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Background

In 2008 CARMA and the George Pearson Centre Residents Council collaborated on participatory action 
research exploring how George Pearson centre residents envisioned their future if the Pearson site was 
redeveloped. The report on this project “Envisioning Home” has been broadly circulated since 20081 and has 
formed the basis for follow-up action by residents2. 

In January 2012, with the prospect that official redevelopment planning was imminent, CARMA and the 
Pearson Residents Council teamed up to form the Pearson Residents Redevelopment Group (PRRG). 

PRRG has the following goals:

Goals

1. Enable George Pearson Centre residents and their families to participate in the redevelopment

2. Ensure that George Pearson Centre residents and their families have access to plain language 
communication about redevelopment activities, site planning and transition options.

3. Promote the ability of George Pearson Centre residents and their families to develop unique, 
indigenous options for the site redevelopment. 

Process

Since January 2012, PRRG members have been regularly meeting to fulfill these goals. In its efforts to be 
representative and accountable to the diverse Pearson population, PRRG has been reporting monthly to 
Residents Council, using a large, centrally located Bulletin Board and posters to convey information, provid-
ing updates through the Pearson residents website and conducting focus groups with residents from each 
of the Pearson neighbourhoods. 

This is PRRG’s first public report and it aims to sum up the discussions that have taken place with Pearson 
residents since January 2012 and to provide the first set of a series of recommendations to planners and the 
Steering Committee for the Dogwood/ Pearson redevelopment.

1  Community and Residents Mentors Association and the George Pearson Centre Residents Council: Envisioning Home: Partici-
patory Action Research with George Pearson Centre Residents, 2008 http://www.bccpd.bc.ca/docs/envisionhome.pdf
2 Since 2008, Pearson residents and CARMA have been focusing on how to improve the quality of care at George Pearson 
Centre, which was one of the major themes that emerged from the participatory action research. See www.pearsonresidents.bc.ca for a 
description of some of these initiatives.

planning process as equal participants using a variety of tools that will assist in leveling the 
disparities between them and other participants.
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Issues and Recommendations

Universal design should be applied to all building and landscape design on the redeveloped site. 
People with disabilities must be included at every stage of the redevelopment, from design to 
construction, to ensure that the site is universally accessible.

Pearson residents have suffered for more than a generation with a site and buildings that are replete with 
barriers that have created isolation and frustrated ambition. If the redeveloped site is to be “welcoming and 
accommodating to all residents”3 then it must incorporate design that accommodates all people, without 
the need for adaptation. 

Universal design implies a “more participatory and inclusive design process”4 so, if it is to be successful, 
architects, designers and builders have to thoroughly understand the principles and practice of universal 
design  and incorporate user experience at every stage.  Universal design needs to be distinguished from 
its forerunner barrier free design which focused primarily on mobility limitations5. Universal design targets 
all people of all ages, which means that it can encompass all disabilities.

Residential facilities should be designed and developed at the smallest possible scale, based 
upon the diversity of residents’ needs and goals and connected in a physical and social campus.  

The findings of the Envisioning Home report illustrated that, when applying the principle of form follows 
function for residential facilities, it is essential to define the central function as providing a home for resi-
dents. Pearson residents have endorsed the Eden principles as a way to characterize home and have tried 
to catalyze their implementation, but this has had limited success. The failure to launch Eden in the current 
Centre is due, at least in part, to the scale of the facility.6 

Pearson residents are a diverse population with a range of needs and goals. As the 2008 Envisioning Home 
research illustrated, quality of life is of prime importance to them.   Scale and the quality of care are closely 
correlated.  PRRG recommends that the housing and supports that are developed for Pearson residents 
consist of a mix of buildings allied in a campus style7 that ranges from independent apartments with 
individualized day time supports and overnight shared personal care;8 small shared homes with 24 hour 
staff for those who need more guidance and direction and a low rise building for complex care that has self 
contained small house units of no more than 10 people/unit.9 

