
the "two-faced" nature of premium grades makes that choice a difficult 
one.

Only the premium grades of hardwood veneer plywood -- AA, A, and A1 -- pose a
problem in selecting the right face for a project. These grades have veneers on 
both sides that may at first glance look nearly identical (especially AA). However, 
subtle differences do exist, and choosing the right face can make the difference 
between a good end product and a superior one. Here s what you need to know.

The three characteristics of a plywood face

There s a precept among expert cabinetmakers that says a project must be 
striking from afar and look even better up close. That s why they select the 
showing side of panels according to color first, grain second, and veneer splices 
last.

 

Color is the overall tone of the wood. In most cases you ll want a uniform veneer 
coloring all across the stock, or across each of several panels. In some species, 
where industry grading standards accept sapwood as well as heartwood for the 
veneer, there will be a color variation. Here, you ll want to make sure that the 
color variation occurs regularly enough to form a recognizable pattern.

 

Grain, your second consideration, also should be consistent across the face of the
panel you select. If you re working with straight-grained, plain-sliced red oak, for 
instance, you wouldn t want a portion of it to show irregular cathedral grain. Be 
on the lookout, too, for exposed areas of porous end grain. These sections will 
soak up more stain than surrounding surfaces and appear too dark in your final 
project.

The selection of matching flitches, or strips of veneer that make up the panel 
face, was made by the manufacturer; but it s up to you to choose the most 
pleasing effect. Once you have chosen the grain you want displayed in your 
project, stick with the pattern wherever possible.

Plywood 

Hardwood plywood can cost about as much as an equal quantity of solid 
hardwood, depending on grade and appearance. But plywood has many 
advantages: Dimensional stability. Crossbanded layers and balanced 
construction mean that hardwood plywood won't shrink, swell, or warp as much 
as lumber. Its thin plies, lying at right angles to each other, as well as the various 
core materials available, produce uniform strength both with and across the 
grain. Baltic birch, a widely distributed product from Eastern Europe and 
Scandinavia, has even better strength. Varies in thicknesses. Sheets in 1/8", 
1/4", 3/8", 1/2", and 3/4" thicknesses eliminate planing and waste. Large 



panels. Full 4x8' sheets allow you to work large pieces without edge-joining or 
otherwise making up width. Color-matched appearance. In premium grades, at
least one side will be uniform in color and grain, making staining and finishing 
easier.

There Are Some Drawbacks Hardwood plywood does have its limitations. Keep 
these factors in mind so you can make the best choice: Cost. Compared to solid 
stock on a board-foot basis, hardwood plywood definitely is more expensive. 
Limited selection. Because dealers stock what's in demand, your supplier may 
only have three or four types of hardwood plywood, such as the popular oaks, 
birch, and mahogany. You may be able to special-order other types of hardwood 
veneers, but you'll still be limited to a dozen or so of the most common, and no 
exotic woods. You might approach your project by first determining the type of 
hardwood plywood available, then selecting the compatible solid stock. 
Unreliable stated thickness. The tendency for hardwood plywood panels to 
vary in thickness from their stated dimension can be frustrating. If you buy a 
3/4"-thick panel, for instance, it may stray 1/64" to 1/32" from that thickness. 
This often is due to the foreign origin of much of this material and the resulting 
metric thickness measurement, particularly in ash and birch plywood (50 percent 
or more of which comes from Taiwan, Japan, and Indonesia). Be sure to buy all 
hardwood plywood for the same project at one time. Thin face veneers. U.S.-
made hardwood plywood has face veneers averaging 1/30" in thickness. Some 
species, such as black walnut, are sliced thinner, to 1/32". Foreign veneers are 
thinner still and can be tough to saw without splintering and sand without 
destroying.

What Are The Veneer Choices? Veneers, which are nothing more than scant 
slices off a log, vary in appearance because of the methods by which they're 
removed. Oak, birch, ash, and other plentiful species lend themselves to peeling 
by a large lathe. These rotary-cut, continuous slices usually cover a sheet in one 
piece, producing an erratic grain pattern. Because of this simplified slicing 
procedure and the elimination of matching and other hand work, rotary-cut 
veneers cost less. Flat-sliced veneers come off the log one flitch, or cut, at a time 
-- just as a potato passes through a vegetable slicer. A surface covered with flat-
sliced veneer -- and almost all common hardwoods are available this way -- 
resembles a series of glued-up boards. This type of veneer is moderately 
expensive. Once veneers (other than rotary-cut) have been removed from the 
log, they must be added to the plywood core. Match refers to their arrangement 
on the face and back. Slip-matched, the most common way of applying pieces, 
has consecutive flitches as they come off the log butted up side by side. Book-
matched uses consecutive slices, too, but every other one is flipped over for a 
mirror image. A book-matched face resembles the right and left pages of an open
book.

