Glossary of Building Terms

ABS pipe - Black plastic pipe sometimes used as drainage pipe in plumbing systems. 

Anchor bolts - 'L' shaped bolts which are set in the concrete foundation and used to attach the framing of the house

to the foundation (see diagram). 

Apron - A piece of interior trim below the window stool (bottom window sill) to conceal the wall joint to the stool.  Also, a concrete ramp just outside a garage door.  

Backfill - soil used to fill the excavation around a home's foundation.

Balusters - Spindles that help support a staircase handrail. 

Balustrade - A row of balusters supporting a common top rail and acting as a safety feature to prevent small children from falling off a raised surface such as a deck or stairway.

Base moulding - the wood trim that is attached at the floor to wall intersection.  The base moulding is generally about 1/2" – ¾”  thick and usually between 2 1/2" to 6" tall.

Bat - A half-brick. 

Batt - A section of fiber-glass or rock-wool insulation measuring 15 or 23 inches wide by four to eight feet long. 

Beam - A horizontal support member. Also see post and post-and-beam. 

Bearing wall - An interior or exterior wall that helps support the roof or the floor joists above. 

Berm - A built up mound of dirt used to enhance drainage or landscaping

Bird's mouth - Also called "bird's beak".  The notch that is cut in the rafter and sets on the top of the top wall plate.  The birds mouth consists of a plumb cut (vertical cut) and a seat cut (horizontal cut). 

Blind Valley - A method of roof framing where the main roof is built and sheathed, and afterwards, the secondary roof, often a porch, etc. is overframed (built on top of) the sheathing of the main roof.

Blocking - Small wood pieces to brace framing members or to provide a nailing base for gypsum board or paneling. 

Blue Board – slang for ½” expanded Polystyrene foam sheathing – comes in 4x8 sheets.

Blue print(s) - A type of copying method often used for architectural drawings. Usually used to describe the drawing of a structure which is prepared by an architect or designer for the purpose of design and planning, estimating, securing permits and actual construction. 

Bond - The pattern in which bricks or other masonry units are laid. Also, the cementing action of an adhesive. 

Bottom chord - The lower or bottom member of a truss. 

Bow - Longitudinal distortion of lumber from a true plane, from end to end.

Bracing - In a stick-built roof system, it is the W-shaped structural member which provides support to the roof rafter.  A piece of dimensional lumber or metal, used diagonally on the corner of a home. See corner brace.

Brick veneer - a four-inch brick wall used to provide an exterior finish for a house. 

Building codes - Community ordinances governing the manner in which a home may be constructed or modified.

Most codes primarily concern themselves with fire and health, with separate sections relating to electrical, plumbing, and structural work. Also see zoning. 

Builders felt - see felt.

Butt - To place materials end-to-end or end-to-edge without overlapping. 

Butt hinge - The most common type. One leaf attaches to the door's edge, the other to its jamb. 

Camber -  The curvature built into a Beam, truss, etc, (in a direction opposite to the expected deflection) to prevent it from appearing to sag under a loaded condition.

Cantilever - A beam or beams projecting beyond a support member. 

Casement Window - A window with hinges on one of the vertical sides and swings open like a normal door. 

Casing - Trim work around a door, window, or other opening. 

Caulking - A flexible material used to seal a gap between two surfaces, e.g. between pieces of siding or the corners

in tub walls. 

Ceiling joist - One of a series of parallel framing members used to support ceiling loads and supported in turn by

larger beams, girders or bearing walls. 

Cement - A powder that serves as the binding element in concrete and mortar. Also, any adhesive. 

Chalking - The tendency of some exterior paints to gradually erode away over a period of time. 

Change order - A written document which modifies the plans and specifications and/or the price of the construction

contract. 

Checks - Lengthwise splits in wood which may occur as wood is dried or seasoned. Typically

occurs across the rings of annual growth. 

Clear Wood - Good quality wood that is free from knots or other defects.

Class "A" - Optimum fire rating issued by Underwriter's Laboratories on roofing. The building code in some areas

requires this type of roofing for fire safety. 

Class "C" - Minimum fire rating issued by the Underwriter's Laboratories for roofing materials. 

Clerestory - A vertical window located on a flat or pitched roof.

Cold Joint - In concrete construction, a construction joint occurring at a place where continuous pouring has been interrupted; the first part of the pour has partially or fully dried before the pour is finished. 

Compression web - A member of a truss which connects the bottom and top chords and provides downward

support. 

