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Middle Tennessee Crawlspace Inspection Checklist

Homeowners in Middle Tennessee - from Franklin and Brentwood to Murfreesboro and Columbia -
face crawlspace challenges unique to our region. Hot, humid summers, heavy seasonal rains, and clay-
rich soil create a perfect storm for crawlspace moisture problems ' 2 . This checklist will help you
inspect key aspects of your crawlspace and spot red flags specific to Middle TN conditions. Use it to decide
if you might need crawlspace work and to feel confident comparing quotes or seeking help. (Note:
Crawlspace Help TN is not a contractor; we offer guidance and referrals upon request.)

Drainage & Groundwater

Water control is critical. Middle TN's heavy rains and “red clay” soil (which holds water like a sponge 3 ) can lead
to water pooling under your home.

« [ ] Standing Water: After a good rain, check your crawlspace for any standing water or mud. Even a
few inches of water can cause thousands of dollars in damage and create a mold-friendly
environment 4 . Look for water stains or mud lines on foundation walls as signs of past flooding.

[ 1 Downspouts & Grading: Walk around your home's exterior. Do gutters and downspouts direct
water at least 5-6 feet away from the foundation? Is the ground sloped to carry rainwater away? (In
Middle TN, improper grading or short downspouts can send runoff right toward your foundation

5 .) Adjust extensions or grading if needed to reduce crawlspace moisture risk.

+ [ ] Drainage Systems: If your crawlspace has a sump pump or French drain, ensure they're
working. Test the sump pump float and look for any drain outlet blockage. During wet spring
months, a functioning sump or drain is key to keeping that clay soil from puddling water under your
home.

+ Red Flags: Finding standing water or consistently damp soil in the crawlspace is ared flag 3 .
Water damage (rotting wood, rust on metal) or a lingering swampy odor indicates poor drainage.
These issues may require professional solutions (like installing a sump pump, interior drain, or re-
grading the yard) to protect your foundation.

Vapor Barrier & Ground Moisture

Because our Tennessee soil holds moisture, a proper vapor barrier is crucial to keep ground moisture from raising
crawlspace humidity.

* [ 1 Ground Cover: Verify that a thick plastic vapor barrier covers the entire crawlspace floor. Building
code calls for a Class 1 vapor retarder (often 6-mil polyethylene sheeting) fully covering exposed
earth and extending up the walls 6 . If you see a lot of bare soil, that's a problem - exposed soil can
release gallons of water vapor into the crawlspace air daily.

+ []1Sealed Seams: Inspect how the plastic sheeting is laid out. Seams should overlap by at least 6
inches and ideally be taped or sealed 7 . The vapor barrier should also run a few inches up the
foundation walls and be secured (taped or fastened) to the wall. This continuous seal keeps ground
moisture and soil gases (like radon) trapped under the liner.
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« [ 1 Barrier Condition: Check the condition of the vapor barrier. Are there tears, gaps, or areas where
the plastic has pulled away? A vapor barrier only works if it's mostly intact. Also notice if the top of
the barrier is covered in mud or mold - that could indicate water has gotten on top of it or long-term
dampness.

+ Red Flags: No vapor barrier at all, or one that covers only part of the ground, is a major red flag in
our humid climate. If your crawlspace floor is just dirt (or the plastic is patchy and incomplete), it's
likely contributing to high moisture and mold. A missing or damaged vapor barrier should be
addressed ASAP 8 - it's one of the most effective steps to dry out a crawlspace.

Ventilation & Humidity

Many older Middle TN homes have vented crawlspaces. Unfortunately, our humid climate means those vents can
often work against us by letting in moisture-laden air 9 .

* [ ] Foundation Vents: If your crawlspace has vents in the foundation walls, check their condition and
whether they're open or closed. Screens should be intact to keep critters out. As a general rule in
Middle TN, vents are opened in the warmer months and closed in winter 10 . (Open them around
late winter/early spring to increase airflow, and close in late fall to conserve heat and prevent cold
drafts 10 ) Ensure the vent flaps move freely.

* [ 1 Seasonal Humidity Check: On a hot summer day, peek into the vented crawlspace. Is the air
stagnant or do you see condensation on cool surfaces (pipes, ductwork)? Remember, our summer
air is often extremely humid (dew points in the 70s°F) 11 . When that air hits the cooler crawlspace
or A/C ducts, water can condense and raise the crawlspace humidity rather than lowering it. If you
notice condensation or a musty smell even with vents open, the crawlspace may be too humid.

+ [ 1 Dehumidifier or Conditioning: If your crawlspace is encapsulated (sealed with no open vents),
make sure there's a system controlling humidity - either a dehumidifier or an HVAC supply/exhaust
per code 12 . For vented crawlspaces, you might consider using a dehumidifier in summer if the
relative humidity stays high (over ~60%). Ideally, crawlspace humidity should be kept around 50%
year-round 13 . Pro tip: A simple hygrometer can help you monitor this.

