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INTRODUCTION: WHY CUTTING CEMENT BOARD
REQUIRES THE RIGHT APPROACH

Cement board is a staple material in modern construction, prized
for its durability, moisture resistance, and fireproof qualities.
Whether you are tiling a bathroom, installing a shower niche, or
building an exterior facade, knowing how to cut cement board
properly is essential for achieving a professional finish. Unlike
drywall or plywood, cement board is abrasive, brittle, and tough
on tools. Cutting it incorrectly can lead to jagged edges, cracked
panels, or even personal injury. This guide will walk you through
every method, tool, and safety precaution you need to master
the process. By the end, you will feel confident tackling any
cement board project with precision and efficiency.

UNDERSTANDING CEMENT BOARD AND ITS
PROPERTIES

Before you pick up a tool, it helps to understand what makes
cement board different from other sheet goods. Cement board is
typically composed of Portland cement, sand, and fiberglass

mesh reinforcement. This composition gives it remarkable
compressive strength and resistance to water damage, mold, and
rot. However, it also makes the material heavy, abrasive, and
prone to dust generation when cut. The most common brands
include HardieBacker, Durock, and WonderBoard, and each may
have slight variations in thickness and density. Thicknesses range
from 1/4 inch for floor underlayment to 1/2 inch for wall
applications, with 1/2 inch being the most common for tiling
projects.

The key challenge when learning how to cut cement board is
managing the dust. The silica content in cement board creates a
fine, hazardous dust when cut. Prolonged inhalation can cause
serious respiratory issues, so dust control is not optional.
Additionally, the material dulls cutting tools quickly, so using the
correct blade or scoring technique is critical. Understanding these
properties will guide your choice of cutting method and safety
gear.

ESSENTIAL SAFETY PRECAUTIONS BEFORE CUTTING
CEMENT BOARD

Safety must be your first priority when working with cement
board. The dust generated during cutting contains crystalline
silica, which is a known carcinogen. Even a small project can
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produce enough airborne particles to pose a risk. Here are the
non-negotiable safety measures:

e Wear a respirator: Use a NIOSH-approved N95 or P100
respirator, not a simple dust mask. The fine silica particles
can bypass standard masks.

» Use eye protection: Safety glasses or goggles prevent
dust and debris from irritating or damaging your eyes.

* Wear gloves: Cement board edges are rough and can
cause skin abrasions. Heavy-duty work gloves protect your
hands.

e Protect your hearing: Power tools used on cement board
are loud. Earplugs or earmuffs are recommended.

e Set up dust control: Work outdoors or in a well-ventilated
area. Use a shop vacuum with a HEPA filter to capture dust
at the source, or wet the cutting line slightly to suppress
airborne particles.

e Secure the panel: Ensure the cement board is properly
supported on a stable work surface to prevent shifting
during cutting.

Taking these precautions seriously will keep you safe and make
the cutting process smoother. Never rush through safety steps
for the sake of speed.

TOOLS AND METHODS FOR CUTTING CEMENT BOARD

There are several effective ways to cut cement board, ranging
from simple manual scoring to power tool methods. The best
choice depends on the type of cut you need, the quantity of

panels, and the tools you have available. Below, we break down
each method in detail.

1. Scoring and Snapping:
The Most Common Manual
Method

The scoring and snapping technique is the go-to method for
straight cuts on cement board. It is fast, inexpensive, and
produces minimal dust compared to power tools. This method
works best for cutting full sheets down to size for walls or floors.
Here is how to do it step by step:

1. Measure and mark: Use a straightedge and a pencil to
mark your cut line. A T-square or a level works well for
ensuring accuracy.

2. Score the surface: Using a carbide-tipped scoring tool or
a utility knife with a carbide blade, run the tool firmly along
the straightedge. Apply enough pressure to cut through the
fiberglass mesh and into the cement core. Make several
passes if needed, but aim for a deep, clean score line.

3. Snap the board: Place the scored line directly over the
edge of a workbench or a piece of lumber. Apply downward
pressure on the waste side to snap the board along the
score line. A sharp, clean break should result.

4. Cut the mesh: Use a utility knife to cut the fiberglass
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mesh on the back side of the board after snapping. This
separates the two pieces completely.

Scoring and snapping is ideal for straight cuts and works well for
most DIY projects. However, it requires a steady hand and a
straightedge. Practice on a scrap piece first if you are new to the
technique.

2. Using a Circular Saw for
Long Straight Cuts

For cutting multiple sheets or making very long straight cuts, a
circular saw with the correct blade is faster than scoring by hand.
The key is to use a carbide-tipped blade designed for masonry
or fiber cement. A standard wood blade will dull almost
immediately. A continuous rim diamond blade is another
excellent option. Here are the steps:

e Set up the saw with the appropriate blade. A 7-1/4 inch
carbide-tipped blade with 15 to 20 teeth works well.

e Clamp the cement board securely to a stable work surface.

e Mark your cut line clearly.

e Attach a shop vacuum to the saw's dust port if available.
This dramatically reduces airborne dust.

e Cut along the line with a steady, moderate feed rate. Do
not force the saw; let the blade do the work.

e Wear all safety gear, especially a respirator and eye
protection.