3 Envisioning Home, page 19
4 What is Universal design? Social Design Notes, 19 August 2003: http://backspace.com/notes/2003/08/what-is-universal-
design.php
5 Center for Universal Design, UD Features in Housing, 2/21/06
6 The Green House project has evolved from the original Eden Initiative and emphasizes care in small, self-contained homes 
organized to deliver individualized care, meaningful relationships, and better direct care through self-managed teams of multi-
purpose cross trained staff. http://thegreenhouseproject.org/about-us/frequently-asked-questions/ See also: http://www.nytimes.
com/2011/11/01/health/shrinking-the-nursing-home-until-it-feels-like-a-home.htmld roles    
7 There are many models of campuses. One that PRRG members looked at closely was the Fairview Village in Australia: http://
www.fairviewvillage.com.au 
8 Recent developments by Vancouver Resource Society on Foster and Euclid Avenues in Vancouver are the best model for 
these apartments.
9 In his article on the best practice design guidelines for complex care facilities, WA Benbow recommends the adoption of 
small homelike units as a best practice. Best Practice Design Guidelines for Complex Care Facility (Nursing Home) 2011; downloaded 
from http://wabenbow.com/?page_id=16
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For Pearson residents, the most important element of the design phase will be the degree to which the 
ultimate design meets their emotional, psychological and social needs.10

Residential facilities should be located at the extreme south west corner of the site.

PRRG’s focus groups with residents confirmed that their preference is to have residential housing options 
at the quietest and lowest density zone of the 25 acre site. The area that extends from the corner of Heath-
er Street and West 59th Avenue is judged to be the ideal because of the Greenway on West 59th, the slope 
of the land in that corner, which may allow design that maximizes at grade level access and the probable 
lower density in this area which abuts a school and single family residential area. 

Residents’ deep affinity for the green space that exists on the current site was strongly apparent in the 
focus groups with frequent expressions of their desire to maintain as much of the green space and the 
heritage trees as possible, especially in residential sections of the site.11

 

10 Robert Carr argues in the Whole Building Design Guide: 12/30/2010 that meeting these needs is an essential component of 
good design. Downloaded from: http://www.wbdg.org/design/health_care.php 
11 CARMA hosted a tour of the Pearson site for master gardeners and arborists during the summer 2012. They identified several 

rare and heritage tree and plant specimens on the Pearson site.
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The complex care residence should maximize opportunities for at grade level access and outdoor 
exposure. 

One of the strong themes that emerged from the 2008 Envisioning Home research was the solace that 
residents have taken from the fact that the current building opens directly onto the outdoors.12 Being able 
to exit the building easily has mitigated some the distressing features of the current Pearson Centre, like the 
lack of privacy. 

PRRG envisions that the complex care residence would be the largest building on the campus with a maxi-
mum height potential of four storeys. In a four storey building, for example, the two lower levels should be 
dedicated to residents with the upper levels reserved for clinical offices, community health services and/or 
administrative offices. 

The second level should have ramp access in order to provide a substitute for elevator use.13 Alternatively, a 
two storey building could be constructed using the slope of the land at the southeast corner to ensure that 
both levels would have at grade access. 

Residents also proposed that the three or four storey building have accessible balconies and roof top gar-
dens and at grade level buildings have patios.

12 Benbow cites this as a best practice and quotes the Nova Scotia Long Term Care Facility Requirements 2007 “The site should be 
large enough and of such profile to support the entire facility as a one or two storey structure with at grade access to each level”
13 Nobel House in Vancouver provides an example of outdoor ramping that extends from the third storey of the building
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The complex care residence should provide the entry point to the campus with a visible, accessible 
and welcoming entrance way.

Envisioning Home identified the importance that residents ascribed to a warm and welcoming atmosphere. 
The current building offers no place of welcome, information or way finding and contributes to residents’ 
perception that they are “out of sight and out of mind”.14 The vision of an entrance that could be shared with 
the local community through a community coffee shop was widely endorsed by residents in the focus group 
testing. 

They envisioned an entrance that had an atrium with lots of light exposure and plants, a reception/informa-
tion area that could be potentially be  staffed by residents or family members and gathering places for 
people to meet and talk. The entrance would be accessible through a circular driveway with space for pick 
up and drop off. Another driveway should connect to the rear of the building for all medical or service 
deliveries so that the front entrance has a social rather than institutional feel.  

14 Envisioning Home, page 8

 6



Pearson Residents 
Redevelopment Group

The shared residential housing options should have self contained, active kitchens and lounge 
areas and each home unit should have dedicated staff. 