Concrete - A basic building and paving material made by mixing water with sand, gravel, and cement often used for

foundations, ground level floors, and sidewalks. Most concrete is made out of (1) Portland cement, (2) sand, and (3)

gravel or aggregate. It is commonly reinforced with steel rods (rebar) or wire screening (mesh).

Concrete block - A hollow concrete 'brick' often 8" x 8" x 16" in size. Often used in low rise commercial and some

residential construction.   Also called a CMU (concrete masonry unit).

Concrete board or Wonderboard or Durarock - A panel made out of concrete and fiberglass usually used as a tile backing material.  

Condensing unit - The outdoor segment of a cooling system. It includes a compressor and  condensing coil designed to give off heat. Also see evaporator coil.

Conduction - The direct transfer of heat energy through a material.

Conductivity - The rate at which heat is transmitted through a material.

Construction Joint - In concrete construction, a separation between two placements of concrete - the 2 pieces of concrete are often keyed together as in footers with a separate pour for the concrete walls.

Control joint - A grove cut or cast in concrete to control cracking.

Convection - Currents created by heating air, which then rises and pulls cooler air behind it. Also see radiation. 

Cooling load - The amount of cooling required to keep a building at a specified temperature during the summer,

usually 78·F, regardless of outside temperature.

Cooling season - That time period each year during which a building needs to be cooled.

Coping - A cap at the top of a wall that's rounded or beveled to shed water. Also, a curved cut made so that one

contoured molding can join neatly with another. 

Corbel - a stone, masonry, or wood bracket projecting out from a wall sometimes used to support a slab floor.

Corner bead - Lightweight, perforated metal angle used to reinforce outside corners in drywall construction. 

Cornice return - The underside of the cornice at the corners of the roof where the walls meet the gable end roof line.  The cornice return serves as a trim element rather than as a structural element and provides a transition from the horizontal eave line to the sloped rake of the gable. 

Corner assembly - The framing members used to change direction in an interior-exterior wall. 

Corner brace - Diagonal supports set into studs to reinforce the area where a wall changes direction in a frame

structure. In many areas, sheets of plywood or OSB are used as structural rated sheathing so that diagonal braces are unnecessary. 

Cornice - The projection from a building that crowns or finishes the edge.  A Horizontal projection at the top of exterior wall which finishes the eaves of a building. 

Courses - Parallel layers of building materials such as bricks, shingles, or siding laid up horizontally. 

Cove - A concave curve where vertical and horizontal surfaces join. 

Crawl space - Space between floor and ground of a house or building. 

Cripples - Short studs above or below a door or window opening. 

Crook - Lengthwise distortion on the edge of lumber.

Crown - Paving slightly humped so that water will run off. Also a contoured molding sometimes installed at the

junctures of walls and ceilings. 

Cupping - A type of warping that causes boards to curl up at their edges. 

Dado - A groove cut into a board or panel intended to receive the edge of a connecting board or panel.

Dampproofing - The coating applied to the exterior of a foundation wall with a waterproofing material such as

foundation coating. 

Distribution efficiency - The efficiency with which a heating system provides heat to a building.

Dead load - The load on a structure resulting from its own weight of materials and any other fixed objects, such as a roof mounted air conditioner.  

Dead wood - Lumber used as a backup to provide a nailing surface for drywall. 

Double hung window - A window with two vertically sliding sashes. This is a very common older window design,

was usually made out of wood and tends to require frequent repairs. 

Decking - The material installed over the supporting framing members to which the roofing material is applied. 

Dormer - A small pitched structure projecting from a roof, usually with a vertical window.

Double cylinder - A type of lock that must be operated with a key from inside as well as outside. 

Double-hung window - A window that has a top sash and bottom sash, both of which move up and down. 

Double-pane window - Two panes of glass sealed at the edges to create dead air space. The sealed air acts as an

insulator. 

Drain tile - A perforated, corrugated plastic pipe laid at the bottom of the foundation wall used to drain excess

water away from the foundation. It prevents water from seeping through the foundation wall. 

Drop Girder - A wooden or steel beam that supports floor hoists from below.  In other words, the joists sit on top of the girder (beam) as opposed to a Flush Girder where the joists and beam are on the same level.

Drying in - The construction process generally considered to be from the foundation plate up through the application of exterior finish materials. 

