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Sandra began her D

IY journey years ago--

back in the sleepy tow
n of Chandler, AZ. After 

supporting m
ultiple corporate relocations for 

her 
husband’s 

career, 
Sandra 

realized 
the 

trem
endous value she brought to each hom

e 

she 
lived 

in 
by 

bringing 
her 

creative 
design 

ideas to fruition through her ow
n effort and 

skill.

 
H

aving rem
odeled 5 hom

es on her ow
n, 

Sandra has cultivated her design sensibilities, 

honed her D
IY and carpentry skills, and becom

e 

an icon of the “do it ALL yourself” w
om

an.

 
Sandra’s 

talents 
have 

now
 

evolved 
to 

coaching new
 D

IY’ers both online and in w
idely 

know
n w

orkshops around the country.

 
Sandra is pioneering a w

hole new
 concept in the w

orld of D
IY, through one on one virtual, personal coaching w

ith 

am
azing client results. 

 
Follow

 Sandra on Saw
dustG

irl.com
 and check out the aw

esom
e projects that have been built by Saw

dust G
irl clients on 

TheSaw
dustD

iaries.com
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Chapter 1

B
asic Cabinet B

uilding Techniques



 
Standard K

itchen Cabinet D
im

ensions

H
eight is generally 34 1/2″.  (Standard kitchen countertop 

height is 36″)

D
epth is generally 24″ including the face fram

e and back.

If I’m
 building a cabinet w

ith butt joints, a face fram
e and 

a back attached directly onto the back of the cabinet (not 

set into dados), I cut m
y sides and shelves at 23″ deep. 

 That w
ay once the 1/4″ back and the 3/4″ face fram

e are 

attached, the cabinet is exactly 24″ deep.

I alm
ost alw

ays build cabinets and built-ins out of 3/4″ 

plyw
ood (or M

D
F).

Face fram
e w

idth is generally 1 1/2″, thickness is generally 

3/4″, these dim
ensions are the ACTU

AL size of a 1×2.

Fig. 1.1. Standard kitchen cabinet dim
ensions.
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M
axim

um
 W

idth of Cabinets and Shelves

	
The m

axim
um

 length that a suspended “board” can be 

before it w
ill start to bow

 (or bend) varies based on a few
 

variables.  The “board” can be a fixed bottom
, top or shelf of 

a cabinet or built-in O
R an adjustable shelf.

 
• 

the kind of m
aterial

 
• 

the thickness of the m
aterial

 
• 

the depth of the board

 
• 

if it’s supported by a front face

 
• 

if it’s supported by a back cleat

 
I’m

 sure you can G
oogle and find a list of m

aterials, 

thicknesses and w
eight load lim

its if you’re interested.  It’s a 

lot of info and I don’t try to retain all the inform
ation.  Just 

w
hat applies to the building that I do.

And this is the inform
ation that G

EN
ERALLY applies to w

hat I 

do.

 
1. 

I generally build out of 3/4” plyw
ood or M

D
F.  (FYI, 

there are lots of different types of plyw
oods)  

 
2. 

I generally never build a cabinet or built-in w
ider 

than 32″ and that is w
ith a face fram

e w
hich provides a little 

extra strength to the span of the board length.  

Although 
both 

plyw
ood 

and 
M

D
F 

w
ill 

m
ost 

likely 
bow

 

eventually at that length if they are loaded dow
n w

ith a ton 

of books or heavy item
s, they should hold up under norm

al 

use.

F
ig. 1.2. 

M
axim

um
 w

idth 
of cabinets and 
shelves.
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Toe K
ick

	
I generally alw

ays put a toe kick in cabinets that m
ake 

up “w
ork areas” because it’s nice not to stub your toe.  I 

didn’t put toe kicks in m
y last island and w

as constantly 

kicking it.  

 
Toe kicks can be created in different w

ays and you can 

change up the dim
ensions of your toe kick as w

ell.  I 

generally go 3″ deep and 3″ – 4″ high.

You can cut the toe kick out of the sides of the cabinets 

before assem
bly.  I m

ark it w
ith a square and cut it out 

w
ith a jigsaw

.

