Dialing In a

Tune up your saw and add a
few simple jigs for an efficient,
accurate, and dependable tool

BY GARY STRIEGLER

hen I started my construction business, a tablesaw was one of my very first
purchases. Since buying it, I have learned volumes about tablesaw setup and

technique. And by working around dozens of great carpenters over the years, 1

have built up a sizable collection of tips and tricks for working safely and effi-

ciently with a tablesaw.

As versatile as this tool can be, it can also be one of the most dangerous if not operated properly

and carefully. A good starting point is “Make Any Tablesaw Safer” (FHB #293), an article that
outlines the basics for how to use a tablesaw safely, including making a simple job-site push stick,
understanding the benefits of riving knives and guards, using the right blade, and having the cor-
rect blade insert for the work you’re doing. With those basics out of the way, I'll demonstrate here
how to get a saw in shape for high-end trimwork.

Before turning on my tablesaw, I always check that it is adjusted correctly to help ensure the saf-
est and most accurate cuts. After walking you through the process of adjusting the various parts
of the saw, I will show you a must-have cross-cut sled and jigs for making long tapered rips safely

and easily. O

Second-generation builder and frequent Fine Homebuilding contributor Gary Striegler
owns Craftsman Builders, a Fayetteville, Ark., company specializing in millwork and interior
details. Photos by Roe Osborn.

TRUE THE BLADE AND THE FENCE FOR PRECISE CUTS

SQUARE THE BLADE
TO THE TABLE

Every time | move my
tablesaw to a new location,
I make sure that the blade
is square to the table. This
is critical for doing fine finish
work. Many carpenters use
a framing or rafter square,
but | find it easier to use

a board cut square on the
miter saw. Once | have set
the blade square and set
the angle stop and pointer
at 0°, | repeat the process
to set the 45° angle stop.
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A CUT BOARD CHECKS
FOR SQUARE After cutting
a board square on a miter
saw, angle the board slightly
so that the crisp edge puts a
fine line against the tablesaw
blade while adjusting for
square. Sight down the table,
and adjust the angle until
there is no gap between the
board and the blade.

LOCK IN ZERO
Once the blade is
adjusted square,
set the angle stop
to ensure that the
blade angle returns
to 0° after every
blade-angle change,
and set the pointer
on 0° as well.

ALIGN THE
BLADE TO
THE MITER
SLOTS

Another more

subtle adjustment

is making sure that

the track of the

blade is perfectly

parallel to the miter

slots in the table.

That adjustment

usually involves moving the
motor housing slightly. This
adjustment is absolutely
critical for making and using a
sled jig (see “An Easy-to-Build
Cross-Cut Sled,” p. 60).
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PARALLEL ALIGNMENT
Raise the blade, and measure
the distance between the
saw teeth and the miter slot
at both the front and back
of the blade. If the distance
doesn’t match, adjust the
motor housing and carriage.

ADJUST THE FENCE

With adjustments to the blade
locked in, the final thing |
check is the rip fence in the
locked position. If work is
starting to bind or burn, it's
usually a sign that the fence

is out of parallel with the
blade and too tight on the
outfeed side. | adjust the
fence accordingly with a slight
gap on the outfeed side. For
efficient work, | like to use the
measuring scale on the rail
that holds the fence to set the
width of my rips. So while I'm
adjusting the rip fence, | also
calibrate the rip scale.

CHECK THE FENCE

| rip a board and then
set it back against the
fence with the motor
turned off. With the
board against the blade,
it should be touching
the fence at the infeed
point, with a gap of
about Y4 in. at the
outfeed end.
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TWEAK AS
NEEDED Every
fence adjusts a
little differently,
but most have
a screw or Allen
screw to adjust
the outfeed in
or out.

CALIBRATE
THE RIP SCALE
After making

a rip, check

the width of
the cut board
and adjust the
measuring scale
pointer to that
measurement.
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SUPPORT INFEED AND OUTFEED

On most projects, | need a workbench and an outfeed table for my tablesaw.
By building a bench to the right height, | can position it to be both my work
surface and outfeed support for ripping long boards.

There are a couple critical safety concerns when feeding material through a
tablesaw: Be sure to push the material well past the blade after each rip, and
always keep material flat on the saw table as you feed it into the blade.

SET THE RIGHT BLADE
HEIGHT Typically "2 in. to

%4 in. of the blade should
extend above the wood while
cutting. One general rule is to
set the blade height so that
the top of the work is even
with the bottom of the gullet
between sets of saw teeth.

OUTFEED SUPPORT

A workbench that is about
%4 in. lower than the saw
table is a great way to
support material sent through
the tablesaw. Long rips bend
down slightly before landing
on the bench top. If the
bench top is much higher,
there is a risk of the work
bumping into the workbench
rather than riding over it.

FLAT-OUT APPROACH
Always keep material flat
against the saw table when
feeding it into the blade.

