
Guide to DIY Window Repairs
From fixing a broken or rotted-out windowsill to handling stuck windows and hardware issues, this guide 

covers the tools, materials and skills required to complete the task. Learn some quick tricks for window 
upkeep and maintenance.
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Not all windows are created equally, but they tend to share a lot of 
the same issues. From sticking to rotten wood and broken glass, 
these issues don’t necessarily require calling out a contractor. 
However, keep in mind the more advanced your window’s material, 
the more difficult do-it-yourself repairs can be.

DIY Tips To Get You Started
Windows can seem overwhelming because they don’t readily 
reveal their inner workings. Usually, this is just a result of years 
of paint covering up screws and nails and making it difficult to 
discern which pieces of wood need to come off in which order. 
Here are a few tips for getting started:

•	 Steam softens paint and putty. Put a kettle on or fire up 
the steam cleaner. Problem paint and putty just need a 
little time to steam before scraping gets a whole lot easier.

•	 Scoring prevents chips. Use a utility knife to score a line in 
the paint along the edge of pieces you’re about to remove 
to prevent paint chipping and peeling on that edge.

•	 Tap painted-in screws. Take a hammer and give paint-
covered screws a few taps with the screwdriver in place to 
free them up and get a more secure grip.

•	 Tape glass to avoid cuts. If you are removing an old piece 
of glass, broken or otherwise, cover it with overlapping 
masking tape first. This way, if it does break completely, 
you won’t have to handle shards because the tape will hold 
the pieces together.

•	 Blame the paint. Before you go throwing out old and 
seemingly broken window hardware or cutting a sash down 
to prevent sticking, clean it up. Years of caked-on paint 
can cause a lot of issues. Remove it, and get a clear idea of 
what’s going on underneath.

•	 Take pictures. Be sure to keep a record by photographing 
or sketching your progress. This can help when it’s time 
to put everything back together, and the before and after 
shots will make you proud (or show you where to improve).

Dealing With Rot
Rotten wood is a big problem around windows. Left alone, rot 
will spread and compromise the integrity of your window.

•	 Structural pieces. If you have rotted out mullions, jambs, 
headers or other structural parts of the window, you need 
to replace it. Use the rotten piece to size a replacement 
(which should be sealed or painted), and see what you can 
do to prevent the issue from happening again.

•	 Decorative pieces. Window sills are a common place to 
find rot for a variety of reasons, not least of which is that 
water obeys the laws of gravity. Use a jig saw to cut out 
rotten sections, replace with new wood, shape the new 
part and repaint the whole thing to match.
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Stuck Windows
This can happen for a few reasons: too much paint, wet and 
swelling wood, blockage in the track, caught sash cord or 
an improperly cut sash. Narrow it down first by eliminating 
possibilities.

1. Eyeball the track for anything obvious.
2. Remove the sash stops, and examine the window’s 

movement again, looking for the issue.
3. Take out the sash, and check out the hardware. Is it loose 

or in need of oil?
4. Try using candle wax or a window lubricant on the sash.
5. Only after you’re sure you’ve found the issue — and the 

right spot — use a planer to shave off some old paint, 
wood or both from the sash.

6. Relubricate and replace.

If your window keeps catching on the track, consider installing 
metal weatherstripping over the old wood for a smoother 
surface. Old frames can become loose, so be careful, and be 
sure to tighten them up before replacing. Replacing Sash Weights

If your problem lies with the sash cord or sash weights, 
you’re in for a bit more work. You can either cut the chain or 
cord and replace those old pulleys with new, spring-loaded 
counterbalances, or you can go deeper into the window frame 
to find, fix and reattach the old weights. Both require removing 
the sash, and replacing pulleys may require some additional 
drilling to size the hole for the new hardware.

Issues With Vinyl
Most issues with vinyl windows can be solved with a good 
wash in soapy water, adding some more lubrication or 
replacing old hardware. If you need to go beyond this, 
check to see if your windows are still under warranty before 
proceeding. If they are, you may be able to have someone 
else do the work for you. You won’t be able to do much in the 
way of actual repair to the vinyl, but you can reseal, reglue and 
even replace glass if you’re careful. When removing vinyl trim, 
use a thin scraper and shims to slowly and carefully pry it up 
without snapping it.

Try not to take on DIY projects that are too far over your head 
— particularly in winter, when you need your windows to be in 
tip-top shape.
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