h e  l a y o u t  a n d  e x t e r i o r.   R e f e r  o f t e n  t o  
y o u r  n o t e s  o n  s t y l e .   T h e n  d r a w  a  m o r e  
a c c u r a t e  v e r s i o n  u s i n g  s p e c i f i c  
d i m e n s i o n s .   A  q u a l i f i e d  b u i l d e r  c a n  
h e l p  y o u  w i t h  c o n s t r u c t i o n  d r a w i n g s .

( I f  d e s i g n i n g  y o u r  o w n  a d d i t i o n  t u r n s  
o u t  t o  b e  t o o  d i f f i c u l t ,  c a l l  a  
r e s i d e n t i a l  a r c h i t e c t  w h o s e  w o r k  y o u  
l i k e .   S h a r e  y o u r  n o t e s  a n d  i m a g e s . )

Yo u  m a y  f i n d  t h a t  y o u  d o n ’ t  k n o w  t h e  
s i z e  o f  a  s h o w e r  s t a l l  o r  t h e  d e p t h  o f  a  
g a r a g e .   W h a t e v e r  i t  i s ,  d o n ’ t  j u s t  
g u e s s  t h e  d i m e n s i o n s  –  g r a b  a  t a p e  
m e a s u r e  a n d  m e a s u r e  o n e !   H e r e  a r e  
s o m e  s t a n d a r d  d i m e n s i o n s :

E x t e r i o r  w a l l s  a r e  t y p i c a l l y  3 ½ ”  o r  
5 ½ ”  a n d  i n t e r i o r  w a l l s  a r e  3 ½ “ .

M i n i m u m  h a l l w a y  w i d t h  i s  3 6 ” .

C l o s e t s  a r e  t y p i c a l l y  2 5 ”  d e e p.

M a x i m u m  s t a i r  r i s e r :  7 ¾ ”
M i n i m u m  s t a i r  t r e a d :  1 0 ”
M i n i m u m  h e a d r o o m :  6 ’ - 8 ’

K i t c h e n  a n d  v a n i t y  c a b i n e t s  c o m e  i n  
i n c r e m e n t s  o f  3 ” .

R o o m s  a r e  m e a s u r e d  f r o m  i n s i d e  w a l l  
t o  i n s i d e  w a l l ,  w h i l e  t h e  e x t e r i o r  i s  
m e a s u r e d  f r o m  o u t s i d e  c o r n e r  t o
o u t s i d e  c o r n e r.

Floor Plan

Elevation

Perspective

Cars

Round Tables

End Tables

Dining Tables

Pool Table

Sofa Arrangements

Desks

Round Chairs

Twin Beds Queen Beds King Bed



Other Resources

Accessibility
 Residential Remodeling and Universal Design - Making Homes More Comfortable and
 Accessible, by U.S. Deptartment of Housing and Urban Development

Colors
 Exterior Style, by Benjamin Moore Paints

Design & Style Resources
 A Field Guide to American Houses, by Virginia & Lee McAlester
 A Pattern Language, by Christopher Alexander
 American Shelter, by Lester Walker
 Caring For Your Historic Home, by Heritage Preservation & The National Park Service
 The Not So Big House & Home By Design: Transforming Your House Into Home, by Sarah Susanka 
 Residential Evaluation & Retrofit, by John A. Watson
 What Style Is It?, by Poppeliers, Chambers & Schwartz

Energy Efficiency
 Good House, Bad House, by Matt Shipley

Landscaping
 The Best Plants for Midwest Gardens, by Laara K. Duggan
 Front Yard Idea Book, by Jeni Webber

Publications Contact Information
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The American Institute of Architects:
 
National Chapter     State Chapter
The American Institute of Architects (AIA) AIA Iowa
1735 New York Ave., NW    1000 Walnut Street, Suite 101
Washington, D.C. 20006-5292    Des Moines, IA 50309
800.AIA.3837      Phone: 515.244.7502
Phone: 202.626.7300     Fax: 515.244.5347
Fax: 202.626.7547     E-mail: info@aiaiowa.org
E-mail: infocentral@aia.org    www.aiaiowa.org
www.aia.org