You can build a base for your cabinet that creates your toe 

kick.

I build both w
ays depending on the cut list.  If I can get 6 

sides per sheet of lum
ber instead of 4, I’ll build separate 

bases to save m
oney.

F
ig

. 1
.3

. T
o
e
 k

ic
k
 d

im
e
n
s
io

n
s
.

F
ig

. 1
.4

. C
a
b
in

e
t
 s

e
t
 o

n
 t

o
p
 

o
f a

 s
e
p
a
r
a
t
e
 b

a
s
e
.
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Cabinet B
ases

	
As I said previously, som

etim
es I build a separate base 

for a cabinet to achieve the desired height I w
ant w

hile 

m
axim

izing m
aterials.

I  only do a separate base if the cabinet side is going to be 

hidden in the end w
hether it’s going to have applied 

beadboard or its going to have another cabinet nested up 

against it or som
e other situation that w

ill hide the sides of 

the cabinet.

 
I generally alw

ays have scraps of m
aterial that I can cut 

and use for bases and it’s pretty easy to attach.  I screw
 tw

o 

cleats 
across 

the 
w

idth 
of 

the 
base 

and 
drive 

screw
s 

up 

through 
the 

base 
cleat 

into 
the 

bottom
 

of 
the 

cabinet 

bottom
.  

 
*M

ake sure not to drill TH
RO

U
G

H
 the bottom

. 
 W

hen 

using 3/4″ m
aterial for the base and the cabinet bottom

, I 

use 1 1/4″ screw
s.

F
ig

. 1
.5

. B
a
s
e
 c

a
b
in

e
t
.
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F
asteners (Screw

s and N
ails)

I generally drive w
ood screw

s no closer than 1 1/2″ from
 the edge of 

a piece of w
ood

I generally drill pocket holes no closer than 2″ from
 the edge of a 

piece of w
ood

M
ost general purpose w

ood screw
s require you to pre drill (and if 

you w
ant the head of the screw

 to sink below
 the surface of the 

m
aterial you need to countersink too.)

Self-drilling screw
s like SPAX screw

s do all that (alm
ost alw

ays 
w

ithout splitting any w
ood) as you drive them

 so it’s only one step.

F
ig. 1.6. W

ood 
screw

s no closer 
than 1 1/2” from

 
edge.

Fig. 1.7. Pocket holes no closer than 2” from
 edge.
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Shelf P
in H

oles

	
You w

ould w
ant to drill shelf pin holes anyw

here you w
ant to 

have adjustable shelves. It’s generally easiest to drill these holes 
before you assem

ble the cabinet.

There is no need to drill holes all the w
ay up or dow

n your cabinet 
sides.

6-8″ from
 the top of the cabinet and the above the placem

ent of 
the bottom

 shelf is sufficient.

1 1/2 – 2″ in from
 each end is a good place for the holes to line up.

M
ake sure you drill the holes in exactly the sam

e placem
ent on both 

sides of the cabinet so your shelves don’t rock.

F
ig. 1.8. Shelf pin holes.
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M
arking your M

aterial

I like to draw
 a line (w

ith a pencil) O
N

 BO
TH

 SID
ES of the sides of a 

cabinet to m
ark the BO

TTO
M

 of a fixed shelf.  (You can m
ark the 

top or bottom
 —

 your choice —
 just choose one and stick to it so you 

don’t ever m
ix it up).

That w
ay I know

 exactly w
here  to line up the shelf on one side and 

exactly w
here to drive m

y fasteners on the other side.

Then I don’t accidentally “m
iss” w

hen shooting a nail or driving a 
screw

 and have to pull it out and try again after having m
ade a boo-

boo in m
y beautiful 

new
 cabinet.

F
ig. 1.9. M

arking 
your m

aterial.

Squaring up

It's im
portant to square up your cabinet before you put your back 

on. O
nce the back is attached, it w

ill keep the cabinet from
 

"racking" (w
here the cabinet can be pushed into m

ore of a 
parallelogram

 than a rectangle).   The back w
ill hold the cabinet 

either in or out of square so m
ake sure it is as perfect as you can 

get it before you attach the back!