PRRG envisions a campus of residences ranging from independent apartments to shared small homes and 
a complex care residence. The small homes would house no more than six to eight residents/ home while 
the complex care residence might house up to 60 residents in  6 home units of 10 residents/unit. Each of 
the home units should be distinguished by their own active kitchens and lounges which would serve as 
the focal point and entrance and would also serve as a privacy screen for the private rooms that could be 
located behind these home unit lounges.

 The kitchen should be fully functional to enable all meal service as well  as provide encouragement to 
families and friends who want to cook and share meals and allow home units to have the facilities for 
spontaneity, sharing and celebration15. An open plan for the home unit’s lounge/kitchen areas promotes 
accessibility. 

Noise could be minimized by having partial noise reduction walls between the lounge and kitchen. 

These walls could be 
transparent in the home 
units where people are 
using ventilators and 
need monitoring. 

Consistency of staffing is 
an essential part of person 
centered care.16  

Small home units should 
enable this consistency.

15 Jane Devji, the founder and CEO of Deltaview Habilitation Centre, in a conversation with  PRRG members, advised that the 
kitchen needs to be the focal point for the small home  units with daily baking and cooking, which stimulates residents’ cognitive 
and sensory abilities and maximizes well being. 
16 There is a large body of literature supporting the shift to person centered care and the importance of consistency of staffing 
in building strong relationships. See, for example, Mary Jane Koren, Person-Centered Care for Nursing Home Residents: The Culture-
Change Movement. Health Affairs 29, No.2 (2010). Downloaded from: http://www.cfsjc.org/assets/4e586cccdabe9d5924014908/
person_centered_care_article_by_koren.pdf 
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Residential housing options should maximize privacy.

Most Pearson residents currently live in shared rooms and use common washrooms and bathing areas. The 
wait list for private accommodation is several years long and most residents will never see their desire to 
have a private room fulfilled. PRRG recommends that private rooms with ensuite bathrooms be the standard 
for all residential housing that is developed on the site.17 

There should be some double rooms available for couples or room mates who want to live together and 
who are not able to use an independent apartment. 

Private rooms should have abundant natural light, a balcony or patio whenever possible, accessible switch-
es, wheelchair accessible roll-in closets with abundant storage space, room for kitchenette amenities as well 
as an easy chair or computer station and ceiling track lifts that extend from bedroom to bathroom.18 

17  Based upon a review of the literature, William Benbow recommends that private rooms with ensuite bathrooms be the stan-
dard for all residential care.
18 During the focus group sessions, one resident advised the installation of state of the art ceiling track lifts like the Maxi Sky pro-
duced by the Swedish ArjoHuntleigh Getinge Group. http://www.arjohuntleigh.com/ca/Product.asp?PageNumber=1044&ProductCate
gory_Id=15&Product_Id=32 
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Connecting bathrooms should feature European showers for wheel-in accessibility and easy drainage, roll 
under sinks with hand shower attachments for hair washing and bidet, ceiling track and pocket doors to 
maximize turning radius allowances.  

All residential housing should maximize the use of environmental controls and assistive technol-
ogy in order to enable residents to independently manage their environment.

One of the primary stressors for residents at Pearson Centre has been the need to request help with even 
the most minor tasks, like opening a door or closing a window blind. Often these requests are met with the 
response that the resident must wait until the staff member has time, leading to a sense of frustration and 
helplessness for the resident. Environmental controls and assistive technology have been shown to maintain 
independent function and decrease costs for home based seniors19 and to maximize self-esteem and self-
determination in people with severe disabilities.20 

PRRG recommends that planners, architects and builders work closely with Technology for Independent 
Living, which has been a trusted source of support and expertise for Pearson residents for 30 years, to ensure 
that all residential housing is smart wired for assistive technology and environmental controls.

19 William C. Mann; Kenneth J. Ottenbacher; Linda Fraas; Machiko Tomita,; Carl V. Granger,   Effectiveness of Assistive Technology 
and Environmental Interventions in Maintaining Independence and Reducing Home Care Costs for the Frail Elderly A Randomized Con-
trolled Tria.l Arch Fam Med/VOL 8, May/June 1999.  Downloaded from: http://cs.brynmawr.edu/Courses/cs380/fall2010/readings/99_
Mann_effectiveness_of_envrionmental_interventions.pdf 
20 The disability movement has been heralding environmental controls and assistive technology as the key to greater self-
determination for people with severe disabilities. See, for example: Enable Ireland http://www.enableireland.ie/products-technology/
electronic-at/smart-homes  and Abilitynet  http://www.abilitynet.org.uk/  
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Residential housing should be fully accessible for all people with disabilities.

