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The beauty of plywood is more than
just skin deep — at least for a wood-
worker. Below the thin face veneers
there are layers of alternating plies
so even a large panel will keep stable
and relatively flat. This can really sim-
plify things when you’re building a
large project like a bedroom armoire.

But even if plywood can save you
time and simplify the construction,

it does have its challenges.
Large panels can be

difficult to cut
accurately, and

the thin face veneers
have a tendency to chip

out. Plus, the plies on the
exposed edges need to be cov-

ered. However, there are always solu-
tions to these challenges, and we
decided to pull together some of our
favorites.

CUTTING PLYWOOD TO SIZE
Even before I’ve wrestled a sheet of
plywood home, I like to draw a cutting
diagram, as shown in the margin. It’s
best to start with the largest pieces
and keep the grain direction of the
pieces in mind — especially with
pieces that are nearly square.

Making a cutting diagram can take
a little time (especially with a large
project), but it may prevent you from
having to buy an extra half sheet of

plywood. Plus, a
cutting diagram
will often make
it pretty clear
which rough
cuts need to be
made first — it’s not always the first
workpiece you need for the project.

There are a number of different
ways to cut plywood, but I like to
make sure all the cuts (even the
“rough” ones) are as straight,
smooth, and chip-free as possible.

TABLE SAW. On the table saw, you
want to make any cuts with the good
face of the plywood up. That’s
because the blade cuts on the down-
stroke, so the bottom face is the one
that tends to chip out. And if both
faces need to be chipfree, then I
make a scoring pass first, as shown
in the photo above and in Fig. 1a. 

Also, though the factory edge is

usually straight enough to run
against the fence, it’s usually a little
worse for wear. So I allow for a bit
extra when making the first cut. Then
I go back and clean up the factory
edge, as in Fig. 1.

CIRCULAR SAW. When working with a
circular saw (which cuts on the
upstroke), you’ll be least likely to get
chipout by putting the good face of
the plywood down. I also like to set
a full sheet on a piece of foam insu-
lation (Fig. 2). This way, I can extend
my reach by crawling onto the ply-
wood. Plus, the waste piece won’t
drop off and tear away the face
veneer at the end of the cut.

FIRST: To prevent
chipout, make short
cut and stop

SECOND: Rotate panel

THIRD: Make
full pass
as usual
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NOTE: Good face of
plywood is down

{ To get a chip-free cut on both plywood faces, I score
the bottom face with the saw blade raised a 1/16" or so.
Then I raise the blade to full height and make the cut.
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{ When drawing a
cutting diagram, 
I include the
dimensions and
make sure they
“add up.” Also,
be sure to allow
enough waste so
you can clean up
the edges (even
the factory edge,
as in Fig. 1).
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I expect my circular saw cuts to
be as straight as my table saw
cuts. That’s because I use the edge
guide shown below. Mine has a
wide base that matches the base of
my router (on one side), which
makes it easy to align accurately
with a layout line.

JOINTER. There are also times when
I like to clean up a plywood edge
at the jointer. To avoid chipout at
the end of the cut, I use a two-pass
method. After feeding the piece into
the jointer about 2" to 3", the panel
is lifted off and flipped around, as in
Fig. 3. Now you can make a full cut,
and there won’t be any chipout at
the end of the piece.

CUSTOM-FITTING DADOES
Depending on the size of the piece, I
cut dadoes and grooves either on the
table saw or with a router and the
edge guide shown in the box below.

ALIGNING DADOES. Usually positioning
the dadoes isn’t a trick. But if I’m
routing them and need them to line
up perfectly, I’ll clamp two panels front
edge to front edge and cut both
dadoes in one pass.

What’s more of a challenge is sizing
the dado to hold plywood. (Plywood
is never as thick as its given size, and
its thickness can vary from sheet to
sheet.)

DADO BLADE GAUGE. If I’m at the table
saw, the trick is to match my dado set
to the thickness of the plywood. To do

this, I’ve made the handy little set-up
gauge shown in the photo above. It’s
simply two glued-up blocks of 3/4" ply-
wood with a series of dadoes cut in it
— one for each different width of
dado that I can cut with my dado
blades and chippers.

TWIN EDGE GUIDES. To rout a dado to
accept plywood, I like to use a pair of
edge guides, like you see in Fig. 4.
(The bit here has to be smaller than
the thickness of the plywood.) A piece
of the plywood spaces the guides the
perfect distance apart (Fig. 4a). To
rout the dado, you simply move the
router (clockwise) along one edge
guide and then back along the other
guide, keeping the same point of the
router base against the straightedges.

Move router clockwise
between fences

{ This gauge has a series of progressively wider dadoes,
and each is labeled with the chippers used to cut it. Now
setting the dado blade to match the plywood is easy.

