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Dado, rabbets, keyhole slots, shop-made dowels....there’s so much you can do on a router 
table once you learn the correct, and safe, set ups.



PAGE 2WWW.WWGOA.COM

ROUTER TABLE ESSENTIALS

TOOLING UP 

Mastering router table essentials will add a lot of versatility to your shop.  We’ll get started by having a 
look at tooling up your router table.

Getting Started

Fixed base routers are great for a router table, 
since they’re easy to micro adjust.  It’s great if the 
router has a knob or dial that controls the height.
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Some plunge base routers have features that 
make them router-table-friendly, but many 
plunge base routers are difficult to adjust in a 
router table.  

You may want to consider a multi-base router 
kit.  With these kits you could use the fixed base 
in your router table, and then remove only the 
motor to be used in the plunge base.  

If your primary use of the router table will be 
small cutters, a 1-1/2 HP single speed router will 
serve you.  As you move toward larger diameter 
bits it’s good to have more horsepower, and you 
must have the ability to lower the rpm.  Check 
the Speed Chart that is provided separately in 
your class materials.

Router lifts allow you to adjust the height of the 
bit from above on the router table.  In most cases 
a single revolution of the adjustment handle 
raises or lowers the bit 1/16", allowing very fine 
control of bit height.  Most router lifts are made 
to accommodate the motor from a fixed base 
router.  When purchasing a lift, check what brand 
and model of routers it’s compatible with. 
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This shop-made push pad is easy to make, and 
very handy.  Remove the neoprene from an old 
push pad, screw it to a 12" x 12" piece of mdf, and 
you’re ready to go. 

Brass bar stock, used as set up gauges, will simplify setting the height of your bits, and provide a lot of 
accuracy.  Using bar stock also makes it a lot easier to repeat height settings.
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RULES AND GENERAL TECHNIQUES

There are some basic “rules of the road” to follow on the router table to be sure you’re using it 
correctly, and safely.

When purchasing router bits, go with 1/2” shank 
bits whenever you can, provided your router is 
capable of accepting that size.  You’ll get more 
stability in your cuts, and a better grip between 
the collet and shank.
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The “fingernail test” is a great way to check if your bits are sharp.  As you drag a corner of the bit 
across your thumbnail, it should scratch your nail.  Don’t apply any down pressure, just use the 
weight of the bit.  If a clean bit won’t etch your fingernail, it’s dull.

Router bits can be sharpened on a diamond 
stone.  Be sure to lubricate the stone so the swarf 
(filings from the router bit) don’t clog your stone.  
Work ONLY on the flat part of the flutes, never 
the profile.  Be sure you count strokes and do the 
same number of strokes on each flute.  If the bit 
has a ball bearing on it you’ll need to remove the 
bearing in order to sharpen the bit.

Remember that a dirty bit can act like a dull bit. 
It’s possible that a good cleaning will increase the 
performance of the bit.
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RPM: Be sure you’re matching the speed of the 
router to the size of the bit.  Use the speed chart 
we provided separately.  Get in the habit of 
changing the speed before you install the bit.

Proper installation of a router bit involves a 
couple things.  The router is unplugged, and the 
bit isn’t too far in the collet or too far out of the 
collet.  Keep approximately 2/3 of the shank in 
the collet.

When removing the bit, remember that most 
collets require two stages of loosening. In the 
first stage the collet nut will be loose, but the bit 
won’t come out.  In the second stage the nut pulls 
the collet free of the router shaft and the bit is 
easily removed.

When you’re using a fence, never trap the 
material between the fence and the bit.  Bridge 
the fence over the bit.  When using a bit with a 
ball bearing, align the face of the fence with the 
face of the ball bearing.  Keep the fence opening 
as narrow as it can be, without interfering with 
the bit.  Feather boards can go a long way toward 
keeping your work down on the table and 
reducing chatter. Be sure you’re feeding in the 
right direction.

You’ll get the best cut quality by making multiple 
light passes, instead of one heavy pass.  I like to 
make passes in approximately a 40%/40%/20% 
series of passes.  My first two passes are removing 
40% of the waste each. The final pass, much 
lighter than the first two, removes the last 20%.
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ELIMINATE CHIPPING  

When you exit end grain, it’s likely that you’ll get some chipping on the adjacent edge.  We need to 
work on preventing that. If you’ll be cutting all four edges of a board, cut in the right sequence; end 
grain, long grain, end grain, long grain.

If you’ll only be routing the ends of a board, be 
sure to use a backer like our shop-made push 
pad.  It’ll help stabilize your material as you cut it, 
and prevent chipping on the exit side of the cut.

Making Clean Cuts

Sometimes, in order to make your cuts chip-
free, you’ll have to make your infeed fence zero 
clearance.  Don’t do this until the fence location and 
bit height are perfect for the cut you’re making. 

Create a zero clearance infeed fence by pushing 
the fence face into the bit while it’s running.  
Once the fence captures the bit you’ll have great 
support for the cutter, and no more chipping.



PAGE 9WWW.WWGOA.COM

ROUTER TABLE ESSENTIALS

DADOES, GROOVES, RABBETS, AND SLOTS  

Dadoes and grooves can be made on the router table using a straight bit.  The size of the bit 
controls the size of the dado.  Use bar stock to set the height of the bit and locate the fence.  Be 
sure to use a push pad for down pressure and to control the material.  Be sure that your full guard 
is in place whenever possible.

Techniques

Make stopped dadoes by transferring the 
diameter of the bit to the face of the fence, 
leaving those marks on the fence.  Mark out the 
starting and stopping points of the dado on your 
work, and extend the lines to the edge of the 
board.  