* Red Flags: Musty, damp air in the crawlspace even when vents are open is a red flag that passive
ventilation isn't enough. Vented crawlspaces in Middle TN often suffer from stagnant, humid air
that leads to mold and structural moisture issues 14 . If you're consistently seeing high humidity (RH
>70%), condensation, or mold growth, it may be time to consider professional solutions like
crawlspace encapsulation or adding powered ventilation. Simply leaving vents open isn’t solving the
moisture problem 11 .

Insulation & Energy Loss

Insulation in crawlspaces (if present) can tell a story about moisture. Many Middle TN crawlspaces have fiberglass
batts between floor joists - which often sag or fall when wet.

[ ] Sagging or Fallen Batts: Look at the fiberglass insulation between your joists. Is it hanging down
or fallen onto the crawlspace floor? Sagging insulation is usually a sign of moisture: humid air or
leaks have been absorbed by the “fluffy” fiberglass, making it heavy. Over time it clumps and pulls
away from the joist, often ending up on the ground 15 . If you see batts lying on the crawlspace floor
or barely clinging to the joists, note those areas - they likely correspond to where moisture is
highest.
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« [1 Damp or Moldy Insulation: Check the condition of the insulation itself. Touch (with gloves) a
piece of fiberglass - does it feel damp or have dark spots? Wet insulation not only loses its R-value,
but can become a breeding ground for mold. Fiberglass actually acts like a sponge, soaking up
moisture and holding it against the wood joists 16 . This keeps the wood wet long enough for mold
and rot to start, even if the insulation itself isn't “moldy.” Any insulation that is soggy, moldy, or has a
musty smell is compromised.

[ 1 Proper Installation: If fiberglass batts are present, they should be secured snugly against the
subfloor. In a vented crawl, code requires R-19 batts (about 6 inches thick) in contact with the floor

17 . Make sure batts haven't dropped, and that insulation hangers or supports are in place to hold
them up. Gaps or detached batts mean your floor is not properly insulated (and your heating bills
may be higher).

[ 1 Encapsulated Crawl Insulation: If your crawlspace is sealed/encapsulated, you might not see
fiberglass at all - instead, you'll have foam board or spray-foam insulation on the crawlspace walls
and rim joist. This is correct for an encapsulated design 8 . Check that any foam insulation is intact
and covering the walls continuously. Also verify that the rim joist (where the house frame meets the
foundation) is insulated/sealed, as this is a common area for air leaks.

Red Flags: Insulation lying on the ground, dripping wet, or visibly moldy is a red flag. It not only
signals a moisture problem, but it means your home is missing insulation where it should be. In
some Middle TN homes, owners or contractors have removed soggy insulation after mold
problems, but never solved the underlying humidity issue 19 . If you see missing batts or remnants
of insulation, be cautious: the crawlspace may have had a mold remediation without proper follow-
up. Solve the moisture issue (ventilation or encapsulation) before reinstalling insulation, or you'll
likely see the problem return 20 .

Mold & Odors

High humidity and warmth make crawlspaces ideal for mold. “Musty” smells or mold spots are more than
nuisances - they're health and structural warnings.

« [ 1 Musty Odor: When you open your crawlspace hatch or door, take a sniff. A dank, musty smell is
often the first sign of mold or mildew starting to grow 2! . Don't ignore a musty odor just because
you can't see the mold - if it smells moldy, it likely is moldy (or at least overly damp) down there. That
odor can seep into your home's living space, too.

« [ ] Visible Mold or Mildew: Using a good flashlight, inspect the wood framing (joists, beams,
subfloor) and other surfaces for visible mold. It might appear as fuzzy white, green, or black growth,
or even just dark staining on wood. Common spots include around the perimeter, near any water
pipes or HVAC vents, and on the bottom of subflooring. Any visible mold larger than a few square
feet should be addressed. Remember: mold indicates a moisture problem. Simply cleaning it without
fixing the humidity or leak means it will likely return.

+ [ ] Condensation Signs: Check metal and other cool surfaces for condensation or rust. For example,
touch your HVAC ductwork or plumbing lines - are they dripping or covered in beads of water?
Condensation on ducts/pipes in summer means the crawlspace humidity is high 22 . Those water
droplets can drip onto wood and insulation, feeding mold growth. Also look at the ground vapor
barrier; condensation can sometimes accumulate on top of it if humidity is high.

* [ ] Health & Air Quality: Think about any allergy-like symptoms in your home. If family members
experience unexplained allergies or respiratory issues, the crawlspace air could be a contributor
(since up to 50% of household air can flow from the crawlspace via the “stack effect”). Mold spores
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and dust mites thrive in humid crawlspaces, and they can infiltrate your living space. It's worth
checking crawlspace conditions if the household has chronic allergy symptoms.

+ Red Flags: Visible mold covering large areas, rot-softened wood, or a strong moldy odor in the
home are serious red flags. Extensive mold colonies (e.g. whole joists coated in mold) can lead to
wood rot over time 23 , undermining your home’s structure and potentially affecting your indoor air
quality and health. If you find significant mold, you likely need professional remediation and
moisture control (dehumidification or encapsulation) to permanently fix the issue. Also, if wood
members are soft to the touch or crumbly, that indicates advanced decay - a structural engineer
or crawlspace repair specialist should evaluate that promptly 24 .