Dry rot - see Fungal wood rot 

Drywall or Gypsum Wallboard (GWB) or Sheet rock or Plasterboard - A wall finish consisting of a manufactured panel made out of gypsum plaster and encased in a thin cardboard. Usually 1/2" thick and 4' x 8' or 4' x 12' in size. The panels are nailed or screwed onto the framing and the joints are taped and covered with a 'joint

compound'. 'Green board' type drywall has a greater resistance to moisture than regular (white) plasterboard. 

Dry wall - A masonry wall laid up without mortar. 

Drywall - A basic interior building material consisting of big sheets of pressed gypsum faced with heavy paper on

both sides. Also known as gypsum board, plasterboard, and Sheetrock (a trade name). 

Duct - A tunnel made of galvanized metal or rigid fiberglass, which carries air from the heater or ventilation opening to the rooms in a building.

DWV (drain-waste-vent) - The section of a plumbing system that carries water and sewer gases out of a home. 

Eave - The projecting overhang at the lower edge of a roof.

EER (energy efficiency ratio) - A measure of cooling efficiency computer by dividing a cooling unit's output in

BTUs by its input in watts. 

Efflorescence - A whitish powder sometimes exuded by the mortar joints in masonry work. It's caused by salts

rising to the surface. 

Elbow (ell) - A plumbing or electrical fitting that lets you change directions in runs of pipe or conduit. 

Electrical entrance package - The entry point of the electrical power including: (1) the 'strike' or location where the

overhead electrical lines connect to the house, (2) The meter which measures how much power is used and (3) The

'panel', 'circuit breaker box 'or 'fuse box' where the power can be shut off and overload devices such as fuses or

circuit breakers are located. 

Emissivity - The efficiency with which a body or material warmer than its surroundings emits radiation.

Exposed aggregate - A method of finishing concrete which washes the cement/sand mixture of the top layer of the

aggregate - usually gravel. Often used in driveways, patios and other exterior surfaces. 

Expansion joint - Flexible material between two surfaces that enables joints to ride out differing rates of expansion

and contraction, often used in concrete.  

Facing brick - The brick used and exposed on the outside of a wall. Usually these have a finished texture. 

Fascia board - Horizontal trim attached to the outside ends of rafters or to the top of an exterior wall. 

Felt - Highly absorbent fiber material saturated and impregnated with asphalt and used as backing for rock surfaced

roofing materials. Made from organic, asbestos or glass fibers to result in a strong, absorbent and flexible product. 

Finger joint - A manufacturing process of interlocking two shorter pieces of wood end to end to create a longer

piece of dimensional lumber or molding. Often used in jambs and casings. 

Finial - A decorative cap such as on top of a fence post or stair rail newel post

Finish roof - Shingles, asphalt, etc. used to cover the exterior of a roof. 

Fire brick - Brick made of refractory ceramic material which will resist high temperatures. Used in a fireplace. 

Fire blocking. Short horizontal members sometimes nailed between studs, usually about halfway up a wall. 

Flashing - The building component used to connect portions of a roof, deck, or siding material to another surface

such as a chimney, wall, or vent pipe. Often made out of various metals, rubber or tar and is mostly intended to

prevent water entry. 

Floating - The next-to-last stage in concrete work, when you smooth off the job and bring water to the surface. 

Floor girder (girder) - A horizontal beam supporting the floor joists. 

Floor joist - One of a series of parallel framing members used to support floor loads and supported in turn by larger

beams, girders, bearing walls or foundation. 

Flush - the condition of 2 adjacent surfaces being in the same plane.

Flush door - A smooth surface door without panels or moulding on the door itself.

Flush Girder - A wood or steel beam that is constricted at the same level as the floor joists; the floor joists butt into the beam.  As opposed to a Drop Girder.

Footing - The base on which a masonry wall rests. It spreads out the load to prevent settling. 

Forced-air heating - A common form of heating with natural gas, propane, oil or electricity as a fuel. Air is heated in the furnace and distributed through a set of metal plastic ducts to various areas of the house. 

Form work - Temporary steel or wood used for supporting  concrete until it dries.

Framing - The structural wood and/or metal elements of most homes. The floor and ceiling framing is called the joist work. Wall framing is usually made out of 2" x 4" or 2" x 6" studs. See - rafters, posts, and beams. 

Framing in - The construction process generally considered to be from the foundation plate up to the application of

exterior finish materials. 

Frost line - The depth to which the ground freezes below the surface. This varies from region to region, and

determines how deep footings must be. 

Furring - Lightweight wood or metal strips that even up a wall or ceiling for paneling or drywall. On masonry, furring provides a surface on which to nail. 

