
S ome power tools will do their best work right out of 
the box. Don’t expect that from your new tablesaw. 
Unlike a cordless drill or router, a tablesaw needs a 
tune-up on day one. 

If you are incredibly lucky, every part and accessory 
will arrive perfectly aligned. I’ve heard of such 

miracles but never witnessed one myself. The trouble is that a 
misaligned saw is a dangerous saw, and you won’t know until 
you make a cut. At best it will be rough and inaccurate; at 
worst the board will kick back at you or become 
jammed against the fence or blade midcut. 

A tablesaw is designed so that the teeth at the 
front of the blade do all the cutting, and the teeth 
at the back spin freely, without rubbing or cutting into the 
board. For that to happen, the board needs to travel in a 
perfectly straight path through the blade. 

so the first step is aligning the table so that the miter slots 
are parallel with the blade. The rip fence also needs to be set 
perfectly parallel to the blade. 

From there, the tune-up switches from parallel to 
perpendicular, as you set the blade and fences square to the 
table. Those 90° angles are essential if you want to end up with 
tight joints and square projects. so before you plug in a new or 

three stePs tO sAfe, smOOth, sQuAre Cuts
For perfect crosscuts, align the table’s miter slots parallel to the blade. 
For ripcuts, align the fence with a miter slot, and it will be parallel to 
the blade, too. the last step is setting two built-in stops for square cuts.
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1. Align miter slots 
parallel to blade.

2. Align rip fence 
parallel to miter slots.

3. Set stops on 
miter gauge and 
blade assembly.

Set up your 
tablesaw 
for success
b y  a s a  C H R I s t I a N a

COPYRIGHT 2014 by The Taunton Press, Inc. Copying and distribution of this article is not permitted.
F I N E  w o o D w o r k I N g26 Drawing, this page: Jim richey

maintenance



COPYRIGHT 2014 by The Taunton Press, Inc. Copying and distribution of this article is not permitted.
T o o l s  &  s h o p s  2 0 1 5 27



Zero the dial at 
the front. Clamp 
the wood block 
onto the miter-
gauge fence so 
the indicator is 
pushing against 
a tooth. Move the 
blade and miter 
gauge to find the 
high point on the 
tooth, and then 
zero the dial on 
the indicator.

used machine for the first time, go through the following 
steps. once your saw is dialed in, it will stay that way for a 
very long time. 

Align the blade parallel with the miter slots
To align the table (and its miter slots) with the blade, you’re 
going to have to go under the hood, at least a little. Most 
tablesaw manufacturers attempt this step at the factory, but 
even the best machines can get knocked out of line during 
shipping, and used machines are a crapshoot. 

how you check this alignment is the same on all saws, 
but the way you adjust them differs a bit. To check, take a 
measurement from the edge of one of the miter slots to the 
front and back of the blade. If the measurements are the same, 
the blade and table are aligned. I recommend using a 0-to-1-in. 
dial indicator for this step. get the plunge style. You can find 
one on Amazon.com for $20 to $30. 

start by raising the blade as high as it will go to increase 
the distance between back and front, which will give a more 

Check at the back. Mark the tooth you measured earlier, and rotate 
it to the back of the table for another check. The dial shows a different 
reading at the back, meaning that this table is misaligned.

maintenance continued
the miter slots must be parallel to the blade, and a plunge-style dial 
indicator is the best tool for checking. screw it to a small wood block, 
clamp the block to the miter gauge, and slide the gauge back and 
forth to take readings at the front and back of the blade.

1.  cHecK AL IGnMent

Align the blade and table

Close enough for safe cuts. Although not as precise as the 
indicator, a combo square can be used in a pinch. Run its fence 
against the edge of the miter slot, and check that its ruler just 
touches a tooth at the front and back of the blade. 

COmbinAtiOn sQuAre wOrKs, tOOT IP

First check 
reading at front 
edge of blade.

Then check and 
compare reading 
at trailing edge of 
blade.
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Loosen three of the four bolts that attach the table 
to the saw cabinet (above). Give the table a tap at 
one of the loose corners (right), and recheck the 
blade alignment. Lock down the bolts when the 
readings at the front and back of the blade are 
within 0.001 in. of each other. 

