
Hanging 
Drywall
Overhead
Thoughtful layout and the  
right tools help to bring this 
task within reach

There is an old saying that I once read on a 
drywall contractor’s business card: “The bit-
terness of poor quality remains long after the 
sweetness of low price is forgotten.” I keep 

these words of wisdom in mind whenever I begin a dry-
wall job. Good workmanship is especially important in 
ceiling-drywall installations because correcting poorly 
planned, sagging, or sloppy ceilings can be difficult.

In any room that will have drywall on both the walls 
and the ceiling, the ceiling always comes first. Why? The 
material easily can be cut to fit, and the wall panels will 
help to support the outside edges of the ceiling panels to 
prevent sagging (drawings, facing page).

I prefer to buy drywall based on the size of the ceil-
ing to be covered. The general rule is to use the largest 
panels possible to eliminate as many nontapered (butted) 
seams as possible. Many people don’t realize that drywall 
is available in lengths up to 16 ft., in both 48-in. and 54-in. 
widths. Although 54-in.-wide drywall seldom is used on 
ceilings, it can be handy for eliminating an extra seam. 

For example, on a 16-ft.-long ceiling, I will use one 16-ft.  
panel rather than two standard 8-ft. panels. Using a larger  
single panel means less work taping and finishing seams.

The strength and thickness of drywall panels are also 
important considerations for successful ceiling installa-
tions (sidebar p. 62).

Perpendicular or parallel?
For several reasons, hanging drywall perpendicular to 
the overhead framing members is a good idea. First, it 
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There are a number of 
helpful tools for hang-
ing ceiling panels, but 
sometimes head pres-
sure is all that’s neces-
sary to get the sheet 
tacked in place.
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The right way: Butted seams (at 
panel ends) are between different 
studs and as far as possible from 
the center of the ceiling.

Too many: 
Butted seams are 
staggered, but there 
are too many. The 
one in the center of 
the ceiling will be 
highly visible.

Poorly placed: 
Butted seams are 
lined up and in 
the center of the 
ceiling, where 
they’re harder 
to hide.

When it comes to installing drywall 
overhead, a little bit of planning goes a 
long way toward preventing misaligned 
panels, sagging ceilings, and butt 
seams that are difficult to finish.

Planning is critical

The right way: Butted seams (at 
panel ends) are between different 
studs and as far as possible from 

It’s smart to install overhead panels 
first so that the wall panels will help 
to support the edges of the ceiling.

Install the first panel snug 
and square against the top 
plate of the wall to prevent a 
compounding alignment problem.

Align the second 
panel carefully 
with the first to 
prevent a gap 
when the third 
panel is installed.
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allows the untapered ends of each panel to be butted 
together over the open space between framing members 
(drawing p. 59) and back-blocked to give the panel a 
slight taper (sidebar facing page).

A perpendicular orientation also allows each sheet of 
drywall to float over the framing members, making 
uneven joists or trusses blend in over its length; plus, it’s 
much easier to see the framing when fastening the panels 
to the ceiling. But probably the most important reason to 
hang the panels perpendicular to the overhead framing is 
because drywall is approximately three times stronger in 
the long direction than it is in the short direction, which 
means less chance of sagging.

A good start means a good finish
When it comes to hanging drywall on ceilings, the ques-
tion I am asked most often is “Where do I begin?” Every 
job is different, but my recommendation is to start hang-
ing panels against the longest wall, and put in extra effort 
to get the first row as straight as possible. As each subse-
quent row of drywall is hung, keep it tight against the pre-
vious row to prevent a compounding problem (drawing 
p. 59). If the ceiling is more than 16 ft. long, at least two pan-
els will be in each row, which means butted seams. If one 
or more of these pieces gets attached out of line—even by 
1⁄8 in.—the gaps will become larger and the edges more 
out of line as you progress. Starting straight helps to 
reduce these problems. 

Problems also can be caused by bowed top plates, which 
often are a sign of bowed walls. In these situations, it’s a 
good idea to snap a chalkline as a reference mark for the 
outside edge of the first run of drywall. 