Pearson residents come in all shapes and sizes and maneuver wheelchairs that range from small manuals 
to 300 lb+ electric wheelchairs with ventilators that extend more than 24 inches beyond their chair backs. 
Some residents drive their chairs like precision race car drivers while others bump and sway and occasionally 
connect with walls and doors. Building and design codes usually are derived with the skilled manual wheel-
chair driver in mind so they will not suffice for the Pearson population.21 

In order to ensure accessibility for this wide range of functional need and skill, PRRG recommends that turn-
ing circle allowances be no less than 6 ft.; corridor width no less than 6 ft.; private room dimensions be no 
less than 14 ft by 24 ft; ensuite bathrooms with wheel-in showers be no less than 75 square ft.; usable door 
openings be no less than 48 inches; and the square footage/resident for shared amenities be no less than 7 
square meters/resident in each home unit.22

People with disabilities should be able to access the whole site through a network of accessible 
pathways.

Many Pearson residents have lived on 
the site for more than 40 years and 
have yet to see many of the 25 acres 
close up because the land is inaccessi-
ble. During the focus groups, residents 
expressed nervous anticipation about 
becoming part of a diverse, mixed use 
community but some of their anxiety 
was allayed with the prospect that 
the development could allow them 
to traverse the whole site from side to 
side and top to bottom along a series 
of accessible pathways. 

The sketch below illustrates their vi-
sion of walkways that are covered in 
some areas to provide sanctuary from 
rain that can damage power wheelchairs; have alcoves for resting, talking and people watching and excel-
lent way finding for people whose short term memory and spatial awareness may be compromised. Building 
accessible pathways using universal design principles will mean ensuring not just adequate width and level 
ground for wheelchairs but also considering all of the potential barriers that can impede safe passage for 
those with a range of sensory and cognitive disabilities.23

21  See William Benbow: “The US Department of Veterans Affairs points out that the standard Federal accessibility code used a 
younger,  more fit population to determine their parameters. Frail, disabled patients are less able to manoeuver wheelchairs, often need 
someone to assist them, and have a more limited reach than independent, more physically sound wheelchair users… Similar problems 
are faced in applying the Canadian National Building Code accessibility guidelines to seniors”
22 These recommendations are in line with the best practices described by William Benbow in his review of the literature.
23 Brock University has a comprehensive  set of Facility Accessibility Design Standards that describes the many impediments: 
http://www.brocku.ca/webfm_send/236
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A therapeutic swimming pool needs to remain as an integral part of the residential campus.

Many Pearson centre residents consider their weekly swimming session to be the best part of their lives. 
Even those residents who are not able to swim because of the restrictions of their disability can spend 
many happy hours watching others swim. 

The Stan Stronge pool is the only warm water, fully accessible therapeutic pool in the province and it is 
essential to the well being not only of Pearson residents but also to thousands of people with disabilities 
from across Greater Vancouver who travel to the site to use it.

PRRG believes that a therapeutic pool cannot be operated and managed by a generic recreation service 
provider or integrated into a new all purpose community centre because of the high risk that it will disap-
pear. 

The populations of people who use the Stan Stronge pool are people who need the specialized supports 
that are integrated into the current pool operation as well as the benefit of the unique infrastructure.  
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Accessible community gardens and urban farming need to be integrated into the village life of the 
whole site. 

Four years ago, CARMA and the Pearson Residents Council joined forces with Farmers on 57th to develop 
the Residents’ Garden and the urban farm at George Pearson Centre. This project has become a showpiece 
of therapeutic accessible gardening, sustainable urban agriculture and community development that has 
enhanced the local Marpole neighbourhood. 

During the focus group meetings, it was evident that Pearson residents treasure this achievement and are 
eager to share gardening and urban farming with the diverse new neighbourhood that will emerge on the 
25 acre site. 

PRRG recommends that the urban farm and the community gardens be expanded on the redeveloped site 
with the goal of making the new Pearson site village more food secure; providing a learning laboratory for 
the many neighbourhood schools and local residents; demonstrating the value of horticultural therapy and 
enabling all of the people with disabilities who live on the site to garden with their able bodied neighbours.
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