To check for square, sim
ply m

easure the opposite corners of the 
cabinet.  Top left to bottom

 right and then top right to bottom
 left.  

It doesn't m
atter w

hat the m
easurem

ent is, just so long as it is 
exactly (or as close to exactly) the sam

e.  I'll take a "give m
e" on 

1/16" (som
etim

es hugging 1/8") but no m
ore.

Fig. 1.10. Checking for square.
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Chapter 2

B
asic, Interm

ediate and A
dvanced Cabinet 

B
uilding Instructions



Introduction to B
asic, Interm

ediate and 
A

dvanced Cabinet B
uilding Instructions

	
There are m

any different w
ays to build cabinets because 

there are so m
any different w

ays to join w
ood. You can use 

different m
ethods for building and attaching the face fram

e 

as w
ell as the cabinet carcass. W

ith m
odern advancem

ents in 

tools and products it’s possible to build strong joints and 

great looking pieces w
ith quick and sim

ple m
ethods. I like to 

keep 
things 

as 
sim

ple, 
easy 

and 
fast 

as 
possible. 

Every 

project is different and som
e situations call for creativity in 

order to “M
ake it w

ork.” Som
etim

es I can build fast and easy 

and other tim
es I have to spend m

ore tim
e on a specialized 

project because the situation calls for it. 

 
The three basic construction m

ethods I w
ill cover here 

are: (1) butt joints and w
ood screw

s, (2) butt joints and 

pocket hole screw
s, and (3) dados (day-doe). To help you 

decide w
hich m

ethod is best for your project, I’ve created 

three different plans for the sam
e 24″ kitchen cabinet using 

all three of these. In highlighting each m
ethod, I hope to 

illustrate 
w

hen 
and 

w
hy 

I 
m

ight 
use 

one 
m

ethod 
over 

another. Som
etim

es experience and available tools dictate 

w
hat m

ethod you use but that doesn’t m
ean you can’t create 

a beautiful project! You just have to take the extra steps to 

ensure that your EN
D

 RESU
LT looks aw

esom
e. This just m

eans 

you need to plan ahead and figure out w
hich parts of your 

cabinet are going to be visible after all is said and done, then 

pick the m
ethod that w

orks for you.
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B
utt Joints and W

ood Screw
s

 
Building 

cabinets 
w

ith 
butt 

joints 
and 

w
ood 

screw
s 

drilled in directly through the sides is the fastest w
ay to build 

a cabinet carcass and requires no special tools. You w
ill need 

a drill/driver to drive in your screw
s and that’s it! I build a 

LO
T of cabinets and built-ins this w

ay. I use w
ood glue and 

good fasteners. I have found this m
ethod to be just fine for 

m
ost 

of 
m

y 
projects, 

especially 
w

hen 
the 

sides 
w

ill 
be 

hidden. O
nce the face fram

e is on and everything is finished, 

no one can tell w
hat type of joint m

ethod you used. U
nless 

you take a sledge ham
m

er to your cabinet, your cabinet 

should hold up.

  
The m

ain draw
back of the butt joints and w

ood screw
s 

m
ethod is that the fasteners w

ill be visible on the sides of 

the cabinets. H
ow

ever, this need not be an issue if you plan 

ahead. You can hide the fasteners in tw
o easy w

ays:

1. 
Countersink your screw

s so you can fill them
 w

ith w
ood 

filler or putty and they w
ill be hidden once painted.

2. 
Cover 

the 
sides 

of 
your 

cabinet. 
I 

often 
cover 

m
y 

cabinets w
ith 1/4″ beadboard or plyw

ood. (I adjust m
y face 

fram
e to account for this.)

O
n the other hand, it w

on’t m
atter if the screw

s are visible if 

the sides of your cabinets w
ill not be visible. For exam

ple, 

w
hen attaching cabinets together to fill a w

all to w
all space, 

the sides w
ill not be visible.

