
Rotary Microtome Safety & Guidelines 
Mouse Histology & Phenotyping Laboratory 

Robert H. Lurie Comprehensive Cancer Center 
Northwestern University Feinberg School of Medicine 

 
 

 
TOOLS & SUPPLIES 

 
 
Self-service users must bring their own tools and consumables as listed below: 

• Microtome Blades (recommended: Sakura Finetek Low Profile Blade, Cat# 4689 or Cat# 
4980 Sakura) 

• Block Trimming Blades 
• Brushes: 

o Camel Hair Brush Large (Newcomer Supply, Cat# 5107A) 
o Camer Haiir Brush Small (Newcomer Supply, Cat# 5107B) 
o Flat Bristle Brush (Newcomer Supply, Cat 5107D) 

• Teasing Needles 
• Curved Serrated Forceps 
• Straight Serrated Forceps 
• Slide Racks 
• Microscope Slides (recommended: ASSURE+, APS, SuperFrost, M1000) 
• Pencil or KP Marker Plus Histology Pen 
• Gauze Pads 
• Kimwipes 
• Gloves 
• Disposable Neoprene Gloves  
• Ice Box/Cooler 
• Personal Protective Equipment: safety googles, lab coat, cut-resistant gloves (available for 

free from Office of Research Safety or Fisher Stockrooms) 
• Magnetic Retriever 

 
 

 
MICROTOME RESERVATION 

 
 

1. Only MHPL-trained users can reserve the MHPL HM325 Microtome for self-service. 
2. Know the safety features of the microtome (Microtome User Manual is appended with this 

guideline). 
3. Reservations can be made at NUCORE (Service 67: Rotary Microtome Self-Service) 
4. Reservation policies: 

