
Smith Crossing’s website
opens with the statement, “It’s
more than bricks and mortar.” But
this new senior living community
does begin with brick and mortar. 
A CMU loadbearing structure has 
a veneer of an orange‐range blend,
extruded, sand‐textured utility 
brick and an earthy brown‐blend
concrete masonry unit, tumbled 
to a rough‐hewn stone look. The
warm appearance welcomes guests
and residents to this continuing
care retirement community serving
Chicago’s Southwest suburbs. 

Building Blocks to
Success “We strive to create 
solid feeling environ ments,” explains 
Ann D’Acquisto, AIA, senior associate 
AG Architecture. “We want people to think of
Smith Crossing as their home. Brick and stone
exterior are classic residential materials and
people have a visceral, fond response to them.

They also evoke a sense of permanence, an ‐
other positive attribute. Masonry, combined
with hollowcore precast concrete plank
flooring are materials we like because they
are aesthetically appealing, durable and wear
well over time. They also reduce sound
transmission and dampen vibrations for 
a feeling of privacy – like being at home.”  

Partition walls between units of 10'' grouted
concrete masonry units (CMU) with drywall
finish on either side results in an STC (sound
transmission class) rating of approximately
60. Put into perspective, an STC rating of 40 
is often described as the onset of privacy. At
an STC of 30, loud speech can be clearly
understood through a wall, while an STC of 50
mostly eliminates noise of speech, but loud
music can still be heard. Wood stud partition
with ½'' drywall on either side produces an
STC of about 33, and metal studs improves
the rating slightly, to about 38. 

Safety and Comfort “When 
the architect asked what kind of building we
wanted, the first words out of my mouth
were a safe one,” recalls Jim Fitch, special
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Classic residential brick and stone help 
new residents feel safe and “at home”.

Exceptional
Wall System

of Smith Crossing
protects residents from fire &
noise, provides comfort & 
structure for this beautiful home
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Smith Crossing-phase two 
Smith Senior Living | Orland Park IL

Architect/Structural Engineer AG ARCHITECTURE
Wauwatosa WI

General Contractor WEIS BUILDERS Chicago

Mason Contractor J&E DUFF MASON 
CONTRACTORS West Chicago

Masonry Materials
COUNTY MATERIALS | GLEN-GERY BRICK |
ILLINOIS BRICK | NORTHFIELD | SPEC MIX

Project Facts
Total Construction Budget $35 M

Total Masonry Budget $3.1 M

Total Square Feet 180,000

Building Cost per SF $194

Completion Date WINTER 2012

by Elizabeth Young, LEED Green Associate

Article reprinted with permission from MasonryEdge/theStoryPole Vol 7 No 1 
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Concrete Thin Veneers:  Burnished, Glazed, County Stone, Tumbled, Smooth, Rough Estate and Splitface

Greater options for individual style!

C o n c r e t e  T H I N  V E N E E R S

Contact a County Materials’ Sales
Representative for more information: 

to 

projects manager for Smith Senior Living. “The
worst tragedy that could occur would be a fire in
a senior living facility. That is a remote possibility,
but if we build to prevent that, we should be
good for anything that comes along.”

Ever since the Great Chicago Fire of 1871, Chicago
and the perimeter community building codes have
required noncombustible materials be used. In
Orland Park, the code requires one wythe of a
wall system be noncom bustible. That means, an

exterior veneer must be backed up by CMU, or
metal studs must have a brick skin, for example.
AG Architecture, a firm from Wauwatosa WI with
more than 40 years’ experience designing senior
living environments, knew that to meet building
code requirements and provide their client 
with the best performing buildings, insulated
masonry cavity wall was the best choice for
Smith Crossing’s wall system. Because of the
various building usages, multiple codes were
followed, including commercial and residential
building codes and the Life Safety code. Masonry
cavity wall with air space and rigid insulation
achieved code requirements across the board.
D’Acquisto mentions, “We’re finding that with
new energy codes, envelope R‐values continue
to go up. It’s easier to comply with the code
when using brick and block wall systems.”