Bottom
 line regarding the butt joints and w

ood screw
s 

m
ethod to join w

ood:

P
r
o
s
: F

a
s
t
e
s
t
 a

n
d
 s

im
p
le

s
t
 m

e
t
h
o
d
. N

o
 s

p
e
c
ia

l t
o
o
ls

 r
e
q
u
ir

e
d
.

C
o
n
s
: F

a
s
t
e
n
e
r
s
 a

n
d
 b

a
c
k
 p

a
n
e
l a

r
e
 v

is
ib

le
 f

r
o
m

 t
h
e
 s

id
e
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B
utt Joints and P

ocket H
ole Screw

s

 
The second cabinet construction m

ethod utilizes butt 

joints 
and 

pocket 
hole 

screw
s. 

Pocket 
hole 

screw
s 

are 

actually a very easy m
ethod to join w

ood. This m
ethods does 

require you to have a special jig to drill the holes. I often use 

pocket hole screw
s to attach m

y face fram
es to cabinets. 

 
Bottom

 line regarding the butt joints and pocket hole 

screw
s m

ethod to join w
ood:

P
r
o
s
: V

e
r
y
 e

a
s
y
 m

e
t
h
o
d
 a

n
d f

a
s
t
e
n
e
r
s
 a

r
e
 n

o
t
 v

is
ib

le
 f

r
o
m

 

t
h
e
 s

id
e
s
.

C
o
n
s
: B

a
c
k
 p

a
n
e
l is

 s
t
ill v

is
ib

le
 f

r
o
m

 t
h
e
 s

id
e
s
. It

 t
a
k
e
s
 a

 

lit
t
le

 t
im

e
 t

o
 d

r
ill a

ll t
h
e
 p

o
c
k
e
t
 h

o
le

s
. R

e
q
u
ir

e
s
 a

 p
o
c
k
e
t
 

h
o
le

 jig
.

D
ados

 
The third construction m

ethod I use is one that requires 

cutting dados. A dado is essentially a rectangular groove cut 

into a board so that another piece can fit into it. Cutting 

dados that allow
 the back panel, cabinet bottom

 and fixed 

shelves to recess into the cabinet sides is definitely a little 

m
ore tim

e consum
ing and a trickier m

ethod, but it pays off 

aesthetically. D
ados require specialized tools like a router or 

a 
table 

saw
 

and 
a 

little 
m

ore 
tim

e 
and 

patience 
w

hen 

com
pared to the first tw

o m
ethods I described.

 
Bottom

 line regarding dados to join w
ood:

P
r
o
s
: V

e
r
y
 c

le
a
n
 lo

o
k
. N

o
 v

is
ib

le
 f

a
s
t
e
n
e
r
s
 o

n
 b

a
c
k
 p

a
n
e
l.

C
o
n
s
: C

u
t
t
in

g
 t

h
e
 d

a
d
o
s
 r

e
q
u
ir

e
s
 p

r
e
c
is

io
n
 a

n
d
 s

p
e
c
ia

l t
o
o
ls

 

s
u
c
h
 a

s
 a

 t
a
b
le

 s
a
w

 o
r
 a

 r
o
u
t
e
r. C

u
t
t
in

g
 d

a
d
o
s
 t

o
 jo

in
 w

o
o
d
 is

 

p
r
o
b
a
b
ly

 n
o
t
 a

 b
e
g
in

n
e
r
’s

 p
r
o
je

c
t
.
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H
ow

 to B
uild a Cabinet 

w
ith a Toe K

ick U
sing W

ood Screw
s

M
aterials

3/4″  plyw
ood for sides, bottom

 and shelves

1/4″ plyw
ood for back

w
ood glue

clam
ps

w
ood screw

s

 
As I previously explained, the fastest and easiest m

ethod 

to join w
ood is w

ith butt joints and w
ood screw

s. W
ood glue 

and screw
s w

ill provide strong joints and you can build the 

cabinets quickly and securely. H
ow

ever, it is im
portant to 

note that the screw
s w

ill be visible unless you cover the sides 

w
ith a thin panel (e.g., beadboard). H

ow
ever, if the sides of 

the cabinet w
ill be butted up to another cabinet or the w

all 

they w
on’t ever been visible.

