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Tune Your 
Tablesaw

Cleaner ripS, 
CroSSCUtS, 
and miterS
no matter the tablesaw, 
if it’s not tuned properly, 
it won’t be capable of 
fine woodworking—and 
worse, it could very well 
be dangerous. but with 
just a handful of common 
tools, you can tune up your 
saw for all manner of cuts 
in a couple of hours. let a 
north bennet Street School 
teacher show you how.

A few key adjustments get 
your saw cutting smoothly

B Y  E L L E N  K A S P E R N
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Most of my projects revolve around a tablesaw. 
When it’s working well, I can make accurate rips, 
crosscuts, and even coves. All are safe and effi-

cient with a well-tuned saw. But a tablesaw needs regular 
maintenance; otherwise, using it is at best frustrating and 
at worst dangerous. If you run through three simple but 
crucial steps to tune your tablesaw, you’ll be back to ac-
curate and safe woodworking in no time. 

The goal of the tune-up is to make the blade, table slots, 
and fence parallel and square. All I need to set my cabinet 
saw are a reliable 12-in. combination square, a dial indica-
tor, a socket wrench, and some brass shims. 

Start at the blade and slots
The tune-up starts with the blade at exactly 90°. Raise the 
blade as high as it will go, set the square against it, and 
look for any light between the ruler and the blade. If you 
see some, the blade’s not square. Adjust it until it is.

Now that the blade is at 90°, you’ll adjust the tabletop 
so the miter-gauge slots are parallel to the blade. 
put the square’s head against the left side of the 
right-hand slot and the ruler at the front of the 
blade. Carefully slide the ruler out toward the 
blade until it lightly rubs a tooth. If you’re 
using a rip blade, pick any tooth. If the 
blade’s a crosscut or combination, pick a 
rip tooth or a tooth angling to the right. 
once the ruler slightly touches the tooth, 
lock the square at that setting. 

Move the square and the same tooth to 
the back. As before, the head of the square 
should be against the left side of the right slot. 

Start flUSh 
and SQUare

 Before anything, adjust the 
insert if necessary; it must be flush with 
the tabletop so the square registers off a 
good, flat surface. Adjust the blade to 90° 
and you’re ready to begin the tune-up. 

T IP
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Check the blade at 
the front and back. 
With the square’s 
head against the left 
side of the right slot, 
slide the ruler until it 
gently rubs a tooth. 
Kaspern moves the 
blade slightly so the 
tooth rubs the end 
of the ruler. Lock the 
ruler here (top right). 
Rotate the blade and 
register off the same 
tooth at the back 
(bottom right). You 
want the tooth to rub 
the ruler the same 
amount as it did at 
the front. If it doesn’t, 
you need to loosen 
and rotate the top.

Tap it home. After loosening three of the bolts that attach the top to 
the cabinet, use the tight bolt as a pivot point to bring the miter slot into 
parallel with the blade. 

Feel the fence. Use your finger to make sure the fence is flush to the 
miter slot at the front. Then check the back. Be sure the fence doesn’t 
overlap the slot at the back, because if it does, you risk kickback. You can 
double-check for flush with a straightedge.

rotate the top for parallel
If the distance from the miter slot to the blade is different 
at the front than at the back, loosen the bolts and tap the 
top to correct it. Check with the square after each tap and 
again after you retighten the top.  

Align the top and fence 
for clean rips

1. Measure the 
distance to the 
miter slot at the 
front and back 
of the blade.

2. Rotate the top to bring the 
slots into parallel with the blade.

3. Align the 
fence parallel 
to the miter 
slot.

1.  AL IGN THE TOP TO THE BLADE

2.  AL IGN THE FENCE TO THE TOP

The last push stick you’ll ever need? 
Learn why Kaspern is such a fan of 
hers at fineWoodworking.com/265.

Online Extra
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Test cut confirms 
your setting. 
Crosscut a piece of 
wood with two flat, 
parallel faces and 
one jointed edge. 
With the jointed 
reference edge 
against the miter 
gauge, run the wood 
through the saw and 
check the cut with a 
reliable square. 

