
Guide to Window Anatomy
Which part, exactly, is the sash? What’s glazing? Learn about common hardware, types of glass, frames, 

materials and coatings that make up a typical window.
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Guide to 
Window 
Anatomy
The best windows artfully frame the view to the outdoors, 
open easily to let in a breeze, and close up tight to keep in 
climate-controlled air and keep out inclement weather. To 
make this happen, all of the little pieces of a typical window 
have to come together in marvelous harmony. When it works, 
it’s wonderful. When it doesn’t, a window can be one of the 
most intimidating things to attempt to repair.

Clearing the Air: Getting to Know 
Your Windows
There are many different kinds of windows out there. Because 
they have different functions, they occasionally have a few 
different parts, but most parts translate between types and a 
little knowledge of window anatomy can go a long way.

Parts of a Typical, Double-Hung Window
Frame. The solid support that makes your window possible, 
the frame has three main sections:

1. The head. Sitting at the top of your window, the head of 
the frame is heavy duty. It can include an exterior drip cap 
with the outside casing, a blind stop just inside that, the 
parting bead separating the sashes, the interior stop, the 
trim or casing on the inside, and the header holding it all 
up.

2. The jamb. The sides of your window frame, the jambs 
house counter weights in some wooden windows and 
keep your windows in line. Parts include: the front casing, 
the blind stop, the parting bead, the interior stop and 
casing, and the main structural jamb, to which it all 
attaches. A mullion is like another jamb within the frame 
to separate windows and provide support.

3. The sill. From the bottom up, the sill starts with the sill 
framing to attach it to the rest of the house, occasionally a 
sub-sill and the main sill above that, upon which rests the 
stool (the interior sill) with its apron underneath and the 
bottom window sash.

Sash. The main act, the sash is the movable part of your 
window that contains the glass. On a double-hung window, 
you’ll find an inner and outer sash, which typically include the 
following:

1. The rail and stile. The main horizontal and vertical pieces 
surrounding the glass. You’ll often find the locks mounted 
on rail, a distinction that earns it the title of lock rail. Rails 
that touch when a window is closed are often shaped 
to form a tighter seal when together; they’re known as 
meeting rails. More complex windows may also have 
keeper rails to facilitate tilting or turning the sash. The rail 
may be fitted with a lift to help move the sash.

2. The glazing. Each pane (or light) of glass is called a 
glazing. Those who glaze or reglaze windows (add or 
replace glass panes) are called glaziers. A double-pane 
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Hardware. The typical metal extras that help add function to 
windows are:

1. The lock or latch. These can be keyed for extra security, 
engage automatically or be as simple as a hole with a pin 
that prevents the window from sliding. On single- and 
double-hung windows, sash locks secure the sashes and 
minimize drafts. Large hinged and crank windows should 
have two locks.

2. Counterbalance. This can be a counterweight on a pulley 
system, in which case the jamb likely conceals the stringed 
weight, or a spring-loaded counterbalance, which uses the 
tension of a spring to assist with moving a heavy sash. In 
lighter-sashed windows, like those made from aluminum 
or vinyl, you may find that friction alone holds sashes in 
place. Some sash locks are used to hold the window at 
varying heights, eliminating the need for counterbalance 
hardware.

Window Materials and Comparison
Materials make a big difference in windows. Some materials 
conduct heat and cold more easily, some don’t last as long as 
others, some take more maintenance — and all vary in cost. 
Typical materials include:

•	 Wood. With high thermal resistance and aesthetic value, 
wood is a popular choice. Maintenance is high, though, 
and wood windows can cost a lot.

•	 Aluminum. Low cost, almost non-existent maintenance, 
decent durability and a high percentage of recycled 
materials used all make aluminum a popular choice. The 
thermal resistance is terrible, though, unless the frame is 
equipped with thermal breaks filled with another material 
(see Hybrid below).

•	 Steel. The cost is high, but it’s worth it. Steel windows can 
outlast the house they’re in, and they can do it with little or 
no maintenance. More thermally resistant than aluminum 
but still not great, thermal breaks are helpful in steel 
windows.

•	 Vinyl. Inexpensive and highly thermally resistant, vinyl 
windows are easily the most popular choice for newer 
homes. They do require some maintenance, and they aren’t 
the most durable option.

•	 Fiberglass. More durable than vinyl with less maintenance, 
fiberglass windows cost a pretty penny, but they’re worth it.

•	 Hybrid. Also called clad-wood or composite windows, 
these windows combine the materials above, mixing and 
matching to maximize aesthetics and function. Price varies.

Review our other guides for more information about types of 
glass and coatings for various applications, types and styles of 
windows, DIY projects and much more.
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