
YOUR FREE READER'S COMPANION

The Drywall Finish Pack
A companion to The DIY Drywall Bible  ·  by Dean Kowalski

Thanks for  picking up the book.  This  is  the companion you tape inside the closet  door before you start:
what to actually buy at the drywall aisle, the coat-by-coat taping sequence with the dry times, which patch
to use for which hole, and what the finish Levels 0 through 5 really mean so you know when you're done.
Print it, fold it, keep it in the mud pan.

Drywall is ten percent hanging and ninety percent finishing, and the finishing is just two things nobody
bothers to teach you: thin coats and patience. The pros make it look easy because they let the wide knife
and  gravity  do  the  flattening,  not  the  sandpaper.  Get  the  mud  thin,  let  it  dry  all  the  way,  feather  the
edges to nothing, and your patch disappears under paint. That's the whole trade. — Dean



Tools & Materials — What to Buy, What to Skip

Don't walk that aisle cold. Here's the honest cart for a homeowner doing repairs and a small room.

The Knives — Buy a Progression, Not One Knife

The  whole  three-coat  method  is  built  on  going  wider  each  coat,  so  you  need  wider  knives  to  do  it.  Buy
stainless — it won't rust and it stays clean. A nicked or crusty blade drags a line through every pass.

Knife Coat it's for Job

6-inch taping knife Coat 1 (bed) Bed tape, fill, mud screws

10-inch knife Coat 2 (fill) Spread wider, bury the tape

12-inch knife Coat 3 (finish) Skim, feather edges to nothing

A 4-inch  putty  knife  is  handy  for  tiny  dabs;  a  14-inch  helps  on  big  flat  butt  joints.  But  6,  10,  and 12  do
everything in this pack.

The Mud — Know Your Three Kinds

This trips people up more than anything. "Mud" is joint compound, and there's more than one.

Mud What it is Use it for

All-purpose
(premixed)

Ready-mixed gray paste in a bucket. Dries by
losing water (slow), sands easy.

The default. Bed tape and fill coats. Learn on this — it
does all three coats fine.

Topping Lighter, smoother, sands easier. Weak — never
bed tape in it.

The last coat or two only, to save sanding.
Nice-to-have, not required.

Setting-type
("hot mud")

Powder you mix; hardens on a chemical timer
("20-minute," "45-minute"). Strong, barely
shrinks.

Deep fills, gaps, and same-day coats. Mix only what
you'll use — once it kicks, it kicks, in the pan and on
your tools.

Keep the lid tight on the bucket so it doesn't skin over. Learn on premixed all-purpose, add hot mud once
you're comfortable.

Tape — Paper vs. Mesh

The tape over a seam is doing the structural work, so this matters.

• Paper tape — a plain paper ribbon you bed into a layer of mud. The standard, the strongest, the flattest
seam, and the only good choice for inside corners (it folds on a crease). No glue — you stick it down in
wet mud. If you only learn one, learn paper.

• Self-adhesive mesh — fiberglass with a sticky back, press it straight on, no bedding coat. Easier for a
beginner,  but  weaker,  so  you  must  mud  it  with  setting-type  (hot)  mud,  not  all-purpose.  Lousy  on
inside corners. Fine on flat seams and small patches.
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The Rest of the Cart

• A mud pan (metal, hard edge to scrape your knife) — start here, not a hawk.
• Paper-faced corner bead for outside corners — crispest result for a non-pro.
• Drywall screws — 1-1/4" for 1/2" board, 1-5/8" for 5/8" board or ceilings.
• A pole sander and a hand block, 120 and 150 grit, plus a sanding sponge for corners and detail.
• A real N95 mask — not the paper one that hooks over your ears.

Skip starting out:  the banjo,  the hawk (until  you're comfortable),  topping compound (all-purpose covers
it), and every end-cap gadget that promises to finish for you. There isn't one.
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Taping & Mudding Sequence — Coat by Coat

Three thin coats, each wider than the last, each feathered to nothing, with real drying time between. By the
third coat the seam is a wide, shallow, invisible mound and the wall  reads as one flat surface. Each coat
goes wider so there's never an edge to throw a shadow under raking light.