Fly rafter - Sometimes referred to as the barge board.  End rafter at the gable end  overhang supported by the roof sheathing and the lookouts.

Gable - The triangular end of an exterior wall above the eaves of a pitched roof. 

Gable roof - A roof which slopes from two sides only. 

Gable stud - The stud at the gable of a roof where the exterior finish is applied. 

Gang nail plate - A steel plate attached to both sides at each joint of a truss. 

GFI or GFCI or ground fault current interrupter - A electrical device used to prevent injury from contact with electrical appliances. Required in new homes in: bathrooms, kitchen, garage, out of doors and in other locations where one might be in contact with a grounded surface and an electrical appliance. Most GFIs are located in the receptacle itself and can be identified by the presence of a 'test' and a 'reset' button.

Girder (floor girder) - A horizontal beam supporting the floor joists. 

Glazing - The process of installing glass, which commonly is secured with glazier's points and glazing compound. 

Grade - Ground level, or the elevation at any given point. 

Grain - The direction of fibers in lumber or other materials. 

Ground - Refers to electricity's habit of seeking the shortest route to earth. Neutral wires carry it there in all circuits.

An additional grounding wire or the sheathing of metal-clad cable or conduit—protects against shock if the neutral leg is interrupted. 

Grout - Thin mortar that fills the joints between tiles or other masonry. 

Gusset - The piece of metal or plywood used to reinforce a joint of a truss.

Gypsum board - See drywall. 

Hardboard - A manufactured building material made by pressing wood fibers into sheet goods. 

Header - Heavier framing—usually doubled and laid on edge— at the top of a window, door, or other opening. In masonry, a header course of bricks or stones laid on edge provides strength. 

Heat capacity - The quantity of heat that a given volume of a material can hold for each unit increase in temperature, usually given in terms of Btu's per degree Fahrenheit per cubic foot.

Heat gain - Heat coming into a home from sources other than its heating/cooling system. Most gains come from the

sun. 

Heat loss - Heat escaping from a home usually to outside air. Heat gains and losses are expressed in Btu's per hour. 

Heat pump - A device which uses compression and decompression of gas to heat and/or cool a house. 

Heating load - The amount of heating required to keep a building at a specified temperature during the winter,

usually 65·F, regardless of outside temperature.

Heating season - The time period during which a building needs to be heated.

Heel - Point on a truss at which the top and bottom chords intersect.

HID (high intensity discharge) lamp - A lamp that operates in the same way as a fluorescent tube, but that has a

bulb like an incandescent lamp. 

Hip roof - A roof with four sloping sides. 

Hot wire - The wire that carries electrical energy to a receptacle or other device—in contrast to a neutral, which

carries electricity away again. Also see ground. 

Hollow core door - A lightweight flush or panelized door with air between the 2 door skins.

Hose bibb - A threaded water faucet suitable for fastening a garden hose.  Normally installed on the exterior of the house. 

House wrap - an air infiltration barrier normally applied to the outside of a buildings exterior walls.

Infiltration - The passage of air from indoors to outdoors and vice versa; term is usually associated with drafts from

cracks, seams or holes in buildings.

Inside corner - The point at which two walls form an internal angle, as in the corner of a room. 

Insulation - Material used in a building's walls, ceiling, floor or roof to hinder the flow of heat.

Interior finish - Any coverings that cover the interior walls of a house. Examples are drywall, paneling, etc. 

Jack - See trimmer.

Jack post - A type of structural support made of metal, which can be raised or lowered through a series of pins and

a screw to meet the height required. Basically used as a replacement for an old supporting member in a building. 

Jack rafter - a non full length rafter that goes from the ridge to a valley.

Jambs - The top and sides of a door, window, or other opening. Includes studs as well as the frame and trim. 

Joint compound - A synthetic-based formula used in combination with paper tape to conceal joints between drywall panels. Also see taping. 

Joists - Horizontal framing members that support a floor and/or ceiling.

Kiln dried - The process of drying lumber to a desired moisture content by means of artificially controlled heat and humidity.

King Stud – A full height stud that jack studs or trimmers are nailed to.

Laminating - Bonding together two or more layers of materials. 

Ledger strip - A horizontal strip of wood attached to the side of girders or beams used to support joists.  A ledger strip is used in place of joist hangers.

Level - True horizontal. Also a tool used to determine level. 

Lineal foot - A unit of measure for lumber equal to any thickness by any width by 12 inches long. Example: 2" x 6" x 14' = 14 lineal feet. 1" x 6" x 14' = 14 lineal feet. 

