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Northwood ADU adds a small, independent residential unit to the 
backyard of an existing single-family residence in Ann Arbor, Michigan—
one of the first ADUs to be built under the city’s new zoning ordinance 
approved in 2016. The project is designed to be a demonstration and 
a prototype, aimed at catalyzing ADU construction in Ann Arbor and 
testing non-standard construction methods with affordability and energy 
efficiency in mind.

Accessory dwelling units (ADUs) are increasingly 
popular in cities with housing shortages. By 
strategically inserting rental units of modest scale and 
cost into existing neighborhoods, thereby doubling 
the number of households on a residential lot, ADUs 
diversify the housing stock and efficiently piggyback 
on existing infrastructures. 

[Fig. 1] Interior
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For ADUs to be feasible for homeowners, they must be cheap to build, 
making affordability an explicit mandate of ADU design. Northwood  
ADU addresses this constraint by using prefabricated structural insu-
lated panels (SIPs) for the walls and roof, ensuring precision through 
factory-made components and reducing time on site for construction.  
In addition, finish materials on the exterior and interior are selected for  
durability, low maintenance, and affordability. On the outside, fiber 
cement panels are used as a rainscreen, mounted directly to the SIPs 
with UV and moisture protection. Additional layers of corrugated metal 
and mesh wrap the volume. On the inside, the floor is an exposed con-
crete slab warmed by radiant heat, and the walls and ceiling express  
the volumetric interior of the SIPs shell.

Northwood ADU is one of the first residential buildings in Michigan 
to use a frost-protected shallow foundation (FPSF). This system, popular 
in Scandinavia but still relatively rare in North America, eliminates the 
need to excavate below the frost line, saving substantial cost and time 
on site for construction. FPSFs consist of a concrete slab insulated  
by rigid foam insulation. In addition to saving on excavation, there is no 
formwork to build or strip and no finishing required on the slab edge. 
The FPSF and SIPS shell produce a highly insulated and energy efficient 
building, warmed with radiant floor heat in the slab and cooled with an 
air-source heat pump when necessary.

[Fig. 2] Exterior
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[Fig. 3] Aerial

[Fig. 4] Exterior
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[Fig. 5] Interior
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[Fig. 6] Interior [Fig. 7] Exterior

[Fig. 8] Exterior
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The one-bedroom, one-bathroom unit is 730 square feet—its small 
size limited by zoning regulations. The lofted bedroom sits pavilion-like 
over the dining space, with exposed LSL joists and painted brackets 
that introduce texture and color without extraneous finishes.  Privacy 
between the ADU and the main house is maintained through careful 
placement of doors, windows, and skylights. These openings have no 
view of the main house and instead frame the trees and sky beyond. 

[Fig. 9] Exterior
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[Fig. 10] Interior detail
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[Fig. 11] Interior detail [Fig. 12] Interior detail

[Fig. 13] Interior
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[Fig. 14] Exterior
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