Coat Knife Mud feel What you're doing Dry before next coat

1 —
Bed/tape

6-inch Soft
peanut
butter

Bed the tape in a thin layer, wipe it down tight, catch
bubbles. Just gluing tape down flat — don't try to hide
anything yet.

Overnight (until dull,
uniform color, no dark
damp spots)

2 — Fill 10-inch Soft, like
thick
batter

Lay a band over the tape and a few inches past, pull flat
in long strokes at ~25–30°, feather each edge to zero.
Tape disappears.

Overnight

3 —
Finish/skim

12-inch Looser,
like heavy
cream

One clean continuous pull, thin glass-smooth film,
feather 12+ inches out from center. The edges are the
whole point.

Overnight, longer if
humid, before sanding

A lot of beginners run their finish-coat mud way too thick. Thin it. A thin finish coat sands in two passes;
a thick one fights you the whole way.

Mudding Screws — The X Pattern, Three Passes

Every screw dimple gets its own small three-coat treatment. Load a little mud on the 6-inch knife, swipe
one direction, then swipe across at 90° making an X. The cross stroke fills the dimple; the second wipes it
flush without dragging the fill  back out.  Hit  each screw again on coat-two day and coat-three day — the
mud shrinks each time, so one pass always leaves a dimple you'll see in the light.

The Whole-Wall Rhythm

This is why finishing takes a week, not an evening. Don't try to compress it — the single biggest cause of
cracked, ridged, peeling finish is the next coat going over a coat that wasn't dry.

1. Day 1: Bed all tape (coat 1). First X-pass on screws. Dry overnight.
2. Day 2: Knock down ridges. Fill coat (coat 2), feather edges. Second X-pass. Dry overnight.
3.  Day  3:  Knock  down.  Finish  coat  (coat  3),  thin  mud,  widest  knife,  feathered  wide.  Third  X-pass.  Dry
overnight.
4. Day 4: Sand, raking-light check, touch up, sand any fixes once dry.
5. Then: Prime, inspect under light again, paint.

Setting-type hot mud lets pros stack coats the same day. For one room, the bucket-and-patience schedule
above is the safe one.
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Patch Guide — Pick the Fix by Hole Size

Match the repair to the damage. The through-line is the same as the big walls: back a failed fastener with
two good ones, put tape across anything that moves, fill in thin coats, feather wide.

Damage Size The fix

Nail /
screw pop

A bump or
popped paint,
gray head
showing

Two-screw fix: new screw 1–2" above and below into the same stud, set the old head
below flush, then X-pattern mud, three passes. Don't just re-drive the old one — it'll pop
again.

Nail hole
/ tiny
anchor

Pin-hole up to
pencil-width

Push in blown paper, fill with a dab of mud or lightweight spackle, X-swipe flush.
Shrinks as it dries — hit it twice. Spackle for pin-holes; mud for anything bigger.

Small
dent /
ding / big
anchor

1/2" up to a few
inches

Self-adhesive mesh patch centered over the hole, pressed flat, then three thin feathered
coats getting wider. Feather wide — it sits proud like a butt joint.

Fist-size
hole

A few inches up
to ~6–8"

California (butterfly) patch: scrap drywall cut bigger than the hole, score the back and
snap the gypsum off the perimeter leaving paper "wings," butter mud on the wall, set the
plug in and bed the wings like tape. No backer needed.

Large
hole

Dinner-plate
up to ~12", not
on a stud

Cut-out-and-backer patch: square the hole, screw wood cleats (1x2 or scrap) behind the
edges, screw a drywall plug to the cleats, tape all four seams, three coats, X the screws. A
patch over open air always fails — back it.

Whole
damaged
section

Bigger than 12",
or
water-damaged
area

Cut back to stud centers on each side so old and new both land on solid wood, screw in a
fresh piece, tape and finish like new sheets.

Cracks — Know Which Kind You've Got

A crack needs tape across it, not just mud in it. Mud alone in a moving crack is temporary.

