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Abstract:
Just about everyone in the building industry can be guilty of using building terms loosely, and a prime
example is with attics, roof assemblies. Just so that we are all on the same page.

A little “venting” on venting:
Just about everyone in the building industry can be guilty of using building terms loosely,
and a prime example is with attics, roof assemblies. Just so that we are all on the same
page:
You can vent single components, you can vent assemblies, and you can vent spaces. But
doing one is not the same as doing the others.
• Venting or (“back venting”) roof cladding – when we do this, we allow air exchange
behind the cladding and subsequently allow venting of moisture and some heat from
underneath the cladding. Corrugated roof claddings (tile, metal, fiberglass sheets) are
inherently vented because of their profile or shape. Other claddings (wood shingles and
shakes, standing seam metal) are vented when installed on furring strips or mesh
spacers.
• Venting roof sloped decks – If vent chutes or spacers are installed between framing on
the underside of the structural roof deck (“cold” roof), then air (“flushing” heat and
moisture) can circulate underneath the roof deck from a vented soffit to a vented ridge.
This is a common building practice with cathedral ceilings in cold climates. An air
barrier under the insulation system is necessary to separate the conditioned space from
the vented space.
• Venting attics – Codes define an attic to be “the space between the ceiling beams of the
top story and the roof rafters” [The BOCA Basic National Building Code]. So an attic
is just a space. A vented attic must mean a sloped roof where the drainage plane occurs
at the roof assembly and the thermal barrier and pressure boundary (air barrier) occur
at the ceiling assembly. This means that we can take advantage of this large volume of
air and move it (exchange it) for moisture control. An unvented attic dictates that all
three functions—drainage plane, thermal barrier and pressure boundary (air
barrier)—take place somewhere within the roof assembly. Since we no longer have
this large volume of exchanged air to handle moisture, our pressure boundary
performance becomes more critical. And of course, a cathedral ceiling means you
don’t have an attic space and dictates that the roof assembly contains all three
functions or components as well. So, an unvented attic means the same thing as a
sealed attic, or a conditioned (or at least semi-conditioned) attic, based on where those
four components have all ended up.
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