She is quick to recognize the thermal heat gain
as a very valuable bonus to helping to efficiently
regulate the thermal comfort of the residents.
Masonry’s thermal mass evens out temperature
fluctuations by absorbing thermal energy (heat)
when it is abundant and slowly releasing it when
it is cooler, preventing large temperature swings
within the building, regard less of what is happen ‐
ing outside. This is part icularly advantageous in a
senior living environ ment as many health issues

related to aging (poor circulation, reduced body
mass, thyroid malfunctions) cause residents to
feel chilly.

Fire code requirements are also easily achieved
with masonry, says D’Acquisto. Compartmentation
and egress routes are extremely important,
especially with an aging population. CMU walls
between living units provide at least one‐hour
fire ratings. The memory care and skilled care
units are built with rated walls on either side of
the corridor so that residents can be moved to
safety while awaiting assistance. Two‐hour rated
stairwells accommodate mobility devices like
wheel chairs and walkers. An area of rescue 
in stairwells is a safe place to wait for help.
Regardless of whether the codes require one‐,
two‐, three‐ or four‐hour rated walls, it is achieved
with masonry and grout. CMU walls are also
designed to resist strong wind loads in case 
of tornadoes and other environmental forces.

Careful Balance Senior living
communities find themselves in an interesting
position today. By 2050 there will be more than
80 million Americans over the age of 65, according
to the US Census Bureau. That is more than double
the 2010 figure. Senior Living is a growth market,
but will eventually decline as the population shifts

LEARNING OBJECTIVES
Upon reading the article you will 
be able to:

1 Identify how a masonry wall
system can be particularly
beneficial for senior living
facilities.

2 Determine ways in which 
to address changing
population needs and trends
over the life of a building 
for maximum efficiency.

3 Evaluate means of project
delivery that maximize schedule,
while minimizing resident
disruption.
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from the Baby Boomers, one of the country’s
largest generations, to the Gen Xers, the smallest
generation. Senior living providers are constantly
updating facilities to meet expectations and
requirements of these changing populations.
They must be mindful of providing stability and
comfort at the same time. No one wants to 
live in a constant state of construction and
remodeling. Masonry provides a long‐term
solution, a 100‐year building that requires little
maintenance and the ability to be repurposed for
another use when and if that is required. If the
time comes, the design of Smith Crossing could
easily be adapted to intergenerational apartment

housing units with additional on‐site amenities,
says D’Acquisto. Recent college graduates, 
for example, often look for the same on‐site
amenities as seniors: a walkable community with
easy access to dining, entertainment and other
social environments.

Maximizing Schedule As for
phased construction, AG Architecture capitalizes
on the expertise of their team members for
efficient project delivery. “We like to bring
contractors in early for collaboration on
constructability, means and methods,” explains
D’Acquisto. “We design what the Owner envisions

and the contractor is the expert who knows how
to build what we design.” Smith Crossing is one
of two senior living communities sponsored and
managed by Smith Senior Living in the Chicago
area. AG Architecture, Weis Builders general
contractors and J&E Duff mason contractors
have worked together on several projects. Their
communication and collaboration is the key to
efficiency and success. Richard Lauber, president
of J&E Duff, states that all of the CMU for  phase
two was laid in 20 weeks, allowing roofing to
take place and inside trades to begin sooner.

The masons’ collaboration with the flooring
installers was necessary to maintain that
schedule. J&E Duff Vice President Dale Richards
explains, “We were able to have a crew
complete a story‐high wall at one building, then
while the precast was set, grouted and left to set
up, our crew moved to the next building to
complete a story. When the first building’s
precast floor was ready for us, we were able to
set up our work zone and layout. The work
would then be ready for the whole crew to move
from one building to the next. The efficiency
worked out very well.” 

Masons were actually ahead of schedule and
kept ahead of other trades. With a crew of six
bricklayers and laborers, they laid 4700 CMU per

Masons laid the CMU structure quickly, allowing roof and interior trades to begin sooner. Installation
of insulation and brick veneer followed. Good team communication is key to efficiency. 
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week, including masonry lintels that were built in
place over every opening.  Masonry lintels ensure
bricklayers have no downtime while waiting for
steel. They lay masonry lintels as they come to
openings and continue constructing the wall
most efficiently.