• Stress crack (off a door/window corner): widen into a small V, fill, bed tape across it, three feathered
coats.

• Hairline corner crack (tape still sound): a thin bead of paintable caulk, tooled smooth. If the tape has
lifted, cut it out and re-tape the corner properly.

• Recurring / structural (same crack comes back, diagonal, stair-step, widening): Stop. That's the house
moving. Mud will never hold it. Find the cause first.

Water Damage — Source First, Always

Don't  patch water-damaged drywall  until  you've  found and killed the  water,  or  you'll  patch it  again and
maybe  seal  mold  in  the  wall.  Order:  fix  the  source  to  cut  out  all  soft/stained  stuff  to  dry  the  cavity
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completely  to  check for  mold to  replace  with  moisture-resistant  board to  block  the  stain  with  shellac  or
oil-based primer to then tape and finish. A real mold problem is a pro's call, not a weekend patch.
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Finish Levels 0 to 5 — Know When You're Done

The trade rates a finished wall on a 0-to-5 scale. Knowing the level tells you how far to take a job — you
don't always need Level 5, and chasing it where it isn't needed just makes more dust.

Level What it means Where it's used

0 No taping, no mud, no finish at all. Bare board. Temporary work, or where finish isn't decided yet.

1 Tape embedded in one coat of mud over the seams.
No further coats, ridges and tool marks okay.

Above ceilings, attics, service areas nobody sees.

2 One coat over the tape, one over the screws. Tape
covered, but not feathered smooth.

Garages, behind cabinets, under tile — surfaces that get
covered.

3 Two coats over tape and screws. No more bare-tape
lines, but still a working surface.

Walls getting heavy texture, where texture hides the
rest.

4 The standard three-coat finish: tape coat plus two
coats, screws done, all feathered smooth.

Most homes — flat or light-textured walls, flat and
eggshell paint. This is the level this book gets you to.

5 Level 4 plus a skim coat over the entire surface so
bare paper and mud read identically.

Smooth walls under critical light, glossy paint, big
windows. The hardest finish — every flaw shows.

For  a  homeowner,  Level  4  is  the  target  and  a  matched  texture  covers  the  rest.  Level  5  is  where
commercial tapers earn their money and where a lot of DIYers find out how much texture was forgiving
them. If your house has any texture at all, matching it on a patch is far easier than going smooth.

The Raking-Light Check — Your Final Judge

Before you call any wall done, set a bright work light low on the floor and shine it almost parallel across
the surface.  That raking light throws a shadow off  every ridge,  dip,  and tool  line that flat  overhead light
hides. Move it top to bottom and from both sides, mark the bad spots with a pencil, and fix them — sand a
ridge, skim a low spot. When the light can't find a flaw, neither will the paint or the afternoon sun. Do it
now, while you can still fix it.

Where Beginners Go Wrong

Two mistakes ruin almost every DIY drywall job, and both come from being in a hurry.

Too much mud per coat. People load it on thick trying to fill the seam flush in one pass. It shrinks, cracks,
sinks  into  a  crater,  and  leaves  a  ledge  you  sand for  an  hour.  Thin  coats,  each  wider  than  the  last,  build
flatter and sand in two passes. The mud does the work, not the sandpaper.

Sanding  too  soon.  Mud  that's  still  curing  loads  your  paper  in  four  strokes,  gums  up,  gouges,  and  never
comes smooth — and the next coat over a damp one is what cracks and peels later. Wait for dull, uniform
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color  with  no dark  damp spots.  If  it  looks  darker  or  feels  cool  to  the  back of  your  hand,  walk  away and
come back.

Get those two right — thin coats, full dry time — and the part everybody dreads turns into the part where
the wall  finally  comes together.  When you make your first  patch disappear under paint,  I'd  love to  hear
about it, and in a couple of emails I'll tell you how a quick word from you helps this book reach the next
homeowner standing over a hole in the hallway.

Thin coats, let it dry, don't chase it wet,

Dean Kowalski
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