If the slot is parallel to the 
blade, the tooth will touch the 
ruler the same amount. If the 
tooth doesn’t touch or it rubs 
too much, you’ll have to adjust 
the table. 

on cabinet saws, the tabletop 
can be adjusted independently 
of the blade because the two 
aren’t connected. To adjust the 
tabletop, loosen three of the 
four bolts that attach the top 
to the cabinet. The fourth bolt 
will serve as the pivot point. 
Tap the top until the miter slot 
is parallel to the blade. Retight-
en the bolts. 

Now for the fence  
and miter gauge
Now that the slot is parallel to 
the blade, set the fence parallel to the slot. I use the right-hand 
slot to set the fence parallel. lock the fence down so it is flush to 
the right side of the right-hand slot at the front of the saw. Then 
check to see that the fence is flush to the slot at the back end, 
too. Use your fingers and verify with a straightedge. If both front 
and back are flush, the fence and slot are parallel and you’re good 
to go. If not, you’ll need to adjust the fence. A particular concern 
is if the fence toes in toward the blade at the back end. This is 
dangerous because a fence that approaches the blade as it runs 
front to back puts you at risk of violent kickback. Adjust your 
fence per the manufacturer’s directions and check again. 

With the tabletop, blade, and fence parallel, you can true the 

Square the miter gauge. No light should 
appear between the ruler’s edge and the 
miter gauge’s bar while the head of the 

square is tight to the fence. If it does, loosen 
the handle and fine-tune the setting.

Adjust the gauge 
for square crosscuts

miter gauge to make 90° cuts. Use your square to verify that the 
gauge’s rod and fence are square.

Dial in the top
Your saw is now set up for clean rips and crosscuts. sometimes, 
though, things run awry with beveled cuts, so the last step in the 
tune-up is to verify that the saw’s top doesn’t slope up or down 
from front to back. You won’t notice if the table is sloped during 
90° cuts, but when the blade is angled, a table that’s askew can 
cause burn marks, poor cuts, and kickback.

lock down the fence and angle the blade to 45°. You’ll need the 
fence to be exactly parallel to the blade for this procedure. place 
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Measure at the front and back. Move a dial indicator 
along the fence from the front to the back of the blade, 
rotating the blade so the plunger reads off the same 
part. If the needle ascends, the tabletop is sloping down 
toward the back. If the needle descends, the table is 
rising. The difference should be less than 0.005 in. 

Shim with brass 
to align the top. 
To adjust the top, 
place one or more 
notched brass 
shims around the 
bolts that secure 
the tabletop to the 
base. Remember to 
retighten the bolts 
afterward. 

a dial indicator against the 
fence and its plunger against 
the blade. Zero it out. pull the 
plunger away and release it to 
the same spot to make sure it 
has been set correctly.

Move the indicator along the 
fence from front to back, rotat-
ing the blade so the plunger 
reads off the same part of the 
blade. If the needle moves more 
than 0.005 in., it needs to be 
addressed. If the needle moves 
clockwise, shim the back of the 
tabletop; if it moves counter-
clockwise, shim the front. 

I use thin brass stock from 
MsC Industrial supply. The 
shims go between the tabletop 
and cabinet. Notch the shims 
and place them around the 
bolts to avoid stressing the cast 
iron, which is very brittle. Use 
the dial indicator to check your 
results and reshim as necessary.

These steps may seem fin-
icky, but they’re time well 
spent. After all, once your ta-
blesaw is tuned correctly, you 
can turn up the volume on 
your projects to 11. □

Ellen Kaspern, a professional 
woodworker in Boston, teaches  
at North Bennet Street School.

Shim the top to align  
the blade for bevelS
Even if the blade is parallel with the slots, you 
may still get burning when cutting bevels. The 
solution is to tilt the blade and then measure for 
parallel. If it’s off, shim the table at the low end 
to bring it in line.

Level the top 
for burn-free bevels

Shim here 
to bring up 
the front.

Shim here 
to bring up 
the back.
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