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Many people are drawn to old houses, attracted by their charm and character 
and the great established neighborhoods these houses are often located in. Yet 
the process of renovating, restoring or adding on to an old house can be 
daunting. Many people become paralyzed during this early research phase, not 
sure of what to do next.

I prepared this Planning Guide to give you an overview of the phases of a 
renovation project specifically for old houses. The Guide will help you gather 
the right information, ask the right questions for the planning and design of 
your renovation or restoration, and then confidently move onto the next step to 
hire an architect. —Kevin Wolfe, AIA

Typical Client Questions 

Our old house is charming but doesn’t work for our lifestyle—what options do we have?

How do we renovate and add onto our old house without wrecking what we love about               
it?

I have so many ideas, but how do I know what’s realistic for my old house?

 How do I find someone who  understands old houses? So many contractors just tell us 
to tear it down and start over!

I have an old house in an historic district. What am I allowed to do?

 I’ve never renovated an old house before—where do I begin?”

I know I need an architect. How do I find one who not only appreciates old houses, but 
also knows what’s best to do?

How much do I need for my budget and my dream to align?

I have a mid-century Modern house from the 1950s—do I hire an architect who 
specializes in old houses, or is this too “new?"
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The First Steps For Renovating Your Old House
The Seven Most Important Things You Need to Know

1. Understanding the Architectural Process
The basic steps required to renovate an old house from your initial research to 
construction completion. 

2.   Estimating the Costs
I've included a simple do-it-yourself guide to estimate rough costs for your 
project.

3.   Discerning Myth from Reality
What do architects really do? And why you need one to complete your 
renovation project. 

4.   Creating a Scope of Work for your Old House Renovation
How to describe your goals and dreams for your renovation to your architect 
and establish a scope of work.

5.   Asking the Right Questions To Select An Old House Architect
What you need to ask when interviewing potential architects.

6.   How to Find a Team of Expert Professionals
This guide includes my personal directory of trusted professionals who can help 
you at each stage of the design and construction process.

7.   Are you Ready to Begin?
A gauge of how ready you are to move to the next step and hire an architect to 
design your old house renovation.
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1. Understanding the Architectural Process
An Overview

These are the major steps required for researching, designing and renovating 
your old house. 

Research Phase: This is where you get inspired and dream. You are gathering 
information and playing around with ideas about what your renovated old house 
could be.

• Write down your ideas & goals
• Collect images

Analysis Phase: At the point you want to firm up your ideas and goals, you 
begin the analysis phase. I offer a low-cost pre-design service, the Preliminary 
Design Analysis (PDA). The PDA allows you to explore possible design options 
and identify a rough budget. Once you have identified your goals and a budget 
using the PDA, you are ready to hire an architect to begin the next phase. (The 
PDA can be used by any architect you decide to hire.)

• Meet with an architect
• Complete a Preliminary Design Analysis
• Establish a budget
• Establish a potential scope of work

Schematic Design Phase: With the PDA completed, you are ready to begin the 
first design phase—schematics—with the architect you have selected. The 
schematic design phase is based on a selected option and the scope of work 
established from completing the PDA. The schematic will include sketches of floor 
plans and exterior elevations. This is where you define the specific parameters of 
what you want for your renovation and/or addition, and what it could look like. 

• Sketches of floor plans
• Sketches of elevations of major exterior facades
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Design Development: The architect will develop the schematic design showing 
completely worked out and carefully dimensioned floor plans and exterior 
elevations, including any addition or additions you may be planning. A general 
contractor can be pre-selected at this point to help control the costs as the design is 
developed.

• Develop schematic design
• Hire required consultants

Interior Architecture: The architect designs the interior elevations, working 
with you to select the finishes and interior details of each room and any built-in 
cabinetry, including the kitchen and bathrooms. If an interior designer is being 
hired, the interior designer can coordinate with the architect.

• Interior elevations

Construction Document Phase: The architect produces the construction 
document drawings. The architect coordinates this work with the work of other 
design team members, including the structural engineer, and any other 
consultants that may be required.

• Specifications
• Exterior details
• Coordination with consultants

Bidding: The architect submits the construction document drawing set to obtain 
bids if a general contractor (GC) has not been pre-selected. If a project is going 
out to bid, there are three bidders, maximum. Construction documents are 
submitted to get final design approval from agencies overseeing the project. A 
GC is selected. The architect or an expediter (depending on where you live) 
applies for the building permit and any other required agency approvals.  