Most times, starting with a 48-in.-wide panel and letting 
seams fall where they will is fine. But if there is a row of 
recessed lights 12 ft. from one side of the room, avoiding a long 
seam in this area will make it easier to tape when the time 
comes. In a case like this, I just trim a few inches or a few feet 
off the first run so that the seams fall where I want them.

Work smarter, not harder
When you’re lifting panels into place, a helper is invalu-
able. Don’t grip the ends of the panel while the center 

T-SUPPORT
This homemade tool can be assembled 
from scrap lumber and sized to fit the 
ceiling height. Make it tall enough to span 
the distance between the floor and the 
underside of the drywall being installed, 
plus an extra 1⁄2 in. to get a tight fit. The 
horizontal arm should match the width of 
the panel being installed.

ADJUSTABLE BENCHES
Also known as step-up benches or trestles, 
these 4-ft. by 91⁄2-in. aluminum benches can 
be used to reach ceilings up to 10 ft. high. 
The bench height is adjustable from 18 in. 
to 32 in.; optional attachments increase the 
height to 48 in. Prices start at about $240 
(www.all-wall.com; 800-929-0927).

DRYWALL LIFT
Available from most rental centers, these hand-crank 
or hydraulic (shown here) lifts enable a single person to 
do the job of two or three. The lift adjusts to various 
heights and holds the drywall against framing members 
to allow for easier fastening on walls or ceilings. Expect 
to pay about $30 a day at your local rental center (www
.telproinc.com; 800-448-0822). 

Overcome gravity with smarter 
lifting and stronger fastening
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Take care when fastening 
It’s important to set screws to the proper depth. Some 
self-feeding screw guns have an adjustable depth 
setting, and special attachments for cordless drills stop 
the screw right where you want it.

For ceilings framed 16 in. on center (o.c.), I place 
screws 12 in. apart. If the ceiling joists are 24 in. o.c. or if 
I’m installing fire-code drywall, I drive screws 8 in. apart.

STIFF ARM 
A more modern version of the T-support, this 
metal tool adjusts to different heights and holds 
a panel firmly in place against the overhead 
framing. Unlike a homemade T-support, a stiff arm 
won’t fall down once the panel has been fastened 
to the framing. This tool costs about $160 (www
.falconladder.com; 800-522-3313).

Too deep 
The paper facing 
of the drywall will 

tear and could 
result in the sheet 

pulling off the 
screw.

Not deep 
enough

The head of the 
fastener will cause 

problems when you 
mud and tape the 

ceiling. 

Properly set 
The screw dimples 

but doesn’t break the 
surface of the drywall. 

This provides the 
strongest connection 
and allows for easier 

finishing.

Each of the long sides on a sheet of drywall has 
a tapered edge so that tape and joint compound 
can be applied without creating an obvious bump 
between sheets. It’s always a good idea to plan 
the ceiling with as few butted joints as pos-
sible, but sometimes they can’t be avoided. In 
these cases, it’s smart to use a backer to pull the 
butted ends of each sheet together and create 
a slight bevel. These backers can be purchased 
from a number of suppliers or made on site from 
shimmed plywood (shown below).

Plywood backer

Shims

MAKE A BUTTED SEAM 
 INTO A TAPERED SEAM

Not deep Properly set Too deep 

A manufactured 
backer, this 53-in.-long, 
1⁄2-in.-thick MDF board 
has a beveled recess 
down the center. Slim 
and flexible, it requires 
only about 1⁄2 in. of clear-
ance behind the drywall 
for installation. A box of 
20 boards costs about $65 
(www.rocksplicer.com; 717-
766-4594).

The ButtHanger 
relies on metal 
brackets and a 1x3 
board to provide 
tapered backing for 
butt joints. The pivot-
ing brackets make this 
a good choice for 
working around diago-
nal bracing or pipes, 
and they can be pur-
chased for about $7 
apiece, a good choice for 
smaller jobs (www
.butthanger.com).
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sags down; hold it in from the ends a little to help support 
the entire sheet. If you’re working alone or if you simply 
want to make the installation easier, consider using a lift-
ing tool to help carry the load (sidebar pp. 60-61).