Understanding Grading Hardwood plywood grades, set by both the trade 
association and individual mills, cover varying degrees of quality. But you need to 
acquaint yourself with only those in the table on the following page. While not 
part of the grading standards, the classification of hardwood plywood as either 



Type I or Type II becomes important to you if your project will be used outside. 
Most hardwood plywood has Type II adhesive, a somewhat water-resistant bond. 
For outside applications, you'll want hardwood plywood bonded with truly 
waterproof Type I adhesive.

Grade Veneer Quality Defects allowed

A-Premium If sliced, pieces are slip- or 
book-matched for pleasing 
effect of color and grain. Can 
also be rotary-cut.

Minor, but not frequent burls,
pin knots, and inconspicuous 
small patches.

1-Good
(Cabinet 
Grade)

Unmatched slices permitted, 
but no sharp contrasts in color, 
grain, or figure.

Burls, slight color streaks, pin
knots, and inconspicuous 
small patches in limited 
amounts.

2-Sound No figure, color, or grain 
match.

Smooth patches, sound 
knots, and discoloration or 
varying color.

G1S Dealer-applied designation meaning "Good 1 Side" used 
primarily for foreign-origin plywood of 1/4" thickness; face can 
be good to premium, back with large defects or of another 
hardwood species.

Shop Defects downgrade these good or premium panels to factory 
seconds.

Plywood Grades 

Softwood Plywood Grades

The grading system for softwood plywood is one of the easier puzzles to solve 
when it comes to buying lumber and wood project materials - thanks to the 
simple A-D letter system used to indicate the quality of the panel. The primary 
difference between one grade and another is the number of knot holes and voids 
you'll find in the layers of veneer - defects which occur naturally in just about all 
type of softwood plywood. The number of defects in a panel - and the amount of 
work a wood mill has done to repair the defects - will determine the grade and 
the price of plywood.

Plywood Grades A & B

http://www.hstech.org/howto/material/plywood.htm


The highest quality - and most expensive - types of softwood plywood are the A &
B grades - which is perfect for shop projects like workbench plans. All large knots 
are replaced with football-shaped patches, which can be sanded and finished with
the rest of the panel. Also, any gaps or voids along the edges of the panel are 
usually filled and smoothed off with wood putty. With the A & B grades, the 
number of repaired patches and voids on any given sheet will be low.

Plywood Grades C & D

The more economical types of plywood are the C & D grades. You'll see more 
repaired knots and voids on a sheet, and some defects will be left as is. This type 
of plywood grade is a good choice for projects where you will ultimately cover the 
plywood panel with some other type of cover material - like a smoother MDF 
sheet.

Not all home centers carry the higher-quality A & B grades of plywood. Try 
contacting your closest lumber distributor of woodworking supply store for more 
information and availability.

Why So Many Kinds of Plywood?

If you’ve ever wandered around the lumber section at your local home 
improvement center, you’ve probably seen the endless stacks of plywood lined up
and down the aisles. The variety can be overwhelming, with cryptic labels that 
even store employees don’t understand. Some plywood panels can cost as little 
as $10, and others nearly $100. So how do you decide which plywood to buy for 
a project? Let’s start at the beginning, and try to clear up some of the confusion 
in what makes one plywood panel different from another.

Construction Plywood vs Project Plywood

First understand that home improvement centers cater not only to homeowners, 
but also to general contractors. That means most plywood at the “big box” stores 
is for roofing houses, building garages, and covering bathroom floors (it’s called 
sheathing). You’ll have to look a little deeper in the aisles to find plywood better 
suited for projects like cabinets. This doesn’t mean you can’t use plywood 
sheathing for small projects. In fact, sheathing might be your best choice for 
things like shelving in the garage, storage cabinets in the basement—or anything 
where function is more important than appearance. Sheathing might be a little 
rough to the touch, but it’s still an amazingly strong and durable piece of 
material. Best part is the price – which is well below the cost of other types of 
plywood.

  

CDX - Another type of construction sheathing that might work okay for rough 
shop projects, like work tables and storage. It’s moisture resistant. 