PUSH WORK PAST
THE BLADE When
ripping material,
always push the
work well past

the blade before
turning off the saw.
Try to keep your
fingers a minimum
of 3 in. from the
blade at all times.
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THREE WAYS TO RIP TAPERS

| use a couple of different
sled jigs for making long
tapered rips when | need
them for things like extension
jambs. Each of these options
starts with a length of shelf
stock 10 in. to 12 in. wide
placed next to the tablesaw
fence so that the shelf stock
just touches the saw blade.

| measure the width of my
tapered rip from the edge

of the shelf stock and mark
those widths at each end.
Then it's just a matter of lining
up the work with the marks
and choosing a strategy for
securing the work to the
shelving stock.

CLAMP-TRACK RIPPING The
simplest sled jig for making long
tapered rips uses a section of clamp
track tacked to the shelving stock.
Clamps in the track hold the work in
place as you line up the cut with the
edge of the sled.

STRIPS CONTROL THE TAPER

In this version of the ripping jig,

| position the work using narrow
strips of wood tacked to the
shelving. A strip on the long side
sets the width of the taper, while a
shorter strip at the back end helps

TACK THE WORK TO
THE SLED JIG With
this option, the work
attaches directly to

the shelving stock with
small nails or screws for
making a tapered rip.

push the material through the saw.

SAFE PLUNGE CUTS

Although it's somewhat
infrequent, carpenters can
face the challenge of making a
partial cut in plywood or trim
stock on the tablesaw. Plunge-
cutting involves raising the
blade into the work when a full
rip cut is not called for. One
example is the hinge mortising
jig that I'm working on here.

| start with a length of %-in.
plywood as long as the door
and lay out the hinge positions
along one edge.

RAISE THE BLADE
Lower the blade fully,
and align the hinge
locations on the board
with the locations marked
on the fence. While
holding down the board,
turn on the saw. Crank
the blade up slowly and
carefully to the proper
height. Move the board
slightly until the saw kerf
meets the layout lines.
Repeat the process at
each hinge location.

MARK THE BLADE LOCATION With the saw
turned off, center a hinge location on the raised
blade and transfer the marks to the fence.

CROSSCUTS
REMOVE
WASTE Using
the crosscut sled
shown on the
following pages,
make cuts at
each of the cut
lines to remove
the waste. The
resulting hinge-
routing template
is ready for a
router’s pattern-
cutting bit.

SET THE WIDTH OF THE CUT To set the fence
position, measure the width of the required cut to
the outside of the blade.
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AN EASY-TO-BUILD CROSSCUT SLED

| use a tablesaw primarily for ripping, but when | need
to crosscut pieces that are too wide for the miter saw,
such as deep shelving, | use a shop-built sled. The
accuracy and smooth operation of the sled depend on
having the blade perfectly aligned to the miter slots in
the saw table (see p. 56).

| begin by making the guide strips that fit closely
but slide easily in the tablesaw miter slots. Next, |
make the table for the sled and attach the strips to
the table. | draw reference lines for nailing the table to
the strips. After flipping the table over, | tap the strips
down with a hammer. Finally, | make a simple fence for
the sled and attach it to the sled table.

1 ¢ FIT THE GUIDE STRIPS

Plane 1x stock to fit snugly
into the tablesaw’s miter
slots, then rip the strips to
the depth of the slots.

2 * PREP THE SLED TABLE

Take a piece of ¥%-in. MDF or plywood
about 2 ft. by 3 ft. and make a cut down
the middle, stopping about 8 in. from
the back edge. Be sure to turn off the
saw before removing the sheet.

3 * GLUE THE STRIPS TO THE SLED 4 » TACK THE SLED TO THE STRIPS

Place the strips in the miter slots, and after applying a With lines drawn to guide the nail placement, drive brads to attach the table to
bead of glue to them, drop the table into position using  the strips. Flip the sled table over and hammer the strips tight to the underside
the stationary saw blade to align the table. of the table to fully engage the brads while the glue sets up.

5 « MAKE THE FENCE

6 * SQUARE THE FENCE

For the sled fence,
nail two pieces

of 1x material
together in the
shape of an “L.”
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Use a framing
square aligned
with the cut on
the sled table

to set the fence
perpendicular to
the blade. Tack
the fence to the
table with brads,
then fasten it
securely with
screws.
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PUTTING THE
SLED TO WORK

A crosscut sled allows me to cut
stock that's too wide or too long
to cut safely on the miter saw. With
the sled | can also safely make
angled cuts beyond the capabilities
of the miter saw. In addition, | use
the sled to make dentil molding.

£ Work stand

/

MAKE WIDE CUTS A work stand Stop block
helps support the material where op bloc
it extends past the edge of the
sled. Note the stop block screwed
to the sled fence for making
consistent repetitive cuts.

Shim

SHIM FOR OUT OF SQUARE If the cut on a board needs to be
slightly out of square, slip a shim behind the work until the cut
line is parallel with the saw kerf on the sled before cutting.

Saw kerfs

T

Tooth mark 7

T~ SIMPLIFY DENTIL MOLDING To make quick and easy dentil
Guide strip molding, mark the width of a “tooth” on the sled table out
S from the blade and set the blade height. Then line up the saw
Workpiece kerfs with the mark for each successive cut.
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