Lintel - A load-bearing beam over an opening in masonry, such as a door or fireplace. 

Live load - All movable objects, including persons, furniture, equipment etc. in a building.

Load Bearing Wall - A wall which is supporting its own weight and some other structural elements of the house

such as the joists. 

Lookout - also called outlook or sometimes outrigger.  The structural member running from the outside of the wall to the ends of the rafters to carry the soffit.

LVL (Laminated Veneer Lumber) - Structural grade timber veneers glued together under pressure to form a dimensionally stable and uniform product. An engineered (man-made) wood product that is a substitute for dimensional lumber.

Manufactured wood - A wood product such as a truss, beam, Glue Lam TM or joist which is manufactured out of

smaller wood pieces and glued or mechanically fastened to form a larger piece. Often used to create a stronger

member which may use less wood. See also Oriented Strand Board. 

Manufacturer's specifications - The written installation and/or maintenance instructions which are developed by

the manufacturer of a product and which may have to be followed in order to maintain the product warranty. 

Masonry - Brick, tile, stone, concrete units, etc., or combinations thereof, bonded with mortar. Something

constructed using bricks or stones. 

MDF - A composite panel made from wood fibers combined with synthetic resin or other suitable binder, bonded under heat and pressure.

MICRO-LAM® Lumber - A laminated veneer lumber (LVL) developed by Truss Joist Corp.

Mil - A unit of measuring thickness equal to 1/1,000 of an inch (.001"). 

Millwork - Woodwork such as doors, sashes and trim that have been shaped, usually by a milling machine. 

Miter - A joint formed by beveling the edges or ends of two pieces at 45-degree angles, then fitting them together to

make a 90-degree angle. 

Mortar - The bonding agent between bricks, blocks, or other masonry units. Consists of water, sand, and

cement—but not gravel. Also see concrete. 

Mortise - A hole, slot, groove, or other recess into which another element fits. Most hinges, for example, are

mortised so they lie flush. 

Muntin - The strips of wood between the panes of glass on a true divided light window.  Since true divided light windows are rarely installed anymore (they are expensive), the simulated muntin assembly is often referred to as the grill which is the piece that makes a window sash look like other than one large pane of glass.

Mullion - The strip of moulding in the center of a double wood window.

Muriatic acid - Commonly used as a brick cleaner after masonry work is completed. 

Mud sill - See sill plate.

NEC (National Electrical Code) - A set of rules governing safe wiring methods. Local codes—which are backed

by law—may differ from the NEC in some ways. 

Neutral wire - Usually color-coded white, this carries electricity from an outlet back to ground. Also see hot wire

and ground. 

Newel post - A post at the bottom, landing, or top of a staircase to which the handrail is secured. 

Nominal size - A general classification term used to designate size of commercial product, such as a 2x4.  The actual size of a 2x4 is approximately 1 1/2" x 3 1/2".

Nosing - A small  overhang, normally referring to the small overhang at a stair tread edge as it protrudes out from the riser.

OC (on-center) - The distance from the center of one regularly spaced framing member to the next. Studs and joists

are commonly 16 or 24 inches OC. 

OSB - Oriented Strand Board or Chip Board or Wafer Board - A manufactured wood panel made out of 1"-

2" wood chips and glue. Often used as a substitute for plywood in the exterior wall and roof sheathing. 

Outside corner - The point at which two walls form an external angle, one you usually can walk around. 

Overhang - Outward projecting eave-soffit area of a roof; the part of the roof that hangs out or over the outside

wall. 

Overframe - to build one frame on top of another.  A good example of an overframe is the case of a small (single window) dormer; The main roof is built - then the dormer is built on top of (or overframed) the main roof.

Panel - Wood, glass, plastic, or other material set into a frame, such as in a door. Also, a large, flat, rectangular

building material such as plywood, hardboard, or drywall. 

Parallam - The registered trademark of MacMillan Bloedel Ltd. for parallel strand lumber (PSL). Lumber manufactured by bonding long strands of veneer into structural beams using waterproof adhesives. An engineered wood product that can be used in place of dimension lumber that is cut from trees.

Parge - A cement based coating normally applied to a cinder block wall as a damp-proofing.

Partition - An interior dividing wall. Partitions may or may not be bearing. 

Permeability - A measure of the ease with which water vapor penetrates a material.

Permit - A governmental authorization to perform a building process as in building a house.

