
DIY Step-by-Step
Customize Your Kitchen with a Tile Backsplash

Overview
•	 The following instructions are specific to installing 

3x6 subway tile in a running bond pattern on 
drywall. The joints will typically be 1/16-in between 
tiles with a 1/8-in perimeter joint.

•	 Other types of tile may require different installation steps.

1. Prep
•	 Turn off power, remove electrical covers, move 

appliances away from the wall, and cover 
countertops with craft paper and painter’s tape. 
Remove existing tile, if needed. 

•	 Using a level, determine wall flatness. It should be 
flat within ¼-in over 10-in.

•	 Fill deep dips/dents with fast-setting joint 
compound in layers. 

•	 Sand existing paint with a medium-grit (100-150) 
sandpaper.

•	 Clean walls with a mixture of TSP and water 
according to the instructions.

•	 Prime unfinished drywall or joint compound with a 
tile/underlayment primer following manufacturer’s 
instructions. 

•	 Where there is no countertop (such as behind the 
stove) mount a ledger board to help hold the tile in 
place. It will be removed after installation.

2. Plan the Layout
•	 Choose the largest wall or the “focal” point wall 

in your kitchen.
•	 Locate the horizontal center point and mark a 

vertical reference line.
•	 Starting at the reference line, dry-lay tile with spacers 

horizontally on the countertop along the wall.
•	 Make a story pole – mark a board following the tile 

and spacer layout.

•	 If a cut tile will is too narrow, adjust the layout for 
wider pieces at both sides.

•	 Check the vertical layout too. Smaller cut tiles 
should be hidden.

3. Set the Tile
•	 Mix a small batch of mortar in a 5-gallon bucket 

according to the package directions. 
•	 Spread the mortar onto a small section of the wall 

with the flat side of the trowel.
•	 With the notched side of the trowel, comb over the 

mortar in a straight line. 
•	 Using your guidelines, carefully press the tile into 

the mortar.
	› Move the tile perpendicular to the combing 

pattern to collapse the mortar ridges and form a 
solid bond.

•	 While setting the tile, use spacers to keep the 
joints uniform.

•	 Allow ⅛-in space for movement joints where the 
tiles border other surfaces.

•	 Use a grease pencil to mark the center of a tile to 
line up the running bond pattern.

•	 Use the level and a grout float to check 
everything is even.

•	 Cut the tile, mark and set the tile in a snap cutter. 
Score the face then break along the line. 
	› For smaller tile cuts around outlets, use a 

rotary tool with a tile cutting bit and cutting 
guide attachment. The outlet cover will hide 
rough edges. 

•	 Wipe away excess mortar on the face of the tile 
with a wet sponge. 

•	 If the mortar begins to harden, mix a new batch, 
DO NOT ADD MORE WATER.

•	 Allow to dry for 24 hours. 

4. Grout
•	 Remove the spacers between tiles. Leave spacers 

along expansion gaps.
•	 Mix the grout in a bucket according to the 

package directions.
•	 To help spread the grout, slightly moisten the tile 

surface with a damp sponge.
•	 Force the grout into the joints with a grout float held 

at a 45-degree angle. 
•	 Use the float to remove excess grout.
•	 Let the grout firm up in the joints – typically 

15–30 minutes.
•	 With light pressure, pull a damp sponge 

diagonally across the grout joints to remove the 
excess. Also use the sponge to smooth the surface 
of the grout joint.

•	 Turn the sponge over and make another pass in an 
adjacent area.
	› To rinse the sponge, use two buckets of water – 

one for rinsing the grout residue from the sponge, 
and one for wetting the sponge in clean water.

	› Change the water in the buckets frequently to 
help limit haze on the tile.

•	 After the grout cures (about one day), caulk the 
expansion joints along the countertop, cabinets 
and along the perimeter.

•	 If you didn’t use trim or edge piece at the ends 
of the layout, apply a bead of matching caulk 
to cover the tile edge, then smooth it out with a 
smoothing tool.  
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Tools & Materials List
O              Tile
O              Screwdriver
O              Cardboard
O              Joint Compound
O              Sponges
O              Roller and Roller Cover
O              1x4 Board
O              Tape Measure
O              Notched Trowel
O              Grout Float
O              Smoothing Tool
O              Safety Glasses
O              Grout
O              Painter’s Tape
O              Dremel Oscillating tool
O              Drywall Knife
O              Buckets
O              Roller Pan with Liner
O              Drill with Bits
O              Pencil
O              Drywall Knife

O              Rags
O              Electrical Box Plate 	
		      Spacers
O              Gloves
O              Thinset Mortar
O              Craft Paper
O              Long Level
O              Sanding Block 
		      (100 - 150 grit)
O              TSP
O              Tile/Underlayment 	
		       Primer (Primer T)
O              Screws
O              Spacers
O              Tile Nippers
O              Caulk with Caulk Gun
O              Utility Knife
O              Dust Mask
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