 
H

ere I dem
onstrate a standard 34 1/2″ Kitchen Cabinet 

that is 24″ w
ide. Y

o
u
 c

a
n
 m

o
d
ify

 t
h
is

 p
la

n
 t

o
 b

u
ild

 c
a
b
in

e
t
s
 

o
f 

d
iffe

r
e
n
t
 
w

id
t
h
s
. Refer to Chapter 1 on Cabinet Building 

Basics for additional inform
ation, tips and techniques.

 
The final dim

ensions of this cabinet after the back and 

face fram
e are attached w

ill be 24.″ H
ow

ever, the sides, 

bottom
 and shelves are 23″ deep. The height is 34 1/2.″ And 

the toe kick is 3″ deep by 4″ tall, cut out of the sides w
ith a 

jigsaw
. The cabinet m

aterial is 3/4″ thick.
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F
ig. 2.1. Standard 34 1/2” kitchen cabinet that is 24” 

w
ide.

  

Step 1: A
ttach bottom

 to sides

U
se w

ood glue and 1 3/4″ w
ood screw

s.

Pay close attention to the location of the “bottom
.” It w

ill 

be flush w
ith the face fram

e once that is installed.

F
ig. 2.2. B

ottom
 attached to sides.
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Step 2: A
ttach top cleats

 
You can use a full top if your project calls for it. If you 

are covering the cabinet w
ith a countertop there is no need 

to use the extra m
aterial.

U
se w

ood glue and 1 3/4″ w
ood screw

s.

F
ig. 2.3. Top cleats attached.

Step 3: A
ttach back cleat

 
This is w

hat you w
ill use to secure the cabinet to the 

w
all 

after 
everything 

is 
leveled. 

(D
rive 

3″ 
cabinet 

screw
s 

through this cleat into the studs.)

Cleat is 3/4” thick plyw
ood

U
se w

ood glue and 1 3/4″ w
ood screw

s.

F
ig. 2.4. B

ack cleat attached.
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Step 4: A
ttach back

1/4” plyw
ood, m

asonite or beadboard

Square up your cabinet first

U
se 3/4″-1 1/2″ staples or sm

all screw
s to secure back to 

cabinet.

F
ig. 2.5. B

ack attached.

Step 5: B
uild and A

ttach F
acefram

e

Chapter 3 w
ill cover how

 to build and attach a facefram
e

Step 6: N
ail a “kick plate” onto the recessed 

toe kick.

I find it’s easiest to paint the kick plate before installing

U
se brad nails to nail in place

F
ig. 2.6. F

ace 
fram

e and kick 
plate attached.
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If the cabinet sides w

ill not be visible after installation, 

this quick and easy m
ethod rocks! If the sides w

ill be visible, 

you can still use this m
ethod. You w

ill need to fill the screw
 

holes 
or 

cover 
the 

cabinet 
sides 

w
ith 

a 
panel 

of 
1/4″ 

beadboard, sm
ooth hardboard or plyw

ood (or other m
aterial). 

You just need to m
ake sure to plan for that w

hen you build 

your face fram
e.

 
That is the fastest and sim

plest m
ethod for building a 

basic cabinet.  If the cabinet sides w
ill not be visible after 

installation this w
ay rocks.  If you w

ill see the sides you can 

still use this m
ethod if you cover the cabinet sides w

ith a 

panel of 1/4″ beadboard, sm
ooth hardboard or plyw

ood or 

som
ething else.  Just m

ake sure to plan for that w
hen you 

build your face fram
e.

H
ow

 to B
uild a Cabinet W

ith P
ocket H

ole 
Screw

s

3/4″ plyw
ood for sides, bottom

 and shelves

1/4″ plyw
ood for back

w
ood glue

clam
ps

pocket jig and pocket hole hole screw
s
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Pocket holes allow
 you to attach your cabinet bottom

, 

fixed shelves and cleats w
ithout having fasteners visible on 

the cabinet sides. You w
ill, how

ever, still see the cabinet 

back from
 the side. H

ere I show
 you a different w

ay to 

build the sam
e 34 1/2″ tall cabinet that is 24″ w

ide. You 

can m
odify this plan to build cabinets of different w

idths. 

