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Last month I provided you with reviews on a couple of the best table saws available for 
making miniature furniture and dollhouses/roomboxes.  And as promised, in this issue you 
are going to learn some miniature tricks and techniques to use on these (or other) table saws.  
This issue will discuss some of the table saw basics such as crosscuts and basic joinery 
using dados and rabbet cuts. 
 
However, before we get to the fun stuff, there are safety issues to discuss first.  In this day 
and age I think we all know we should be wearing some sort of safety glasses when 
operating any tool that cuts, spins, shapes, or shakes.  And that includes the small Preac 
table saw too.  Although wood cut on this saw does not fly very far, nor with any real power, 
there is still the off chance it could hit you in the eye. 
 
Next we need to talk about protecting your fingertips (I still have all mine thus far – knock on 
mini-wood).  When ripping wood through any table saw, it cuts straight and has less binding 
when slid through the blade by pushing it from the back/uncut part of the wood.  As the end of 
the wood approaches the saw blade you need to guide the wood through with something 
besides the fingertips you would like to retain – and this is with a push stick.  Just get a thin 
rugged piece of scrap wood and notch it at the bottom to enable it to push the wood and hold 
it down at the same time.  My push stick is actually notched on both ends – one for thinner 
cuts and the other for wider cuts.  On real thin 1/32” or veneer wood, I actually use the head 
of a pencil eraser next to the blade to keep the wood flat as I push the wood through with my 
other hand. 
 
Now for the fun stuff.  First of all, you must accept the fact that without any jigs for any given 
table saw, the only thing they are good for is ripping wood using a small “fence” – which 
means cutting it with the grain.  For most other cuts – such as crosscuts, miters, fingerjoints, 
etc. – it is nearly impossible to make straight consistent cuts without a jig.  Just be sure to use 
scrap wood initially until you are satisfied with the exact width of your rip cut. 
 
Other than ripping wood with a fence, the next most common cut on a table saw is the 
crosscut.  This is a cut all the way through and across the grain of the wood.  Thus once you 
have ripped your wood with the grain, now you want to cut it into equal sections across the 
grain.  However, I highly recommend that you never ever crosscut your wood with the fence.  
Nine times out of ten it will get caught in the blade teeth and kick out of your hand or push 
stick – typically ruining the cut piece and startling you at the same time.  Nor do I recommend 
using the perpendicular miter bar for crosscuts (except for maybe making jigs), as the cuts 
would rarely be straight nor the same dimension. 
 
Okay, I have told you what not to use for crosscutting, now it is time to learn what you can 
use – and that is a crosscut sled.  These sleds sit on the top of the table saw and move 
perpendicular to the blade – thus you always get perfect 90 degree cuts.  They are also much 
safer and easier to use.  See Figure 1 below to see a typical crosscut sled.  You can either 
buy one like this one, or make your own.  Unfortunately not all table saws have one available, 
but the Preac does.  As you can see in this figure, I am trimming the end of the board to 
make sure it is square and flat before I start cutting my production pieces.  You should always 
do that for each fresh new board.  Some boards look square/flat, but do not assume that.  
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And if you notice the red area painted on the sled – that is the danger area where the blade 
will be passing underneath the sled.  And no, it is not red from my blood…<g> 
 

 
Figure 1 - Crosscut Sled 

 
Now if you look at Figure 2, you will notice that I have adjusted the “stop block” on the front 
left of the sled to a predetermined length to the blade.  This stop block ensures that all of my 
succeeding cuts will all be the exact same length.  Being off a mere few thousandths of an 
inch can cause joinery and esthetic issues in miniatures, but I always do my initial length 
measurement with an accurate 6” steel ruler.  Then I make a sample cut with scrap wood and 
check my measurement with a caliper accurate to .001”.  Then I simply adjust the stop block 
accordingly until I get the exact measurement I want (always using scrap wood during this 
process).  Now I can cut all the wood I want and they will all be square and identical in length.  
If I have real small cuts to make, then I generally use the eraser end of a pencil to hold the 
wood down and move it. 

 
Figure 2 - Crosscut Sled Using Stop Block 
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There are, however, also some cuts that do not require anything more than the standard rip 
fence:  dados and rabbets.  These types of cuts are used for joining pieces of wood at right 
angles.  For example, you have the long side of a bookcase or cabinet and you want to butt 
the back panel up to it.  However, being the good woodworker that you are, you do not want 
a butt joint – instead you will use a rabbet joint.  This gives you a firmer joint and more glue 
contact space.   
 