• Bidding
• General contractor selection
• Obtain permits
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Construction Phase: The renovation begins. The architect visits the site on a 
regular basis, advises and answers questions from both the owner and the GC, 
and reviews the construction for quality and compliance with the construction 
documents. The architect is the agent of the owner and represents the owner’s 
interests in all aspects of the project.

• Construction begins
• Architect performs site visits and reviews construction
• Construction completed
• Architect and owner submit punch list to GC

Sign-offs & Completion: The general contractor completes all of the punch list 
items. Final inspections and agency paperwork are completed, and a Certificate 
of Occupancy or a Letter of Completion is obtained. The architect administers 
the close-out process.

• Completion of punch list items
• Final inspections
• Sign-offs from required agencies
• Certificate of Occupancy or Letter of Completion issued
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2. Estimating the Costs
Ball Park Your Renovation Costs

The first and most difficult question to answer for architects, general contractors 
and every other professional is: “How much will my project cost?"  

At the research phase where you are now, there are so many variables and 
unknowns that an accurate and definitive answer about the construction cost is 
literally impossible until you start the design process and define some of those 
variables. 

Here are just a few examples of those variables: 

• The condition of an old house (has it been well maintained over the years?) 
will drive the cost of a renovation.

• Some old houses are relatively easy to renovate and add on to, while others 
require more complicated and costly solutions to bring them into the 21st  
century.

• An old house renovation with substantial additions costs more than 
renovating within the existing footprint of the house.  

• A complete interior gut renovation costs more than modest or limited interior 
demolition.

• Retaining existing historic moldings and other important architectural 
features and restoring them is usually more cost effective than removing and 
replacing them. 

• Replacing historic windows with new energy efficient windows is one of the 
most expensive aspects of a project.
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• Restoration of original old growth wood windows paired with storm 
windows can be significantly cheaper and as energy efficient as installing new 
windows.

• Sometimes serious  problems may be concealed from view until demolition.

• A reasonable contingency fund must be available for unexpected costs.

• Will HVAC, plumbing and electrical need to be replaced? If so, what is the 
impact—financial and aesthetic—to existing finishes and features that are to 
be retained? 

• Client choices of appliances and finishes can skew the budget dramatically.

• Some Clients select their entire appliance package for less than the price of one 
$20,000 luxury appliance.

You need to know the costs of renovation and new construction for additions now 
so you can make decisions about the size of your project and your budget before you 
continue with the design process.  No one should proceed without a ballpark 
estimate of cost.

Answering the following questions and doing some basic calculations will help you 
determine a rough estimate of overall building costs. Your actual number may end 
up being more or less, but an estimated figure will help you determine a realistic 
budget. 

A renovation budget must include all the spaces of the house, including interior 
spaces to be renovated, covered porches (new or existing), any additions with new 
space, and exterior spaces like terraces, paths and driveways. Will you be gut 
renovating parts of the house? Or the whole house? Will you be renovating a 
kitchen and bathrooms? Each has a different price per square foot.
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Key Questions:

• How many square feet of renovated interior space will be part of your project?   
• How many square feet of addition(s) are you planning? 
• How many square feet of outdoor terrace, driveway and other paving will you 

need? What kind of materials do you want to use?
• Will you be renovating the existing kitchen, expanding the kitchen into existing 

spaces, adding on space for a new kitchen, or relocating the kitchen? How many 
square feet will the kitchen be?

• What kind of finishes (flooring, backsplash, countertops) are you planning for 
your new or renovated kitchen? What kind of appliances?

• How many bathrooms will you renovate? Will you be gutting existing 
bathrooms, making bigger bathrooms, adding bathrooms, or some combination 
of new and renovated?

• What kind of finishes (stone or ceramic) and fixtures do you plan to have for 
renovated or new bathrooms? Will you be using high end finishes—expensive 
stone and fixtures—throughout new or renovated bathrooms?

• Will you be replacing or repairing the siding of the existing house? What is the 
material?

•  Will you be replacing the roof of the existing house? What is the material? 
• Will you be replacing windows? Or restoring existing windows?
• What level of finishes do you want to have at the interior, including moldings, 

casings and baseboards? 

