
Window wall systems are non-structural, single-
floor spanning glass assemblies installed between 
concrete slabs, commonly used in residential 
and commercial buildings. They are generally 
more cost-effective than curtain walls and can be 
installed via stick-built or unitized methods, with 
key considerations being moisture management, 
structural movement, and thermal performance.

Window wall systems are generally specified for residential & mixed-use 
buildings, when operable windows are required, to meet budget constraints, 
simplify fire-stopping or for acoustic privacy since the systems are structurally 
broken by the floor slab.

These specified, 3rd party systems are included in McGrath’s project scope and 
award.  McGrath orders and stages the engineered components for assembly as 
a unitized system at McGrath’s facilities or an efficient assembly onsite.  Being 
part of the project scope ensures all installation details, transitions to other 
systems and features are detailed within McGrath’s VDC and pre-construction 
drawings prior to McGrath’s installation.
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TYPICAL FEATURES & CONSIDERATIONS

STICK-BUILT: 
Installed piece-by-piece on-site, with vertical mullions and 
horizontal rails assembled first, followed by glass insertion.

UNITIZED: 
Pre-assembled and pre-glazed frames are fabricated by McGrath 
in their shop, then transported and lifted into place, allowing for 
faster installation and superior quality control.

ANCHORAGE:
Window walls typically rely on screw-spline assembly rather than 
shear blocks, and they are anchored to the slab above and below 
using clips.
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TYPICAL FEATURES & CONSIDERATIONS

INSTALLATION CONSIDERATIONS: 
•	 Slab-to-Slab Installation: The system sits on the top of a slab 

and fits under the slab above, requiring precise measurements 
to account for potential slab deflection.

•	 Waterproofing & Drainage: Unlike curtain walls, window walls 
usually lack full pressure equalization, requiring robust flashing 
at the base of each floor to manage water infiltration.

•	 Structural Movement: The system must be designed to 
accommodate seismic activity, wind loads, and thermal 
movement without transferring loads from the building 
structure to the glass.

•	 Sealant Strategies: Proper field sealing is crucial, especially for 
stick-built systems where joints are sealed on-site to ensure air 
and water tightness.

•	 Handling Large Glass: With the trend toward larger glass 
panels, proper equipment and caution are needed for handling 
to avoid damaging edge seals.

PERFORMANCE & DESIGN FACTORS: 
•	 Thermal Performance: The use of insulating glass units (IGUs) 

and broken frames is essential for meeting energy codes, with 
U-factors and solar heat gain coefficients (SHGC) tailored to 
the climate.

•	 Code Compliance: Systems are evaluated for air infiltration 
(ASTM E283), structural load (ASTM E330), and water 
infiltration (ASTM E331).

•	 Appearance: While they can look similar to curtain walls, 
window walls often have more visible aluminum framing at the 
slab edge, although slab edge covers can be used to hide the 
floor structure.
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