To adjust your table saw for a rabbet or dado cut, you need only adjust the height of your saw 
blade.  Each table saw is different, so you will need to consult the instruction manual for your 
specific saw.  However, for this size of cuts on miniature wood, I would never attempt them 
on anything but a Preac table saw.  This is also a good time to borrow/buy a caliper or 
micrometer if you do not already have one that provides .001” settings.   
 
Anyway, get some scrap pieces of wood the same thickness as the boards you wish to cut.  
Set one of them next to the blade and eyeball the blade height to 50% of the thickness of the 
board.  Using the fence fairly close to the blade, run a test piece across the blade.  Press 
down hard with your fingers (from the side) or the eraser end of a pencil back and forth 2-3 
times over the blade.  Then measure the thickness of your wood and the depth of the cut.  
Make appropriate blade height adjustments and test more wood until you get as close to 50% 
as possible.  Next adjust the fence as close to the blade as possible without cutting the fence 
itself.  Now you can cut a rabbet down the  entire length of your piece of wood (back panel).  
Always inspect the cut for “waves” in your cut.  If you see any, run the thick wavy sections 
back over the saw blade and make sure the piece of wood is pressed down solid while 
passing over the blade.  This same blade setting can be used to cut rabbets or dados as 
discussed below. 
 
If you look at Figure 3, a rabbet cut is basically just a square notch cut the length of a piece of 
wood.  The depth is typically half the thickness of the board being cut, and the width of the 
cut will be the exact width of the board to be glued in that location. 
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Figure 3 - A Rabbet Cut 

 
Another use for rabbet joints is the back panel of a wide bookcase or china cabinet.  In the 
old days they did not have access to 4’ x 8’ pieces of plywood like we do, thus they had to 
piece board strips together (of varying widths too).  Can you imagine butting the sides of 
these boards together and expecting them to hold?  Not a chance!  Except for the end boards 
themselves, you would make a rabbet cut the full length of each board on both vertical sides 
(end pieces only on 1 side).  These rabbet cuts would then overlap a rabbet cut on the 
adjoining board on each side.  Thus it is very important that you cut the depth of this rabbet 
exactly at the center point of your boards. 
 
The least effective joint of any kind (even in full-scale) is the box joint – which is butting the 
flat end of one board to the flat side of another board.  Imagine a permanent shelf in a cabinet 
with a box joint – it would surely eventually just come unglued and fall.  However, slide that 
same shelf into a slot (dado) on each side and it is not going anywhere – glued or not. 
 
A dado cut is merely a slot cut in the wood across the grain about ½ the depth of the wood.  
In full scale this is normally accomplished with a router, but in our little world we can simply 
use a table saw (and in later articles you will learn how with a drill press too).  See Figure 4 to 
see exactly what I am talking about.  When cutting your shelves to fit into these dados, make 
sure to allow for the portion of the shelf that fits into the dado itself. 
 
I do all of my table saw dado cuts on the Preac table saw because of it’s accuracy and variety 
of blades available.  First determine the width of your dado cut.  If your shelf is 1/32” thick, 
then you will need a .032” kerf slitting saw blade. If your shelf is 1/16” thick, then use a .064” 
kerf blade.  In miniatures I have never found much need for a dado cut wider than 1/16” – it 
would probably be out of scale in most cases anyway. 
 

 
Figure 4 - A Standard Dado Cut 
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Another version of the dado cut is the blind dado (see Figure 5).  This is commonly used 
when you do not want the front of the dado cut showing for esthetic purposes.  The dado cut 
does not go all the way across the board being cut.  In this case you must stop the cutting 
process just short of the end of the board.  This is a little tricky and should best be done using 
a “stop board” along the fence to keep you from cutting all the way across the board.  
Obviously cut many samples and adjust the stop board until you are satisfied with the cut.  
Note that you also have to cut away the front edge of your shelf to match the blind dado’s cut.  
They are extra work but look much nicer and more professional looking. 
 

 
Figure 5 - A Blind Dado Cut 

One last note about making these cuts.  Whenever you have a need to cut a dado across the grain – 
always use a wider scrap/squared piece of wood held firmly against the back edge of the piece of wood 
to be cut and the fence.  This will help you keep your wood square with the fence and ensure a 
perpendicular dado cut. 
   
Next month I will continue discussing various jigs for the table saw, such as cutting perfect 
miters for picture and door frames, tapered legs, and those awesome little fingerjoints.  Then 
I will probably move on to reviewing drill presses and provide some surprises that you never 
thought possible with a drill press.  You may contact me directly for comments and/or 
suggestions for future tool articles at:  tom@TomWalden.name .  Visit my web site at 
www.TomWalden.name to see some of the furniture I have made using the techniques 
discussed in these articles. 
 
Sources: 
Table saw workshops and Preac table saw jigs:  www.smallerthanlife.com  