a. Minimum Reservation: 1 hour 
b. Reservation Intervals: 30 min 

https://www.amazon.com/Garvey-Economy-Single-Cutter-Blade/dp/B001GXFAEQ?t
https://www.newcomersupply.com/products/lab-essentials-equipment/laboratory-essentials/brushes/#n1007
https://www.newcomersupply.com/products/lab-essentials-equipment/laboratory-essentials/brushes/#n1007
https://www.newcomersupply.com/products/lab-essentials-equipment/laboratory-essentials/brushes/#n1007
https://www.amazon.com/DISSECTING-DISSECTION-STRAIGHT-HTI-BRAND/dp/B00M04W6NI/ref=sr_1_6?crid=2YNIT55NFA2I4&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.nV2ggVHwx2OostnqazL-GakumoXtj-QYO2Yszp8_BJnb83rSt6XDb7TZVIFh_Wqs9mY-x2fFdJjvfGs8AyRudIjQzQwlDE2ypyBjy3I0c_vJvGzpdXmBlCyBj0xwMw-NGpThuK9JCl7AFmZntXw1qPSC05R92LrMsQLfQEeemFcPinZXqssdUJbDuFyCvTEn65jnvoOhcErfTUyzZbDwVtvC-ZzqnEN2CRH8W42Zmmc.97PYS8yHev-WgiMTVSxD37OjZsBDW1ygMeAOeBYxi7U&dib_tag=se&keywords=histology+tools&qid=1762192221&sprefix=histology+tools%2Caps%2C123&sr=8-6
https://www.amazon.com/Tweezers-Precision-Forceps-tweezers-Stainless/dp/B08RN78LFJ/ref=sr_1_9?crid=2YNIT55NFA2I4&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.nV2ggVHwx2OostnqazL-GakumoXtj-QYO2Yszp8_BJnb83rSt6XDb7TZVIFh_Wqs9mY-x2fFdJjvfGs8AyRudIjQzQwlDE2ypyBjy3I0c_vJvGzpdXmBlCyBj0xwMw-NGpThuK9JCl7AFmZntXw1qPSC05R92LrMsQLfQEeemFcPinZXqssdUJbDuFyCvTEn65jnvoOhcErfTUyzZbDwVtvC-ZzqnEN2CRH8W42Zmmc.97PYS8yHev-WgiMTVSxD37OjZsBDW1ygMeAOeBYxi7U&dib_tag=se&keywords=histology%2Btools&qid=1762192221&sprefix=histology%2Btools%2Caps%2C123&sr=8-9&th=1
https://www.amazon.com/Stainless-Precision-Forceps-Straight-Scientific/dp/B08RN3VB4Q/ref=sr_1_13?crid=2YNIT55NFA2I4&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.nV2ggVHwx2OostnqazL-GakumoXtj-QYO2Yszp8_BJnb83rSt6XDb7TZVIFh_Wqs9mY-x2fFdJjvfGs8AyRudIjQzQwlDE2ypyBjy3I0c_vJvGzpdXmBlCyBj0xwMw-NGpThuK9JCl7AFmZntXw1qPSC05R92LrMsQLfQEeemFcPinZXqssdUJbDuFyCvTEn65jnvoOhcErfTUyzZbDwVtvC-ZzqnEN2CRH8W42Zmmc.97PYS8yHev-WgiMTVSxD37OjZsBDW1ygMeAOeBYxi7U&dib_tag=se&keywords=histology%2Btools&qid=1762192221&sprefix=histology%2Btools%2Caps%2C123&sr=8-13&th=1
https://cwsincorp.com/charged-slides/
https://www.newcomersupply.com/product/aps-adhesive-microscope-slides/
https://www.fishersci.com/shop/products/superfrost-plus-microscope-slides-white-promo/1255015PM?ef_id=Cj0KCQiAq7HIBhDoARIsAOATDxA4MDwAgoRegvrjdTCPnG8zEd4P_Ykw7ZcyoK7lSxJ5ciWiG7IlU3EaAkgdEALw_wcB:G:s&s_kwcid=AL!4428!3!782141752047!!!g!!&ppc_id=FisherSciNonbrand_goog_23216832618_191108556954_DSA__782141752047_2163586380946403785&gad_source=1&gad_campaignid=23216832618&gbraid=0AAAAADu8mFx6HiajhnITaGap9mY97Q1Tz&gclid=Cj0KCQiAq7HIBhDoARIsAOATDxA4MDwAgoRegvrjdTCPnG8zEd4P_Ykw7ZcyoK7lSxJ5ciWiG7IlU3EaAkgdEALw_wcB
https://www.statlab.com/m1000wx.html
https://www.fishersci.com/shop/products/kp-marker-plus-pen-12-bx/NC1915234
https://www.fishersci.com/shop/products/pre-cut-cotton-gauze-3/STL7623
https://nucore.northwestern.edu/facilities/MHPL


c. Reservation Window: 09:30 AM until 04:30 PM, M-F 
d. Reservation Lock (minimum time needed to change reservation): 1 hour 

 
 

 
SET-UP 

 
 

1. Wear protective equipment must be worn: lab coat, safety goggles, disposable gloves and 
cut-resistant gloves (when handling blades) 

2. Gather all tools and consumables close to the microtome. 
3. Fill the pyrex dish of the flotation water bath with deionized or distilled water (up to 3/4th full 

only). 
4. Set the water bath temperature as needed (between 38-45°C depending on specimen). 
5. Prepare the ice slushy bath for rehydrating FFPE specimen blocks. 
6. Cool-down the FFPE blocks (cutting surface down, submerged in the ice-water bath). 
7. Label slides accordingly.  

a. Use only pencil or K2 Marker Plus Histology pen for slide labeling.  
b. DO NOT USE other ink markers such as Sharpie which will be erased during 

dewaxing of slides prior to downstream staining procedures. 
 
 

 
SECTIONING 

 
 

1. Clean and trim FFPE blocks if needed with a one-side blade. 
2. Mount a pre-cooled/hydrated FFPE block on the microtome specimen holder. 
3. Insert and secure the blade firmly into the knifeholder. 

• The blade must be positioned in its final place using a brush stick. 
• Use forceps to handle the blade but carefully avoiding not to damage the cutting 

edge.  
• DO NOT HANDLE the blade with your fingers only! 
• Always engage the blade guard and lock the handwheel when not cutting. 

