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DESIGNING A
Naomi Mamiye Szklarz pulled herself up by the bootstraps 

to become an award-winning designer.

Now she’s helping others do the same.
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DESIGN

well as things like handrails, wall guards and vanities. I ask 
them, ‘What do you think we should use here?’ and give 
them feedback. Basically, I make sure they have everything 
they need in order to launch their own business.”

Many of the designers who were helped by Naomi are 
active on the WhatsApp group that was started by Margal-
it Lankry, Designers with Intention, which was featured in 
Ami in January 2019 in an article entitled “Arms Around 
Each Other.” On the chat, designers offer recommenda-
tions and share their insights, experiences and contacts.

“People are shocked when they hear this. They ask, ‘Why 
are you setting up your competition?’ But I don’t see it that way. 
No one can take away something that is meant for me. Hash-
em provides. There’s enough to go around. I show the women 
who come to me that you are helped when you help others.”

Orphaned as a young child, Naomi was shuttled be-
tween two sets of grandparents, all of whom also passed 
away when she was young. When she was 19 years old 
and planning her wedding—by herself—a man called and 
introduced himself as Chaim Bodner, the owner of Prince 
Seating, a furniture manufacturer. He offered her floor 
samples to furnish her apartment. She received a dinette 
set, a bedroom set and a couch. 

Twenty-six years later, a designer from California con-
tacted Naomi. She was visiting her family in New York 
and wanted to watch Naomi at work. The designer spent a 
few days at Naomi’s workshop, asking questions and taking 
notes. They were saying good-bye to each other when Naomi 
suddenly asked her whom she was visiting in New York. “My 
father,” the woman replied. “His name is Chaim Bodner.”

The kindness had come full circle.  

What advice do you give a designer who is just 
starting out? 

You have a dream? Don’t let anyone tell you that you’re too 
young or too old or you might lose money or there are already 
enough people in that field. There’s room for you. Don’t be 
afraid. You’ll hit bumps. You’ll make mistakes. Then you’ll 

Eighteen years ago, Naomi Mamiye Szklarz, a 
divorced mother of four young children, went 
from booth to booth at a design trade show in 

the Javits Center and schlepped home two heavy bags 
of pamphlets. She had no training and no support. All 
she had was a dream of starting her own design firm.

One day, she happened to walk by the construc-
tion site that would become the new J2 Pizza shop in 
Lakewood. She made her way through the mess and 
asked the owner, “Do you have a designer?” 

“No,” he replied. “Right now I’m looking at some 
tiles and trying to figure out what I like.”

“This is going to be a high-traffic area,” she explained. 
“You need tiles that can handle that. Let me show you 
some ways to pull it together. I’ll do it for free.”

That was Naomi’s first job as a designer. The happy cli-
ent passed her name on to a friend in Florida who had just 
bought a rehab facility and needed a designer. Then that 
satisfied customer passed her name on to someone else. 

Today, Naomi is remarried and living in Monsey. She 
travels around the United States to design hospitals, rehab 
centers, assisted living facilities and corporate offices. And 
she has made sure not to lose sight of what it feels like to 
be at the beginning, waiting to be given a chance.

Ten years ago, she made the decision to “pay it forward” 
by opening her door to aspiring designers. Her goal was to 
give them the guidance and tools they needed to get start-
ed. “We believe in the concept of middah k’neged middah,” 
she says. “Hashem deals with us the same way we deal with 
others. My business was doing well. I would give to others, 
and Hashem would continue to give to me.” 

Word got out: Naomi was available to help begin-
ning designers at no charge. These days, dozens of 
women and girls come to her from all over the country. 
Some have just graduated from design school. Others 
are in their 40s and 50s. They’re creative but they need 
an intensive crash course on the basics along with a 
strong dose of encouragement. 

For a new designer, knowing the right vendors 
can make all the difference. Naomi shares websites, 
contacts and trade secrets, such as who has the best 
prices and services in a particular area. Her office is 
the two-car garage of her home. She stocks thousands 
of samples and shares them freely. 

She also provides a hands-on experience to those 
she mentors. “I show them what I’m working on and 
pull out options: chips of exterior stucco and stone, 
siding, roof colors, wallpaper, paint and flooring, as 
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What causes designer burnout?
In a word: “indecisiveness.” Clients who choose some-

thing they like and then their mother or sister makes a 
comment and they change their mind. It’s so frustrating! 
If only people believed in themselves and their decisions!

How can I become a designer?
Trade schools offer both one-year and two-year courses 

and a certificate when you’re done. They usually cost a few 
thousand dollars and cover the basics of interior design: colors, 
sketching, and putting elements together in a room. They also 
teach space planning, which is great for people who like math, 
and rendering, which allows clients to “see” the project in ad-
vance. A higher degree can be expensive. If you’re interested in 
a narrow field, doing only space planning or rendering—both 
of which are in high demand—you may decide to take courses 
only in that specialty. 

There are many ways to learn, including being self-
taught. For example, I had to know all of the building 
codes, such as the ADA requirements for how high a 
handrail should be, how far a wall sconce can stick out, 
accessibility rules, etc., so I memorized them. And I never 
feel like I know all I need to know. I read. I ask a lot of 
questions. I listen to what others have to say.

It’s important to know that you don’t need to be an expert 
in every area. Some designers are great at coordinating fabrics, 
lighting and paint, but are weak at math. So they can do the 
creative work and hire a space planner for the mathematical 
aspects of the project. 

How can a new designer attract clients?
Show people what you can do. Start with your own 

home or the homes of friends and relatives. Stage a room. 
Take photos. You can keep changing the 
same room for different looks in order to 
build up a portfolio of your work. Also, it’s 
hard for people to say no to an offer of free 
design. That’s how you get your name out 
there.

One final thought: as designers, we use 
the talent given to us by Hashem to create 
ever-widening circles of beauty and joy. ●

DESIGN

pick yourself up and try again, one time or ten times. 
Don’t give up. 

Treat others well. A woman I know makes delicious 
banana bread. When I asked her for the recipe she said, 
“I don’t share recipes.” I thought, Why not? It takes nothing 
away from you.

Give compliments when others do well. There’s no 
place for jealousy, which usually stems from insecu-
rity. Remind yourself that you are unique. We all are. 
There are billions of people in the world and no one 
is exactly like you. 

Be very organized. Enter all information in spread-
sheets to limit questions, keep everything updated, 
and leave no room for contractor mistakes. 

Stay humble. You can learn from everyone. If an 
electrician says a fixture needs to be moved, ask him 
why and listen to what he has to say.

Then there are the extras. Avoid shortcuts and pen-
ny-pinching. I try to go to the other extreme. For exam-
ple, if a client comes back with a question after a project 
is complete, such as what type of accessory to buy, I step 
back in to help without charging. Go beyond what you 
have been contracted to do.

It’s best to charge up front for a job instead of by the 
hour, because people who hire designers have no idea 
how much goes on behind the scenes, and they vastly 
underestimate the number of hours a project will take.

Focus on being responsive. Owners and contractors 
appreciate quick responses, so make an effort—even if 
it’s late at night—to answer emails and keep projects 
moving along. They’ll appreciate it and want to continue 
working with you.
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