Deck-Stair Basics

Notched stringers
make strong stairs
that are easier to
build than you think

BY SCOTT SCHUTTNER

uilding even a simple set of stairs can seem
pretty intimidating if you've never done it
before. But once you understand how to
lay out the stringers, you'll see it’s largely a matter
of measuring the overall height, or rise, of the stairs
and determining a comfortable, safe depth for
the treads, known as the run. The hardest work
is done by the time you get out your saw. If your

project calls for a basic stair or if you just need
to understand the fundamentals so that you can
confidently tackle a custom project, the notched-
stringer stairs shown here will get you started. []

This article was adapted from Scott Schuttner’s
book Building a Deck (The Taunton Press,
2002). Photos by Jim Hall, except where noted.

How many steps?

Divide the total rise by
a comfortable riser
height (7 in. is standard);
the result is the number
of risers, plus a fraction.
Divide the whole-
number portion back
into the total rise to get
the exact rise per step.
The number of treads
will be equal to or one
less than the number

of risers, depending

on how the stairs are
attached to the deck

(see facing page).
Multiply the number of
treads by their depth
for the total run.

Determine total rise. Use a level
and a measuring tape to find the
total rise. Remember to factor in
a concrete pad if one will be in-
stalled later. Use the calculations
explained above to figure out the
number of steps and the total run.
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Stair buttons ensure an accurate layout. Small clamps known as
stair buttons screw onto a framing square to mark the unit rise
and the unit run on a stringer. Working from bottom to top, slide
the square up the stringer, marking each notch the same way.
The bottom of the stringer is marked parallel to the
tread cuts, but the first riser must be shortened
(drawing above) by the thickness of the tread.
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Start the cuts with a circular
saw. Cut the notches on the
waste side of the line. Stop the
blade just shy of the intersecting
line, and finish the cut square
and plumb with a jigsaw, a hand-
saw, or a reciprocating saw.

Bottom photo (stair buttons): Tom O’Brien. Top photo, facing page: Leon Frechette. Drawings: Ron Carboni.
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Check for level before

installing the treads.
When the stringers
are tacked in place
temporarily, use a 4-ft.
level to check that

the riser cuts are in
line on each step. The
treads should be level
in both directions. If
one stringer is out of
line, the bottom might
need to be shimmed
or trimmed. Once
everything is aligned,
screw deck planks to

the stringers as treads.

Stair codes and handrails

Deck stairs and handrails often are governed by the same codes
as interior stairways. This drawing is a guideline; local codes vary
widely, so check with your jurisdiction early in the planning process.

Add blocking between

stringers near the
base to reinforce the
stair-rail posts. When-
ever possible, mount

the bottom post of the &

stair rail flush with the
front of the second

riser. This design offers

more stringer to bolt
to than the front of
the bottom step.
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Find the top of the stringer. When the rim joist is the
top riser, measure down one unit rise. A joist hanger is
one method of attaching the stringer to the blocking.

INSTALL THE STRINGERS AND THE TREADS

0 Attach the tops of the stringers

The easiest method is to attach the stringers to the rim joist so that the top
tread is flush with the deck. Plumb-cut the stringers, butt them against the
rim joist, and bolt them in place. If the rim joist is serving as the top riser,
extend it by adding a board to support the stringers (photos left). You can
also continue the stringers beyond the rim joist and bolt them to blocking.

When the top step
is flush with the deck

Two options when the rim joist is the top riser
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9 Anchor the bottoms of the stringers
The bottoms of the stringers can land on concrete and be fastened
with bolts to an angle iron or to a pressure-treated kicker. Alternatively,
the stringers can land on a pad of compacted gravel; in this case, nail or
screw 2x material across the bottoms of the stringers.

4-in. reinforced concrete 2x4 pressure-

treated kicker

6-in. compacted gravel
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Anchor bolt (added to
wet concrete or drilled
and inserted later)

/

Pressure-treated
2x across bottom
of stringers

Galvanized angle iron
bolted to inside of stringer
with ¥e-in. carriage bolts

to the stringer.
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_ﬂ A 4%6-in.-dia.
A cap and a top rail alone might | | | sphere cannot
not meet code. Add a “graspable” LT " pass between
handrail on the tread side. J J / balusters.

() 6-in.-dia.
maximum
space

L /

~ 1 71 I I I
34-in. to 38-in. handrail /—(/R‘_D_
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edge of top of tread /-/
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Stair-rail posts —— ™ 7%s-in. maximum
should be bolted unit rise