Ball Park Cost Estimator       Estimate Your Cost:____________

Type of Space     Existing New
Type of Finishes Basic     Basic     Premium
Cost Per Sq. Ft. $225        $300      $400+
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3. Discerning Myth from Reality
What Do Architects Actually Do?

Myth
An architect sketches up plans that a general contractor uses to renovate and 
add on to your old house. The GC makes all the decisions once construction 
begins, and the architect is no longer involved in the project.

Reality
An architect’s role is a lot larger than most people realize. The architect takes the 
owner from the earliest stages of design through all phases of construction to 
completion of the project and sign-offs from any agencies that are required. When 
an architect designs and manages your project, they ensure that every part of the 
process below (and more) is handled to guarantee that the biggest investment in 
your life is safe and secure, and that your renovated home meets all of your 
expectations. The successful renovation of an old house requires a great team. The 
team includes the architect, owner, general contractor, and consultants all working 
together harmoniously and in coordination.  The architect is the leader of that team.

Here are just a few of the things that an architect does for you:

• Architects have a thorough and proven process to determine the wants, needs, 
hopes and dreams you have for your old house renovation.

• Architects help you identify your personal aesthetic style. They translate your 
taste and ideas into reality.

• Architects analyze your old house and its building site to take full advantage 
of the property—inside and out.

• Architects review any easements or restrictions on the property.

• Architects design the circulation, flow and volumes of each room.
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• Architects ensure the design is in compliance with zoning and building codes.

• Architects design and detail the exterior, everything from general massing and 
shapes to the fine details of materials, and how they work together.

• If restoration is required, the architect guides and specifies the requirements of 
the restoration ranging from how existing materials are restored, to replicating 
materials and finishes that must be replaced.

• Architects lead the team of professionals working with you to create your 
perfect renovation, including the general contractor, the engineer, and other 
consultants needed to complete your project.

• Architects assist you in interviewing potential general contractors and review 
their bids to assure accuracy and completeness.

• Architects create technical construction documents with specifications for the 
general contractor to build from.

• Architects create bid documents so that general contractors bidding on your 
project are all bidding on the same documents—apples to apples—so you can 
fairly evaluate their proposals.

• Architects create drawings that are filed with agencies reviewing your project, 
to get approvals and permits. 

• Architects represent the owner at site visits and meetings, answering questions 
from both the owner and GC, reviewing the construction, the quality of work, 
and resolving any problems that arise during construction.

• Architects represent the owner in all aspects of the project including acting as 
the go-between for the owner to the general contractor. 
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• Architects create the final punch list of items left to be completed by the GC 
prior to move-in.

• Architects sign off on documentation from the very first filing with governing 
agencies through completion of the project to obtain a Certificate of 
Occupancy or a Letter of Completion.

4. The Big Picture Questions 
What to ask yourself to make sure you get 

the renovated old house of your dreams

How can you renovate an old house and ensure that this will be the place that you 
and your family want to live for years to come?  It starts with asking big picture 
questions about your old house as well as your lifestyle.

Your answers to these 10 key questions will define how you approach your  
renovation:

1. How do you currently live?

2. How do you want to LIVE and how do you want to FEEL in the home of your 
dreams?

3. What is your idea of a perfect day?

4. Is anything going to change with your current living arrangements or 
family configuration?

5. What are the 3-6 most important days of the year for you and your family?

6. What do you need to see or hear from family and friends to know that your        
renovation has been a dramatic success?

kevinwolfearchitect.com

http://kevinwolfearchitect.com


7. What is your budget? In addition to construction costs, does it include fees 
for the architect and required consultants like an engineer? Do you have an 
additional budget for landscaping and interior design?

8. What is your timeframe for the project from start to finish?

9. How do you want your home to reflect who you are as a person?

10. What do you love about your old house? What do you hate about it?

5. How to Get the Best Architect for Your Renovation
Asking the Right Questions

Although extensive schooling and training are required for every architect, that 
doesn't mean all architects are suited to work on old houses, especially houses in 
landmarked historic districts, where there are often special regulations as well as 
difficult design hurdles to overcome.

