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A Checklist Approach to Identifying, Evaluating pp y g
and Articulating Architectural Character

a. Setbacks

b. Street Orientation

c. Location of Parking/Open Spaces

a. Building Height

My Philosophy of
Design Training
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A Checklist of Universal Principles 
of Good Design



1A technical definition of “context”



IMMEDIATE CONTEXT

IMMEDIATE CONTEXT



IMMEDIATE CONTEXT

IMMEDIATE CONTEXT



SURROUNDING CONTEXT

SURROUNDING CONTEXT



SURROUNDING CONTEXT

DISTRICT CONTEXT



REGIONAL/DISTRICT CONTEXT

REGIONAL/DISTRICT CONTEXT



REGIONAL/DISTRICT CONTEXT

2 Pedestrian Priority
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SETBACKS

SETBACKS



SETBACKS

STREET “WALL”



STREET “WALL”

MISSING STREET WALL



MISSING STREET WALL



MISSING STREET WALL

LOCATION OF PARKING/OPEN SPACES



PARKING LOT BUFFERS

LOCATION OF PARKING STRUCTURES





4  Building Mass and Organization



HEIGHT

HEIGHT





FAÇADE RHYTHM

FACADE RHYTHM



FACADE RHYTHM

PROPORTION OF OPENINGS



PROPORTION OF OPENINGS



ALIGNMENT OF ARCHITECTURAL ELEMENTS

ALIGNMENT OF ARCHITECTURAL ELEMENTS







WALL ARTICULATION



5  Components and Composition

COMPONENTS & COMPOSITION



COMPOSITION: “TIC, TAC, TOE”

COMPONENTS & COMPOSITION



COMPONENTS & COMPOSITION

COMPONENTS & COMPOSITION





AWNINGS & CANOPIES

AWNINGS & CANOPIES

A



AWNING DESIGN PRINCIPLES

AWNING DESIGN PRINCIPLES



AWNINGS

What’s wrong with this picture?

CANOPIES



6
CORNICE



WALL MATERIALS



WALL MATERIALS

WALL MATERIALS



WALL MATERIALS

WALL MATERIALS



WINDOWS

WINDOWS



WINDOWS & SHUTTERS

7 Additions, Renovations & Demolitions



PRESERVATION OF ORIGINAL FEATURES

REMOVAL OF INCONSISTENT ELEMENTS



ADDITIONS TO EXISTING STRUCTURES

ADDITIONS TO EXISTING STRUCTURES



STOREFRONT RENOVATION







8  Sign design guidelines

GENERAL



WALL/PANEL SIGNS

CHANNEL LETTER SIGNS



WINDOW SIGNS

WINDOW SIGNS



PROJECTING SIGNS



FIGURATIVE SIGNS



ARTISTIC SIGNS

PUBLIC ART









9  Real-life application of what you 
have learned







Conducting Effective Design Review Meetings

Conducting effective meetings

Start on time

Give an introduction. 
Assume your audience 
has never attended a 
review meeting.

You are not there to 
be their friend, but 
you should be 
friendly in your 
review.

Philosophy: Be an 
advocate for good 
design, not an 
adversary to 
development.

Be courteous but firm, 
People want to be led.

This is a public 
meeting, but not “The 
public’s” meeting

Remember: you are 
always on record!

don’t carry on side 
conversations

prepare ahead of 
time. The meeting is 
no time to review 
your case load.

remember: you are 
“the government” 
whether you like it or 
not. you represent 
the public interest
and not your own.



*““a manual for local preservation commissions 
& design review boards”

Edited & Compiled by

Chris cochran

vermont division for historic preservation
www.historicvermont.org

making defensible decisions
remember that the purpose of the meeting is to make a 
decision
focus on the big issues, not on personal biases or petty 
details

decisions should be consistent with regulations
(design guidelines, ordinances, pattern books, etc.)
listen to the presentation by the applicant and/or his/her 
agent
ask for clarity of the presentation content if needed
check to see that the documentation for the proposal is 
complete
if the documentation is complete, critique the proposal 
following the objective, design regulations
if the documentation is incomplete, re-schedule the 
applicant



making defensible decisions

when the discussions seem to be over, 
ask “the silent questions” from the 
upgd checklist to yourself...

make a well-reasoned, two-part motion
that references objective criteria

once you have voted, summarize the 
outcome clearly

finally, thank the applicant for 
participating in the process

*



making effective motions
a good motion is made up of two parts: the first 
lists the facts; the second gives the reasons for 
any decisions (based on and specifically referencing 
applicable sections of the design regulations!)

it is equally important to list the reasons for 
approval as it is when a certificate of 
appropriateness is denied (Read examples)

options: motion to approve; motion to approve with 
conditions; motion to deny; table for future review

always reference specific sections of 
regulations in your motion

“non-decision” options (defer an incomplete 
submittal; defer to staff; defer to ad hoc committee 
for a specific issue; etc.)

*



resources 
Preservation Brief 17: “Architectural character: 
identifying the visual aspects of historic 
buildings as an aid to preserving their character”, 
Lee H. Nelson, FAIA: National park service

“making defensible decisions: a manual for local 
historic preservation commissions & design review 
boards”, chris cochran, vermont division for 
historic preservation

“manual of practice for south carolina local 
preservation commissions”, neighborhood works, 
SC Dept. of Archives & history 

“design review for south carolina historic 
district commissions”, winter & company, SC dept. 
of archives & history

“building a defensible record,” stephen neal 
dennis, national center for preservation law

recommendations 
publish a process/checklist document 
for all ARB members to utilize in the 
review process to ensure consistency

publish a “motion template” for ARB 
members to utilize

conduct an annual “retreat” to 
discuss “loopholes”

best practices for design 
regulations such as design 
guidelines, pattern books, and how to 
integrate into local zoning 
ordinances.



For your time and interest.

Randy L. Wilson, President

Community Design Solutions, Inc.

South Carolina Main Street Architect
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Do you want to see what was approved/built?



For your time and interest.

Randy L. Wilson, President

Community Design Solutions, Inc.

South Carolina Main Street Architect