When you’re fastening each panel, secure the edge that’s 
butting against the top plate or previous run first, mak-
ing sure that it doesn’t overlap or leave any gaps. To help 
attach the panel tight against the overhead framing, fas-
ten from one long edge across the face to the other edge. 

If you attach both edges and then attach the center, 
the panel may not pull tight against the ceiling. 

Tacking up panels with drywall nails is fine, but 
use drywall screws in the face of the panel because 
they provide a much stronger anchor. Screws typi-
cally should be spaced 12 in. apart and need to pen-
etrate the framing only 5⁄8 in.

When you’re hanging drywall on a ceiling taller 
than 8 ft., it makes sense to finish securing each 
panel completely before moving to the next because 
the scaffolding or adjustable benches are already in 
place. If you’re working on a lower ceiling that can 
be fastened while you’re standing on the ground, 
you can tack each sheet in place, then go back and 
finish fastening after the whole ceiling is covered. 
Don’t wait until the next day, though, because once 
the panels start to sag and change shape, it’s difficult 
to snug them up to the framing members again.

Making accurate cutouts
If the ceiling will have cutouts for recessed lights, 
vents, or electrical boxes, take measurements for 
them before tacking the drywall panels in place. 
Simply write down the measurements on or next to 

the surface measured from so that they can be recalled 
easily later. 

Next, tack the panel in place, keeping the fasteners away 
from the planned cutout to help reduce some of the pres-
sure against the back of the drywall. Transfer the measure-
ments onto the panel to be cut, and use a drywall router 
or wallboard saw to make the cuts. It’s important to take 
your time making the cutouts; a mistake means a repair. 

Finish up with a quick checklist
When all the drywall panels have been installed, do 
a walk-through, looking for unfastened areas and 
double-checking that all cutouts have been made. Also, 
check for poorly set fasteners; too deep is bad, and not 
deep enough is a huge pain when it’s time for mudding 

and taping. 

Myron R. Ferguson (www.thatdry
wallguy.com), author of Drywall: 

Professional Techniques for Great 
Results (The Taunton Press, 
2002), lives and works in Galway, 

N.Y. Photos by Mark Kozlowski, 
except where noted.

DRYWALL ADHESIVE
Drywall adhesive reduces the number of fasteners needed to 
secure each panel. It also has excellent shear strength and 
is not affected by changes in temperature or moisture. This 
means less chance of nail or screw pops. Note: Adhesive 
should be applied only to the framing, not to overlapping kraft 
paper or plastic sheeting. Starting at $2.50 for a 29-oz. tube.

CORDLESS SELF-
FEEDING SCREW GUN
With drywall screws eclipsing drywall nails 
and batteries replacing power cords, it’s 
no surprise that many drywall installers are 
switching to cordless self-feeding screw 
guns to reduce the time and effort needed 
to fasten each panel. The model shown 
here, a Duraspin DS202-14V, costs around 
$160 (800-543-4596; www.senco.com).

DRYWALL SCREWS
Drywall screws rather than drywall 
nails—especially in the center, or field, of 
the panel—provide stronger attachment. 
Screws should be long enough to 
penetrate 5⁄8 in. into the framing. Longer 
screws are more likely to push outward 
as lumber dries and shrinks, which can 
lead to screw pops or bumps on the 
finished surface of the ceiling.

LIGHTWEIGHT 1⁄2-IN. DRYWALL
If you’re looking for a lightweight option 
that doesn’t sacrifice stiffness, Sheetrock’s 
1⁄2-in. Sag-Resistant panels are stronger 
and less expensive than a 5⁄8-in. panel and 
weigh about 10 lb. less than a typical 1⁄2-in. 
panel (www.usg.com; 800-950-3839). 

Ceilings commonly are finished with 
1⁄2-in. regular or 5⁄8-in. fire-code drywall. 
Standard 4x8 sheets weigh about 58 lb. 
and 70 lb. respectively. Both types can 
be attached perpendicular to 16-in. or 
24-in. o.c. framing.

A few innovative tools and materials
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