4. Move the blade holder closer to the FFPE block until the blade barely touches the block. 
5. Use the left coarse wheel for fast forward/backward travel between FFPE block and the 

knife edge. 
6. Face-off the block utilizing the trimming lever at the left-hand side of the microtome (see 

HM325 Manual for details). 
7. Inspect the FFPE block that the tissue is fully exposed.  
8. Remove the faced-off FFPE block and cool/rehydrate on an ice-water bath. 
9. Clean work area to avoid cross-contamination. 
10. Face-off other FFPE blocks as needed and return them on the ice-water bath. 
11. Adjust the section thickness accordingly on the microtome for generating sections that will 

be collected on slides: 
a. Routine thickness (H&E, most histology stains, IHC, IF, ISH): 4-6 μm 



b. Thin sections (PAS and Silver stains for basement membranes): 1-2 μm 
c. Thick sections (for section curls but not ideal for slide mounting or stains): 5-10 μm 

12. Section FFPE blocks at the desired thickness: 
a. Carefully collect the tissue ribbons using a brush, forceps and/or teasing needles 
b. Float the ribbons on the pre-warmed water bath. 
c. Use teasing needles or fine brush to break down the ribbons into individual 

sections. 
d. Allow the sections to flatten on the water bath. 
e. Pick-up the sections using pre-labeled slides. 
f. Flick the slides gently to remove any bubbles trapped between the glass and the 

section.  
g. Dry the slide-mounted slides at 50-60°C. 
h. Store slides at room temperature for routine applications (histology stains, IHC, IF). 
i. Clean the water bath of unused sections using Kimwipe to avoid cross-

contamination. 
j. Make sure to intermittently return the FFPE block on the ice-water bath to rehydrate 

and cool down to guarantee decent sections if obtaining several sections from the 
same block. 

k. Reposition the blade as needed as the cutting surface will eventually get dull. 
  
 

 
CLEAN-UP 

 
 

1. Lock the handwheel and remove the blade from the knife holder. 
a. Use either a magnet or forceps to pick up the used blade. 
b. Used blades must be disposed off in the appropriate sharps waste container. 

2. Remove any mounted FFPE block. 
3. Empty the section waste tray thoroughly. 
4. Use a dry brush to remove loose wax and trimmings from the rotary microtome parts. 
5. Apply 70% ethanol to the knife holder surface and wipe gently with Kimwipe. 
6. Make sure the surrounding work area is tidy and free of wax trimmings.  
7. Make sure you gather all your specimens, slides and personal belongings after completing 

your microtomy session. 
  



Microtome Self-Service Liability Waiver 
 
Mouse Histology & Phenotyping Laboratory (MHPL) 
Robert H. Lurie Comprehensive Cancer Center 
Northwestern University 
710 N. Fairbanks Ct., OLSON 8-333 
 
Purpose: 
This waiver is intended to ensure that individuals who choose to operate the microtome 
independently understand the risks involved and agree to assume responsibility for their own safety 
and any potential damages. 
 
Acknowledgment of Risk: 
I, the undersigned, acknowledge that operating a microtome involves sharp blades and moving 
parts that pose a risk of injury if not used properly. I understand that improper use may result in 
cuts, lacerations, or other injuries. 
 
Training Requirement: 
I confirm that I have received adequate training in the safe operation of the microtome and 
understand the standard operating procedures, including blade handling, sample preparation, and 
equipment maintenance. 
 
Assumption of Responsibility: 
I agree to operate the microtome in accordance with all safety guidelines and protocols. I accept 
full responsibility for any injury to myself or others, and for any damage to equipment or samples 
resulting from my use of the microtome. 
 
Waiver of Liability: 
I hereby release and hold harmless MHPL, its employees, affiliates, and representatives from any 
and all liability, claims, or demands arising from my use of the microtome, whether caused by 
negligence or otherwise. 
 
Indemnification: 
I agree to indemnify and defend [Institution Name] against any claims, damages, or expenses 
arising from my use of the microtome. 
 
Microtome Self-Service User 

Full Name (PRINT CLEARLY)  
Signature  

Date Signed  
 
Witness/MHPL Staff 

Full Name of MHPL Trainer (PRINT CLEARLY)  
Signature  

Date  
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