Refer to Chapter 1 on Cabinet Building Basics for additional 

inform
ation, tips and techniques.

 
The final dim

ensions of this cabinet after the back and 

face fram
e are attached w

ill be 24″ but the sides, bottom
 and 

shelves w
ill be 23″ deep. The height is 34 1/2″ tall. The toe 

kick is 3″ deep by 4″ tall and cut out of the sides w
ith a 

jigsaw
. The cabinet m

aterial is 3/4″ thick.

Step 1: D
rill pocket holes

U
se a pocket hole Jig to drill pocket holes into the cabinet 

bottom
.

 F
ig. 2.7. P

ocket holes drilled.
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Step 2: A
ttach bottom

 to sides

U
se w

ood glue and 1 1/4″ pocket hole screw
s.

Pay close attention to the location of the “bottom
.” It w

ill 

be flush w
ith the bottom

 rail in the face fram
e once that is 

installed

F
ig. 2.8. 

B
ottom

 
attached to 
sides. 

Step 3: A
ttach top cleats

 
You can use a full top if your project calls for it. If you 

are covering the cabinet w
ith a countertop there is no need 

to use the extra m
aterial.

U
se w

ood glue and 1 1/4″ pocket hole screw
s.

F
ig. 2.9. Top cleats attached.
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Step 4: A
ttach back cleat

This is w
hat you w

ill use to secure the cabinet to the w
all 

after everything is leveled. (D
rive 3″ cabinet screw

s through 

this cleat into the studs.)

U
se w

ood glue and 1 1/4″ pocket hole screw
s.

F
ig. 2.10. B

ack cleat attached.

A
lternate Step 3 and 4: 

A
ttach top and back cleats

If you do not w
ant the back panel to be visible from

 the 

sides, you could set the tw
o back cleats 1/4″ in from

 the  

cabinet back leaving room
 for the back panel to recess.

If you do this, I w
ould also shorten the cabinet bottom

 by 

1/4″ so the back panel can recess in front of that.

I don’t do this because I w
ant the back to be stapled all the 

w
ay around on the back so it keeps the cabinet in  

 

square. I don’t think it w
ould do as good a job at this if  

it’s just attached on the top and bottom
 and resting   

against both sides. (H
ow

ever, it IS an option if you don’t 

have the tools to cut a dado. Som
etim

es you have to 

choose the best of your available options.)
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F
ig. 2.11. A

lternate steps 3 and 4.
Step 5: A

ttach back

Square up your cabinet first

U
se 3/4″-1 1/2″ staples or sm

all screw
s.

 F
ig. 2.12. B

ack attached.
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Step 6: B
uild and A

ttach F
ace F

ram
e

*See Chapter 3 for details on building and attaching the Face 

Fram
e.

Step 7: N
ail a “kick plate” onto the recessed 

toe kick.

I find it’s easiest to paint the kick plate before installing

That’s how
 easy it is to use a pocket hole jig to build a 

cabinet so your fasteners are not visible on the sides of your 

cabinets. 

F
ig. 2.13. K

ick plate 
and F

ace fram
e 

attached.

H
ow

 to B
uild a Cabinet w

ith D
ado Joints

  
The third m

ethod for building a basic cabinet requires 

m
ore 

tools 
than 

first 
tw

o 
m

ethods 
I’ve 

described. 
This 

m
ethod, w

hich requires you to cut dado joints, gives you 

strong joints and perhaps the cleanest look. It’s definitely a 

m
ore advanced m

ethod so if this is your first cabinet building 

experience, I recom
m

end using the w
ood screw

s or pocket 

hole screw
s m

ethods
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F
ig. 2.14. A

 dado and a rabbet.

 
 

Technically, w
e’re using D

ado and Rabbet joints. 