Pier - A masonry post. Piers often serve as footings for wood or steel posts. 

Pilot hole - A small-diameter hole that guides a nail or screw. 

Pitch (roof) - The slope of a roof equal to the ratio of the roof height to the roof span (total width).   This term is often used interchangeably with slope (the ratio of rise:run), but the proper term for this rise:run relationship is slope.  See slope.

Plan view - in construction blueprints, a view of the structure from the top showing the floor layout.  The plan view is often referred to as the floor plan.  

Platform framing - Standard framing used in North American residential home construction, where a floor is built and then walls are built on top of them.  On the other hand, in balloon framing, wall studs extend from the foundation all the way to the top plate and the floor(s) is framed between the walls.

Plenum - The main hot-air supply duct leading from a furnace. 

Plumb - True vertical. Also see level. 

Plumb cut - A cut that is vertical.  Rafter tails are cut with a plumb cut.  

Plumb bob - A lead weight attached to a string. It is the tool used in determining plumb. 

Polyisocyanurate foam - A rigid foam board insulation often used in location where there is not enough room for

standard batt insulation. A nice word which can be used to impress or confuse someone. Programmed to various

temperature settings.  One of the least expensive ways to reduce energy consumption. 

Post - A vertical framing member usually designed to carry a beam. Often a 4" x 4", a 6" x 6", or a metal pipe with a

flat plate on top and bottom. 

Prehung door - a door that comes with the jambs, hinges and some or all trim (casing and/or brick mould) assembled as a unit, designed to speed and ease the door installation process.

Pressure Relief Valve - A device mounted on a hot water heater which is designed to release any high steam pressure in the tank and thus prevent tank explosions. 

Pressure-treated wood - Lumber that has been saturated with a preservative. 

Primer - A first coating formulated to seal raw surfaces and hold succeeding finish coats. 

PVC or CPVC - A type of white plastic pipe sometimes used for water supply lines. 

Rabbet - A recess cut into the edge of a board into which another piece fits to form a rabbet joint. Verb: to cut a rabbet.  To join by means of a rabbet joint. 

Radiation - Energy transmitted from a heat source to the air around it. So-called "radiators" actually depend more

on convection than radiation. 

Rafter - The framing member which directly supports the roof sheathing. A rafter usually follows the angle of the

roof, and may be a part of a roof truss. 

Rail - Any relatively lightweight horizontal element, especially those found in fences. Also the horizontal pieces

between panels in a panel door. 

Rake - Incline.  In building rake refers to 1) the angled edge of a roof located at the end of a roof that extends past the gable,  2) Trim members that run parallel to the roof slope and form the finish between the wall and a gable roof extension.

Return - The continuation of a moulding or finish of any kind in a different direction, often to produce a finished looking ending.

Reveal - A lip or overhang.

Ridge board - The topmost beam at the peak of a roof to which rafters tie.   Truss framed roofs do not have ridge boards.

Rip – Verb: to cut a board lengthwise.

Rip cut - A saw cut along the length of the board; parallel to the grain rather than across it (cross cut).

Rise - The vertical distance from one point to another above it; a measurement you need in planning a stairway or

ramp. Also see run. 

Riser - The upright piece between two stair steps. Also see tread. 

Roof decking - Subsurface material on which roof shingles or built up roofing is applied. Some roof decking is made with one side finished to serve as both roof deck and finished ceiling. 

Roof ridge - The line that runs along the peak of a roof, where sloping parts of the roof meet.

Roof sheathing - The sheets or boards for sheathing over rafters. Also called roof decking, or roof underlayment. 

Roofing cement - A pliable asphalt or plastic-based compound used as an adhesive and to seal flashings, minor

leaks, etc. 

Rough opening - The openings in walls and partitions for doors and windows as formed by the framing members. 

Rough sill - The framing member at the bottom of a rough opening for a window. It is attached to the cripple studs

below the rough opening. 

Roughing-in - The initial stage of a plumbing, electrical, carpentry, or other project, when all components that won't be seen after the second finishing phase are assembled. 

Rowlock - A brick detail where bricks are installed so that their long dimension extends into the wall and they are on edge.  Most often used on window sills and masonry  porch edges.

Run - The horizontal distance a ramp or stairway traverses. Also see rise. 

R-Value - A measure of insulation. For example, typical new home walls are usually insulated with 6" of batt

insulation with an R value of R-19, and a ceiling insulation of R-28. 

Saddle - The plate at the bottom of some—usually exterior—door openings. Sometimes called a threshold. 