A circular saw produces a cleaner edge than scoring for some
applications, but it generates significantly more dust. Wet cutting
is an option if you have a wet saw, but it is not always practical
on a job site. For most interior work, a circular saw with dust
collection is a good balance of speed and cleanliness.

3. Cutting Cement Board
with an Angle Grinder

An angle grinder equipped with a diamond blade is a versatile
tool for cutting cement board, especially for curved cuts, notches,
or small adjustments. It is not the best choice for long straight
cuts, but it excels at detail work. Follow these guidelines:

e Use a 4-1/2 inch or 5 inch angle grinder with a continuous
rim diamond blade. A segmented blade may produce a
rougher edge.

e Mark your cut line clearly.

» Hold the grinder with both hands and cut along the line
from one edge to the other. Let the weight of the tool do
the cutting.

e For curved cuts, make multiple passes, gradually
deepening the cut.

» Be aware that an angle grinder creates a lot of dust. Use it
outdoors or with a dust shroud connected to a HEPA
vacuum.

The angle grinder method is excellent for cutting around pipes,



electrical boxes, or odd-shaped openings. However, it requires
steady control and practice to avoid wandering off the line.

4. Using a Jigsaw for
Curved or Irregular Cuts

A jigsaw can cut curved shapes in cement board, but it requires
the right blade and technique. Use a carbide-grit jigsaw blade
designed for fiber cement or masonry. Standard bi-metal blades
will wear out quickly. Here is how to proceed:

e Clamp the board securely to prevent vibration.

e Drill a starting hole if you are making an interior cut (e.qg.,
for an electrical box). Use a carbide-tipped drill bit.

e Insert the jigsaw blade into the starting hole.

e Cut slowly and steadily. Do not force the saw. Let the blade
oscillate at a moderate speed.

e Support the waste piece to prevent it from breaking off
prematurely.

A jigsaw is slower than other methods and produces finer dust,
but it is invaluable for non-straight cuts. Use a dust extraction
attachment if possible.

5. Scoring with a Cement

Board Knife: A Specialized
Tool

There are specialized tools designed specifically for cutting
cement board, such as the HardieKnife or similar scoring knives.
These tools have a large carbide wheel that scores deeply in one
pass. They work on the same principle as the manual scoring
method but are ergonomically designed for the task. The process
is similar: score, snap, and cut the mesh. These tools are
excellent for reducing fatigue when cutting multiple sheets.

HOW TO CUT CEMENT BOARD FOR SPECIFIC
APPLICATIONS

Different projects require different cutting approaches. Here are
some common scenarios and the best methods for each.

Cutting Cement Board for a
Shower Wall

For shower wall installations, straight cuts are most common.
Scoring and snapping is usually sufficient for full sheets. For cuts
around shower valves or faucets, use an angle grinder or jigsaw.
Measure carefully and mark the center of the valve hole. Drill a
pilot hole if using a jigsaw, or use the grinder to cut a notch from
the edge. Dry-fit the piece before applying any adhesive or
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SCrews.

Cutting Cement Board for
Floor Underlayment

Floor underlayment typically uses 1/4 inch cement board. Thinner
material is easier to score and snap. Use a straightedge and a
carbide scoring tool. For cuts around toilet flanges or floor
registers, an angle grinder or jigsaw is best. Ensure the subfloor
is clean and flat before laying the cement board.

Cutting Cement Board for
Exterior Applications

Exterior cement board siding or sheathing often requires many
long cuts. A circular saw with a dust collection system is the most
efficient method. For pieces that require notching around
windows or doors, use an angle grinder. Exterior cuts should be
clean to ensure proper sealing and weather resistance.

TIPS FOR CLEANER CUTS AND LESS DUST

Regardless of the method you choose, these tips will help you
achieve better results:

* Use a sharp blade or wheel: Dull tools increase effort
and produce rougher edges. Replace blades as needed.

e Clamp the board firmly: Movement during cutting leads
to inaccurate cuts and chipping.

e Cut from the finished side: For scoring and snapping,
always score the side that will be visible. The snap creates
a slight break on the back.

e Wet cutting for dust reduction: Lightly misting the cut
line with water can suppress dust, but be careful not to
soak the board excessively. Water can weaken the cement
if allowed to penetrate too much.

e Deburr edges: After cutting, use a sanding block or a file
to smooth any rough edges. This makes handling safer and
improves the fit.

e Practice on scrap: If you are trying a new method or tool,
practice on a piece of waste material first.

COMMON MISTAKES TO AVOID WHEN CUTTING
CEMENT BOARD

Even experienced professionals can make errors. Here are the
most common pitfalls and how to avoid them:

e Using the wrong blade: A wood-cutting blade on cement
board will dull quickly and may overheat. Always use
carbide or diamond blades.

e Forcing the tool: Let the tool do the work. Pushing too
hard can cause the board to crack or the blade to bind.

e Skipping safety gear: Cement dust is hazardous. Never
cut without a respirator and eye protection.

e Not supporting the board: Cement board is brittle.
Ensure the entire panel is supported, especially near the



cut line.

e Measuring once: Always measure twice before cutting. Ca n y0 U C Ut Ce m e nt bOa rd
Cement board is not forgiving if you make a mistake. \ . \
with a utility knife?

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS ABOUT CUTTING
CEMENT BOARD
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