
Sanding Hints and Tips 

Sanding your work should be done prior to glue up, especially interior surfaces. Sanding is done to 

remove the marks and dings that inevitably occur during the making process. I will also remove minor 

unevenness left from planning such as tear out round irregular grain. However do not put too much 

faith in sanding it is often quicker to correct tear out with a sharp scraper than during sanding. 

The aim of sanding is to remove the blemishes from the previous operation until the blemishes are so 

insignificant as to not be important. For instance 120 grit sanding will remove the blemishes from 

planing and scraping leaving 120 grit size scratches, 150 grit sanding will remove the 120 grit scratches 

leaving 150 grit size scratches and so on. 

If possible position yourself so that the work is between you and a good source of natural light. This 

helps you detect any blemishes or unevenness in the surface especially if the angle of the light is low. 

Failing this use a spot light. 

Here are a few of my top tips for sanding: 

Hand Sanding 

1. Use a sanding block, this helps to maintain a flat surface. It’s worth making sure the block is flat 

and smooth itself by rubbing it on some course sand paper on a flat surface, I use the surface of 

my saw bench. If the block is not flat the paper will clog on the high spots and it may leave 

uneven lines in the work. 

 
 

2. It’s easy to waste sand paper. The most economical way of using it is to cut or tear it into strips 

one third of the width of the sheet. Fold it into thirds then lay a steel rule on the fold and tear 

the paper against it. The pieces should fit nicely on a standard cork sanding block, shift the 

paper over progressively as each part gets worn out. 



 
 

3. When preparing for finishing always sand in the direction of the grain. Try to stand in line with 

the grain not at right angle to it. If you are at right angle to it you will tend to sand in an arc, 

standing facing the direction of the grain you will work with the grain. When denibbing between 

coats it is OK to sand across the grain. 

 

   
 

4. After planning and scraping your shouldn’t need to sand any courser than 120 grit. Work your 

way down through 150 to 180. This should be enough if you are putting on a film forming finish 

such as French polish or polyurethane. For and oil finish it is worth going to 320 or 400. 

 

5. Rounding over the edges of a piece is called arrising. I personally do not like too much arrising as 

it can take the crispness away from the work. However some arrising is necessary to give the 

work a tactile quality. When sanding the corners the edge of the paper can catch on any slightly 

split grain and pull off a large splinter. To avoid this make sure you sand with the fold of the 

paper on the edge. 

   
 

6. Wear a dust mask when sanding. An air cleaner located close to the sanding area is also a good 

idea. 



Belt Sanding 

Hand sanding can get a bit boring so you will probably invest in a belt sander eventually. These are good 

for leveling a surface and are certainly quicker than hand sanding. But they should be used with care. 

1. Always secure your work before sanding, otherwise the rotation of the belt will throw 

the piece on the floor. Also check that the sander is not switched on when you plug it in, 

otherwise you will find yourself chasing it across the workshop! 

2. Keep the bench clear of unnecessary debris, especially rags etc, the cloth can get 

dragged into the belt. It’s very difficult to remove. 

3. If possible plug a vacuum extractor into the sander, it’s much more efficient than the 

useless bags supplied by the manufacturers. 

4. Always sand with the sander pointing in the direction of the grain and keep it moving. 

You can move the sander around and across the grain as long as the belt is aligned with 

the grain. Do not allow the sander to dwell in one place as this will create a 

depression.  When trying to remove a blemish work all around it over a large area don’t 

concentrate on one spot as it will again cause a depression. 

 

 
 

5. Always place the sander on the surface before turning it on. Placing a running sander 

even slightly unevenly onto the surface may create a slight depression which will only 

show up when the finish is applied. 

6. Make sure the cable and extractor hose are free running. If they catch on something 

they can tip the sander causing the same problems as mentioned in 4 above. 

7. Be careful not to drop off the edge of the piece, this can cause irregular rounding of the 

edges which can be unsightly. I avoid belt sanding narrow pieces for this reason. 



8. I usually sand with 120 and 150 grit belts then go to hand sanding or a random orbital 

sander for the final sanding at 180 and finer. However if you were leveling a table top 

for instance you might go down to 80 grit with the belt. 

Orbital Sanding. 

Orbital sanding is much gentler than belt sanding. It takes longer to remove the wood so it is 

less likely to cause problems. Random orbital sanders give a better finish then orbital’s 

which can leave little circular scratches in the surface. 

1. Orbital’s seem to work better when plugged into a vacuum extractor, I think the 

suction gives a better contact between the abrasive and the surface and the more 

efficient removal of dust helps. 

2. You can sand in whichever direction you like with an orbital. 

3. Sanding with a clogged disc may lead to small circular scratches in the surface. 

4. Keep the sander moving to avoid depressions and also do not be tempted to angle 

the sander over to remove blemishes. 

You can probably tell that belt sanding is a lot more aggressive than orbital sanding. If I was to just have 

one sander I would go for a good random orbital. 