Sanded Pine - With its clean, smooth surface (one or both sides), sanded pine is

http://www.ezwoodshop.com/workbench-plans.html


perfect for building project boxes and cabinets.

Baltic Birch - Here’s the ultimate plywood for building nice shop furniture. No 
need to hide the edges, they’re clean and attractive. 

Indoor vs Outdoor

The big question to ask before buying plywood is where you plan to locate the 
finished project—in the house or in the backyard. Plywood manufacturers are very
specific about this difference, and are careful to label their products for indoor or 
outdoor use.

Plywood for Indoor Projects

For projects that never see the light of day (like cabinets and shop furniture) 
there’s a wide range of plywoods to choose from. Whether your local home center
has all of them in stock is another matter, but most stores should have at least a 
few of the varieties listed below. Pine Veneer My favorite type of plywood for 
building indoor projects is made from pine veneers, and is usually labeled 
something like “Sanded Pine BC” or “ Sandeply.” These panels work great for 
simple wood projects. They’re relatively inexpensive ($20 or less), and have one 
side that’s sanded smooth for painting or finishing. Oriented Strand Board (OSB) 
Sometimes called “wafer board,” OSB is made from wood chips glued together in 
an odd, patchwork design. The crude surface might be too rough for building 
boxes and cabinets, but that’s a judgement call you’ll have to make for yourself. 
Check out the OSB panels at your local home center see what you think.

Plywood for Outdoor Projects - Pressure Treated

Weather is hard on any kind of wood, but it’s especially hard on the delicate wood
veneers in a sheet of plywood. Rain, sleet, snow, and even the sun itself can 
literally destroy plywood in just a few months. And that’s not including all the 
damage from insects. The only practical solution for using plywood outdoors is to 
buy plywood that’s made especially for the outdoors. However, be careful not to 
confuse the words “outdoor,” “exterior,” and “pressure treated” to all mean the 
same thing. In many cases, they’re not. Some types of outdoor plywood can 
withstand years of direct exposure to rain and snow, some can’t.

Pressure-treated plywood, which is saturated with chemicals to ward off mold, 
mildew, and insects, can survive outside for decades without paint or a protective
finish. In most home centers, pressure-treated lumber is located in its own aisle, 
and has a distinctive green cast to its color.

 

CDX sheathing is used primarily by contractors to build exterior walls and 
roofs. The letters “CD” represent the veneer grades used on the front and back, 
and “X” means the glue (not the wood) is rated for outdoor exposure—but only 
for a short time. Eventually the panel must be covered by something more 



weather resistant—like bricks, siding or shingles. CDX can be an inexpensive 
alternative to some of the more expensive pine plywoods, although it’s 
considerably more rough on both the surface and the edges. For down-and-dirty 
projects, like garage shelves and storage bins, CDX can be the perfect budget-
minded choice for wood projects.

Hardware for Pressure-Treated Plywood

Keep in mind that pressure-treated plywood has a tendency to corrode and 
destroy metal—up to five times faster than untreated wood. That means you’ll 
need to use hardware and fasteners designed especially for pressure-treated 
wood. Look for fasteners labeled “exterior” or “galvanized” or “stainless steel.” 

Cutting Plywood 

 Avoid Cross Cutting – Plywood tends to chip the most when cut across its 
width (grain). Cutting along the length of the wood will help to reduce chipping. 

Splintering occurs mainly on the side where the teeth of the saw exit as the 
cutting stroke is completed... So... 

1. Use the Right Blade – Special blades are manufactured for different 
cutting jobs. The number of teeth, width, angle, and rake of the blade all 
impact the cut. Choose a blade that best matches your specific cutting 
situation. 

2. Circular Saw – cut with the “best face” down. 

3. Table Saw – cut with the “best face” up. 

4. Score the Cut First – Run the plywood through the saw removing only a 
minimal amount of wood. The next cut will leave a cleaner cut. 

5. Masking Tape – Put masking tape over the cut line to help keep the fibers 
on the edge from pulling up. 

6. Backing Panel – Attach a backing panel with strong double stick tape. The 
backer board will take the brunt of the damage. 

7. Use a Router – A router fitted with a straight bit will cut a clean line. A 
pilot bit and straight edge will help provide a clean line. 

8. Score with a Utility Knife – Score the cut line with a utility knife. 

9. Buy a Panel Scoring Setup – Some saws can be fitted with a plywood 
panel scoring setup and are ideal if you have to cut a lot of plywood. The 
setup consists of a smaller blade that scores the surface of the plywood 
before it reaches the cutter.,,,
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