
How to be Accurate 

Accuracy comes with practice, but you probably don’t want to hear that! Whilst it’s true that you 

become more accurate though experiencing the various pitfalls that lead to inaccuracy and learning to 

avoid them, I hope the list below may help to fast track you to accuracy. 

 Use a sharp pencil. I know this sound a bit basic but it’s something that many people seem to 

have problems with. When you want to be accurate use an H or 2H pencil and keep it well 

sharpened, either with a pencil sharpener or a sharp chisel if you know the method (1,2). I 

remember watching a Japanese craftsman at an exhibition, he rubbed his pencil on a piece of 

fine sandpaper before each marking and his joints were TIGHT. For less accurate marking such 

as face side and edge marking an HB is often better as it is blacker. 

 

   
 

1.                                                                           2. 

 Sometimes even a sharp pencil will not give enough accuracy. Then a marking knife or scalpel is 

best. In situations when you are sawing to a line always use a knife cut. You can also use the 

knife to locate the square for marking out. Measure the dimension and make a mark with the 

knife then place the knife point in the mark and slide the square up to the knife and knife the 

line, ensure that the flat of the knife is against the square (3,4). 

  
 

2.                                                                          4. 



 Talking of measuring, try to use a steel rule if possible. I have a set of rules 6”, 12”, 24” and 

36”(or metric equivalents). I would always use these for measurements up to a metre. For 

measurements above this, ensure that your tape is accurate, often the sliding tab at the end of 

the tape causes a false reading.  

 While you’re at it you could check your squares are square by marking a line from a straight 

edge then turning the square to check it lines up with the line from the other side(5,6, the 

illustrated square is slightly out of square). I like to use steel engineer’s squares, finding them 

more accurate than traditional carpenter’s squares. 
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 Get a vernier gauge. I have a digital gauge, some swear by scaled verniers, but I find them 

difficult to read. My eyes are not good enough to read 0.5 mm on a ruler but I can read that on 

a vernier. Sometimes 0.25 mm can be the difference between a good fit and a bad fit. I also 

think that having something that works to that accuracy makes you think in those terms . 
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 Be methodical about creating your datum surfaces. Make sure your face side and edge are true 

and square with each other before you start any marking out or dimensioning from those 

surfaces. 

 

 

 At each stage check everything is square (assuming it is supposed to be). 

o Tenon shoulders. 

o Panel  edges. 

o Frames on dry clamping and glue up (measure diagonals). 

o Etc etc. 

o  

 If you are making something with lots of curves in it try to do all the jointing first whilst all the 

datum surfaces are present. Then do the shaping where you may be cutting away the datum. 

 

 Try to develop an accurate sawing technique. Most people when they start are unsure about 

the accuracy of their sawing and saw shy of the line, so they have to pare to the line. Not only is 

this time consuming, I also believe it is not as accurate as sawing directly to the line. So practice 

sawing right on the line, you will never achieve this unless you attempt it a few times. 

 

 When paring to a line, for instance when cutting dovetails, pare back to the line in stages, the 

final cut should just take a slither off. You should be able to feel the chisel drop into the knife 

line for the final cut. 
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 Also when paring try to keep faces straight and clean rather than ragged and uneven. This 

makes it easier see where you are cutting in relation to the marks. For more on paring see my 

Youtube video http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=esy25rsWtl4 

 Sharp tools are more accurate than blunt ones. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=esy25rsWtl4


 Work from accurate drawings, either computer generated such as CAD or Sketchup or full size 

rods(drawn with a sharp pencil). If you have to change a dimension make sure you change that 

dimension on the drawing, not doing so usually leads to confusion and inaccuracy later on.  

 When setting up a machine take a test cut if there is any doubt about its accuracy. For instance 

when setting up a router table to cut a tenon make sure to have some off cuts exactly the same 

thickness as the workpieces to test the fit in the mortice.  

 Make sure your machines are accurate. This can be difficult on lower priced machines. Often 

workshop made jigs can overcome this 

 Make sure you glue up on a flat level surface or check whether the assembly is level using a 

spirit level. Some people use winding sticks but I find a spirit level works well. 

 Develop an accurate attitude. I know this may sound a bit high minded but all the tips in the 

world won’t help unless there is an attitude of striving to improve. 

 Having said that one also has to temper that with knowing when accuracy is important. For 

instance the length of a tenon is not crucial as there is usually clearance at the bottom of the 

mortice. However the distance between the shoulders of a rail with tenons at either end is very 

important. 