The difference is only W
H

ERE in the w
ood you route (or cut) 

your groove —
 I’m

 just referring to ALL grooves in this post 

“D
ados.” You can cut a “through dados” w

ith a table saw
 but 

you really need a plunge router and guides to do the “stop 

dado”– safely.

 M
aterials

3/4″  plyw
ood for sides, bottom

 and shelves

1/4″ plyw
ood for back

w
ood glue

clam
ps

Step 1: Cut your dados

U
se a plunge router and guides to ensure your dados are 

straight.

U
se the correct sized bits for the m

aterial thickness. The 

m
aterial should fit snugly inside the dado.

F
ig. 2.15. D

ados for bottom
 shelf.
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F
ig. 2.16. D

ado for back panel.
F

ig. 2.17. D
ados for back and top cleats.
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Step 2: A
ttach bottom

Apply w
ood glue to dados for the cabinet bottom

 m
aking  

sure to coat all three sides of the cutout.

Insert 
cabinet 

bottom
 

into 
dados 

and 
use 

clam
ps 

(pipe 

clam
ps are w

hat I generally use) to hold securely until glue 

dries.

F
ig. 2.18. 

B
ottom

 
attached.

Step 3: A
ttach B

ack Cleat

U
se w

ood glue and clam
ps to secure the back cleat in place 

w
hile glue dries

M
ake sure the cleat is pushed forw

ard into the dado as far 

as it w
ill go so there is 1/4″ of space left for the back 

panel.

F
ig. 2.19. B

ack cleat attached.
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Step 4: A
ttach Top Cleats

U
se w

ood glue and clam
ps to secure top cleats in place 

w
hile glue dries.

F
ig. 2.20. Top cleats attached.

Step 5: A
ttach B

ack

Square up

Lay back panel into the recess and secure w
ith staples or 

nails

F
ig. 2.21. B

ack 
attached.

Step 6: B
uild and A

ttach F
acefram

e

*See Chapter 3 for details on building and attaching the 

Face Fram
e.
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Chapter 3

H
ow

 to B
uild and A

ttach a Cabinet F
ace F

ram
e



	
H

ow
 to B

uild and A
ttach a Cabinet Face 

Fram
e 

 
In this section, I w

ill discuss how
 to build and attach the 

face fram
e, w

hich is the next step to building a cabinet. 

There are several m
ethods I use to ATTACH

 the face fram
e 

but I generally alw
ays BU

ILD
 the face fram

e w
ith pocket hole 

screw
s.

 
I 

generally 
alw

ays 
build 

m
y 

face 
fram

es 
out 

of 
1×2 

poplar if I know
 I’m

 going to be painting the piece. If staining 

your piece, you w
ant to m

atch your face fram
e w

ood as 

closely as possible to your carcass lum
ber.

• 
I use w

ood glue and m
y pocket hole jig set for 3/4″ 

m
aterial and use 1 1/4″ coarse thread pocket hole screw

s. 

EASY! M
ake sure you use clam

ps to hold the pieces in place as 

you drive your screw
s.

 
*The im

portant thing to know
 about using pocket hole 

screw
s w

hen w
orking w

ith w
ood is you w

ant to D
RILL the 

holes IN
TO

 the EN
D

 G
RAIN

 and D
RIVE the screw

 into the 

CRO
SS G

RAIN
. It w

ill hold better and be less likely to split.

E
n
d
 g

r
a
in

 =
 g

r
a
in

 r
u
n
s
 in

 t
h
e
 d

ir
e
c
t
io

n
 o

f
 t

h
e
 p

o
c
k
e
t
 h

o
le

 y
o
u
 

a
r
e
 d

r
illin

g
.

C
r
o
s
s
 g

r
a
in

 =
 s

c
r
e
w

s
 d

r
iv

e
s
 in

 p
e
r
p
e
n
d
ic

u
la

r
 t

o
 – o

r
 a

c
r
o
s
s
 t

h
e
 

g
r
a
in

.

