
Perfecting Your Espresso Puck Preparation for
Better Shots

Why Espresso Puck Preparation Matters
When I first started pulling shots at home, I focused on grind size and tamping pressure, but I
kept getting uneven extractions. It wasn't until I started paying closer attention to my espresso
puck preparation sessioncoffeedenver that I realized how many small variables I had been
ignoring. The puck is the final barrier between your coffee and the machine’s pressurized water.
If it’s uneven, channeling happens, and you get sour or bitter shots. Over the years, I’ve learned
that puck preparation is not just about tamping hard; it’s about consistency from dose to
distribution.

Home baristas often overlook the steps before tamping. They grind into the portafilter, give it a
quick level with a finger, and tamp. That approach works sometimes, but it’s unreliable. A good
espresso puck preparation sessioncoffeedenver involves grinding directly into the basket
without clumping, distributing the grounds evenly, and then tamping with a level, consistent
pressure. The payoff is a more balanced extraction and a thicker crema. Let me walk you
through the key steps I use every morning.

Grind Size and Dose: The Foundation
Before you even touch the portafilter, you need the right grind size. Too fine and you choke the
machine; too coarse and the water rushes through. I dose 18 grams for a double basket, but
your basket size may vary. The important thing is to keep the dose consistent. I weigh every
shot, because even a half-gram difference changes the puck height and how water flows
through it.

I grind into the portafilter with a dosing funnel to avoid mess. After grinding, I tap the side of
the portafilter a couple of times to settle the grounds. This step reduces air pockets and helps
the coffee distribute more evenly. If you grind directly into the basket without a funnel, you
often end up with a mound in the center, which leads to uneven distribution later. A simple tap
can save you from channeling issues.

Distribution: The Step Everyone Skips
Even distribution is where most home setups fall short. After tapping, I use a distribution tool, a
small rotating device with needles that breaks up clumps and levels the bed. You can also use
a paperclip or a toothpick, but a proper tool is faster. I run the tool in a circular motion for about



five seconds. The goal is a flat, even surface with no large clumps. If you see any chunks, break
them up before tamping.

Some baristas swear by the Weiss Distribution Technique (WDT), which involves stirring the
grounds with a thin needle. I find that a simple distribution tool works well enough for my daily
routine. The key is to avoid leaving any low spots or high mounds. When the puck is uneven,
water finds the path of least resistance, and you get a gusher. A level bed means the water hits
all the coffee at once, extracting evenly.

I remember one morning when I skipped distribution altogether because I was in a hurry. I
tamped directly after grinding, and the shot ran in 18 seconds, blonding early. The espresso
tasted thin and acidic. That was a hard lesson. Now I always take the extra few seconds to
distribute. It makes a bigger difference than a harder tamp.

Tamping: Pressure and Level Matter More Than Force
There is a common myth that you need to tamp with 30 pounds of force. In reality, the pressure
matters less than consistency and levelness. I tamp with about 15 to 20 pounds of force, but I
make sure the tamper is perfectly level. An uneven tamp creates a sloped puck, and water will
flow more through the thinner side. Over time, I have trained myself to check the tamper’s
angle by sight before pressing down.

I use a spring-loaded tamper that clicks when I reach the right pressure. That takes the
guesswork out. If you use a standard tamper, try pressing down until you feel the coffee



compress fully, then stop. There is no benefit to pressing harder once the puck is already
compacted. In fact, over-tamping can crack the puck or push grounds into the basket holes.

After tamping, I give the portafilter a gentle twist to polish the surface. This step helps seal the
edges and reduces the chance of water leaking around the sides. Then I wipe any loose
grounds off the rim before locking it into the group head. A clean seal prevents leaks and
ensures all the water goes through the puck.

The Role of Puck Prep in Dialing In
When I am dialing in a new coffee, I keep my espresso puck preparation sessioncoffeedenver
consistent. I measure dose, distribute the same way, and tamp with the same pressure. That
way, if the shot runs fast, I know it is the grind size, not my technique. If I changed my
distribution method every time, I would never know what variable caused the change.
Consistency in prep lets you isolate the grind and dose adjustments.

For example, I recently received a light roast from a local roaster. My first shot was sour.
Instead of adjusting the grind right away, I checked my puck prep. I noticed I had not
distributed as evenly as usual. I re-dosed, distributed carefully, and pulled a second shot. The
extraction time was still a bit fast, but the flavor was much more balanced. That told me the
grind was close, but I needed a slightly finer setting. If I had not fixed the distribution, I might
have ground finer and ended up with a bitter, over-extracted shot.

Troubleshooting Common Puck Problems

https://www.sessioncoffeedenver.com/


Even with good technique, pucks can go wrong. Here are a few issues I have encountered and
how I fixed them:

Channeling: You see a small hole or crack in the puck after the shot. This usually
means uneven distribution or a too-fine grind that causes the water to push through a
weak spot. Redistribute more carefully and check your grind size.

Water pooling on top: After the shot, water sits on the puck surface. This often means
the grind is too fine or the dose is too high, creating a dense puck that water cannot
pass through easily. Try a slightly coarser grind or reduce the dose by 0.5 grams.

Soggy puck: The puck comes out wet and sludgy. This can happen if the shot is
under-extracted or if the basket is overfilled. Check your dose and make sure you are
not using a basket that is too small for your dose.

Hard puck that sticks: If the puck is rock-hard and stuck to the basket, the grind is
likely too fine or the tamp is too heavy. Lighten your tamp and adjust the grind
coarser.

Each of these issues points back to puck preparation. Once you dial in your workflow, you will
see fewer of these problems.

Equipment Tips for Better Puck Prep
You do not need expensive gear to improve your puck prep, but a few tools help. A dosing
funnel keeps grounds off the counter and makes distribution easier. A distribution tool or WDT
tool is cheap and effective. A spring-loaded tamper is nice but not essential; you can achieve
consistency with a standard tamper if you practice. Finally, a scale that fits under your
espresso machine is critical for consistent doses.

I also recommend a knock box for easy puck disposal. It keeps your workspace clean and
prevents grounds from clogging your sink. Clean equipment matters because stale coffee oils
in the basket can affect the puck’s surface and cause channeling. I rinse my portafilter and
basket after every shot and wipe them dry before the next dose.

Final Thoughts on Building Your Routine
Puck preparation is the most underrated part of home espresso. Many people obsess over
grinders and machines but ignore the steps between grind and extraction. A few extra seconds
of distribution and a level tamp can transform a mediocre shot into a great one. Session
Coffee Denver emphasizes this in their training and content, and I have found their approach to
be practical and repeatable.



Start by weighing your dose, then work on distribution. Use a tool or a simple stir to break up
clumps. Tamp level, not hard. Pull your shot and taste it. If it tastes off, check your puck after
the shot. A clean, even puck with no cracks is a sign of good prep. If you see issues, adjust one
variable at a time.

Over time, puck preparation becomes second nature. You will learn the feel of a well-
distributed dose and the sound of a shot that extracts evenly. The effort pays off in every cup.
Whether you are pulling a single espresso for yourself or making drinks for friends, consistent
puck prep gives you control over the final flavor. That is the real goal: not just a pretty puck, but
a delicious shot.

Session Coffee Denver offers resources that have helped me refine my technique, and I
encourage any home barista to explore their guides. The phrase espresso puck preparation
sessioncoffeedenver sums up the connection between careful technique and great results.
Keep practicing, keep tasting, and your shots will improve.

Follow Session Coffee Denver on Pinterest

https://www.pinterest.com/sessioncoffeedenver/