Your architect must be a passionate advocate for—and expert on—old houses.  
The architect you select must understand what makes your old house special (or 
how to transform it if it is not special), and how to maintain its unique qualities, 
if that’s a goal.

If you’re planning an addition, the architect must be skilled at how to add on in 
a sensitive manner so the addition doesn’t overwhelm the old house, and most 
importantly, that the addition looks like it’s always been there. And if you own a 
house in a landmarked district or an historic district, the architect you select 
must be an expert on dealing with the agencies that govern your property.

Selecting the right architect can mean the difference between an enjoyable 
experience and one plagued with problems and hassles from schematic design 
through construction. A great architect is your designer, advocate, teacher, and 
project leader.
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The following five questions will help you select the right architect for the 
renovation of your treasured old house:

1. Do you specialize in working on old or historic houses?

2. What do you find are the biggest obstacles in working on an old house?

3. How often have you worked in Historic Districts (if your house is in one) 
and how familiar are you with landmarks regulations?

4. What is your experience with the agencies that will review my project?

5. What is your design process? How will you make sure the renovation will 
meet my needs and my vision?

It’s very important that you feel a rapport with your architect and other 
members of your design team. And it’s essential to select an architect who is an 
expert at designing renovations and additions for old houses, so you retain the 
charm and character that attracted you to your old house, while still getting a 
house that works beautifully for you and your family in the 21st century.
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6. Finding a Team of Experts
A Directory of Trusted Professionals 

for the Renovation of your Old House

This is my personal list of design professionals and contractors whom I trust for 
renovations, restoration and additions. These are the experts I would use on my 
own home (and I have). 

General Contractors

  Chris Roy Rafal Farion
  Red Oak Construction Heirloom Woodworking
  info@redoak.pro woodloom@msn.com

Engineers

Harriet Markis  Jude Cozzolino
Markis Consulting Engineering, PLLC  Precision Engineering Design, PC
harriet@markisengineering.com  precisionengineeringdesign@msn.com

Interior Designer Lawyer

Pam Broderick Moira E. Casey
broderick_pamela@yahoo.com French & Casey, LLP

mcasey@frenchcasey.com

Landscape Contractor Surveyor

Joe Pizzirusso Szczepan H. Roguski
New Creations Landscapes, Inc. Roguski Land Surveying, PC
newcreations61@aol.com info@roguskils.net
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7. Are You Ready? 
Are You Ready to Move on To the Schematic Design Phase?

Answering the following questions will allow you to assess how ready you are to 
hire an architect and move to the schematic design phase. 

If you are not close to 10 on ALL the questions below,  you risk rushing into the 
design phase and making too many assumptions without all the facts .  Rushing 
into a project without adequate preparation is the # 1 reason projects go over 
budget and over time. Worse still, you may have spent time and money renovating 
your old house, only to find it isn’t exactly what you envisioned and doesn’t fit 
your lifestyle.

Answer these questions on a scale of 1-10 
( 1 = I'm not sure, 10 = I'm very confident.)

How clear are you on exactly what you need? _____

How aware are you of all the various options your old house and the site will 
accommodate? _____

How confident are you that you understand all the zoning and code 
requirements that apply to your project? _____

How are are you of the process required to get your project completed on time 
and on budget? _____

How confident are you that your budget will achieve your goals? _____

Tally your results to assess your readiness _____

25 and under: you are still in the research phase. A question and answer session 
with an architect can help move your project forward. 
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26-40: You are likely in the analysis phase but in need of a Preliminary Design 
Analysis with an architect to help refine your goals and budget.

41+: You are ready to hire an architect and start schematic design.

I hope you find this guide useful as you begin planning your renovation. If 
you’re ready to move your project forward, please consider contacting me. I 
offer several ways to start the conversation depending on which of the 
beginning phases you’re in. You can reach me by phone or by email:

Kevin Wolfe, AIA
kevin@kevinwolfearchitect.com 

(718) 428-0631

Kevin Wolfe, AIA, principal of Kevin Wolfe Architect, PC, is an award-winning 
architect who has 30 years of experience renovating, restoring and adding onto old and 
historic houses in the New York City, Long Island and Connecticut region. He is an 
expert on working on historic houses in New York City designated Historic Districts. 
Kevin also holds a degree in Landscape Architecture and designs gardens that are fully 
integrated into the architecture of the projects he works on.
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