American Planning Association - Iowa  Central Iowa Architects (CIA)
Chapter       c/o Patrick Alvord     
220 W. First Street     1000 Walnut Street, Suite 101    
Ankeny, IA 50023     Des Moines, IA 50309
Phone: 515.963.3547 
E-mail: ejensen@ci.ankeny.ia.us    Center on Sustainable Communities (COSC)
www.iowa-apa.org     219 5th Street, Suite A
       West Des Moines, IA 50265
City of West Des Moines    Phone: 515.277.6222     
Development Services Division    Fax: 515.277.6444
4200 Mills Civic Parkway, Suite 2D   E-mail: lynnae@icosc.com
PO Box 65320      www.icosc.com
West Des Moines, IA 50265    
Phone: 515.222.3620     Iowa One Call    
Fax: 515.273.0602     Phone: 1.800.292.8989   
E-mail: commdevelop@wdm-ia.com   E-mail: onecall@iowaonecall.com
www.wdm-ia.com     www.iowaonecall.com

National Association of the Home   Polk County Assessor     
Remodeling Industry (NARI)   Room 195, 111 Court Avenue
780 Lee Street, Suite 200    Des Moines, IA 50309    
Des Plaines, IL 60016     Phone: 515.286.3140    
800.611.NARI (6274)     Fax: 515.286.3386    
Phone: 847.298.9200     E-mail: polkweb@assess.co.polk.ia.us 
Fax: 847.298.9225     www.assess.co.polk.ia.us   
E-mail: info@nari.org     
www.nari.org

Websites

Building Green www.buildinggreen.com
The Energy & Environmental Building Association www.eeba.org
Dept. of Housing and Urban Development (Fair Housing Accessibility Guidelines) www.hud.gov
Energy Star Program www.energystar.gov
Environmental Design & Construction www.edcmag.com
Global Green www.globalgreen.org
Green Building Blocks www.greenbuildingblocks.com
National Park Service (Preservation Briefs) www.nps.gov
The New York Times Company’s “About.com” architecture.about.com

AIA 150 Blueprint for America
1735 New York Ave., NW
Washington, D.C. 20006-5292
Phone: 800.AIA.3837 or 202.626.7300
Fax: 202.626.7547
E-mail: infocentral@aia.org
www.aia.org

BSB Design
1601 West Lakes Parkway, Suite 200
West Des Moines, IA 50266
Phone: 515.273.3020
Fax: 515.221.3272
E-mail: info@bsbdesign.com
www.bsbdesign.com

West Bank
1601 22nd Street
West Des Moines, IA 50266
Phone: 515.222.2300
www.westbankiowa.com

     

Sponsors

This Pattern Book has been funded in part by a grant award from the American Institute of 
Architects (AIA) as part of the “AIA 150 Blueprint for America”.  Additional funds for the printing 
of the pattern book were provided by West Bank.  All of the professional’s time needed to produce 
this Pattern Book were graciously donated by the organizations and individuals listed on this page. 
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Contributors

A project of this magnitude requires a 
tremendous amount of talent and resources. 
Without the contributions from the following 
individuals, this Pattern Book would not have 
been possible. Please accept this 
acknowledgement as a thank you for your 
valuable contributions.

AIA Iowa:
 -Suzanne Schwengels & the AIA Iowa  
 Staff

BCA Design:
 -Brian Clark
 -Jill Norton
 -Rachael Olive

BSB Design:
 -Brian Buttery
 -Mike Crocker
 -Chris Jorgensen
 -Steve Krob
 -Larry Moore
 -Gary Snider
 -Mike Wagenknecht

Beisser Lumber:
 -Rob Walker

Blue Fish Design Build:
 -Todd Hotchkiss

City of Ames:
 -Jeff Benson
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 -Jessica Clinton

 -Clyde Evans
 -Christine Gordon
 -Naomi Hamlett
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Center on Sustainable Communities:
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Design Street Renovations:
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To the residents of West Des Moines who 
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see in this Pattern Book, Thank You!!
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