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 The current method for the deconstruction of housing is very problematic. The 

main source of waste material in the United States is not cardboard, bottles, plastic, or 

any other material we try so desperately to recycle. The main source of waste in the U.S. 

is our own homes and buildings. According to the Environmental Protection Agency 

construction and demolition waste totals over 140 million tons nationally each year. This 

means that 40% of our landfills are composed of these types of wasted materials. The 

worst part of this situation is the fact that much of this waste is not waste at all. There are 

materials from the deconstruction of homes and buildings that have nothing wrong with 

them and could be reused. Yet, they are deemed unusable and continue to pour into our 

landfills. This is not a problem that exists far away out of sight and mind. This problem 

exists right in here in Grand Rapids, right down the street from your house.  

 The methods currently used to deconstruct houses are highly unsustainable. 

Within this problem there is an opportunity to implement methods of sustainable design 

and building. Many of these materials have the potential to be reused in a creative way in 

a new house. Designers and interior designers in particular are trained to use new 

materials in very creative and innovative ways. Given the opportunity these same creative 

minds could give previously used material a new innovative life. This opportunity for 

local sustainable design has many driving forces. One of the forces that is making this 

opportunity possible is the Habitat for Humanity Restore. Habitat for Humanity gathers 

brick, wood, and working fixtures among other materials to sell back through the ReStore 

to construction sites at a bargain price. Habitat’s efforts open an opportunity and a 

challenge for designers to use these reclaimed materials in new construction projects.  

 Lee Davis is a faculty member at KCAD in the interior design department. She 

implemented the idea of reusing materials in a recent project. Davis instructed her 

students to consider a house that was being deconstructed by Habitat for Humanity on 

Cherry St. in Grand Rapids, MI. The class walked through the deconstruction site and 

were told to chose individual materials and implement them into their designs of a new 

house. Students were encouraged to use these materials in a new and creative way.  

 The most sustainable way of sourcing in this project was using material directly 

from the deconstructed house. This type of sourcing is far superior to any other material 

sourcing when building a house. The advantages are numerous. Most importantly, there 

is no use of any new materials. This has literally no impact on natural resources. This 

helps reduce the overall waste that is produced from constructing a new house. In 

addition, the resources used to ship these reclaimed materials are minimal because they 

are reused locally. This reduces fossil fuel usage and consequently Co2 pollution. Lee’s 

class successfully used this mentality in numerous ways. Here are examples of creative 

repurposing of material from the students designs. All of these materials were sourced 

directly from the deconstructed house. 

 

� Wood floors used as ceiling panels 



 

 

� Old ceiling fans as decorative art pieces 

� Framing wood used to make an architectural bookcase 

� Using the old brick to make a walkway to the front door and a fireplace 

� Using old floorboards as a hanging pot rack 

 

 Additionally, almost every student decided to reuse the brick from the 

deconstruction site to build the new house. All of these small creative ways of reusing 

material add up to a design that uses less material and creates less waste. 

 There are many benefits of sourcing material from within the region. Firstly, 

contributing to business within the region of the project upholds a level of community. 

Secondly, materials that are sourced from far away regions must be shipped using fuel 

which adds to the carbon footprint of the project. LEED certified buildings take this 

aspect into consideration constantly, looking for materials produced within 500 miles or 

less. By sourcing new materials locally shipping costs and resources such as fuel are 

decreased. Davis’ students used this mentality throughout their projects. If students 

wanted to use a material that was not from the deconstructed house they were encouraged 

to source new materials locally. The students exhibited this by using locally produced 

timber and brick throughout their designs.   

 Personal interviews were held with two of the interior designers in Lee’s class. 

Additionally, written surveys were given to the entire class to gather more information. 

Each student approached the challenge in a creative and forward thinking manner. This 

creativity is an integral part of all sustainable design. Essentially learning how to do more 

with less and find new uses for used materials. 

 Upon interviewing Daniel his firm understanding of the project was apparent. The 

process he used during the project is a solid model for sustainable interior design. While 

looking through the deconstructed house he saw new potential rather than just old 

materials. Daniel let the materials that were available define what would go into his 

design. This is key when repurposing old materials. The design and designer must be 

flexible and open to changes based on material availability. He took photographs to 

document the materials he was interested in. Using these photos Daniel spent time 

researching and find the best use for his chosen materials. This activity highlights another 

important part of sustainable design: research. To use materials to their highest potential, 

their applications and properties must be fully understood. When a material is fully 

understood it can be used in a sustainable manner. Daniel also realized the importance of 

shipping reduction in sustainable design. Daniel chose to pick materials that were made 

locally and shipped shorter distances.  

 Alex, another student involved in the project was excited when faced with the 

challenge of a sustainable design. Coming out of the project she has learned that 

sustainable thinking should affect the entire design process. She stated, in the beginning 

the floor plan should be set up to gain the most advantages from the natural sunlight. This 

is not only for lighting purposes, but also for gaining a heating advantage during the 

winter months. Alex reiterated the point that sustainability is not simply a by-product of 

the design but should be one of the main goals when beginning the design process. While 

touring the deconstruction site she chose to use the old brick to construct a new fireplace. 

Also, Alex found that the massive beams running the length of the ceiling would fit very 

well into her design style. The flooring from the deconstruction site was also used in her 



 

 

design. It was to be simply refinished using low VOC stain. Alex plans to continue using 

sustainable thinking in her future projects. She realizes this is the only way into the future 

of interior design. 

 This project held at Kendall College of art and Design should be a model of future 

education throughout the region. Encouragement for sustainable design should be in the 

forefront across all design disciplines. Sustainable aspects of a design should be at the 

same level as ergonomics, comfort, and consumer preference among others. Interior 

designers in general hold a great amount of power during the design process of a new 

home. Paul Hawken, an environmentalist, journalist, and entrepreneur exclaims, “The 

first rule of sustainability is to align with natural forces, or at least try not to defy them.” 

In this case the natural forces are the houses that are continually being torn down. By 

repurposing the materials from these houses designers can align with this natural force.  

This quote sums up the efforts of the students at KCAD during this repurposing project. 

 According to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change the 

U.S. remains the worlds largest producer of greenhouse gases. Emissions have increased 

15.4% between 1990 and 2004. This rising trend must be turned around. Clearly, 

educating our future designers on sustainability is necessary. Our world will be defined 

by the students and young people that are being educated in the present day. Sustainable 

design will continue to become more important and vital in the decades to come. The 

principles and mentalities Lee Davis exhibited in this project should be used more 

prevalently in every design discipline. Industrial designers, interior designers, and 

architects make design decisions that affect so many aspects of our world. These 

decisions can be very detrimental to the environment if they are made carelessly.   

 

  


