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When I build jigs and fixtures, I often 
make them out of the same materials I 
use on my project  — hardwoods and ply-
wood. But for the router baseplates on 
page 24, we decided to use acrylic for the 

main parts. Acrylic makes it easier to see 
the work as you’re routing. And since it’s 
not affected by humidity, I know it will 
stay flat and hold up over time.

What’s nice is you can use your basic 
woodworking tools to cut and 
shape acrylic. The following 
tips and tricks will help you get 
the best results as you work.

[1] Layout
One of the key challenges 
when working with acrylic is 
making accurate layout marks 
on the smooth, clear surface. 
The solution is simple — hold 
off on removing the protective 
wrap material from those sur-
faces (far left photo).

By leaving it in place, it’s easy 
to make accurate layout marks, 
whether the wrap is paper or 
plastic. And while I complete 

all my machining tasks, it protects the 
surfaces from the inevitable scratches 
and marks that often result as you work.

[2] Punch It
The layout marks on the protective wrap 
work great when you’re cutting to a line. 
But when it comes to drilling acrylic, I like 
to make sure the bit is going to enter right 
at the mark. Small diameter bits have a 
tendency to skate on the smooth surface, 
resulting in a slightly off-center hole.

So once I’ve made my layout marks, 
I use a spring-loaded punch to create 
a small dimple (near left photo). Then, 
when I’m ready to drill the hole, the bit 
centers itself right where I want it to.

[3] Choosing Blades
As I mentioned, basic woodworking 
tools like your table saw or band saw 
work fine for cutting and shaping acrylic. 
The challenge is that acrylic can heat up 
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{  Layout is made easy by leaving the protective wrap 
in place (left). A spring-loaded punch ensures an 
accurate hole location for drilling (right).
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and melt as it’s cut, besides possibly chip-
ping out along the edges.

Most table saws come with a carbide-
tipped saw blade and that works well 
in most cases. But for the best results, 
choose a blade with a triple-chip grind 
and 80-teeth. For cuts at the band saw, I 
typically use a 1⁄4"-wide blade. It has more 
teeth per inch for taking smaller “bites.”

Regardless of the blade you use on 
either tool, keep the feed rate steady as 
you make the cut. This minimizes the 
chance for the acrylic to melt and create 
a gummy mess along the cut line.

[4] Use a Backer
Whether you’re making a cut at the table 
saw or band saw, one of the best things 
you can do is add a piece of hardboard 
under the workpiece (upper right pho-
tos). The hardboard acts as a backer to 
support thin material and helps prevent 
chipout along the cutline. I find it best to 
use double-sided tape to attach the hard-
board right along the cut lines.

[5] Drilling & Tapping
Drilling holes is probably the most chal-
lenging task with acrylic. Most drill bits 
tend to dig into the material and grab, 
which often results in cracks and chipout.

There are specialized bits for drilling 
plastic. And if you have to drill a lot of 
holes, that’s the best solution. But for 
just a few holes, you can take an ordi-
nary twist bit and modify it by grinding 
small flats on the flutes (photo at lower 
left). This turns the bit into a scraper, so 

the plastic simply curls away from the bit 
as you drill the hole. (I drill at the lowest 
speed on my drill press.)

For the baseplates, I needed more than 
just through holes, though. As you can 
see in the center photo below, I tapped a 
few of the holes to accept fasteners. After 
drilling the appropriate size clearance 
hole, you’re ready to create threads by 
running a tap through the hole.

[6] Keep It Lubed
When you work with metal, it’s impor-
tant to provide lubrication as you drill 
a hole or tap threads. That’s just as true 
for acrylic. The nice thing is, however, 
you don’t need to use messy cutting 
fluids or oils for the job.

I just mix up a solution of water and 
a little dishwashing soap. A few squirts 
from a bottle as you work keeps things 
cool and improves the overall result. 

[7] Finishing Edges
No matter how careful you are, the odds 
are that some of the cut edges will show 
some saw marks. Files, sandpaper, and a 
scraper (photo below) are really all you 
need to create smooth edges.

But if you want to remove most of the 
work of smoothing an edge, you may 
want to try out a flush-trim bit mounted 
in a router table. To do this, I spend my 
time up front shaping a piece of hard-
board to match the shape I want.

Then, I use that as a template to lay out 
the profile on a piece of acrylic. After cut-
ting the acrylic slightly oversized (1⁄1616" all 
around), I join them with double-sided 
tape and rout the edges flush (main 
photo, opposite page). The bit leaves a 
smooth, finished edge.

The next time you work with acrylic, 
give these tricks a try. I’m sure you’ll find  
the end results are just what you need. W

  Woodsmith.com  •  17

{  To minimize melting and plastic build up 
on the bottom face, a backer is especially 
important at the band saw. 

{  A carbide-tipped saw blade, hardboard 
backer, and a steady feed rate provide the 
smoothest cuts.

{  A modifi ed twist bit (left) ensures the bit 
doesn’t grab. It also creates tight, curly 
shavings as you drill the hole.

{  Acrylic can be tapped just like metal. After 
drilling an undersized through hole to 
match the tap, cut the threads.

Grind fl at

{  To smooth out any rough edges or saw 
marks after making a cut, take a few 
passes with an ordinary card scraper.
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