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Bathrooms with sloped ceilings

Adding a bathroom to an existing 
   home is a common remodeling 
     project, and often the only place 

available is under a sloped ceiling. Not only 
will that space likely have a small footprint, 
but unless you are able to add a dormer to 
gain headroom, this project means building 
the bath with some serious limitations. Still, 
it’s possible to design a bathroom that is not 
only safe and comfortable to use, but also 
attractive enough to want in your home.

By code, habitable spaces, hallways, base-
ments, and bathrooms are required to have 
ceilings at least 7 ft. high. In rooms with 

sloped ceilings, up to half of the ceiling 
may be between 5 ft. and 7 ft. high, with 
the other half at least 7 ft. high. Bathrooms 
don’t have a minimum required size, but 
any portion of the room with ceilings lower 
than 5 ft. are not counted in the size of the 
room. This will determine if you can fit a 
bathroom in the space, and where the bath-
room’s inside wall must be located.

Headroom at the front edge of fixtures 
must be at least 6 ft. 8 in., while the ceiling 
height at the back side must be enough that 
the fixture can be used for its intended pur-
pose. Therefore, if a bathroom is accessed 
from the side where the sloped ceiling is 
taller, the fixtures are best placed along the 
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SMALL  BATH 
DOESN’T  FEEL  SMALL 
AT ALL

Challenge: A home with sloped 
ceilings on the second floor needs a bathroom, 
and this is the only available location. Floor area and 
headroom are limited, as are storage options, and there is an 
existing window at one end. It’s a tight space to work with. 

Solutions: The eye gauges the size of a room by the corners it can see, so we kept 
this space from feeling closed in by pushing the visible corners farther away with the tiled 
shower wall and the paneled half-wall. The half-wall also brings the sink and toilet out from 
the back wall, providing the required headroom at each fixture. We made the small space 
feel bigger by choosing a console sink, fully tiling the shower partition wall, and using a 
limited color palette; disengaging the top of the wall from the ceiling and using a frameless 
glass door; and contrasting colors and textures for the cabinetry behind the sink and toilet. 

Plumbing 
vent 
hidden in 
false wall

Medicine 
cabinet 
incorporated 
into false 
wall over 
sink 

Half-wall 
shelf offers 
storage 
options

Console sink 
creates a more 
spacious feel

Transparent glass 
shower door keeps the 
bathroom feeling open.

Pocket 
door saves 
space in 
hall outside 
bathroom

Flat ceiling offers a place 
for the vent fan and a 
recessed light

7 ft.

5 ft.

50% of floor area has 
7-ft.-minimum ceiling.

Bath’s floor area is measured 
from start of 5-ft. ceiling height.
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Energy Smart 
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Can Build On

“Everyone should be reading Martin Holladay’s pieces on  
GreenBuildingAdvisor.com. He is basically a national treasure.”  
 – David Meiland, Owner of Bailer Hill Construction in Friday Harbor, WA

Fifty of the most popular postings from  
Martin Holladay’s blog give readers a unique  
view on living a more energy-efficient life.

Order today at: Tauntonstore.com/nerd
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C O N T I N U E D

low-ceiling side of the shower and a swing-
ing panel on the high side. An alternative is 
to install a fixed panel on the tall, shower-
head side and leave the other end open. 

Usually a small bathroom has only a 
shower or a combination tub and shower, 
but not always. Bathtubs without shower-
heads are not subject to the height require-
ment, and can be tucked into lower areas. 

mounted showerhead may help in some sit-
uations, as will putting the control valve on 
a different wall than the showerhead if it’s 
more convenient for use. When a shower is 
tucked under a slope, plan to tile the sloped 
ceiling to protect the surface from water.

Shower rods don’t work when the roof 
slopes down over a tub, so my solution is to 
install a fixed, frameless glass panel on the 

wall opposite the door. As you’ll see in the 
first example shown on pp. 94, I like to put 
the sink in the middle, with the toilet on 
one side and the tub and/or shower on the 
other side. There is usually more space in 
front of the sink than in front of the toilet, 
so it becomes the best transition zone for 
entering the bath or drying off after getting 
out of the shower, and it puts the toilet in 
the least visible area. When the door is on 
the narrow end of a tight bathroom, I prefer 
a sink-toilet-shower arrangement. But as 
you’ll see in the second example (drawing 
right), there are reasons to break these rules. 

When not restricted by height, I put the 
top of a bathroom mirror or medicine 
cabinet at least 6 ft. 2 in. above the floor, 
but in the case of a bath under a low, sloped 
ceiling, that’s rarely possible. In these cases, 
I either compromise and lower the mir-
ror height, or use a mirror mounted on an 
articulating arm on an adjacent wall that 
can be adjusted to serve whomever is using 
it. When there is enough floor space, one 
technique I’ve used is to build a false wall 
with storage behind the vanity, pulling it 
forward away from the low point of the 
ceiling. This allows me to mount the mirror 
at an appropriate height. I’ve used a similar 
approach in bathrooms with pedestal sinks 
or other sinks with little counter space, in 
which I then build a half-wall to create a 
ledge that functions as extra counter space. 

Code calls for a distance of 15 in. from the 
center of the toilet to any fixtures or walls 
flanking it. A span of 15 in. between a toilet 
and a wall will still feel tight, so I stick with 
18 in. if possible. In front of the toilet, you 
need at least 21 in. of space, but toilets come 
in different lengths—from about 25 in. to 
30 in. or more. So you can choose a shorter-
length toilet to meet this clearance if needed.

