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If you’re working with tools, you have to know how to sharpen them.  A dull tool is more dangerous 
than a sharp tool and, of course, much less effective.  Here are a variety of tricks and techniques that 
will help you keep a keen edge on your tools.
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Defining Sharp and Dull

Use the thumbnail test to determine if a tool is 
dull.  A sharp cutter should easily raise a curl off 
your nail, with very little down pressure.

You can also evaluate your tools by looking at 
the cutting edges.  A dull edge, like this one, will 
reflect light.  A sharp edge will not.

Sometimes a blade that acts dull simply needs to 
be cleaned.  
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Tools of the Trade

You’ll see a variety of devices used for sharpening 
in this class.  Techniques for each will be 
discussed as we go, but here’s an overview.

Grinders:
• Low rpm grinders are good for sharpening.  

High rpm grinders are for shaping.  
• Low speed grinders cost more, but are worth 

it for sharpening
Stones:

• Arkansas
- Hard and soft indicate fine and coarse
- Natural material
- Prone to dishing

• India stones-man made
- Prone to dishing

• Glass with psa abrasive
- Very flat
- Inexpensive

• Water stones
- Water is the lubricant, which some 

woodworkers prefer over oil
- Cut quickly
- Soft and dish easily
- Can be reflattened

• Diamond
- Will sharpen anything, including carbide
- Expensive
- Stays flat
- Won’t shatter 

• WorkSharp
- Versatile
- Specifically for one task; sharpening

• Rotary tools
- Allows you to bring the tool to the work
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A diamond stone is the only stone that will cut 
carbide.  Be sure to lubricate the stone.  Never 
hone the profile, only hone the flat side of the 
carbide.  Count the strokes, being sure to do the 
exact same number of strokes on each flute of 
the bit.

Router bits

If the router bit has a bearing you’ll need to 
remove it for sharpening.  Grip the shank of the 
bit in a wood vise, not metal vise.
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Coloring the bevel with a felt tip is a great way to 
keep track of whether or not you’re maintaining 
the correct angle as you hone.  If you’re not 
uniformly removing the mark left by the felt tip, 
adjust your angle.

Bench Chisels

Remember to lap the back of the chisel.

Jigs specifically designed for honing (See the 
Class Resources PDF) make getting the angle 
right much easier.  Jigs like this can be used for 
bench chisels and plane irons.

The WorkSharp (See the Class Resources PDF) 
provides a very easy way to hone and lap chisels. 
A foot switch simplifies lapping the back and 
keeping it flat.
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Plane Irons
Plane irons are sharpened much the same way as 
bench chisels, starting with lapping the back.

Choose your favorite method for honing the 
bevel.  Don’t forget to do a light lapping pass after 
you’ve completed honing the bevel.
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You’ve got to master sharpening your own lathe 
chisels, as this is something that needs to be 
done frequently within the course of a single 
turning.  Use a felt tip as needed to confirm that 
you’re getting the bevel angle correct.  Use a slip 
stone to knock down the burr that kicks up on 
the inside of gouges.

Lathe Chisels

Lathe chisels can be power sharpened on the 
WorkSharp, freehand.  It’ll take some time to 
fully develop the muscle memory required for 
this but, once you do, it’s very fast.  Pay close 
attention to the angle to make certain you don’t 
change the bevel during the honing process.  
Follow the video for sharpening techniques for 
each individual style of chisel.

An good alternative for sharpening lathe chisels 
on the WorkSharp is to use their Vision Wheel 
(See the Class Resources PDF).  The slots allow 
you to see the chisel bevel as you’re doing the 
sharpening.  This significantly reduces the muscle 
memory required for this process.
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Freehand sharpening lathe chisels on a low rpm 
grinder makes for a VERY fast way to get back 
to turning.  Use a 120-grit wheel.  Look down 
over the top of the chisel, make contact with the 
bevel, and roll it through the honing process.  Pay 
attention to the video for specific approaches for 
individual chisels.  

The Wolverine jig is used specifically for sharpening bowl gouges.  It results in very consistent bevels, 
and significantly simplifies sharpening gouges.
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A card scraper that’s been used for a while needs 
different treatment than a brand-new scraper.  
On an older scraper, start by jointing the edge 
with a file.

Card Scraper and Cabinet Scraper

Follow jointing with a file by cleaning up the edge 
with a whetstone.  Be sure you hold the card 
perpendicular to the surface of the stone while 
working on the edge.  Then lay the card on its 
side on the stone to remove burrs.  The goal is get 
nice, square corners on the card.

Add a drop of oil to the burnisher and ply it over 
the corner at about 10-degrees.

Complete the process by burnishing the edge 
with the burnisher held 5 to 10-degrees off 
of horizontal.  Check your work.  If you’re still 
getting dust, not shavings, repeat the burnishing 
process.  

Burnish all four corners of the card scraper.  When 
one burr is no longer cutting, switch to another.  
You can reburnish a card about 6 times, without 
jointing or using the stone, before going back to 
the jointing step.
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Cabinet scrapers are handled differently than 
card scrapers.  Start by honing the cutting edge 
at 45-degrees.

Begin the burnishing process with the bevel 
down and the burnisher held about 10-degrees 
off horizontal.

Flip the scraper over so the 45-degree side is up.  
Angle the burnisher so it’s a few degrees beyond 
the 45-degree angle you honed.  Check the burr, 
and make test cuts.  Burnish again as needed.
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Forstner Bits

When sharpening Forstner bits, don’t do any 
sharpening on the outside circumference.  

Using a grinding wheel in your rotary tool, 
sharpen the inside face of the rim….

…and the cutting wings.
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Enjoy your Woodworking!

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.

A diamond file provides a good alternative 
for sharpening the cutting wings on larger 
Forstner bits.
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My Notes