4

SHOP-MADE EDGE GUIDE

Any straightedge will work to guide a circular saw
or a router across a sheet of plywood. The trick is
positioning the straightedge so the cut is made
exactly where you want it. A nice solution is the
edge guide shown at right, and as you can see, it
works with both a circular saw and a router. 

The key to this guide is an extra-wide base that
the straightedge is glued and screwed to. To trim
the base to size, the circular saw is run along one
edge — and the router along the other. Note: For
this guide, I used a 3/8"-dia. straight bit. 

When the base is trimmed, it has a reference
edge that will “show” exactly where the cut will
be made. So you simply clamp the jig in place so
this edge lines up with the layout line. 

One more thing. If you need to rout a dado that’s
wider than the router bit you used to trim the edge,
you can’t just change bits — that would change
the reference edge. Instead, you might want to
make a second, identical guide and rout the dado
in two passes, as in Fig. 4 above.

Start with oversized base

Base
(
hard-
board)

!/4"

Straightedge
( " plywood)#/4

Waste

Waste #/8" straight bit

Straight-
edge

Base

Always keep
same point of
base against
straightedge

{ By cutting an
extra deep rabbet,
screws will be less
likely to split out
the sides of the
plywood. 

Use plywood to
position second

guide

a.

DEEP RABBETS
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Hiding the Edges
Cutting plywood may be quicker than
gluing up a solid wood panel, but you
do have to spend some time cover-
ing the exposed plies on the edges. I
typically like to use 1/4"- or 3/4"-wide
strips of hardwood for this, and one
of the biggest challenges is clamping
these strips to the plywood panels.

One thing that makes this easier
is to make the edging slightly thicker
than the plywood, as in the margin
photos below. This way, you don’t
have to worry about aligning the
edging exactly. Sure, you’ll need to
trim the edging later, but there are
some good tips for that too that I’ll
share in a minute.

CLAMPING SOLUTIONS. Clamping solid
wood edging is a numbers game. The
more clamps you have, the less
chance for gaps. Ideally, I’d put a
clamp every four to six inches. But
on a large project, like the armoire,
that’s just not possible.

Usually, I have plenty of clamps if
I use a wide clamping block, as in Fig.
1. The wider the block, the farther
apart you can space the clamps.
That’s because the pressure will
spread out across the width of the
block. Plus, the clamping block pro-
tects the face of the edging.

There will be times, though, when
you don’t have enough clamps even
to use the wide blocks. But there are
still a couple solutions. One is to
modify the clamping block by cutting
a slight curve or crown on the edge,
as in Fig. 2. This way, the pressure is
first centered between the clamps
and then spreads out as you tighten
the clamps down.

The other way to do this is to use
opposing wedges between the

clamping block and the edging, as
you can see in Fig. 3. The wedges are
spaced close enough to force the edge
tight, and I use double wedges so the
pressure is consistent across the
thickness of the edging.

Another time I like to use a wedge
is when a piece of edging doesn’t want
to pull tight in one isolated area. Here
I use a C-clamp, a clamping pad (to
protect the veneer), and a wedge to
spot clamp the edging, as shown in
the upper margin photo. 

Sometimes the problem isn’t so
much the number of clamps, but that
they’re too short. When that’s the
case, I like to clamp an anchor across
the panel for the clamps to pull
against, as shown in Fig. 4.

TIPS FOR ALIGNING EDGING. There are
times when I don’t want to worry
about making sure the edging lines
up with the plywood. This is espe-

cially true for long panels or ones with
a slight bow in them. So what I do is
either cut a tongue and groove joint
or use a spline, as shown in the lower
margin photos at left. 

And when clamping the edging, if
you notice that a slight gap is created,
it may be the clamps — not the fit.
Most pipe (and bar) clamps apply
pressure too high up, which causes
the edging to twist, as in Fig. 5a. A
simple solution is to use a clamping

{ If there’s a spot
where a gap just
won’t close up, 
a C-clamp and 
a wedge can be
used to apply extra
pressure right
where you need it. 

{ To help keep the
solid wood edging
aligned, you can
cut a tongue and
groove (top) or
add a hardboard
spline (bottom).

Clamping pressure
will flatten board

Curve
exaggerated

for clarity

Rounded edge
centers pressure

2
Double wedges
exert pressure
between clamps

3

Blocks keep
edging aligned

Packing
tape

6
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block with rounded edges (Fig. 5). It
redirects the pressure so it’s centered
on the thickness.

One last thing. Sometimes you
have to apply the edging after the
case has been assembled, and it has
to match the thickness of the plywood
(and line up) exactly. In those situa-
tions, I use guide blocks to align the
edging, and packing tape to hold it in
place, as in Fig. 6.

TRIMMING EDGING. However, most
times I like to use oversized edging
and trim it flush. If there’s not much
to trim, I use a block plane or a
sanding block, as shown in the photos
at right. A piece of masking tape is
all you need to prevent sanding or
planing through the plywood veneer.