To satisfy the code, the interior of a 
shower needs to be at least 30 in. by 30 in. 
The exception is that one dimension can be 
a minimum of 25 in. if the interior area is 
at least 1,300 sq. in. in total. Shower access 
(by door, doorway, or curtain) needs to have 
a clearance of at least 22 in. in width. The 
ceiling at the showerhead must have at 
least 30 in. by 30 in. of space at a minimum 
height of 6 ft. 8 in. This means that you’ll 
likely be putting the showerhead on the 
tall-ceiling side of the shower. A ceiling-

Challenge: A new second-floor master suite needs a bathroom, but there’s no way 
to shoehorn a sink, toilet, and shower into the space while meeting minimum height 
and comfort requirements. The windowless space is dark and the clients want the 
convenience and storage of a full vanity. Time to think outside the box.

Solutions: We realized that if we dropped the ceiling over the first-floor pantry space 
below, we could lower the shower floor to create the necessary height for the shower 
fixture. A skylight provides light and ventilation, as well as additional headroom over the 
toilet. The floating vanity helps the room feel larger and its curves soften an otherwise 
angular room. We kept the colors light and quiet for a sense of space and openness and 
located the medicine cabinet adjacent to the sink instead of on the rear wall.

STEP-DOWN 
SOLUTION

Off-center 
sink 
positioned 
for 
available 
headroom

FOR A MASTER BATH

Medicine cabinet

Lowered shower floor and showerhead location 
eliminate the need for a shower door

Grab bar for safety at 
step into shower

Slip-
resistant 
tile floor

Skylight 
over 
plumbing 
fixture 
provides 
needed 
headroom 
and 
daylight

Pendant 
lights 
reduce 
glare at 
vanity
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These days, lots of tubs smaller than the 
standard 60-in. length are available. 

Ventilation, light, and heat
No matter how small, bathrooms need 
ventilation fans, preferably as close as pos-
sible to the shower. Squeezing them into a 
tight space can be tricky. I often flatten the 
ceiling, where I then install the fan unit. 
Ducting through a sidewall is preferable to 
going through the roof. Through-wall fans 
and remote fans can help you duct through 
a sidewall in a tricky location.

Although vanity lights are best located at 
about 60 in. to 66 in. high, it’s often neces-
sary to place them above the mirror. To 
reduce glare, I sometimes install pendant 
lights in front of the mirror instead of wall-
mounted sconces. There are even some 
medicine cabinets and mirrors available 
with integrated LED lighting.

A strategy to create additional headroom 
with the added benefit of daylighting is to 
use skylights. I’ve placed them over toilets 
and sinks to gain the depth of the rafters. 
Use the lowest U-value units you can find 
to reduce condensation, which is a problem 
with skylights in cold climates.

If you need to bring heat to the bathroom, 
you’ll want to find the most unobtrusive 
way possible to do so. Radiant electric mats 
are becoming pretty standard on higher-
end projects and don’t require any space, 
but most don’t put out enough heat to make 
the bathroom comfortable. A small toe-kick 
heater, a wall-hung electric heater, or heated 
towel bars (my favorite) can all work.

Spaciousness 
Your choice of fixtures and materials can 
make the room feel more spacious. Wall-
hung, pedestal, and furniture-style vanities 
have less visual mass, making the bathroom 
appear to have more open space. Glass or 
open shower doors make the room feel big-
ger than a curtain does. A continuous hori-
zontal band of trim run around the room 
will stretch space visually, and running the 
tile vertically adds to the visual height. Keep 
the palette simple; less contrast between tiles 
and other surfaces expands space. And the 
ceiling doesn’t have to be white—matching 
the walls with a half-tone is classy and  
more integrated.

Michael Maines is a residential designer in 
Palermo, Maine. Drawings by the author.
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800-597-7191 
www.bearcreeklumber.com

Bear Creek Lumber

Supplying the finest quality lumber 

materials since 1977.  We offer top of the 

line Western Red Cedar, Alaskan Yellow 

Cedar, Douglas Fir, Port Orford Cedar, 

Hemlock, Pine, Spruce and Ipe.

PRODUCT SHOWCASE

Coppa Woodworking, 
Inc.

310-548-4142
www.coppawoodworking.com

Manufacturers of Custom Wood Screen 
Doors, Storm Doors and Much More!

Cedar Shingles  
& Cedar Panels

Save Up to 50% on 
Factory Finished 
Cedar Shingles 
and Cedar Panels. 
Pre-Finished with 
the Finest Coat-
ings to Provide 
Longevity, Long Lasting Beauty, and 
Instant Curb Appeal. 100s of Finishes 
Available. Custom Color Matching 
Available.

1.800.269.0598
www.cedarshinglesdirect.com

CableRail Tensioning 
Made Easy

Save time & money on your next cable 
railing project with Feeney’s new 
lever-action 
Tensioning Tool. 
Lightweight and 
easy to use with 
a built-in tension 
indicator for 
consistent tension 
every time.

1-800-888-2418
www.feeneyinc.com/TT

Factory Finished  
Barnwood 

Factory Finished Barnwood Weathered 
to Rustic Perfection. Save up to 50% on 
Factory Finished Barnwood. Starting 
as low as $2.99 sq ft. 

1.800.641.9663
www.duragroove.com

877.242.5327
www.ClearMirror.com

• Fog-free shower mirrors
• Installs flush with tile
• Patented & UL/C-UL listed
• Available with LED accents
• Shave in the shower

Shower ClearMirror®
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