Loosen three of the bolts that attach the blade 
assembly (trunnions) to the underside of the table 
(above). Place a wood block against the loose end 
of the blade assembly, which is underneath the 
table, and give it a few taps.  As before, lock down 
the bolts when you get the blade aligned.

precise measurement. In case the teeth are a little uneven or 
have some pitch built up on them, rotate the blade and use the 
same tooth for each measurement. The two numbers should be 
within 0.001 in. of each other, 0.002 at the most.

If your measurements match on the first try, buy a powerball 
ticket. If not, you’ll need to make an adjustment. 

Adjusting cabinet saws—on these saws, the trunnions (the 
assembly that holds the blade) are attached to the cabinet, and 
the table is attached independently, meaning you can move it 
and the blade stays put. 

Adjusting job-site saws—on smaller saws—called job-site, 
portable, contractor, or hybrid saws—the blade assembly is 
usually attached directly to the tabletop. That means you’ll have 
to go a little farther under the hood. Check your manual, and 

take a look under the table for the attachment points. Newer 
saws make them easier to access. 

Align the rip fence and check the splitter
The rest of the tune-up is easy. Now that the miter slots are 
parallel with the blade, you can simply align the rip fence with 
one of the slots and know that it is square to the blade, too. 
Just line up the fence with a miter slot, feel for misalignment 
using your fingers, and adjust the fence.

All saws should have some form of splitter behind the blade, 
designed to sit in the slot that it cuts, preventing the board from 
turning sideways and kicking back. If the splitter is not aligned 
with the slot, the board will pull away from the rip fence or jam 
against it—both bad situations. on some saws you can simply 

2.  Adjust As necessAry

CAbinet sAws: shift the tAble

smAller sAws: shift the blAde Assembly

blade stays put

table stays put
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Now set the stop. 
The stop’s location 
differs on various 
saws. Loosen it, 
push it against the 
blade assembly, 
and lock it in place. 

Square the fence to 
the blade. It’s always 
good to attach an aux-
iliary fence to a miter 
gauge, so do this first. 
Get the fence as close 
to square as you can 
with a triangle or 
square, and try a test 
cut as before. Then  
adjust the set screw 
that acts as the stop.

Square the blade. Use a square to get the blade as close to 90° as 
possible. Then make a test cut on a thick, flat piece and check that with 
your square. That’s the only way to know if your saw is accurate.

Go by feel. Clamp 
down the rip fence 
along the edge of one 
of the miter slots. Use 
your fingertips to check 
if the fence is flush with 
the slot from the front 
all the way to the back 
(above). Adjustments 
vary, but all are easy. 
On T-square fences like 
this (right), there are 
simple set screws on 
the bracket that rides 
the guide bar.

maintenance continued

flex the splitter sideways to align it; on others there will be a 
way to adjust it at its base. If all else fails, use thin shims or 
washers at the attachment point to shift it slightly one way or 
the other.  

two stops make accuracy more convenient
For ripcuts and crosscuts alike, you also need the blade to be 
square to the table. There is a stop on the saw to help you 
return the blade to a perfect 90° every time. You can use a 
square to realign the blade after each bevel cut, and test cuts to 
be really sure, but it’s nice to have a stop you can rely on. 

The miter gauge that came with your saw also should have 
a stop on it for the 90° setting. If that stop is wiggly or sloppy 
in any way, replace the miter gauge with an aftermarket model 
(see p. 54 for a review of these). Before squaring the fence, add 
a long sacrificial piece of plywood or MDF to it.  

The tablesaw is the most important machine in the shop. 
Invest in a good one, and then invest the time it takes to set it 
up for success. □ 

Asa Christiana is special projects editor at FWW.

Once you have the miter slots aligned with 
the blade, you can simply line up the rip 
fence with a miter slot to see whether it is 
parallel to the blade, too.

both the blade and 
miter gauge have built-
in stops for returning 
them quickly to 90° 
after making an 
angled cut. set these 
now and you’ll save 
time later.

Align the rip fence
Set the stops

blAde

miter GAuGe
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