Structural & Pest Check

A healthy crawlspace supports a healthy home. Take a moment to assess the structural elements and be on the

lookout for pests, which are common in Middle Tennessee (termites especially love our moist, dark crawlspaces
25 ),

* [ ] Wood Framing Integrity: Examine the wooden posts, beams, joists, and subfloor. Use a
screwdriver or awl to lightly probe suspect areas (especially where wood meets the ground or
foundation walls). Wood should be hard and sound. Soft, spongy, or crumbling wood is a sign of
rot or long-term moisture damage 24 . Focus on areas where you noticed moisture or mold earlier -
those are prime spots for rot. Make sure support piers and girders are plumb and firm; if a pier is
tilted or a girder looks sagged, take note.

[1Floor Level and Sag: While inside your home, consider if the floors above the crawlspace are
sagging or bouncy. Crawlspace issues often manifest as uneven floors. Excess moisture can cause
floor joists to warp and rot over time 26 , [eading to that “bouncy” or sloping floor feeling. If you've
observed floors getting worse, inspect the corresponding crawlspace area for failing joists or settled
supports.

[ 1 Termite & Pest Inspection: Look for signs of termites, especially along foundation walls and
wood surfaces. Termites in TN build telltale mud tubes (thin, muddy tunnels about the width of a
pencil) on crawlspace walls or piers - if you see these, it means termites have been active, traveling
from the soil to the wood. Tennessee is in a high-risk zone for subterranean termites, and these
insects love damp crawlspaces 25 . Also check wood for tiny holes or chewed sections (could indicate
wood-boring beetles or ants). Additionally, scan for rodent droppings or nests; rodents often enter
crawlspaces through vent openings or gaps.

[ 1 Metal Components: If you have metal jack posts, support brackets, or plumbing hangers, inspect
them for rust. Rust can indicate chronic high moisture or past flooding. (For example, rusty metal
fasteners on joists could mean the crawlspace had condensation or water issues for a long period.)
While metal rust doesn’t necessarily mean structural failure, it's a clue about moisture levels and
should be noted.

Red Flags: Structural red flags include wood that you can easily puncture with a screwdriver (rot),
joists or beams that have significant mold/rot damage, or piers and posts that are no longer straight
and secure. These conditions can lead to sagging floors or worse and typically need professional
repair. Pest red flags include active termite mud tubes, large amounts of frass (sawdust-like
droppings from wood-boring insects), or a big rodent infestation. Remember that termites require
a moist environment to survive 25, so a termite problem often goes hand-in-hand with a
moisture problem. If you see signs of termites or major pest activity, call a pest control specialist for
a thorough inspection and treatment plan.
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Seasonal Crawlspace Maintenance

Crawlspace conditions can change with the seasons. Middle Tennessee’s climate has distinct wet and humid
periods, so timing your inspections can help catch problems early.

+ [ 1 Spring (Rainy Season): Spring brings heavy rains and storms in Middle TN 27 . Plan a crawlspace
check in late winter or early spring (March/April). You'll be able to see if winter rains left any
standing water or if new leaks have appeared. It's also a good time to open foundation vents (if
using them) around the end of winter 10 . Ensure any winter debris is cleared from vent openings
and that your sump pump (if present) is ready for spring rains.

[ 1 Summer (High Humidity): Our summers are notorious for heat and humidity 28 . Check the
crawlspace in mid-summer (June/July) when humidity is at its peak. This is when you're most likely to
smell new mustiness or see condensation problems if your crawlspace is struggling. Monitor the
relative humidity inside the crawl - if it stays above ~60% for days on end, conditions are ripe for
mold 13 . Running a dehumidifier or increasing ventilation during these months can prevent bigger
issues.

[1Fall (Prep for Cold): In fall (October/November), do a pre-winter inspection. This is the time to
close crawlspace vents as nights get chilly 10 (closing them helps keep pipes from freezing and
floors warmer). Check that any crawlspace insulation is snug after the summer (re-secure any batts
that may have sagged). Also look for any new cracks or entry points - critters often start seeking
shelter in crawlspaces in the fall, so seal any gaps larger than ~1/4 inch.

[ 1 After Big Storms: Middle TN can get heavy downpours (or even remnants of hurricanes). It's wise
to peek into the crawlspace after any major storm or multi-day rain event, regardless of season.
Quick checks can catch emerging problems - like a sump pump that failed or a new water intrusion -
before they get worse.

[ 1 Regular Schedule: In general, aim for at least two full inspections a year (for example, every
spring and fall). Mark it on your calendar. Regular crawlspace maintenance will help you spot issues
while they're still minor. Many problems (wood rot, mold, pests, structural shifts) start small and
gradually worsen - catching them early can save a lot of money. Plus, if you ever get quotes from
contractors, you'll be a more informed homeowner when you already know what's going on under
your home!

Crawlspace Help TN - Guidance Only: This checklist is for educational use so you can make informed
decisions. Crawlspace Help TN is not a contractor and performs no repairs; we provide honest guidance and can
connect you with vetted professionals upon request. 1
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