






  

Floating joint
Case side expands 

front to back

NOTE: Front and back
rails glued to side

NOTE: Web frames are 
attached to allow free
movement of sides

Glued joint

Web frames are a great, lightweight 
option to solid-wood dividers. The 
only catch is that a web frame has 
to be attached in a way that still 
allows the side to move. 

The drawings at right show the 
secret. You build the mortise and 
tenon frame about 1⁄8" less in depth 
than the case sides. I glue the front 
mortise and tenon, but the back 
joint is left to float.  

The frame is glued to the sides 
at the front. But screws through 
slotted holes form a “moving”  
rail-to-side joint. Finally, the back 
rail is glued to the side, leaving an 
expansion gap in the joint.

Leave gap in
floating joint

Side rails attached 
with screws through 

slotted holes

Wood
movement

a.

Indivdual "floating"
boards used

to form case back

NOTE: Joints keep
boards aligned but

are not glued

Nails hold boards
in place while

allowing movement
I’ve always believed that a tradi-
tional case project built from solid 
wood deserves a back to match — 
solid wood. But the large amount 
of wood movement across a solid  
back panel would be problematic. 

The solution is simple. You make 
the back from individual boards that 
are joined, but not glued, together, 
as shown in the detail drawings. A 
ship-lap or tongue and groove joint 
between the floating boards keeps 
them aligned while still allowing 
expansion and contraction. And a 
molded edge on the boards can add 
a decorative effect. 

TOP VIEW

Back boards
installed leaving

gap in joint

Expansion of boards 
closes gap without harm

Ship-lap joint
 aligns boards

TOP VIEWa.

NOTE: Size
gaps based
on width of
drawer and

season

NOTE: Drawers move 
top to bottom, 

side-to-side fit is constant

Wood movement should always be 
factored in when sizing a drawer to 
fit its opening. The width is going 
to stay constant, but the height will 
change with the season. Unfortu-
nately, there’s no magic “drawer 
gap” formula, but there are some 
guidelines you can use to avoid 
sloppy or sticking drawers. 

First, you need to take the time of 
year into consideration. A drawer 
built in the drier season will need a 
larger gap than one built during a 
more humid time of the year. 

Second, the height of a drawer 
affects the size of the gap you need 
to allow. A tall drawer will move 
more than a narrow drawer. W
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FRONT VIEWa.

TOP VIEW

Back boards
installed leaving

gap in joint

Expansion of boards 
closes gap without harm

Ship-lap joint
 aligns boards

TOP VIEW

b.

Web Frames

Floating Back Boards

Fitting Drawers
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