Sanitary sewer - A sewer system designed for the collection of waste water from the bathroom, kitchen and laundry

drains, and is usually not designed to handle storm water. 

Sash - The frame that holds the glass in a window, often the movable part of the window.  See double hung
windows, and casement windows. 

Schedule - A list of details or sizes for building components, such as doors, windows, or beams.

Screed - A template to guide finishers in leveling off concrete the top of fresh concrete.  Screeding is "rough leveling". 

Scuttle - An opening in the ceiling, providing access to the attic.

Seasonal efficiency - The average efficiency of a heater or cooler over the heating or cooling season.

Seasonal energy efficiency ration (SEER) - The average energy efficiency ratio (EER) achieved by an air

conditioner over the cooling season; this number tends to be lower than rated EER

Seat cut - A horizontal or level cut.  Also referred to as a plate cut.

Setback - The distance that a building must be placed from a lot line as determined by the zoning of the piece of property.

Settlement - Shifts in a structure, usually caused by freeze-thaw cycles underground. 

Shake - A wood, usually cedar, roofing product which is produced by splitting a block of the wood along the grain

line. Modern shakes are sometimes machine sawn on one side. See shingle.   Sometimes used as wooden shims.

Side sewer - The portion of the sanitary sewer which connects the interior waste water lines to the main sewer lines.

The side sewer is usually buried in several feet of soil and runs from the house to the sewer line. It is usually 'owned'

by the sewer utility, must be maintained by the owner and may only be serviced by utility approved contractors. 

Sheathing - The first covering on a roof or exterior wall, usually fastened directly to rafters or studs. 

Sheetrock - A type of wall and ceiling finish made from ground gypsum covered with a paper finish. Common sizes

are 4'x8', 4'x12'. Most commonly used as a wall finish that is then painted or wallpapered. Also, drywall, gypsum

wall board. 

Shim - Thin material inserted to make adjustments in level or plumb. Tapered wood shingles make excellent shims in carpentry work. 

Shingle - A covering used to finish the sides or the roof of a house. 

Shoe molding - Strips of wood commonly used where a baseboard meets the floor. Also sometimes known

as base shoe.  Similar to quarter round except that shoe is more of a quarter ellipse.

Siding - The finish material of an exterior wall. Types include wood, aluminum, vinyl and hardboard. 

Sill - The lowest horizontal piece of window, door, or wall framework. 

Sill plate (mudsill) - Bottom horizontal member of an exterior wall frame which rests on top a foundation,

sometimes called mudsill; also sole plate, bottom member of interior wall frame. 

Single hung window - Similar to a double hung window except that the upper sash is fixed.  See double hung window.
Slab on grade - A type of foundation with a concrete floor which is placed directly on the soil. The edge of the slab

is usually thicker and acts as the footing for the walls. 

Sleepers - Boards laid directly over a masonry floor to serve as nailers for plywood, or strip or plank flooring.

Slope - The measure of the angle of a surface such as a roof - expressed in terms of rise:run.  Often pitch and slope are used interchangeably but the correct term is slope.  See pitch.

Soffit - A small ceiling like space, often out of doors, such as the underside of a roof overhang. 

Soil pipe - A large pipe that carries liquid and solid wastes to a sewer or septic tank. 

Solar gain - The heat gained in a building due to sunlight, principally that entering through windows.

Sole plate - The bottom most horizontal part of a stud partition. When a plate rests on a foundation, it's called a sill

plate. 

Soldier - A brick detail where a brick is installed with it long dimension in the vertical direction. 

Spacing - The distance between individual members or shingles in building construction. 

Span - The distance between supports, generally walls, for rafters or trusses. 

Spandrel - The space between two openings which are one above the other in a wall. 

Splash block - A pad which is placed under the lower end of a downspout and diverts the water from the downspout

away from the house. Usually made out of concrete or fiberglass. 

Spread footing - A concrete footer that is wider than the foundation wall it supports.

Square - A situation that exists when two elements are at right angles to each other. Also a tool for checking this. An area of roofing which is 10' square or comprising 100 square feet. 

Stile - The vertical upright on either side (and sometimes the center) of a panel door. 

Stringer - The side or inclined member of a stair system used to support the treads and risers. 

Stops - Moldings along the inner edges of a door or window frame. Also valves used to shut off water to a fixture. 

Storm sewer - A sewer system designed to collect storm water and is separated from the waste water system. 

Stick built - A house built without prefabricated parts. Also called conventional building. 