Index the line on the work with the line on the 
fence and plunge into your work, using a push 
pad for control.  Cut until the second lay out line 
aligns with the trailing line on the fence.
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You can make custom-size dadoes by making two passes.  It’s very important that you make the 
second pass on the correct side of the existing dado.

Notice that the second pass is made on the edge of the dado that’s furthest from the fence.  If you cut 
on the wrong edge your material will tend to be pulled into the cutter, which isn’t safe.  

Make test cuts in scrap, sneaking up on just the right fence setting to make the dado the exact size.  It’s 
easiest to micro adjust your fence position by leaving one end locked and only moving the other end. 
That allows you to make very small changes.  Marking the location of the fence on the table is helpful.

Cut rabbets by installing a bit that’s equal to or 
larger than the width of the rabbet you need to 
make. Use bar stock to set the height of the bit 
and the fence location.  

An alternative to cutting rabbets with a straight 
bit is using a dedicated rabbet bit.  The distance 
from the ball bearing to the tip of the cutter is 
the maximum width of rabbet the bit will make.  
When cutting rabbets with a hand-held router 
or in curved material, it’s easiest to do so with a 
rabbetting bit.
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Spiral cutters, which work great for slots, 
dadoes, and mortises, are available in up cut 
and down cut spiral.  An up cut spiral is your 
best choice for these cuts.  The bit on the right is 
an up cut spiral.  Down cut spirals compress the 
surface as they cut, and are great for preventing 
chips in delicate surfaces. 

Mark out the cutter location on the fence, and mark the slot location on the board.  The procedure is 
very similar to what we followed to create a stopped dado, plunging the work onto the spinning bit, 
indexing the lay out lines with the cutter location lines.
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Keyhole bits provide a great way to hang items on the wall.  We’ll look at two different approaches for 
using a keyhole cutter.

Keyhole Bit

There are two parts to the cutter; the T-shaped 
head, and the area immediately below it.  When 
you set depth of cut, make sure carbide is in 
contact with your work, not the shank of the bit.
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Mark the center of the bit on your fence, and the start and stop lines for the keyhole on your work.  
Position the fence the correct distance from the keyhole bit.  Align the left lay out line with the center 
line, plunge, move to the right lay out line, lift.

The result is an elongate keyhole that’s parallel to the top edge.
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When making a keyhole that’s perpendicular to 
the top edge, start by locating the fence so the 
distance from the center of the cutter to the face 
of the fence is exactly half the width of your work.  
It’s easier to do this lay out using a V bit than the 
keyhole bit.  

Set the depth of cut of the keyhole bit. Lay out 
the keyhole length on your work, and make 
marks on the fence indicating where the bit is.  

Plunge onto your work and make the cut using 
the lay out lines for the starting and stopping 
points.  Do not lift at the end of the cut.  Just shut 
the router off, and then back off the bit.

The resulting keyhole slot will only have an entry 
point for the screw head on one end.  Be very 
careful with the lay out on this approach to make 
sure the keyhole is perfectly centered on the 
width of your material.



PAGE 15WWW.WWGOA.COM

ROUTER TABLE ESSENTIALS

Pattern routing is a great way to make duplicate pieces.  Working with a template and either a flush 
trim or pattern bit, you can make as many identical pieces as you need.

Pattern and flush trim bits are similar.  They both 
have ball bearings that are the same diameter 
as the cutter.  On a pattern bit, left, the bearing 
is between the shank and the cutter.  On a flush 
trim, right, the bearing is at the end of the bit.

PATTERN ROUTING
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Before pattern cutting, cut the material so it’s within 1/8" or less of the final shape.  Set the height of 
the flush trim bit so the bearing will ride on the template.  Use the starter pin as an anchor point to 
get the cut started, and ease into the bit.

If flush trimming thick stock is impossible with 
the length of bit you have, try doing it in two 
steps. Use a pattern bit to do an initial trim, with 
the pattern down on the table.  

Finish the cut by reinstalling the flush trim bit.  
Set the height of the bit so the bearing rides on 
the surface created by the pattern bit.
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You can produce custom dowels on your router table, using roundover bits.  The blank you use to 
make the dowel needs to be exactly the same size as the finished diameter of the dowel you want, 
and longer then the dowel you need.

The roundover bit should be half the size of the 
dowel you want to make.  For instance, make a 1" 
dowel using a 1/2" roundover bit.  

Set the height of the roundover bit so you’re not 
taking all the material off in one pass.  Make the 
face of the fence even with the ball bearing on the 
cutter.

MAKING DOWELS
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Use a stop block, clamped to the fence, to 
create a starting point for the cut.  Ease into the 
bit, making a roundover cut.

Enjoy Your Router Table!
Thanks for purchasing this Class from the 
Woodworkers Guild of America.  

If you have a question on any technique 
or step you’ve seen in this Class, or need 
any added help, please use the “Class Q&A 
Resource” feature you have access to with 
the online video Class.  A WWGOA Academy 
instructor will assist you.

Please explore the other great  
woodworking classes that are  
available through WWGOA  
Academy, by visiting the  
SHOP area at: WWGOA.com

To see a huge selection of 
woodworking projects, tips, and 
videos, go to WWGOA.com

Also follow us on Facebook & 
Twitter to become a part of our 
woodworking community.

Use marks on the fence to indicate the 
stopping point of the cut.  Repeat this on all 
four corners.  Raise the bit, do a test cut, and 
continue.  You’ll need to finesse the final height 
of the bit to make a perfectly round dowel.  A 
little hand sanding does a great job of finishing 
everything off.
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My Notes