ROUTING EDGING. If there’s a lot of
edging to trim, I will get out my hand-
held router and a flush trim bit. The

bit has a bearing that follows the face
of the plywood, so the edging ends
up perfectly flush. The trick here is
balancing the base on the edge of the
plywood. But there are a couple ways
to do this.

Often, I’ll clamp a 2x4 flush with
the top edge of the panel, as shown in
Fig. 7. But in order for the 2x4 to fit
around the edging on the first pass,
you’ll need to rabbet one edge of the
2x4 (Fig. 7a).

When working with identical
panels, like the sides of the armoire,
I clamp them together with a couple
2x4s sandwiched between them, as
in Fig. 8. The base spans across both
panels so there’s plenty of support.
Just be sure to move the router coun-
terclockwise, and if there are dadoes
in the panels, you’ll want to fill them
temporarily (Fig. 8a).

Scrap
2x4

Edging

7

Rabbet
provides
clearance

Flush
trim
bit

a.

2x4
spacer

NOTE: Rout
in counter-
clockwise
direction

8

Filler strip
prevents
gouge in
edging

Flush
trim bit

Edging

a.

Curved cauls
center pressure

across panel

2x4
tiffeners

Plywood assemblies aren’t much dif-
ferent from other assemblies — you
want to pull the pieces tight across
their entire width. But when clamping
a series of shelves between two sides,
as on the armoire, you can’t get a
clamp to the center of most panels.

So to pull an assembly tight across
wide plywood panels, I often use
crowned or curved 2x4 cauls, as
shown in Fig. 9. The crown locates
the clamping pressure in the center
of the panel first and then spreads it
out as you tighten down the clamps. 

Another problem you’ll run into is
shelf panels that are slightly
bowed. A bowed panel won’t
fit well and can make it harder
to get the assembly square. 

A quick solution is to clamp
a thick stiffener on edge to
force the bowed panel
straight, as shown in Figs. 9
and 9a. This straightens the
panel during assembly. And
once the glue is dry, it should
hold the panel straight even
after you remove the stiffener. W

When planing or
sanding edging
flush, apply tape 
to the plywood to
create an “early
warning system.”
This way, you can
stop before the
veneer is damaged.

{ To hold a large plywood assembly
in place while positioning the
clamps, I use square blocks with
intersecting dadoes in the middle. 

SIDE VIEW

Stiffener
forces
panel
flat

a.

Assembly Tips

sti

9
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Cutting to the Core of Plywood

F =  Fair, G = Good, E = Excellent 

LUMBER-CORE

PARTICLEBOARD

MDF

VENEER QDuring a recent visit to my local
lumberyard, I ran across some
plywood that looked like it had a

solid core rather than veneer layers. Isn’t
all plywood made with layers?

Anthony Brant
via the Internet

ANo, not all plywood is made
like the traditional veneer-
core style, which uses sheets

(plies) of thin veneer glued
together (see top photo).The grains
of these plies run perpendicular to
each other, giving it strength and
stability.Another reason for veneer-
core’s popularity is its superior
screw-holding ability. I still use
veneer-core ply most often for
home improvement and wood-
working projects.

Although veneer-core ply
remains the standard, plywood is
also produced with other types of
core materials. Each has its own
characteristics as shown in the chart
below.

Even though medium-density
fiberboard (MDF) and particleboard
have been around for years, many
woodworkers don’t consider them
true “plywood.”And they may be
right when you consider that those

materials are simply engineered
panels with veneer applied to both
faces (see middle two photos).

The biggest advantage to using
MDF or particleboard plywood is
that they’re usually uniform and
flat.This makes them a good choice
for built-ins and other projects that
feature large panels.

However, I wouldn’t recommend
using MDF or particleboard ply for
free-standing furniture that gets
moved around a lot because of their
weight.Another problem with these
two core materials is that they aren’t
very stiff or strong.And they don’t
hold screws very well.

Another type of plywood known
as lumber-core uses narrow strips of
solid wood (either softwood or hard-
wood, but not both mixed) edge
joined to build up the core (see
bottom photo).

Lumber-core plywood is a good
choice for projects where the edges
will be exposed because you won’t
see the contrasting layers like you
do with veneer-core ply.You may
still get a little chipping along the
edges, but the solid core accepts
paint and stain better than other
types of plywood. Lumber-core
plywood isn’t widely available.

PARTICLEBOARD

CCore Type FFlatness Visual Edge
Quality

Surface
Uniformity

Dimensional
Stability

HARDWOOD VENEER

SOFTWOOD VENEER

LUMBER-CORE

MDF

CHARACTERISTICS OF DIFFERENT CORE PLYWOODS
Screw-
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SOURCE: Hardwood Plywood & Veneer Association