Strike - The plate on a door frame that engages a latch or dead bolt.

Stud framing - A building method that distributes structural loads to each of a series of relatively lightweight studs.

Contrasts with post-and-beam. 

Studs - Vertical 2x3, 2x4, or 2x6 framing members (normally 2x4) spaced at regular intervals within a wall. 

Subfloor - Bottom layer of plywood or boards in a two-layer floor. 

Supply - A HVAC term referring to a duct leading from the HVAC unit to the floor/wall/ceiling register that pushes conditioned air (heat in the winter) into the living space.

Swail - A site grading term referring to a gentle ditch created to promote drainage.

Take off - A list of materials developed from a set of blueprints. 

Taping - The process of covering drywall joints with paper tape and joint compound. 

Tee - A T-shaped plumbing fitting. 

Therm - A unit of heat equal to 100,000 Btu's; frequently used on gas bills.

Three-four-five triangle - An easy, mathematical way to check whether a large angle is square. Measure three feet

along one side, four feet along the other; if the corner is square, the diagonal distance between those two points will

equal five feet.   A 6 – 8 – 10 triangle or 12 – 16 – 20 triangle can be used for greater accuracy.

Threshold - See saddle. 

Tie (veneer) - A metal strip used to tie a brick or masonry wall to the wooden frame wall.  Also called wall tie.

Toe-nail - To drive nails at an angle. 

Ton - A measure of cooling power. One ton equals 12,000 BTU's. 

Tongue and groove - A style of lumber in which the pieces interlock to form a strong solid formation. 

Top chord - The upper or top member of a truss. 

Top plate - The topmost horizontal element of a stud-frame wall. 

Trap - A plumbing fitting that holds water to prevent air, gas, and vermin from backing up into a fixture. 

Treads - The level parts of a staircase. Also see risers. 

Treated lumber - A wood product which has been impregnated with chemicals to reduce damage from wood rot or

insects. Often used for the portions of a structure which is likely to be in ongoing contact with soil and water. Wood

may also be treated with a fire retardant. 

Trimmers - Studs at either side of a door, window, or other opening that are used to support the header. 

Truss - A manufactured wood member often in the form of a large triangle which is used to form the ceiling joists and rafters on the top floor of a home.   Floor trusses are sometimes used to replace 2x10 or 2x12 joist lumber.

Twist - Combination of cup and bow that can occur in wood.

Type I, Type IA, Type II, and Type III Ladders -  A rating system for ladders.  Type IA ladder can support people, tools & materials weighing a total of 300 lbs.   A Type I ladder can support 250 pounds.  Type II and Type III ladders are not appropriate for use on a construction site.

Underlayment - Top layer of plywood (or other material) in a two-layer floor. Provides a smooth base for carpet,

tile or sheet flooring. 

Union - A plumbing fitting that joins pipes end-to-end so they can be dismantled. 

U-value (coefficient of heat transmission) - The rate of heat transmission through 1 square foot of building

envelope for 1 degree Fahrenheit difference in temperature between indoors and outdoors.

Valley - The intersection of two roof slopes; the line formed at the inside corner of these 2 roofs. 

Vapor barrier - A waterproof membrane in a floor, wall, or ceiling that blocks the transfer of condensation. 

Vent - A pipe, usually extending through the roof, providing a flow of air to and from the home's sewage drainage system.

Warp - Any variation from a true surface.

Weatherization - Modifying a building envelope to reduce energy consumption for heating or cooling; involves

adding insulation, installing storm windows and doors, caulking cracks and putting on weather-stripping.

Weather-stripping - A narrow strip of material, such as plastic, felt or metal, which is installed around windows and doors to reduce the infiltration of air between them and their frames.

Weep holes - Small holes in storm window frames that allow moisture to escape.

Welded wire fabric - WWF; Wire mesh fabricated by means of welding wire together in a grid.  WWF is sometimes used to strengthen concrete slabs.

Window frame - The stationary part of a window unit; window sash fits into the window frame.

Window sash - The operating or movable part of a window; the sash is made of one or more window panes and their rim.

Window stool – The finished interior bottom window sill.

Wind shear - A change in wind direction or velocity over a very small standard distance; the standard distance is

usually equal to the rotor diameter of a wind machine.

Y - A Y-shaped plumbing fitting. 

Zoning - Ordinances regulating the ways in which a property may be used in any given neighborhood. Zoning laws

limit where you can locate a structure. Also see building codes. 