F
ig. 3.1. E

nd and cross grains.
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A
ttaching the F

ace F
ram

e

There are several w
ays to ATTACH

 the face fram
e. I describe 

each one below
:

G
lue and N

ails

 
If I’m

 painting m
y face fram

es I don’t m
ind using filler 

to hide nail holes and it’s quick and easy to use only glue and 

nails to attach a face fram
e. I’m

 suggest using finish nailers 

N
O

 bigger than 16 gauge and I really prefer 18 gauge. 

 
W

ood glue is VERY strong and it’s a suitable m
ethod for 

attaching 
the 

face 
fram

e 
to 

the 
carcass. 

It 
is 

not 
the 

strongest 
joint, 

so 
if 

possible 
I 

like 
to 

shore 
it 

up 
w

ith 

fasteners of one sort or another. H
ow

ever, in som
e situations, 

I don’t w
ant visible pocket holes (and I don’t w

ant to plug, 

trim
, sand and patch a bunch of pocket holes either) on built-

in pieces w
here the face fram

e is huge. In this case it w
ould 

be im
possible to build as a unit and then install w

ith biscuits, 

so this is how
 I do it.

P
ocket hole screw

s on the outside of cabinet

• 
W

ood glue

• 
pocket hole screw

s

 
If your cabinet sides are not visible and you used the 

w
ood screw

 or pocket hole m
ethod to build your cabinet, you 

can use pocket hole screw
s to attach your face fram

e. It’s 

fast and secure. Apply som
e w

ood glue and drive your screw
s 

in
t

o 
t

h
e 

w
ood.

F
ig. 3.2. 

P
ocket holes 

on outside of 
cabinet.
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P
ocket hole screw

s on the inside of cabinet

• 
W

ood glue

• 
pocket hole screw

s

 
If your cabinet sides w

ill be visible and you took the 

extra tim
e and effort to hide your fasteners, you m

ost likely 

don’t w
ant a bunch of pocket holes drilled in the side of your 

cabinet. 
U

sing 
pocket 

hole 
screw

s 
on 

the 
inside 

of 
the 

cabinet is great if you are putting draw
ers in your cabinet 

b
e

c
a

u
s

e 
t

h
e 

pocket 
holes 

w
ill 

not be seen at all.

F
ig. 

3
.3

. 
P

ock
et 

holes on inside of 
cabinet.

Invisible joinery w
ith biscuits

• 
W

ood glue

• 
biscuits

U
sing a biscuit joiner w

ill secure the facefram
e to the carcass 

w
ithout any visible fasteners at all.

F
igs. 3.4 &

 3.5. Invisible 
biscuit attachm

ent.
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H
iding fasteners w

ith false side panel

 
I generally go w

ith pocket holes or nails on the outside 

of the cabinet (I use w
ood glue in all m

ethods) and if I’m
 

going to see the sides of a cabinet I size m
y face fram

e 1/2″ 

w
ider so I have an extra 1/4″ hanging over each side that w

ill 

hide m
y false panel after I attach it, w

hich I usually do w
ith 

caulk or adhesive so there are no nail holes. 

F
ig. 3.6. Side panel face fram

e attachm
ent.

Conclusion

 
Regardless of w

hich m
ethod you decide to take to build 

your cabinets, be patient w
ith yourself and the experience.  

There are alw
ays m

om
ents of frustration w

ith every project, 

no m
atter how

 skilled and experienced the builder.  It is just 

the nature of the w
ork.  

 
Expect hiccups, bum

ps and hurdles -- that w
ay, w

hen 

they com
e (and they inevitably w

ill), you w
on't w

ant to throw
 

the project out the w
indow

.  W
hen problem

s arise, take the 

tim
e to figure out how

 best to m
ove forw

ard.  Ending up w
ith 

a finished project that looks aw
esom

e doesn't m
ean that you 

didn't run into any issues or m
ake any m

istakes along the 

w
ay.  It just m

eans you took the tim
e to fix the m

istakes and 

figure out how
 to w

ork around the issues.

 
The sign of an good cabinet m

aker is not "never m
aking 

a m
istake," it is "how

 you fix m
istakes w

hen they happen."

 
N

ow
 all that's left is for you to get som

e lum
ber, cut it 

and build som
ething am

azing!  G
iddy-up!
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