Fitch explains that the need to expedite the
schedule is two‐fold. First, because of the
financing required, most units in Smith Crossing
had to be reserved before construction could
begin. When dealing with an age cohort of 80‐85
years, however, death and illness affect reserva ‐
tions, so being able to provide accommodations
in a timely manner is very important. Secondly,
Fitch continues, “We can ill‐afford to discomfort
existing residents while we expand.” There is 
a deliberate effort to keep residents involved.
The builder and architect attend regular
meetings with the residents to keep them
abreast of progress, to discuss any issues and
answer questions. 

Moving quickly and minimizing disruption of 
day‐to‐day events is important, but not always
possible. For example, Fitch shares that they
would be informing residents that they would 
be without power for approximately six hours 
on an April afternoon, as a transformer had to 
be relocated on the property. Big interruptions
like that are tempered by little details that make
a big difference, such as clean and safe work
areas and workers who are courteous and
helpful to residents. Bethany Crispin, project
manager for Weis Builders, says that the masons
keep a neat and orderly job site and that a “neat
jobsite is a safe jobsite!”

The Big Picture With completion of
the final wing this October, Smith Senior Living
will have finished all the growth and expansion
they have currently planned for their two
locations. However, Smith Crossing has 10
undeveloped acres remaining, so there is room
for future construction, should there be demand.
They are confident of the appeal and endurance
of the building materials and systems employed
for Smith Crossing long into the future. Fitch
believes that they have made the best environ ‐
mental decisions they could with their budget 
for a long‐lasting and high‐performing building.
Durable masonry provides an enclosure with
long life and low maintenance, but is also
regionally sourced and manufactured from
abundant natural resources like sand and clay. 

Masonry products contain recycled materials,
too, so fewer natural resources are required 
and potential waste materials are diverted from
landfills and used in new ways, like fly ash or
slag. Byproducts of the coal industry and cast
iron industry respectively, fly ash and slag are
used as supplemental cementitious materials 
or portland cement replacements in CMU, grout
and mortar. Reducing the amount of portland
cement reduces greenhouse gas emissions in

manufacture, due to the decalcification of lime,
and has also been proven to increase strength
and durability. What’s good for the planet is
good for us all and meshes well with Smith
Senior Living’s primary purpose of enriching the
lives of senior adults through the highest quality
of services. And add to that, in the highest quality
of facilities.

Opened in 2004, development of this 32‐acre 
site in Orland Park has continued to expand. 
This year, the final phase of its major expansion
to increase capacity by 60% will be completed.
No longer is senior living equated with institutional
nursing homes of years past. Communities like
Smith Crossing are being developed around the
country to serve today’s seniors and the incoming
Silent Generation (born from 1925‐45). The
design and organizational structure allow them
to age in place. They have the ability to stay in
the same community while their needs for
support change. Continuing care retirement
communities provide services on a scale from
minimal housekeeping services to 24/7 nursing
care within the same community. People are
moving in at various stages of life and for various
reasons. Senior living centers are designed to not
only meet the various needs of seniors, but to
provide services and amenities well beyond the
traditional thinking of nursing care. 

Smith Crossing, which has an upscale resort‐style
campus, features duplex homes, apartment units
and numerous options for independent and
assisted living residents as well as options for
rehab services, skilled nursing and memory care.
Amenities the residents may enjoy are a fitness
and wellness center, movie theater, cafe,
entertainment and recreational lounges, library,
business center and more. Multiple venues of
activity in the 360,000 sf community ensures
something for everyone. 

There is a growing trend for seniors to move to
this type of community while they are still
healthy and active. Providers, such as Smith
Senior Living, cater to their residents by providing
amenities within short walking distances, including
areas for indoor and outdoor walking, multiple
dining venues and opportunities for social inter ‐
action. Providers try to forecast for the changing
behavior patterns of the present and future aging
community. For example, they update their
technology infrastructure and provide numerous
common areas that equip the community for 
all kinds of events and activities. The goal is to
provide a high quality of living  to nurture the
wellness and happiness of the residents.  ■ ■ ■
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